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; / he waiting ferryboat — ivory-colored and two-

icred — resembled a slice of cake, Or maybe | was

just hungry, I reasoned as [ hurried across the dock, my duffel

lvag bumping my hip. The name Princess of ibe Deep was

stamped across the boat’s side, and the American flag hanging
Irom its bow whipped and snapped in the salty wind.

[ ook a deep breath. 1 was really going.

As 1 joined the boarding line, T wished 1'd covered my head,
lilkke the other, wiser travelers in their Atlanta Braves caps and
Hoppy straw hats. Sweat slid down my back, and my vintage
round sunglasses were no match for the glare off the ocean. 1
hadn’t had much time to prepare [or this trip.

“Next!™ called the ticket taker, a large, silver-bearded man
in a white T-shirt, He motioned to me and T stepped forward,

the dock’s wooden slats hot beneath my sncakers. When |



handed him my ticket, his bushy eycbraws shot up so high the

sailor hat on his hcad wobbled,

“You’re headed to Selkie?” he asked. In his thick Georgia
drawl, he pronounced the word Sayl-kee — all long syllables.
“Selkie Island? You sure about that, darlin’?*

[ hesitared. I certainly hadn’t planned on traveling to Sclkie
Island, a place | knew next to nothing about. My summer, like
most things in my life, had been all mapped out: As soon as
school ended, [ was to start my dream internship at the Museum
of Natural History in New York City. Bur rhen the grand-
mother I'd never known passed away, setting in motion a chain
of events that brought me to where | was on this late June
afternoon. For a sccond, disorientation swept over me, and
then T shook it off.

“Positive,” 1 replied, lifting my chin. T was eager to com-
plete the last leg of my draining journey; that morning’s flight
from New York to Savannah had been delayed. and the cab-
driver who'd taken me to the harbor had meandered through
the shady streets at a spced thar marched his speech,

“All #aght,” Sailor Hat sighed in an unmistakable it’s-vour-
funcral tone. As he tore my ticket in two, he gave me a look
that was equal parts amused and worried, “It’s the last STOP,
sugar snap.”

“Iknow,” I said tartly, to show how little sugar there was in

me. I'd seen on the map inside the ferry terminal that Princess

of the Deepp made stops ar several ol the Sea Islands — which
shimmer like small gems in the Atlantic, draping all the way
from the coasts of South Carolina to Florida — hefore reach-
ing Selkie.

“And it’s Miranda,” T added, marching around him and
toward the boar. Unfortunately, Miranda ist’t too far removed
from sugar snap on the Sweet, Girly Name List. I've never fele
It suired me,

“Well, Miranda,” Sailor Hat called after me as I followed
the passcngers clanking up the gangplank. “You must he
plenty brave, a young thing like you setting off for Selkic all
by her lonesome.”

I had no idea what Sailor Hat was talking about, and I
didn’c really care. Still, his words struck at one chord of truth:
I couldn’t wait to meer my mother at the Selkic dock. During
the past four days I'd spent by myself back home, I'd missed
her steady presence,

Lhe botrom level of the ferry was dark, dank, and packed
with howling children. Orange life vests were fastened to the
low ceiling, and though still tethered 1o the dock, the hoat
rocked roughly on the waves, I figured it would be pleas-
anter to stand in the open air, so T climbed the metal staircase
to the top deck, where the brecre toyed wich my ponytail,
and the view was a dazzling blue sweep of water and sky.

Most people stood at the railing, but | remained by the stairs,



near a group of golden-haired girls who looked to be abour
my age.

The girls were huddled together, laughing, and T felt a pang.
They all wore tiny shorts and platform flip-flops, the better to
show off their long, bronzed legs and perfectly formed tocs. I
pictured myself beside them — a pale, thin, dark-haired gir]
in a red-striped shirt, jeans, and black Converse — and smiled
wryly. We may as well have been different species.

Growing up, I had zero interest in lip gloss or slumber
parties. My idca of fun had been mixing Mr. Clean and bak-
ing powder in water glasses and writing down the results.
“Miranda’s concocting her potions,” my friends would tcase,
and I would correct them: | was doing experiments. My weird-
ness made scnsc; both my parents are surgeons, so | was born
with science in my blood. Tt was no surprise that, at fourteen,
I got accepted into the Bronx High School of Science, where
I'd just finished up my junior year, earning A’ in Advanced
Placement Biology and Chemistry (but eking out C’s in English
and History).

With a great, unladylike belch, Princess of the Deep loos-
encd herself from the dock and lurched out to sea. Irrlxllc‘.diatuly,
my knees buckled and, unthinking, I reached out to grab the
arm of the girl nearest me.

“You okay, hon?” she asked. Her eyes were hidden behind

wraparound sunglasses but T could scnse the judgment in her

wlare. “Bless her heart,” she said, turning to her friends. “She

hasn’t gotten her sea legs yet!” The other girls exploded into
pipgles, a pack of pretty piranhas.

| drew my hand back, myv cheeks scalded with cmbarrass-
ment, Sea legs. Such a strange expression, as if humans could
sprout [ins to adapt to life on water.

True, I'd forgotten how tricky it was to stay balanced on a
ship. I'd grown up not quite landlocked, but close; home was
Riverdale, a small, serene pocket of the Bronx, which, of New
York City’s five boraughs, is the only one that is part of the
mainland. The last time I'd been on a ferry, I was ninc. It was
right before my parents’ divorce, and my father, perhaps ward-
ing, off his impending guilt or acknowledging his impending
[reedom, had taken me and my older brother, Wade, to the
Statuc of Liberty. The ride to Liberty Island had been choppy,
and I'd fought back my seasickness by lcaning over the railing
in search of marinc life.

Which, at the moment, once again seemed likc an appeal-
ing activity.

Carcfully, | maneuvered away from the Southern princesscs,
who were now squealing over someonc’s purchase of a new
bikini. When I rcached the railing, [ positioned myself beside
2 blond boy, who must have been abour seven, and his tired-
looking parents. The spray cooled my flushed face, and I

placed my duffel bag between my teet.



Seagulls screeched and swooped overhead, and the ocean

was a shining sheet of aquamarine that tippled out in all direc-

tions. Wakes leflt behind by smaller, faster boats made

indentations in the water, like tangles in a girl’s straight hair. |
let out a breath I didn’t even know I'd been holding. School,
and friends, and the ghost of my unhappiness seemed immea-
surably far behind me. I felt 4 lightening in my chest. Maybe
getting away from home was what T needed, afrer all.

“What's that?” the blond boy cried, breaking into my
thoughts. Eyes enormous, he jabbed a pudgy finger through
the boat’s slats while tugging on his mother’s arm.

I glanced down at the waves that frothed and slapped
against the ferry. There was a long, dark shape swimming
close to the surface of the water, which was soon joined by
three matching shapes, all of them silvery and sleek, | gasped
and my pulse began to pound.

“Dolphins!” the boy ctied, jumping up and down. “Mom,
there are dolphins in the ocean!” Quickly, a crowd amassed
around the railing, everyone exclaiming, snapping photos, and
jostling for a better look.

[ grinned. Honest-to-goodness bottlenose dolphins. I'd been
fascinated by the funny, smart sca manumnals ever since watch-
ing a documentary abour them. In the womb, dolphin fetuses
sprout these leglike limb buds, which hiig that, many cvolu-

tions ago, the creatures had lived on land. Thar is what I love

about science: the surprises, the secrets, the discoveries that
make your head spin a little. Now, watching the dolphins play
and arc up out of the water, their dorsal fins glistcning, T again
lelt there was somecthing half fish, half man about them.
Maybe because they seemed to be smiling,

The dolphins kept pace with the ferry, even as we made
sops at bustling harbors that boasted cafés and pastel
hotels. After we left the third dockside — where the gigaling
pirls disembarked — the dolphins dispersed, swimming off to
unknown depths in search of fresh entertainment. T was sOrty
to see them go.

“Do you suppose something frightened them off, Miranda?”

Startled, I spun around to see Sailor Hat — the ticket
taker — standing behind me, wearing an clusive smile. I'd
been so focused on the dolphins that 1 hadn’ noriced him
appear on the top deck. As 1 glanced around, T saw that the
boat had emptied our considerably. The only people who
remained were the boy and his parents, who were now dig-
ping through their luggage for sandwiches, and, ar the far end
of the deck, a strikingly handsome man with salt-and-pepper
hair, and his equally good-looking teenage son, who was text-
ing on his iPhone.

I taced Sailor Har again and shrugged.

“Like what?” I asked, figuring I"d humor him. “Sharks?”

Sailor Hat chuckled, éhaking his head. “You won’t find a

S,



lot of sharks out here. Most likely it was the kraken. Surely
you've heard of it? The sea beast with tentacles long enough to
consume a ship whole?” He dropped his voice an octave and
raised his brows,

I bit back a laugh. “I suspect be'’s the right age for that
story,” | said, nadding to the blond boy, who was busy devour-
ing a sandwich.

Though, come to think of it, my first, only — and now
ex — boyfriend, Greg Aarons, had been obsesscd with the
kraken, and he was seventcen, not seven. Back in April, wed
even downloaded the second Pirates of the Caribbean movic
off iTunes and watched it on his laptop (that same night, Greg
had also tried to get me naked, and I'd insisted on keeping my
socks on, which understandably killed some of his ardor). But
Thad little tolerance for magic; everything had a logical expla-
nation, a root of rcason.

“You don't believe in the kraken?” Sailor Hat asked, his
smile widening, His tanned skin had the leathery, wrinkled
texturc that spoke of too much time in the sun.

“Ldon’t,” I rephed flatly, crossing my arms over my chest. I
bristled whenever anyone tried to take me for a fool. “It’s a
myth. Ages ago, some drunken sailors saw a giant squid in the
water and decided it was a monster.”

“Ah, I understand,” Sailor tlat said, taking a step toward

me. I flattened mysell against the railing, wondering if I should

mmp ovetboard if he tried something sketchy. I was, thanks
to early childhood lessons at the Y, an excellent swimmer.
“You've never been to Selkie Island before,” he continued with
contidence, *Otherwise, you'd be familiar with the many,
many strange creatures that till these warers,”

He gestured toward the ocean, and despite myself, | felt a
chill tiptoc down my spinc. The ferry went over a big swell
that made my stomach jump.

“Look, sir,” I said, keeping my voice firm. “My mother
1s originally from Savannah. She spent cvery summcer on
Selkie Island when she was voung, and she’s never men-
tioned any —”

[ paused, frustrated. The fact was, my mother didn’t like to
speak of her past. Pd heard only snatches about her summers
on Sclkie, where her family owned 4 grand vacation home.
And the Google-Wikipedia rescarch I'd done belore leaving
New York hadn’t revealed much besides the island’s map coor-
dinates and weather patterns. So | knew that Selkie was six
miles long and often stormy, but that was all.

*Well, then,” Sailor Hat said, scroking his beard, “you
should be intormed of the sea serpents that swim in the surf
olf Siren Beach. It’s believed that, in the seventeen hundreds,
they helped liberate a slave ship by devouring the captain and
crew. They're a prickly bunch. And,” he added, sidling up next

(o me and resting his elbows on the railing, “rumor has it that



mermaids and mermen populate the sea around Sclkic, but
live on land as humans.”

“Good to know,” I muttered, checking my watch. We were
scheduled to arrive in two minutes. Thank God.

“Naturally, all of Dixieland is rife with legend,” Sailor Hat
added as if [ hadn’t spoken. He squinted out at the water. “But
Selkie lore carries the whiff of truth.”

s tone was so haunting, his choice of words so deliberatc,
that I suddenly got it — he’d given this specch countless times
before. The man had a gift! The visitor’s center of Sclkie
Island probably dispatched him to ride the ferries and lure
in tourists with such tall tales. Maybe there was even a folk-
lore museum on the island that profired from Sailor Hat’s
smooth talk.

[ was getring ready to extricate myself from the conversa-
tion once and for all when Sailor Hat strecched out his arm
and pointed. “Ah!” he said. “L'here she is now.”

I turned and saw nothing but fog. It was a clear, brighe
afternoon, so the thick haze scemed 1o have marerialized out
of nowhere. The oddest blend of foreboding and anticipation
washed over me.

“Most boats can’t even find Selkie,” Sailor Hat explained
as we passed through the fog, which felt like damp smoke.
“It’s as if the island is hiding in a shaw] of mist.”

I hated to admit thar his fanciful description was accurate.

Behind the mist there lay a lush, loamy sliver of land dotred
with trees and houses. In the forcfront, there was a sun-
bleached dock with a sprinkling of miniaturc-looking people.
Above the dock, hoisted up on two wooden stilts so as to
appear like a gate, was a large, ancient-looking sign. On it, in
bold black calligraphy thar resembled writing T had seen on

old maps, were the words:

Sailors, Beware of Selhiz Islande
here Be Monsters!

I rolled my cyes. Sailor Hat himself probably made that
sign. T thought of the red double-decker tour buses that snaked
through the streets of Manhattan, and the miniarure Limpire
State Buildings that were hawked on Broadway. The shops on
Selkie Island must have been bursting with eve patch-wearing
rubber ducks thar said “Yar#!” when vou squeezed them,
and sexy mermaid costumes complete with scashell bras.
Everything rthrived on the tourist trade; it was a simple law of
eCONOomICS.

“Heed that warning, Miranda,” Sailor Hat said as he
started toward the staircase. “Be careful of whom you mgect,
in and out of the water,”

I ignored him, scanning the harbor as it loomed larger. T

couldn’t find my mother among the faces, but my eves fell on



a patch of land beside the dock —a crude crest of green
that sloped down to the sand and tall sea grasses. The slice
of nature was so pure, so primitive, so far removed from any
civilization. 1 realized it must have remained unchanged for
centuries; maybe the first sailors to come to Selkie — those
same sailors who might have invented the kraken — had
landed on that very spot.

The ferry began to dock, and it occurred to me that scien-
tists and sailors are somehow similar; they both want, more
than anything, to explore. | felt a sailorlike stirring in me as I
picked up my duffel bag. There was, of course, nothing to
beware of on Sclkic Island. But T couldn’t shake the sense that

there would be plenty to discover.

";5’6 you made it,” Mom declared, waving to me as |

) stepped off the ferry on the heels of the little boy and
his parents.

“I'm here,” I replied, half in disbelief. Tall, spiky-leaved
palmetto trees were evervwhere, giving the harbor a subtropi-
cal feel. Sea salt hung thick in the steamy air.

Though mv mother and 1 had never been very demonstra-
tive, we exchanged a quick hug, and I breathed in her familiar
scent: rubbing alcohol and Kiehl’s moisturizer. But as Mom
pulled back and took my bag from me, I realized why I hadn’t
heen able to make her out from the boat. She looked. ..
different.

The Mom T knew, the harried surgeon, was always in wrin-
lled green scrubs with her hair ticd back and shadows under

her wide gray eves. This Mom wore an orange tunic over a



long, tlowing skirt. Her soft, light-brown waves tumbled
down her shoulders, and her face — oval-shaped and pretty,
a face that led some people (o think [ was adopted — had a
healthy glow.

“What happened 1o you?” 1 blurted. I had a secret fear that
when T went away to college and began coming home for
halidays, I’d find my mother white-haired and stooped —
abruptly old. Bur seeing her now felt like the opposite
experience; since leaving New York, Mom had gotten
VOUTIECT.

Mom chuckled. “You’ve just never seen me with a real tan.
'The sun tinds me. Trust me, it’s not like I’ve had time to go
to the beach.” She cupped my chin in her hand, regarding
me fondly. “I bought you buckets of Banana Boar yesterday,
Ms. Alabaster — SPF forry.”

I could tell from the lilt in her usually businesslike voice
how glad Mom was to have me with her. Two days ago, she'd
called me from Savannah, where she'd flown to attend the
funeral of my grandmother, her mother, Isadora Hawkins. It
was there that Mom had learned of her inheritance: the sum-
ner home on Sclkic,

Mom’s siblings, Aunt Coral and Uncle Jim, who both
lived near Isadora in Savannah, had been up in arms. Mom

and Isadora hadn’t spoken in almost thirty vears; they’d
i ¥

had a falling-out in Mom’s youth, the derails of which were
murky to me — something about Mom marrying my dad, a
poor Yankee from Brooklyn — so nobody could believe tha
lsadora had left Mom such a legacy. Mom was equally mysti-
lied, but mainly aggravated that she had to take a lcave of
ahsence from work, sail out to Selkie, and try to scll the old
house.

“I could really use your help,” Mom had told me over the
phone. “I want to sort through Tsadora’s personal effects as
[ast as possible, and you, my love, are extremely talented when
It comes to organizing.”

I'd felt a warm flicker of flattery as 1 stood outside my high
school, having just taken my disastrous English final. T was
curious about the unknown strands of DNA that linked me to
the South. And although | had my internship lined up, part of
me had longed to cscape what was shaping up ro be a lack-
luster, lonely summer. My nineteen-year-old brother, Wade,
was with our father in Los Angeles, and T sort of enjoyed the
iea of the genders being divided across the country, like
the Union and the Confederacy.

S0 after several e-mails to the museum, my internship was
deferred until July fifteenth, and T was buying tickets on
Iravelocity.

“How’s everything going so far?” | asked Mom now as



we stood facing cach other under the azure sky. The water’s
rhythmic lapping against the dock was soothing,

She groaned, putting a hand to her forehead. “Don’t ask.
Aunt Coral keeps calling me, hollering her head off about how
the house should be her birthright, and . . "

Mom paused midrant, and her jaw dropped as her gaze fell
on something behind me. Her face blanched beneath her tan,
and [or one crazy second I wondered if she’d seen the kraken
unfurling from the ocean.

1 looked over my shoulder to see Sailor Hat loading luggage
onto a rolling cart. The man with salt-and-pepper hair from
the ferry stood at his side, nodding and handing him a few
folded dollar bills. The man’s dark-haired son was walking off
the boat, his head still bent over his iPhone. A few other ferry
workers tramped around them, preparing Princess of the Deep
tor its return voyage.

“Who are you looking at?” T asked as T turned back to my
mother, intrigued.

“Nobody.” Mom replied. and she took hold of my arm.
“Come on, vou must be starving, and we have a ways to walk.
They don’t allow cars on the island.”

I threw one last glance back at the ferry, then hurried after
my mother. We headed off the dock, cutting through swarhs
of scratchy yellow grass, and then started up a pebbly path

that snaked away from the water.

More questions bubbled on the tip of my tongue: Lhe
solid land of questions and answers was where [ fele most
comlortable. T wanted to ask Mom for more details about my
prandmother’s funeral, which had been a lavish affair; appat-
enely, a mountain of magnolias had been fashioned into
Isadora’s likeness, and a gospel choir had sung “Michacl, Row
Your Boat Ashore.” I also wanted Mom to elaborate on the
Aunt Coral drama. But when we emerged onto a paved road
called Triton's Pass, I was struck silent by the strange beauty
of our surroundings.

Massive live oaks lined the road, their green leaves forming
a canopy overhead, and lacy, pale-gray Spanish mess dripped
Irom the trees” branches, creating a ghostly cffect. Slimmer,
white-trunked trees — “crepe myrtles,” Mom told me as we
passed — bloomed with brilliant purple flowers that filled the
air with a ripe sweetness. A shiny, lumpy armadillo lumbered
right past us.

Though the island’s flora and fauna looked wild and
untouched, it felt as if Mom and T were walking along an ele-
pant, old-fashioned promenade. There were columned houses
behind the trees, and men tipped their hats to us as they
passed. Two girls in white dresses, sailing by on bicycles,
offered cheerful “good afternoons,” If T was one to believe in
time travel, I might imagine that the ferry had carried me into

the past.
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“This is us,” Mom said as we rounded a corner and
stopped in front of a wide lawn. The house — the biggest
I'd seen yet — was painted a pale blue, with four columns and
a wrought-iron wraparound porch. The lawn was weed-choked
and overgrown, and the screens on the bay windows were
torn, but it was clear thar the house, like a delicate-fearured ¥
elderly woman, had once been a stunner.

“No, it’s not,” | replicd automatically. The facts did not
compute. I pecred around, hall cxpecting to find the barrel of
a shotgun pointing at us for trespassing.

Logically speaking, how could Mom and I possibly be
connected to this. . . mansion? A mansion in which ro shoot
a Civil War movie, not a place for regular people like Mom
and me.

“Take a look,” Mom said, guiding me over to the rusted

mailbox. On its side, in chipped whitc paint, were the words:

THE MARINER
MR. AND MRS. JEREMIAH HAWKINS
10 GLaucus Wav
SELXIE ISLAND, GEORGIA 31558

I fele a flush of recognition. Jeremiah Hawkins was my
grandfather, who had passed away when my mother was still

in high school. But . . .

“Who's “The Mariner’#” I asked, angling my head to better
Wudy the writing.

Mom let out a small laugh. “Oh, that was your grand-
mother being pretentious. She named the house after her
livorite poem, “The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.” When |
looked at Mom blankly, she added, “You know, ‘Water,
water, every where / Nor any drop to drink’? Samuel Taylor
Coleridge? The albatross?” T shook my head, and she nudged
e in the side. “Oh, Miranda. You should read something
uther than your biology texrbooks ouce in a while.”

[ sighed as I followed Mom up the curving path to thc
house. Somchow, in between her surgerics and medical con-
lerences, Mom always found time to read novels or poetry
vollections. T simply found works of fiction too . . . fictitious.

We climbed the crumbling porch steps, and as Mom dug in
her purse for the keys, T studied the bluc-and-whitc life ring
that hung on the door like 2 wreath, now vellowed with age.

“When was the lasr time anvone stayed here?” I asked.
Mom hersell had only arrived the day before.

“About two years ago,” Mom said, unlocking the door.
‘When I was around your age, after my father passed” —
she cleared her throar — “Isadora decided that the family
shouldn’t summer here anymore. She’d come out by herself
ow and then, but when her health started failing, she locked

up The Mariner and stayed in Savannah for good.”

i



The mingled scents of mildew, dust, and T.emon-T'resh Pine-
Sol tloated toward us as we stepped into the large foyer, A
tingle of eagerness raced through me. Then the toe of my
sneaker caught on a loose floorboard and [ tripped. Sea legs, |
thought. To steady myself, I grabbed hold of a flat cardboard
sheet that was propped against a wall, waiting to be turned

into a box.

“Ir’s a wreck,” Mom warned me, shutting the door, “Every-

thing’s ancient and falling to pieces. There’s no TV, no
Internet, and it’s a miracle there’s cell reception.” She tutted as
she set my duffel bag on a claw-footed chair. “Some gilt!”

I usually shared Mom’s taste for sleek, modern design

our apartment in Riverdale was all glass and steel gray
there was something beautilul about the foyer’s dark wood
paneling and the frayed lace curtains over the windows. Gilt-
framed seascapes hung on one wall, and another wall was
covered in peeling blue wallpaper patterned with tiny sea
horses. History seemed to breathe in each corner of the house,

from the twisting wooden staircase to the cur-glass chandelier.

I was reminded of how I ofien fele when I walked into my

high school. Over the entrance hung an enormous color mural

featuring scientists through the ages: Galileo, Copernicus,

Marie Curie. School legend had it that the money used to pay

for the mural was supposed to go toward a pool. I would have

but :

loved being able to swim every day, but I loved the mural
more: It made me feel like I was part of something bigger, a
tradition of inventors who'd inherited the lessons of those who
came before them.

“Welcome to The Mariner, Miranda,” Mom said softly as
she flipped a switch to rurn on the ceiling fans. Her gaze was
on me, and I wondered if she was a little bit amazed to see
me standing there — her new life suddenly inserted into her
old one.

As I walked up to a coatrack in the shape of an znchor, I
lele a surge of wonder. Was this really the house where Mom
had slept and eaten back when she was just Amelia Blue
Hawkins, and not my mother Had an adolescent Mom
strolled down this very hall, her sandals skimming over the
laded green compass painted onto the floor?

I shivered. What was 1 doing, conjuring phantoms? I never
let my imaginarion roam so freely. When Mom set her hand
on my back, T started violently, and she laughed.

"Whoa, there! T was just going to ask you if fresh fish
sounds good for dinner. I got grouper at the market and was
poing to grill it up with corn on the cob.”

“Sounds great,” I answered cruthfully, my stomach growling.
| 'was surprised that Mom was going to cook; at home, we

were all about Thai takeout.



“In the meantime, Ull prepare somc sweet tea to tide us
over,” Mom said. “Why don’t you relax on the back porch and
I’ll meet vou out there?”

I nodded. “Sweetr tea” was what Mom called iced tea
with two heaping spoonfuls of sugar; it was one of the few
Southernisms that lingered in her speech. Most of the time,
Mom sounded like a clipped, crisp Northeasterner; she said
that she’d shed her Georgia accent as soon as she walked
into her freshman dorm ar Yale, which was also where she
met Dad.

Mom pointed me in the direction of the living room, where
a pair af French doors faced the ocean, and then she bustled
off toward the kitchen, which was past the stairs.

I padded into the living room, passing antique sofas, the

stuffing bleeding out of their backs. T could feel myself start-

ing to unwind from the day. I wandcred over to the marble :

mantclpicee and studied the two framed photographs that
were perched there.

The first one showed a family grouped outside The
Mariner: a shapely brunette woman — Isadora; a distinguished-
looking bald man - Jeremiah; two girls; and a boy. My heart
thrummed when 1 realized that the littlest girl in a starched
pink dress, holding a parasol over her light-brown head and

scowling, was nonc other than Mom. Which meant that the

b e

other girl — grinning and frizzy-haired — was Aunt Coral,
and  the boy — crossing his eyes for the camera — was
[ nele Jim.

Although Mom and T never went to Savannah to see them,
my aunt and uncle had both visited us in New York. Coral,
with her frosted-platinum bob and Neiman Marcus charge
card, had complained about the filthy subways. Uncle Jim, a
clone, T now saw, of his father, had complained about the
shameful quality of grits in restaurants. After her siblings left,
Mom had complained about thewm.

When I moved on to the next picture, my breath caught. It
was a solo shot of Isadora, taken when she must have been no
older than me. I'd never seen a photograph of my grandmother
so young; in Lhe handful of photos Mom had of Tsadora back
home, my grandmother was middle-aged. Here, the teenage
Isadora reclined on a porch swing, her coy dark eyes glinring
[rom under the brim of a beribboned hat. She wore a strapless
pear-colored sundress, her jet-black curls spilling over her por-
celain shoulders, and her ruby-stained lips parted in a smile,
She and Mom didn’t resemble each other at all.

“You look like her, you know.”

I whirled around to find Mom in the doorway, holding two
plasses and a pitcher of iced tea on a silver tray. She gave me a

small smile and nodded toward the photo. “Can’t you tell?”



“Momi, are you kidding?™ T shook tmy head, a little bit
dazed. 1 may have inherited lsadara’s coloration, but her
beauty gene had clearly skipped mc, like a stone over water.

“You'll have other opportunities to check out Tsadora’s

image while vou’re here,” Mom said as she ushered me through

the French doors and onto the back porch. The cooling air
swept toward us, carrying the smell of the sca. T sat down on

the cushioned bench, taking in the startling view. T'rothy waves

rolled onto the sand, chasing away twittering sandpipers, and

the mellowing sunshine turned the water into diamonds.

“She essentially made The Mariner a shrine (o herself,”

Mom went on as she tipped the pitcher over a glass; a warer-

fall of amber-colored liquid poured forth, along with a cascade
of lemon slices and shards of mint. “Lord, was that woman a

monster,” she concluded with a sigh.

I flinched as T accepted the drink. Mom had referred to
Isadora in similar terms over the years, but now, it felt wrong

to speak ill of the dead. Plus, I couldn’t quite imagine the Tumi- -

nous creature from the photo as cruel,

Then again, what did I really know about my grand-

mother? On occasion, when [ was growing up, Wade and I

would receive a Christmas or birchday card signed lsadora
Beauregard Haiwkins in looping, stylized script. I'd always
been vaguely amazed that she even knew of our existence.

As Mom sal down beside me, I glanced at her profile,

wondering how she had come to feel so harshly about her
mother. A week ago, when Aunt Coral had called us with the
news of Isadora’s death, Mom’s eyes had turned stormy with
tears and her face had gone all splotchy., The sight had rartled
me; Mom never cried. Bur when I'd inquired about the cause
of dearh — I like diagnoses — Mom had snapped back to her
usual sardonic self, blowing her nose and saying that compli-
cations from being eighty and drinking peach juleps every day
had probably done Isadora in.

“What's wrong, my love?” Mom asked now, pulling me
out of my thoughrs. She poured iced tea into her own glass,
then faced me, her brow furrowed. “I know you’re always pen-
sive, but, latcly, you've seemed...” She paused, biting her
lower lip.

I froze. Mom couldn’t have failed to notice how, over the
past month, I'd retreated from the world like a hermit crab
into the sand. T used to go to my best [riend Linda Wu's house
after school, or have Greg over to the apartment for “tutoring
sessions.” But since May 1'd been coming home alone and tak-
ing long, restorative baths before curling up on the sofa to
watch the Discovery Channel.

“Pm fine,” I replied quickly, and sipped my drink, but dis-
comforr stained my cheeks red. I wanted to tell Mom, I did,
but I was a little bit frightened that if I started to talk, I'd

break down.



“Okay,” Mom said, regarding me carcfully. “But here's

something that might cheer you up: Tomorrow, there’s going
to be a party on the boardwalk. We should stop hy.”

“What kind of party?” [ asked, chewing on a piece of mint.
My stomach tightened bricfly at the memory of the last party
[ had attended.

“It’s called the Heirs party,” Mom said, swallowing
her tea.

“Airs?” T echocd. thinking of the colorless gases that com-
prise the atmosphere. 1 pictured a faintly pagan ceremony on
the shore involving hillowing robes and kites. I couldn’t begin
to imagine my mother — or myself —— at such an affair.

Mom tipped her head to one side, smiling. “As in, heirs and
heiresses. You know . ..” She twirled her wrist for cmphasis,
the ice cubes in her glass clinking. “The descendants of those
who’ve summered on Selkic forever. The LeBlance family, one
ot the most prominent on the island, started the tradition
at the end ol the nineteenth century. The last week in June,
all the summer people meet and toast one another’s wealth.”
She rolled her eyes, but there was no mistaking the nosralgia
in her tone.

“So we were invited 7 T asked, a lictle bewildered by all the
pomp and tradition, I did feel a spark of interest; alter the past
month, it might be nice to socialize with people again. Not

that I had anything to wear to a party; amid the T-shirts and

iwins I'd packed was a sole drawstring cotton skirt with a hole
s hem.

“I'here was an invitation sitting in the mailbox when
| arrived last night,” Mom confirmed, crossing her legs.
“Intended for Isadora; she always got one automarically.”

“But do we belong there?” T asked, finishing my drink.

“We do,” Mom said quietly, meeting my gaze, and 1 real-
170 she must have attended the party many times belore. “For
better or worse, you gre an heir, Miranda. And so am 1.”

My skin prickled and T looked back at the ocean. None ot
1w ask for the things we inherit; they are thrust upon us, willy-
nilly, Like The Mariner, I suddenly understood. Mom and 1
weren’t trespassing. This house was ours. 'T'his view was ours.
And that seemed as absurd and unreal as the storics Sailor

['lar had spun for me on the ferry.
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nearness of the occan was too lempting to resise,
s0 I hurried upstairs to change into my barhing suit.

The room I'd be staying in was the bedroam Mom and
Aunt Coral had shared back in the day, It seemed stuck in
time: the wallpaper with its rosy seashells, the pink quilts cov-
ering the two twin beds. I was not a fan of pink, and 1 envied
Mom, who was sertling into the blue-and-green master bed-
room down the hall.

[ plunked my duffel bag on oue of the heds and began
removing my neat piles of clorhes, transferring rhem to the
drawers af the wooden bedside dresser. Nothing calmed me
maore than crearing order. It was no wonder that, in my room

back home, Dmitry Mendeleyey’s periodic table of the elementy

¥ Light after dinger, T decided to go for a swim. L he |

Once I'd unpacked, 1 scripped off my clothes and wriggled
into my black one-picce swimsuit. [ hesitared for a second
betore kicking off my Converse, There probably wouldn't be
any other swimmers our ar this hour, so I could remain
hirefoor.,

| was born with the tocs on borh my feet webbed — “Jike 2
pretey litle duck,” Dad would say. Since my parents are both
plastic surgeons, they had a colleague operate on me as early
as possible, and the webbing was removed. But my feet still
look undeniably odd; scars run like needlework along the skin
hetween my toes, and the toes themselves are slightly curled,
Syridactyly is the proper name [or the condition: I'd done
plenty of research on ir, reading about babics’ development in
the womb. T was the only one in my family wich this strange-
ness, which docrors aren't sure is genetic. [ was just sure that I
preferred flats o flip-flops.

Wrapping a towel around my waist, I glanced out my win-
dow, which faced Glaucus Way. Blush-colored stripes were
appearing in the sky, and blinking fireflies danced betweer
the rooftops, A young mother was quickly pushing a stroller
under the shadowy branches, and the Spanish moss looked

like the spidery beards of old men. 1 didn’t relish the idea
P &



of swimming in the dark; I had to get a move on before
night fell.

[ called to Mom that I'd be back soon, then raced down the
creaky stairs, through the living room, and onto the back porch.
I rubbed my arms, shivering in the evening chill. The
porch steps were cold beneach my feer, but the sandy slope
that led to the water was warm — perfectly sun-toasted.

And so was the ocean. I waded in up to my shins, my toes
sending up small clouds of sand. Coils of scaweed brushed my
ankles. and a sense of peace settled over me. I gazed around at
the open cxpanse of dark turquoise. There was a sailboat
in the distance, and if T squinted, I could scc a fishing trawler
chugging toward the island. Other than that, T had the sea all
to myself.

What was it Mom had said earlier? Waler, water, cvery
where ! Nor any drop io drink. 'd never been in the position
of dying of thirst, but I could relate to such longing. It was
how 1'd fclt for years before I got a boyfriend, when my high
school seemed to be a sea of guys, all of them kissable, all of
thern datable, but none of them wanting me.

[ shook my head, pushing away those memories. Then 1
eased farther into the Atlantic and, holding my breath, sub-
merged completely.

I loved the gray-blue shade of the world underwater, the

way the sea grasses seemed to sway in slow motion. As I came

up for air, I stretched out my body and slowly began scissor-
g 1my ngS. Only‘ swimming afforded me such grace and
[rcedom; not even acing a science test felt a5 good. And there
was something thrilling about tloating in the ocean, some-
thing primal and natural about the warm caregs of water.

For most of my life, I'd had to make do with pools; Mom
didn’t like seaside vacations, so when she was able to pet off
work, we'd travel to cities like Chicago, or to the upstate New
York mountains. My father was always up for taking me to
the beach in L.A., bur [ didn’t sec him often, Now, | wondered
il Mom avoided the ocean because it remyinded her of her
childhood, of Isadora.

When I felt something slimy brush my leg, my heart skipped
2 beat. I no longer felr so alone in the water, and, to my annoy-
ance, Sailor Hat's words about dangerous creatyres resounded
in my head. Ridiculous. Still, I began paddling back to shore,
telling myself that it was time to go inside anyway. 'I'he sky
was morphing from orange to purple to navy blye.

I toweled off, my ponytail sopping and water running down
my arms. It was funny how a swim could transform one so
much; I knew I looked very different from the drvy Miranda
I'd been minutes before. My teeth chattering, | rushed up the
porch steps and slipped into the house, The living room was
dim, the foyer envcloped in blackness. Save for the constant

shushing sound of the ocean and the whir of e ceiling fans



The Mariner was silent. Mom had told me shc might go
to bed early, so I took care to tiptoe. Unlike me, Mom was a
light sleeper; she said that becoming a mother had made her
that wav.

I wasn’t ready for bed; the swim had refreshed me, made
me just shy of restless, and also thirsty. [ began creeping
toward the kitchen to see if there was any sweer tea left over. |
remembered the kitchen as being behind the stairs, but I navi-
gated incorrectly in the darkness. Somehow I found myself in
a tight corridor — and face-to-face with a haggard old man.

I clapped my hand over my mouth to stifle my scream an
instant before T realized T was looking at a painting. It was
a portrait of a white-maned, wild-eved man in a tatterced
sailor’s uniform, tattoos on both his arms and a bottle in
his fist. Ile was hideous. Slung around his neck was a thick
rope, and from the knot at its end swung an enormous
white bird — an albatross, 1 realized, shudders running down
my back.

So rhis was the mariner of the poem, the presiding spirit of
the house. Maybe Mom was right; had T been at all familiar
with literature, I might have recognized the portrait right away
and spared mysell my minor coronary.

As though the house had read my mind, a draft in the hall-
way caused the door next to the painting to open slightly. I

pushed the knab and pecked into whart looked like a small

study. Tlicking on the light, 1 walked inside. There was an

intique wooden writing desk with a high-backed chair, a
Crimson love seat, and mahogany bookshelves lining the walls.
I'he single slice of wall not covered in books showed off
inother watercolor portrait, but this onc did not scare me.

It was of Tsadora, resplendent in a silky green gown. She
was posed on the staircase of The Mariner, her bearing regal.
I'he portraitist had added whimsical flourishes: peach blos-
swoms dangled above her head, and she held a fur-lined wrap in
ler arms that no one south of the Mason-Dixon Line would
ever need. The whole look was sort of hilarious, and screamed
Searlert O’ITara. Not coincidentally, the bookshelf beneath
the portrait held a copy of Gone with the Wind.

| scanned the rest of the shelf, curious as to what elsc
my erandmother had considered good reading material. The
books weren’t arranged alphabetically, or by subject; the lack
of order made my head hurt. There was Marion Brown's
Southern Cook Book beside Romeo and Juliet, which was
nestled next to the Collected Poems of T. S. Eliot and a book
of Andersen’s fairy tales. Nothing called ro me, But when I
saw the phrase Selkie Island on the lower half of a torn, dark
blue spine, T pulled the book out.

The cover nearly came off in my hands, and I did a double
inke when I saw it bore a reproduction of the warning sign

that hung above the Sclkie dock. The book’s title, A Primer



on the Legend and Lore of Selkie Island, was emblazoned
across the top, and the author’s name, Llewellyn Thorpe, was
written out in script across the bottom. Turning the book over,
I wiped the film of dust off its back cover and read the para-
graph that was written in gold leaf:

Many are drawn to Selkie Island. Few know why. Selkie’s
essence of mystery surrounds the isle like its famous shroud of
fog. But ihe island’s varied legends — of beasts, of [reaks,
of shipwrecked sailors — have an undeniable lure. The tome
you bold in your bands, gentle reader, is « compendinm of
these legends. Proceed with care.

I smiled. More tall tales> Maybe Sailor Hat was Llewellyn
Thorpe.

I cracked the book’s flimsy spine. and a musty scenr rosc
up toward me. The frontispiece was a grainy map showing
Selkie’s locarion in the Atlantic, but the island was surrounded
by drawings of winged fish, krakens, and mermaids. I turned
the slippery, yellowed pages until | reached the back of the
book. There, I found a pen-and-ink drawing of a reed-thin

man wearing spectacles and a suit. Beneath this image it said:

Llewellyn I'horpe was born in 1873 in Savannabh, Georgia,

and died in 1913, shortly hefore the publication of this
volume. A professor of anithropology, be devoted bis life to
researching the folklore of Selkie Island.

QOkay. So not Sailor [ Iat.

I lolding the book open, | walked backward to the writing
Jesk. T spread my towel on the high-backed chair and sat,
(humbing through the book more slowly now. Why was 1
hooked? Why did 1 care?

| flipped past chapters entitled “Side-Shows and Cabinets
of Curiosity,” “The Sharp-Toothed Scrpents of Siren Beach,”
“Stories of the Gullah People,” and *Cryptozoology.” Finally,
| came upon a chapter called “A Brief Ilistorie of Selkie
lsland,” and I paused, wondering if this might offer something
resembling solid fact. I set the book down on the desk, mov-
ing aside a pad of paper and a black oblong box to make room.
I'hen | began to read.

It was the high swmmer of 1650 when Capiain William
McCloud, a Scotiish pirate sailing to the Caribbean, discov-
cred what is today kunown as Selkie Island.

