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PROLOGUE

 


~

 


The room boasted an entire wall of windows
that displayed panoramic views of a fiery sunset over the Hong Kong
skyline. Many stories down, luxury yachts and ferries traversed the
harbor like tiny white specks on a blanket of indigo velvet.
Seabirds swooped and dove in the pink and purple sky, enjoying a
last burst of activity before the dark of night descended.

More than a dozen women of various ages were
gathered around an oblong table, and they all glowed with the
unmistakable sheen of prosperity and success. They came from every
corner of the globe, and each one displayed an authority that went
far beyond the wealth and arresting beauty they all possessed. The
room hummed with the tension of restraint; there was an aura of
potent energy held in check.

They were an eclectic group consisting of
patrons of the arts and consorts of the rich and powerful—a diverse
mix of style and substance. An exquisitely dressed blonde film star
sat next to the wives of international businessmen and financiers.
The author of a series of bestselling novels eagerly perched on the
edge of her seat alongside a famed political analyst.

The spectacular sunset was wasted, because
all eyes in the room were glued on a pile of tabloid newspapers
that had just been unceremoniously dumped in the center of the
table by a stunning raven-haired beauty in a silk suit.

She pointed to the headlines with a long
crimson fingernail and looked up to address the group. “A situation
has come to our attention,” she announced gravely, watching as the
others gaped in shock and surprise at the lurid headlines.

“I’ll say,” gasped the film star, reeling
back in her seat.

“I don’t believe it...” said the analyst
skeptically, pressing her fingertips together.

“Impossible ... surely it must be a hoax,”
murmured a chic Spanish socialite. She perused a French tabloid
with narrowed eyes.

“That’s what I thought, until we conducted a
background check.”

“And?” an aristocratic looking silver haired
woman raised an eyebrow.

“I’m afraid the girl’s father is closely
connected to one of our number,” she replied dourly.

“Where is the girl from?” a russet haired
woman with shrewd gray eyes asked, “Who is the guardian?”

“San Francisco,” replied the standing woman,
“And that means–”

“Evelyn,” interrupted the redhead, lips tight
with annoyance.

“Has she been summoned?” asked another.

She took a seat, nervously tapping her bright
red nails on the table. “She should be at the helipad any moment
now.”

“Ooh—she’s been hiding something. This ought
to be interesting,” said the novelist, her eyes afire.

The redhead walked over to the window and
looked out. “Evelyn has certainly mastered the art of marrying well
... no doubt she’s skilled at subterfuge of all sorts.”

“We should reserve judgment. Evelyn deserves
the benefit of the doubt,” said the analyst.

“I agree,” said the actress, “She’s done more
good than most of us combined.”

A murmuring of assenting voices rumbled
throughout the room; no one could argue with the plain truth.

A security guard entered the room through two
immense paneled doors, holding them open in anticipation of the
tall elegant woman that followed him in.

“It’s so good to see you all,” she said in a
carefully modulated voice, her ice blue eyes flickering to the
papers scattered on the table. “I trust that you don’t believe
everything you read.”


Chapter One

THE SURPRISE

 


~

 


Aunt Abby’s glowing eyes met mine as my
father’s name was called, and I returned her proud gaze with a
happy smile. When our table stood to clap I looked around, taking
stock of our little group fondly. My cousin Cruz looked handsome in
an immaculately tailored tuxedo, and Aunt Evie was lovely as usual
in an elegant gown that Cruz had designed and handmade. Even here
in Oslo, fashion icon Evie was recognized by scores of admirers,
and the full scope of her international fame had Cruz impressed
beyond words.

Dad had been awarded a Nobel Prize, and we’d
all traveled to Norway to attend the ceremony. His work as an
agricultural scientist developing crops and farming techniques had
saved entire populations from famine, and among his peers his
surprise recognition was universally agreed to be well deserved.
He’d delivered a speech at the university, received his medal, and
was now being honored with a banquet at The Grand Hotel.

I’d never seen Evie look so happy, and she
reached out to squeeze my hand, leaning in to murmur, “I’m so very
proud.”

Super wealthy and sophisticated Evie had
outdone herself, springing into action to make first-class travel
arrangements for our little group. Though not technically related
to us, Aunt Evie was as close as any family could be, and she was
every bit as proud of my father as I was. I watched her and Cruz
with their heads together, gossiping about the other guest’s formal
attire.

“Only a deaf man could wear a tie that loud,”
Cruz stage whispered in Evie’s direction. She giggled like a
schoolgirl, clearly enjoying his witty commentary immensely.

Evie and Cruz were like two peas in a pod,
both completely obsessed by every nuance of style and design. The
two of them could go on endlessly about the tiniest detail of a
garment, and sometimes it seemed to me as if they were speaking
another language. Evie was helping Cruz launch his career as a
fashion designer, and she couldn’t have chosen a more worthy or
grateful candidate for her attentions.

