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About Paige Etheridge

To Sammy,

I’m convinced you reincarnated as an Otter. Every time I find one, I check to see if it’s you staring back at me.
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Chapter One
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Narragansett Beach, Rhode Island. 1981

I found the dolphin corpse beached on the shore. Tail fin facing my direction as if flagging me down despite its stillness. I approached. My nose flared once I was close enough to see she was female. Elongated snout, bulb head and body at least three hundred pounds heavier than mine, grey with rot as her mouth lay agape. The shape of her resembled an Amazon River Dolphin. How was that possible? Those dolphins couldn’t survive in salt water.

Scars sliced into her flesh and occasionally crossed. The life which had ended was still apparent in its aftermath, even if I couldn’t translate the marks. I touched her.

Blue light flashed through my body.

I pulled my hand back and brought it to my face. Her smell had oozed into me.

I was thinking how I would bury her. Or if it was better to push her out to sea. Both were futile alone. Did something else need to be done? Would I call someone anonymously and leave her to them? My breath quickened at the thought. I wanted to hide her, protect her. But she was already dead.

An urge overwhelmed me to take one of her teeth. It was as if her body was begging me to, calling to me in a way still layered within silence. My fingers clamped over her jaw. A chipped tooth slid out from her grey gums, more easily than plucking out an eyebrow hair, and fell into my palm as I turned my hand. It was so easy to take from the dead.

Screeches rang out from behind me. I turned my head. Seagulls. Someone had left McDonald’s fries in the parking lot bordering this section of beach. Those birds were having a field day with the feast. No humans in sight. Though a blue butterfly soared through the chaos and back into the sky.

I turned back. She’d vanished. My breathing quickened and my sight turned blue to grey then black. I fell to the sand. I had looked away for just a moment. The tooth remained in my hand, still smelling of rotting flesh. Eventually my breathing slowed and the color returned to my vision. I rose and looked out to sea.

How do you categorize an event like that?

The tooth’s smell and bits of grey didn’t dissipate until after a few washings under the faucet in my parent’s bathroom. A long bath took the smell away from me. I almost regretted that.

I brought the tooth into bed with me. I stroked it with my thumb, a motion hypnotic on my eyes. I counted its rings, visible since the tooth was already damaged. She’d been thirty. Every moment of her years a mystery to me, only knowing of her life after it was all over.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


She’d found me. Wrapped herself around my heart.

I ran.

I ran to where the Negro river meets with the Solimões. Where black waters run alongside white for miles until they merge into the Amazon River.

A small pink fin emerged from the water. Then a pink head with a long snout. Black eyes burrowing into me.

It was her. I turned to run into the jungle.

I slipped. Before I fall to the Earth, I’m caught by a soaked bronze beauty. Her dark hair runs over her breasts like the currents of the dark waters. Her lips move on mine as her hand traces my genitals. I felt her pulling me towards those murky depths.

Where I won’t be able to breath.

Where I’m going to drown.

Where I’m going to die.

She tells me it will be all right as my head loses access to the air.

As I am about to swallow water, I woke up.

A spasm of coughing followed. I was drenched.

I looked over the side of my bed. I found the tooth had escaped from the jewelry box I put it in. I was sure I closed it but it was opened. The tooth had rolled itself over to me. As close as it could get, even though it was still below me.

I picked it up. I raced to my window and opened it, pulling my right arm back with the tooth in hand.

But the tooth remained in my fist, my eyes on the stars.

My hand opened slightly. My thumb stroked the tooth. Over and over I swirled my thumb over those rings, over each of those years she had lived. Someone cared and I wasn’t about to let that go. I felt those rings until I could see them again in the returning light.

I tied a thick black string around it and knotted it tight. Over my neck and under my clothes as I dressed for the day.
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Chapter Three
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Much of my childhood was playing pretend. Pretending I didn’t understand the dysfunction of my family. Pretending I was too busy getting high grades to date boys. Pretending coffee was all I needed to get through the day. Pretending my lack of connection didn’t bother me. Pretending that love didn’t matter to me. Pretending love didn’t scare me.

Pretending I wasn’t gay.

Pretending the smallest human interaction didn’t send my heart into a tailspin.

I didn’t have to answer to judgement, questions, concerns, hatred. I didn’t leave myself open to receiving those things.

So far, adulthood was playing out the same way.

It was the eve of when I would be moving cross country to Seattle on a scholarship. Biology was my intended course of study but I would be taking art classes too. There I would stay burrowed in my courses, until I got a job which would bury me in work.