The book went on to explain that Captain McCloud’s crew
had murtinied and dropped him in a dinghy off the coast of
(;eorgia. The piratc was half mad [rom starvation when a
heautiful green-eyed mermaid with a red-gold tail steered
him to land. There, the mermaid, named Caya, shape-shifted
into a woman. Caprain McCloud promptly fell in love with
her, married her, and named the island Selkie — the Scottish
word for a creature capable of transforming from a seal into
1 human, Captain McCloud and Caya had several children,

who, like their mothet, became merfolk when they submerged



themselves in the ocean, but lived as humans on land. And.
according to Llewellyn Thorpe, these merfolk descendants
still populated the island.

I laughed 1o myself, amused, but I kept on reading.

Merfolk such as Caya have been a universal element of
lore. The ancient Assyrians told of Atargatis: half-woman,
half-fish. And in bis Metamorphoses, Ovid gave us Glaucus,
the lovelorn merman. Many dismiss mermaid sightings as a
sailor’s misinterpretation of a manatee or a dugong swimming
beneath the waves. But in bis journals, Christopher Columbus
wrote of spotting Sirens off the coast of Hispaniola, and
Henry Hudson swore he witnessed a woman with the tail of a
porpoise siwiming by the side of his ship. It is on and around
Selkie, however, that the greatest evidence of merfolk life
exists. The native Selkie merfolk are as much a part of the
island as the Spanish moss and the marshes.

Selkie merfolk are usually recognizable by a few key fea-
tures, such as: a lush, sensitive beauty; a predilection [ur the
colors ved and gold; kindness toward visitors and explorers;
and homes close to ihe shore. They can sometimes be spotted
at might, when venturing out to —

A sudden, shrill scream came from outside the house. ]
jumped in my chair, knocking the book off the desk, and leapt

to my feer, my pulse thudding in my cars, louder than the

aeean. Every inch of my skin was awake, my nerve endings on
i |||| '

I'he scream came again, and T pressed a hand to my damp
ollarbone, taking a deep breath. Calm down. | recalled the
Lea lslands Wildlife website I'd skimmed before leaving INew
Vork. I was probably hearing the call of an American oyster-
catcher, a hird native to the area. That was all.

What is with you, Miranda?

| glanced at where Ilewellyn Thorpe’s book lay, several of
its pages loose and scattered. It was the silly book that was
ipooking me. | looked up at the portrait of Isadora, who stared
hick at me - her foolish granddaughter, shivering in a swim-
wiit, Who else, besides me, had come into the study late at
nipht only to find A Primer on the Legend and Lore of Selkie
lsland? Had Mom? Had her siblings? Had Isadora hersclf?
[ad any of them fallen for Llewcllyn Thorpe’s words?

There was an irrational part of me that wanted to continue
reading, to find out more. Bur T knew that was a bad idea,
(hat there was nothing useful to be learned from the book.
And I needed to gct some sleep; Mom had said we'd have a big
day of cleaning and sorting tomorrow, and there was that
[leirs party.

[ stuffed the pages back inta the book and returned it to its

place on the shelf, fecling my usual rationale return as well.



As I shut off the light and lcfr the study, T felt my hcartbcatl

slowing down. Even the marincr seemed benign as I hurried

past him now. I made my way to the kitchen, got a glass of

water, and carried it upstairs, hoping the moaning of the steps

wouldn’t wake Mom.

In my room, I drew the drapes and quickly changed into a
blue tank top and my favorite pajama bottoms: They were

white and printed with miniaturc blue whales, 1'd purchased

them at the Museum of Natural History when I'd interviewed

there back in March. My friend Linda, who'd been with me at

the time, had laughed at the pajamas and called them “abso-

lutely adorkable.”

I'glanced at my cell phone, which I'd placed on the dresser

eatlier, and I almost reached for it, the muscle memory of my

fingers wanting to text Linda, to tell her ahout The Mariner
and Llewellyn Thorpe’s book. But I couldn’t. I shouldn’.
"T'hings weren’t the same anymore. At all,

With a sigh, I slid into bed, my head full from everything
that had happencd thar evening. 1 thought of the night decp-
ening outside, of my swim in the ocean, of lost pirates and
helpful mermaids. Then I burrowed my head into the pillow
and hoped I'd drcam about sensible things, like in which box
tomorrow I'd pack away A Primer on the Legend and Lore of
Selkie Island.

" glept like a stone last night,” Mom remarked the

next morning as we struggled onto the front porch,
carrying heavy cardboard boxes. “I haven’t done that in ages.
[t must be the fresh sea air.”

“Too bad it didn’t work its spell on me,” | said through a
yawn. I'd slept fitfully in the narrow twin bed. And now the
;il‘:l air felt soupy and sticky — not ideal weather for manual
lubor.

For the past half hour, Mom and 1 had been lugging broken
lamps, thrcadbare throw rugs, and cracked vases out onto the
street. According to Mom, en Thursday afternoons, garbage
collectors came by in golf carts to sweep people’s junk away.

“Probably because you saw that mariner painting,” Mom

. ok [ 6 oiv
huffed, setting her box down on the corner. “He used to give

2 . = »
me nightmares as a child.



Over breakfast, I'd filled Mom in on my run-in with the

old seafarer in the hall. But I hadn’t mentioned my discovery

of the study, or of Llewellyn Thorpe’s tome. The experience
seemed cven more embarrassing in the light of day, and I

figured I'd feign ignorance whenever Mom and I tackled

Isadora’s book collection.

As Mom took a box of cutlery from my aching arms, [
heard a female voice cry out behind us.

“Amelia? Amelia Blue Hawkins! As 1 live and breathe!”

[ whirled around to see a skinny woman about Mom’s
age trotting up the road and waving. She wore gigantic sun-
glasses, a purple head scarf, a tight sundress, and high-heeled
sandals,

I glanced back at Mom, whose expression was both stricken
and resigned. I fclt a sympathetic twinge of dread, but my
curiosity was definitely piqued.

“Speaking of nightmares...” Mom muttered under her
breath. Then she pasted on a smile, waved, and called back,
“Hello, Delilah!®

“Well, well, well!” Delilah sang, stapping off her sunglasses
as she neared. “Felice Cunningham said she spied the lights
on in The Mariner, and Teddy Tllingworth swore he spotted
vou by the docks yesterday, so I had to come see for myself!”

She stopped in front of Mom and gave her a peck on each

cheek as I backed up a few paces, Crossing my arms over my

hent. “Amelia Blue Hawkins,” Delilah repeated, shaking, her
liend from side to side.
£l e

“Actually, ic’s Merchant,” Mom corrected gently. “Amelia
Merchant. 1 kept my married name after I got divoreed. For
pirolessional purposes.”

“Oh,” Delilah replied, looking flusrered. “Ot course. Any-
wiy.” She patted Mom's arm. “You're as gorgeous as you were
i1 ciphteen. I thought being a big-city doctor would have shriv-
tled you up by now!” Delilah let out a high laugh, then swung
1round to observe me. “And this must be your daughter. Why,

' - "
Wie’s the spitting image of Tsadora - - may she rest in peace,
yhe added hastily, lowering her head.

| wasn’t prepared for the quick rush of pleasure I felt at the
comparison. “Thanks,” | mumbled, shifting from one faot to
the other. .]

“Amen, darling,” Delilah instructed, widening her heavily

4 3 i »
lined blue eyes at me. “You say ‘amen.

“Yus. this is Miranda,” Mom spoke up, coming to my res-
cue. “Miranda, this is Delilah LeBlanc Cooper of Atlanta.” 1
recognized the last name LeBlanc; Mom had said that family
had started the Heirs party. “Her summer home is just down
the road.” |

“Has been for gencrations,” Delilah drawled, draping
m arm around Mom’s shoulder; her long crimson-painted

3 ' yther Jere
iails resembled talons. “Growing up, your mother and I we




inscparable. It's such a shamc we drifted apart.” I did my
best nor to meet my mother’s eve; T doubted she mourned
this loss.

RS - .
You have a son, too, don’t you?” Delilah asked Moni,

who quickly explained that Wade was in Los Angeles with his

{ather,

[t o ] i lgs
Well, it’s more fun for mothers and daughters to spend

time together, anyway,” Delilah said, grinning first at Mom

and then me. “You can swap lipstick and jewelry, and shop
together.”

This time, Mom and I couldn’t help bur exchange a glance.
Neither of us wore much makeup or jewelry, and Mom
never had time to go shopping. In the Mother and Daughter
Olympics, it seemed, we would have finished last.

“Oh, speaking of which!” Delilah cxclaimed, clearly capa-

ble of keeping a conversation going all on her own. *Miranda,

I have to introduce you to my daughter, Cecile. Everyone calls
her CeeCee. She's fifteen and absolutely precious, and the two
of you will get along like a house afire.”

Once again, Mom and I looked at each other, and Mom
appcared to be holding back a laugh. We both knew that if
CeeCee was anything like her mother, our fricndship pros-
pects were very slim.

“And,” Delilah was saying, “y’all can meet CeeCee this

afternoon at the Heirs party. I assume you got an invitation?”

When Mom nodded, pursing her lips, Delilah grinned at me
Jjin. “Every summer, Amelia and I got dressed up together
lor the Heirs party. And how the boys would stare when we
cntered the restaurant! It was no wonder that your mother
won the affecrions of the most eligible —”

“Is it almost noon alrcady?” Mom intetrupted, taking my
wiist and studving my watch. Her face was suddenly flushed.
"Miranda and I still have a lot of work to do in the house. . . .”
Mom trailed off, looking at Delilah pointedly.

No! 1 almost cried, my heart thumping with delayed sus-
nense. 1 wanted Delilah to keep going. ['d never thought of
iy mother as having had a love lifc; she hadn’t really dated
inyone since she and Dad split up.

But the moment had changed, had taken on a charged qual-
iy, Delilah looked miffed as she removed her arm from Mom’s
shoulder and slid her sunglasses back on.

“I need to pick out my outfit, anyway,” she sniffed, glanc-
inp, disdainfully at our cleanup gear: Both Mom and I wore
cutoffs, ratty ‘T-shirts, and sneakers. “T'll see you ladies later.”
She waggled her fingers at us, but before walking off, added in
A teasing tone, “And there are others who will be pleased ro
see you, Amelia.”

[ wanted to ask Mom what Delilah had meant — and also

how the two of them had cver been close — but I felt dazed by

(e human hurricane that had just swept over us.




“It’s amazing,” Mom said once Delilah was out of earshot,

Iler facc had returned to its normal shade. “That woman
hasn’t changed a bit. I'm exhausred just thinking about spend-
ing time with her at the Heirs party.”

“Should we skip it?” I asked reluctantly. Delilah was crazy-
making, but I wondered whart else she knew about my mother,

or even about Tsadora.

“You should go. my love,” Mom said, Wwiping perspiration

off her forehcad, “but I'm afraid I may have to convenicntly

come down with a headache.”

However, after two hours of cleaning and mowing the
lawn, Mom was ready to get out a little bit. So was 1. As
we left The Mariner, freshly showered and dressed — Mom
in a linen shift and Grecian sandals, me in my red drawstring
skirt and black tank top — I felr a jumpiness, an excitement in
my stomach. The afternoon smelled of fresh-cut grass and
flowers, and possibility hovered in the air along with the
seagulls.

Mom led me through the town, which was comprised of a
gourmet food market, a swimwear shop, a store dedicated
entirely to hats, and a beauty parlor. Everything was clustered

around a lush green square with a fountain at its center. As

Mom and I walked through the square, we passed two women
i long, colortul skires, weaving grass baskets before a small
viowd. When we turned onto the boardwalk thar ran along
the beach, 1 felt I'd been more or less oriented to the island’s
liyou.

‘I he boardwalk offered an ice-cream stand and a store
villed Selkie Sandbar that had bobblehead pirate dolls and
shark-shaped surfboards in its window — exactly the kind of
touristy shop Id envisioned on the ferry. There was also a
(lam shack called A Fish Tale, and a restaurant called The
( rabby Hook, complete with an inflatable red crab on its roof.
[ he restaurant was our destination, but before we walked
inside, Mom squeezed my hand, something I couldn’t recall
Ler ever doing before,

A mass of bodies filled the large, airy space, everyone chat-
tering and cheek-kissing. Silver streamers and blue balloons
lickled the tops of our heads, and from the open kitchen came
the sizzling sound and delicious scent of frying food. Along
one wall was a buffer table laden with fried chicken, lobster
tnils, and plantains, and against the opposite wall was a bar.
I'hose armed with drinks and plates of food were making
(hetr way out onto the sunny back deck, where a 1940s-stvle
swing band was playing.

Mom and 1 had taken maybe two steps toward the



butfet when | heard someone say, “She’s here!” and we were.

swarmed. Leading the charge was Delilah, on the arm of a

pudgy, mustachioed man who bore an eerie resemblance to |

a walrus — Mr. Cooper, 1 assumed. An emortional woman

i a diamond necklace embraced Mom, almost spilling her

glass of golden-brown liquid on me, and an clderly man in a

panama hat tried to pinch Mom’s check. On the fringe of the

throng stood the man with the sal-and-pepper hair from the

ferry, looking dapper in slacks and a jacket. I1e was watching |

Mom with a wistfulness that made me uneasy.

I was about to subtly point him out to Mom when someone

tapped my shoulder.

“Miranda?” the someone inquired excitedly,

I turned around and faced a petite, precey girl in 2 white |

dotted swiss sundress and wedge espadrilles. Her long red

tresses, big blue eyes, and sprinkling of freckles across her

nose instantly gave her away as Delilah’s daughrer. 1 stiffened.
¥ ¥ & _

“CeeCee?” T ventured.

“Oh, my gosh, Mama told me all aboutr vou!” CeeCce
cried, clapping her hands together. The charm braceler on her
wrist jangled. “You don’t understand! I feel like we’re sisters
or something!” And with that, she swept me into a hug of sur-
prising force.

Irying nat to choke on CecCee’s voluminous hair or

(e scent of her flowery perfume, T wondered if Mom was
witnessing this encounter. CeeCee was right; 1 didn't under-
i, The fact that our mothers had been friends in another
(i (ime — something my own mother now appeared to
pppiet — did not remotely make us relatives.

“I've always wanted a sister,” Ceellce sighed, finally releas-
g me. “Are you an only child, too?”

" have an older brother, but he’s in California for the sum-
mer,” 1 managed to reply, smoothing my ponytail. T was
sttled, but T had to admit there was something refreshing
Ahour CeeCee’s warmth.

“Och, is he cute:” CeeCee syuealed, her eyes shining. “I
bet he’s real cute.”

“He’s all right,” I replied, thinking that Wade — reckless,
witty, and a lothario at Yale; in other words, Dad 2.0 — would
have probably appealed to a girl like CeeCee. My brother and
| conldn’t have been more different. While Wade was con-
santly gerring grounded in high school, | alwavs roed the line.
| never even thought about crossing 1t,

“It’s so cool that vou’re from New York,” CeeCee bubbled.
She pronounced York in a songlike way, breaking the o into
(wo syllables. “T've only been there once, and 1 could #of stap
shopping! Daddy pracrically had to drag me and Mama out

of Henri Bendel’s before we bought more handbags, How do



you do anything else?” she asked me. But her slightly critical

gazc, as it traveled down myv outtit, seemed to answer her owi

question.,

113 - .
Somehow, T find a way,” I replicd dryly, When 1 did go
shopping, it was mostly in vintage stores, where Linda and T

wete pros at finding cheap jeans and cardigans. And while

Linda and | shopped. we talked —long, winding talks about
gender and birth order and astronomy. Linda was undeniably

brilliant, with a thirsty mind. CeeCee'’s mind, on the other

hand, seemed to have heen thoroughly watcred by the foun-

rains of Fendi and the streams of Sephora. The thought of her

as my sole companion on Selkie filled me with a kind of

emptiness.

If CeeCee picked up on my reticence, she didn’t show it;

instead, she brighrly asked for my cell phone number, and then '

announced she wanted to meer Mom, who was still sur- |

rounded by a circle of admirers. As CeeCee flung her arms

around my mother, I shook hands with Mr. Cooper, the wal-

rus {CecCee had certainly dodged that genetic bullet), and

Delilah kepe winking at CecCee and me, as if she'd set us up
on a successful blind date. Then CeeCee suppested that the
two of us head out onto the back deck so 1 could meet her
friends,

1 was torn; though it would be a reliel to cscape the close,

sweary crowd, 1 suspected CecCee’s friends were replicas of

e pirls on Princess of the Deep — cool confections of female
peifection. Plus, T didm’t wane to abandon Mom, who at the
oment was listening to a coiffed clderly woman ramble on
(ot the price of oysters. But when | glanced questioningly at
ny mother, she leaned close, whispered, “We'll be out of here
1 ten minutes,” and waved me off.

Stopping to et sodas from the bar. CeeCee and I maneu-
vored our way out onto the deck, which smelled of suntan
lotion and beer and faced the beach. T gazed at the striped
unbrellas, the creamy sand, the figures bobbing in the surf
lile sleek seals, and felt a prickle of envy. Maybe T could go
ywimming later.

CeeCee steercd me past the band and the swing-dancing
Couples over to two girls who were sipping sodas, charm brace-
lots dangling from their wrists. One was a curvy blonde
wearing a halter dress printed with small cherries, and the
other was model-tall, with skin the color of dark chocolate,
i1d she wore a short yellow dress cinched with a belt. Like
(ccCee. they both appeared to have been cut out of a Teen
Vogue spread.

They don't know the properties of helium, 1 told myself.
I'hey don’t know what Netwtonian mechanics are, oF who
discovered penicillin. They will not make you [eel insecure.
Still, T tugged discreetly on the hem of my skirt, hoping the

lole wasn’t visible.




Oblivious to my discomfort, CeeCee made introductions
the blonde was Virginia, the brunette Jacqueline — ar
Jacqueline smiled, linking her arm through mine.

“Delilah was raving about you earlier,” she said, her
voice soft. '

“Jackie’s my best friend from Atlanta,” CeeCec explained,
taking my free arm. “She’s been coming out and staying with
us for the past three summers.”

As | stood sandwiched berween CeeCee and Jacqueline, T
was surprised to feel a warm rush of belonging, I'd forgotten
how comforting it was, the casual intimacy that could exist
between girls.

“And Virginia's from Charleston,” CeeCee added, nodding
toward Virginia, “but she’s been my best Selkie Island friend
since we were babies. Right, Gin?” '

“Uh-huh.,” Virginia replicd. Her cunning hazel eyes were
trained elsewhere — on a group of attractive guys standing a
few feet away.

“Have you seen the fountain in the town square yet?”
CeeCee asked me. When I nodded, she went on. her tone proud.
“It was built one summer by Virginias great-granddaddy,
Colonel Cunningham.” |
“That’s .. . nice,” | answered hesitantly. It was funny how,

on Sclkie, every family’s history seemcd connected to the

Wlind in some way. Llewellyn Thorpe’s book came to mind,
bl | brushed the thought away.

“Well, he didn't actually build it himself,” Jacqueline
polnted out with a knowing grin. “I'm sure he had somcone
lve do that for him.”

“Plah-blah-blah,” CecCee said, and Jacqueline stuck her
[UngUe out 1n response.

“Girls, stop bickering!™ Virginia commanded. Iler drawl
wis even thicker than CeeCee’s. “Can we focus, please? We
need to figure out our summer picks.”

“Picks?” I echoed. Feeling naive, I followed Virginia’s gasc
(i the boys, who were laughing and bantering, seemingly
inaware of the attention she was paying them. A blush starred
around my collarbone. O4.

“Is a tradition we started two summers ago,” CeeCee told
e as the erowd around us broke into applausc [or the band,
“when we realized that the boys who'd been summering here
(hrever were suddenly becoming . . . hot.”

“It must be something in the water,” Virginia remarked,
prinning wickedly and twining a blonde curl around one
[inger. .

“Maybe,” I said. In truth, everyone mingling and laughing
on the deck bore the beauty and grace that came from genera-

lions of careful breeding.



“I think I'm going after Macon,” Jacqueline murmured glince. “CeeCee, you'd forger your own [irm little behind if it

nodding toward a stocky, ruddy-faced boy with a buz cuf W't attached,” Virginia sneered.

“Remember how much he was flirting with me last summel

i

"0, shut up,” CeeCee giggled. “I forgot abour Mirandal™

right before he went back to Chapel Hill for school?” Shie faced me, her enormous eves sparkling. “We have to snag

@ . -5 f - § EEPL ! LR & L L 4 3
Not as much as Rick was [lirting with me,” Virginia coun yuul i hoy, tool”

tered, motioning with her drink to a guy with close-cropped I he blush crepr northward to my neck. This insanity

dark curls who was wearing a vest over a burton-down bl Il 1o be nipped in the bud. “Look, CeeCee,” I said firmly, in

shirt. He glanced in her dircction, and she smiled, lowcr_iﬂ' A tone similar to the one I had used with Sailor Hat on the

her lashes. [erry. “1 appreciate the offer, but I don’t need a summer pick. |
“I'm deciding between Lyndon and Bobby.” CeeCee sighc_ [iromise.”

dramatically, as if this were a heart-wrenching choice. She gess - “Why not? Do vou have a beau back home:” CeeCee

tured to two boys who were practically indistinguishable; wilied. 1 could feel her, Jacqueline, and Virginia holding their

Both had longish white-blond hair and sported neckties. “l ierpective breaths, watching me in disbelief. Mirandaf Has a

guess Pl have to make out with both of them to see which ane boyfriend?
“Um, no,” T spurtered. “I mean, I did, but —" T bit my lip,

gales of laughter. commanding mysclf not (o think, or speak, of Greg. The last

['was stunned speechless. Was this how some girls wer (hing 1 wanted to do was tread into such personal waters with
( ceCec and her cohorts. “No,” I finished lamcly.

“Then how about Archer Oglethorpe?” Jacqueline sug-

about boys? Selecting them as if they were no more than Fish!
to be shot in barrcls? I was especially surpriscd by ]acqueline,%
whom I'd figured for a shy kindred spirit. I wished I had the pested, shrugging her slender shoulders. “He’s cure, and

3

confidence to assume such control over my romantic destiny, wnple —
“Taken!™ Virginia cut in before I could say that the boy’s

nime alone was a deterrent for me. “He and Kay McAndrews

Not that there’d been anything romantic in my life of late.
“Wait!” CeeCee said breathlessly, sounding truly alarmed. !

159 e bR 1 i
I forgot! were all over each other on the ferry two days ago, which is so

Virginia snorted, and she and Jacqueline exchanged a tacky, by the way.”

fuaglg
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But it wasn’t tacky when you stuck your tongue down

T.].’s throat at the fireworks last summer?” Jacqueline teased,
Virginia promptly gave Jacqueline the finger, the sun glinting

prettily off her dark pink nail polish. It unsettled me how
dettly chese girls could seesaw between kindness and crueltyy
it had never been that way between me and Linda, at least not
until — '

“Wait, that’s it]” CeeCee exclaimed. “T. J. Hlingworth.”
She lowered her voice and spoke directly into my ear. *I e’
standing next to Macon. In the striped shirt? See?”

I saw. And realized that T. J. Illingworth was the dark-

haired boy from the ferry. The son of the sal-and-pepper guy

who had been staring at Mom back in the restaurant. At the |

thought of Mom, I looked around the deck to sec if she’d come
out to get me, but I couldn’t find her amid the dancing and
drinking mob.

“Isn’t he dreamy?” CeeCee said, and 1 turned back to study
T.J. “Iis family’s filthy rich,” she whispered conspiratorially,
“I'he Ningworths funded most of what’s on this boardwalk.”}

“Yeah, like that new marine science center T.].’s father kept
bragging about at dinner last night,” Virginia chimed in with
a groan. '

My ears perked up. “What science center?” 1 asked, more |
interested in this development than I was in finding a summer

pick. “Where is it, exactly?”

It nobody was listening, and CeeCee had continued with

A praise of T.J. “He's completely sweet,” she was saying,

Sl he's, like, a golf champion. Oh, and he’s starting Duke in
the (all. He’s perfect.”

“Iang on,™ T said, suspicious, as T disentangled myself
[iom her and Jacqueline. “If he’s so wonderful, why isn’t he
your summer pick, CeeCee? Qr yours?” | added, looking at
Virpinia and Jacqueline.

“Simple,” Jacqueline replied, using her pinkic to smooth the
gloss on her bottom Tip. *’I'he three of us made a pact: no boy
shiring. It°s too incestuous.”

"| dated T.J. last summer,” Virginia explained, rolling her
eyes. She said last summer as 1 might say grade school. “But
don't worry, Miranda. You have my full blessing. I lose inter-
ot in boys the minure T have sex with them. It’s like magic!
We do it, and poof! They become boring to me.” She smiled
placidly.

“I'm so jealous of that,” Jacqueline sighed. “I get totally
attached.”

*Same,” CeeCee said.

| cleared my throat, the blush now scttling in my face. I had
nothing to contribute to this particular discussion. T looked
down at my black flats.

“So what arc we waiting for?” Virginia was saving. “Shall

we head over?”

i
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Oh, God. Where was Mom? Hadn’ it been ten minuted
by now?

“Hang on,” CeeCee said, reaching our to tug lightly on my
ponvtail. “Miranda, do you wanr to takc your hair down
firsee” .

I shook my head vchemently, “It’s too humid,” T replied.
My hair is naturally curly but | always brushed it back and
ried it up so it wouldn’t frizz our. Besides, I knew it was a slips
pery slope; if 1 gave in to CecCec on this point, in seconds
she'd be all over me with mascara wands and foundation,

“All right,” CeeCee poured. She must have sensed that |
was prepared to bolt, because she took my arm again.

Walking four abreast, CeeCee, Virginia, Jacqueline, and
crossed the uncharted gulf that had separated us from the
boys. My palims grew clammicr with each step. I hadn’t been
social for a month; what if I no longer remembered how ta
CATTY 0N a CONVETSATION?

‘The young lords of Selkie Island siood [ramed against rhe:_i
beach, their hands in their pockets and their smiles casy, When
we reached them, Macon grinned and jabbed Rick in the arm,
and Lyndon and Bobby smirked, bur T.]. nodded solemnly ac

us. With his neat dark hair slicked back, wearing khakis and a

navy blazer that accentuated his broad shoulders, he looked

even more classically handsome rhan he had on the ferry, Was

o Cee insane? In whart parallel universe was this boy in my

ll‘llul e

1 adies,” he said, in a low, mature-sounding drawl. “Lovely

wllernoon, isn't it?”

Neviously? 1 swallowed down a laugh. T didn’t know any

puys my age who spoke like thar.

it CeeCee and Co. seemed enchanted by T.J's words,

yiniling up at him, cocking their hips, and tossing their hair.

hit 1y botrom lip and wished I could be someplace, anyplace,
where I'd feel more at ease.

“Whao's the newbie?” Rick demanded, jerking his chin
fward me as Virginia drifted ever so casually to his side.
[nequeline, meanwhile, made her way over o Macon, who
jive her a hug that lifted her [eet off the boardwalk.

“I'his is Miranda,” CeeCee pronounced, giving me a poke
i the back that sent me stumbling forward. “She’s visiting
ltom New York, bur her roots are in Savannah. Hey, just like
yours, T.J.1” she bubbled in mock surprise.

CeeCee’s glee in playing marchmaker sort of made me want
(0 lick her. Wasn’t she supposed to be busy choosing between
| yndon and Bobby?

“Fascinating,” T.]. said, focusing his big brown eyes on me,
which made my blush deepen. Having fair skin 1s a curse.

"What's your family’s name?”



“Merchant,” I said automatically, before realizing that ‘1],
would in no way know or carc about my dad’s side of the fam-
ily, who hailed from ever-glamorous Brooklyn. “Hawkins,” I
corrected mysell as CeeCee wenrt over to talk to either Lyndon
or Bohby.

An impressed smile split T.].’s chiseled face. “Of course,’"I
he replied. “I grew up hearing about the Hawkins family!
My mother would practically genuflect if she met you — she
says thar every Southern lady should aspire to be like Isadora
Hawkins.”

“Trust me, ’m not worth any sort of curtsying,” I laughed,

trying to wrap my mind around the fact that I was talking to

this boy. Though my face was still warm, my heart wasn’t rac-
ing; T.].’s impeccable manners were definitely keeping me

calm. Suddenly, I felt a small thrill at standing in the thick

of this group, the crackle of flirtation passing between the

gitls and boys and back again. Could it be that I really tit
in here?

“I beg to difter,” T.]. replied smoothly, and my stomach

jumped. I couldn’t tell if his apparent interest in me was only

because of our Savannah connection or if CeeCee’s Cupid act

was actually, shockingly, paying off. “In any case,” he contin-
ued, “my mother’s not here. She summers on Tybee Island
with mv sister now that she and my father are . . . divorced.”

He dropped his voice on this last word, as if it were dirty.

"My parents arc divorced, too,” T blurted, surprised that
[\], and I had something else in common.

“I'hat’s too bad,” T.J. replied, tapping our a brief beat with
litn tan loafer. “T guess happily ever after isn’t such a reality
ihymore.”

“I've never believed in happily ever after,” I replied truth-
fully, and T.J. squinted at mc as if I’'d spoken a foreign
linpuage.

“IMey, you girls have good timing,” one of the boys
anmounced, and T looked away from T.J. to see Lyndon or
[lobby smiling, his arm around CeeCee’s waist. “T.]. was just
ahout to open his package,” he added.

My hearr skipped a beat. “Um, what?” I asked, and looked
ut 1L]., who grinned.

“No Heirs party would be complete without the package,”
I']. intoned; it was clear he was referring to a tradition not
inlike the summer picks. Then he swung open one side of
his blazer, revealing two silver flasks tucked into the inside
pocket. The others exploded into cheers, and a few partygoers
planced at us, amused.

“I'hcodore [Mingworth, Junior,” Virginia pronounced as
she turned away from Rick, her hands on her hips. “You
ilways come through for us.” Her eves glinted and | wondered
i she really was as over T.J. as she had said. :

“Gather around, gentlemen, ladies,” T.J. said, removing



one of the flasks and obviously enjoving the attention, “for tl-':_ : wihing, and her face had a rosy tinge. And the person who

finest rum north of Cuba.” ' Win standing at her elbow and making her laugh was none

[ hung back. feeling foolish for believing that these pa 1 uther than T.JJs father, Mr. llingworth. I drew in a big

pered kids would be content with drinking straight soda. % lireath, suddenly remembering how Mom had {led the docks

never been drunk, never had more thau a sip of beer, not evell yusterday. And then Delilah’s coy remarks today. Was there
at Greg’s parentless pregraduation parry in Mav. | was sure | winething my mother wasn’t telling me?
wouldn’t enjoy the sensation of being out of control. | couldn’t stand the kind of chaos that was happening in
As everyone, including CeeCee and her girlfriends, held 011_ my head. T turned back and locked beyond the young heirs
plastic cups to be filled, I took several more steps away (rom tward the beach, at the waves that swelled and broke onto
the glowing group. I noticed then thar they were all equall ilie shore. ‘The beach, I reasoned, was where [ belonged —
matched, the girls with their thick hair and the boys with their among the seashells and barnacles that neither laughed nor
strong jaws. T.J. swiltly uncapped the flask and poured clear Uirted nor judged. I could return to the party once my whirl-
liquid into a cup, and Jacqueline laughed and kissed Macon [y, thoughts settled.
on the cheek. What had T been thinking? Yes, I was techni- 50, as the wind billowed my skirt up, I made my way down
cally an heir, but I was not a part of this crew. _ (he boardwalk steps and started across the sand. And the
“Where are you going, Miranda?” T.]J. asked, glancing up_l liuman sounds of glasses clinking and conversation were swal-
at me midpour. He seemed insulted rhar I was walking out on lowed up by the ocean roar.
his moment of stardom.

“Aren’t you going to drink?” Virginia asked, judgment in.'f:
her voice. i

“T'll be back,” | fudged, determined now to track down
Mom. | wanted to ask her why she hadn’t come to rescue
me yct,

When I turned around, 1 got my answer. Mom was stand-

ing near the band, holding a glass of white winc. She was

Y
sl )



(il Ieshirt. He wore ragged carpenter pants that had been
Qo ked off at the knee, and his sun-browned legs were as
iincled as his arms. T guessed him to be around my age, but
Je (i not look like someone the kids at the Heirs party

wonld know.

lior sormue reason, I stopped walking, my flats sinking into
ihe sand. Behind the boy, the beach seemed to disappear
o a well of fog, and I realized how alone I was. I felt a quick
{wist of fear and considered turning and racing back to the
honrdwalk., Then 1 chided myself; why was I getting so irra-

AT AR e i
47 wasn't expecting to see the boy. tonally spooked lately?

I had been walking along the beach for longer “You lost?” the boy called, waving one arm at me
£ - 5 =] B

than I'd intended, trying to make sense of my interaction with | “Not at all,” I replied defensively, squaring my shoulders. “I

TI and the image of Mom talking to Mr. [ll11'1gwmrh The wis just exploring.”

the water barely r_cglstcrcd. I only noticed the shards of sca- ing, by yourself on Siren Beach,” he said. His voice was deep

shells and the cawing seagulls, and bef ; .
g seagulls, and before long, that was all but a litcle raspy, and his Southern accent was different from

g g l-lﬁ.(;f.,s 1d ot o ers ma © Q

jagged rocks, the beach grew less populated, and I realized ‘ “Why:” 1 demanded, suddenly annoyed that this boy had
2 s SLICL ) %

that The Crabby < iVl Tisali :
1t The Crabby Hook and the boardwalk itsclf were quite a . ippeared ont of nowhere to break into my thoughts. T could

way behind me. . . .
lccl my patience running low, like an uncharged bateery.

Which was why I was startled by (he sie ;
¥ 0¥ sight of a tall, tanned “Because of the ‘sea serpents’?” I asked, making air quotes.

guy with dark blond hair striding toward me from the oppo- “You know about the sea scrpents?” He was standing

sitc end of the beach. He was carrvin : i ' i i '
ying a bundle of rope and hefore me now, a smile tugging at his full lips. His eyes were a

a tishing rod, the muscles in his arms visible under his faded clear, brilliant green, unmuddicd by traces of brown or gray.

i8]
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“I know they’re nonsense,” T replied, crossing my arms ove
my chest.

The boy swept his gaze over my face, and my heart ﬂip:-i
tlopped. What was he thinking? First T.J., now him. Trying
ro figure out the inner workings of boy-hcads was a daunts
ing task; érwo boys in one hour felt impossible for a ﬁovfce;

|

like me.

But, back on the boardwalk, 1.J. hadn’t studied me
as Intently as this boy was studying me now. Almost.
against my will, T remembered the funny locks Greg—
shaggy-haired, bespectacled, chess-team-captain Greg — used
to sncak me back in February, when 1 was no more than his ]
physics tutor. Then, one nighr, as I'd been explaining the prin-
ciples of electromagnetism, he'd kissed me, and I’d understood
what thosc glances had meant. And it had seriously freaked
me out. '

“It’s your first time on Selkie, right?” the boy asked, his
tonc slightly teasing. For some embarrassing reason, the phrase
first time made my skin catch fire.

“Is it that obvious?” I asked, giving a nervous laugh.

“Well, 1 would have recognized you,” the boy replied, his
smile widening.

“Miranda! Miranda, what are vou doing?”

Relieved and disappointed. I turned roward the sound of

iy mother’s voice. She was jogging across the sand, holding
[iir sandals in one hand and the bottom of her dress with the
uther. Her face was flushed, as it had been at the party.

“Like The Tempest,” the boy said behind me, so softly that
[ almost dido’t hear him over the crashing waves.

“I'xcuse me?” I asked, glancing back ar him.

“Miranda is a character in The Tempest. The Shakespeare
plny,” he explained with a slow smile. He had a dimple in each
| |I|.'l'|\'.

“I try to ignore Shakespearc as much as possible,” T replied,
wirprised that a bay who looked so rough-hewn would know
anything about fusty literature.

“T'hat’s a mistake,” he said as Mom came to a stop at my
slde, out of breath.

“Miranda, what’s gotten into you?” she snapped, sounding
(rantic and unlike her usual cven-keeled self. Her eyes were
very big. *Why did you disappear like that? You had me so
worried. One of the boys with CeeCee told me he saw you
atart off this way.”

1.J.2 1 wondered.

“Sorry,” I said, unable to look at my mother full-on. 1 knew
it was irrational, but she suddenly seemed like a stranger to
me, a stranger who langhed with handsome men. “T wanred

(o take a walk.”



“A walk?” Mom repeated, arching one eyebrow at the boy
standing next to me. Suspicion darkened her gaze. “Were vou
planning to tell me?”

“You don't tell me everything,” I muttered, wishing we
weren’t having this conversation in front of this boy.

Mom seemed to feel the same way. “Pardon us,” she told
him, her tone brisk, and she tugged on my arm, pulling me in
the direction of the boardwalk.

I looked back to see the boy hoisting some of the rope onto
his shoulder and watching us, his expression unreadable. Then
| faced forward again. _

“This isn’t like you,” Mom declared, her feet kicking up
sand as she all but dragged me along the shore. She didn’t
bother to push her windswept hair out of her eves. “Wander-
ing otf, talking to some strange boy on the beach, catching
an attitude with me.”

“We weren't talking,” 1 protested, my blush coming back
for a second. “We exchanged, like, two words.”

“You were fine when we got to the party,” Mom went on
as the first sunbathers came into view ahcad of us. “What

happened?”

I sidestepped a strand of scaweed, wanting to ask Mom

about T.].’s father. But my bubbling resentment stilled my
tongue. How could Mom accuse me of acting oddly when she

wasn’t being herself. either?

lnstead of speaking, | glanced over my shoulder again,
lii the boy was gone. T couldn’t see him walking inland
iward the dunes, nor could 1 spot him wading into the
witer, Had he disappeared into the fog? Jumped into a speed-
iy, fishing boat? Or had I1—in a truly un-Miranda-like
[ishion — imagined him entirely? But no, Mom had seen him,
(0, | shook my head, dismissing him from my cthoughts.

We were nearing The Crabby Hook. From what 1 could
we, the Heirs party was dwindling; the band had stopped
playing, and only a few people milled abour on the decl. 1 felt
[ntigue wash aver me.

“| guess the party got (o be a bit much,” [ finally told Mom.
"Actually, do you think we can head back to The Mariner
qow?” The thought of rcturning to the crowd, of having to
cxplain my absence to CeeCee, T.)., and the others, made me
want to crawl inside a clamshell and remain there, pearl-like.

Mom’s face softened, and she gave me a sheepish smile.
“Sure we can,” she said. “And forgive me, my love. 1 dudn’t
mean to freak out. 1 think I'm still on edge from being back
here, seeing all the folks T used to know. . ..7

Like Mr. Ulingworth? Tt was the perfect opening, but I
didit take it. I sensed thar if T broached the topic with my
mother right then, she'd only grow uncomfortable. Or, worse,
Jhe'd reveal something illicit, something 1 wouldn’t want to

lnow. There is always that danger in research.

T/



5o I nodded. “Maybe we can just avoid everyone else fol
the rest of the time we're here,” 1 offered. Mom and 1 inn.
low in The Mariner, away from all the gossip, seemed like a
logical solution. I could alteady feel the two of us reverting te
our regular selves as we bypassed the party. \

Mom chuckled. “That’s not a bad idca. But good luck try-

ing it out with CeeCee.”

Sure cnough, [ was awoken the next morning by a cheery

rapping on my door.

“Five minutes, Mom!” T groancd, rolling over onto my.:!
back. A glance at the clock on the dresser told me it was ten.-!
o’clock.

I was usually an early riser, and 1 was cager to tackle our
tasks for the day, but I’d again had trouble falling asleep. I'd
tossed and turned in the oppressive heat, wishing for air-
conditioning and enterraining the notion of going downstairs
for more of Llewellyn Thorpe’s tales. Thankfully, I'd drifted
off before [ could act on that plan.

“gilly! It's me!” |

With rhat, CeeCee tlounced into the room, a bright-eved, :J
bushy-tailed belle. She was clad in a floral sundress and hold-

ing a covered tray.

“CeeCee, what are you doing here?” I asked, scrambling

P
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i st up while pulling the sheer tighter over my rumpled
[utfnas.