I wondered if my Aunt Abby was a bit
intimidated by Evie, because she’d been unusually quiet and subdued
the whole trip. Looking her way again, I noticed how her brow knit
together with worry when she thought no one was paying
attention.

It was the middle of December, and only a
couple of weeks had passed since a series of strange events led to
my undersea confrontation with a council of mermaids. I’d been
forced to bargain for my life, and the whole episode still seemed
completely surreal to me. When I looked back on it, it felt like a
strange dream I’d suddenly woken from, a product of the feverish
imaginings of the subconscious mind.

But it was no dream, for shortly after I’d
been sent to live with Abby and Cruz in the coastal town of Aptos,
I discovered that the mother I’d never known was an actual mermaid.
Not only did I learn this shocking fact, but I was introduced to a
sisterhood of mermaids and forced to transform into one myself.
When I renounced their offer of eternal life I was allowed to
return to land, and granted fifty full moons to decide whether or
not I would choose to exist forever as one of the supernatural
creatures.

All of these impossibly crazy events happened
after my boyfriend’s father was lost at sea in a terrible storm.
The mermaids helped rescue him, and I surrendered myself to them in
exchange for Dutch’s life. I’d gone with the mermaids expecting to
die, not knowing that I had the ability to breathe underwater and
actually change into one. I shuddered at the memory, for as
seductive as the hours I’d spent as a mermaid had been, I had no
desire to give up everyone I loved and all I’d ever known to live
under the sea—even for the promise of immortality.

It still felt a little strange calling Ethan
my boyfriend, but we’d been inseparable for weeks now, and I was
head over heels in love with him. If he hadn’t been there to help
me through the whole ordeal I don’t know what would have happened.
My feelings for him gave me the strength to resist the powerful
spell my heritage had cast upon me, and I knew that without Ethan
I’d still be in the sea, swimming in blissful ignorance like a wild
thing. He was the only one who knew the whole story about my
transformation and the deadline given to me by the mermaids.

And I decided to keep it that way.

So I was here in Oslo for the week, and I
missed Ethan so much that my heart constricted when I thought of
him. If it wasn’t for the chance to visit with my father again I
would have been truly miserable. Funny, a few short months ago, I’d
protested bitterly about being forced to move to Aptos when Dad
left to work in Afghanistan, but now I had to smile when I realized
how much I missed everything about it. It had become my home.

Dad never imagined how my stay in Aptos would
change my life forever. He’d put the tragic past behind him and saw
no reason for me to know anything about my mother. When I informed
him that I’d discovered the truth on my own he finally told me the
real story, the story of how he’d found himself in love with and
married to a mermaid. If I hadn’t heard it coming from his lips I
never would have believed it.

It all began when he was visiting Aptos to
help Abby, who as a freshman in college had been abandoned,
pregnant and heartbroken, in a Santa Cruz dorm room. He bought her
a little fixer-upper in the charming beach town of Aptos and was
busy working on it for her, fixing the plumbing, painting, and
repairing the roof to make it habitable.

It was during this time that he’d started
walking regularly along the beach and the pier leading out to the
landmark cement ship. When he saw a woman’s face in the water he
was enchanted, and when she washed up on the beach, naked, cold,
and in need of assistance he brought her back to the house. Before
he knew it, he had fallen in love with the beautiful, naive
girl.

When the house was finished, he moved Adria
to his tiny apartment in the city, unsure how to explain the
bizarre situation to an already overwhelmed Abby. Soon they were
married and I was on the way. He’d wanted to tell Abby everything,
but he thought he’d have time. Dad had a hard time finishing the
story, overcome with emotion at the memory of how Adria had died
after giving birth to me.

“Is that why we hardly ever went to see Aunt
Abby? Was it too … difficult for you to be there?” I asked
gently.

He paused for a minute, remembering. “When
you were little we used to take you and Cruz to the beach. You
would just sit and stare out at the water ... it was unnerving. It
was like you knew.”

I wasn’t surprised, because the more time I
spent in Aptos, the more I realized that I’d always belonged
there.

Dad scratched the back of his head, wincing.
“I guess it was simply easier to avoid it. I suppose I was being
cowardly.”

He had no idea that I’d be so powerfully
affected by the return to Aptos. I’d never shown any desire to be
in the water, and he confessed that he was relieved when I hated my
swim lessons. He’d assumed I was fully human, and completely
unaffected by my mother’s heritage. He was horrified to hear the
story of my being lured to the sea by mermaids, full of remorse
that he hadn’t been truthful from the beginning.