It was safer to be invisible. Be able to hide behind my work. Hide behind my science. Hide behind basic living functions. Hide within my drawings. Hide within myself. Hide. Hide. Hide. Hide.

Dreams were the only place that I couldn’t fill with busy work.

The pink dolphin continued to fill my sleep. The tooth remained around my neck.
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Chapter Four
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Dolphins had the life I longed for. Freedom to love, fuck, and live as they desire. No one judged dolphins for their lifestyle choices. And even if they did, what would it matter? Dolphins were free to be as they were. No societal cages out in the wild. Just raw being.

Perhaps that was why I kept the tooth. Why I let those dreams haunt me.

It was the closest to love I’d ever experienced.

Love was something I didn’t understand. Social interactions were painful enough as it was. The ones involving romantic feelings were even more complicated.

From a distance, I watched others pine for their lovers when relationships ended. The pain. The weight gain or loss. The disheveled looks. The isolation. Two suicides.

A date paying for one of my cups of coffee could later cost me my very sanity, even my life.
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Chapter Five
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People flowed in and out of my life like water in the river. My family, with the exception of my parents randomly getting strict to seem like they were parenting only to drop away again, mostly left me to my own devices. Classmates shared space with me but not much more. I took tasks and directives from authority figures but not much else.

I went to parties in order to seem normal to my school peers. If I never did anything social at all, people would notice. If I occasionally popped my head in on a social event here and there, I would at least seem normal enough to not raise suspicions. My academic focus would excuse the rest.

At parties at least I could go outside. Take a break before reappearing. I could walk along the mostly quiet streets, before returning to the chaos of the party. I could even catch stars amongst the light pollution or an even better view when I managed to find enough darkness. Stroking the tooth and gazing at the entrance of the beyond.

After, I would go back to deal with people.

People only seemed to be honest when they were drunk. At least then I could see people easier for who and what they were. It was easy to tell when someone was insecure. Know if someone was attracted to you, or just wanted to fuck. There were no games once the alcohol kicked it. Never being drunk myself, I always had the upper hand. It’s much easier to disappear from someone who was drunk. They were so lost in their most honest of feelings and desires, they couldn't keep track of you if you weren’t right before them.

It was weird how people perceive me then. Sometimes sexy. Sometimes just as a body to relieve themselves. Sometimes as someone they feared to be judged by. At least then I was sure that I wasn’t the only one with anxieties about how others saw me. Was everyone as anxious as me? No, I knew that couldn’t be or the world would be different. But at least knowing others had their own fears made mine less weird to acknowledge. Easier to bear in stride and silence.

Until I reached the toilet in my parents’ home and threw up. Crying once when I got to my room. Stroking the tooth until I fell asleep.
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Chapter Six
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This was my last party before starting college. I bit my lip so hard, it bled. I took a shot of vodka to clean the wound. For a moment I thought I was suffocating within the burning sensation. Until I coughed.

I heard a chuckle.

I caught someone’s attention. A blonde girl sitting in a circle of other newly minted adults. I bit my lip again.

I watched as she rose from her place and walked towards me. She turned back and laughed towards some boy behind her still part of the ring, before focusing her attention on me again. I didn’t know her name. I didn’t know anyone’s name here. “Stop” would draw more attention to this. “Help” would too. I ducked away. But she grabbed my arm and pulled me back towards the group. Pulled me within the circle of people.

I was drowning this time.

She started kissing me.

I let it happen. I weighed out in my mind if it would seem weirder for me not to just go with it. People would believe I was drunk too, unless they had been watching me too closely. Which was unlikely. Would I draw more attention if I resisted?

I felt her lift my shirt.

Before the tooth was visible, I stopped her and pulled back.

I heard the others laughing.

“Want to take this privately, in the other room?” Her grin made my throat burn.

She started pulling me away from the circle, the others hollered. I was ready to throw up.

What was I to do? Fight her off? Run away? Let her do what she was going to do? This was a party right? These are the things that went on. If I ran away, then people would remember me. But if I went through with it, people would have stories about us. Possibly even spread rumors about me actually being gay. Until the truth about me couldn’t be hidden. I was screwed either way.

Her hand was stroking the spot where the tooth was.

It didn’t matter that she was blonde and pretty. This wasn’t what I wanted.

She wouldn’t see the tooth.

She pulled her hand away. Her thumb went into her mouth. Her eyes squinted.