"Pringing you breakfast,” CeeCee replied breezily, lift-
iy the lid off che tray, “Mama was concerned that yvou and
Anielia didn't have proper food in the house, so we came to
deliver some down-home delicacics.” With a flourish, CeeCee
yostured to the strips of bacon, golden-brown hush puppies,
i bowl of grits.

“You know what? I'm great,” I said, rubbing the sleep out
ol my eyes. Breakfast was always whole-wheat toast and a
srawberry yogurt. I'd never tried grits, but their of-white
mushiness didn’t appeal to me.

“Mama says that a truc Southerner always has stone-
pround grits in the house,” CeeCee pronounced, marching
gver to my bed and ceremoniously setting the tray in front
ol me. “You eat up, and I'll fill you in on cveryrhing you need
(0 know.”

“Whal are you talking about?” I asked. T was still half in
my dream — something about a oreen-scaled fish swimming
hetween my hands.

“YWell, first off, T. J. lllingworth wants to see you again,”
(eeCee said, plopping down on the edge of the bed and beam-
ing. “Before I left the party, he asked me if you were staying at

I'he Marincr. You realize that means he wants to come and

visit?” She widened her already huge eyes at me.

——
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“He does?” In my cotton-mouthed, sloppy-haired state, |
couldn’t comprehend how a member of the opposite sex would
find me attractive. Still, my stomach leapr at the thought that
a boy like T.J. had asked about me. A

“Yup,” CeeCee said, pushing the bow! ot grits closer to me,
“Didn’t I say you two would hit it off? And that was a smatf
move on your part, sneaking away like that in the middle of
everything, Boys love nothing more than mystery.”

“Um, I didn’t —" I paused, picking up a spoon from the
tray. CeeCee wouldn’t understand why T had left the party
vesterday, but there was a chance rhar she knew about Mom’y
past with Mr. Illingworth. Before T could raisc the subject,
CeeCee spoke again. .

“It seems all the summer picks are taking off!” she
exclaimed, then began counting on her fingers, “Once the rum

started flowing, Virginia and Rick couldn’t keep their hands'

off each other, and after the party, Jacqueline and Macon

snuck off to Macon’s house. And let’s just say Jackie wasn’t in.

the guest room this morning.” CeeCee winked at me, then

plucked a strip of bacon off my tray.

“Really?” [ asked. Once again, I was innocently, immaturely

surprised by Jacqueline and Virginia’s effortless conquests,
“What about you?”
CeeCee shrugged. “Lyndon and I kissed on the beach

during sunset, and he was an awful kisser, so now 1 know

T

libby's the one for me,” she replied, flipping her hair over

nhe shoulder.

“But . . . what if Bobby’s a bad kisser, too?™ I asked, genu-

Iely curious as | dipped the spoon into the grits.

Not that I would know a good kisser from a bad one; all I
lid 1o go on for reference was Greg. T briefly wondered what
it would be like to kiss a boy on the sand as the sun sank into
{l¢ water, and my legs tingled. At sunser yesterday I'd been

wrting through Isadora’s filing cabinet while Mom prepared

ilinner.

“You're so negative, Miranda!” CeeCee observed, pout-
I, at me.

“Just realisric,” 1 corrected her, and tried the grits. They
were soft and buttery, and surprisingly tasty.

“You mean bo-ring,” CeeCee retorted, giggling.

CeeCee’s opinion wasn't of great importance to me, but all
(he same | felt a pang of hurt. Was I boring? I'd always prided
myself on the fact that T hadn’t changed much over the years,
maintaining the same style and interests with little regard for
(rends. Maybe that only made me . . . predictable. Ordinary.

“Qh, I was kidding, Miranda!” CeeCee cried. Iler mouth
rurned down at the corners, “I'm sorry, T say whatever pops
into my head. Can I make it up to you today?”

I shook my head, swallowing a big mouthful of grits. You

can, by going away.




“Come on, we’ll do something fun,” CeeCee wheedled.

SENT i -
We can get pedicures in town, or . . . whatever vou’d like i

Mo shot her a grateful look. “What's a treat is to sit here

. . il char with vou, Amclia.”
& T she finished graciously, smiling ar me. | hovered at the entrance to the kitchen, bewildered.
! haw o help P IOTHOF Stk through the study,” 1 said; Whit was u#p? In no way did Mom appear as if she wanted
Dlilah to leave.
"So Virginia and Jackic are both too hungover to play with
i," CeeCee announced, setting her BlackBerry on the table,

and Delilah made a tsk-tsk noise. “What?” CccCee asked,

Lhmgs," I 1dclecl taking my hair band off my wrist and loop
ing my hair back into a ponytail.
“Well, 'm sure if you ask Amelia, shed let you take i

- n i 1 .
break.” CeeCee shrugged, getting to her feet. “Ill wait down
stairs with our moms, kay?”

hlllllciﬂg at her mother. “I know how to hold my liquor.”

“I'har you do,” Delilah confirmed proudly, raising her

Mom wo i ient t i i ] - '
| l-lld be impatient to get rid of our morning guesty, pliss of orange juice to CecCec in a toast. “You’re a LeBlanc,
so | quickly finished my grits, wondering if my Southern backe Mier all!”
roun ' il ] i i ' .
g d made me predisposed to liking them. I threw on jeans | tricd — and failed — to imagine having rhe samc conver-
and my vellow-and- o ' ' '
y vellow-and-green Bronx Science T-shirt. When | wition with Mom. Or with anyone’s parent. But Mom only

arrived in the kitchen, however, 1 found Mom sitring at the ihickled and rolled her eyes.

“Amelia,” CeeCee was saying, “Miranda wanted to be sure
vou'd be all right with her joining me today for a girls’ outing.
also at the table, was texting on her quckBerr» Pcarl. ‘sun_

shine spilled through the lace curtains.

| know you have to paint the study and all. .. .~

' “We don’t have to paint.” Mom chuckled, and glanced
‘}“’ou’re awake, my love!” Mom said, smiling and swinging it me. “You know, the repairmen arc coming to look at the
one foot, clearly relaxed. After the party vesterday, she'd been wof and the plumbing, anyway. You girls go and have a good
quict and tense as we split up and tackled various choreg
around the house. “Wasn’t this a treat (rom Delilah dnd
CeeCee?” she added, spearing a hush puppy with her fork,

“Our pleasure,” Delilah drawled, patting Mom’s hand, and'

Hine! Just be sure to call me il you'll be out past dark.”
| stared at Mom, attempring to eve signal to her that 1 didn’t
iwani to spend the day with CeeCec, but she had already

etirned to eating her hush puppy. Great.




“What are you two beautics up to, then?” Delilah asked,
taking a sip of juice. .

“It’s Miranda’s call,” CeeCee said, fixing the strap of her
dress. “But I was just thinking how pathetic it is that we don’t
have morce shops on the boardwalk.”

“Don’t let the Illingworths hear you say that,” Delilah
advised. and Mom laughed — sort of nervously, 1 thought,
“The boardwalk is their pride and joy.”

At the mention of the Illingworths and the boardwalk, |
remembered something Virginia had said at the party yesters
day, and my spirits buoyed. |

“The science center!™ I exclaimed. “Isn’t there a marine
center on the boardwalk?” | asked CeeCee, whose face fell.

“There is?” Mom asked, and Delilah nodded. “Who kncew?
I thought nothing had changed on this island, but I guess there
are always new additions.” She smiled at me, her expression
encouraging. “That sounds right up Miranda’s Ialley!”

“What do you think, CeeCee?” 1 asked, leaning against the
doorjamb and grinning. “Too boring?” Swinging by Lhis sci-
ence center while simultaneously irritating CecCee seemed
like the ideal Selkic Island activity.

CeeCee heaved a great sigh, pushing her chair back from
the table. “Okay, okay, you’re the boss. The science center it
is. But afterward we’re getting popcorn shrimp ar A Fish Tale

and laying out on Siren Beach.”

Siren Beach. Without warning, 1 thought of the strange boy
[1om yesterday, and I felt my cheeks flush. Would he be there
fApiin?

But why did it matter? There was another boy to focus on,
dlter all,

“Deal,” T said, walking over to CeeCee. “And later we can
{1y to meet up with our . .. picks,” I added boldly. CeeCee’s
lips parted in surprise, and I raised my chin, pleased. Who

was boring now?

o

ETE T

The Selkie Island Center for Marine Discovery was located
i1 2 modest, pale green house on the edge of the boardwalk,
weveral doors down from The Crabby Hook. A gleaming
plaque on the center’s side announced that it was A GIFT OF
[F ILLINGWORTH Famiry, As CeeCee pulled open the screen
door, 1 glanced at the handmade flyers taped to the windows,
One flyer stated that the center’s hours were from noon to six,
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Tridays. Another flyer advertised
wen creature beach walks, and a third announced an exhibit
on baby alligators. Nothing fancy, but I hadn’t been expecting
(he Museum of Natural History.

The air-conditioned fover was full of little kids and
(hitchatting parents. On the wall was an underwater photo-

praph of coral reefs, alongside a sign that read DISCOVER OUR
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my cheeks, Would Leo say something to me? Would we both
pretend we hadu’t met yesterday? T had no precedent for thig
particular situation.

“Coming here was your idea, missy,” CeeCee said, steerin

hands and asking

me toward Leo, who was now clapping his

people to gather around him. “We're doing it.”

EXPLORERS

.ﬂ:.‘.tE P
),-'}!'/(j Jelcome to the Selkie Tsland Center for Marine

Discovery,” Leo said, his eves sparkling as he
lnced the crowd. “A gift of the Illingworth family,” he added
it an ironic kind of baritone, and I felt a smile playing on
iy lips.

“Cute, but he’s got to be a local,” CeeCee whispered dis-
dainfully. “Total Fisherman's Village type.”

| started to ask CeeCee what she meant, but the woman
standing ahead of me shot us an irritated glance. This wasn’t
the time to gab. Behind us stood  I'd done a double take to
confirm — the excitable little blond boy from the ferry and
liis parents.

“We are much more than an aquarium,” Leo continued,

ipreading his large, tanned hands. “This center 1s involved in

uf
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wildlife preservation and does a great deal of research both ir
Selkie's marshes and on Siren Beach.” ..

I felt my breath catch. [ couldn’t get over how boyish Led
had seemed on the beach yesterday, when he was now so offis
¢ial. Professional. He also had not glanced at me again since
CeeCee and T joined the group, so I wondered it he even
remembered me.

“This,” Leo said, leading us into a dimly lit room that
smelled of salt, “is our aguarium where you can meet —
and somctimes touch —a few of Selkie’s most interesting
inhabitants.”

T gripped the brochure in my hands, barely noticing the illu«r
minated, sand-bottomed tanks full of crabs, jellyfish, and the
famous baby alligators. Why, why did Leo speaking the word
touch make my whole face flame? | was grateful for the dark-
ness of the room, but T peeked at CeeCee to make sure she.
hadn’t noticed my blush. Thankfully, she was checking 1‘1615-;I
BlackBerry. ' :

“Teel free to roam around on vour own,” Leo announced,
“The placards next to each tank will tell you a lot about eac-h]
lictle buddy inside, but if you have any questions, just holler..
And for those of you who want to befriend a baby alligator,
follow me.” (

There was promptly a stampede toward the baby alligators,

while 2 handful of kids admired the tank of spider crabs.

“I'm going to step outside for a minute,” CeeCee murmured
with a grimace and a toss of her hair. “Call me if this gers
liin, okay?” she requested. And before I could tell her that I
lindn’t brought my cell phone, she blew me a kiss and trotted
ot of che room,

Inexplicably, my heartbeat sped up. Tucking the brochure
into the back packet of my jeans, | found mysclf wandering
(oward the alligator tank, and T.eo. When T got there, I siood
i bit away from the crowd that nobed and aabed.

leo’s right arm was outstretched and on his hand sat a
small alligator, its tail thumping against Leo’s wrist and its
wneient, reptilian eyes blinking steadily. The boy from che
ferry daringly stroked the alligator’s scaly body.

“You’re doing great,” Leo encouraged, nodding at the boy.
"I think he really likes vou. Maurice —— that’s his name
Maurice can be a little wary of strangers.”

| can relate, 1 thought with a small smile. T was impressed
by Leo's ease around kids. If I were in his position, I would
have been dolefully reciting facts about the anatomy of cold-
hlooded animals.

“Now,” Leo said, glancing around at the circle of saucer
eyes, “can anyone tell me the only two places in the world
where alligators are natives?™

“North America and China.” The answer shot out of me

automatically, and then I bit my lower lip. Why did Studious




Miranda have to show up wow? “Um, I DVR basically eveny ‘Do you always pretend that alligators can communicate

+ v & e 1 - . : o
show on the Discovery Channel,” T added awkwardly, avoids with you?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest.

ing the stares of parents and children, | co glanced back up at me with a lazy half smile. “T’m not

lLeo’s eyes crinkled ar the edges as he smiled. His dimplex pretending.”

emerged. "Oh, really?” [ shot back. “What other things does Maurice

N : : 2 w . 3 I e 7 i
“l'hank you, Miranda,” he sawd, “That’s right.” pver here tell you?

Lo raised one eyebrow mischicvously. “Can you keep a

He remembered me.

Why did that fact make my stomach somersault? Twice? seret?” he asked. When | nodded, he took a step closer to me.

1 decided that now would be a good time to go check outt! ! Deipite myself, T drew a deep breath. Leo smelled fresh and

snapping turtles, but something kept me rooted to the spoly sharp, like rainwater and sand. Incongruously, 1 recalled the

" i i ! i OO, T .
And as the kids pushed past me, heading toward the other dis went of Greg’s Mitchum deodorant,

plays with their parents in tow, [ realized that only Leo and | “He wants out,” Leo whispered as Maurice blinked

were left standing by the alligarors. putiently at me. “All his buddies do. They want to run free.”

. s s i 3 \ v - " 5 i 4 AR
Lco’s gaze met mine bricfly. He glanced at the neuran: I shook my head, a laugh escaping my mouth. “You don’t

symbol—m}' school’s logo—-that Wis prjrlt{:d on my T-shirt, feed o ralk to animals to guess that. A natural habitar is

Then he looked down at the alligator in his hand. ulways preferable.”

“Hi, again,” T ventured, my voice uneven. When Leo didn'| As he had yesterday, Teo rested his eyes on my face for a

answer right away, my breath stopped. Why did this boy haye iy, moment, so long that T knew my cheeks turned crimson.

such a strange effect on me? Ihe voices of other peaple milling abour the room sounded

“What's that, Maurice?” Leo [inally spoke, addressing thy faint and distanr.

alligator. “You think she’s the smartest girl we've had i "I that’s how you feel,” Leo said at last, turning away and

Visaaniarss Bagd pently placing Maurice back in the rank with his brethren,

My heart fluttered, but 1 fclt a spark of irritation. Peg “you should come on one of our sea creaturc beach walks. I'm

ple who blurred the lines between animals and human {ving: one today at six o’clock, right when the center closes.”

D | thought of standing on Siren Beach with Leo again. Only

g
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this time we were exploring, looking for sand dollars ang [\l be going on a better tour later. In any case, as the visitors

seashells on the shoreline. A smile I couldn’t control crossu swirmed back around Leo, | glanced at him, mouthed “See

my face. o at six,” and turned to go.

“Tll take that as a yes?” Leo said as he brushed his hand As | walked through the lobby and out into the sunshine, |

on his shorts. {¢lt my breathing even out. 1 stared at the crystal blue of the

[ nodded, then tried to force my lips back into a straigl ueean, which washed white and foamy onto the sand. 'Two
line. “Is that where you, um, were headed vesterday?” [ asked Jiiys in swim trunks were wading into the surf with their boo-
tightening my ponytail. “To give a beach walk?” jlle hoards, and a rughoat sliding past the horizon honked its
Leco shook his head, scratching the back of his brownee Diorn, The air was thick as always.
neck. “The cenrter’s closed on Thursdays, so that’s when 1 helj (ceCee was sitting on the wooden steps that led down to
out my dad — he’s a fisherman. When you saw me yesterdayy | (he heach, her ever-present BlackBerry in her hands. *T hate
was going to mect him on his boat.” Diiys,” she moaned when I sat down beside her.

[ remembered CeeCee’s remark, somcthing abaoul “Why?™ | asked, thinking of Leo. Had she seen us ralking
Fisherman’s Village, Al disapproved?
“I see,” I said, choosing my words carcfully. “I, um, | ~ (ceCee scowled down at her BlackBerry. “T texred Bobby
wouldn’t have pegged vou as someone who works at a sciend whout hanging ourt tonight, but supposedly he’s got some sort
center.” il o family dinner. My gosh.” She rolled her eves. “If he
Leo grinned and the wicked glint reappeared in his eyg Awiiously wanted me, he'd skip the stupid dinner, don't you
“I'm full of surprises.” Whinke?
I swallowed hard and was preparing a response when L | have no idea,” T replied honestly. What did I know
clapped his hands and called, “All right, cveryone! It’s time (@ ibout male creatures?
resume the tour!” ' (eeCee gave me a you're hopeless look, then glanced at

| looked down at my Converse. 1 couldn’t. T couldn’r com e BlackBerry again, A seagull strurted by the boardwalk,
rinue the tour. Maybe it was a combination of my hot check pecking at a discarded hot dog bun. “The good news,”

and my pounding heart, or maybe it was the knowledge tha Lo ee spoke, smiling up at me, “is that [ texted T.J. and he




is free this evening. You should definitely meet up with hiny
Mirandal”

My stomach jumped. Id forgotten that, in the flush of my

plins. You know,” she said. shooting me a grin, “it’s clever to
pliy hard to get and all, but you need to be careful. You don’t
wint T.J. slipping through your fingers. Otherwise vowll end
carlicr bravadao, I'd suggested hanging out with the summe tp with Mr, Townic in there as your summer pick.” CeeCee
picks, a plan that didn't jibe so well with the beach walk '. [erked her thumb back toward the center.
just agreed to attend. Plus, the prospect of spending the eve | set my chin on the tops of my knees, a shiver going down
ning one-on-one with T.J. felt distinctly . . . datelike. iy spinc.

“Don’t look so scared!” CeeCee laughed, squeezing "Yeah,” T said softly. “That would be awful.”

l'or obvious reasons, I refrained from uttering a word to
[ v ec about the sca creature walk. 5o, over a lunch of pop-
(o shrimp at A Fish Tale, T let her prattle on about the
of whatever expensive cologne he must have dabbed on every Iportance of moisturizer and whether or not Virginia had
Jotten a boob job. T tried to drop in a few questions about our
like. 'T.]. seemed so suave, so experienced, that T was cert tinthers, in case CeeCee had absorbed any information about
he would be good at whatever he did. Mom’s past from Delilah. But her response was always a care-
But why did a bigger picce of me still want to go on th {ive shrug and a blithe, “I don't really remember.”
beach walk?

|
“I'm not scared, 1 just don’t think I'm rcady to hang qul

[n the vain hope that CeeCee would eventually remember
suniething she'd been told, T agreed to a trip to the beauty par-
with 1.]. alone,” I replied, hugging my knees to my chest. 1o1 for “mani-pedis.” A pedicure was out of the question — the
rather hold out for a double date.” Or nerd out on a sea cred e of baring my toes for examination was mortifying — but
ture walk. [ wiiccumbed to my first-ever manicure, which turned out to
CeeCee sighed. “Tf you're sure . . . » she drawled, and dutl lo faiely pleasant.

fully began texting again. “I'll tell T.J. that you have othg Al six to six, [ was studying my buffed, clear-polished nails

Tk




as | hurriced back down the boardwalk to the marine discovery people are heading to 'L he Crabby Hook for happy hour, or

center. CeeCec had wanted us to browse in the swimwell hiving barbecues with their families.”

shop in town, but I'd made up a hasty excuse about needing (8 “Right,” T said, feeling a pang of guilt and wondering if

pet home for dinner. ! NMom did, in fact, expect me home soon for dinner. Know-
L

I was surprised not to see a group forming outside the g my perfectionist mother, though, she was probably still

center; 1 had figured the beach walks would be a populul
|

draw. Plus, the day was turning into a beautiful cvening, the

wiving directions to the repairmen. Besides, T'd return to The
Muriner before dark.
oppressive heat giving way to a soft breece, and cotton-ball [ co looked back up at me, and I realized, with a jolt, that
clouds — cumrdus, 1 thonght automatically — drifting acro [l been spaced out staring at him, at the dark blond hair
(hit the wind was sweeping across his forehead
"Oh, I'm sorry!™ T exclaimed, reaching into my jeans
screen door, | saw just one person standing there, his arms picket. “How much is the walk?” Where had my head gone?
folded across his chest and his eves trained on rhe water.
Eéa.

Instantly, I felt woozy, almost as if I were scasick.

“No, no,” Leo said, holding up his hands and laughing.
"T'his one’s on the house.”

“Okay ... thanks,” [ said slowly. Something a sus-
Gei a grip, I told myself sternly. picion — flickered inside me, but I dismissed 1t as utter
“I thought T was late!” I said in my most casual voice, stroll Mliness.
ing over. “Where is everyone else?” 1 peered through “So let's ger going.” Leo said, kicking off his [lip-flops. He
center’s window into the empty foyer. lilcd them up in one hand, the muscles in his arm moving

Leo turned to me, and for an insrant it looked as if his fa

rurned red. But it must have been the rose-colored glow of tl

iidly, like water. “You should rake off vour sneakers.” he

alvised. “We’re poing ro be walking right where the tide hits
\

sun. | watched his Adam’s apple mave up and down as li the shore.”

swallowed. He no longer wore his name tag,. “Oh, I—T don’t mind,” I stammered. 1 had no desire to
“We don't usually get a big turnout for these afrer-hout show Leo my toes. Most of the time, people didn’t even natice,

walks,” he replied, glancing down at his flip-tlops. “Modl [t 1n my mind, the freakishness was magnified. Last summer,
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when Wadc and I had gone to see Sideshows by the Seashord His fingers closed around mine, warm but rough and

at Coney Island, I'd fclt as il the bearded ladies and swoud iphtly callused. I looked down at my small, smoorh, pale

swallowers were long-lost siblings. lind in his much larger one, and 1 felt my head spin. T was

*You ‘Niﬂ,” Leo promised with a crooked SII].j.lC, and ]_.1 .. ||q|¢|;]m_ﬂy g]ad that 1I'd gotten a manicure.

cyes —which turned an even more iridescent green il “Berter, right?™ Leo asked as 1 kicked off my other sneaker,

-~ . o v - T a - L1 Vi R r r { B £ =
the sun — searched mine for a second. “You can’t fight the I comfortably warm warer rushed up to swirl around my

ocean.” Then he shrugged and began walking again, and | aikles, To my horror, T caught Leo looking directly at my bare

followed, relieved. ' loet, and my chest scized up.

But as soon as we pI:ISSEC]. the sunbathers and hir the dam’ ""(;35,” I mumhled, '."'«'illhdt';l\r\"jﬂg my hand and Scoopjng up

iy Converse. My toes wiggled in the water of their own voli-

was tight. The unrelenting tide retrcated and advanced with (on. as if astonished ro finally be (rec.

ferocity, and my beloved Converse were quickly soaked, “I'hen let’s dive in,” Leo said with a grin.

Leo stwode along easily as the water enveloped his lonjg "You mean, swim?” | asked, confused. Our bricf bout of

b.mwned fect. lind-holding, along with my toe-baring, had disoriented me.

“All right, all nght, I admit defeat,” 1 sighed, stoppmg 11l “No, I mcan, lets start the tour,” Leo laughed as a fresh

5 - il _
my tracks. Llow could T consider mysclf a true explorer if wive slammed mto the shore, depositing coils of seaweed

couldn’t even, well, get my feet wet? And something abauf sround our feet. “And here we go,” he added, crouching down

1!

Lco’s relaxed vibe told me that he probably wouldn’t care that il picking up a flat cirele dotted with small slits, “Ever seen

my toes were weird, Maybe it was time to quit being such d 4 live sand dollar before, Ms. Aspiring Marinc Biologist?”
baby about my imperfection. “What makes vou think that’s what T want to be?” T chal-
T eased off onc sncaker with the toe of one foot, but then | lenged. The fact was, 1 wasn't sure which branch of science I
staggered, losing my balance. Leo was immediately by my winted w follow in life  often, the laws of physics and the
side, extending his hand for me to grab. siictures of chemistry spoke to me more than the rawness

I took it. ul hiology.

Seat oy




“Well, your eyes were shining at the center today,” Lea lubsters. Surprising, huh? It's like, did you know that Spanish

replied matter-of-factly as he rose. I could feel him observing imoss isn’t really moss?”
the side of my face. “You seemed . . . passionate.” “But — yes, 1t 18,” T protested, thinking of the moss-heavy
The seasick feeling returned, and T hoped Leo wouldn't (Iees on the island,
notice how my fingers trembled as | carefully touched the say 4.|._ “It’s relared to pineapple,” Leo told me, widening his stun-
dollar. 1 was never completely rclaxed around boys, but al ting eyes. “I swear. You can look it up. Tso’t that wild? Names
least when talking to T.J. yesterday I'd been somewhar comy v be so misleading.”

posed. Why was Leo’s presence making me feel so unmoored? As I gazed back at Leo. I understood that he, this strange

“No, T haven’t ever seen one up close, and it’s very cool,™! loy from an island in the middle of nowhere, loved science for

responded at last, pretending to be fully absorbed in the sand the exact same reasons 1 did. Now thai was wild. I felt like we

dollar. were two explorers, partners, out there on the empty beach,

“Pll show you something even cooler,” Leo said, cle‘a'r],' with everything open for discovery.
enjoving himself; his eyes were dancing as he set the .sal}‘i “What’s in a name?” [ said with a small laugh, and then,
dollar back down where he had found it. “See those tiny holus locling brave, nudged Leo in the ribs with my elbow. “See, T
linow some Shakespeare.”

“Nice,” Leo said, nudging me back. “I like Romeo and
little guys. They burrow into the sand so they can eat an Juliet. Forbidden love. Tragic ending. All the good stufl.”

“I'm with you there,” [ said as we continued walking, wish-
i | hadn’t blushed at his use of the word Jove, “Happy
smiling and getring back into the swing of things. Leo’s enthif indings never feel real to me.” T kepr my head down; now that
[ 0 had pointed out the ghost shrimp’s holes to me, T couldn’t
incredibly attractive. o seeing them in the sand.
My heart thumped. “Well, it all depends,” Leo replicd, crouching low again,
“We just call them shrimp,” Leo said, drawing a cirt .I" ‘on what one considers a happy ending, Aha,” he said, lifting

[t the sand a small red bulb attached to a purplish stem.




“For you, ma’am. A sea pansy. I know it’s not a dozen rosel un the sand. [ managed to hold on to my Converse, but the sea

burt it’s the best | could do on such short notice.” Jansy was ripped from my hand.
punsy pp

What did ¢hat mean? The blush that spread across my fagi

now pur my earlier flushing to shame. Was Leo implying thal

“Oh, no, are you okay?” Leo asked. Gripped with shame, [
luoked up to scc his eves sparkling and his mouth twitching.
we were on a date? Had [ dodged a date wich T.J. only 1o Wi]‘l’ [ wanted to laugh.
up on another one? And since when was I the kind of girl wl “It’s not funny!” I cried, scraping bits of gravel off my
had these kinds of problems? palms as T scooted backward onto drier sand. The seat af
He’s kidding, 1 decided, accepting the sea pansy and watc]; iy jcans was sopping wet. 1 felt jictery and shaky, wondeting
ing its round, brainlike bulb wobble in the wind. *Thank you what would haye happened between us had nature not inter-
vened. “And I lost the sea pansy,” I added mournfully.

“You're welcome,” Leo replied, standing up. He came closgl | co sar down beside me, putting his flip-flops in the sand.
to me, closer than he had been in the center when he’d told m W'l find you another one,” he said reassuringly, a laugh still
abour Maurice. He was beautiful, T realized, studying the i his voice. “Don’t get angry with the current,” he added,
planes of his face — the straight line of his nose, the fullney witching me. “Just go with it. Therc's this quotation 1 always
of his mouth. Over his head, the sky was transforming fron ihink about: ‘Life is like the surf, so give yourself away like

pale gold to pale red, and the soft texture of the air made m
/

the sea.? Tsn't that true?™

teel almost beautiful, too. “Who said thar?” 1 asked, still fccling petulant about my

Something overcame me then — something stronger thal upill. “Shakespeare?”™

scnse or reason — and I felt my hand reach our. T wanted W« “No,” Leo said, and I could sce him smiling in my periph-

touch l.ea’s cheek, to feel its rough smoothness. Leo inclined vrnl vision. “It’s from a movie I saw once.”

his head toward me, and I was holding my breath, and then an T'he sea was waxing and waning at our feet, and the sun

enormous, swelling wave crested onto the shore. wis beginning its descent into the horizon. Seagulls cried out

The force of the current was so great that it Lifted my feel 11 they flew by, and 1 felt the warmth of T.eo’s arm near mine.

and sent me tumbling backward. I landed hard, on my bufl I o moment in my lifc had ever felt like a movie, this was it. I
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We ended the kiss at the same instant, drawing back and

i . 3 '.' 2 ey R + H
the same thing. He was looking back at me, his expressiof apening our cyes. My head was swimming and T couldn'’t

NOW SCrious. wop smiling, Had that really just happened? IHad it really

“Miranda,” he said. Never before had my mishegottal been me?
name sounded so lovely, never had its syllables been pro “I've been wanting to do that ever since I saw you yester-
nounced with such care. “I'm really glad you came to Selkig iy afternoon,” Leo remarked, smiling, too. “Right on this
beach.”

| ulanced around ar the quiet sand and the empty duncs, on

this summer.”
“I think T am, too,” | said. or srarted to say, because sud:

denly Leo was leaning toward me, and I couldn’t differentiat which shadows had started to form. Abruptly, T was aware of

berween the scent of the sand and his skin. the hour. My old, reliable common sense returned, and 1 got

Just go with it, 1 thought. (0 my feet. My lips still fele tender from Leo's kiss, and 1 was

And let him kiss me. prateful that my knees were stable enough to hold me up.

The kiss started slow, his sale-licked lips lightly brushir “| don’t have my cell phone,” T told Leo, shaking my head

|

mine, his sweet, clean breach tickling my own. Every inch ol it my forgetfulness, my lapse in logic. Tattempted to brush off

me was poised. waiting, tingling. T didn’t think. I didn’t ques (e damp sand that clung to my backside, growing flustered.

tion. As Leo deepened the kiss, | closed my eyes, I felt his "My mom will worry if Pm out after dark without calling.

sandy hand caress my check, his [ingers tracing, exploring,

We're from New York, you see, and she — she worries.”
and I reciprocared eagerly, touching his face, liven if Td had my phone, though, what would 1 have said
. (0 Mom? Sorry, but remember that boy you saw me talking
world, a kiss as hot and slow as the summer itself. So differs (0 yesterday? Yeah, we've been making out on the beach. No
ent from Greg’s kisses, which seemed hurried and clumsy | forries.
compatison. I felt Leo’s warm tongue in my mouth, and | Never,

“Is that where you're from?” Leo asked, jumping ro his

leet so quickly T could barely blink, He reached for my arm,

understood why people sametimes went crazy, risked every

thing for a kiss.
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his cyes bright with curiosity. “Tell me about it. Tell | wasn’t sure how that was possible. but I didn’t want to

about you.” ruin the moment by asking. So I lifted my hand in a half wave,

“I can’t now,” I said, backing up a few paces even as mj ‘irned, and hurried along the heavy sand, my ponytail swing-

g from side to side. When I reached the boardwalk, I paused

Outside the brightly lit, noisy Crabby 1Took and glanced over

heart strained for me to stay put. “My mom —”

“Okay, okay,” Leo laughed, holding up his hands. “I get it
You're a good girl.” my shoulder at the dark beach.
A taunting tone had crept into his deep voice, and his moutly | couldn’t spot Leo anywhere on the sand. There was only
curved up in an enigmatic smile. T felt a flash of ire at bein (le ocean storming the shore and leaving a trail of bubbles in

ity wake. TF T squinted, though, I could make out a pale shape

cast 1n such a narrow role — cven if it was an accurate one.
hobbing on the whitecapped waves. It was moving too quickly
wetl Converse and leaning over to tie the laces tight. “Is that s (0 be a person, so maybe it was a dolphin, or a dinghy, or a
harlequin duck. Maybe it was a ghost shrimp. A sand dollar.
Or maybe it was the sea pansy Leo had given me, carried
wway by the current like a memory I longed to grab on to and

hold for as long as possible.

of how to proceed. Wasn’t this when most people exchanged

phone numbers or e-mail addresses?

“Listen, I'm  when —" Uhe words should we meet

“NWhenever you want. I'll be here.”

.,,..
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MISTAKES

shipfully toward the sun. Behind us, Mom, Delilah, and
Virginia’s mother, Felice, lounged on beach chairs, chatting,
So there was absolutely no one with whom I could discuss m.
tumbling cmotions.

Not that T was really in the mood to talk. In my black

swimsuit, Converse, and oversized sunglasses, | fell somchow

lispuised, lncognito, I'd put in my iPod earbuds but left the
music off, an old trick that allowed me to listen in on conver-
witions while being left alonc. 1 loved observing.

“The repairmen were a disaster,” T heard Mom moan, and
Delilah clucked her tongue. T allowed mysell a glance back;
Mom’s white caftan and matching head scarf tluttered in the
wind and made her look almost identical to Delilah. *They
loft plaster all over the floor,” Mom went on, “and the faucers
ipit out brown water.”

Fortunately, Mom had been so preoccupied with the repair-
men’s shoddy work that she hadn't batted an eye when I'd
wilked into The Mariner on Friday evening late, wet, and
tovered in sand. And the day before, while I'd roamed uselessly
around the house in a daze of disbeliel and joy, Mom had been
lisy making phone calls —to the real estate lawyer, to Aunt
( oral, and then to Delilah, who’d been the only person able to
vitlm her down. At night, Mom had made one last, whispered
will on the back porch, closing the French doors behind her.
ut 1 hadn’t asked her about it — I’d been too busy staring out
(he kitchen window and wondering if I'd really sce Leo again.

Which was why, on the beach now, every tanned, blond
hioy who passed my towel made my heart skip and my head
turn. One particularly pathetic false alarm had been Virginia’s
younger brother, who'd stopped by to snag one of the peach

smoothies Virginia’s housckeeper had packed in a cooler.



Come find me, Leo had said, after all. But so far I hadn’.

“Poor Amclia,” sighed Felice, whose face was frozen in

good help lately.”

I was so shocked that she had acrually — without irony
uttered those words, that I let out a small sputtering laugh.,
looked at Mom, waiting for her to laugh as well, b1_1t to m'_f
surprise, she simply took a sip of her smoothie. |

Sighing, I rested my head back on the towel and looked u
at the cloud-speckled sky. A Frisbee whizzed by overhead,
heard Felice announce to Mom and Delilah that she was goi-ng?'
for a quick dip, and I watched from behind my sunglasses a§
she flip-flopped past my towel toward the ocean, her straw hat
bobbing.

It was indefinable, but cver since the Heirs party, Mo

had seemed different. She’d stopped making snarky remarks
about Delilah, and this morning, she’d happily forgone .*sorl:in-1
through Isadora’s things and accepted Delilah’s invitation te
go sunbathing with “the ladies.” .

Suddenly, CeeCee, Jacqueline, and Virginia squealed in:
unison. I'd been so focused on Mom that I hadn’t realized the
girls were speaking.

“You love him,” Virginia pronounced, and for one second,
[ wondered if she was addressing me. Could she have knownil\-‘

about Leo?

| turned my head woward the girls, who were now propped
up on their clbows, and Jacqueline was rolling her eyes and
Llushing. Virginia must have been referring to Macon.

“And vou're going to get married,” CecCee chimed in, gig-
iling and licking peach foam off her straw.

“I don’t love him,” Jacqueline replied sensibly, slathering
inscreen onto her long dark legs. “It’s a summer thing. The
qovelty’s fun, but in a few weeks, we'll both go back to our
separate lives.”

Normally, I would have cheered on Jacqueline’s levelheaded
Jeclaration, but hearing those words now made a strange sad-
liess well up in me.

“Jackie, since when are you such a pessimist?” CeeCee
proaned. A group of shrieking gitls in bikinis raced by, chased
by bronzed boys in swim trunks, and they sprayed sand onto
(eeCee’s towel. She scowled.

“Well, Macon’s not all that,” Virginia said, and took a sip

ol

Village loses points in my book.”

1er smoothie, “Any boy who suggests a date to Tisherman’s

“He claimed he was trying to be faventive” Jacqueline
started laughing, and the others joined in.

Curiosity nipped at me. CeeCee had referred to Fisherman’s

Village in relation to Leo. I sat up, taking out my earbuds and
(king off my sunglasses.

“What’s Fisherman’s Village?” T asked.

Sed




Three made-up faces turned toward me, six flawless “What's this about Mr. Hlingworth?” Delilah called from

plucked eyebrows shot up. [ichind us. T glanced back to sec Mom swat Delilah with her

(EL]

“Miranda! Wc thought you were napping!” Cee Lopy of Vanity Fair. My stomach tightened.

exclaimed. “We're trying to set Miranda up with his son!” Jacqueline

“Well, now that you're up, is there any T.J. news?? Virgilfj- ieplied cheerily, and Mom choked on her smoothic. She

asked, adjusting the top of her green polka-dot bikini to bep Louphed into her fist before regaining her composure.

ter showcase her bust, A grin spread across Delilah’s face. “Miranda and T, J.

“Fisherman’s Village is that way, I think,” Jacquelind [llingworth? How . . . intriguing.” She snapped off her sun-

replied. She pointed her smoothie cup toward the craggy Wlasses and raised one eyebrow at Mom. “It’s like history
I

rocks where I had first seen Leo walking on Thursday. One jepeating itself, isn’t ic?”?

. . s A ; 2 "
again, all [ could make out was mist. “I’ve never been, but | Mom’s sunglasses hid her expression, but I saw her jaw

know it’s where the Selkie Tsland locals live.” lench as she intently turned the pages of Vanity Fair. Nor-

“Don’t worry, Miranda,” CceCec said, unscrewing the caj mally, she read Scientific American. “Declilah,” she said in a

i

off her tube of sunscreen. “T. J. Illingworth would nevet wirning tone. My stomach constricted again.

dream of taking you there!” “Oops.” Delilah brought her fingers to her lips. “My mis-

“Exactly. So what’s the T.]. news?” Virginia repeated, zeros (nke,” she said, but her eyes were dancing.

ing in on me. “What do you mean, Mama¢” CeeCee asked, spinning

- - - . . o & O .
I bit my lip. After my evening with Ieo, I hadn’t thought wround on her Lowel. Virginia and Jacqueline rolled over, too,

about T.]. once. I felt mildly guilty for forgetring about him, uid we all stared at Delilah.

“Nothing, rcally,” | said, shrugging. “T haven’t heard lhut it was my mother who answered.

from him —~ “It’s not a big dcal,” she replied in a clipped tone, push-

“That’s becausc he and Mr. lllingworth are in Savannaly Iy, her sunglasses onto the top of her head. “Mr. Illingworth

for the weekend,” CeeCee put in. “There’s some big golf tous i 1 used to date, back when we were kids. Ancient history,”

nament or something.” She mimed yawning and her friendy she added, and met my gaze for a second before looking back

cracked up. il her magazine.

i Tat
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I'd suspected there had been something between Mom and
Mr. Illingworth, but to hear her speak the words was staf
tling. And if it sas no big deal, why hadn’t Mom simply tol
me? And why was her face so pink?

“Oh, my gosh, can you say destiny?” CeeCee cried whilt
Jacqueline grinned and Virginia looked stone-faced. “I sweal
1 didn’t know that when T decided Miranda and T.J. should
get together. Maybc I'm psychic!”

“You mean psycho,” Virginia muttcred, flopping down ol

her back.

lamé bikini.

“T'he water was too cold for my taste,” she said, wrappi
a towel around herself. Glancing at our little group of mothery
and daughters, she clearly noticed the hovering tension. “W hsﬂ
happened?” she demanded. *What did T miss?”

No onc answered.

“CeeCee!” Mom spoke up loudly, flipping the pages o‘l
the magazine with (orce. “Was T.]. the young man | spoke (0
at the Heirs party? The one who told me where Miranda
had gone?”

