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I.

DEVIN WANTS TO DISAPPEAR, but vanishing seems like a cop-out, or maybe she is just afraid. She reads about Edna Pontellier walking out into the ocean and it scares her how tempted she is by this liberation in death. She knows it doesn’t have to be like that. There must be some balance between the overwhelm of love and its burden. 

She holds hands with her children, mourning the dead hermit crab, its body munched on by sea foam. She understands the impossibility of leaving them behind. Just as the characters from stories stick with her, Devin knows that the shape of missing her will always float in her children’s minds long after she is gone. Every year, the Gulf inches closer to their home, the hurricanes swing with more power, and Devin wonders if the world will outlast them or if they will outlast the world. But, as long as they can share moments like this, it isn’t hopeless.

As they stand in the sand of Sunport Beach, she squeezes her children and feels full. Towhead Layla on her left, unabashed in six-year-old chunkiness, who wants nothing more than to panda-bear onto Devin’s ankle and be dragged around the floor while Devin sets the table or gathers up the trash. On her right, eight-year-old Andrew inspires Devin with his stillness, his ability to sit quietly on the front porch for hours deep in thought. There is a certain depth in his gaze. He is a mystery, and she can only ever access fragments of what goes on beneath his curls. This family is her stable center while the world rushes around them like a maniac.

Before the hermit crab’s funeral was the homicide. That morning, when Devin looked through the kitchen window, she saw Andrew on the back patio about to smash the shell with a brick. She burst into tears, thinking that maybe he had entered into some larval stage of serial killer. Her throat caught around a ball of doubt about where she went wrong. Genetic or socialized, she is complicit in all her son’s actions. She watched as he held the brick above the crab. He hesitated before dropping it. Crunch.

In truth, Andrew only wanted to see the crustacean naked. That was why he cleaned out an old perfume bottle: in hopes that the crab would make the transparent chamber its new home. But the crab would have to be evicted first. At eight years old, Andrew didn’t understand the physics of the situation. He learned the fragility of life when he brought the brick down on the animal’s abdomen, wound deep in its Fibonacci spiral, and as his mother came through the door ready to both choke and cling to her beautiful, troubled son, he ran to her in tears begging for forgiveness. He told her everything because she is intermediary to all those pieces of the universe which he can’t yet access. And she, then, was only grateful that her son wasn’t lost, and they gathered the pieces of both shell and crab body, and they gathered Andrew’s sister Layla in order to hold a proper funeral service on the shore.

On the beach they now stand, three in a row, mother in the middle holding a small wooden box filled with crushed remains. The waves, whipped up by an imminent rain, froth at their tips and slap at the toes of the mourners who don’t back off, only take another step deeper, the tide pulling at their ankles, then their calves. Devin says, Andrew, would you like to say some words? And Andrew says, Saltine crackers, albatross, antidisestablishmentarianism. Some words. 

He is deadpan. He looks up proudly at his mother, her hair a dark storm in the wind, pale face, sunless but smiling, a slim line of white scar along her cheek. Andrew cracks a grin as well, the crab already having passed from memory to ceremony and, finally, to humor in his mind. Layla plugs her thumb into her mouth, clutches her mother’s dress with her free hand. Devin smiles at each child because it is not the right time to kiss them.

Devin says, To crab. The crabbiest of all the crabs! And she casts the body, the crushed shell in its tiny wooden box, at the ceaseless surf.
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THE BEAUTY OF HOMESCHOOL is that Andrew has time to explore the world with his friends. He stands on the beach in the inhale of mid-spring, licked by the drops of ocean spray, playing Bombs Away with Kiley and Gerry. Kiley and Gerry are the only twins Andrew knows and the only girls he has met who can outthrow, outswim, and outrun him. He wouldn’t consider himself athletic though. Not really. Gerry hurls her stone-bomb so far it disappears into a wave. Andrew pulls a smooth rock from his pocket, crouches, and, with his whole body, underhands it skyward. He yells, Watch out! And the three children scream and scramble while the rock seems to float for eons in the salt air, the bright sun and breeze. Then it finally plummets with a subtle plunk on the sand. The children stand like compass points around the rock’s center, the Gulf to the south, taking one last look over the sheer everything before turning back home. 

Andrew lives across the highway from the ocean next to the vacation rental condos of the Sunset Villas, which once were packed with visitors all season long, but now sit empty as the summer blazes in. Hurricane season is coming. Flanking the house on either side like siege towers are two hotels in constant states of construction and, instead of a front yard, there is a vacant parking lot with yellow grass poking through its seams. Andrew’s mother can sit on the porch and look over the lot across the highway and watch the speck of distant Andrew on the beach. Now that he is eight, he is allowed to cross the highway, playing by the ocean without an adult by his side. He isn’t allowed to enter the water unless his mother is there. But that isn’t really a temptation. There is something terrible in the waves. He wants to be close to the water but doesn’t want it to touch him.