I let him know that I forgave him, and that
it was over … finished. I told him a little about how Ethan had
helped me, and he said he’d like to meet him someday to thank him.
I couldn’t quite find the words to explain my feelings for Ethan,
but I was looking forward to introducing the two of them when Dad
got back to the states.

My father was quiet when he heard what I’d
learned about my mother from the mermaids. She’d made her choice,
and he wasn’t to blame for it. It was a sad and painful part of
both of our pasts, and I tried to put his mind at ease. I fully
understood why you might want to keep such a strange fact about
yourself private.

I had my own secrets to keep.

Cruz knew about my mother, along with Abby
and Evie, but they all believed that everything had been resolved
the night Ethan’s father was nearly lost at sea. Everyone thought
I’d drowned before my miraculous return, and I tried to explain as
simply as possible that I’d been returned to shore by a mermaid,
refusing their offer of immortality in order to come home. Only
Ethan knew the whole truth about my nightmarish transformation and
dreamlike night spent underwater.

As the banquet wound down my father came over
to join us. He’d been seated with assorted royalty and dignitaries
as the guest of honor and I could tell that he’d had about enough
of all the pomp and circumstance. He kissed my cheek and sat down,
pulling at the collar of his tuxedo shirt to loosen his bow
tie.

“How was the food?” he asked us, smiling at
our little group.

“Divine, simply divine!” Evie enthused,
absolutely in her element.

“How soon do you think I can make my escape?”
he asked, looking around at the crowd that was starting to mill
about.

“Martin! You should stay and enjoy yourself
until the last possible moment!” Evie exclaimed.

“If I wanted to enjoy myself I would have
ordered room service and stayed in with my family,” Dad grinned.
“How about you all come up to my suite for a nightcap?”

Abby smiled gratefully but insisted she was
tired and ready to turn in. The rest of us agreed to meet, rising
from the elaborately appointed table. I insisted on walking Abby to
her room, as I was eager to have a moment alone to phone Ethan. My
father was staying in the hotel’s lavish Nobel suite, but Evie had
somehow managed to procure adjoining rooms on a lower floor for
us—miraculous considering how crowded the city was during the gala
event.

On the elevator ride up I couldn’t help but
notice how melancholy Abby was looking. Her normally tranquil eyes
were weary, and she hugged her arms into her chest
protectively.

“You miss Dutch, don’t you?” I asked with
sympathetic eyes. She’d fallen in love with Ethan’s father just
before the accident and they’d been inseparable since his return. I
figured she was feeling about as lovesick as I was.

“Yes,” she said, swallowing hard. She looked
like she was about to cry.

“Oh Abby,” I said, giving her a big hug.
“We’ll be home after two more days. We just have to humor Evie and
Cruz with a little bit more shopping and sightseeing.”

“I know,” she said with a forced smile.

When we got to the room I scrambled to find
my phone and went off by myself to talk to Ethan in privacy.

“Marina?” he answered right away.

“Hey,” I said, glad to hear his voice. “I
hope I didn’t wake you up.”

“No, I’ve been hoping you’d call. How’s
everything going?”

I told him a little about the award ceremony,
but I mostly asked about how things were back in Aptos. Ever since
we’d arrived in Norway I’d been having vivid dreams about the happy
times we’d spent playing in the sea. I couldn’t wait to get back to
the way we were.

“I miss you. I’m dying to come home and go
surfing again,” I said.

Ethan had been putting me off in the weeks
before we left, he claimed that winter surfing was not for
beginners, but I was ready to make plans to go out as soon as we
got home.

“I bet your dad’s happy to see you,” he said,
changing the subject.

“Yeah, it’s good to be together after so
long. We had a long talk the first night. I guess I can understand
why he kept so much from me.”

“Did you tell him everything?” he asked, his
tone serious.

“Not everything. I don’t want him to
be stressing out about something that isn’t going to happen
anyway.”

“He should probably know.”

Ethan was worried about the fact that I still
had several years to make a final choice. He was afraid that I’d
suddenly change my mind and choose life as a mermaid, even though I
had repeatedly reassured him that I wouldn’t—that I couldn’t. I
knew my own mind, and Ethan had no idea how stubborn I could be. I
smiled when I realized that I’d have four years to prove it to
him.

“If I tell him, he’ll probably make me leave
Aptos.” There was a moment of silence and I knew he was considering
the truth of that statement.

“I guess I would too, if I were him,” Ethan
said morosely.

Then it was my turn to change the subject,
“Abby is miserable here,” I added.

“So’s Dad,” said Ethan. “And me too. I miss
being your bodyguard.”

I chuckled. “I was getting used to having you
around.”

The nights Ethan had spent by my side nights
were both the most horrible and the sweetest times of my life. Just
thinking about being near him again made my heart beat a little
faster.

