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BY TYLER JONES

 

 

 Night of the Long Knives

Midas

Heavy Oceans

Turn Up the Sun

Burn the Plans

Enter Softly

Almost Ruth

The Dark Side of the Room

Criterium


To Jim Wright

For teaching me what integrity means

For teaching me how to “hold fast”

For leading by example


INTRODUCTION

 

 

 

 

 

 Look, I’m gonna be honest here. I can’t say this is my favorite Tyler Jones story.

No disrespect to Heavy Oceans, of course! Lemme slap the hood and tell you this baby has everything. Crime. Mystery. Dread. Complicated familial drama. Wonderfully fleshed-out characters making horrible decisions and paying steep, unpredictable, unfathomable* prices for them. 

When I first blurbed this story, I dropped author names like Gabino Iglesias and S.A. Cosby as references and I stand by that wholeheartedly. In fact, like many of Gabino and Shawn’s works, Heavy Oceans conjures one of my absolute favorite vibes a story can conjure: namely, desperate people doing bad things in the dead of night with a city glowing just off in the distance. I eat urban, midnight horror up with a spoon, and this story dishes it out with a ladle.

If that weren’t delicious enough, there’s what happens in the second half. You see, Heavy Oceans does ANOTHER thing I absolutely adore: a narrative rug pull. I’m not going to go into specifics here—I want you to go into this as unspoiled as possible—but let’s just suffice it to say that Tyler does such an incredible job beginning his story in one genre that by the time it shifts into another genre, it’s like a goddamn magic trick. 

It’s a magic trick he pulls a lot. He does it expertly. It’ll make you cackle with glee every time (assuming you are, of course, a sicko like me).

So yeah. Heavy Oceans does some of my favorite things a story can do—and more. It’s an absolute delight to read. What did my full blurb say? “Gripping, visceral, and supremely unpredictable. It’s tempting to try to describe the experience of Heavy Oceans as, like, The Langoliers meets Black Tide with a dash of Gabino Iglesias or S.A. Cosby, but the crystal-clear prose and the deft character work are pure Tyler Jones.” You nailed it, me; nice work.

But again: I’m not gonna look you in the eye, dear reader, and say that this is my favorite Tyler Jones story. I wouldn’t lie to you.

What is my favorite, you might ask?

Well, here’s the thing. 

Tyler Jones is one hell of a writer. Almost annoyingly so—anyone who actually spends time trying to wrangle coherent sentences together knows just how hard it is to do, and Tyler makes it all look so friggin’ easy. 

Sometimes I’m tempted to describe Tyler as the Charles L. Grant of his generation, for his mastery of a certain kind of “quiet horror”—but other times I balk at that comparison because Grant never went as loud and hard as Tyler sometimes goes in his stories, nor did he throw as many curveballs. The two authors share a similar ability to wrap a story around you, though; to lull you with a comfortable humility before slipping that deliciously icy blade of fear in between your vertebrae. 

Every single damn Tyler Jones story I’ve read has given me unpredictable twists, an uncluttered voice, and scenes you just can’t shake.

Each one feels like something special, in part because—and this might sound weird given the horrible things he often writes about—I always get this palpable sense that Tyler loves people. He’s not a cynic. He’s not a nihilist. He loves humanity, for all its messiness. He loves his characters, for all their flaws and fuckups. He loves his readers. Despite everything, despite all the pain and grief (and I know Tyler has tasted more than his fair share), he loves these complicated, unfair, unwise lives we all find ourselves leading as we stumble blindly down the one-way, barely lit, booby-trapped hallway of mortal existence.

If I’m being honest, I do, too—and so when I encounter that feeling in another writer’s voice, well . . . it’s almost like falling in love all over again. And how do you have a favorite time you fall in love?

What I’m getting at is Heavy Oceans isn’t my favorite Tyler Jones story because my favorite Tyler Jones story is whichever one I’m reading next. And, sorry, Heavy Oceans, but I just couldn’t let you be my most-recently read Tyler Jones story. I had to read another one right afterwards. Falling in love is addicting like that.

Allow me, then, to slightly clarify my opening. I can’t say Heavy Oceans is my favorite Tyler Jones story . . . but it sure was while I was reading it. Once it was finished, though, I had to go find the next one, and then that one took its place on the pedestal. 

And then the next one. 

And the next one. 

And—you get it, right?

Anyway, this all leads me to the more important question: what the hell are you doing, still reading this introduction? 

Go! Turn the page, dummy! You’ve got your new favorite Tyler Jones story ahead of you!

For now, at least.

 

Nat Cassidy

New York City

November 2023

 

 

 

 

 

*Yes, that was an ocean pun. No, I will not apologize.


“There’s an annihilation reaction… 

a hundred percent conversion of 
matter to energy… Gravity distorts
time and space. And since you’re distorting time, all this takes place 

in between moments of time.”

