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  Catch of the Day


“Another fine haul today, huh, Hal?” Jimmy Wiggins said. 
“You know it,” I said.
It was true. Me and the guys had brought not one, not two, but three fully loaded nets into port. The fishing had been excellent, the best of the season, in fact, so we celebrated by ordering pizza just before docking.
I’d been a fisherman since I was “knee-high to a grasshopper,” as the old folks say. My father, Henry Stonebrook, left me the family business before his passing, and I didn’t see any reason to give it up.
I would’ve found plenty of reasons if I’d known what awaited us on that fateful day.
Though the weather was dank and dreary, a thick fog settling in as we entered the port—not unusual for Destiny, Maine, on a late October evening—the sun seemed to shine upon us with an uncanny fortune, as if it was too good to be true that, in the face of such gloom, we could be so lucky.
How right those words turned out to be.
“The Destiny sure held up good and tight today,” Jimmy continued.
Named after our town’s namesake by my father when he first commissioned her construction back before I was a blip on his own internal radar, the Elusive Destiny was my pride and joy. She had seen her fair share of high seas and adventure, to be sure. And if she could talk, oh, the stories she could tell.
That day, however, she would’ve been speechless.
It all happened when we let loose the day’s catch.
Jimmy, my first mate, and the rest of the crew—Monty Wiles, Jake Sheldon, and Robbie Thompson—had just finished securing the Destiny’s port side to the dock, while I headed amidships to winch the bulging nets into position.
“Come on, boys,” I yelled once all three nets were lined up. “It’s time to take a look at the catch of the day.”
The crew quickly made their way over. The suspense, much like the evening’s fog, was so thick you could spread it on a cracker. I let loose the first net, and hundreds of Atlantic cod, Albacore tuna, haddock, and others spilled onto the deck, slapping and splashing around. Great cries of excitement rang out as the men celebrated a hard day’s work. (No doubt, also celebrating the way they’d spend their extra earnings once they were tallied up.)
I motioned for silence as I moved to loosen the second net, the final of the newer orange nylon ones. Once again, saltwater fish of various species spewed forth from its great belly as if it had emptied its bowels of a hearty supper. The cheers continued, rising in volume.
“Simmer down now, boys, simmer down,” I said.
“Come on, boss, show us the last one,” Robbie said. “I ain’t never seen so many fish at once in all my life!”
“Me neither,” Jimmy agreed. “Besides, I’m starvin’, and a slice of that pepperoni deep dish is callin’ my name.”
“All right, all right,” I said, fidgeting with the final net. It was older than the others, the last of the nets from my father’s original collection, made of rope, and opened from the top instead of the bottom.
Finally, as I tugged the final tethers free, I yelled, “Here, boys, feast your eyes on—”
What came next could only be seen to be believed, and even then, it would take some hard persuasion. Everything happened so fast; yet, time seemed to slow to a crawl.
The net fell open and clattered on the deck, its longest tethers still attached to the winch. But the fish inside…well, when the fish fell, they all sort of clung together, as one gigantic fish ball, landing onto the deck with a single splat. That’s the only way to describe it. I saw them all huddled together, struggling to get free, but they didn’t spread out when they hit the deck like the others had—like normal fish would.
My eyes stayed glued to the site as I watched what happened next. As if by a kind of dark magic, the wriggling fish transformed into something else, swirling and fading into some new, terrible shape.
No one made a sound as we all stood around, stunned to silence. All at once, I realized what it was and snapped out of my trance.
There, amidst the Elusive Destiny, lay a creature so vile, so monstrous, that, had it not been for the shock of recognition, I would’ve certainly met my fate that day, just as some of the other unfortunate souls did.
A huge octopus, the biggest I’d seen in all my days of sailing and fishing, lay writhing and twisting, its tentacles reaching out to ensnare the crewmen. I suddenly understood: The whole thing had been a malicious trick; a setup.