“Dad found a new boat, and it’s a whole lot
nicer,” Ethan said, telling me about how they’d been hunting around
for a replacement with the insurance money. I was glad he was
getting back to his normal routine, and it made me eager to get
home and pick up where we’d left off.

“Do you know that the sun sets at three in
the afternoon here?” I asked. “And it’s freezing cold all the
time?”

“So hurry back,” he said, “I can warm you
up.”

“I love you,” I said.

“I love you too.”

I hung up with a sigh, changing out of my
dress for the elevator ride up to my father’s suite. When I got
there I found Evie entertaining Dad and Cruz with a tale of some
wild night in New York in her younger years, gesturing expansively
with a brandy snifter in her hand. The guys had removed their ties
and were settled comfortably on the couch with their feet up,
laughing at her story. Dad was right, I thought, this was much
better than sitting at a formal banquet. I snuggled up on the couch
between them and we talked and laughed until it got very late.

The next day we went with Evie’s itinerary.
After a light breakfast in our rooms Cruz and I were swept off to
shop at some of the most fashionable boutiques in Oslo. Abby and my
father both took a pass, wanting to stay in and relax by the huge
fireplace in my father’s suite. We planned to meet up for dinner
later at the hotel restaurant.

Evie was the perfect tour guide, and she
directed the taxi to take us to an exclusive boutique district,
where she had planned several stops.

“It’s just like a dream,” Cruz marveled,
taking in the city streets, illuminated by a mid-day sun sitting
low in a pale grey sky.

“Yeah, if you sleep inside a cooler,” I
grumbled.

People in the know about fashion knew who
Evie was, and the fashionistas of Oslo didn’t disappoint. We were
fawned over at every stop, and several people begged to have a
picture taken with Evie. I was used to a little of this, although
people in San Francisco tended to be a bit more jaded when
confronted with celebrity. I guess I had always taken it for
granted, but Cruz was in heaven, so proud to be alongside Evie he
veritably glowed.

“Pinch me!” he gushed, squeezing my arm.

December days in Norway started out frigid
and warmed up to freezing, so we explored stores stocked with all
kinds of luxurious knits, woolen coats and furs. Evie found some
exquisite wraparound sweater dresses in the softest cashmere
possible. She insisted on having me try on several different
colors, always looking for perfection with her educated eye. Evie
treated Cruz to a wildly impractical overcoat with a fur-trimmed
collar, and I thought it made him look like a glam rock star from
the seventies.

I found some velvety soft cashmere
accessories and bought scarves for Abby and Ethan along with a
beret for our good friend Megan back in Aptos. Just about when I
thought I’d drop from exhaustion, Evie and Cruz finally got their
fill of shopping for the day.

Laughing about how we looked in the
ridiculous fur hats we’d tried on, we piled into the lounge between
our suites to deposit our shopping bags. Abby was curled up on the
couch and sat up wearily, asking us about our day. She looked a
little better, and we gathered around, showing off what we’d
bought. Cruz twirled for Abby in his new coat and she literally
turned green before our eyes. She got up and raced back into her
room.

“It must be the fur.” Cruz said, feeling
guilty about offending his vegan mother, “I didn’t realize how
sensitive she was...”

“Don’t worry sweetheart, I’ll go talk to
her,” said Evie. We packed away our new clothes as she went over to
Abby’s door and knocked softly.

“Abby dear, it’s Evie. Can we talk?” The door
opened and Evie slipped in. Cruz and I settled down on the couch
and started going through some pictures on his camera.

“How can I possibly go back to my normal life
after all of this?” Cruz cried, gesturing with a dramatic sweep of
his arm.

“I’m freezing,” I complained, “I can’t wait
to get back to California!” I wrapped myself in a throw blanket
from the couch.

“I don’t mean the weather, silly,” Cruz
looked at me mournfully from under his long bangs. “Spending time
with Evie—I totally feel like a different person, like … like
someone who gets taken seriously.”

“I know what you mean,” I commiserated,
“Going back to school’s going to be weird.”

Cruz sighed, “I guess nothing lasts forever,”
he said dolefully. “Except mermaids,” he added with a wicked smile.
I cast a scathing look at him and got up.

“What’s going on in there?” I rapped softly
on Abby’s door and opened it a crack. I was surprised to see Evie
sitting on the bed with her arm around Abby, who was wiping tears
from her cheeks. Evie looked up at me.

“Give us a few minutes honey. I’ll be right
out.” I sat back down with Cruz, perplexed.

“How’s mom?” Cruz asked.

“I don’t know,” I replied. “But I don’t think
she’s upset about the coat.”