“Yup,” CeeCee replied, bouncing up and down a little,

“lsn’t he divine?”

“He is very good-looking,” Mom concurred as Felice sat
down beside her again. “Extremely polite, too.” Mom’s cycs
[licked up toward me again, full of meaning.

My head spun. Was my own mother getting in on the
matchmaking scheme? Not only was she suddenly involved
in my romantic future, she apparently had a romantic past
with my intended’s father. 1his was too weird.

“I have to pee,” I announced, setting down my empty
smoothie cup and standing. I'd seen a restroom near the ice-
cream stand on the boardwalk.

“Miranda!” Delilah cxclaimed, slapping a hand to her
hosom, and Mom shook her head at me. Felice looked out-
rped as well — or at least tried to look outraged.

“That’s not proper language for a young lady,” Mom told
me, knitting her brow. *You can excuse yoursell, but we don’t
need the details.”

[ heard the soft titters of CeeCece, Virginia, and Jacqueline,
and 1 bowed my head. 1 felt like a five-year-old who'd been sent
(0 the corner for talking in class. I’d never known Mom to
wlmonish me in such a manner. Then again, I'd also never
lnown her to have dated Theodore Lllingworth the first.

“Excuse me,” | muttered, before turning and jogging away.
As I went, I heard Virginia ask, “And why is she sunbathing in

her snealkers?”



In the bathroom, I splashed water on my face and tried 10
calm down. Still, when T emerged, T didn’t feel prepared 1@

rejoin Mom and the others.

The wind whipped through my hair as 1 walked down the

boardwalk, drawn inexorably toward the marine center. |

knew it was closed on Sundays, but T paused hopefully outsids

the screen door. My eyes traveled to the flyers on the windowy

and when [ read one of them, my heart tlipped in my chest.

Dow’t Miss Our Sea Creature Beach Walks,
Wednesdays! Meet Intern 1.eo at the center
at 6 P.M. to purchase tickeis.

Wednesdays? Leo had taken me on the beach walk on

Friday. I remembered how he hadn’t wanted to accept my pays

ment, and the suspicion that had crossed my mind. NO..I,

comprehension descended. There had been no beach walle

on Iriday. Leo had fabricated it as a way for us to megl
One-on=-o0ne. I

I sucked in a sharp breath, at once flattered and freaked
No boy had ever gone to such lengrhs for me. On rhe othel
hand, | wondered if | had made an error in judgment, trusting
Leo — could 1 trust a boy who was capable of lying with sucl
ease? Would T.]. have done something similar? | doubted it,

[ returned to my towel more confused than when I’d leff

lortunately, the three moms had moved on to discussing
where to find the freshest lobster in town, and Virginia and
[nequeline were splashing in the ocean while CeeCee lay on
lier stomach, texting Bobby.

| reapplied my Banana Boat, stretched out, and put in my
Il'od earbuds again, but now I turned the music way up, filling
iy cardrums in hopes of clearing my head. 1.]. and Leo ping-
ponged around in there, competing for space with Mom and
Mr. [llingworth. Even Greg, who I thought I’d pushed into the
tecesses of my mind, cropped up.

Were CeeCee and her fricnds — not to mention Mom and
her friends — infecting me? Or was it Selkie Island? Maybe
being so far from home was turning me into the kind of girl

who could think only about boys, dates, and ancient history.

s
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When the wind turned rougher and the tide began crecping
[nrther up the sand, all the moms agreed it was time to pack
up. As Virginia and CeeCee whined about uncven tans, T
threw one last look around the beach. | was starting to won-
iler if Leo’s remark that I could find him anytime had been
another fabrication.

lbesides, I thought as [ shook out my sandy towel, what

would T have realistically done had [ actually spotted Leo on

the beach? Kissed him in front of everyone?

e
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My limbs tingled at the thought.
As we headed up the boardwalk toward town, Mom and |
lagged behind, our shared beach bag dangling from my shoul*
der. 1 knew why | was lingering, bur it scemed odd that
cver-ellicient Mom was dragging her feet.
I glanced at her, thinking how quiet she’d been since th '
Mz, lingworth revelation. 'Lhere were two pink spots on heft

cheekbones — not a sunburn.

“So ... T have a question,” she spoke after a minute, her

yoice low enough so thar Virginia, Virginia’s brother, and’

Felice, who were ahead of us, wouldn’t hear.

girls?”

And I.eo, 1 thought, looking down at my Converse.

vast in a different light now that I knew our parents were
Jinked — he was at once more familiar and more distant.
“Well, T was considering inviting him and his father over

lor tea tomorrow,” Mom said in a rush, and it was clear to me

(hat she’d been pondering this proposal all afternoon. The
pink spots on her cheeks darkened.

“You were?” A small knot forined in my stomach. Was
Mom arranging this tea so 1 could hang out with '1').2 Or did
ihe have other motives? I thought of her secretive phone call
the night before. “Mom,” [ went on haltingly, avoiding her
paze, “I know you and Mr. Tllingworth uscd to — whatever,
but .. ." Irrailed off, and my face colored. Maybe this was the
most awkward parent topic ever.

Mom nodded, her eyes distant. “It has been some time since
[eddy — since Mr. Illingworth— and 1 were acquainted.
lhut now that I'm back on Selkic. T’ve been giving a lot of
thought to the importance of mending fences. T suppose [
made a few . .. mistakes in my youth.” Then she pursed her
lipy, as if worried she’d said too much.

“What mistakes?” I asked as [ searched her face. Mom didn’t
make mistakes. She was an accomplished plastic surgeon —
ihe perfected people’s appearances for a living, And she was
cqually controlled and orderly outside the operating room. She
(il the New York 'l'imes Sunday crossword puzzle with a pen.

She was Mam,



“That’s not the point, Miranda,” Mom said briskly, quicks
ening her pace. “The pointis . ..” She scemed ro grope for he ..
next words. “I wanted to be sure yon were all right with ug
having company over.”

“T guess,” 1 replied, excitement and anxicty washing ovef;
me in tandem. T.J., in The Mariner? With me? I tried to piee
ture ir: his big brown cyes surveying the chaos of boxes, hig.
pressed blazer hanging on the anchor coatrack.

“All right,” Mom said, sounding much more relaxed as we
entered the town squarc. “Tll call Mr. Illingworth and extend’
the invitation.” :

As Mom hurried to carch up with the others, I frowned at
the strangeness of the scenario. When I'd told CeeCee that I’d'-;
wanted to go on a double dare with T.J., this was not the kind

I'd imagined.

gl 4

“So then the caddy asked, “Sir, is that your son?* and all |
could say was, ‘T sure hope so!””
Theodore Tllingworth the first chuckled at his own story,
and T cringe-smiled as I stood beside '1.]., who was grinning
modestly. Mom, stircing mint into the pitcher of iced tea, mur-
mured something about T.].’s talent, and | envied her social

skills, I
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Monday afternoon — teatime — was here. The elder and
younger lllingworths had arrived at The Mariner only ten
minutes before and we'd already been regaled wirth two golf
stories. I didn’t know how many more 1 could take.

In his sharp seersucker suit, smelling of Scope and cigars,
I'].'s dad cut a dashing figure as he stood in our kitchen. But I
had yet to grasp what Mom had seen in him, even all those
years ago. My dad, who wasn't as classically handsome as
Mr. lllingworth, came off as much more charming, if only for
(he fact that he told jokes well.

“This house is amazing,” T.]. said to me, gesturing to the
marble counters. “T've heard about it, naturally, but visiting it
Is somerhing clsc entirely.”

What was amazing, I reflected, was how smooth and shiny
1').’s hair looked, how neatly he combed it back off his tanned
(orehead. Afrer not secing him for three days, 1 found his
handsomeness almost jarring. And the fact that he was stand-
ing near me, so near that I could study the weave of his blue
[utton-down shirt, made my neck prickle.

“It’s in disarray righr now,” T replied, borrowing an apolo-
petic phrase I'd once heard Mom use. T sounded weirdly . . .
lndylike. Across the kitchen, Mr. Tllingworth opened the
refrigerator door for Mom and she murmured, “Why, thank

vou, 'leddy.”



“It could use some sprucing up,” 'I.]. allowed, tapping i
finger against his square chin. His gaze skimmed over me for
a moment before he nodded toward the curling edges of thy
aguamarine wallpaper.

My belly turned over. Was I paranoid, or was T.J. implying
that ! could use some sprucing up, as well? I glanced down at
my white V-neck, green capri pants, and black flars. Mom an'.
[ had spent the morning cleaning, and I'd barely had rime to
shower and throw logether an outfit. I was now the most
underdressed person in the room; Mom wore heels and a pale
pink, [ull-skirted sundress that I didn’t even know she owned,

“I was shocked when my father told me you were plannin

to sell The Mariner,” T.]. went on, running his palm along,

the countertop. “Truc, you could earn a thick wad of cash;

but a place like this is essentially a hisroric landmark.”

I shrugged, wondering how T could stcer the conversation
away from real esrare. “Our lives are back in New York,” |
explained, realizing how far off New York seemed theﬂ'ji-“
How far it was from T eo. “Trying to keep up this house would
be like —”

“An albatross around your necks?” Mr. Illingworth

boomed. T'd had no clue thar he'd been listening. Ile chuclled,
rocking back and forth on his heels, and added, “Just like in

thar painting of the old mariner that hangs in the corridor off

the study.”

| frowned. How did Mr. Illingworth know about the
piinting? We hadn’t passed by it when we'd gone [rom the
luyer to the kitchen.

“Sort of,” Mom laughed, kneeling by the stove and check-
g, on her blueberry cobbler. T couldn’t get used to the fact
(hat Mom suddenly appeared to relish cooking and baking.
She'd even asked me to help her with the cobbler thar morn-
I, but I’d declined; food preparation held no appeal for me.

“Say it ain’t so, Amelia Blue!” Mr. Ilingworth said, pur-
(ing his hand to his chest while T.J. chuckled appreciatively.
"I'm not sure Selkie lsland could bear you leaving again.” He
paused, adding sobetly, “1 already let you get away once.”

Okay. No. I fought the urge to clap my hands over my ears.
| planced at T.]. to see if he, too, was squirming in embarrass-
ment, but he was nodding at his father earnestly.

“Who's ready [or cobbler and sweet tea?” Mom asked, her
volce coming out high-pitched. She held the baking dish in
her oven-mitted hands, wobbling in her pumps while her face
pot progressively pinker. She shot me a sheepish smile.

[ wished The Mariner’s kitchen had a secret trapdoor that I
could fall through.

Mr. Tllingworth reached for the pitcher of iced tea. “Let’s
varry everything onto the back porch. It's cloudy out, but it
probably won’t rain until later.”

| shrank back against the counter. The golf stories had been

1o



W commitment of sorts. Greg and 1 had hardly ever held
hiands — which, in retrospect, probably should have been a
we were on the porch wracked me with fear. No matter whal wiarning sign. But there was something heart-fluttering about
wsuming such an old-fashioned pose with a boy like T. J.

courtship bad been a big deal. ingworth. And Mom was watching me so encouragingly

Then T.]., my unlikely savior, spoke. that [ somehow felt I couldn’t let her down.

“Daddy, what were you saying before about a painting?” he Taking a breath, I slid my hand around T.].’s elbow, and

asked. “Is there fine art here?” inpether we lefr the kitchen, and our parents, behind.

said, to me, “St. Claire is one of the South’s best-knowi
portraitists.” /

“Oh, Miranda!” Mom trilled, her voice still soundiq%

study? And the mariner painting, too, of course. Wouldn'
that be fun?” She peeked at Mr. Illingworth, who gave her il
understanding smile. My heart began to pound. Was Mol

raking lessons [rom CeeCee?

while winking at T.J. “Enjoy yoursclves.”
“Shall we?” T.]. asked, offering me his arm.

| hesitated. 'laking '1.].’s arm seemed like a big step — liki



[i wasn’t much of a stretch to imagine him as the voune mas-
& W £

ter of a grand Southern estate.
l'oo bad the lady on his arm was wearing capri pants and a

[“shirr.

“Well, here is the mariner,” I said as we arrived in the small
KISSES vorridor where I'd had my nighttime scare. I rook the oppor-
tinity to casually lift my hand [rom T.J.'s arm and peint to

(he painting. In the gray afternoon light that fell through the

lront windows, the old seafarer seemed spooky once more.

) 1.J. ran his cycs over the painting, his expression criti-

v :ggfou make a great hostess,” T.]. told me as we walked
o

4 toward the painting of the mariner. My hand

tl. “Excellent craftsmanship,” he declared. “Nice use of

wlumato.”

o

clammy — was still on his arm and | was wondering when | | had no idea what T.J. was talking about. “He gives me

would be appropriate to let go. I could feel a hint of T} the creeps,” I said.
muscles under his sleeve, which made me think of Leo, whi¢ 1.]. laughed. “Nah. Head into Fisherman’s Village any day
made the backs of my knees grow warm. ol the week and you’ll see hundreds of geezers who look just
“Um, thanks,” T replicd. my lips twitching at T.].s ovelg'_. (ke him.”
polite manner of speech. “I haven’ really done much,” 1 adde “Really?” T asked, my face becoming hot. Fisherman’s
as we passed the staircase. Village. Where Leo probably lived. I shifted from one foot to
“A good hostess makes her guests fecl comforcable,” T} the other, suddenly uncomfortable with T.].s haughty tone.
said, sounding as if he were quoting from a book on etiquette “Not that a girl like vou should go to Fisherman’s
“I really teel so ... at home here.” he went on, sweeping hil Village,” T.]. amended with a quick shudder. then smiled at
arm through the dust particles in the air.

T.]J. did look as if he belonged in The Mariner, I reflected:

. il
taking in his ramrod posture and the noble slant of his profile

me. “Hey. Would I be too much of a nuisance if 1 asked to sec
the study?”

“No,” I replied distractedly, pushing open the door. In the

5



prerain gloom, the bookshelves sar in shadows. The window
was open, and a cool breeze fluttered the pages of an old
Towsn & Country magacine on the writing desk. :

I’d been in the study carlicr that day; in her cleanup frenzy,
Mom had asked me to start putting books into crates. I'd only

made progress on two of the shelves and had purposefully

reading again.

“Wow,” T.J]. murmured, walking in a slow circle.

at me as if I'd had something to do with the room’s impres

siveness. | shrugged.

“My father was right. You do resemble her.”

[ blushed. When Mr. llingworth and 'I']. had ‘a.rriv“

on eur doorstep carlier, bearing brandy and chocolates, My,
Illingworth had taken one look at me and said, “Tsadora!” [
felt both rattled and flattered and had wondered if I'd ever gl
used to — or belicve — the comparison to my grandmother,

Now, | shook my head. “I'm not sure,” T said, glancing up

at the painting, Isadora seemed to smirk down at me, as if she
knew something T didn’. “She was so . . . clegant. Pul together.
| don’t think that trait can be inherited.”

T.]. swiveled away [rom the painting so that he was study-
ing, me. He cocked his head to one side, and I felt like a work
ol art he was appraising.

“You could be elegant,” T.]. declared. Ile reached out and
pently touched the end of my ponytall, and 1 tensed up. “You
could try wearing your hair like that.” He motioned to the
painting. “Or even a dress like that!™ He laughed. “I bet you'd
look great.”

| crossed my arms over my chest, bristling slightly. I couldn’t
tell if I'd been complimented or insulted.

“Look, T.J.,” 1 said, walking backward and plopping down
onto the high-backed chair ’d sat in the night I'd read
| lewellyn Thorpe’s book. “Thart isn’t #ze. I'm nort like CeeCee,
or Virginia.” | paused, my throat tightening as I realized that
1'J. must have admired — and unzipped — many of Virginia’s
luxe dresses.

1.]s dark brow furrowed, and he took hold of the love
seat, dragging it next to my chair and sitting down.

“Oh, no. Miranda, T didn't intend to offend you,” he said,
leaning toward me. “I think you’re pretty. T was only won-
dering . . . who vou could let yourself become,” he finished,

looking satisfied with this last statement.



T opened and closed my mouth. T. J. Tllingworth thought [
was pretty? | was unable to fight the small glow of pleasune
that filled me. God. Was that rezally all it took to soften me
up? | was turning into such a givl.

“Thanks,” I told T.]. again, half smiling as I mert his gaze,
“You know I think you’re, um” — down’t say preity! — “veny.

nice to look at, too.”

For the thousandth time in my life, I wondered how I could

be intelligent when it came to math and science and completely
stupid when it came to boys. .

Fortunately, T.].’s face lit up as if ['d said the perfect thing,
“Thanks.” he said.

“You’re welcome,” I said.

I drammed my fingers on my lap. T.J. and T seemed o)
be adept with pleasantries.

The sound of laughter — my  mother’s  laughter
interrupted my thoughts. 1 glanced over my shoulder at th
open study door and saw Mom and Mr. Tllingworth pass by
on their way to the living room. | swallowed hard.

“Don’t you feel like we’re sitting art the kids’ table?” [ asked,
looking back at T.J. ‘

He smiled. “Yeah, T think that was pretry orchesrrared.” He.
raised his eyebrows. “On the way over here, my father wouldn't
stop talking abour what a good match you and I would make,

And that was before he even met you!™

G i T

el

My heart skipped. Nervously. I started picking at my finger-
mils, and then remembered my manicure and stopped.
I']. was watching me and I tugged on my ponytail, feeling
iidiculously self-conscious.

“CeeCec scems Lo agree,” I finally said, speaking to my
(lats. If CeeCee knew this moment was happening, she’d be
doing backflips.

“I picked up on that at the Heirs party,” T.J. said with a
soft laugh. He was still leaning toward me, and I could smcll
his cologne — sophisticated and spicy, just like I'd imagined
il “Peaple aren’t too subtle, are they‘?”‘ he added.

“Like my mom, back in the kitchen?” T looked at T.]. and
tolled my eves. “She’s usually never so jumpy. She was acting
like — like a different person,” I admitted. Tr was sort of a
ielief to be able to confide in someone regarding my new,
mixed-up feelings toward my mother.

“Aw, it’s sweet,” T.J. said. He moved his hand from where
it rested on his knee to the edge of my chair. “My father used
(0 mention your mother on and off over the years, and I think
he still might carry a torch for her. I don't know what cxactly
happened between them, but my guess was always that she
hroke his heart,”

My own heart was beating harder now. | remembered what
Mom had said to me yesterday, about making mistakes in her

vouth. She must have meant Mr. Tllingworth.



T.J. and I looked at cach other, and T wondered if we were
thinking the same thing: that, in us, our parents saw a way (o
somehow correct those mistakes of their past. As if T.J. and Ij
together, offered a second chance to get things right.

“You know what would make my dad happy againg
though?® T.J. asked. .

“What?” | prayed that he wouldn’t say something inappros
priate about my mom. |

“If 1 found a nice girl,” T.J. replied, his face looming
closer until I was surc he could hear my loud heartbeat,
Then, with the air of somconc experimenting — in the same
wayv | approached a test tube full of sodium bicarbonate i
Chemistry lab—T.]. took my chin in his hand and put hig
lips on mine. "

[ torgot to close my eyes, so I stared, incredulous, at T.J.'%
smooth. perfect earlobe as he kissed me. It was a gentlemanly,
kiss — closed-mouthed and soft and well chorcographed. |
was registering that T.J. had clearly just brushed his teetli
or eaten a mint — had he planned this, then? — when a loud

thud came from across the room.

the floor.

“l — I should pick that up,” 1 stammered, leaping to
iy feet.

“Allow me,” T.J. said, getting up at the same time. I was
wire 1 was bug-cyed and blushing, but he appeared utterly
unruffled.

“No, that’s okay,” [ insisted, hurrying across the study. My
lead was spinning as I leaned over to retrieve the book. 1
couldn’t help but skim the page it had fallen opeﬁ on:

The island’s merfolk blend in nearly seamlessly with thew
ineighbors. However, certain oceanic markings often adorn
their places of residence.

| shook my head. I'd been right; T couldn’t touch the ridicu-
lous book withour starting to read it. | straightened up and
jummed the thick volume back onto the shelf.

“Well.” | heard T.]. exhale. I spun around to see him stand-
ing by the love seat, adjusting his shirt collar. “Intense, huh?”
he asked, gtinning at me. |

[ stared at him, unsure if he was referring to our kiss or to
the book falling. Had our kiss been intense? I couldn’t say. |
lelt Loo close to it, too bewildered.

“Wed better go make sure there’s still some cobbler left for
us,” 1 replied. T quickly touched my hand to my lips, wonder-
ing it Mom would be able to tell what had happened, and if

vhe would be pleased or scandalized.



my grandmother’s dark eyves seemed disapproving as she

gazed down at me from her imperious perch. I sighed, feels

expect her granddaughter to kiss two difterent boys in a mats

ter of days.

it of myself, either.

L

By the time I'd gulped down a glass of sweet tea and

endured one more golf story, storm clouds were gathering il

carnest. As Mom rescued the wind-tossed napkins from the
porch floor, Mr. Illingworth announced that he and T

(]
"

didn’t want to overstay their welecome. anyway. Mom trie

to discourage them, bur 1 was sceretly glad. 1 hadn’t be¢

i
able to make eyc contact with T.J. since our moment in tl
study, and 1 craved space and quiet so [ could figure out how
[ lelt.

As we walked our guests to the door, | was surprised (€

it was clear they’d performed this dance many times beforg

My own hands were in my pockets, and Mr. Tllingworth had

126

i ask me to remove one hand so he could kiss it, which was
heyond awkward, I decided to shake his hand instead. T.J.
sve me a kiss on the check, murmured, “I’ll be in touch
woon,™ and then all the kisses were done, and the [lingworths
were off.

“How™l it go?” Mom asked me the minute she shut the
door. Her gray eyes were shining and her hair spilled over her
shoulders. Iler eagerness, her happiness, made me sort of
¢mbarrassed for her, “Did you have fun with T.J.? Do you
think youd like to see him again?” '

“Mom, T don’t krow,” 1 snapped, irritated. The wholc
afternoon felt jumbled in my head. I couldn’t begin to parse
my thoughts on T.J., or on anything — an unfamiliar feeling
(br me. “Leave me alone,” T added, crossing my arms over my
¢hest,

Mom put her hands on her hips. “What did you say? Since
when is it permissible for you to speak to me in that tone?”

| gricted my teeth, retorts racing through my head. Since
iwhen did we get so prim and proper? Since when do you let
wme guy kiss your hand? But | didn’t want to argue with
Mom. We never argued. We couldn’t start now.

“Sorry,” 1 mumbled.

Mom was quiet for 2 moment, and then she walked toward
me, her heels clicking over the compass on the floor. Iler

ey pression was suddenly solemn.

m
[
o



“Miranda, I’'m sorry, * she said softly. “I'm being though
less. Here | am, going on and on about T.J. when I'm suig
there’s someone elsc on your mind.”

I caught my breath. She knew about me and Leo?

“You’re hesitant because of Greg, right?” Mom went o,
looking at me closely. “It’s too soon?”

“Greg?” T said, blindsided. My heart stuttered. Greg way:
the last person T needed thrown into the mix right now. I‘

“1 haven’t said anything to you,” Mom said, nodding,
“because [ know how you need time to yourself. But, look I
I knew all along that Greg was more than a boy you tutoted
in physics. And when— when he stopped coming over,
well, it wasn’t too hard o figure our thar you rwo must have:
parted ways.” |

I put my hands to my warm cheeks, feeling my gut tighteﬂ;l
“Monm, I really don’t feel like talking abour this now.” Or even
I stepped around my mother, heading into the living mom:;‘
“Don’t we need to finish cleaning up the back porch?” |
added.

“Miranda, I understand it’s painful,” Mom said, following
me through the French doors and onto the porch. Thunder
rumbled eminously overhead. “You probably still have feels
ings for Greg, and that’s why —”

“1 do not have feclings for Greg anymore,” I said, whirling

around to glare ar my mother. It was true; though my feelings

ahout what had happened were knotty, even a little frighten-
ing, 1 didn’t miss Greg. I didn’t yearn for him.

Not like — the thought jolred me — not like I was yearn-
g for Leo.

| turned away from Mom and looked out at the gray view.
As always, the sight of the ocean settled me, and I imagined
(e life that teemed benearh the slate-colored waves. Leo had
made appearances in my thoughts all day — every day sincc

I'riday — but now he was all I could think of. What was he

‘loing? Was he thinking of me, too?

Would he care that I had kissed another boy?

Suddenly, [ knew what I had to do. I knew who I had to see
(0 make things make sense again. I wasn't surc I would find
him, but I had to try.

“I'm going for a walk,” I told Mom, and without waiting
{or her okay, turned and started down the porch steps.

“Miranda, are you insane? It’s about to pour!”

“I won’t be long,” I called over my shoulder, my voice nearly
drowned out by the wind. A fork of lightning split the sky.

“Why are you running off again?” Mom asked, hurrying
down the porch steps after me. She paused on the grass.

“I need some air,” I replied. “And Pm not running.”

And I didn’t. I walked at a steady pace until I reached the
end of Glaucus Way. Then, when 1 knew Mom couldn’t see

e anymorte, I broke into a run.
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I ran all the way to town, where the stores had red, white,
and blue 17TAPPY INDFPENDENCE DAY! banners strung up in theit

windows. People hurried to stand under awnings and pres

weaving grass baskets were nowhere to be seen, and MosqLils

toes filled the air,

Something seemed to be propelling me, something | couldn't
name or understand.

When I got to the end of the boardwalk, I stepped dowil
onto the sand and asked myself what T was doing. Though
it was only five o’clock, the sky looked like midnight. The
ocean was furious, lashing itself against the shore, and the
palmetto trees tilted in the wind. The beach was empty; any,
one sane was indoors. Maybe Mom was right; maybe I'd logt
my head.

[ scanned the barren dunes and churning ocean one lasl
time before I sighed and turned away. 1 hugged mysclf and
lowered my head against the wind, prepared to ascend the
boardwalk steps and hopefully make it back to The Marinep
before the storm.

But then [ heard my name.

At first, I thought it was the call of a scagull, or the crash-
ing of the tide.

But then it came again.

“Mirandal”

[ whirled around, my heart lifting, and saw Leo walking up
ihe sand toward me. His hair was wet, and he wore only dark
blue swim trunks that sat low on his slim hips. Droplets of
moisture glistened on his bare chest, and, illuminated by a

(lash of lightning overhead. his skin looked as luminescent as

pearl. 1 hardly let myself believe it was him until T could see

his eyes, green and sparkling and gazing right at me.

“ITow — where did you come from?” 1 shouted over the
howling wind. I started toward him, too, getting sand in my
[lars. “Were you swimming?”

“I told you,” he replied, a smile crossing his face. “You can
itlways find me.”

We stopped mere inches from each other.

“| wanted to see vou,” | said, although no explanation
seemed necessary. “I was on the beach yesterday afternoon,
but I couldn’t find you, and —”

“Nighttime is usually better,” Leo said. Lines of water ran
down his high cheekbones, down his flat stomach. His hair
looked like dark honey.

“ —1 never do things like this,” I told him, breathless.



I felt more cold drops strike my arms. “And it’s starting L'u;
rain, and —" i

“I wanted to see you, too,” Leo cut in. |

“Leo,” I said. I didn’t know whar to say next, only that hiy

name on my tongue felt right. Natural.

Then the clouds burst, Sheets of rain sluiced down, and’
thunder exploded, and suddenly, withour warning, we were.
lkissing,. i

Leco pulled me tight against him as our lips met and the
wetness of the rain mingled with the werness of his body;:.
Somehow his skin fele as hot and flushed as mine did. l:I
wrapped my arms around him, opening my mouth to his, run-
ning my fingers down the length of his spine. Leo dug hig
fingers into my hair, raking loose my ponytail, and T didn’t

cate. L didn’t carc that T was getring drenched and that my bra.

was probably visible bencath my white Tishirt, because all

. . II
that mattered was our kissing.

This was intcnsc, I realized as we kissed and kissed in the
pouring rain. This defined intense. My kiss with T.]. seemed"i
faded, insignificant. Now T couldn’t help but close my eyes ay
every thought in my head — every question — swam away. |

[ heard myself sigh when Leo pulled back. He pushed my
sopping hair back off my face and grinned ar me.

“We should really go somewhere dry,” he rold me, and

encircled my waist with his strong arm. “You're trembling.”

| was, but not because of the cold. Still, I nodded my assent
iand gave Leo my hand. He began leading me away from the
hoardwalk, toward the jagged black rocks, yet I didn’t feel
lear or trepidation,

“Careful,” Leo said, squeczing my hand as he helped me
over a big rock. The rain was as dense as a wall now. My
lect slipped and slid, but | held fast to his hand, and when
| reached the other side of the rock, 1 saw where we would
shelter, There, in the sand, a collection of cven larger rocks
formed a grotto of sorts, complete with an overhang and
craggy walls.

“IHow do you know abour this?” T asked in awe as we wrig-
pled through the small opening berween two rocks. Tt was
nearly pitch-black inside the grotto, and rain drummed down
on the averhang. I couldn’t believe we were suddenly safe from
the elements.

“ grew up here,” Leo replied. He led me to the driest patch
of the sandy floor, then pulled me down Lo sit there beside
him. “This is my world.”

[ nestled into the crook of his arm, leaning my head on
his shoulder. Our hearts were pounding in equal thythm, and
we hoth laughed, giddy and cold. Leo lowered his head
ind gently nipped at my neck, which sent cxquisite shivers
through me.

As we sat there, cuddling close, my eyes slowly adjusted to



the darkness of our little cave. Gray mist swirled through the 10 be over,” T said, knowing T sounded like a child. I smiled

cracks in the rocks, and, in one shadowy corner, I could male ruelully.
out what looked, oddly enough, like a discarded T-shirt and i' “1¢1] rain again,” Leo promised, his fingers making gentle,
guy’s zip-up hoodie. I blinked, nudging Leo. leasing patterns on my inner arm. We looked at vach other for
*Do those belong to someone?” I whispered, as if fearful i long moment.
of waking whomever — or whatever — might have heen Sll:l-lﬁ | leaned in to kiss him —1 couldn’t not — but then my

bering in the grotro with us. belly rumbled. Loudly. [ let out a mortified laugh, putting

my hands on my stomach, My body never used to bchave so
he replied. “Sometimes Ill change in here before 1 go far willfully beforc.
a swim.” ' “Hungry?” 1.co asked, studying me with such fondness that
“Really?” I looked up into his face. Leaving onc’s belong | felt my cmbarrassment wane.
ings in a grotto seemed like essential beach bchavior “Srarved,” T admirted. | realized [ hadn’t touched the blue-
so different from the protective way people guarded theil lerry cobbler at tea.
things in New York. “Aren’t you worricd thar someont “Me, too,” Leo said. *Should we get something to eat? We
might take —” ‘i . . . continue things later.” A mischievous glint lit his eyes
“Shh,” Leo said, touching his finger to my botrom lip. “Da and I felt a rush of anticipation.
vou hear that?” When I shook my head, he whispered, “Thd | nodded and Leo took my hands, lifting me to my feer. I

rain stopped.” witched him grab his rumpled T-shirt ofl the sandy ground

“Already?” [ asked. It did sound like the wind hadl

died down and there was only the light pattering of drops

and pull it over his head. The notion that | should conract
Mom and tell her I wouldn’t be home for dinner floated
above us. past me, but I didn’t pursue it. I'd left my cell phone at The
“A summer storm,” Teo said as he traced the curve of my Mariner again, and suddenly I wanted to try on not being a
mouth with his thumb. “Quick and powerful and then pood girl, _
over. It’s what happens on Selkie.” “Mere, put this on,” Leo said, handing mec his red

| felr a twinge of disappointment. “T wasn’t ready for | [inodie. T slipped my arms through the soft sleeves, thrilling at



| ' ' ? My cd at Leo, this
L5 SR Al st —LBlS sotat | pulled my wet hair out Trust me. Could 13 My pulse pounded. I starcd at Leo,

oy I'd only just mer.
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Then Leo and [ squeered through the rocks, abandoning oul “Tirst, tell me exactly where were going,” 1 said, lifting

hideaway. my chin.

“Of course,” Lea said. He tilted his head to one side, the

corner of his mouth curving up. “We're going to the heart of

The beach was crisp and cool, and T took in decp lungfuly
of the sweet, fresh air. 'L'he subdued ocean was lightly kiss
the shore, and puddles filled the dents in the sand. The sky Selkie Tsland.”

“And where is that?” I asked, stepping closer to him.

Leos dimples appeared in his cheeks as he smiled.

was a revelation - all gold and gray patches.
“It’s beantiful, isn’t it?” Leo said, and when I glanced af
him, he was looking at me in a way that made my heart *llishcrman’s Village.”
gallop,
“Very beautiful,” I replied with a smile. I turned automatic
cally roward the boardwalk and the lights of The Crabby
Hook. but Leo tugged on my hand, indicating we should start
in the opposite direction. Deeper into the fog. I
“Hold on,” I said, tugging back. “The restaurants are back
there.” |
Leo glanced at the boardwalk, his cxpression dismissive,
“You mean the summer restaurants. | want to take you somes
place else.” |
Intrigue bloomed in me, but so did hesitation. T stood stillﬁ\_
holding vn to Leo’s hand as his hopeful green eyes studied
my lace. |

“Come, Miranda,” Ieo added. “Trust me.”

b S o)
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QUESTIONS

T
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7 seyond the mist, past the rocks, and up a flight

I gazed around, eager to examine this slice of Leo’s existence
An existence thar fele a world away from the Selkie Island 14
been inhabiting, '

Here, red and gold twinkle lights were twined around tli
oak trees, giving the area a festive vibe. None of the squil
buildings were marked, and the seedy-looking alleywavs called
to mind pirates and smuggled treasure. | drew nearer to ‘
a little ill at ease. Almost against my will, [ heard T.].’s Worl
in my head: Not that a girl like you should go (o Fisherman!
Village. | |

But I wasn’t even sure what kind of girl T was anymore.
-
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|.eo, meanwhile, was in his element, introducing me to an
elderly lady walking her puppy, and pointing out the local
library. T began to identify bait and tackle shops, a super-
market, a post office, a bank. And I began to understand that
this neighborhood was home to people who were not blown to
(he island by the summer winds.

Py the time leo led me to the door of a nameless rust-
tolored shack, T was feeling much more comfortable. The
yhack housed a smoky pub, where patrons were sharing waffle
1ies at pockmarked tables or sipping foamy beers at the bar.
Most everyone was in beach gear or barefoot, and a TV blared
on the wall. I smiled, thinking of how silly T.J. would look
lere in his button-down shirt.

“What's good?” I asked Leo as we slid into a booth and

picked up our menus. My hcad felt hazy — maybe from hun-
per, or from what had happened on the beach. Or both.

*They have this great scaweed salad, kind of a local favor-
ie,” Leo said, “But I'd say it’s an acquired taste.” He grinned
at me. His thick golden hair was starting to dry, and it fell
carclessly across his forehead, begging to be swept aside.
I'he dark green shade of his T-shirt made his eyes look even
hrighter.

I'here was something strange and wonderful about the
ordinary act of sharing a meal with Leo, who was so extra-

ordinary. The people sitting around us must have assumed we
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were on a date. But I felt as if Leo and I were beyond dating,
We were in another category now, one that couldn’t rcally e
defined.

*How’s the fried Georgia redfish with mashed potatoes?™
asked, scanning the menu. “Do vou maybe want to split the
crab cakes?” [ was craving lusty, rich food.

“Believe it or not,” Leo said, taying with the saltshaker, “I
much of it around all the time. . . .”

“That makes sense,” I said, unzipping Leo’s hoodie and
shaking out my still-damp hair. Benecath the table, T slipp
my feet out of my wet flats. “People get sick of whatli
familiar, right? In New York, the natives never gawk at the

skyscrapers.”

and brushed a wet curl off my cheek. “But don’t worry. It was

adorable,” he added, his voice (ull of alfcction.

that could be found in a laboratory. It was. in a way, the oppar
site of science.

I gave a start when a waiter appeared at our booth, holding

(he painting, though I couldn’t imagine the fictitious mariner
smiling warmly.

“Leomaris!” the waiter said, pulling out his pad. “How
jire vous”

| paused with my glass of water halfway to my mouth.
"Who?” I asked, glancing from Leo to the waiter.

Leo’s ears turncd red and he ducked his head. “That’s my
[ull name. Leomaris.”

“Go on, tell her what it means,” our waiter urged, clearly

enjoying himself.

“King of the sea,” Leo muttered, opening and closing his
menu. His discomfort only deepened my desire to kiss him.

“I think that suits you perfectly,” I said sottly, meaning it.
| co glanced up at me, raising his eyebrows in a grateful way.
My heart flipped over.

“Okay, okay, lovebirds, what will it be?” Qur waiter
chuckled.

After wed ordered — crab cakes for me, the seaweed salad
[ Leo — our waiter asked Teo what his parents were up to.

“They’re out on my dad’s boat for the night,” Lco replied,
vnsing back in his seat and handing over his menu.

“Oh, are vou worried something happened to them dur-
inp the storm?™ I asked, feeling my brow furrow. Leo and
the waiter exchanged a glance I couldn’t decipher, though I

(hought the waiter looked mildly amuscd.



“I think they’re fine,” Leo assured me, putting his hand on
mine. “This is Miranda,” he told our waiter. “She’s here fal

the summer.”

Leo, who nodded.

I shifted in my seat, discomfort pricking me. I didn’ wal_-'fl
Leo paying for our dinner; I sensed it was more important for
him to be saving his maney than it was for me. Bur I also
sensed that giving voice to thar thought would wound Leo'y
pride. .

As our waiter departed, Leo watched me fidget and he
smiled wryly. “Miranda, it’s cool,” he said. “My [amily has @
special deal with the pub. We're regulars.”

“I can see why!” I exclaimed, perhaps a little too enthusiage

tically. *This place is great. All of Fisherman’s Village is.”

I took a sip of water, glancing at Leo over the rim of my
glass. I wondered if my remark had sounded condescending,
like something a summer person mighr say. In truth, I twas
enjoying Fisherman’s Village; it had an air of fricndlincss that
felt much more sincere than the politeness that reigned on the
other side of the island.

“Besides,” Leo added, as if T hadn’t spaken. He was studys

ing me in his perceptive way. “It makes me happy to treat vou

i something. Even if it’s just crab cakes.” He squeezed my
hand, and warmth spread through me.

“Thank you,” T murmured. lloping to erase any offense,
| lcaned over the saltshaker and planted a quick kiss on
his lips.

“All right,” Teo said, squeezing my hand as our momen-
tary tension receded. “I want to hear more about thesc
skyscrapers,” _

As our food arrived and we devoured it, I told Leo the
hasics about my life in New York%111y high-pressure high
school, the subways, the frozen hot chocolate they served at
the restaurant Serendipity — while leaving out certain details
I'd decided not to dwell on. T rold him about Isadora’s pass-
ing, and how it had brought me and my mother to Selkie,
while leaving out my mother’s own ties to the island — namely,
Mr. THingworth.

Lco, wide-eyed as a little boy, was full of questions — Did
| really live near the Bronx Zoo¥ Had I really deferred my
internship ar the Muscum ol Natural History? Did Manhattan
fcel Tike an island when you were on ir? — that didn't allow
me o ask any of my own.

But there was plenty of time for me to learn about Leo. As
we stood to go, T thought excitedly of how much he and 1

could do together - visits to the marine center, barbecucs,
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Village was thick with humidify the twin scents ol salt and

“I got the job at the m
stopped bumming around c¢
e alanced at me, his ex;
arcade. They whooped and waved ilmost everyone in my life i
s, My friends’ parents. T g

Rebel. 1 starcd ahead, t
neean. T had never conside
1y genetic destiny: my sur:
med Ivy League student. M
(iture — a future that surel

-eo must have been considered quil was charted and mapped.

Did it have to be?

“What’s your rebellion |

P l1.
L the girls, | felt an uncharacteristl

d once the girls had passed, and h the mouth of the alley.



“That’s not so crazy,” | told him, squeezing his hand
wondering il we were both thinking that New York City w
on the water.