Maybe the creature had camouflaged itself to intentionally deceive us, as if disguised and hunting for prey. Or maybe it had gotten caught, seen the other nets below the water, loaded with fish, and masked its true identity for protection. Maybe, even now, it was flailing for its own life. I can’t say, but one thing I know for sure: I wasn’t interested in waiting around to find out.
“Run, men, run!” I yelled at the top of my lungs and turned to heed my own words.
Just then, Robbie let out a horrific cry.
“Boss, don’t leave me! It’s got me, boss. I’m caught!”
Call me a coward if you want, but I ran; I ran and didn’t look back. Even amidst the screams and cries. Even as I heard the gurgling gasps of torment and the snapping of bones, I ran as fast as my trembling legs would allow me along the length of the ship toward the stern.
Nothing mattered anymore. Not my father’s fishing business or the ship itself, not the day’s catch nor the money it would’ve brought in, not the celebratory pizza dinner. The most important thing was getting as far away as possible from that accursed ship, those accursed nets, and the thing they had given birth to.
I slipped and fell a few times, but that didn’t stop me. Adrenaline surged as I ran for my life, reasoning that the stitch in my side, along with any potentially acquired skinned knees or bruised arms, could be dealt with later—if I survived.
And I was determined to survive.
Finally, as what felt like eternity ticked away, I rounded the corner to the port side and began running back toward the bow. The only thing I remember hearing—other than the agonizing screams of my men—were footfalls behind me.
I didn’t know who else would survive and live to tell the tale alongside me. Frankly, I didn’t care. All I knew was that it felt like Death himself was hot on my heels, chasing me as if to say, “I’m coming for you, Hal, son of Henry Stonebrook. Even if you escape my pet, I’m coming for you just the same.”
The heavy mist cleared just long enough to see the exit onto the dock, and the sight of it was enough to give me a second wind, igniting every muscle in my body in its struggle to somehow escape this nightmare alive. I was so focused on living, I completely missed the tentacle that had stretched out from amidships in a final effort to preserve its own daily catch.
It brought me down—hard. My face hit the deck, and I faintly remember being on the verge of blacking out. Thank God in Heaven above I didn’t. Dead men tell no tales, after all.
I shook my head to regain my bearings and realized I was being dragged toward the maw of the hellbeast. I tried to view my surroundings, the vision in my right eye now filling red with blood and swelling shut with the impact of the fall. Through the thickness of blood and fog, I saw pieces of my crewmen strewn in every direction.
Mangled bodies, twisted as if caught in the midst of a hurricane, lay all around me. A tattoo-sleeved forearm I recognized as Monty Wiles’s lay to my right, while Jake Sheldon’s severed head lay to my left, his face frozen in shock for all eternity. My men were men no longer. Instead, they had become the face of death, staring out into oblivion, just as Jake’s lifeless eyes stared at me. I could almost hear his and the other crewmen’s voices pleading with me to save them, blaming me for their horrific fate, inviting me to join them.
Then, a sound I’ll never forget ’til I draw my last breath, issued from the thing that held me. A terrible clicking, coming from within. I recognized it at once and felt all color drain from my face. As the beast reared back to begin its own celebratory feast, my fears were confirmed.
A gigantic beak, like an oversized lobster claw, clicked and clacked. A sort of alien Morse code, sending a message of its ravaging appetite. It was enough to snap me out of my petrified daze.
“Help!” I shouted to the heavens. “Help! It’s got me!”
I kicked and lashed out in every effort to break free, but its tentacles clasped tighter, slithering around me like oversized pythons, fighting desperately for one more soul. I would later find that its suckers had left huge blood blisters on various parts of my body, scarring me for life—a haunting reminder of the horrors of that day.
I yelled for help once more, then heard the creature’s beak snap louder as my boots came within inches of it. How would it feel to be eaten alive, I wondered. Then I remembered the rest of the crew, their bodies butchered and bloody. I wouldn’t just be eaten alive, I would also be torn from limb to limb and cast aside, a snack for another day.
Limb from limb. Maybe. Just maybe.
As much as it pained me (and, if I’m being honest, disgusted me), I reached for Monty’s forearm to my right and started waylaying the monster. Gripping the dead fingers, already
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