Cars whoosh by on four lanes, making Andrew’s mom, lazing on the front porch with her novel, a choppy blur. She says she always watches over their adventures on the beach, but Andrew knows his mom’s books disappear the world around her. She perches there as only the symbol of a sentinel, her eyes turned inward where there is no beach, no house, no daughter or son. When traffic slows, blurs become individual cars and trucks rumbling in place at their red light, and Andrew and the twins clutch hands to run barefoot across the sand-blown and sun-rubbery asphalt up the path back home.

Dad gets back from work in the late afternoon and emerges from his bedroom moments later in his swim trunks, towel tucked under his arm. They go swimming in the Sunset Villas’ pool. Andrew sometimes wonders why they can’t walk in the front entrance, why they creep around the stucco walls to the gate where his dad tiptoes up, reaches over, and unhooks the catch from inside the fence, but the pool makes Andrew forget to ask. The pale green water used to be filled with children and adults of all ages from the early spring to late fall, but these last couple years it has been mostly empty. Andrew never knew his father’s uncle, just that, according to Andrew’s dad, the land where the Sunset Villas now stand was once his uncle’s land, so the pool is basically theirs. Of course, there have been times when Andrew’s dad made them leave the pool and book it to the exit, which makes Andrew wonder who really rules over this space. But before he can turn his doubt into words, his dad dives. Andrew teeters on the edge until Kiley swipes her arm along the surface, pushing a pool-sized wave that hits Andrew’s stomach and he, losing his hesitance, jumps and balls up in the air to splash the twins back.

They play Marco Polo in the shallow end while a couple other kids, quiet, sour-faced brothers just a bit older, cling to the walls in the deeper water. Their grandma sits with a newspaper that keeps wrinkling itself in the breeze. She scowls over the sports section. These other children come and go. These vacationers never become friends with Andrew, just distant neighbors from another state, another world. The twins are his friends because they know the freedom of the empty beach, the rules and secrets of the Villas, the vacant lot. The visitors always watch Andrew and his family as if they might bite, strays leftover in a place where no one is meant to live. 

Andrew, his sister, and the twins take turns swimming over to Andrew’s dad and climbing onto the ledge of his shoulders to dive back into the water. Andrew splashes a can opener a couple feet from Layla, sending a boy-sized tsunami over her head, and of course she begins sobbing. One of the sour-faced brothers swims over to Andrew’s father and begins to climb up, and the grandmother launches from her seat saying, Nicky! No! Don’t touch that man! Stay away!

Nicky’s face twists up terrified and he doesn’t move, but Andrew’s dad only nods to Andrew and the twins and moonwalks to the shallow end, hoists a silenced but still teary-eyed Layla up and sack-of-potatoes her over his shoulder. The water beaded on his tattoos sparkles in the sunlight. He says, It’s time to go kiddos. Then, more loudly, We don’t want to upset anyone.

He nods to Andrew, who follows, dripping out of the water and leaves footprints on his way along the cement. The grandmother mumbles in their wake and the sour-faced boys tread water grumpily.

Back at the house, Layla holes up in the kitchen drawing pictures while Andrew and the twins don’t change out of their swimsuits but suck on popsicles on the front porch waiting for the girls’ moms to pick them up and take them half an hour inland to their home. Kiley says, Guess what? Mom says we’re going to school this year. Like real school. Mom says it will be conducive to our education to learn more social skills.

The school year is ending and then more tourists will come. The beaches will be lightly peppered with sunbathers, the Villas bouncing with pop songs and college students, anyone too broke for the finer shores yet unravaged by rising oceans, the vacation cabanas and knick-knack shops. But it will still mean less pool time for Andrew, a hot sun that will keep him inside and bored much of the day. He says, What’s conducive?

Gerry says, It’s just something that you get at real school. You wouldn’t understand.

Andrew says, But what about our field trips? We’ll still go to the zoo and stuff together. Or the museum.

Not on school days, says Kiley, ‘cause we’ll be in real school. We’ll go on field trips on the bus with the other kids. 

Andrew pictures the twins lining up at the museum, a string of partners, and a teacher leading their way while Andrew holds his mom’s hand. He doesn’t like the strictness of the lines of students, the way the teachers herd the kids, telling them to catch up while Andrew and Layla are only reigned in when they wander out of their mom’s sight. And his mom whispers the details of each painting, each sculpture, reads excerpts
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