Leo turned to look at me, and in the darkness, his expres
ston was hard to read. “Miranda, for generations, it wi
basically impossible for people like my family to live anywher
other than Selkie Island.” |

Once again, | was aware of the gap between Leo and me
the ditferences in our backgrounds. Why did it have 1o matter

“It’s like in New York Ciry,” [ said, hcaring my voice go ujy
a pitch. I felt foolish making the comparison, but I wasn’t sute.
what clse to say. “Most people who live there don’t know how
to drive, or even swim! They can only cxist in New York, not
anywhere else.” .

“I'hat’s . . . kind of how it is,” Leo said slowly, smiling at
me. “Do vou know how to swim?” I'

“Me? I'm practically a fis—" T started to say. But then
we emerged from the alleyway onto a spot that was familiay
to me.

“The harbor!” I exclaimed. We were standing on the same
dock | had stood on with Mom six days ago. Had it only been
six days? I telt transformed from the Miranda I’d been then,
the Miranda who hadn’t met a boy named 1.co.

Straight ahead of us was the wooden gateway to the island,

its sign facing the still ocean; there were no incoming boats to

view its cryptic warning, I squinted, half expecting to see the
lerry sailing over with Sailor 11at standing at its prow,

“Uh-huh,” Leo said as we strolled the length of the dock.
“See those boats and trawlers?” He gestured to the small ves-
wels that were tethered to the far end of the dock, bobbing at
iheir moorings in the moonlight. “Some of them belong to the
yummer folk, and some belong to fishermen. Many mornings,
you can spot the fishermen here, sitting on the dock with their
noles in the water. Hence the name Tisherman’s Village.” He
looked at me with a half smile, adding, “You took Princess of
the Deep to Sclkie, right?”

I nodded. “My mom was waiting for me right here,” I
recalled out loud. “Then we walked up that road,” T added,
pointing to the pebbly path Mom and I had climbed, “ro get
(0 our house. The Mariner.” T realized then that lLeo hadn’t
known where I was staying for the summer, though he must
have guessed the neighborhood.

“An ironic shorteut,” Leo said, his tone amused but slightly
brittle. His bright green eyes turned solemn in the darkness.
“T'he summer folk are closer to Fisherman’s Village than most
of them would want to be.”

We were still holding hands. but my discomfort returned.
| wanted to tell Leo that T didn’t feel like I belonged among
(he summer folk, but T wasn’t surc he would believe me. 1

suddenly ached to rerurn to the grotto, where Leo and I had



made our own little world, separate [rom the rest of Sell
Island.

“Where does that road lead?” T asked, changing the suly
ject. | pointed to a dirt path we were approaching; while tly
pebbly path sloped up, this one curved down. A signpost stugl
in it read McCLOUD WAY. |

I felt Leo relax beside me. “Funny you should ask,” |
replied, and cast me his brilliant smile. “It leads to my house,'
He paused, and added, “Would you likc to see it?” |

Leo’s question hovered in the suliry evening air. T though
again of Mom, waiting for me back at The Mariner. T thought
of how a good girl would — should — respond to Leo’s inyi«
tation. Then I thought of Leo’s kisses, his lips on my neck, o
us having another quiet moment togerher.

It was already so late. I was alrcady in so deep. Why not
swim even deeper?

So I nodded and together we started down the path, both
of us silent with anticipation. The question What are yoﬂ:
doing, Miranda? tried to gain entry to my mind, but I Wouldﬂ'”.ql
let it in. f

The brick houses on the other end of the dirt path were al
on stilts — because, Leo explained, of their proximity to the
occan and the threat of high tides. The beach did act as
front yard for the houses, with the tall sea grasses standing

in for pruned bushes and the sea one giant, crashing pool,
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Most of the houses had their lights blazing, but the house we
stopped in front of was completely dark. With a jolt of nerves,
| remembered Leo telling our waiter that his parents were out
on a boat. .

“My humble abode,” Leo declared with a mock bow, but
h¢ seemed nervous, too.

I studied the red-painted front door with its gold
knocker. The drainpipes that ran down the house’s length
ended in miniature dolphins, their mouths open to release the
[ainwater.

“Hev, those are cool oceanic markings,” I said, then paused.
Oceanic markings — those weren’t my words. I had borrowed
that phrase from somewhere else. But where?

“Check out those,” Leo said, and pointed to the small
carved turtles that jutted from the roof of the house like gar-
poyles. “Legend has it that they’re good luck.”

As soon as Leo said legend, T realized where 1I'd read the
phrase oceanic markings: in A Primer on the Legend and Lore
of Selkie Island, just that afternoon. In the section about
Selkie merfolk. I smiled, ready to ask Leo if he'd grown up
hearing tales abour these merfolk, who supposedly — what
clse had the book said? — had homes close to the ocean, and
liked the colors red and gold —

I froze. Red and gold. Like the colors on Leo’s front door.

|.co’s front door, which was close to the ocean. The ocean,



from which Leo had emerged earlier, as it it were perfectly
normal to go swimming in a tempest. Without thinking, |
glanced down at Leo’s bronzed, muscular legs as if expecting
to see — what?

A rtail?

Oh, my God. It was official. I was going crazy.

“What’s wrong?” Leo asked. He released my hand :m‘_
stepped around me so that we were face-to-face. “Mirandal
You're all pale.” it

I took a deep breath, trying to steady myself. But I wiy
thinking about the fact thar Leo didn’t eat seafood, that held
devoured that seaweed salad with gusto. T wracked my brain,
trying to recall what Llewellyn Thorpe had imparted aboul
the Selkie merfolk. I remembered something abour them being,
nocturnal — and hadn’t Leo said T'd find him more casily a
night? My thoughts were adding up in a twisted kind of logig,

l.eo cupped my face in his hands, staring at me. “You sun¢
you’re akay? Your checks are hot. Do vou feel sick?”

Something zwas wrong with me. My face felt flushed. Pere
haps staying out in the rain had given me a fever, Patients with
high fevers sometimes had hallucinations.

“Ir’s nothing,” I finally said, and as soon as I heard my own

Fad {._.’i

lnughing a little. I wanted to tell Leo that I'd imagined him as
4 merman so he could laugh with me, too. But the mere word
was too absurd to even say out loud. Merman.

“Come inside,” Leo said, drawing my face closer to his. “I’ll
pet you a drink and you can lie down.”

| hesitated. There were butterflies in my stomach, as there'd
heen the afternoon Td met Leo for our sea creature walk.
Were these symptoms stemming from my feelings for Leo, or
was it my body’s way of alerting me to something? Some sort
of ... danger?

What had Sailor Hat said to me on the ferry? Be careful of
iwhom you meet, in and out of the water.

When 1 didn’t respond to his request, Leo tilted his head
and gently kissed the corner of my mouth, then slid his Tips
Over onto mine.

As before, the intensity of his kiss made my body unfurl
lile a petal, and I began kissing him back. Bur then Leo thrust
one hand into my hair — loose, curly, untamed by the rain —
and let the other slide down to my waist, his fingers stroking
the skin between my T-shirt and capri pants.

Come inside. Lie down.

[ wasn’t ready for this. Was [?

Suddenly, all the questions I'd tried to block out earlier

[looded my mind. Who was this boy 1 was kissing? What were
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his intentions? Why was 1 willing to go into his empty hous
at night? And what had happened to me, Miranda Merchant
to make me act with such abandon? 1

“Stop,” 1 spoke against Leo’s insistent lips. Abruptly, T brok
off our kiss and took a step back. “I cant,” I said. “We hay
to stop. I don’t even know you.”

Leo dropped his hands. His breath was coming fast, and he
stared at me, his full lips parred. “Why are you freaking out?'
he asked, reaching for me. 1 stepped back again; it must have
looked as it we were performing a tensc tango. i

“I think we’re — we're moving too fast,” I replied. I felt ag
if I’d been underwater all evening, in a dreamworld, and I':_l_'
finally broken the surface and tasted fresh air.

“Miranda, I'm sorry. but I don’t understand,” Leo said, his

voice hoarse and his eyes wide. “I thought you felt ocur cons

nection, too, When we were on the beach carlier — and during
our sea creature walk —” r

“Which you totally set up,” I cur in, feeling a surge of indigs
nation. I heard a crack of thunder overhead. “Look, T found
out that there was no official walk that dav. Why weren’t yo 'I
honest with me?” 1 reached into the pocket of my capris and
took out my extra hair band. | yanked my hair up and made a
tight ponytail.

“Qkay,” Leo said sheepishly, He ducked his head anc_l_

scratched the back of his neck. “1 invented the walk so I'd have

AN excuse to see you again. But so what?” he added, glancing
at me with a crooked smile. “You seemed shy when we spoke
at the center, and I thought that would be a good way to ask
you out.”

“Then you admit you lied?” T asked. T was remembering
(he tour in the center, how Leo had glanced ar the neuron on
my Bronx Science T-shirt, Or had he been checking out my
chese?

I studied Leo; under the night skv, he seemed to be shape-
shifting into someone — something — else. A stranger. A
hormone-addled local guy who thought he could take advan-
tage of the lonely tourist girl. I thought of T.]J.. who would
never presume to bring a girl back ro his house. T.J.'s family
lknew my family; he wasn’t a stranger at all.

“T just wanted us to get to know each other better,” Leo
said, frustration erched inta his beautiful face. “If you’d come
inside now, we could —”

“Who do you take me for?™ I snapped, my city strect-smarts
kicking in at last. I thought of Leo’s dark-haired admirers in
bikini tops. “Maybe the other girls on this island all [all for
that know each other better line,” I added, “but I'm not that
naive.”

Leo pushed a hand through his hair. “What other girls?”
he asked, his voice full of confusion. “You know I'm not

like that.”



“Actually, I don’t.” I stared him down and, to my hortoty:

telt my throat tighten. No. T could not, would not, cry. “T have
absolutely no evidence,” T continued, struggling to keep my
voice even, “that you’re any less of a creep than the majorit-y-[-
of the male species.” Speaking in scientific terms was a trick
that often kept my cmotions in check.

Leo knit his brows together. “You think I'm a creep?”

My chest constricted. A little while ago, I'd been making
romantic plans for the two of us. I low had evervthing turned
SO sour?

“Mavbe this was a mistake,” I said. “I shouldn’t have come
with you to Tisherman’s Village.”

Leo’s expression changed. His lips came together in a ling,
and a muscle in his cheek jumped as understanding darkencd
his eyes. “A mistake,” he echoed dully. .

T couldn’t ook at him anymore. I lowered my head, study-
ing my black (lats on the hard-packed sand.

“Say no more, L get it.” He inhaled sharply. “Why don't you
take that shortcut back to your house, and T'll go back to
minc.” He didn’t pose this as a question.

When I looked up, Leo was walking away from me, up the
sagging porch steps. He paused before turning the knob on
his red door and turned to look at me.

“I thought vou were different,” he said quietly.

“Tam,” I replied, starting to tremble.

2
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“So am 1,” Leo replied, his endearing half smile return-
g for a second before he opened the door and let it shur
behind him,

Just as Leo had predicted, it began to rain again. The drops
(v slowly, stinging my cheeks and my shins. I realized I was
still wearing Leo’s hoodic, but my pride wouldn’t allow me to
(ollow him and return it. Instead, 1 pulled the hood tight over
my head and turned away from his house.

Summer-induced stupidity. That was the diagnosis, I decided
15 1 made my way up the dirt path in the pouring rain. When
people went on vacation, they shed their home skins, thought
they could become a new petson. Leo had been a fluke, an
aberration. But T had caught myself in time. There'd be no
need for the two of us to meet again.

Now all I had to do was put him, our kisses, and our laugh-
ter completely out of my head. And if there was anything |
was good at, besides science, it was making certain thoughts

10 away,




SECRETS

o

e gg"’ he Mariner stood out pale and grand against the

e

<. darkness—a port in the literal storm. Hurrying
thraugh the rain, soaked to the bone, I had but two humble
prayers: that the front door would be unlocked, and that Mom
would either be on the phone or asleep, allowing me o sneal |
upsrairs.
I climbed the porch steps, and as the rain battered againgt
the life ring wreath, I pushed at the door. It gave casily under
my hand, and T felt a rush of relief.
Unfortunately,. Mom was standing in the middle of th
entrance hall.
“Where were you?” she asked, her eyes flinty.
She hadn’t changed out of her pretey pink dress, which cons
trasted with her furious countenance. Her hair was damp and

she wore muddy flip-flops; she must have gone out to look for

me. And the house smelled of burnt rice; she must have made
dinner for us. Guilt flooded me.

| removed my soggy hood, listening to the rainwarer drip
off my body and onto the {loor. I couldn’t begin to imagine
what kind of a wreck I looked like.

“With CeeCee.” I'he lie leapt into my mouth.

Mom raised her eyebrows. “Really? That’s funny. I just
spoke to Delilah, and she told me that CeeCee had a young
pentleman by the name of Bobby visiting them tonight. Some-
how she failed to mention that you were there, too.”

Ob, 1 thought, swallowing. I his is what getting in trouble
Jeels like.

“And don’t try telling me you were with T.J.,” Mom added,
and [ flinched auromatically at his name; he'd been the last
person on my mind tonight. “I called his father as well.”

I’'m sure you did, 1 thought, scowling.

“T was walking on the beach,” I replied at last, speaking
quickly and studying the staircase behind Mom’s shoulder. “Tc
started to rain, so I ended up in lisherman’s Village.” I won-
dered, my heart thudding, if there was a hickey on my neck,
or some other sign on me that would reveal the truth.

“Alone?” Mom pressed, narrowing her cyes at me.

When Wade was in high school and I was in middle school,
he'd sworn (o me that Mom was psychic; she’d always seemed

w0 know with whom hc was out breaking his curfew. I'd
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dismissed his theory then, but now the notion that our mothet
was a mind rcader didn’t seem too far-fetched.
“Yeah, alone,” I lied again. I was becoming quite adept
at it.
“Where did you get that sweatshire?” Mom asked, Lifting
her chin.
Right.
My gut clenched.
“T bought it,” T replied. Was this a new talent?
Mom sighed and began to pace the narrow hallway. “I
know, T know,” she said, shaking her head. She scemed to be
speaking to hersclf. “It’s natural for every kid to go through a
rebellious phase. Your brother’s seemed to last a lifetime. Bup
somehow I always thought you'd bypass yours.”
“Pm not rebelling!” T cried, forcing myself not to recall my
conversation with Leo. I unzipped his hoodie and flung it onta
the claw-footed chair in the corner. |
“No?” Mom spun around to face me. “Then whar would
vou call leaving for no reason — iuterrupting our discussion—.‘
no less — and disappearing for the next two hours without
a peep?”
“I didn’t have my ccll phone,” I said, twisting my wer hands
bchind my back.
Mom stopped pacing and massaged her temples. “I\;1ir3nda,-il

[ asked you to come to Selkie Island so you could help me. [

-1
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thought you would be the one person who wouldn’t unduly
stress me out. And now you’re causing me the biggest stress of
all'” Her voice echoed through the house.

“Well, 1 guess you have Delilah to confide in now,” I
snapped, surprised by the hurt I fele at Mom’s words. “Con-
sidering you guys are so buddy-buddy and all.” T pictured them
in their matching head wraps on the beach. “I thought she
annoved you.”

“Pardon me?” Mom snapped, looking taken aback. “It is
not vour placc to comment or judge if I choose to recannect
with old friends.”

“Like Mr. llingworth?” I shot back.

Mom leveled me with her gaze, her expression oddly trium-
phant. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Mr. Illingworth and
] visit?”

“No. Whatever.” I was drained. All I wanted to do was
draw myself a hot bath and carry on with the business of for-
petting Leo. “You said yourself that your and Mr. Illingworth’s
dating wasn’t a big deal. Why do we need to dissect it?™ Can’t
vou ever not be a surgeon? I added silently.

Mom took a big breath and pressed her palms together.
Her face had gone splotchy. “Miranda, there’s something you
should know,” she said.

Fear poked at me. “Mom . . .” I began.

“Mr. lllingworth and 1 didn’t just date,” Mom said, looking



straight at me as her face grew increasingly splotchy, “When
was eighteen, we were engaged (o be married.” |
I tele the wind knocked out of me. T stared at my mother,
overcome with confusion and shock. The rainwater drips
dripped off of me. _
“That’s — kind of a big deal?” I managed to say, only i
came out as a question.
“Yes,” Mom answered, looking at her flip-flops. “Tt was, at
the time.”
“Does 1.]. know? Does CeeCee?” I asked, my mind racing,
“Docs Dad? Does Wade?” It was fairly obvious, T realized,
that Delilah did.
“I don’t believe that 'I']. or CeeCee know. Wade definitely
does not,” Mom replicd softly. *Your father does, of course,” .
Her tone was matter-of-fact.
I shook my head. “But my whole life, you never once mens
tioned . . .” I trailed off,
Mom stepped forward, her hands clasped together so tightly:
that her knuckles were white. “Ir never seemed practical to tell”
you,” she said. “I never imagined you and [ would end up on
Selkie together, or that I'd see Teddy again. | thought that part’
of my life was dead and buried, Miranda.”
The wind lashed against the windows and made the lace
curtains dance. The past seemed to swirl around us like

a ghost.

Lighteen. Mom had been eighteen and engaged. I'd be that
age in two years. I tried to picture myself in a wedding gown,
1 diamond ring sparkling on my finger. And who would I be
marrying? Greg? T.J.? Leo? I felt like laughing and crying all
1t once.

“Why didn’t you?” I finally asked my mother. “Why didn’t
you marry him?” It was jarring to think that, had Mom donc
w0, I —the specific combination of my parents’ gencs —
would never have existed. A chill went through me.

Mom stepped up to me and put her hands on my arms, but
| jerked away. “You're going to catch a cold,” she said. “You
should take a hot shower, We’ll talk about this another time.
Doctor’s orders,” she added with a small smile.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I snapped. It was my last lie
of the night. And with that, 1 brushed past Mom and started
for the stairs, leaving small puddles in my wake.

“Miranda!” Mom barked, her voice so stern that T turned
around. “I appreciate that this information was difficult to
hear, but 1 expect you to behave yoursell. No maore traipsing
off to Fisherman’s Village. Do I make myself clear?”

“Don’t worry,” I said, hearing the bitterness in my tane. “I
won’t be sctring foot in Fisherman’s Village again.” I fought
down a tug of sadness. “But you can’t keep me in here like a
prisoncr,” I added defiantly.

Mom let out a short laugh. “You,” she pronounced, folding
& k
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her arms across her chest, “are as stubbotn as vour
grandmother.”

The monster, T thought. Then T turned and pounded up thc-l
stairs. I tlew into the guest room and slammed the door ag
hard as | could — the first time 'd done so in all my sixteen

years.

For the next two days, the weather accomplished what I'd
said Mom could not. Chilly rain streaked the windows ol
The Mariner, trapping me inside. |

Every time [ glanced out at the downpour, 1 thought of the |
dolphin drainpipes on Leo’s house and felt a sharp sensation
in my chest. So tar, my forget-abour-him plan was not going
too well. At night, I kept having vivid, salt-scented dreamy
about our grotto, onlv the grotto was underwater and Leo al'lc.l'jl
I lived there, kissing under clouds of seaweed. Waking up
became a reprieve from the gnawing sense of longing.

Though Mom and [ were marooned together in the house,
we stayved out of each other’s way. While Mom set up down«

stairs, organizing the kitchen and making phone calls, I took
! i
been Uncle Jim’s and was now stuffed with old bicycles, rocks

charge of the top floor, going through the room that had once

ing chairs, and morc portraits of lsadora — though nonce ag

extravagant as the one hanging in the study.

At one point, Wade called my cell from L.A. “Just doing
my brotherly duty and saying hi,” he’d chuckled before put-
ting Dad on the phone as well. They both sounded so

California breezy, so far removed from the haunted quiet of

The, Mariner, that talking to them only made me more

depressed. And it wasn’t like I was going to tell cither of them
about Leo, T.]J., or Mom’s new quasi-boyfriend.

On the second day, I ensconced myself in Isadora’s walk-in
closet; back when we were still on speaking terms, Mom had
mentioned that we needed fo pack Isadora’s clothes and ship
them to a consignment shop in Savannah. I was gratcful to the
task for — somewhat — taking my mind off Leo and every-
thing else. And were 1 a fashion lover like CeeCee, I would
have been in heaven. Exquisitcly crafted sundresses in differ-
ent jewel tones swung [rom the hangers, beside shelves of
white-buckled high heels, patent leather mulcs, straw hats
with fat sashes, and tiny purses encrusted with crystals.

As | sat on the dusty closet floor, methodically wrapping
cach item in tissuc paper, | did feel a twinge of sadness; it
didn’t seem right to send away these gorgeous artifacts. Though
what would Mom and I do with the clorhes? Wear them?

I stood to stretch my sore back. There was one rod of
clothes I hadn’t gone through yet, and L slid my fingers down
a paisley-patterned skirt. Tsadora would have looked stylish in

it, T thought. A gorgeous, high-necked black lacc dress with



short sleeves and a short skirt caught my eye; che tag, 1Ml
the collar indicated it might fit me, and I smiled, casting
the whai if that popped into my head. |

Then I noticed, wedged into the corner directly behin-d-.;
dress, a big black steamer trunk. It was battered, and its i
golden clasp was in need of polishing. 1 figured there ‘1
more clothes inside, so T pushed away the dresses o knegl |
tront of it and investigare. T attempted to pry the lid open,
it wouldn’t budge. I tugged on the gold-colored padlock, huy
ing it might give, but the trunk was locked tight. 1

Determination rose in me as [ sat back on my heels, my

prickling with warmth. I felt I was on the verge of a great dii

stumbled upon penicillin.

I knocked on the black lid, eliciting a hollow echo. Would
Isadora have bothered to lock the trunk if it simply hﬁl
dresses? Unless Isadora had nothing to do with the trun y
Unless it had been left in the house by an old pirate. 1 didlﬂ
want my imagination to go too far, bur it seemed half plausi
ble that there might be buried treasure inside. 1

Or maybe that was just Llewellyn Thorpe’s influence.

Downstairs, | heard the front door opening and Mom greet
ing someone. Probably the repairmen coming to try and fix
something, or Delilah coming over for lunch, as she had

yesterday.

A key, T reasoned, patting the floor around the trunk. Every

Ui | has a key. Though hiding the key right by the trunk

Wipht have been too obvious a maneuver.

“Miranda, where are you?”
| heard Mom’s footsteps on the stairs, and T'got to my feet,

Wy pulse racing. 1 wasn’t sure if Mom knew about the trunk,
Jit somehow, I felt that Ishould keep it as my secretin the house

o the time being — not unlike Llewellyn Thorpe’s book.

| hurriedly repositioned the dresses along the rod so that

(ley covered the trunk, and called to Mom that 1 was in the

L‘l{ et

Mom opened the door and surveyed the dresses wrapped in

icir tissue-paper cmbraces. “You're making nice progress,”

ihe said coolly.

| nodded. T couldn’t look at her withour thinking of Mr.
llingworth, down on one knee. And I couldn’t stop wonder-
ing if, this time, she'd accept a proposal from him. After
Monday night, something between my mother and me scemed
irrepatable, changed.

“Come downstairs,” she added, turning on her heel to go.
“You have a visitor.”

My heart jumped. Had Leo come to plead forgiveness? Or
was T.J. dropping by, pethaps to ask me what T knew of our

sarents’ relationship? Though Mom might have been mare
| P 24

cheery if T.]. were here.



I wasn’t sure which boy I wanted to see less — or more.

With a regretful glance down at my black tank top. gray

followed Mom downstairs. My pulse ticked faster with eac

step as I envisioned Leo waiting in the foyer, his green eves

Wellingtons.

“I wasn’t hiding,” I replied defensively, my pulse returning
to its normal rate. I thought of the trunk upstairs — had I
been Tsadora’s hiding place? And for what?

Mom waved to CeeCee and headed into the study. Impul
sively, I hoped that she wouldn’t pack up Llewellyn Thorpe's
book. Somehow I felt 1 still needed it around. I

CeeCee plunked her umbrella into the umbrella sra.n:
shaking out her red waves. Then she gave me a gossip-hungry
grin. “Your mother called my house Monday night looking
for you!” she whispered.

I glanced at Leo’s red hoodie on the claw-footed chair, |
wondered how CeeCec would react if 1 told her that I'd been
hanging out in Fishcrman’s Village with the townie from the

marine center.,

“I went for a walk and forgot my cell phone,” I said
nonchalantly.

“Right,” CeeCee said with a suggestive wink. | gulped,
wondering if someonc had spotted Leo and me. “Anyway,”
she continued with a flick of her wrist; her charm bracelet jan-
pled. “I’m heading to the boardwalk to meet Bobby for lunch,
hut I thought T'd stop in and see what your plans were for
[omorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” 1 asked blankly. My mind was so full of Leo

~ ind Mom and Mr. Illingworth that | could barely make room

lor what day today was. Wednesday, | reminded myself. The
marine center was open. So Leo was there right now. If T
wanted to, T could walk to the boardwalk with CeeCee and —

No. Cease and desist.

CeeCee frowned., clearly not used to being the less forgetful
one. “Hello? The Fourth of July?® she said. “Our nation’s
hirthday? Ring a bell?”

“Of course,” 1 said, feeling mv face color. The Fourth, with
s sparklers and picnics and summertime sensc of freedom,
was one of my favoritc holidays.

“Every summer the island puts on an incredible fire-
works show that everyonc watches from the beach,” CeeCee
explained. “But this year Bobby said we could take out his fam-

ly’s boat and watch from the water! Virginia and Jacqueline

i/



and all the guys will be there.” She gave me a meaningful lool, and T went up to my room and did a loz of it.” She giggled.
then took a step closer to mc, her rubber hoots squeaking o

the floor. “T know,” she whispered.

“And Il have you know, Ms. Skeptic, thar he is a very gifted
kisser, indeed. You know those kind of make-out sessions that
ke vou melt?”

| fele hot all over as T nodded. Do not think of Leo, 1 com-

My stomach twisted into a pretzel knot and my palms wenl

cold. “Know what?”
“That you and T.]. kissed!” CeeCee’s eycs gleamed. ¢ imanded mysclf.

“Was it like that with T.J.?” CeeCec pressed, giving me a

told Babby, and Bobby told me. You were with him Mond.n
night, right?” iy glance. .
Reliel and embarrassment washed over me at once. ‘I Before I could respond truthfully — with a #zo — it hit me.
wasn’t with T.J.,” T insisted. “We're not. . . dating or any |'hat was the key! 1f 1 did give T.J. a chance, if T focused

thing, [ mean, it was just one kiss,” | fumbled, blushing deeper, my attentions on him, then Leo would really recede in my
“And why did he tell Bobby?” I'hat behavior didn’t strike me

as particularly gentlemanly.

(houghts. Maybe joining the heirs for the Fourth was just what
| needed. And maybe I'd cven talk to T.J. about our parents’
“Because he's into you!” CeeCee exclaimed. “He wants the history, and see whar insights — if any — he might have into
world to know!” ! Mha- wairdiness;
Ilooked down at the compass on the floor, listening to the I told CeeCee to count me in for the fireworks, and she gave
rain pound on the roof and weighing CeeCec’s words. Mayhe me an excited kiss on the cheek before grabbing her umbrclla
our less-than-sizzling kiss had meant a lot to T.J. And maybe out of the stand.

“We’re mecling at the docks after sunset,” she said as she
opened the door. A blast of cool air swept inside. “But you're

welcome to come to my house beforehand to borrow some

he — unlike a cerrain local boy — saw me as more than 4
summer fling. It was, in some ways, as simple as a mathemati-
cal proof; when it came to the arithmctic of boys, T.J. equaled
che bester cholce. lipstick ot an outfit — if you want,” she amended cautiously,
“Speaking of kissing,” CecCee was saving, squeezing my luising her eyebrows at me before she scampered out into

arm. “After dinner with my parents on Monday night, Bobby the rain.

j= £
PO

£
U2



1 shut the door, considering CeeCee’s offer. T picked a pidil
of lint off my wrinkled tank top. It was inarguable that T could

use some help in the clothes department. T thought of Isadopa!

Aunt Coral or Uncle Jim, but I was fairly certain that My,

Hlingworth was calling.

decided not to come over in this rain.”
Who was Mr. Phelps? Another fiancé? 1 bit my lip.
“Thank you for mailing me that paperwork,” Mom was
saying. “T've been meaning to discuss the market value of the
house with you. The interested buyer . . .”
Right. I relaxed, feeling foolish. Mr. Phelps was the lawyer
who'd been handling the sale of 'The Mariner; Mom had mer

tioned his name over dinner my first night here.

longer make out her words.

The very air in The Mariner seemed thick with long-buried

secrets. Suddenly, T was more driven than before to find the

licy to Isadora’s trunk, to at least unlock whatever mystery lay ‘

there. .
So, leaving my mother to whisper in the study, T went

ipstairs to begin my quest.
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< here was no key.
&
"ol That was the conclusion I rcached the ne
afternoon — the Fourth of July — as|1 emerged from my bath,

I let our a resigned sigh and wrapped mysclf in a towel.

Yesterday, avoiding only the rooms Mom occupicd, | I'd
explored cvery nook and cranny of The Mariner, from th
shelves in Isadora’s closet to the cabinets in the bathroom, it
hopes of catching a gline of rusted gold. But Td come up
empty. |

On the bright side, I'd dreamed of keys and trunks instead
of grottoes and kisses. Now all I had to do was enjoy my time

with T.J. tonight, and the constant desire to see Leo again’-l
would disappear entirely.
I hoped.

Padding into my room, I heard carly fireworks exploding

ver Glaucus Way, followed by the cheers of impatient chil-
dren. The anticipation I always felt on the Fourth swelled up
i me as I walked over to the dresser.

T'hat morning, Mom and T had raken a terse, silent walk to
the gourmet marker and found the town dripping in red,
white, and blue. The scents of grilling meat and mesquite
competed with the salt warer and flowers, and the sunny skies
(¢t like a holiday gift. It was hard to stay angry on such a day;
on the way back to The Mariner, laden down with grocerics,
hoth Mom and 1 were more relaxed. Mom had even made a
joke about the number of Confederate flags that hung along-
side American ones. Still, things between us felt awkward, and
there was no talk of T.J. or his [ather.

[ pulled open each of the dresser drawers and stared deject-
cdly at my clothes. The hole-y skirt P'd worn to the Heirs party
was out of the question, and nothing else I owned would prob-
ably be dressy enough for Bobby’s boat.

My gaze strayed down to my bare feet, and then 1 quickly
planced up at the mirror above the dresscr. My hair was in a
towel turban, which made my dark eyes look big, and my skin
was flushed from the heat of the bath. 1 remembered how Leo
had looked at me after the storm. T wished I could see myself
a5 he had, but then I reminded myself that he’d probably been
(nking his admiration to get me back to his house.

I peered closer at my reflection. My eyelashes were too



short, my brows too heavy, my lips too pale a pink. I recall _'
T.J.’s comment abour The Mariner needing sprucing up, an
fclt a sudden surge of resolve.

If T was going to do this, T was going to do it right.

“Mom?* T called five minutes later, trotting down the staifi
in jeans and a button-down shirt, my hair up in its usual pony
tail. “How do I get to CeeCee’s house?”

Mam, at rest for once, was out on the back porch, readin
the Tuesday Science Times section of the New York Tinies)
she’d redirected our subscription to The Mariner for the
month. [ was grateful for that and had read an article abour in
vitro fertilization over breakfast. I'd been starved for science.

Mom looked up at me, pushing her sunglasses onto the wp.
of her head. “Why the sudden urge to see Ms. Cooper?” she

asked, a smile on her lips.

[ told Mom about my plans with the young heirs — cxcising

T.].’s name, although it was certainly implied — and her face
lit up. She told me that she, too, would be watching the fires
works, only from the beach with Delilah and “some friends.”
The unspoken implication on her end also scemed to include
an Hlingworth, but | was thankful that she didn’t mention him

by name.

Mom told me the directions to the Coopers’ house and then

stood up, “Hang on,” she said, reaching into the pockert of her

loosc linen pants. “1 have something for you.”

And she withdrew a golden kew.

My heart stopped. How on earth —

“I made you an extra one,” Mom said, giving me a contrite
siile. “I figured you might be out late tonight, so .. .”

| resumed normal breathing. Okay. It was the key to the
[ront door, not to the trunk. And it was Mom’s way of show-
ing that my unotficial grounding was over, for now. So 1
(hanked her, took the key, and was on my way.

The Coopers’ home was a short walk from The Marincr,

~and though the afternoon was steamy, I'd barely broken a

sweat by the time T reached Poseidon Street. The house was
1 smaller, better-groomed version of The Mariner, with a neatly
(rimmed lawn, modern-looking floor-to-ceiling windows, and
1 pool glimmering in the backvard. I rang the doorbell, a little
worried about stopping by unannounced. Mom had assured
me that people did that all the time on Selkie, bur | felt | should
have called CeeCee first. I was prepared to apologize to Deli-
lah or CeeCee’s dad as soon as they answered the door.

However, the door was opened by a diminutive woman in a
maid’s uniform who introduced herself as Althea. I was star-
tled; PPd thought that housekeepers or butlers only answered
doors in, like, nincteenth-century manors.

When 1 explained that 1 was there to visit CeeCee, Althea
led me through the pastel living room. Delilah was reclining

on the sofa with cucumber slices over her eyes, and when T



passed by, she lifted one slice and said that she was looking
forward to sceing my mother that evening. CeeCec’s dad wi
glued to a golf game on the plasma television and looking everl
more walruslike than I'd remembered.
I followed Althea upstairs to CeeCec’s bedroom doary
which was plastered with snapshots from what had to haye
been last summer: CeeCee, Virginia, Jacqueline, T.]., Babby,
Macon, Rick, and the others, all equally suntanned and photo
genic, all laughing and sprawled across beach towels. The
sight of those photos made me wonder if T should have ~'--L
CeeCee on the docks later — or better yer, spent the Fourth al
The Mariner.
But then CeeCec pulled the door open — and shricked.
“I can’t believe you came!” she cried. She was clad in notly
ing bur a beige bra and rose-rrimmed panties but seemed
utterly unabashed. She took my wrist and drew me into he
room, which was decorated in shades of purple and smelled ¢
her flowery perfume. After the past couple days alone in The
Mariner, there was something immediately comforting about
entering this bubble of femininity.
Virginia and Jacqueline, wearing colorful sundresses ang
licking lemon Popsicles, were lounging on what I guessed wis
a queen-sized bed — it was difficult to tell because it was covs
ered in clothes. More clothes were strewn across the floor, amd

CeeCee’s vanity was hidden bencath mountains of beauty

products. An iHome blasting pop music resred precariously
on a stack of pink and green paperback novels. 1 thought of
my well-organized, orderly bedroom back m Riverdale —
“lreakishly neat” Linda had called it. CeeCee was on the
upposite end of the treak spectrum.

“Althea, would you bring up some morc Popsicles?” CecCee
demanded before shutting the door in Althea’s face. I cringed,
ind CeeCee glanced at me, smiling. “We're so lucky that she
comes out with us every summer,” she remarked.

“What are vou doing here, Miranda?”* Virginia called from
the bed. I turned around and saw that she looked less primped
than usual; her mascara was smudged around her eyes, her
(urquoise halter dress was a little rumpled, and her expression
Wils stormy.

“Don’t listen to her,” Jacqueline said, swatting Virginia’s
shoulder with her Popsicle. “She’s in a mood because she had
i fight with Rick.”

“She’s mullygrubbing, as my grandma might say,” CeeCee
pigeled, walking over to her vanity. “Feeling sorry for
herself.”

“I did’t have a fight with Rick,” Virginia countered while
I struggled not to think of my fight with Leo. *He was hook-
g up with trampy Kay McAndrews, so we’re over. The truth
15, I could do much better than him. ’'m out of his league.”

“Well, your family has more money than his, if thar’s what



you mean.” CeeCee laughed, and then turned to me. “Okay, linally decreed a silky lavender dress with wide straps to

wait,” she said. “Why did you decide to come, Miranda:” Sl e “the one.” T didn’c relish the prospect of stripping down

raised her evebrows hopefully at me, as she had yesterday. it front of the three girls, but I managed to execute my

I shrugged off any lingering doubts. “CeeCee, I want yoll locker-room change, pulling the dress over my head while

to ... Make me over sounded too definitive. Besides, I didn'f (iickly unbuttoning my shirt and wriggling out of my jeans.

believe that a person could truly be made over, metamot (nce the dress was on, I saw that the price tag was still

phosed. That kind of change only happened in nature « § ittached, and I heard myself swallow at rhe three boldfaced

pupa turning into a luna moth, a chameleon browning agai --]. iligits.

a tree. “Lend me some clothes,” I finished. “Listen, guys,” I said, fidgeting as CeeCee zipped me up

“T thought youw’d never ask,” CeeCee sighed, beaming, anl ihd Jacqueline brought over a selection of shoes. “Let’s not go

Jacqueline bounced off the bed, offering to help. Virginiu, nverboard, okay? I still wanr to look like myself.” T held up my

though, just bit off a huge chunk of Popsicle and opened ol linnd to refuse the silver thong sandals Jacqueline held out to

of the magazines that was scattered across the bed. ime; I'd worn my black flats, knowing they wouldn’t be as
nllensive to the gitls as my Canverse.

B

Jacqueline began plucking summer dresses [rom the floal “Oh, come on, Miranda,” CeeCee cooed, undoing my

and holding them up against me. I stood still, feeling like & ponytail and steering me over to the edge of the bed in one
lab rat. ' mwift motion. “Live a little.”
Beforc leaving The Mariner, I'd considered bringing along | sat down and reached out for my hair band, but CeeCee
some of Isadora’s dresses, then decided chat would seem sofl pove it to Jacqueline, who tucked it into the pocket of her
of spooky. But as pretty as CeeCee’s dresses were, none of B (1inge dress.

them held the retro magic of Isadora’s. T liked Isadora’s clothey “It’s healthy to change up your look,” Jacqueline chimed
for the same reason 1 liked to shop in vintage stores: Each iten - I, passing CeeCee a tall can of styling mousse.

had a history. “lixactly,” CeeCee said as she pumped a dellop of mousse

By the rime Althea returned with more Popsicles, CeeC ito her hand. Auromarically, T recoiled, but CeeCee pulled
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me forward. “You can pretend ro be someone clse for a night
she added, “as if you’re ar a masquerade or” — her eyes briglhi
ened with inspiration — “you've had a charm put on you, il
Cinderella or Ariel!”

“Who's Aricl?™ 1 asked, forgetting to protest as CeeCu

worked the mousse into my hair and Jacqueline approachul

me with a tube of mascara.
“Would yall keep it down?” Virginia huffed beside me. Sl
noisily turned the page of the magazine.
“Iello, the Little Mermaid?” CeeCee cried, rolling her eyw
and fluffing my hair.
“ITonestly, what were you doing between the ages of Fi'_

and twelve if not watching old Disney movies?” Jacqueli

asked, rolling the mascara wand over my lashes. She didi|

pose the question cruelly; she truly seemed bewildered.
“Science experiments,” | muttered with a shrug.

[ heard Virginia snort.

“You’re so weird,” CeeCee said fondly, going back to hel

vanity to retricve a pot of lip gloss.
Mermaid, T thought. T felt a funny little pang.
“Hcy,” 1 said, having trouble ralking as CeeCee dabhe n
gloss on my lips, “can 1 ask you guys something totally

= a1

insane?

“What’s up?” Jacqueline asked, holding a powder puff o

my cheekbone.

£
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| began picking ar my nails — my manicure was starting to

chip, anyway — but CeeCee moved my hand away.

“Do any of vou know,” I began, trying for nonchalance,
“about something called A Prismer an the Legend and Lore of
Selkie Island:™

“No,” CeeCee and Jacqueline replied at the same time,
while Virginia said, “Of course.” I whipped around to look at
lier on the bed, and CeeCec cursed over my smudged lip gloss.

“It’s this book some dude wrote in the early ninctcen hun-
dreds,” Virginia drawled, stretching across the bed. “It was
supposedly all controversial, because he wrote it like an anthro-
pological study, but really it was just all these superstitions.”

| blinked at Virginia, realizing it was one of the first rimes
I'd heard her speak of something not pertaining to boys.

“Oh, wait,” CeeCee said, turning my chin back to her.
" his sounds familiar. There’s, like, a pirate ghost who haunts
the island?”