I felt heat off from where the tooth was. It lit a fire within me. I closed my eyes. I bit my lip again, until I felt blood there again. I opened my eyes and I gave her the harshest stare I could.

“Rape is still illegal even if it’s a woman doing it to you.”

The room fell silent. Her mouth a gap.

I walked away, never looking back. I smiled with triumph all the way home, eyes towards the sky.

Only to arrive home and throw up in the bathroom, doing my best to be quiet so no one would hear.

I landed next to the toilet in exhaustion, stroking the tooth as I shook and cried.

She never saw it and no one else at the party had either.

I had that triumph at least.

I didn’t have to worry about what anyone thought of me anymore. If anyone remembered what happened tonight, it wouldn’t matter. I was escaping.
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Chapter Seven
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Seattle, Washington 1982

All the rain made things easier for me. I was floating through life, remaining adrift from others who I experienced only as distorted shapes and muffled sounds. Staying inside my own watery world. Sending bubbles to the surface only when necessary, but never having to emerge myself. Rain muted my anxiety and hid me away. My life was underwater, and no one could touch me.

In college, I threw myself into science and art. Biology and Drawing. I shipped all my stuff from the east coast to my dorm. I later move to my first apartment in a sleepy creative town nearby. I fell into a new routine of Boston Market for Thanksgiving, Chinese Take-Out for Christmas, and Half Off Valentine’s Chocolate on February 15th.

During my time off from class or studying, I sat in a coffee shop and sketched. In the corner at the farthest end, I spent hours with my coffee, pencils, and pad; sometimes letting my pencil follow the stream of the steam. From there, shapes and figures manifested. Animals. Water. Women. Mostly I drew the mystery woman I dreamed about. Fearless in her feminine sexuality and power.

When it came to her, my hand moved of its own accord. Blending our bodies together until we became dolphins.
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Chapter Eight
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Long before I should have ever been drinking it, I fell in love with coffee. Its dark hue was such a comfort. I could stare into its abyss for hours, letting my jumbled thoughts untangle themselves. It gave me the strength to handle the stresses of everyday life. A boost after a night I couldn’t sleep. Giving me an almost superpower level of power walking to avoid someone trying to catch up with me. The ability to plunge through the first draft of an essay in one night, so I would have time to go to the stupid parties I hated. It gave me something to sip on when I didn’t have anything to say, so the other person would just keep talking. It gave me a means to ignore people that wouldn’t come across as rude. I noticed it kept me from throwing up too. In high school, I threw up a couple times a week from all the social stress. Back then, it was a struggle to sneak away a cup a coffee a week. With my now unlimited access to coffee, it was down to once a month at worse. A huge improvement for me.

Occasionally I would have too much and the caffeine would send me into overdrive. My thoughts sped up. I would begin to shake. I would have to hide and stroke the tooth until it all stopped.

Everything which comforted me through life had something else attached to it.

At life’s end, my body would disappear into the Earth. Perhaps my corpse would end up being fertilizer for coffee. What was left of me absorbed into roots, bark, and leaves. Recycled into coffee bean seeds. Forever content with that afterlife.
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Chapter Nine
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I finished college early and moved on to grad school. After I finished school, I got a job in a lab studying aquatic species. Lived in my own world of research fueled by cup after cup of coffee.

A study focused on the Amazon River Dolphins/ Boto/ Pink Dolphins crossed my lap. I dove into it. Let myself further sink into a gentle current of dolphins, coffee, and dreams. Safe in the liquidy cocoon.

Until the research sent fear pounding into my ears.

All species were at risk. Pollution. Overfishing. Hunting. Greed. Humans, Humans. Humans. Other people making life a terror as always.

None of my research could show me how these factors were affecting the Pink Dolphins. My efforts were uselessly smacked into wall after wall over and over again. No change in theory or angle ensured a shift in that course. These dolphins were so hard to find in the wild, that it could not be certain how all of this was affecting them. Or even if anything humans did influenced them at all. They could be critically endangered for all I knew. Or already extinct.

No. No they couldn’t be. It was impossible.

But why was it impossible?

Nothing scientific could prove that at that moment they were still around. I was basing this on just a feeling. Science certainly wasn’t supposed to be based on gut feelings. Even if that was what much of what our understanding of the world was based on.

Science couldn’t prove everything. Studies found something to be true, only to be debunked at a later time. Science still couldn’t give answers on the nature of God or life itself. Some things had to be proved in another way. Or just felt.