Evie bustled out of the room. “She’ll be
fine,” she announced. “Abby just needs a little rest before dinner.
That gives us just enough time to visit the hotel spa for a few
treatments—they do a fabulous seaweed facial ... and I hear the
salt scrub pedicure is to die for!” She pulled Cruz and I up by the
arms, surprisingly strong for a woman of her age.

“Let’s go you two! Time is flying!”

Evie never met a spa treatment she didn’t
like, and she ordered up a variety of exotic ministrations. Soon
Cruz and I were overcome with the giggles, peeking out at each
other from under cucumber slices, our faces covered in green goo.
We returned to the room a few hours later, massaged, scrubbed and
buffed till our skin glowed. Abby was up and dressed for dinner,
and she gave us all a hug, reassuring us that she was feeling much
better.

“I think the lack of sunlight is making me a
little blue,” she smiled, with just a touch of stress around her
sad eyes.

It was our last night together with my
father, and I could see that he was itching to get back to work
early the next morning. Everyone said their goodbyes at the
restaurant; I followed him up to his room for a final talk before
we parted ways again.

“Next time I see you you’ll be seventeen,” he
said, getting sentimental. My birthday was coming up in January,
and dad wasn’t due back until August. “How about you fly out to
meet me for a spring break vacation? We can celebrate your
birthday!”

“That would be nice,” I was surprised, “I can
come to Afghanistan?”

“I was thinking about meeting you in
Greece.”

“Greece?” I asked, confused.

“I’ve been thinking about how we talked about
visiting the islands someday to see the ancient ruins. This could
be our last chance before you start college. You can fly into
Athens and I’ll meet up with you at the airport.”

“OK! Sounds like fun.”

“I’ll plan it then. Have you decided on a
birthday car yet?” he asked with a smile.

“I was thinking about something I can carry a
surfboard in.”

“Surfboard?” he exclaimed, looking
surprised.

I smiled, “Yeah, it turns out that I really
do like swimming, and I’m learning how to surf. Ethan’s been
teaching me.”

“I don’t know if I like that idea,” he said
with a frown.

“Don’t worry,” I said soothingly. “He’s even
more cautious than you are.”

“Just be careful,” he nodded. I made Aunt
Abby your legal guardian, in case you need anything signed...”

“Why?” I asked, suddenly worried. “What’s
going on?”

“It’s just a formality,” he said, noticing
the look on my face. “I promise you, I’m perfectly safe. The people
I’m working with take good care of me.”

He held up a bankcard, “Take this … For gas,
or whatever you need. You can use it when you find yourself a
car.”

I was tired of always being seen as a spoiled
girl by everyone. “Thanks Dad, but I was thinking about getting a
job or something.”

“I want you to focus on school,” he said
earnestly, pressing it into my palm. “I want to make things easier
for you than they were for me, and they’ll be plenty of time for
working after college. Besides, we’ll be back in the city soon, and
you can get a summer job then. Didn’t you want to train to be a
docent at the art museum?”

I wasn’t sure how to break the news to him,
but I tried, “Dad, I’ve been thinking about staying on in Aptos ...
and applying to the university in Santa Cruz.”

He looked a little disappointed, and it made
me uncomfortable.

“I guess… If it’s alright with Abby,” he said
hesitantly, “We’ll think about it...”

“OK,” I replied, hugging him tightly as we
parted again. I couldn’t help noticing how much easier it was
letting him go this time. After everything I’d been through I no
longer felt like a child, and I’d gotten used to deciding for
myself. I had also grown even more accustomed to keeping things to
myself, and I wondered if that was such a good thing.

In my case, it probably was.

Our final day in Oslo dawned, cold and white.
Evie wanted us all to go boutique hopping again, but I begged off,
wanting to pack my things and call Ethan once more. Abby wasn’t
interested in doing anything, and Cruz just shook his head sadly at
the two of us not wanting to shop.

“Honestly! How could you not want to
go shopping?”

Evie gave Abby a warm hug, and we watched her
and Cruz as they bustled out on their shopping adventure, leaving
behind a trail of perfume and cologne in their wake.

I gave Abby her scarf, and she seemed to
cheer up a bit.

“Thank you,” she said, looking at me fondly,
“You’re so thoughtful, and after everything you’ve already done for
us. I’m sorry I’m not better company.”

Abby had repeatedly expressed her eternal
gratitude for my role in rescuing Dutch, and I was starting to get
tired of her bringing it up.

“Uhm, Aunt Abby,” I said gently, “I saw you
crying yesterday. What’s wrong?” She met my eyes and I could see
she was terribly upset about something. “What is it?” I asked her
again, alarmed.

She took a deep breath. “I suppose everyone
will know soon enough,” she said, her voice cracking with emotion.
She covered her face with her hands.