                Bob Lazar

 


PROLOGUE

 

 

 

 

 

 Jamie Fletcher woke to the sound of the top bunk creaking. He opened his eyes. The moon hung bright against an ink-black sky. Mom had forgotten to say goodnight and close the curtains, so he saw straight out the window. 

Normally, the moon wasn’t so bright, but since Dad stormed outside with his .357 a few months earlier and shot out the streetlight (said it kept him awake), that part of the street was so dark you couldn’t see the sidewalk. 

Dust particles floated through streaks of blue light as Eric’s silhouette came climbing down the ladder, and the whole bed swayed a little with his weight. 

When they first moved in, Jamie wanted the top bunk, but Eric, being two years older, got to pick.

He knew better than to say or do anything that might startle his brother. It had been a couple months since his brother last sleepwalked, but Jamie remembered what Mom told him. 

Follow him, make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid or get himself hurt. If you can, guide him back to bed. Gently, though. 

Eric’s bare feet hit the floor, and for one brief moment, Jamie saw his brother’s face. His eyes stared wide open, refusing to blink—stark against his skin, so pale in that moonlight—like he was dead.

Eric turned his head and looked at Jamie, who sat up, huddled in his blanket. Jamie hated the feeling of being looked at but not seen. His heart rate jumped and he suddenly jolted from still half-asleep to fully awake. 

Jamie told his friend at school about Eric’s sleepwalking. Explained it like there was another person inside his brother, one who only came out at night and wanted to do things that Awake Eric would never do. Like, make a piece of toast with Mom’s marmalade. Eric didn’t like marmalade. He always had strawberry jam on his toast. 

Sleep Eric once arranged all the shoes by the front door in pairs, from biggest to smallest. Dad’s left-behind shoes, his own, Mom’s, and Jamie’s. 

Sleep Eric sat at the dining room table and put together a 500-piece puzzle of the Giza Pyramids. And he did it fast. 

Awake Eric hated puzzles.

Sleep Eric made an entire beef casserole with mashed potatoes one night. Stood cooking in the kitchen, stirring sauce, peeling potatoes. 

Awake Eric had never cooked a meal in his life.

Once, Sleep Eric took Dad’s rifle out of the hallway closet and stood in the living room, holding it like a soldier at attention, waiting for orders. Eventually, he put the gun back, but Jamie spent the next several weeks checking the rifle before bed to make sure it was unloaded. Like it would have mattered. If Sleep Eric could make a full dinner, he’d have no trouble finding bullets and loading the gun. 

Jamie told his friend it was like watching a zombie if zombies weren’t mean. Sleep Eric controlled the hands and feet, controlled the head, used the eyes, but he couldn’t seem to make the mouth work. Sleep Eric never spoke. Three of those nights, he grabbed a pencil and made weird pictures that weren’t really pictures. Just hundreds of dots scribbled onto the paper in a random pattern. Some of the dots were bigger than others, but Jamie never could make sense of them, and of course, in the morning, Awake Eric would have no memory of what he’d done. 

Sleep Eric only appeared every few weeks, so it took almost two months for Jamie to realize that every picture contained the same number of black dots in exactly the same pattern.

He asked Awake Eric what the pictures meant, and his brother just shrugged and said, “I have no idea.” 

The next day, he’d spike a fever and be laid in bed, sweating, muttering things that didn’t make sense. He’d rub at a spot on his neck and whisper in a hoarse voice that it was sore. That it ached. Jamie slept on the couch on those nights because he couldn’t get any rest the way his brother thrashed around. The sickness usually only lasted a day or two, and Eric would be back to his normal self. Only his “normal” changed after he began sleepwalking. 

And when did it start? 

It took Jamie a while to make the connection, which happened accidentally. He kept track of his brother’s sleeping episodes until they disappeared when Eric was sixteen. Jamie drew a little plus sign in the corner of the day. In his journal, which he hid under his pillow, he would write down the specifics of what Eric did, looking for a pattern or a clue as to why he would undertake so many unusual tasks. And when Jamie looked back at the calendar, he saw another notation he made on the day of Eric’s first sleepwalking episode. 

“DG”

Dad Gone

Their father got into a screaming match with Mom. A bad one. The worst Jamie had seen. He knew it was bad because they were both screaming louder than the TV in the living room where the boys sat. Jamie heard every word coming from upstairs. And the heavy wood-on-wood sound of dresser drawers crashing open and slamming shut. One drawer ended up broken. Then the closet door, same thing. Even Dad’s footsteps were so much harder than they needed to be. Like he was trying to bust a hole through the floor with each step. 

This wasn’t Dad’s first time left, but it felt different because he’d never packed anything before. Like, maybe he actually meant it this time. 

