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~Excerpt from Gorlak~

Where did she keep her garlic?

Simon rummaged through the cabinet over Petra’s stove, pushing aside red clove 

vinegar, a spool of pink ribbon, a metal box of mulling spices, a bag of cat food. Reggae

floated from the stereo. “Where do you keep your garlic?” He sung in tune, lifted his beer 

and sipped. Yuk. He hated the beer she kept here; she’d sometimes managed to remember 

and get Dogfish Head Shelter Pale Ale, but most of the time she had Guinness—too dark 

for him. Still, he’d gotten here, with the fish, searched the house, gone out to her deck, 

scanned the beach, and spotted Pet and Chloe, a pair of white shirts in the setting sun, far 

out of shouting range. See, he’d told himself, they’re fine. Mantis shrimp wouldn’t come 

up on the beach. They can’t survive out of water.

So he’d grabbed a cold beer from the fridge and set to work.

But, alas, no garlic.

He closed the oak cabinet and studied his own reflection in the glass slider that 

lead out to her back deck. He liked the way he looked in her kitchen, framed by her sky 

blue counters and the five-foot-high plastic palm tree in the corner. He thought it might 

not be so bad, committing to her permanently; she could play on the beach with Chloe 

and he would cook. Pet’s office, crammed full of text books and papers and unfinished 

scrapbooks, would make a great room for Chloe. They could paint it purple and plaster 

the walls with unicorns.

Don’t get ahead of yourself. He drizzled the salmon with lemon juice, wrapped it 

in foil. You’re lucky she hasn’t broken up with you yet, because she will if you fail her, 

and you just might. Ready for grilling.
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It was getting dark. He thought he should call them so they’d have time to wash 

the sand off their feet.

He yanked open the slider, skimmed the horizon. The sea was rough today, 

spitting out clumps of purple and red seaweed, making a shag carpet on the beach. He 

flipped on the porch light, but it only lit up the sand immediately behind the house.

He thought he spied movement, something scurry.

He saw them, then, Chloe a shorter, chunkier shadow of Petra. He could hear 

Petra’s rich deep giggle, even over the sound of the surf, and the occasional squeal and 

shriek of his daughter, who was hopping like she was on hot coals. They were chasing 

animals of some variety. He went to the corner of the deck, set his beer down on the 

railing, and stepped down onto the crooked stairs made soft from the sea.

“Hey guys!” He forced his feet through the sand. It was like trying to walk on a 

bed of dry kitchen sponges. Beach people, he thought. Give me the solid green earth any 

day.

“Daddy!” Chloe ran toward him, bounding across the sand. 

“Hey, darlin’!” He squatted to her height, and she tackled him, and down he went. 

He felt the damp of the wet sand soaking the back of his uniform shirt. “Are you having 

fun?”

“We got a new friend!” She got up and jumped back toward Petra, who trailed 

behind her, pinching the edge of a silver bucket. “Ozzie!”

“Ocypode quadrata.” Petra giggled. “A ghost crab. Look.” She held the bucket 

out to Simon, who lumbered to his feet. “He’s a boy. Isn’t he cute?”
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Simon peered in, and the crustacean froze under the harsh beam of light, peered 

up at him with long black eyes on stalks that reminded him of those licorice candies he 

could buy in the movie theatre.

It was almost like they could see through him.

“He’s the size of a football. You ever seen one that big?” The creature raised a 

claw. Simon jumped back. “Jesus!”

“I wanna hold him! I wanna hold him!” Chloe thrust her hand in the bucket.

“Honey, no!” Simon seized her hand. 

“Hey!” Petra snatched the pail away. “It’s okay. Size doesn’t matter, he’s still 

going to behave the same. They’re afraid of the light. He won’t hurt her.”

“Daddy, let me go!” Chloe wrenched her hand free, and Simon suddenly realized 

he could have crushed her fingers. 

He hoped Pet hadn’t been putting her fingers in danger like that the whole time 

they’d been together. He thought ahead, to tomorrow. He’d promised Chloe he’d bring 

her to work with him. Shrimp, shrimp, in the tanks, he kept thinking.

“They’ve all been enormous this year,” Petra started walking toward the house.

“It’s nuts. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Can we keep him?” Chloe begged. “Pet says she has a house for him with sand.”

Petra had a miniature zoo in her basement where all manner of pets landed for a 

two-day involuntary vacation. Spider crabs, especially. She was into those. She had to 

keep them all in the basement so her cat Ahab didn’t go ripping into them for a free meal. 

“Chloe, go inside and wash up. We’re cookin’ up some food.”
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“Okay!” She bound ahead of them, fell once in the dunes, hiked herself up and 

started running again.

“She’s got a lot of energy.” Petra clicked off the flashlight. He could hear the crab 

in the metal bucket, scrambling to get out. The points on the ends of its legs sounded like 

typing on a computer keyboard. It made him nervous it might leap out and try to pinch 

him.

“Yup. She does.” He had almost said, like her mother, but stopped himself. He 

reached for her hand, and she took it. It was wet and sandy, like she’d been playing in 

cement. “D’ya guys have fun?”

“Oh, yeah. Spent the whole time on the beach, after we stopped at Barnacle 

Burgers.”

Barnacle Burgers. “Honey, we’re having salmon.”

She squeezed his hand. “That was hours ago. I’m sure she’ll eat. Anyway, she just 

wanted half a fish sandwich, so I split it with her.”

“Oh, half of one. I guess that’s okay.”

He felt her punch his arm. “Stop it.”

“Well, if you’re gonna be with her you can’t take her to Barnacle’s every night 

and let her stick her hands in buckets full of enormous angry crabs.” 

He felt her stop.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He thought she was kidding, but when he looked at her, tendrils of her hair 

pinioned to her cheek by the stiff breeze, he could tell he’d hurt her. He rested a hand on 

her head. “Nothing.” He set his foot on the bottom stair. “You bringin’ that in?”
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He watched her hesitate, bite her lip. “No.” She plunked the bucket down. The 

crab tipped it over and scrambled away.

“Good.” He climbed the stairs, thinking something wasn’t right about that crab, he 

knew Petra had worked around them her whole life and wasn’t afraid, but something 

wasn’t right about it, no.

And the more he thought about it, the more he knew that “Giants of the Sea” had 

been a big mistake, and an even bigger mistake had been made long before he’d come on 

the scene: that flow-through system out to the open sea. Anything, anything could get in. 

And the stuff of his day terrors, more than likely, already had.

As they finished dinner, sipping red wine and talking about how much fun it 

would be to take Chloe to Orlando at the end of the summer, the porch outside was 

blanketed in football-sized ghost crabs. The thrum, the click, the occasional scrape of 

their pointed legs against the glass slider went unnoticed, and so did the one clear space 

down the middle of the deck—where the moon cut its brightest swath.