“Abby?”

She looked up and met my eyes. “I’m
pregnant,” she said, and burst into tears. Startled, I leaned over
to give her a hug. She started crying even harder and I patted her
back, not knowing what to do.

“It’ll be okay,” I said, hoping it was
true.

“How could I be so stupid?” she wailed, “I
can’t believe what an idiot I am.”

“Oh Abby, don’t be so hard on yourself. What
did Dutch say?”

She sniffled, “He doesn’t know. We thought we
were being careful. I found out after we got here—I mean I
suspected, but I didn’t know for sure ... I can’t ... I just can’t
tell him over the phone,” she started crying harder, “I—I need to
see his face.”

“Did you tell Evie?”

“No, she guessed. That lady doesn’t miss a
trick,” she hiccupped, “She was so nice ... you’re very lucky to
have her, and she’s so good to Cruz.”

“I know.”

“Marina, I’m sorry to lay all this on
you.”

“Abby, what are you going to do?”

She looked at me, eyes full of anguish. “What
if he leaves me?” she asked quietly, “I don’t think I could take
it.”

I hugged her again. “Everything will be
alright... Dutch loves you.”

“Can we not tell Cruz ’till after I talk to
Dutch?” she asked.

“Sure,” I said, “I’m good at keeping
secrets.”

 


And I was.


Chapter Two

SECRETS

 


~

 


Our flight home went as well as could be
expected. I reclined my seat to try and doze off but I kept
starting awake. Abby didn’t sleep at all—so fearful the past was
going to repeat itself, she was literally making herself sick with
anxiety. Every time I looked over at her it made my heart ache. It
was morning when the plane touched down in San Francisco, and I
opened my eyes to see Abby looking out the window, her pale face
strained with anxiety.

She turned to smile tremulously at me, and I
patted her arm in a vain attempt to soothe.

“Here we are,” she said remotely, her mind
elsewhere.

Abby went to pick up her car and returned to
help load our luggage in the trunk. She moved quickly but
robotically, her face blank, clearly in a hurry to get home. Evie
climbed into Abby’s Volvo as regally as if it were a limousine and
smiled kindly at her, “Thank you for driving us dear.”

When we pulled into Evie’s garage entrance a
huge bald-headed man appeared instantaneously, startling an already
edgy Abby. Boris was the ever-present guardian of our San Francisco
high rise, Evie’s constantly vigilant gatekeeper, and a man
perpetually on the lookout for unwelcome intruders.

“Velcome back,” his deep voice boomed as he
opened the car door for Evie.

Evie smiled affectionately at the giant
Russian and turned to Abby, laying a gentle hand on her shoulder.
“I’ll lend Cruz and Marina a car to take home so that you can be on
your way.”

“Thank you,” Abby said, her eyes intense.

I hurried to greet Boris and help him pull a
load of suitcases from the trunk, piling them by the elevator door.
Cruz was so delighted at the prospect of taking out another one of
Evie’s cars that he failed to notice his mother’s agitated
state.

I leaned in the window to see Abby off with a
kiss on the cheek. “It’ll be okay,” I whispered in her ear. Cruz
and I hauled Evie’s many bags into the elevator.

“Boris is preparing a car for you to take,”
she announced when we reached the top floor. “Will you stay for
tea? I’ve called ahead to have it ready.”

Cruz looked over at me hopefully. “Can we …
pretty please?”

I grimaced. “Just for a little while,
okay?”

“Thank you! Thank you!” He winked at me
knowingly. “A couple more hours won’t kill you!”

I sighed. “One hour—tops.”

I trailed behind Cruz and Evie as they
chatted their way into her luxurious rooms. Tea was already
prepared and waiting, and we sat down to an elaborate assortment of
the best pastries to be found in all of San Francisco. I had to
hand it to Evie, every little detail of her life was always
attended to with panache. I sipped my tea and listened to Cruz and
Evie dish about the latest celebrity scandal, my mind on Ethan.
Finally couldn’t take any more, and I dragged Cruz to the door.

“Evie, I love you, but I’m dying to get back
to Aptos.”

She smiled indulgently. “I don’t think it’s
Aptos you’re so eager to see. When are you going to bring that boy
up to meet me?”

“Soon,” I said, hugging her goodbye.

She sighed dreamily. “Ah, young love ... you
be careful Marina.”

I hustled a reluctant Cruz out the door.

~

First I saw the blue truck, and when I pulled
into the driveway I could see Ethan waiting on the porch. I was
smiling broadly as I put the car into park and jumped out to come
flying at him. I threw myself into his arms, reacquainting myself
with how good it felt.