Jacqueline laughed. smudging blue shadow in the gap above
my evelids. “Is that why there’s that monsters sign that hangs
over the harbor?”

“I think there’s some stuff about a pirate who married a
mermaid, and how mermaids live in the water off Siren
beach.” Virginia yawned. *And maybe fish with wings or
whatever. Mama used to tell me those stories when [ was

[irtle.”

&



I closed my eyes so Jacqueline could rub in the

shadow. Did my mother tell me stories when T was growis

her out.
“So the stories aren’t true, right?” T asked, hoping I still
sounded casual, and nor as if T'd ever entertained the idea.

“Oh, plcasc.” T heard Virginia scoot off the bed and Watch

as she went to turn up the volume on CeeCee’s iHome. “Liverys

used to play on the people who went ta his circuses.”
“Well, yeah,” I langhed, relicved but still unsettled. “I didu _.

really believe —

“All done!” CeeCee announced. taking a step back and

make it complete. . . .” She flew over to her vanity, scooped up
her silver charm bracelet, and brought it over to me.

“CeeCee, 1 can’t wear your bracelet,” | said as she hookeil
the lobster clasp around my wrist. “Whar if T lose it?”

“Don’t be silly,” CeeCee scotfed. “T have others. Besides, o

rcal Southern girl should sport a James Avery charm bracelel:

on special occasions.”
“Virginia and I each have one,” Jacqueline affirmed.

“I'm not a rcal —" I began, but then I studied the charms,

There was a miniature birthday cake with diamond candles; i

H
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iiny ferryboat that resembled Princess of the Deep; a treble
vlefs a pair of ice skates.

CeeCee caught me staring, and she smiled triumphantly.
"Cute, huh?” she said. *My favoritc is the rreble clef, even
though T don’t like piano lessons. My grandma gave it to me.”

[ nodded. To have a grandmother who gave me charms —
or knit me scarves or baked me pies. or said things like
“mullygrubbing” — was a forcign concept. My Merchant
prandparents had died before I was born, and Isadora was . . .
lvadora. Though maybe if Isadora had been in my life, she
would have giftcd me with a James Avery bracelet so that I,
l0o, could be a real Southern girl. A strange thoughr.

“Now,” CeeCee said as she ook my hand and pulled me
up, “you are officially ready to see yourself.” She walked
me over to the vanity, Jacqueline stepped aside. and 1 faced the
large mirror.

[ gasped.

I wasn’t sure what kind of witcheraft CeeCee had worked,
but my hair fell in soft, dark ringlets. My lips were crimson,
my lashes long, and the blush on my cheeks made my skin
creamy white, not sheet pale as usual. The charm bracelet
looked narural on my wrist, and the lavender dress, though
loose 1n the bust and too short — CeeCee and 1 had vastly dif-

lcrent proportions — was a flattering shape. 1 looked . . .



“Gorgeous!” CeeCee cxclaimed.

“Much, much better,” Virginia remarked, coming over (i
join us by the mirror.

“Like a princess,” Jacqueline put in.

Like lsadora, I thought.

I looked like my grandmother.

[t was undeniable. The plain, hard evidence was staring al
me. The Isadora in the living room phatograph, in the paint:
ing, was there in the mirror. I felt my pulse pounding in my
throat. Now I understood. I understood the comparisons, |
really had been granted some of Tsadora’s genes.

Was this what Mom saw whenever she looked at me? Did

she see the monster?

“Oh, no,” CeeCee said, bringing her hands to her mouth,

“You hate it.”
| realized that my expression was as stricken as if I'd seen i
ghost. [ glanced away from the mirror, breaking the spell.
“No—1 don’t,” | said, looking at CeeCee. “It’s just
different.”
“You'll get used to 1t,” Jacqueline said, putting her arn
across my shoulder.
“So will T.].” CeeCee giggled, clapping her hands.
My pulse pounded harder.

“Cecile LeBlanc Cooper, can vou put on your outfil

“I know you think you’re Selkie royalty, but they’re not going
to delay the fireworks show for you.”

CeeCee dressed and applied her makeup, and the four of
us (rooped downstairs. where Alchea let us out. I was glad
(hat Delilah was not around: her inevitable comments about
how much I resembled Isadora would have freaked me out
further.

The evening was warm and mosquito-filled, and the clear
sky was darkening. We took the shorteut to the docks, and I
couldn’t help but think of Leo as we walked down rhe pebbly
path, CeeCee and her friends stumbling in their heels. How
was he spending the Fourth? Was he, too, trying to forget
about me. or had he moved on already?

When the docks came into view, I found myself searching
the harbor for a glimpse of dark golden hair and green eyes.
Instead there were countless summer people, dressed to the
nines and boarding their private boats, bottles of Champagne
and wicker picnic baskcts in hand.

At the far end of the harbor, though, a small fishing trawler
had docked, and the men unloading the crates of fish caughr
my eye. The men wore plaid shirts and baggy pants, and they

bantered as they worked. A large fish with gray and green

scales flopped our from onc of the crates — still alive, des-
perate to rerurn home— and thrashed its body against the

dock. My heart constricted at the sight, but then one of
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the fishermen, who had a thatch of thick white hair and broad
shoulders, lifted the fish and tossed it back into the water,

wondered, momentarily, if T had just seen Leo’s father.

“There they are.” Jacqueline said.
1 looked away from the fishermen to see T.J., Bobby_-,_;‘:
Macon, Rick, and Lyndon. They were standing in front of o
sleek silver motorboat thar was roped to the dock. They all
worc sunglasses and polo shirts tucked into khakis, and Bobby
held his own bortle of Champagne and wicker basket. 1 felt &
tremor of excitement and took a breath.
“Happy Independence Day, girls!” Bobby called as CeeCee
ran toward him, her arms outstretched. Jacqueline flew into
Macon’s embrace, and Virginia and | hung back.
I’d never seen someone do an actual double take before, but
that was just what T.]. did then — he glanced at me, took Offg
his sunglasses, blinked, and then looked again, his eyes grows
ing enormous.
“Miranda?” he asked, his voice thick with disbelief.
I nodded, and T.J. crossed over to me, smiling broadly,
Heat spread over my face, and I smiled back. Enduring the
girls’ makeover had been well worth this moment.
“Wow,” T.] murmured as he had in The Mariner’s study,
taking my hands and hoelding me at arm’s length. “Amazing,

You do realize you look exactly —"

oo
sy
P

“I do,” 1 cut him off, still slightly shaken up by the resem-
blance I'd seen in CeeCee’s mirror.

T.]J. continued to gaze at me, as satisfied as if he had cre-
ated me himself. I wanted to discuss our parents with him, but
he seemed far too distracted by the new and improved Miranda
to ralk.

Suddenly, my heart thrummed and T wondered how leo
would react if he saw me this evening. Would he make such a
fuss over the change in me? I glanced back at the fishermen,
who were cartving their crates toward McCloud Way, the dirt
path that led to Leo’s house. None of the summer folk on the
dock appeared to even see them,

“Can we board?™ Virginia snapped, cutting her cyes at T.].
and me. “My shoes are killing me.” She click-clacked toward
the boat, brushing past Rick, who watched her go with a
smirk. T.J. looked amuscd as well.

“We're waiting for a couple more passengers,” Lyndon
explained, and then began waving in the direction of the peb-
bly path, his face brightening, “And here they come!”

T rurned to sce two girls whom T vaguely recognized from
the Ieirs party. They were clattering toward us, decked out
in white straw hats, white éyelet dresses, and white gloves.
It was clcar that theyd dressed to upstage CeeCee and her

girlfriends — and thev'd succeeded.
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“Sallie! Kay!” CeeCee called with forced merriment. “Whal
4. .. [ice surprise.”

“Ladies,” T.]. intoned, dipping his head. I looked
him, wanting to laugh. Was that the only greeting in iy
repertoire?

Sallie and Kay merely smiled their superior smiles af
Lyndon and Rick rushed forward to greet them. Wichout
turning around, I could sense CeeCee and her [riends teny
ng up, arching their backs like rams preparing for a battle
It crossed my mind that being part of the heirs wasn't
unlike living m the wild; there was the constant threat of
unknown predators who were eager to disrupt the animal
kingdom.

In the style of Noah's ark, wc began boarding two by

crammed into the low wooden benches, T smiled, fecling o
little traitorous.

The sky was almost complerely dark, and the first pinpricky
of stars were appearing as Bobby unticd rhe boar from the

dock. Romantic, 1 thought, aware of T.J. sitting right next

o me. His cologne wafted toward me on the sea breeze. 1
wondered if its scent had always been so rich and pungent.
Mayvbe he’d worn more than usual tonight.

At the rear of the boat, Bobby settled himself behind
the wheel. liny lights on the boat’s hull came on, and the
engine roared to life. Everyone — even me — cheered, and
Rick’s shout of “Ahoy, mateys!” elicited gales of laughter (rom
Sallie and Kay.

We sliced through the water at a speed Princess of the Deep
could never have matched. Bobby made us bounce on the
waves a bit before we joined the constellation of other beoats
out on the ccean. | realized that, by dint of the right genes or
pood fortune, I was precisely where evervone on Selkie wanted
to be at this moment. And I was filled with giddiness and guilt
in equal measure,

“Y’all, crack open the Veuve and help yourselves to the
prub!™ Bobby called over the wind as he steered. CeeCee tot-
tered over to him and draped her arms around his neck.

“What’s the Veuve?” [ asked T.]., who immediately bugged
out his eyes at me and started laughing,

“You're joking, right?” he asked. When I shook my head,
borderline annoyed, he grabbed the Champagne bottle from
where Bobby had set it on the boat’s cherrywood bottom.

“Veuve Clicquot is the brand,” T.]. explained, as il T should
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cqually entranced, and discovered that most of them were ki
ing: Sallie and Lyndon; Kay and Rick; Jacqueline and Maco
CeeCee and Bobby. The light from above cast bright patter
on each couple as they pressed close together. There was som
thing sexy about fireworks: the anticipation, the explosion
the release. My checks burned.

The only people not kissing were Virginia, T.J., and me,
held my breath as 'T.]J. and I looked at each other and Virging
looleed at both of us.

Okay. This was it. This was the moment when 1.]. and |
would share a toe-tingling kiss, and Leo would become a diy
tant memory. 1 tried to bring my face close to T.].%s, but, fo
the first time in maybe my whole life, my body didn’t obey m}l;
brain.

Then T.]. spoke.

“Lstill can’t believe it,” he whispered, his eves searching my
face. “I told Bohby.”

I furrowed my brow, confused. “What did you tell Bobby?™
I whispered back.

“That you'd clean up nice,” T.J. smiled. “You proved me
right.”

Coldness doused me, and I drew back. Was that T.J.’s veps
sion of sweet nothings?

“What clse did you tell Bobby?” | asked. A firework boomed.

overhead, followed by three more. Applause echocd across the

water, and it sounded like several couples on our boat pulled
apart to gawk and gasp at the sky. But 1 kept my gaze on T.J.,
secing the fireworks reflected in his eyes.

T.J. smiled, sliding Virginia’s compact up and down his
palm like a coin. “Just that T was impressed by your house and
your family.”

My stomach sank as the truth hit home at last. That was all
1.]. cared about, wasn't it? My pedigree. My house. My face.
The outward evidence of my inheritance. If I'd had no ties to
his world, if I'd simply been Miranda Merchant of the New
York Merchants, T. J. lllingworth wouldn’t have cared a damn
about mc.

“Whar? What’s wrong?” T.J. asked, blanching. I realized
how transparent my emotions — when I let myself feel
them — could be. “I have something in my teeth, don’t 17 he
asked, and promptly popped open Virginia’s compact.

Another series of fireworks went off, but T still didn’t look
up. T watched T.J. peer into the small mirror, opcning his
mouth in a comical way. Narcissus, I thought. The guy who
fell in love wirh his reflection and was translormed into a
(lower.

“It’s funny,” I said to T.J., raising my voice over the boom-
ing, “that you mentioned my family. Did you know that our
parents were engaged?”

My bomb drop did not have its intended effect,



“Uh-huh. My father told me after we left your house,
T.J. replied absently, tilting his head to ger a better look nﬁl
himself.

The fireworks show was reaching a crescendo, the cxplc;.l
stons coming closer and faster now. | presscd on, derermined
to turn T.J. away from the mirror. “So you know that if they
did ger married, then we'd be, like —? Brother and sister, |
thought. My stomach churned. [ had never articulated that
notion to mysclf before, probably becausc T hadn’t wanted (o,
But maybe rhat was why, tonight, T hadn’t been able to toucl
T.J.’s face or kiss him, why the idea of our being together wag
so off-putting.

L.J. didn’t respond, but he finally tarc his eyes away
from the mitror and looked up ar the sky. I followed his gaze,
The show’s grand finale was happening; fireworks were burse
ing in a frenzy of reds, whites, and blues. Fireworks. T felt
mysell shiver with understanding. Regardless of our parents’
connection, T.]. and I didn’t spark. we didn’t cause a chemical
reaction.

“That was awesome!” Bobby cricd as the last firework
nosc-dived into the ocean, and every passenger on every boat

on the water burst into rapturous applause.

[ clapped, too, my palms stinging. The fircworks were

done, and so was 1. Freedom surged in me. Now thar I'd made

sense of T.J., I suddenly wanred to be as far from him as
possible.

[ stood and looked down at '1.J., wha was still applauding
and grinning up at the sky. completely at peace with who he
was, with his'place in the world.

“1J.,> 1 said, hcaring the firmness in my voice. “I'm
not who you think T am.” T knew that was a slightly ridicu-
lous thing to say — somerhing that the geeky guy in a movie
would say to the love interest right before morphing into a
superhero.

T.J. blinked up at me, but before he could ask me to explain,
| turned to Virginia. She'd been shamelessly watching our
interaction the whole time, gripping her Champagne flute in
suspense.

“He’s all yours,” I told her, meaning it. Then T made my
way over to the edge of the boat, passing Macon, Jacqueline,
and the others. CeeCee and Bobby were still canoodling, so
Bobby had made no move ro restart the engine.

I looked longingly at the water. T could simply dive in. The
cool sea would feel like a balm on my hor skin, and CeeCee’s
dress would balloon up around me. I'd duck under, paddling
my feet, and then I would swim, swim, swiln.

Swim to where? Not to The Mariner, I knew. But to Leo.

To wherever Leo was. Why had I been struggling so hard



against what was inevitable? | squinted into the night and Saw
the tiny red and gold lights of Fisherman’s Village. .

I thought back to that moment outside Leo’s house. A
suddenly T understood, with a erystalline clarity, why I\l
pushed him away: I'd been scared. Scared of the unlcnowi,l
scared of tacing who Leo really was — a mythical creatur ;
maybe. or simply the boy I was falling for. Both were equal
frightening, because neither could be explained. |

Unexpectedly, tears filled my eyes, and I was gratelul for
the post-fireworks buzz and chatter around me. My heant
swelled. [ dido’t care what T.eo was — if he was some kind of
merman o a monster or just a boy from the wrong side of the
island. ‘L'he only thing T cared about was seeing him Hgaim‘s.
Because the thought that | might nor filled me with an ache $0!

heavy it felt like drowning. '
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¢ woke up determined.
) It was Friday, the sun was pouring through the

pink drapes, and | was going to head straight to the marine
center and see Leo.

Of course, I had to wait until noon for the center to open,
but when I glanced at my bedside clock, L saw that it was half
past twelve.

I sat up abruptly, surpriscd. I hadn’t slept this lare since
Greg’s pregraduation party back in May. Tast night’s blut of
fireworks and epiphanies had clearly taken its toll.

As I reached for my hair elastic on my wrist, I touched the
cool metal of CeeGee’s bracelet instead. Right. 'I'hough I had
changed our of CecCee’s dress before collapsing into bed, I'd

forgotten o remove the piece of jewelry. Now, its glinting




charms were like mementos. I remembered how Bobby’s bo
had idled on the warer for what seemced like forever, and ho
when we'd finally docked, everyone had wanted to either g
skinny-dipping or to Bobby’s housc for beers. T'd declined
both and bid farewell to0 a confused-looking T.]., a concerneds
looking CeeCee, a triumphant-looking Virginia, and the
others before walking back to The Mariner.

I'took off the bracelet, and in my blue whale pajama bot
toms and white tank top, slipped out of bed and into the quiet
hallway. The typical sounds of Mom’s bustle and activiry
downstairs were absent. Someonc was mowing a lawn acrosy
the street, but The Mariner was at rest.

1 pecred over the banister to the empty foyer below. Mom
could have been out running crrands, but inruition turned

me toward her bedroom door, which was ajar. I tiptoed over

and, holding my breath, peeked inside to sec my mother asleep

in the green canopy bed. With her hajr splayed across the pil- .
low and her features relaxed, she looked startlingly vulncrable
and young, Almost like the lictle girl in the photograph
downstairs.

I drew back, ractled, If sleeping in was rare for me, it was
even rarer for Mom. I'd used my spare key to let myself in last

night, so I wasn’t sure what time she had gotten home, What
had she been up to?

I didn’t want to think about it.

As if fleeing these thoughts, | rushed into the bathroom to
wash up. I turned on the faucet — the water was coming cfut
clear now — and 1T was startled by my reflection in the gilt-
[ramed mirror. My curls were wild and knotty from sleep, my
cye makeup was smudged and smoky, and my lips were still a
vivid red. T shook my head; a shower would be necessary
hefore I could show my face at the marine center.

But what would I even sav to Leo when I saw him? As 1
brushed mv teeth, I pictured him standing in the aquarium
room with Maurice the alligator in his hand. Would T say 1
was sotry for the other night? That 1 couldn’t stop thinlfing
about him? Or would I simply kiss him? My stomach tlut-
tered. Perhaps that wouldn’t be appropriate if there were kids
around. Or perhaps Leo would make it clear that he had no
interest in kissing me anymorc. Considering our last inter-
action, that was a distinct possibility. |

Filled with doubt, I turncd off the water and was reaching
for a hand towel when I heard knocking downstairs — a
sound I'd come to recognize as a visitor at the door. Mom was
right; people did show up unannounced on Selk?e all th(f time.
[ threw a critical glance in the mirror, then figured it was
probably just CeeCee coming over to grill me about my strange
behavior the night before. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be T.J. or
Mr. Illingworth. Just to be safe, | stopped in my room ro shove

my [eet into fuzzy white slippers.



‘The knocking continued as I flew downstairs. “Olay
okay,” T laughed, unlocking the door., “Give me a min —"
And then I lost the powcr of speech.
“Hey,” Leo said.
My hcart whooshed up from my chest into my throat,
It seemed impossible thar he was really there, standing
on The Mariner’s front porch in a 1-shirt, shorts, and f‘lipl
flops. The afternoon breeze blew his golden hair across i
forehead, and he held a bouquet of red roses in one hand.
“I know these aren't sca pansies,” he said with the crookill
smile that melted my core. “But they’re the best I could do o
short notice.” He extended the roscs to me, but 1 seemed (0
have lost the ability to move as well.
“Iow — how did you know [ live here?” I asked, relieved!
I hadn’t gone mute. My legs felt unstcady and I clung to tl.'l.
side of the door like it was a rafr.
Leo tilted his head to one side, his bright green gaze hold
ing mine. “You told me, remember? The Mariner’s location |
pretty much common knowledge on the island.” He ducked
his head and then glanced back up at me, his face a littl
flushed. “I wanted to come by sooner, but | thought you mig;h;'
not want to scc me.”
“I was on my way to see you now,” I blurted, my hearl
pounding. I was a little frustrated that Leo had beaten me I:

the punch, even as happiness flooded through me ar the sigh

of him. “I—T mean, not like this,” I stammered, gesturing
(oward my pajamas and fighting my blush.

[co’s eyes sparkled. “I like your pants,” he said. “Did you
just wake up?”

“No,” 1 lied, trying to sound indignant, but wanting more
than anything to throw my arms around him. “Why aren’t
you at work?” [ countered. I noriced that he had his Lo M.
lag affixed to the front of his T-shirt.

“] asked for an carly lunch break.” Leo grinned. I felt the
(amiliar crackle of energy berween us, 'L he fact that we weren’t
standing closer, that we weren’t kissing, felt wrong.

As if he'd read my mind, Leo took a step forward, but he
didn’t reach for me. “Can I — come in?” he asked, his voice
hesitant.

| nodded, coming to my senses, and opened the door wider.
“Thank you for the roscs,” 1 said, finally accepting the bou-
quet. T buried my nose in the dewy, sweet-smelling perals. No
boy had ever brought me flowers before. Maybe it had been
Lco, not T.J., who'd been the true gentleman all along.

As Leo walked inside, he glanced around the toyer, but
he didn’t seem as bowled over by the house as T.J. had been.
“It’s nice,” he said simply, smiling at me. Then his gaze fell
on his red hoodie, still on the claw-footed chair. Mom had

left it there as a silent challenge for me to clean up after

myself.
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Oh,” I said, grabbing the sweatshirt and handing it to hi
“Is this what you came for:” |

Leo shook his head, smiling, but he took the hoodie ant
tucked it under his arm.
I threw a cautious look upstairs. 1 hoped Mom would stj
asleep for a while longer; 1 didn’t think she'd be pleased to see
an unknown boy in our house. In a whisper, T rold Leo (o
wait for me on the back porch, and I hurricd into the kitchen
My fingers quivering, [ put Leo’s roscs in a crystal vase and
poured us both glasses of ice water. Then | crept through the
living room.
On the porch, I shut the French doors behind me and joined
Leo on the cushioned bench, handing him a glass of water,
We were close enough that I could breathe in his salry, sandy
scent. The full extent of how much I had missed him wal-
loped me. It was all T could do not to reach over and touch
him, but T resisted. I still wasn’t sure why Leo had come, if
he was here to make amends or to tell me why we would
never work.
“So. .. how'’s Maurice?” I asked, sipping my water.
Leo’s eyes were full of mischief as he took 2 drink. “So-so.
He keeps asking about the smart girl with the dark hair and
cyes. Can’t seem to forger about vou.”

“I know how that goes,” I said softly, gripping my cold
glass in borh hands. '
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We were both quier for a long moment as we drank our
warer and watched the sun glitter on the ocean. Then Leo
spoke, his voice deep and thoughtful.

“I¢’s funny,” he said, setting his empty glass on the potch
floor. “The views from our homes aren’t so different, are they?
We're both looking at the same sca.”

As was often the case, there seemed to be a hidden meaning
behind his words. Tt was as though he spoke in half riddles, 1
fele my heart brim over as T studicd the side of his face. Once
again, I thought back to our argument, how I'd told him T'd
made a mistake. T knew I had to speak, to set things right,
regardless of what his response would be.

“Leo, ’m so sorry —” I started. but he shook his head.

“No, I'mt sorry.” he said firmly, facing me. Fis green
eyes were ardent. “You were right, Miranda. We were moving
too fast.”

“But T wasn’t being fair,” I replied. The emotion in my
own voice was unfamiliar to my ears. “I think I got freaked
out in that moment, because I, um, thought —" 1 paused, still
unsure if, or how, | could articulate my crazy merman theory.
Besides, Leo, sitring next to me now, scemed utterly normal.
So human.

“] understand,” Leo said gently. “You realized how differ-
ent we are.”

“Only we’re not different!” I exclaimed. T sct my glass



down, too, and then, giving in to my want, put my hand i
his warm arm. “You said so yourself, a few seconds ago, W
see the world in the same way, We both love science, af
we make each other laugh, and —” g

“We are different, Miranda,” Leo interrupted again, bl
this time his ¢yes were a lirtle sad. “Our lives are differcent i
Wways you can’t cven imagine.” 1

“What do you mean?” T whispered, my pulse racing ag |
searched his facc. -

“Just that...” Leco pushed a hand through his hair. The
muscle in his check jumped, as it seemed to whenever he
got riled up. “Look, we were never even really introduced,
We met on the beach —rthe grear equalizer. Everything .iu
casy on the beach. On the rest of the island, differen.c&!
matter.”

‘ \

“Okay,” I said, sitting up straighter. | took my hand off hig
arm and stuck it out, handshake ready. “l.et’s introduce ou.r-;
selves, then. Let’s start over.” )

A smile crept over Leo’s face. “Okay.” he said, and put his
hand in mine. As always, an electric current ran through ﬁm
when we touched. “My name is Leomaris Macleod, and ve
lived on Selkie Island all my life. My family has been here
since the town was founded. I go to the local high school inI
Fisherman’s Village. I love science, but | also love books and

music. I think I want to write a novel someday.”

My throat tightened as 1 looked into Leo’s sincere, light-
flilled eyes. He's bralliant, 1 realized. His was a brilliance that
(ranscended grades or SAT scores. He was unlike any boy 1

lhad ever knawn.

“Your turn,” Leo prompred. His tone seesawed between
playful and serious.

“Miranda Merchant,” I told him, shaking his hand emphat-
ically, “I'm from New York, but my mother’s family has
been coming to Sclkie forever. I used to think I knew exactly
what I wanted in life.” I paused, biting my lip. “But now, I'm
not so sure.”

1 paused again, looking at Lco and wondering if 1 had the
courage to say what was hovering on my fongue.

And then, suddenly. T did.

“Except for you,” I said. “L am sure of you.”

There was a perilous, silent instant in which neither of us
breathed or spoke, only gazed at each other. Then Leo reached
out and cupped my face in his hands.

«“Would it be all right if I kissed you?” he asked quietly.

| grinned, took his shoulders, and pulled him toward mec. 1
kissed him. I kissed him with all the fervor I had never felt
around Greg or T.J. L kisscd him the way a good girl wouldn’t
Jare liss somecone. Leo began to kiss me back, and then he
drew away, still cupping my face. I caught my breath, worried

(hat he was still upset.



“There’s something I want to tell you,” he said soberly.

Suspensc shot through me. What was Leo going,
confess?

“There are no other girls,” Leo said. “Not this summer
How could there be? Anyone but you would be ridiculous
Impossible.”

“Oh,” 1 said, feeling myself smile. I worricd that my blug
would burn his palms. [ realized then that Leo didn’t care if
was 11 my pajamas, or if my hair was up or down, or if I war
makeup. That fact was plain in his eyes. He moyed his hand
down from my face and we entwined our tingers.

“There’s been no one else for me, cither,” T said. “I meat,
there was this one guy, for a minute, that everyone ¢lse thou gl'l-
I should be with, but. . .” I shook my head, remembering T,
and last night. “He wasn’t for me.” |

“Iknow.” Leo grinned devilishly. “Preppy summer guy with
straight black hair?”

My belly flipped over. T frowned, confounded, “Wait
how did you —”

Leo shrugged, his eyes dancing. “I see things.”

I rolled my eyes even as my heartbeat stuttered. I thouglit
ot the sliver of gold I'd seen in the ocean while on Bobby'ﬁ.
boat. “You enjoy being mysterious, don’t you?”

“Me?” Leo teased. “Anyway, I didn’t think that guy was o

scrious threat. He's not your type.”
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| tried to feign annoyance, but [ couldn’t stop smiling. “So
who's my type?”

Leo was still grinning playfully. “If I had to guess? Some-
[0 Bl P studious.”

Without wanting to, I thought of Greg — he'd been studi-
ous, all right, but he hadn’t been my type. My typc, if 1 had
one at all, was sitting right beside me.

“What are you thinking?” Leo asked, watching me
carefully.

Greg. 1 felt myself swallow. Maybe, in a way, Mom had
been right; maybe what had happened with Greg was affect-
ing me more deeply than I had ever let myself believe. | stared
at Leo, trying to decide if I was ready to admit what had been
brewing inside me for so long — ever since May. took a deep
breath as nervousness bloomed in me.

“Leo,” 1 said. [ spoke quictly, even though it was only the
lwo of us and the ocean. “Remember when, outside your
hounse, | said all guys were creeps?™ He nodded, growing seri-
ous. “I didn’t mean you,” I said, my voice steady. “Of course I
didn’t. T — [ guess | was talking about someone else.”

“Who?” Leo asked, squeezing my hand.

“Back during the school year, | had — a boyfriend.” I hesi-
rated but Leo only nodded, so 1 went on. “My first-ever
boy[riend. Greg. He was a senior. I tutor other kids in physics,

1nd he was one of my students. When we started going out, it

.........



wasn't like a roller coaster or fireworks or even — I don's
know —a low flame.” Leo chuckled, and | smiled, feeling
some of my anxiety casc. “But it was so . .. so mice to havs
someone who wanted to kiss me and spend time with me.”

I blushed deeply, but T had to keep going. Now that T wa
ready to tell my secrer, nor much could stop me. It was as if i
faucet had been turned on.

“l guess, at somc point, he wanted to — you know — tale
the next step.” I clearcd my throat, “But I wasn’t rcady.”

Leo nodded again, watching me closely.

“We kind of fought abour it, on and off.” I said, casting
my memory back to the school year, to the sensc of uneasis
ness I'd started to feel in the spring. “I didn't want to stresy
about it — didn’t wanr to be the kind of girl who stressed over
a guy.”

“Even if you did stress over a guy, you wouldn’t be that
kind of girl,” T.eo remarked, with his crooked smile.

I squeezcd his hand and continued.

“Then there was the night of Greg’s pregraduation party in
May. His parents let him have the apartment for the weekend,
He and T had been having a tiff earlier that day. about a physe
ics exam he’d done poorly on, and he blamed me for it.” |
shook my head. “I asked him why he cared, considering he'd
already gotten inro college. But obviously, it wasn’t about the

exam. I figured that out later. During the party, we kept our
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distance. Greg had invited half the senior class — my high
shool is huge — along with some of my junior friends. Includ-
ing my best {riend, Linda.”

“Oh,” Leo said.

[ nodded.

“T was in the kirchen,” I said, remembering the crowd of
lids, the smell of beer and cigarette smoke, the pounding
heat of hip-hop from the living room. “Someone necded help
opening their Corona, and Linda was excellent at opening
beer bottles; that was her thing. She was always cooler than
me, more confident, with her scarlet-streaked hair and her
cveliner.” 1 felt a lump start to form in my throat— tiny,
inconspicuous, Smaller than a ghost shrimp. “Isaid I'd go look
for Linda, and as | headed down the hall to the bedrooms, T
realized | hadn’t seen Greg in a while, either. And, you know.
I've always been good at math, bur T didn’t put two and two
together.”

“Why would you?” Leo said supportively, frowning.

1 remembered pushing open the door to Greg’s bedroom,
with its chess sets and Yankees posters and its bed on which
Greg had asked, Come on, why won't you ever take your
socks off? and implicit in that question had been another one:
Why wouldn’t I sleep with him?

I'm not ready, | had said.

But Greg had found someone who was.

Tl
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I remembered the cold sensarion I'd felt in my gut as (h
door opened, and I felt it again now, a plunging coldness, L‘i:-
diving into a pool. | |

“I found Linda in Greg’s bedroom,” I told Leo. “Sh
was with Greg.” T swallowed, trying to force down the evel
growing lump. '

Leo nodded, frowning. “Were they .. . ?” |

“Not quite, but close,” I said, my face flushing hotter,
didn’t even ger a full picture. 'I'hey were on his bed and san
clothes were definitely off. But 1 didn’t need to process ma
than that. T got the general essence, you know?” I heard my
voice crack. t

“What did you do?” Leo asked, leaning toward me.

I could leave his apartment, said that he was sorry and |
hoped I didn’t hate him. T think hc was expecring me o i

crying” — on that unfortunate word my voice broke again

happy.”
The tears were encroaching now, coming on as certain i

the current.

“Miranda . . .” Leo said. He reached out his other hand to
(buch my face, bur I looked down at the porch.

“And [ didn’t cry, even as T took the elevator down to the
lobby and walked to the subway. T didn't cry on the way home,
and I didn’t ery when T got to my apartment and told my
mother that I'd left the party with a stomachache. 1 didn’t cry
when Linda called me on my cell, or when she cried and asked
me to forgive her.”

“What did you say to her?” Leo asked, his tone careful. 1
wanted to thank him for being such a good listener — I didn’t
know boys could be such good listeners - but 1 was still
alraid to look up at him.

“1 told her 1 felt like an idiot,” I replied, and the first tear-
drop fell and splashed down my cheek. All the shame, pain,
ind anger [ had tamped down was bubbling to the surface. “I
told her T was furious at myself for rrusting her, for believing
in silly things like friendship and loyalry. And I'told her I never
wanted to speak to her again.” I swiped at my eyes uselessly,
sniffling.

“And you didn’t?” Leo prompted.

I shook my head, feeling the tears drip down my cheeks
and land on my lips, their taste salty as scawater. “That
Monday at school, I avoided not just Greg and Linda but

Al aur friends. I clammed up. I was so afraid to show how



hurt T was®™ I remembered, again, the coldness— tli
loneliness — of those weeks. Walking rhrough the hallwiy
clutching my books to my chest, avoiding people’s glances
silent, wordless Miranda.
“And you know what?” I asked, finally looking up.
Leo raised his brows, his beauriful eyes full of empathy,

“The whole time, [ didn’t cry.”

those swallowed-down sobs, for all those nights when |

forced my mind (o go elsewhere. And as much as [ detestol

losing control in front of people, I knew T could cry in front ol

Leo. lle wouldn’t judge me or think of me differently
So I didn’t resist when he pulled me into him and held m
close.

“It’s okay,” Leo said softly, his lips on my hair. “I:q'g
be okay.” '

“I'm getting your T-shirt wet,” I sobbed, moving my chegl
so that it wasn’t pressing into his Lo M. tag.

“Shh,” he said with a small laugh, and held me tighter.

I wasn’t sure how long we sat there, Leo with his army
around me and me weeping into his broad chest. But soon miy
sobs started coming fewer and farther between, and my eye
began to feel drier. Once the tempest had passed, I drew bugl

from Leo’s embrace.

T
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“Better?” he asked.

“Better,” 1 affirmed, dabbing at my eyes with the back of
my hand. T felt drained from my crylest, but also somehow
lighter. Iree.

“You know,” Leo said quietly, reaching out to caress the
side of my face. “It’s all right to let yourself feel things. Tven if
it can be damn scary sometimes.”

I nodded, smiling at him gratcfully. “I think I’'m starting
(o learn that.” 1 caught his hand and held it against my
cheek. “I never thought I'd tell anyone that story. But I'm glad
| told you.”

“Same here,” Leo said. “And I'm so sorry about what hap-
pened. That guy — Greg — he couldn’t begin to deserve you.”
|.co smiled back at me, his dimples appearing. “Miranda, you
should know that not evervone’s going ro hurt you. [ mean, |
hope you can still . . . trust people.”

My heart felt [ull to bursting. “T trust you,” I told Leo,
meaning it. “I trust yow” Even if T don’t totally under-
stand you.

[.co leaned close and kissed me. Once, twice, his mouth
warm and inviting. We put our arms around each other, our
kisses deepening,

“Whar's going on out here?”

Mom’s voice sliced through the air, and I sprang away

[rom Leo in shock. I turned my head and saw her standing
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s face crimson. He stuck his hani

itferent kind of introduction thut
leod. I'm Miranda’s friend. | apol

id. She ran her eyes over him, ant

we been clearer. T think we ml

aimed, still trying to sound posl

ether. T felt like throwing up.

y to, uh — ger his sweatshirt,”
my feet. In the next sccond, I real:

my lic from the other night, and
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walked down the stairs after

“Miranda!™ Mom snappec

“I'll see you.,” I whispered
l.now that Mom wouldn’ ke

l.eo nodded. “The beach,”
poing on a fishing trip with n

“Tomight,” T confirmed
“What time?”

“Anyvtime,” Leo said, start

That did it. I needed to 1
does that work?”™ | whispere
thers?”

“I just do,” Leo said, his g

he was joking or earnest. Bu
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But I had bigger problems to worry abour now. Namely, 1)
mother.
I turned around with a sigh and climbed the porch step
Mom watched me as I collected the empty warer glasses &I-
then stepped in.to the house, lcaving the French doors Opei.
The wind rushed in as we stood facing cach other. i
“Let me guess,” Mom said icily. “That was who accompis

nicd you to Fisherman’s Village the other night?® Disdali

o'

colored each of her words.

from my face that I'd been crying,
“*Miranda,” Mom said, her voice suddenly gentle. H

Southern accent had been returning more and more over th

went on, her forehead creasing as she frowned. “Whar are yuql
doing with a boy like that?”

Abrupt, hot anger surged in me, eclipsing my earlier sad:
ness. I was certain there was fire in my eyes as I stared at ny
mother, |

L can’t belicve you,” T said. | hadn’t ever spoken to Mo
this way, but | was determined not to cower., “You’'re just like
them — like Delilah and T.J. and all the summer people you

said you wantcd nothing to do with. You never raised me (0

g 59
Lk

think about things like class or moncy and status. You never
cared about who or what was appropriate for me. Now that’s
all you care about.” I let out a shaky breath.

Mom blinked, clearly taken aback by my diatribe. “1 only
want what’s best for vou, Miranda,” she replicd. “T.ook. Your
prospects with this boy are impossible. Think about it logi-
cally. We're leaving here on Sunday morning — '

“We are?” I asked, stunned. I had lost all sense of time. It
was July fifth, I knew, but — “This Sunday?”

Mom nodded, and I felt my stomach drop. I'd known, of
course, that our departure was imminent, But Mom had said
nothing about it in recent days. And we still had so much sort-
ing to do around the house ... and . ..

And T.eo. Leo.
“Uave we even sold The Mariner?” I cried in confusion. “I

thought we weren’t going back until we found a buyer, and —”

“I have work, Miranda,” Mom said firmly. “Do you
know how many surgeries I've had to pass on to less capable
colleagues?”

“No,” T said, wondcring how Mom’s colleagues would react
if they’d seen her sleeping in that morning.

“And you have your internship,” Mom reminded me. “You
knew we wouldn't be on Selkie all summer.” | squinted at
her, trying to discern if she was looking forward to leaving or

hating that we had to go; her face betrayed nothing. “This

N
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Leo boy,” Mom continued, making my heart skip, “hi
world is here. But somcone like T.J., someone you have othe
ties to —”

“Mom, I don’t want to be with T.J.!” I burst out. I was toc',r;
upset by her news to soften my words. “We have nothing in
common, nothing real, anyway. Not to mention, dating him
would be completely” — I thought of the word Jacqueline had|
used at the Heirs party — “incestuous.”

Mom raised her eyebrows, looking affronted. “You and
T.J. are not related,” she said stonily. “If that’s what you're
implying.”

My stomach turned. “No — that’s not what I meant,” |
said, shuddering, “But T don’t understand what’s so WIOng,
about liking someone who's different from me. Isnt that
human nature? lsn’t that how the species survives?” T gaved af
Mom, willing the scientific part of her brain to follow.

“Look,” she replied, sighing. “It’s also human nature to not
relish the sight of your daughter making out with someone i1
your own house.”

My blush returned, and I glanced away from her, over at
the photographs on the mantel. It was funny that Mom hadn't

packed them away yer.

“I'm sorry,” I mutrered, glancing back at Mom. “I just —

on some level, 1 wish that you'd be glad that a boy T like

220

actually likes me. You were right — I have been lonely recently.”
| drew a breath. Now that I'd spilled my secret to Leo, it no
longer felt so heavy or so dark. “And yes. it’s because of Greg.
Because Greg — because he hooked up with Linda.”

Mon’s lips parted, and I felt a tremor of triumph at hav-

ing successfully shocked her. “Linda Wu?” she asked. “Your

Linda?”
“Well, formerly,” [ replied, relieved that T could smile

about it.

“[hat’s awful,” Mom whispered, her forehead creasing.
“Why didn’t you say somcthing to me sooner:” She stepped
forward, her arms extended, but I stepped back.

“I'm telling vou now,” T said quietly.

“God.” Mom muttered, and shook her head. “l.inda! And
Greg . . . he always seemed like such a nice guy.”

“I know,” 1 said. “Sce? You approved of him, but he wasn’t
50 nice. Mom, Leo is a good guy. I know that. Can’t you be
happy for me?”

To my surprisc, Mom was also looking at the photographs
on the mantel. Ier face was splotchy and a strange expression
was in her eyes — regret mixed with recognition.

“Mom*” I ventured.