When he came downstairs, dragging a suitcase that clunked against each step, he walked past the living room, stopped, breathless, and said, “You boys keep an eye on her. Make sure she don’t burn down the place.” When he reached the front door, he walked outside and said, “I’ll be seeing ya.”

The door slammed shut, and a few seconds later, Jamie heard the familiar growl of Dad’s truck. He watched through the window as the taillights faded down the street like two shrinking red eyes. 

That night, Sleep Eric made his first appearance. 

Jamie followed his brother downstairs, trailing his fingertips along the wall. He felt the frayed edges of a hole in the drywall the size and shape of Mom’s head from when she tried to crawl away from Dad during a fight. Jamie climbed up the steps on all fours like a dog. 

Jamie wondered why Eric wouldn’t respond to him whispering his name, whispering, “What are you doing?”

Eventually, the boys learned how to patch the drywall and erase the damage Dad had made with their bodies—heads, elbows, knees—hiding the holes in the walls that bled white powder. 

Sleep Eric made his way through the kitchen to the living room. The couch and chairs were black silhouettes against black. Jamie cracked his shin against the edge of the coffee table and stifled a curse. He couldn’t understand how Eric didn’t bump into things. He brushed past countertops and furniture like he could see in the dark. 

And Eric’s walk wasn’t a shuffle, and it wasn’t uncertain. He moved with confidence from one room to the other, as if he had woken up with a specific purpose and couldn’t see or hear anything unrelated.

The chain latch on the front door clicked aside, and Sleep Eric shuffled out of the house into the cold night air. Barefoot. Jamie stopped to slip on a pair of shoes, then hurried after his brother. 

Whatever tasks those deep parts of Eric’s brain thought he needed to do, they were always inside the house. He’d never ventured outside before, and even though Jamie wasn’t worried about him falling into a ditch, he was desperately afraid a car would come tearing down the street and slam into his brother, send him sailing over the hood to land on the asphalt in a tangle of broken limbs.

As Eric left the front yard and walked into the street, Jamie looked both ways for him. A few cars were parked along the curb, but no headlights shone in either direction. 

The streetlight Dad shot out was directly across from their house, and the light used to shine right into the master bedroom window. Their house was wrapped in darkness. The closest streetlight was two blocks away, a distant white glow.

Sleep Eric moved with purpose toward a destination known only to him. Jamie turned to close the front door so it wouldn’t bang into the wall and wake Mom when he felt heat on his back. He turned around, heart thudding against his ribs as light flooded the front yard, revealing all the dead patches of grass where neighborhood dogs had pissed over the years.

Something glittered beneath the streetlight. Shards of glass from when Dad shot the light. Glass he never cleaned up. Sleep Eric was walking straight toward the light pole and Jamie yelled for him to stop. Yelled that his feet would get all cut up. 

Eric stopped just beneath the broken streetlight. Only, it wasn’t broken anymore. A brilliant beam of light shone down on him, making every hair on his head appear to glow. With his eyes open, he looked straight up into the light. 

Jamie’s legs finally came unglued, and he started running, waving his arms and yelling Eric’s name. A sound came from the sky, or maybe it was more a feeling than a sound—a deep, bass-like thump in his chest that kicked his heart out of rhythm for a second. 

The light vanished, sudden and silent, plunging Jamie into a cold darkness, leaving fuzzy white spots drifting through his vision, and when he reached the place where all the broken glass crunched under his shoes, Eric was gone. 
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 Whatever Jamie expects a bar in Hawaii to be, the Alea Way is not it. Hidden off the main drag, next to a pedestrian walkway that connects two main streets, is a narrow door covered in peeling red paint with a couple neon signs buzzing in the otherwise dark windows and a worn brick exterior. 

Squeezed between a noodle shop on one side and a narrow alley on the other, there’s nothing warm or tropical about the interior. The concrete floors are cracked and stained by years of spilled drinks. 

Fly a thousand miles only to end up drinking in the same kind of shithole we have back home, Jamie thinks. 

His plane had landed two hours earlier. Eric picked him up from the airport, and they drove back to his apartment and had some drinks there. Jamie’s thoughts were in turmoil the whole time. He hadn’t told his brother why he’d come or Sylvia had kicked him out. 

They didn’t talk about Dad. Didn’t need to. Neither brother had seen him since he left. He’d walked out of their house and started another life. For all they knew, another family, too.

A couple years back, Dad had sent them letters, not long after Mom died of kidney failure, and said he wanted to reconnect. Eric burned his letter. Jamie tore his into a hundred pieces and threw it in the trash.

Guilt was a cancer, and Jamie guessed it had metastasized to the point Dad couldn’t sleep anymore.

Good, Jamie thought. I hope you never sleep again.

He pictures their six-month old baby boy, Dylan, and how much he’d hoped something in him would change immediately when he became a father. 

Eric waves to the bartender, a pretty woman Jamie guesses to be in her thirties. She glides from one end of the
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