“Welcome home,” he said, laughing at my
enthusiasm. Then he kissed me and I could swear the ground under my
feet shifted. I staggered a little and he caught me, making me
laugh with embarrassment at my clumsiness.

He looked up. “Hey Cruz.”

“Hey Ethan,” Cruz replied, nodding as he
popped open the trunk.

“Have you seen Abby?” I asked Ethan, worried.
“She left the city before we did.”

“She showed up at our place and told me you
were taking another car back,” he looked over at the shiny black
Mercedes convertible and shook his head with a smirk. I could tell
he was thinking about how spoiled I was again.

“Don’t even say it,” I shot him a warning
glance. He just flashed his beautiful smile at me and went to go
help Cruz with our bags. We brought everything inside together, and
Ethan waited for me on the couch while I tossed my things into my
room.

I hurried back down the hall and plunked down
next to him. “How did Abby seem to you?” I asked casually,
searching his face. She was such a wreck when she left the city I
wasn’t sure she should even drive. I knew that she had probably
already given Dutch the surprise of his life and I couldn’t help
but wonder what was going on with them.

“She was in a hurry,” he replied, “like me.”
He pounced, knocking me back on the couch, making me giggle before
kissing me into seriousness.

“Oh, puh-lease!” Cruz said as he walked past
us into the kitchen, “Get a room!”

“Good idea,” Ethan murmured in my ear as he
nuzzled my neck. I protested weakly as we rolled on the couch,
reveling in our closeness after so much time spent apart. I was
floating away on a sweet cloud of love and romance, lost in the
sensation of his lips and the look in his deep blue eyes.

Then I remembered Abby’s predicament, and it
was about the least romantic thing I could have thought of. I
tensed up and Ethan sighed, sitting back up on the couch. He was
never pushy about getting physical, but I knew he was insecure
sometimes, and I didn’t want him to feel rejected. I wondered if I
should tell him about Abby. Things seemed to be getting even more
complicated.

A knock on the door drew Cruz from the
kitchen to answer it. It was Megan, and I jumped up to greet her
with a hug. Frankly, I was a little relieved for the
distraction.

The sardonic and always candid voice of
reason in our little group of friends, Megan had seen me through
some of my worst times. In many ways, I trusted her advice above
all others. She didn’t let sentimentality cloud her judgment, and
she was a keen observer of human nature.

Right now she was observing my flushed
cheeks, then waving hello to Ethan over my shoulder.

“How was Oslo in December?” she asked Cruz
with a sly smile.

“Yes it was cold,” he replied with a roll of
his warm brown eyes, “but we didn’t spend our time outdoors.”

Megan sat down with us and we all listened as
Cruz told colorful tales of what the past week had been like. Megan
laughed at his colorful descriptions of the hotel and the ceremony.
I was starting to realize that I’d become jaded, accustomed to
being around Evie, and used to the exclusive places she frequented.
Seeing everything fresh through Cruz’s eyes was oddly touching.

Cruz told Megan about shopping and I
remembered the hat I’d gotten her. I went to my room to retrieve
the shopping bag and returned to put Megan’s beret on her with a
smile.

“Thanks Marina,” she said, reaching up to
feel it.

“Looks good on you,” I said, tilting it at an
angle and fluffing up the bright red curls poking out the
bottom.

“It really does,” said Cruz, with a twist of
his head. “Marina, I think you’re a natural born stylist.”

I nodded with mock seriousness. “Be sure to
book me for your first show.” I sat back down.

“You’ll be wanting her for your makeup artist
too,” said Megan, remembering how she looked when I did her
makeup.

“You’re not gonna believe who we met!” Cruz
told Megan excitedly. He started ticking off the names of the
foreign leaders, celebrities and dignitaries he recognized.

“Impressive,” said Megan, nodding.

“And a real live king and queen!” he added
breathlessly.

Megan turned to me. “Meet any Norwegian
mermaids?” she asked.

We all knew she was joking, but I felt Ethan
shift uncomfortably beside me. I had a feeling that Megan was not
buying my story of the night I spent with the mermaids. She was the
one who had guessed correctly about their telepathic powers, and I
could see that she suspected my dealings with them weren’t entirely
over and done.

“Very funny,” I said dryly, “It’s probably
much too cold for them with all of those icebergs.”

“The water here is cold,” she said, “and you
never did explain how you survived a whole night in it.”

She was right to wonder about that, for cold
that would kill a human was nothing to a mermaid. I had survived by
becoming one of them, and only Ethan knew that I had the ability to
transform. I glanced over to see his handsome face tighten, unhappy
about the line of questioning. He didn’t like talking about them,
and I figured he really didn’t like being reminded about the fact
that I could change into one.

“I had a wetsuit,” I said defensively.

“Not when you got home,” Cruz added,
puzzled.