“Pm sorry, I suddenly have a headache,” Mom said, mas-

saging her temples, “Pm going upstairs to lie down.” She

Pt



walked up to me and squeezed my arm. “Miranda, 1 didy
mean ro be insensitive. If you ever want to talk m(:re ah
what happened with Greg, you know I'm here,” | |

I nodded, bur I didn’t feel as if 1 could talk to my motl
about anything at the moment. There was an cmptil:t '
In my gut. Yesterday, when Mom had given me the spare ke f'.
I'd thought we'd patched things up, that we were ba.ck ﬂ-.:.
friendly ground. Now, it scemed, everything had ruptur'
again. . |

Betore Mom left the living room, she glanced back at iy
and added, “I expect vou won’t be having any more Strang
visitors or taking any trips to Fisherman’s Village today?" l“l
could tell she was trying to come off as lighthearted, bur h | *
tone was firm. ’ -

Since she hadn’t mentioned Siren Beach, T was able to nod,

As N / ' i
s Mom went upstairs, I deposited the warer glasses in the

sink and fleetingly touched Leo’s roscs. T fele restless and jit

tery, almost like I'd felr my first night in 'The Mariner, after ['d
gone for a swim. And, as I had thar night, I found mysel( Wﬂ‘l'l*.
dering down the hall, past the stairs and the mariner painting,
I.stoppcd on the threshold to the study. T hadn’t been in rher(;
since my kiss with T.J., and T was surprised to see that Mam
hadn’ packed away any more books in the meantime. We g0

weren’t ready to leave vet.

My thoughts roaming from Mom to Leo, | stepped into the

Jom. Ar least I'd see Leo tonight, and could tell him I was
laving. But T couldn’t stop recalling Leo’s parting wotds, or
(he fact that he'd been able to observe me and T.J. [rom an
indisclosed location. 1 couldn’t shake my growing suspicions,
wispicions that seemed as insane as they were impossible.

Like any good student, I knew that the answer to most
(uestions could be found in a book. And it was starting o
hecome clear that my questions about Leo could be answered
hy only one book. Se 1 strode over to the shelf that contained
A Primer on the Legend and Love of Selkie Island. Yes, the
hook was, as Virginia had said, no more than a collection of
superstitions. But these superstitions had taken up residence in
my head, and I hoped that by returning to their source, I might
banish them. .

[ took the book off the shelf and sertled into the high-
backed chair. I was careful not to let too many pages slip out
as 1 turned to the appropriate section. 1 put the book on my
knees and started reading,

Selkie merfolk are usually recognizable by a few key fea-
tures: a lush, sensitive beauty; a predilection for the colors red
and gold; kindness loward visitors and explorers; and homes
cose to the shore. They can sometimes be spotted at night,
when venturing out to swim in the waters off Siren Beach.

The island’s merfolk blend in nearly seamlessly with their

neighbors. However, certain oceanic markings often adorn
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their places of residenc it i |
rnice. Also e apiidely ol . : : . ; <
> it 3s widely believed i il in the rain. Dido’t merfolk grow tails the minute water

despite their comm > :
te their common ancestor, Captain William McClowg {uiiched them?
| flipped back a page or two,

liut time, something about the descendants of Caya nceding

S Ik b + - fr .
elkic merfolk branched off into two distinct families. O recalling a tiny detail T'd read

branch tends to carry the surname William or Williams, am
the other carries surn e T
i ames that are varigtions on MecCloud, rge in the water completely to transform. But then I
ifted my hands from the book as if I'd been scalded

Goose bumps had broken out all over my arms and legs, an
-]

{0 subme
ylimmed the book shut, refusing to go down that road. Forget

i 1 set the book on the writing desk, beside the oblong

bload roated in my ears. Wack b
lnck box.
All the puzzle pieccs were mere coincidences.

Jerman’s Village had probably dccided that the

70 i\{[ad - i 1 i )

McCloud, didn’r it? My heart was thudding. There was lig

lush, sensitive beauty. Ilis nighttime swimming. The rocky

dents of Fisl
colors red and gold went nicely together, and Llewecllyn

I'horpe had incorporated that tidbit into his elaborate fictions.

grotto, where he must have always kepr a pair of swim trunky
['he same went for the surnames, which probably just hap-

Think of science, 1 andec . - ‘
» I commanded mysclf, trembling. Thinl he ferry had been correct: The legends of Sclkie were just

of the # : ‘

f manatees that the sailors mistook for mermaids, bhat. leoends
{! “ ] U -

Still, T fele unsettled, and 1 knew that there was only one

f for sure. It had to do with that

You could

Ihink of evolution and reproduction and the system of cheme

icals that make up the buman body. wav T could convince tysel

And then so i
something occurred to mc :
0 M. ¢ . b s i : : .
. something so obviouy most basic principle of science: experimentation.

that it filled me with i :
1lc instant relief. I le - O . o -
elief. I leaned back against the read and think about something forever, but nothing com-

chair, wanri .
, ting to laugh. I might not have seen ‘I'he Lirtle pared to secing it Ciusiiad

| stood up, full of resolve. Tonight, | was going to prove

Mermaid, but I'd absorbed enough through pop culture osmox
the boy I was crazy about — the boy who'd also made me

sis to know rhat Leo : m
| 4 C * TS ey =
ouldn’t have been a merman. Of course that

not! Leo had been i .
in the waie 7, s .
r with me. We hadn’t gone (razy — was not a mermatl. 1 was going to get Leomaris

swimming, but he’ S o
2 he'd gotten his fect wer on the beach walk, Macleod to go swimming with me.
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what sounded like a door opening, and then the thwack-
hvack of CeeCee’s flip-flops as she walked. “Jackie and T

were worried about you.”

“Virginia wasn't?” 1 asked wryly, flopping across iy
unmade bed.

CeeCee was silent for a moment. “Miranda, I'm so, so
worry,” she said, and her voice was truly full of regret. I was
Warting to grasp that CeeCee, despite her shallowness, had a
pood heare. Maybe I'd been the shallow one, dismissing her.

"Wirginia and '1'J.," CeeCee continued reluctantly, “they —

7
i

(..~~~ eaving the study and walking upstairs ro my ool

_ i — sort of, like, got together. We all went back to Bobby’s
f | M;;%' I was surprised 1o hear my cell phone ringing, Asil liouse, and they —”
rom : ‘ade , 3

ad and Wade, no one had called me during my stay

Selkie. My first thought — hope — was that it was Leo undl

I remembered thar we’d never cxchanged numbers., Wag |

Linda, trying to apologize again?

“CeeCece,” T cut in, feeling a smile cross my face. “I
thought that might happen, and I'm all right with it. Honestly.
| realized last night that T.J. isn’t really ... the guy for me.

You know?”

“] feel so bad!” CeeCee wailed. T heard a splashing sound

912 area code, s :
- ., 80 1 answg v . , of
’ red cautiously. in the background, followed by Jacqueline’s voice. “Yeah, I'm

What happened last night?” a girl with a dainty draw
demanded.

talking to her now,” CecCee said to Jacqueline. “Miranda,
GecCee. 1 sighed. I for ‘ .Ll-un you at least come over tonight?’_’ she then asked me hope-
y gotten she had my numbser. fully. “Maybe if you saw T.J. one morc time . ..” She trailed

—_— _ off, her tonc gquestioning.
5;?:12 ’H:“:Oz:il i‘i;":lzta.i rs with Llewellyn Thorpe’s book, “Why? What’s tonight?” T asked, and felt a surge of impa-
you have taken off any fasteri"

CeeCee cried. On her side of the line, 1 heard the creak of

tience thinking of Leo. I glanced out the window, willing the

late afternoon sky to somehow datrken faster.
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“Mama told mc she invited your mother and
Mingworth over for a farewell dinner,” CeeCee explained, ! |
can’t belicve you guys are leaving on Sunday.” |

“That makes two of us,” [ mattered. What 1 couldn’s beliny
was that Delilah —and CeeCee — had known about
deparrure before I did. Bur that made the departure feel son
how all the more real.

I assured CeeCee that I had no desire to see T.J. again, |
refrained from adding that I especially had no desire to 4
J\f.f[om interact with Mr. Tllingworth, But T was actually a lit '
bit giddy ar the thought that Maom wouldn’t be in the houw
come evening. That would make my escape all the easier, i

“I think I'm going to pack tonight,” I told CeeCee, lifitin
her bracelet from. where I'd put it on my nightstand, “l ‘..-
maybe T could come over tomorrow to rerurn your bra-cai:
and dress?” T also did wanr to say good-byc to CeeCee m.
Jacqueline — and even Virginia if she was around. 1 rcall.
bore her no ill will.
| “Or you could come now!” CeeCee offered, and the splash
ing sounds grew louder. “Jackie and I are just hanging out by
the pool. Virginia’s not here,” she added loyally.

I pictured Jacqueline and CeeCee lounging in their bikinly
and felr a pinprick of jealousy. Lucky girls. They weren't si I

ting : ssing over i '
ng around obsessing over insane things likc merfolk and se

Creatures. Why did T always have to be so different from every-
one clse?

It was all because of Llewellyn Thorpe’s book, I decided
with a small swell of anger. T thought of the book sitting inno-
cently on the writing desk beside the black oblong box with
the golden clasps.

| felt my brow furrow. Wait.

The box.
There'd been so much clse to distract me in the study that

I'l never bothered to wonder what the box contained; fancy
writing pens or small pads of stationery would have been my

puess. But now that I thought about the box, I realized thar it

was a clone, in miniature, of another item in the house.

The rrunk in Isadora’s closet.

“Miranda? Are vou there?” CeeCec was saying.

My heart began pounding and I swung my feet off the bed.

“CeeCee, I'll call you later,” I said distractedly, and ended
(he call.

Certainty raced through me as 1 bounded out of the room
and [lew downstairs. Suddenly, T felt as if everything was
about to unlock before me, the secrets of Leo and of my grand-
mother. T reentered the study, ran over to the writing desk,
and for once, ignored Llewellyn Thorpe’s book.

[ reached for the black box and found that its lid was,



thankfully, unlocked. And nestled against the crimson interl
were, just as I’d predicted, two gold-tipped writing pens. i
appointment shot through me, but then I picked up one of (i
pens and stared at whar had lain underneath it.
A tarnished brass key.
My thudding heartbear started up again,
The key. It had to be.

I glanced up at rhe painting of Isadora. She must have loval

the study, to hang her porrrait here. In my ransacking of ‘Il
Mariner, T had never thought to look for the key ro her l:].'l.-l
1n the most obvious place. !

Clutching the key in my fist, 1 swept out of the room anil
was sltarting up the stairs when I almost crashed into Mo uEI

She was in her linen pants and a boatneck top and was carry
ing her tote bag. |

13 ') k i X
I'm headed into town to pick up a bottle of bourbon [up

the Coopers,” she told me, and then filled me in ahout the di
ner that evening. “You should come, too, if you'd like,” sl-'.'
added, giving me a contrite smile; it was obvious she still felp
bad abour Greg, |

The key digging into my palm, I managed ro say that |4

alre ne cCee’s invitati i
ady declined CeeCee’s invitation, I waired until Mom l

descended the stairs and exited the house, and then 1 contin.

ued the rest of the way upstairs, my pulse hammering.

I dashed into Tsadora’s closet and pulled on the string to
(urn on the overhead bulb. Then T pushed past the rack of
clothes T hadn’t packed away, knele before the trunk, and
inserted the koy.

Even though I'd been sure, 1 still heard myself gasp as the
lock turned.

Slowly, T lifted the lid, and the smell of mothballs drifred up
(o greet me. The trunk contained a single dress: Cream col-
ored and strapless, it had dusky pink flowers appliquéd along
its neckline and down its full, gauzy skirt.

Bewildered, T pulled the dress out, creating a shower of
dust. The gown wasn’t as much my style as the lacy black
dress that hung behind me, but it was inarguably beautiful.
And it was definitely fancier than anything else in the
closet. But that didn’t explain why Isadora would have stashed
I away.

Setting the dress aside, 1 peered back into the trunk, hoping
for a clue. All that had been underneath the dress was a
thick stack of envelopes, bound with a rubber band. I grabbed
the stack and saw that a typed note on white paper was
wrapped around the entire stack, encasing it.

Curiosity quickened my movements as | snapped off the
rubber band and unfolded the letter. The darc at the top was

recent, only a few months before Isadora’s death.



The letter read:
Dear Mrs. Hawkins:
Per the request of the deceased, one M. Henry

Blue Williams of Selkie Isiand, Georgia, enclosed

please find the correspondence My, Williams wished

to bequeath to you in bis last will and testament.

Sincerely,

Daryl Phelps, Lsquire

I felt a shiver as I sct the letter down on top of the dregs
S0 someone — whoever Henry Blue Williams was —-.hﬂ:
granted Isadora a gift shortly before her own death. Had tlia
inspired Isadora’s subscquent generosity toward Mom? An.
what was this correspondence, exactly? |

When I looked back at the vellowing envelopes in my hand,
1 gave a srart; the address on each cnvelope was penned

Isadora herself, in her looping, elegant script. And they w-rzﬁ
all addressed to: 'I

Hemny B. Witbrwma
5 Belloud Wi
Selhie falerns! {;‘w?m
The return address on each envelopc was The Mariner, and
from the postmark date, T did a quick calculation: When rhegg

letters had been sent, Mom had not yet been born, and Isadony

B ]
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the name Henry Blue Williams before, but the only namcs

[amiliar to me were Daryl Phelps — the lawyer Mom had been
in touch with—and the street name on the envclope:
McCloud Way. 'T'hat was the name of the dirt path thar led to
[.eo’s house. Why had my grandmother been writing to some-
one in Fisherman’s Village?

My fingers shaking, I flipped the first envelope in the stack
over and lifted its flap to reveal the onionskin letter inside.
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I put the letrer down, my heart banging against my chest. 1
couldn’t believe thar pcople acrually used such tlowery, roman-
tic language in real life. And I couldn’t believe that my own

grandmother had written those words — to some guy., Not



my grandfather — that would be the J.H. in her letter, Al
little C. and little |. had to mean, respectively, Aunt Cop
and Uncle Jim.
Then —
Had Isadora had an affair?
I felt like I'd just stumbled deep into history, into a part
my grandmorher’s life that [ wasn’t meant to see.
An affair. The idea of chearing made the back of my thio
burn, made me feel ill, [ thought of Linda and Greg, and tha-
L pictured my late grandmother in her vouth, lovely an
coquettish. Had she really been the type to cheat on her huy
band, on the father of her children? Was thar why my mother
called her a monster?
I looked down at the curves and loops of my grandmother
handwriting — so different from my own near, solid penman-
ship. As of late, I’d been feeling a growing connection &
Isadora, perhaps becausc of our physical resemblance, BL11.;
now I could feel whatever strange loyalty I'd had beginning (o
ebb away.
Still, determined to know more, [ opencd another envelope,
this onc postmarked a fow days later.
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I put the letter down. There were many more envelopes, but
lirst [ had to think, to collect my scattered thoughts. I sat
down on the dusty floor, leaning back against the unsteady
wall of dresses behind me.

[ wondered if what I had read could be taken at face value.
Maybe these letters, like Llewellyn Thorpe’s book, were meta-
phoric — not meant to be literal at all. Though there was no
mistaking that Isadora had referred to this man, this Henry
Williams, as her “beloved.” There was no denying that she’d
planned to dream about him. P’d gotten C’s in English, but |
knew that there wasn’t too much room for metaphor in those
phrases.

But there were other things in the letters, other vague refe:-
cnces that were not so easy Lo decipher, I'hate that we are kepi
apart, Isadora had written, by owr vasi and complicated dif-
ferences, Her words reminded me of what Leo had said earlier,
on the porch, about the two of us.

And what did Isadora mean by Henry Williams’s
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“situation”? Was something wrong with him? Almost witho
meaning to, | glanced down at my bare feet. Wehbed rc';*
or fingers were inuteresting, I thought. 'I'here was somethl-
aquatic about their appearance, almost as if they were vesti| 4-l.
of people’s ancient existence in the water.

Or maybe that’s whar merfolk were.

I felt my heart ratc spike. There was something T'd just red
in Llewellyn Thorpes book, some small seedling of a deta ﬁl
that was struggling to make its way into my head. I knew pl
pertained to Isadora’s lerters, but I couldn’t recall ir.

I glanced back at the two envelopes [ had ser aside. The
twin addresses stared back up at me. Henry B. Willianin
Henry B. Williams.

Williams.

Shock coursed through me.

Oh, my God.

According to Llewellyn Thorpe, Williams was one of tl‘l’
surnames associated with the descendants of William McCloud |
‘The Williamscs were a separate branch of the merfolk famil
from the McClouds.

Which meant that, if Llewellyn Thorpe's book was in any
way factual, then the man my grandmother had had an affair
with had been . . .

Swear broke out on my forehead as I got to my feet. No, [

i ¢ A
couldn’t be. The book was not factual. Isadora must have been

NG
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referring to their class differences — she living in the ivory
(ower of The Mariner, Henry Williams residing in Fisherman’s
Village.

Mavbe they, too, had met on Siren Beach, the place where
Jifferences didn’t matter. Maybe she’d been drawn to how free
he'd seemed, how unlike everyone elsc in her life. 1 bit my lip
and, glancing back, ran my hand along the black lacy dress.
Maybe my grandmother and [ were alike, alike in ways beyond
our dark curls and fair skin, alike in ways I never could have
imagined.

I thought about what Delilah had said, all those days ago
on the beach, about history repearing itself. She’'d been refer-
ving to T.J. and me as echoes of Mom and Mr. lingworth.
But now 1 felt that T was repeating Isadora’s history, following
her path like a series of steps that led down to the ocean.
Maybe people didn’t just inherit looks and talents and the pro-
pensity for illnesses, but they also inherited desires.

I heard the front door unlock then — Mom returning
from the marker. Hurriedly, | stashed rhe cream-colored dress
and the lecters back in the trunk, relocked it, and stuffed the
key in the pocket of my pajama bottoms. T would come back
tomorrow to finish reading. Then, acting on a sudden, sure

instinct, I removed the high-necked, lacy black dress [rom its
hanger. Holding the dress in my arms, T carried it to my room,

where it would wait for nightfall.
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That I made it through the rest of the afternoon was a mir
acle. 1 took a long, hot shower and then walked along our

private stretch of beach, all but counting the minutes as they

preparing to leave for dinner. As socon as she left — with 1.
slightly suspicious glance in my direction and a reminder that
I should make myself food from the fridge — I went up to
room and started to change.

Moving with all the assuredness of a chemist in a labora
tory, I stepped into my black swimsuit. Then, wich buteerfliey
n my stomach, T lifted Isadora’s dress from my bed. There
was a small zipper on the side that I undid before pulling 1:1‘10j
dress over my head. The material was sofr and scratchy at
the same time, and T was surprised at how perfectly the dr c:sl]
adhered to my figure, The fit was as precise as if the dress hﬂd
been sewn for me. A chill passed down my arms, but the fact
that the dress fir seemed to be 4 sign thar T was doing the righﬁ.l
thing. | T

Finally, slipping my feet into flars, 1 regarded mysclf in thn'l
mirror above rhe dresser. I'd decided to leave my hair looge
after my shower, and, remembering Jacqueline’s actions from
yesterday, I'd borrowed some of Mom’s eye shadow from the‘

bathroom cabiner and dabbed it on my lids.

Mo
£
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I was prepared to sce my resemblance to Isadora again, but
what faced me in the mirror was more than resemblance.
Tonight, 1 was my grandmother. It was the retro dress, to be
sure, but there was something else, too — a glow to my face, a
coyness in my eves. Was it Leo — my feelings for him — that
had effected this transformation?

Or was it me?
[ wasn’t sure if my grandmother was someone I wanted to

be, but 1 felt as if T had no choice in the matter. The old
Miranda, she of the rarional head and the responsible actions,
would never have snuck our of the house with her mother
already upset with her. But this new Miranda — half herself,
half monster — was doing the impossible. She was turning out
the lights in her room and tiptocing downstairs, not bothering
to leave 3 note. And she was locking the front door before

srepping into the embrace of the hot island night.
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\ __,_435"‘ I stol
s 1stole through the darkness, glancing ar the

7 spashs :

&7 starlit ocean, I wondered if this was something
[sadora had done —- run under the cover of night to meet
Henry by the seashore. Perhaps she’'d even done so wearing

this very dress. Had her pulse raced as mine was racing now
both at the anticipation of sceing her beloved and at the k.‘nowl:
cdge of her betrayal? My going to see Leo tonight was a forﬁ'l
of cheating, after all — I was cheating on Mo, on the prom-
ise | had made her that 1 would be 4 good girl.

Grateful for the hazy light of the crescent moon, I made
my way down the pebbly path to the dock. The scent of

blooming jasmine mixed in with the sea air, and the boaty

rested quietly on the water. I decided to cur th rough the alley |

that led to Fisherman’s Village, and although T was alone, [

felt no trepidation. The village itself was vibrant and bustling

lit up in all its red and gold magnificence. Again, music and

people flowed out from the pubs, all merriment.

This time, though, | took careful notice of how old all the
huildings were. Here, cven the roots of the oaks seemed to run
deeper than they did on my side of the island. And, as T walked
down the steps to the beach, I realized that the residents of
lisherman’s Village were the true heirs of Selkie Island. T
Jecided that I'd use that argument with Mom if she challenged
me about leo again.

On the sand, I picked my way steadily over the black rocks.
Up ahead, I could see the grotto where Leo and T had waited
out the storm. Flickers of light danced out from its small open-
ing, and hope uncoiled in my chest,

I felt only a small burst of surprise when Leo emerged from
the grotto, his hair damp. He wore his swim trunks and the
red hoodie he’d goteen back from me. He bit his lip, grinning
at me. I didn’t ask him what he'd been doing in the grotto ot
whether he had been swimming. I only hurried toward him.

When we reached each other, Leo put his hands on my
waist and lilted me, effortlessly. I felt small and light, but also
somehow powerful, as our lips met. We kissed for a long tine,
the beach around us falling away.

“Hey,” Leo said as he gently set me down. “You're abso-
lutely beautiful.”

He said this matter-of-factly, as if telling me that the



chemical formula for water was H,O. There was no sense, i
there had been with T.J., that he was studying me as if | were
painting. He was mercly speaking what was on his mind. A
for the first time in my life, | realized what it was to fo
desired.

“Thank you,” | said, standing tall belore him, the wind
blowing my curls back.

[.eo took my hand, drawing me toward the grotro. “I wasn'(
sure ['d see you tonight,” he said. “T was worried your moim
locked vou in the house.”

“She tried,” I replied, a little dizzy from our kissing.

Leo laughed. “Well, 'm glad I came prepared,” he said ay
he led me through the opening of the grotto. What [ saw in

there made me lose my breath.
|

A checkered blanket was spread on the sand. Two wobbly
candles were perched in each corner of the grotro, illuminat-
ing the feast in the center of the blanket: Urench fries in a
waxed paper cone, and on two torn newspaper pages, vegetal
ian sushi rolls and the delicious crab cakes I'd eaten at the puly
in Fisherman’s Village. A decanter of red wine was balanced
beside two plastic cups.

“Leo, you're unreal,” I whispercd — and then, considering
my words, smiled.

“I'm sorry I couldn’t get actual platcs,” Leo said, pushing a

hand through his hair. “You're probably used to eating off —"

1o
ro

“Srop,” I told him, kissing his cheek. “It’s perfect.”

And it was. We squeczed together on the blanket and ate
by the flickering candlelight, Leo telling me about the events
At the marine center that afternoon. while 1 told him things at

home were tense. Leo let me have all the crab cakes, and [ let

him have the vegetarian sushi rolls. We split the fries, and Leo
poured us each a cup of wine. |
«T don’t rcally drink,” I told Lco, taking a smau sip.
The wine was tasty, though, rich with flavors. Better than the
fancy Champagne I'd tried the night hefore.
“Me, neither,” Teo said, touching his cup to mine as his
dimples appeared. “But 1 figured this was a special occasion.”
“\Why?” 1 asked, and with a sharp twist of pain, I remem-
bered that, because of Leo’s fishing trip and my Sunday
departure, tonight would be our good-bye. Leo didnt know
that yet, but I felt a wave of sadness so strong that L had to put
my French fry down.
«Because . . . I missed you,” Leo said, his cheeks coloring.
“T missed you, too,” 1 whispered, hoping [ wouldn’t burst
into tears again. I took a bigger gulp of wine to swallow down
the feeling.
“Hold on, what’s the matter?” Leo asked right away, put-
tins down his cup and taking my hand.
;Lco.” I gaved at him, my throat tight. 1 wished that he

ive. “I’ aving Selkie Island this
wasn't always so perccprive. “I'm leaving Selk



Sunday. My mom and I, we’re going back to New York.” Jus
saying the words was heart-wrenching, |
Leo’s face fell, and his sea green eyes darkencd, “Reallyf!
he said after a minute, his voice deeper than it had been before.
| u_fuld only nod, Ile took a drink of his wine, then spokﬂ
again. “I mean, I knew you weren’t going to be here permy
r"mntly. But T guess I didn’t expect it to be so soon. .. .” l']ilf
trailed off, the muscle in his cheek jumping. L
“It’s not fair,” 1 blurted, grasping his hand and feeling
swell of frustration. “We only just found each other.” I
thought of what Leo had said the last time we were in.thu"
grotto, about summer storms on Sclkie. Maybe he and I were
meant to be nothing more than a storm — quick and intens
and then over. u
“I don’t think it’s supposed to be fair, or easy,” Leo
said thoughtfully. “The coursc of true love n ;i!'d :
smooth.” e
At the word love, my heart juddered. I'd always dismissed
Io‘-ve as such a flecting and unreliable emotion. The stulf OE
fairy tales, of fiction. Bur there was a certainty to the ha i;
ness | felt when Twas with Leo, Was that love? b
Instead of giving voice to my thoughts, [ asked, “Wh
said that?” | .3 3
“Who else?” Leo offered me a small smile. “Shakcspeare.

tq ] 1 I ’s
Midsummer Night’s Dream. You should read it sometime.”
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¢ if T should read a play,

ve — if that’s what

And for the first time, [ did wonde

or a poem, or a novel. Mavbe falling in lo

was happening to me — made people want to read and listen

(0 and see beaurtiful things. Though, at the moment, I felt as if
in the middle of a midsummer night’s

|.co and 1 ourselves were
ght around us and the muffled roar of

dream, with the candleli
the ocean outside our rocky enclave.

Which made our impending separation all the more

bittersweet.
_New York and Selkie weren't so far apart,”

“| just wish . .
do you

| said quictly, hearing the wobble in my voice. “I mean,
even have e-mail? Or...7

«piranda,” Leo said, resting his forehcad against minc.

about practicalities for once. And logistics.

“Stop thinking
» His crooked smile was as dis-

Just go with the flow. Okay?

arming as evcr.
“Okay, dude’
The next thing I knew,

then with growing urgency. | felt addic
mouth, the pressure of his lips against

¢, T thought. 1 wanted to savor

> I laughed, which started him laughing, too.
we were kissing. Softly at first,

red to the taste of

Leo’s salty, sweet
mine. It’s our last migh
everything.

Seill kissing me,
leftovers from the blanket. 1
necle, and together we toppled over. Aga

Leo used one arm to clear away our
(wined my arms around his

in, we both burst out

i )



laughing, but then our lips were brushing once more
we couldn’t stop ourselves from kissing. Our breathing grﬂ'
heavi i .

avier, and my skin felt hot as the Selkic sunshine. Leo

his hand on my lower back and drew me so close that [

teel the full length of him against me. [ trembled. There w::u‘-
intensity building within me, one T had never-knnwn beft)l.'u’
| Without hesitation, 1 took T.co% hand and guided it to t:ll
Z1pper on my dress. |
“Are you sure?” Leo whispered, breaking our kiss for j
.mc-l-ncnt. His face was flushed and his green eyes were glow
g in the near darkness, |
“I'm sure,” I said steadily.
It was then that I understood: T hady’t been ready witly
Greg, because Greg hadn’t been ri ght for me.
With Teo, | was ready. I
I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath as Leo pulled
dcTwn 11.15; zipper and cased mc out of the dress. The cool
misty air bathed my shoulders and arms. It crossed my minc;
that Tsadora’s dress would get sandy but I decided not to care
I reached up and unzipped Leo’s hoodie, and he yanked Hi‘ |
T-shirt up over his head and flung it away. a
Then [ fclt Leo pausc.

I o 7 ] '
pened my eyes and found him studying me with an
amuscd expression. -

(CY 3 *
ou're we. Aimsuit,’
wearing a swimsuit,” he obscrved,

B
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Right.

My swimming plan. I'd forgotten.

I lifted my head and glanced down at myvself, taking in my
hlack bathing suit and flats. I felt a pang of embarrassment,
quickly followed by a surge of resolve. As much as T wanted to
be with Leo right then, I needed to go swimming with him
first. I couldn’t skip this experiment.

“Yes,” | said, tossing my hair in the confident way CeeCee
did. “T thoughr we could go for a dip in the ocean.”

Leo furrowed his brow. “Now?”

“Surc,” 1 said, beforc 1 could lose my ncrve. | propped

mysclf up on my elbows.

“\hy?” Leo askcd, sitting back on his heels.

So 1 can have concrete proof that you are not, in fact, a
strange sed credlure.

“Why not?” I countered as I sat up entirely.

“Well.” Leo bir his lip in an adorable manner. “We're kind
of in the middle of something, aren’t we?”

I laughed, getting to my feet. *We'll come back in here
after. But let’s go swimming now. [l be fun.” It might have
been the wine, but I did feel suddenly impulsive, and I wasn’t
going to let that fecling slip away.

Leo was still staring up at me like T was acting insane —

which wasn’t too far off the mark. “Miranda, it’s really dark

out,” he said, standing as well.

g
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I thought you went swimming at night all the time.” I sho
back, ducking our from under the grotto.
w 1
Yeah, but you don’t,” Leo pointed out, following me wit
our newspaper scraps and cups in hand. He tossed them in (/e
trash bin a little way up the beach. |
I stood on the sand in my swimsuit and flats and looked up
at the sky, a navy sheath dotted with stars. The ocean crashed

- o i s .
to the shore, its foam rippling out in a curved line. Leo came
to stand beside me.

“I don’t thi is is : idea,” “
_ think this is a great idea,” he said.
His resistance only deepencd my determination
c:‘:)hq a2, 2 R
iy . don’t be a spoilsport,” | tcased, nudging him with my
elbow. &0 F S - 2 i
How’s this — I’ll wade in first and test the waters,
and then you can join me.”
Okay,” Leo said reluctantly.
]' - 5
1 stepped out of my flats, ready to walk to the watcr, but
th ; ; i -
en Leo crouched beside me and put his hand on my bare
ankle. My stomach tightened. |
TN =
've been mcaning to ask you,” he said, looking pensive
Why do you always hide your toes?”
Are you trying to distract me?” I asked nervously
[ o} * » -
I'm scrious.” Leo laughed. “You have perfectly nice-
looking feet.” |
‘;N LR '
o. I don’,” I replied, years of cmbarrassment rising

to a crescendo inside me, “Theyre. . . weird. My toes were
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webbed when I was born. Look, you can still see the scarring
(rom the surgery.”

| painted, a litele startled that T was showing off my big-
pest Flaw.

“Miranda,” Leo said patiently, “you can’t se¢ much. But if
you do laok close enough, it looks, well . ... interesting.”

“You mean weird,” 1 supplied.

leo shot me a grin, rcleasing my ankle. “What’s
w0 wrong with weird? I'm weird, too. We can be weird
together.”

Weird how? | wondered, but 1 didn’t speak. T just leaned
down to kiss the top of his head, and then 1 matched roward
the water. The cool sand squished between my tocs, and the
warm ocean licked at my fect.

«It feels wonderful!™ T called to Leo over my shoulder, hop-
ing to entice him.

But he only waved, laughing. *I know!” he called back.

I stuck my tonguc out at him, then turned and walked in
deeper. The water ¢l imbed past my calves, my knees, my hips.
[ tilted my head back, feeling my hair brush my waist and the
crisp air kiss my cheeks. With Leo standing not far behind
me, 1 felt sccure. Invincible.

So I ducked under.
I puffed out my cheeks and watched in wonder as my

dark hair pooled out in front of me. Kicking off from the



sandy bottom, T flattened myself and began to swim throi
the blue-gray world I had come to love so much. For a mome ]
I forgot to care about my Leo. experiment and just relishes
being underwarcr.
When my lungs felt too full and my cyes were burning, |
resurfaced. The air came as a shock, and I squealed, my |-'1  |
plastered to my head and my mouth salt-stained. | spun aruun.
and waved to Leo, who now looked tiny standing on the sand,
He waved back, and [ fclt my feer rise up on their own ay |
bobbed farther our.
“Come!” I called, my voice bouncing across the surf.
Leo held a hand to his ear, miming not being able to hear
me. [ laughed and submerged again, letting the current carry
me. [ swam lazily, doing a low-key breaststroke. The waves,
though large, lapped lightly against me, rocking me from side
to side like a mother rocking a child.
And then, suddenly, the ocean’s embrace grew tighter,
firmer. A force larger than me — it felt like gravity — began
sucking at my feet, drawing me down. My heart stopped for a
second. | noticed that the water around me had formed rippleg
that werc a darker blue than the rest of the ocean. A riptide, |
thought, remembering what T.J. had said on the boat. But
what else had he said about riptides? Wasn’t there some spe-
cific way to get out of them?

I couldn’ remember.

It didp’t matter; [ was an experienced swimmet. I’d make it
hack 1o shore. T began to paddle hard, pushing against the
\rong current. But the harder 1 paddled, the harder the cur-

.

Water sloshed into my mouth, and I realized how deep | was

5 bur my very
(loating down. T tried to wave o Leo but my arms felt vers

i W rith m
heavy, and | was working hard to slash at the water W y

ands. -
: uSmy calm, 1 told myself as 1 fought against the tide, You're
smarter than natuve. You can do this.
Something slimy wrapped itsclf around onc of mw 1e:gs. 1‘
iried to shake it off but its cqually slimy twin twl'med ltse:
around my other leg. T had a vision of my feet being bound,

bound so tghtly that I could no longer move. ’ln my grow;ng
panic, I thought of sca serpents and krakens, of t‘m? be_asts that
lurked beneath the water. I’d been so wrong to dismiss those
stories.
5,m?tried to scream but I was dipping under, under. Just before
| sank under the waves completely, | thought T saw Leo run-
ning toward the shore, but I couldn’t be sure. | -
The water sucked me down. 1 thrashed wildly, fecling like

the fish [ had seen on the docks yesterday — the fish that had

almost dicd.
No. Stop.
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Bujt I could no longer control my mind, or my bod
The.mevitable loomed toward me, and I felt l’nyself ; M'
go limp. I was going to drown. This was how it. x;;ase glni"
to end..] was going to die a virgin. I was é;oing to die?:i w
out telling Leo T loved him. Without telling my moth :l
had learned about Isadora. Without ever-spmlcin. m" Wm
again, .

My lungs seemed to be on firc, and T could no longer figlif
TIO longer struggle to stay afloat. I was collapsing back 'g «L
into a black blanket that swallowed me whole. i

And then, just as abruptly, the blanket was gone, and I o
longer felt limp or tired, and my lungs no longer bu:n;d

I realized that someone was holding me, caﬁ'yin' me
undex:water, and I felt safe and calm. | loolce‘d up.anfs .
that it was Leo, his golden hair strcaming, his grécn 3
the color of the tall grasses that surrounded us. L c}ga
course! He had come to rescue me. He wouldn’t h. 0 I'
- - have let me

S - , ;

Okay.ljzr;d;e'}eo said, gazing at me with tenderness. “I.t’s-l-

H?w strange that he is able to speak underwater, 1 though
éoddnxlg dreamily at him, and that I am able (o fae;;' hi o
it all scemed so natural. i

And wl 1SS e
1en Leo bcgan to kiss me, that, too, seemed
3 El

fatural. We kissed and kissed,
[hen 1 glanced down,
Were swimming. And I saw — was it
il and gold.

Was this what it was |
dered. Was this how

“[ know,” 1 said into Leo’s ear as we 8

Lrilliantly colored fish. 1
“Shh,” he said, cradling me closc.

apain, He kept on ki
( me from a great distanc

wanted to kiss him back,

our kisscs as fluid as water.
amazed at the speed at which we
> the bricfest blur of

ike with [sadara and Henryé T won-

she had secn him for the first time?
wam past schools of

know about you now.”

» | whispered, and Leo kissed me

«] don’t want to leave;
n looking

ssing me, drawing back and the
e hefore kissing me once moLe. i
but I couldn’t quite move my lips.

and I closed

And then the heaviness descended again,

my eyes.

«Miranda? Miranda, can you hear me?”

g from very far away.

¢ me. Miranda?”

so frantic? 1 wanted to tell

1eo’s voice was Comin
«Miranda, | know you can hea

Why was his tonc sO pleading,
him not to worry, that 1 wouldn’t ever tell his secret.
1 only 1 could speak. Or open My eyes.

It was quiet around us; 1 could hear the rushing of the

B
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Otfcarl, and the slow rise and fall of Leo’s breath. I felt the @
of sand between my teeth, and my body was coﬁi hle |
drenched, waterlogged. ITad Leo taken m:a (o some } i
hiding place underwater:? B

I parted my lips — why Werelthey so cracked? —to il
where we were, but instead I coughed, a wracking cough UI&
sh?ok my whole body. I caught a cold, | thought. From sui I'
ming for so long. T coughed again, and somehow felt mat
awake. i

“Miranda?”

I managed to open my eyes and saw Leo hovering over me.
soaking wet and bare chested. Was 1 lying down?

“Thank God,” T.eo muttcred, gazing at me as if he could:
never look anywhere else. “You're okay. You're okay.” -
repeated this likc a mantra. e

I blinked at the dark rocks above I.eo’s head and realized
that we were inside the grotto. Not under the sea. And [ way

Iv;
ying on the ground, but there was somcthing soft and dry

beneath The ¢
ath me. The checkered blanket? I tried to turn my head to

see, but my neck ached.
[ =
Careful,” ; i
ul,” Leo murmured, scooting closer to me. “Don’t
move,”
His own
s movement gave me the chance to run my eyes down
is body. I « sith a par i i it |
v. | saw, with a pang of disappointment, that only his

tanned 5 f
, muscular legs extended from his wet swim trunks, Of
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licr, his tail had been there. [ had seen it. I had felt 1.

¢. He would no longer have his tail out of water. But ear-

“You -— your” — tail, 1 wa nted to say, but my voice, croaky

like a frog’s, wouldn’t cooperate with me.

“Dor’t,” Leo said, moving my sopping hair out of my eyes.

"You have to rest.”
“\¥hat — what happened?” My voice still came out hoarse.

| coughed again, feeling teeble and frail. How could it be?

Only moments ago, 1'd heen happily gliding bencath the waves

o’s arms. Dimly, Jooked down at sy arms and saw that

in Le

| co had wrapped me in his red hoodie.

Leo frowned. “Youhad ... an accident. Do you remember?

aught in a riptide, and it pulled vou under.”

You got ¢
but my mind

A riptide. The word scemed faintly familiar,

to chasc the memory down.

(eIt too cloudy
owed a lot of water,”

«You started panicking and you swall

| eo went on, brushing what felt like sand off my forehead. “If

| hadn't swum out to you in time . . . you could have ... His

Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. He didn’t finish. He

didn’t need to.

“you saved my life,” | whispered, regaining my voice. |

reached my trembling, wet hands up to touch Leo’s lips, won-

dering if T could ever repay him.

«“Jr was my pleasure,” Leo replied, his tone slightly playful

bt his face serious.

e



Everything cam i —
erything came back to me then in a rush of clarity — ||
W " e ;
ay the water had seemed to suck me down, and how had |4
. bl
fought against the current.

[ £
The sea serpents,” I rasped,

struggling to sit up, wanul
Leo to understand, -

. The — the sharp-toothed seq SErpeily
They . . . tried to pull me down.”

I moti - bar i
motioned ro my bare legs, which were spattercd wiql

d ) ! "
rops of water and streaks of mud apd sand. There were aly
- (4

long scra B r calw
g scratches in my calves — where [3] been bitten, no douly
Ob, my God. How was I even alive?