My own thoughts on all this surprised me.
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Chapter Ten
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A night of murky dreams woke me to this thought, “Go to the Amazon.”

To see living Pink Dolphins, what a sight that would be. They didn’t act like regular dolphins. They didn’t fly in and out of the water next to you as you sped by on your boat. No. While your boat bobbed up and down in the river, Boto snuck up on you like pink ninjas. You might see some bubbles in the water. The hint of a pink head. Or a back fin. Then all of a sudden, the dolphin would be upon you. Pulling at your paddle. Eyes gazing into your depths. Ready to pull you in.

I grabbed the sleeve of my night shirt.

What if the woman I was dreaming of was there? What if she was really looking for me? Would she find me and love me? What if she used the tooth to reach my dreams to lure me into a trap? Finally having me in her grasp. Drown me in those murky waters.

My eyes glanced to my desk, where a book on mythology adorned the desk alone without touching any of my scientific papers. Then my gaze drew itself back down to my bed.

Through researching the pink dolphins, I had learned of the Encantado. The term had a few meanings, but one main context. Many people who lived in the jungles around the Amazon River believed that some or all of these dolphins were also Weredolphins. Turning into humans at night and bringing unsuspecting humans into the water, transforming them into Weredolphins themselves. Bringing them to the Encante, the perfect underwater paradise. They would live in paradise, occasionally returning to the human world to enjoy the human world. The human drama. They were really into parties too apparently.

Those last two qualities I was unable to relate with. Why not just stay safe in your watery world?

Stories of encounters and love affairs with the dolphins were passed down from generation to generation. Even people today still had recent stories with them.

Why would these people continue to spread these stories about these dolphins? Did they feel left out when others had tales about them but they didn’t? Did they indeed see these Weredolphins? Was there another explanation like drugs or insanity?

There were also tales of children born from these love affairs. Of the women who supposedly didn’t join the dolphins below and remained human, choosing to birth a child which looked human but was actually half dolphin. Since no human could resist their charm, the women weren’t blamed for premarital sex, being unfaithful to a partner, or having a child in which the father wasn’t already married to the mother. There were so many fatherless children from these love affairs.

Sounded like regular deadbeat human dads to me, and a convenient story to cover it up to protect the mother and child.

Could that one factor alone be enough to maintain a lie? Or was there truth to it?

Did science even have the truth about these dolphins? Or did I just feel safer in that line of thinking? Despite scientific studies being disproved over and over again.

Scientific name Inia geoffrensis, the Amazon River Dolphins were also known as Boto amongst many other names. They’re a mysterious breed even to those who studied them. They do terribly in captivity: they’re nearly impossible to train and often they simply died shortly after capture. I felt it’s because they refused to cater to the whims and expectations of humans. A cage worse than being trapped in a tank.

Yet despite how awful humans had been to them, they continued to approach them over and over again.

Then why be so friendly with humans? Why do they want to be amongst us badly enough to risk capture and harm? What did they see in us? What did they want from us?

To me they’re more beautiful that way. Rebels against what it is to be a dolphin. What it is to be a creature of this earth. Their forgiveness and goodwill towards humans was part of that. What other wild being was like that?

Their ancient bodies speak of the dinosaurs of times past. Proof that the world was a different place long ago and would be again. The origins of these dolphins go back to the time before the dinosaurs. The mammals that left the water to come to land only to return to it again. Evolving in such a way they would not navigate land as their ancestors had, while their ancestors would perish in their habitat. Strange thing evolution was. The idea of losing your ability to walk in order to better swim bothered me. It felt like removing your own limbs. An amputation. A crippling. A huge loss.

Perhaps that’s why these Weredolphins existed. They were able to walk on land as their ancestors did, without losing the magic of the water. It made sense. Except for the fact science said it made no sense.

Besides knowing or theorizing rather, that these dolphins evolved similarly to other dolphins as whales, there’s a big problem. We still didn’t know or have an ancestor which linked Amazon River Dolphins to the others. There were cousin species, but no direct links. They were in their own family tree, isolated from the others like they had isolated themselves from the others in the Amazon River. It was all so strange. It was as if they had just formed on their own. Or were dropped off by aliens. Swam through a wormhole and ended up in our world.

They made a home a long time ago where other dolphins weren’t going. Cut off eventually as land masses once again shifted. They survived in the freshwater other dolphins couldn’t survive in. In the murky waters other dolphins couldn’t make it through. Their sonar was
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