Leo star ¥
tared at me for a long moment, trowning. He seemed

to be questing for the right words, and finally he spoke softly

Miranda, you had seaweed around your legs when I pulled

you out. Thar’s what y ;
s what you must have felt. Strands of scaweed,”

ls‘ellz", 2 E 5
weed? Yes, 1 had seen seaweed when T'd gone under

water, but what I'd felt had been much fiercer.
what are those cuts from3” | demanded, pointing
114 »: S * ‘ ‘
Rocks,” Leo said, lightly ¢

“But — by

o aressing one of the scratches,
C 7, - o 3
ocean floor gets really rocky in the spot where you were

7 o W En
When you sank, you must have cut yourself.”

! ,
looked back at Leo, trying to process hiy logical explana-

tll‘“l. “}' 3 i 1
S 1 |

the sea ser T exi * '
& SCIpents” existence, As certain as 1 had been about

| LD,
Leo’s underwarter transformation.,

The wind whispered through the grotro. Our candles had
long been extinguished. 1 was sitting up now, my wet hair
hanging down my back, and Leo and I were facing each other,
our knees pressed together and our faces inches apart. T had to
(ry to ask him.

“] — when you swam out to get me . ..” I began haltingly.
Now that [ was coming to my senses, my heart began to pump
harder. “Underwater . . . you looked . . . | could have sworn [
saw . . .2 I bit my lip, trying to rcad Leo’s reaction in his gaze.

There was a second — a millisccond — of joy in Leo’s eves,
of relief and excitement. But it was so quick, so fleeting, that I
might very well have conjured it. Then Teo cupped my cheek
in his warm hand, studying me with concern.

“You were unconscious when 1 got to you,” he murmured.
“I was so scared. [ took you in my arms and managed to swim
back to shore with vou, one-armed. As I was carrying you
roward the grotto, you started to say things I couldn’t really
make out, but one of the things you said was, ‘I don’t want to
lcave.”™

“I remember that,” | whispered, grabbing Leo’s arms and
holding on tight. “And then you kissed me,” I added.

Leo’s mouth curved up in that indelible crooked smile. “I
didn’t kiss vou. T was giving you mouth-to-mouth resusci-

tation. It probably just scemed like a kiss to you,” As if to

i

£
’kwj




demonstrate a true kiss, Teo drew my face roward his an
touched his lips to mine.

His kiss, however brief, sent pleasure racing through me
But I couldn’t get over the fact that Leo and | had seeming]
switched roles — suddenly, he was the one with explanation
for everything while T was willing to follow the tide.

Had it all been a hallucinarion, a dream? Or had I, in thﬁ
suspended state before [ lost consciousness, seen what way
true, what Leo had tried to hide?

Would I ever know?

And then it occurred to me that maybe I didn’t need to
know. Maybe some things didn’t require an explanation. :

“Are you feeling strong enough to stand?” Lco asked as |
rubbed my cold, bare legs. * We should get vou home.”

Home. Where Mom waited. Even if she would sleep through
my return, I would have to tell her about what had happened
in the morning  there would be no hiding the scratches on
me or whatever other side effects | bore from my accident. Tlet
out a sigh as deep as the ocean. |

Slowly, Leo helped me to my feet, and he gently guided my
feet back into my tlats. My legs wobbly, 1 watched as Leo
pulled his T-shirt on and then picked up Tsadora’s dress, He
shook it out before balling it up and tucking it under his arm.,

I1e offered ro carry me, but I refused, wanting to see if I could

walk all right. And I could, only with an unsteady gal’f. As a
(ompromise, Leo wrapped his arm tight around my waist and
(0ld me to hoist most of my weight onto him.

As we slipped out of the grotto, T was thankfull for the
of night. T knew we must have made a strange sight, r.r'u:
o’s hoadie, wet and shaken. And Leo in

fect, holding my dress and holding

LOver
{11 my swimsuit and Le
his swim trunks and bare

e up. d »
Silently, we crossed the Leach toward the docks and ms

. o Triton’s Pass.
our limping, careful way up the pebbly path to Triton

j ] . thick oak trees and hang-
pefore T knew it, we had reached the thick oak

3 e . i
ing, Spanish moss of Glaucus Way. | .
“| think P'm okay here,” cold Leo, coming to a standstill

: 3 rele under-
felt so secure in his arms—as secure as 1 had fc

if ' i sain
water — but 1 knew that if Mom happened to see him agai,

~ ferake ached
he'd endure a wrath worse than that of the kraken. I reacl

] My ] L AS k y 11’1\1 e h o Skll
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into the house —
Leco gave me a you've got Lo be kidding look beforu.e word.—
lessly releasing my waist and then scooping me up Into his
rms. There was no room for argument as he carried mu, down
Claucus Way, toward the looming specter of The Mariner.

1 fele distinetly old-world  glamorous — almost like a




Sourhern damsel from the Civil War era — as Leo carried
up the porch steps. Ile retrieved the key from the dress poc]'
and inserted it into the lock. -
“I want an ¢xplanation!”
I heard Mom’s furious voice first so at least [ was prepatd
for the sight of her, standing in the loyer. Pale-faced, she

wearing her dress from dinner, holding her cell phone in o ' E

untucked button-down shirt.
Leo and T stood frozen.
What happened?” Mom demanded, looking wildly fromn
Leo to me. “I— was about to call the police. Or go look for
you. T called Teddy first. How — what — I —7 ;
For the first time in my life — and maybe hers — Mom Wai'
at a loss for words.
“Did he hurt you?” she finally asked, rushing up to me.
| and then [
realized she was talking about Leo. | sheok my head vehes

mently, but I did wriggle out of Lco’s grip and he,
i

I was so confused thar I simply stared at her

understanding, let me drop slowly to the floor.
Mom turned to Leo, her eves fiery. “If you so much as laid

a hand on my daughter, so help me, [ will —”
|

“A * » 4
'/ r = ¥ . T o
nehia” T was surprised to hear Mr. Hlingworth's voice,

He sounded gruff, and worried. “Let them explain.”

| shot a thankful look at T.J.'s father, then faced my

mother. “Mom,” T managed to say. “ isten to mo. Leo saved
my life.”

My mother’s cell phonc fell from her grip and clartered to
(he wooden floor, landing on the compass. She studied e,
my batrered, soaking wet figure. Leo stood by my side, his
hody tensed, not speaking or moving.

“] almost drowned,” T added, for clarification. Speaking
that phrase gave it a sudden, frightening realness, but I still
dido't feel afraid. T was with Leo. I'd been with Leo the whole
{ime, whether his transformation had been real or imagined.
He’d been with me.

«Yhar were vou doing?” Mom asked, putting a hand to
her head. “T came home late from Delilah’s, past ont o’clock,
and when 1 saw your bedroom door wide open, T thought
yowd run off and —-”

“] went for a swim,” I replied truthiully, “T lefe to go
mect Leo on the beach. When T went in the water, [—" 1
thought once more of the sea serpents, of everything I had
believed back on the beach.

Leo cleared his throat. “She got caught in a riptide,” he
caid, stepping forward.

Mr. Illingworth took a step forward, too. “Those are very

common around here, Amelia,” he put in, and gave Leo an

I’ on your side nod.



“It was lucky that I was there to swim out and bring hep
back to shore,” Leo said, looking at Mom in his impassioned,
earnest way. “I'm so sorry, ma’am. [ hope you know 1T mean
your daughter no harm. Quite the opposite, actually.”

Mom didn’t speak. I could practically sce her mind works
ing over everything, her natural inclination not to trust people
being won over by the impossibility of Leo and me, bcfo.re het,
Together.

“I'know you don’t,” she finally told l.eo, her tone resigned,
“I know you don’t.” .

M. llingworth came forward and extended his hand o
Leo. “You were very brave, young man,” he said.

[ blinked at Mr. Hlingworth, as if seeing him for the first
time. Maybe he was a good match for Mom, in 2 way; he
could be calm in those few moments when she wasn’t.

While Leo, looking as surprised as | fule, .shook M,
llingworth’s hand, I suw Mom’s gaze land on the dress undey
Leo’s arm. Her cyes widened, aud she looked at me.

“Isn’t that,” she bepan, a question in her voice, “one of
Isadora’s? Why .. »

“It fit,” | said, by way of explanation. T was too tired to
say more.

Mom nodded dazedly and she accepted the dress (rom Leo,
She studied the bunched material in her hands, then gave

Leo a meaningful look,

LW

“T'hank you,” she said quietly.

Something — some inner reserve of strength — had been
keeping me together during our interaction, but just then I fele
mysell weaken with relief. Mom, seeing this, announced that
she was going to walk Mr. Tllingworth out, and then shed be
back to tend to me. Mr. Tllingworth told me he was glad T was
all right, and then he and Mom stepped out the front door,
murmuring together.

Leo and I turned to each other, and I caught my breach.

This was it — the briefest of windows in which we could
say our good-bves. I no longer heard the \'rvhirring of the
ceiling fans, and the dwindling night seemed to hold its
breath as he and I stood in the dim foyer. An idea came
to me.

“Maybe,” | began, my voice plaintive, “I can stay here on
Selkie. With you.” 1 took his hand. “I'm sure there’s room for
another intern at the marine center, right?” After all, I couldn’t
sec myself at the Museum of Natural History now, among the
dinosaur bones and data charts, pretending 1 dido’t know
deeper secrets. “And 1 could even — maybe — help you out
on your dad’s fishing boat.”

I realized how ridiculous my offer sounded. But the thought
of parting with Leo fele as impossible as whar I'd seen

underwarer.

“Miranda,” he said tenderly. He reached out to stroke my




hair, his fingers gerting tangled in my sandy curls. “You know
that wouldn’t work. You have to go home.”

“I know,” | replicd as tears blurred my vision. “A girl can
dream, I guess.” Not that I'd ever been a dreamer before.

Leo’s own eyes were very bright, and he swallowed 4
few times before speaking again. “I wanted ro thank you,"
he said.

“Me?” | asked, shaking my head. “For what? 1 didn’t ress
cue you.”

“For giving me a chance,” Leo said, and the mischicvous
expression I'd come to love crossed his face. 1 know I wasn't
always straightforward with you.” His cheeks colored a little.

I smiled through my tcars. “It’s okay.”

Suddenly, 1 remembered a quotation of my own, one I had
learned back at the beginning of the school year, in physics
class. I decided to tell it to Leo then.

“The most beautiful thing we can experience 1s the mysteri-
ous,” I said.

Leo raised one eyebrow, and his thumb traced my mouth in
a way that made me shiver. “That’s true,” he replied. “Who
said that?”

“Whe else?” T smiled. “A scientist. Einstein.”

Leomaris Macleod and T leaned toward each other and
kissed, soft and sweet. Then we hugged, and | breathed in his

{resh smell, tried to memorize the warmth of his body, the

PAeT

¢ mness of his chest against mine, When we parted, 1 gave
him back his hoodie for the second time. 1 couldn’t believe 1
was letting him go. | watched, my heart racing, as he walked
o the door. Before he opened it and stepped out into the night,
he glanced over his shoulder and smiled at me.

“Hey, Miranda?” he said.

[ waited for him to quote Shakespeare. To tell me that he
was 2 merman. To actually say the word good-hye.

«Remember, on the beach walk, when we talked about
happy endings?” he asked.

“I do.” 1 said quietly. 1 wouldn’t forget anything about Leo.

“we'll get ours,” Leo said. “Soon,”

And then he was gone.

I wiped my tears with the back of my hand, still feeling the
shost of L.eo’s lips on my mouth. hearing his voicc whisper m
my ear. | wanted him to come back, but T also felt tired and
achy, wrung out. Slowly I settled down on the staircase’s bot-
rom step. | knew Mom would come back any minute, but
before she did, T wanted to sit still and imagine Leo. I imag-
incd him walking down the pebbly path and across the dock
a5 the sun began to peer over the ocean. And | imagined him
hack on the beach, diving into the water, his body moving

gracefully with the current. Returning home.




TRUTHS

e

#frer the bath and the cup of hot tea Mom insisted

on, | crawled into bed and fell asleep instantly,
And for the first time since arriving on Selkie, T slept Wi[hlll-ﬂ
dreaming.

I awoke to bright daylight coming through the pink cur
tains and a delicious smell wafting under my door. The smell
was both exotic and familiar — cinnamon and bay leaf and
ginger and something else T couldn’t name — and it made my
stomach growl. r

I was still sore, which became painfully apparent as I rurned
my head to see the clock; it was two in the afternoon. But I no
longer felt shaky and fragile, even though the prior night's
cvents scemed as close and as real as ever. T could still recall
the terror I'd felt before sinking underwater. | could still feel

Leo’s arms around me.

g

Thinking of Leo, wondering if he was already on his
fishing trip, 1 carefully cased myself out of bed. Pulling up
my pajama bottoms, I noted thar the scratches on my legs
were, thanks to Mom’s application of Neosporin, starting o
heal. T hobbled downstairs, the mouthwatering scent growing
Strongcr.

[ found Mom in the kitchen, standing at the counter and
surrounded by ingredients. There was a bowl containing
ccrubbed red potatoes sitting heside freshly shucked ears of
cotn and a cutting board laden with pink shrimp. A large sil-
ver pot full of water was bubbling away on the stove.

When T entered, Mom curned to me, and I saw that her cyes
were red with tears. [ felr a tremor of alarm, remembering
how she'd told me the news of (sadora’s death. Then I noticed
that she was in the process of chopping an onior.

“You're up,” Mom said, setting, her knife down and coming
(oward me. She wiped her hands on her apron and regarded
me cautiously. “How are you feeling?™

“Much better,” T replied. “1 needed the sleep.” 1 smiled cau-
tiously ar Mom; she didn’t seem angry DOW, and she hadn’t
last night, when she'd returnced from bidding farcwell to Mr.
lllingworth. But she hadn’t mentioned Leo. T nodded toward
the pot, knowing that it my thoughts lingered on Leo, I'd start
crying, “What are you making?”

“] ow-country boil,” Mom replied, turping back to her



ingredients. “I thought you could use some hearty regiomnl
cuisine. ‘1'his is an old classic. My mother used to make it, and
so did my grandmother before her.”

“It smells amazing,” T said, joining my mother at the coun
ter and surveying the various potions she had going at once
“What do you put in it?”

“Fyerything.” Mom laughed, and I realized what joy cook
ing brought her. “Potatoes, corn, sausage, shrimp. Oh, and
Old Bay seasoning — that must be what you’re smelling. Thi
gives the boil its extra kick.” Mom glanced at me sideways
and said, casually, “Do you want to watch?”

“Acrually,” I said, suddenly curious and eager to
throw myself into an activity that felt real and solid, “can
I...help?”

Within minutcs. 1 was learning how to peel and devein
shrimp and 1 was, to my surprise, not remotely grossed out
There was something satisying about working with my hands,
something almost scientific about the process. Mom and |
worked side by side in perfect thythm — like two surgeons,
I thought — with Mom passing me a knife and me handing
her an ear of corn art ditferent intervals.

When all the ingredicnts were prepared and could be added
to the pot, I watched in near awe as they cooked, sach ele:

ment breaking down, influencing the other. The potatoes grew

redder, the shrimp paler, the corn a bright sunshinc yellow.
Cooking, I realized, was not unlike chemistry, Both arts were,
ultimately, about change.

By the time the boil was done and Mom and I could eat, |
had almost forgotten about the animosity that had existed
hetween us over the past few days. Cooking had bonded us
again, and we smiled at cach other as Mom cracked open a
cold beer for herscli (the first I'd ever scen her with) and 1
spooned our portions into Isadora’s china bowls. Then wc sat
down across from cach other at the round kitchen table.

We began cating in friendly silence: the smoky boil, with its
s of flavors and textures, tasted as heavenly as it smelled.
Between this and grits, [ was raking quite a liking to Southern
cuisine. When [ complimented Mom on the dish, she grinned
and said graciously, “I had an excellent sous-chef.”

“So you used to eat this growing up?” 1 asked around a
mouthful of red potatoes. The steam rising from the food
scemed to be the very breath of the past. In ity T could taste
nostalgia and memory and history — both my mother’s and
Selkie Island’s.

Mom nodded, nibbling on an ear of corn. “All the time.
Isadara — well, T know I’'m not one to Javish praise on her,
but she made a mean low-country boil.” Mom got 2 far-otf

look in her gray eyes, and [ flashed onto an image of her,



voung and sitting at this table wich Isadora, the two of them
eating the mess of corn and sausage and shrimp. I felt the same
chill T had felt yesterday when I'd discovered the letters in the
black trunk.

I cleared my throat and wipcd my hands on a napkin. I sini-
ply had to tell Mom what I'd found in Isadora’s closet — she'd
discover it anyway ance we started packing everything up.

“Mom?” | began, a lirtle nervous. “Speaking of Isadora ., "

Mom sighed, putting down her demolished corncob,
“Miranda. I know what you’re going to ask me.” she said.,

My stomach jumped. “You do?” Once again, T thought of

Wade’s psychic-mom theory.
Mom nodded and gazed at me solemnly. “And it’s high time
I told you why your grandmother and I were estranged.”

Obh.

| nodded, new curiosity flaring up in me.

Mom took a sip of beer, then looked at me. “It’s a long
story,” she warned.

“That’s fine,” I said. | had nowhere to go. and stories were
Starting to grow on me.

“It all started before my eighteenth birthday,” Mom began,
“My sevenleenth year was tumultuous. My father passed away
from a heart attack, and Isadara decided that we shouldn'l
come to Selkie Island anymore. She threw all her encrgics into

planning my debutante ball. And my wedding.”

“You were a debutante?” 1 asked Mom, smiling.

Mom rolled her eyes, her cheeks coloring slightly. “I never
quite made it that far, but yes, that was the plan. In Savannah
society — high society - —when a girl turns seventeen OI
eighteen, she has her ‘coming out’ at a ball, or a cotil'lion.
Cotillions are very lavish affairs, almost akin to weddings.
And long ago, the debutante tradition had much to do with a
girl being of marrying age. Of course, Isadora made sure that
[ had the double whammy.-()ncc [ turned eighteen in April,
Theodore Tllingworth and T were to be married that summer.
There would be no college for me, and Teddy and I would
move into the carriage house on the Illingworths” Savannah
property.”

“How did you even meet Mr. Tlingworth?” 1 asked, want-
ing to fill in the holes. | thought of him in our foyer last night.
how diffcrent he had seemed to me in that moment. “How
long did you date?™

Mom shrugged, fussing with the label on her beer bot-
tle. “We grew up in the same neighborhood in Savannah,
Ardsley Park, and we both summered here on Selkie. We
were both the youngest in our families. As far as our moth-
ers were concerned, it was 4 no-brainer that we'd end up
together.” Mom was quiet for a moment, studying lAmer beer
bottle, and then glanced up at me. «But | didn’t love him,” she

said softly.




What about nows? | wanted to ask. Still, T kept the question
to myself, knowing Mom had more to say.

“Don’t ger me wrong,” she sighed. “For a time, I was happy
with Teddy. He was a truc gcntleman,ﬂ and he treated me very
well. But he didn’t quite understand my interest in science and
medicine. I think he found mc a little strange.” She smiled
knowingly at me. “And by my eighteenth birthday, T was fed
up. | hated how my wholc life had been mapped out for me,
every last derail. I hated how predictable cverything had
become, how all my fricnds dared all my other friends, how
all the gitls wore the same sandals every summer, attended the
same pariies on the boardwalk. T began to resent the rigid
structures of my life — the rules that were to be follawed at
all times.”

The way Mom was speaking made me think of how T had
unleashed my story on Leo vesterday — again, a faucet, a
shower spout, came to mind. The memorics and old trurhs
were pouring out of my mother at last.

“I had other interests and desires,” Mom said, mceting my
gaze. “l had told Isadora, at an early age, that I wanted to be a
doctor and she had chucked me under my chin and told me |
could marry one. That was Tsadora to a tee — she was whip
smart, you see, but she had long ago made peace with her sta-
tion in life. And she saw no reason why I shouldn’t follow her

lead. Isadora always played by the rules.”

No, she didr't, 1 thought, bur | didn’t speak.

“Without telling my mother, I had applied to college —
and not just any college, but to a college up north,” Mom
continued.

“Yale,” I filled in for her, and she nodded.

«y is for Yankee,” she said with a smile. “Isadora had
very little regard for Yankees. She was one of those South-
ern women who referred to the Civil War as the War of
Northern Aggression. Her youngest daughter going off 1o
study in the wilds of Connccticut — there couldn’t be a
worse [ate.

“Go T told her. 1 received my acceptance lerrer from Yale
on the day before the cotillion, and I marched over to my
mother and told her. I told her I was sick of it all, the closed-
mindedness. the lack of opportunitics. I had my acceprance
letter in one hand, and in the other I held my debutante ball
gown. And | handed the gown to Tsadora. I told her T had no
use for it anymore. | told her to call off the ball. And the
wedding.”

“What did she say?” T asked, trying to cnvision the
showdown.

“She was horrified, of course,” Mom said, looking a litcle
pleased and regrerful. “We had a terrible argument. She told

me T was going through a rcbellious phase. that I'd come to

my senses. | didn’t, obviously.”



“Is that when vou stopped speaking?” I asked, leaning
toward my mother.

“That was the beginning of the end,” Mom said, tracing a
circle on her icy beer bottle. “When | went on to Yale, and
met your father, and eventually martied him — that’s when
the real rupturc happened.” Mom smiled, her expression sud-
denly fond. “Your father,” she added, looking at me, “was
unlike anyone I had ever mer. He was brash and loud and
he broke rules all the time. Of course, that’s probably what
led to our divorce. Tf I'd been speaking to Isadora at the time,
I’'m surc she would haven’t been able to resist chortling, I told
you s0.”

“TIsadora didn’t approve of Dad, huh?” T asked, smiling,
too. Just thinking of my father —my funny, blunt, Yankee
father, not a merman at all — filled me with a comforting
sense of normaley.

“Are vou kidding?” Mom laughed. “My senior year, I dared
to bring him home for winter break, and the fights Isadora
and I had about him are legendary.”

Mom paused, eving me, and T wondered if she was think-
ing —as | was— of our recent fights. I remembered how,
vesterday, she'd cut herself off in the middle of scolding me
about Leo. IHow she’d glanced at the photos on the mantel.
Had she been thinking of herself and Isadora having a similar

argument about an inappropriate boy?

Had Mom realized — the most frightening realization —
that she was turning into her own mother?

“T think,” Mom went on, putting her chin in her hand,
“that Tsadora just couldn’t accept how far 1’d strayed from her
and from cverything she belicved in.” Mom chuckled, shaking
her head. “You know, Coral told me that lsadora even hung
on to my debutante gown for safekeeping, as if T was going o
change my mind someday.”

Something stirred in me, 4 lightninglike rcalization,

“What did vour dress look like?” 1 asked, and Mom raised
her eycbrows, understandably thrown by my question.
“CeeCee’s influence,” | deadpanned, hoping that explanation
would be enough.

“Ji was quite pretty,” Mom replied, her eyes misting over
again, “It was cream colored, with these small pink roses trail-
ing down the side. It actually broke my heart to give the dress
ap, but T knew I had to stand strong.” Mom shrugged, not
aware of the way I was gaping at her. -

My heart and my mind were racing. The dress in the trunk
was Mom’s debutanie ball gown. Isadora bad hung on to it for
all these years. Put why had she hidden it? And why did it
sharc a hiding place with her letters from Henry Williams?

Mom was saying something clse about Isadora’s reaction,
but my thoughts were on those letters. Even though so much

had happened since 1'd read them yesterday, they were still



fresh in my mind. And, as T had done with the passages in
Llewellyn Thorpe’s book, T started piecing fragments together,
fragments that I had seen but hadn’t quite absorbed.

Like the fact that Isadora had written thosc letters about a
year before Mom had been born.

Like the fact that — ob, my God — Henry Williams was,
according to the address on the c.l.wc]opes: and to Daryl
Phelps’s letter, Henry B. Williams.

Henry Blue Williams.

Mom’s name was Amelia Blue. 'I'hat was what people had
always called her until she got to college, shc'd said. Before
she’d decided that just plain Amelia was easier. Thar was what
people on Selkie Island called her now.

I could barely catch my breath. Had Isadora named her
youngest daughter Amelia Blue as a tribute to the man she'd
loved? Or had she given her that name because Henry Blue
Williams had been Mom’s . . .

“Miranda?” Mom asked, and I realized that she'd stopped
talking — and that 1 had pushed back my chair and was hug-
ging myself. I could feel how huge my eyes were, and there
was gooseflesh on my arms. Mom stared at me with naked
concern, and repeated my name.

“Mom,” I burst our. “Isadora kept your debutante gown.

It’s in a trunk in her closer upstairs. Along with these —

k' S
FELSs

an named Henry Blue
letters. Letters that Isadora wrote to a man na ‘

Williams.” "
[ waited for my mother to sk me what on earth Lwas ta

instes ot £ ew pale and her eyebrows
ing about. But instead, her face grew [

came together.
«Thev wrote letters?” she asked softly.
«You know about him?” 1 asked, a shiver gomng down
my back. 1
i ol : - temples.
Mom nodded slowly, pressing her fingers to her temple
Then she looked at me, fear and hesitation in her cyes.

“\[om, tell me,” | pleaded. I already felt 1 lnew what was

coming. -
3 - -l apn » n:- I 1
“yYou see,” Mom said, and she surpriscd me by reaching
' 4 [<4 -
across the table to put her hand on top of mine, “a lot of truths
. f i : ' Tl
came out in those fights | had with Isadora. During one arg

ment, I lost my patience and lashed out at het, saylng ghat her

sarly gre : told
dramarics had driven my father to an catly grave. And she to
2 @ :
me” — Mom paused. and took a big breath — she told me

: 'mi kins but 2 man named
that my rcal father wasn ¢ Jercmiah Hawk

Henry Blue Williams. She didn’t say where he was from, and I
didn’; want to know the details. | wasn’t even sure if she was
lying of not — lsadora loved to spin fanciful talcs.’i |

«] think he must have been from Selkie tsland,” I said, my

heart hammering. “A local.” And quite possibly a merman.

3
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Which meant that Mom —

Which meant that I —

My head swam. The kitchen began to take on a hazy, oth-
erwordly quality. Was that why Leo had been drawn to me?
Why I loved the ocean? Why my toes were webbed? I knew
Mom wasn’t 2 mermaid — I'd seen her swim enough rimes 1o
know that — but maybe the traits got watered down through
the generations. Or maybe my own children would be . . .

I couldn’t think. The basics of my life seemed altered and
thrown into question. After all, our families — our ances-
tors — are our identities. Biology is destiny.

I’m1 not who you think 1 am, I had said to T.]. the last time
I’d seen him, Maybe | wasn’t who ['d thought I was, either.

“That — you know, that makes sense,” Mom said quietly,
pulling me out of the quicksand of my thoughts. Her eyes were
tear-filled and her bottom lip was trembling, but the sight
didn’t frighten me now. “My God. All this time, I had no
idea — nonc at all — why Isadora left 'The Mariner to me.
Yes, I loved Selkie Island, but so did Coral and Jim, and she
never quarreled with them like she did with me. But . ..”

“Mavbe this house is your birthright in a ditfcrent way,” |
offered, feeling choked up as well. And maybe lsadora wasn’t
such o monster after all. 1 didn’t darc utter those words,
although I could tell, from the look dawning in Mom’s eyes,

that she was starting to think that, too.

i F Jove?” ed my hand.
“you know something, my love? Mom squecz y

“ygu’re too smart for your own good.” She let out 2 big sigh,

then dabbed at her cheeks with a napkin. “’d like to see those
letters sometime,” she added softly, glancing up at me.

1 nodded, suddenly looking forward to sharing that discov-
ery with my mother. Maybe therc was cven more in those
letters that would teach me things. “I mean, We have to pack
them up soon, don’t we?” '

¢Oh,” Mom said, smiling at me. She set down her na;tkm
and sighed. “That was che other thing I meant to tell you.”

«\hat?” | asked, feeling a new twinge of nervousness. 1
any more revelations 1 could handle.
and T’ve decided not to

wasn’t sure how m
«17ve been giving it a lot of thought,

Mom said. “We're kecping The Mariner.”

signs had becn

sell the house,”
“\We are?” [ gasped. It was true that the
here: Mom suddenly losing interest in packing and organiz-

'\

ing; the conversation ’d overheard between her and Dary
2 i

=t -

Phelps. “Why did you change your mind?

T — ¢
offered the first thing that came to 7Y mind. “Is it because O

| blurted, and

Mr. ingworth?”
ked at me, startled, and then she blushed — a full-
“In part,” she

Mom loo
on blush that, for some reason, made me grin.

i« : 2
said, glancing down at her half-eaten food. “In part because
B bl

of Delilah and the other friends I've reconnected with here.

It’s funny how people change in life,

Miranda. I was so certaint



walked CeeCee’s lavender dress and her charm bracelet over
to her house. After all my intense talk with Mom, 1 was actu:
ally ready for a dose of CeeCee’s lightness. Althea, answering
the door, told me that CeeCee was in her room and that the
Coopers were out for the evening. Jacqueline, Althea informed
me as she waved me upstairs, was out with a young man —
Macon, | presumed.

I knocked on CeeCee’s door, but she must have not heard
me over the music blaring inside, so I slowly turned the knob,
hoping I wasn’t overstepping my bounds.

“Arc you decent?” 1 asked, pretending to cover my eyes.

“Oh, my gosh!” CeeCee cried, spinning away from her mir-
ror. “Miranda! Don’t come in!”

She was wearing a short, ruffled nightic, and nothing
seemed strange — until I noticed that she had a strip of
white paper stuck to her chin. I glanced at her vanity, at

the small tub of hot wax and the tongue depressors that sat
there.

“T— T get these little hairs on my chin sometimes,” CeeCee
told me unnecessarily, her face flaming. “I've been meaning to
get electrolysis, but —1—1 should have locked the door.”
Ier hands were trembling as she ripped the cloth from her
chin in one motion.

“CeeCee, it’s okay,” T said, biting down on my lip to keep

trom giggling at her dramatic reaction. “It’s not a big deal.”

“Miranda, you cannot tell anyone,” CecCee told me
fiercely, slamming her door as 1 laid her dress and bracclet
down on the bed. “It would ruin me.”

I turned to face her; there was an angry red mark on k‘mr.
chin, and her eyes werc full of shame..“What are you .talknllgl
about?” 1 asked, shaking my head. “You're not the fifst gir
who's had to wax her chin. I think it’s pretty common.”

«Ips embarrassing.” CeeCee sputtered. “It’s a pf‘obllem I
have — I totally got it from my dad’s side of the family —
thev're all so hairy.” She chuddered, then walked over -tu her
bec[. clearing aside clothes and magazines so she could sit. Sh?:
mot,ioncd for me to sit beside her. “1 really wish you hadn’t
seen me doing this,” she said quietly. |

I was thrown by how differcnt she seemed from lh.ﬁ typi-
cally chipper CeeCee. I sat down next to het, studying \jer
pretty face. «Why?” 1 asked. “I'm, Jike, the last person you
should be ashamed in front of” 1 glanced down at my feet,
encased in Converse. o

“Please.” CecCee rolled her big blue eyes at mc. .\ou re
petfect, Miranda. You're always s0 — 1 don’t know — 1mn con-
crol and stuff. Ies totally intimidating.” | )

1 was blindsided by her words. “You're joking, right? I
exclaimed. “That’s basically how I feel aboul you a.r‘|d your
friends,” T admitted with a shrug. “You must not realize how

s =
you girls come off to other peoplfc.



CeeCee smirked. “Virginia and Jackie? Give me a break,
Gin has a total inferiority complex — why do you think she's
always desperate for boy attention? And Jackic’s getring
better. but she had major eating issues for a while there. She
was all ralv-poly a few vears ago, and she hates it when any-
one brings that up.”

I felt like CeeCee was speaking a forcign language. “That's
crazy,” | told her, trying to process everything.

“This 1s all top-secret, of course,” CeeCee said quickly, giv-
ing me a piercing look.

“Of course,” 1 echoed, clasping my hands in my lap, CeeCee
looked so forlorn that I could only think of one way to cheer
her up, “I have a sceret, too.” I said, glancing back down ar
myv sneakers.

“Oah, what?” CeeCee whispered, inching closer to me. |
could already feel her brightening. “I won’t tell the girls,
I swear.”

“Do you remember that guy in the marine cenrer?™ 1 said,
smiling as I glanced back up ar CeeCee. “The one who was
giving the tour?”

“Sort of,” CeeCee said, looking confused. “He was cutes”

I nodded, feeling my smile widen and my heartbeat pick up.
“We kind of, um, had, like, a thing.”

“Shur up!” CeeCee squealed, bouncing up and down on

the bed. “How? When? Oh, my gosh — a local boy? That is

' " : irth some-
so naughty of you, Miranda!" She gazed at me with
o )
thing like admiration.
“Not really,” I laughed, blushing.
“Don’t worry,” CeeCee told me in a conspiratorial whisper.
73
{ 1 a3
“your secret’s safe with me. e
i rami : idn’t -
[ wasn't sure how sincere that promise was, but 1
really care. I didn’t want Leo to be a secret.
' | seen,
Lxcept for what 1 had seen, or thought 1 had seen,
. ' - hetween me
underwater — that, I knew, would belong only bhetweer
and Leo. | i
| stood to go, and CeeCee gave me back my jeans and shirt
‘ ' ' She' ally
fvom the other night, along with a quick hug. She’d, naturally,
' ner, s0
jearned last night that Mom wasn't selling The Marnmnet,
(<3 % - -
! it £ again soot.
<he said she couldn’t wait tor us to hang out again soo
“Oh, and I forgot!” CeeCee added as [ was leaving. She
H % b ‘
i 1 “ really FOUr
reached out to touch my hair, beaming. “1 really like y
new look.” CO
. b
[ thanked CecCee, realizing how comfortable [ felt with o
i g Fi intage jeans and
hair loose while wearing a standard outfit of vintage jeans
Converse. It was a nice balance. l
Walking home from CeeCee’s house, my thoughts turned
E b
: is dad’s ., that
back to Leo. T wished he wasn’t out on his dad’s boat, th
: - 1 7 the : sovs about
there was some way | could let him know the cood news at
- i ew 1 ¢ ‘all the
my being able to rerurn 10 Selkie. 1 knew T could call

i -as sure he
marine cenrer and leave a message for him, and I was s



had to have e-mail or a cell phone. But, as always was the case
when Leo was in his world and T was in mine, those two

worlds seemed very hard to bridge.

The next morning, though, as Mom and | walked onto the
hot, sun-soaked dock with our bags full of old letters and old
dresses, I glanced around hopefully — first toward the fog of
Fisherman’s Village, and then at the glimmering blue ahead.
Deep down, I was sure thar, in his half-magic way, Leo had to
know what had transpired and would show up at the last min.
ute on his father’s boat to tell me how glad he was, But I didn’t
see him.

Back on Glaucus Way, The Mariner was locked up.
Llewellyn Thorpe’s book was still on the shelf in the study,
everything was in its place. Yet I felt unsettled, unsteady, as if
I were already on the boat.

Mom joined the line of passengers waiting for the ferry —

among them the littde blond boy and his parents who'd made
the trip over with me

but I stood still on the wooden slats. |
shielded my eyes from the glare, imagining Leo on his father’s
boat and hoping to catch sight of a fishing trawler.

There was nothing,

Maybe Leo wasn’t really on a fishing trip, I thought, remem-

bering our moment underwater. Maybe Selkie mermen needed

to return to the ocean for a few days, as a kind of mainte-
qance. 1 smiled, realizing that was the sort of detail Llewellyn
‘Thorpe would have put in his book. _

The ocean seemed so ordinary today, so irself —the swells
and dips, the way it caressed the dock —-that it was hard to
believe in the unbelievable. | peered into 1ts murky depths, try-
ing to make sense of everything the water coulhd contain.

When I glanced up again, there was a white speck on the
horizon, and my heart sprang into my throat. But as the speck
grew larger and larger, I realized it was Princess of the Df't,p
A sense of disappointment overwhelmed me, and for the first
rime since Leo and T had argued outside his house, 1 doubted
him. I gave a sigh that made Mom glance at me Over the tops
of her sunglasscs.

Letting out its familiar belch, the pretty ferry belgan to
dock. The boat seemed much smaller to my eyes than it had a
fow wecks agos bad 1 grown? 1 wondered. ‘

It seemed so strange that our time on Selkie was over lor
now, that in a few hours wed be back to the firm reality of
New York. And I'd be starting my internship, and maybe —
mavbe — thinking about calling Linda. But what [ now

km;w about Mom, and what she knew about me, would fol-
low us.
As the waiting passengers surged forward, Mom took my

1rm and steered me toward the gangplank. My throat welling




with emotion, T glanced over my shoulder, still hoping to catch
a glimpse of Leo’s golden hair.

“Comc on, Miranda,” Mom said in her businesslike way.
“Don’t dawdle.” The closer we got to the ferryboat — rhe
closer to the mainland — the more she seemed to be returning
to her old self, the accomplished surgeon.

Fighting tears, I stepped up to the gangplank and was
fiercely studying mv Converse when a gravelly male voice said,
“We meet again, sweet pca.”

Even before 1 lifted my head, I knew that it was Sailor
IIat. I'le looked unchanged, wearing the same clothes he had
worn last time. His sailor hat, too, was at the same jaunty
angle.

“I’s Miranda,” | told him brusquely, blinking back my
tears. [ did not want him to see me crying. Tt was safer to
return to the old dance we had performed.

“Well, looks like you survived, Miranda,” Sailor Hat said,
smiling at me as he tore my ticket in two.

On the one hand, T was not remotely in the mood for Sailor
Hat’s ribbing. On the other hand, | now had a new apprecia-
tion for everything he had told me.

“T guess,” T said nonchalantly, but he was watching me in a
quizzical way.

Maybe he knows, | realized with a rush of inspiration. He

couldn’t have known exactly what had happened to me during

my stay, but he might have had answers about Leo. About the
sea scrpents. About Henry Blue Williams.

“Miranda,” Mom said from behind me, giving me a gentle
nudge. She was cleatly aggravated that I was standing there
exchanging pleasantries with this old man.

“No need to be sad,” Sailor Hat said as I finally walked
past him and up the gangplank, “You want to know the true
legend of Selkie Toland?” he called after me.

I turined and looked at him. 1 nodded.

“[he island stays with you,” he said. “Always. Even if you
leave it behind. But one never really leaves Selkie behind. 1
you've been here onee, you'll be back.”

Mom had obviously heard him, and he’d obviously made
an impression because she cleared her throat a few times, and,
once he'd torn her ticket, she caught up to me and whispered,
“Who is that guy?”

“I'm not sure,” 1 replied, smiling. 1 suddenly felt light, as
light as a bird skimming the water.

Without conferring first, Mom and 1 scemed to agree that
the upper level was where we wanted to be. We climbed the
winding metal staircase, and we positioned ourselves by
the railing. As the wind blew my curls across my face, Iinhaled
the salty air and held it in my lungs. I'hen T looked one more
time down into the sea.

And I saw something.




A moverment, a flash, a glimpse that vwas familiar. It could
have been a dolphin. A turtle. Or a sea serpent. Or really ansy-—
thing at all. Bur the sight of it, like Sailor Far’s words, made
My Spirits rise.

“See vou soon,” I murmured. T hen., touching a hand to my
lips, I threw a lkiss dowvwn to the ~wwater.

Mom watched me, wearing an understanding smile. ““ T hinlk-
ing of someone?”™ she asked. “When I nodded, looking up at

>

her, she put her arm across my shoulder. “Fle’s a nice boy,”

she said. “A very nice boy.””

“Thanks, NZNvMom.,” I said as the ferrvboat honked its horn. I
think so, too.”

We slid away from the harbor, and my legs felt steady this
time. I thought again of sailors —— fearful, excited, half mad,
their minds filled with kralkens and mermaids. It was easy to
go a little mad out on the ocean, I thoughrt, with no specific
chart or guide other than the sky. But madness could be lovely
sometimes.

T he ferrvboat turned its great bulle, aiming its nose towward

rthe opposite shore, but I spun around and ~wwatched Sellkie
Island: the trees and the houscs and the boardwalle. T ~watched
the land for as long as I could, until it disappeared behind its
shawl of mist, and until I had it fixed in mmy mind ——

unchanged., mysterious, and beautiful.
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