I scooted closer to Ethan. “I really don’t
want to talk about it.”

Cruz and Megan exchanged a look as Ethan put
a protective arm around me.

Shrugging it off, Cruz took Megan by the arm.
“Come check out what Evelyn Pond bought for me …
overseas!” Cruz still couldn’t get over Evie’s fame, and as
they made their way down the hall I could hear him telling Megan
about how many people in Oslo recognized her.

I turned to face Ethan, reaching in my bag to
pull out a soft blue cashmere scarf. I draped it around his
neck.

“For you,” I said with a smile, pleased to
see how well it suited him. “It makes your eyes look so blue.”

“Thanks.” Those same eyes smiled back at me,
“I sure missed yours.” He leaned over to kiss me.

“It’s good to be back home.”

He answered me with another kiss, wrapping
his arms around me and leaning back on the sofa. I laid my head on
his shoulder, closing my eyes and sighing with contentment.

“So, are you ready to get back to school?”
Ethan asked, bringing me back down to earth.

Cruz and I had taken a week off and were
going to have to do a little extra work to slip into our old
routine. The school administrators were so thrilled to have a Nobel
prize winner’s daughter and nephew in attendance that they’d bent
over backwards to facilitate our little break, and agreed to let us
make up any work we’d missed.

“I’m ready to get back to surfboarding
school!” I said with enthusiasm.

Ethan shifted away from me ever so slightly.
“I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

“Why?” I asked, more than a little
disappointed.

“I think you know why.” He looked at me
reproachfully.

I frowned. “I don’t think that’s any reason
for me to never surf again ... it’s not fair!”

He looked at me warily. “I don’t trust
them.”

“No, you don’t trust me,” I said,
hitting the nail on the head.

“It’s not that,” he took my hand, “What if
you change your mind—I mean, what if they make you change
your mind?”

“Not possible,” I said firmly, squeezing his
hand. “They couldn’t change my mother’s mind and they won’t change
mine.” I set my jaw determinedly. “I want to go surfing again, and
I want to go with you.”

He heaved a sigh, and I could tell he was
thinking about it, weighing his options. Ethan always planned his
life far out into the future, as though if he didn’t, something
might go terribly wrong. He was different from other high school
kids, and I both loved this about him and found it irritating. He
hated to be out of control, and the mermaid’s open offer to me
aggravated his need to be in control.

The phone in the kitchen rang and I got up to
answer. It was Abby, and the connection was crackling with
static.

“Where are you ... what happened?” I asked
her, alarmed.

“I can’t talk right now, but would you please
tell Cruz I’ll be back late tonight? I’ve got to go now.”

“Abby? Abby?” The line went dead and I hung
it up, puzzled. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad news.

“What was that all about?” Ethan asked.

I shrugged, “I could hardly hear her, but she
said she’d be out late.” I went down the hall to Cruz’s room and
ducked my head in the door. “Your mom called, she wanted me to tell
you she’d be back late tonight. Do you guys want to go get
something to eat with me and Ethan?” I asked.

“You two go ahead,” Megan said with an
understanding smile, “It’s your first day back.”

I smiled back at her. “See you later.”

“Come on,” I said, pulling Ethan up from the
couch. “I’m taking you out.”

We climbed into the convertible and I turned
to him and asked, “Have you ever had Thai food?”

“Only Lue’s.”

Ethan worked for Lue Khang at the local
farmer’s market, and we had both been treated to his excellent
cooking. Lue spent a lot of time fishing on the pier, and was the
only other person I’d met in Aptos who seemed to know about the
mermaid’s existence.

The thought of Lue’s delicious fish soup made
me hungry. “Then I predict you’re going to love it.”

“I love you,” he said, and we kissed again,
the stick shift keeping our bodies apart.

I drove him to a place in Santa Cruz I’d
heard was good. It was just before the dinner service, but they
seated us anyway, and we had the entire place to ourselves. I could
smell familiar scents coming from the kitchen, and I didn’t even
need to look at the menu. I ordered all the best dishes I could
recall from my time living in Thailand.

“My dad wants me to thank you for everything
you’ve done,” I told him, taking his hand in mine across the little
table.

“I don’t think I deserve any thanks. I didn’t
keep you away from them,” Ethan said solemnly.

“Are you kidding?” I was surprised. “I don’t
know what I would have done without you!”

“Did you tell your dad you wanted to stay in
Aptos?” he asked, a little anxiety in his eyes.

“I mentioned it,” I told him, looking
down.

“What did he say?” he looked alarmed, and his
grip on my hand tightened.

“He wasn’t too thrilled about it, but he said
if it was okay with Abby.” I suddenly realized that Abby would have
a baby by next summer. She’d certainly need the room.

Ethan seemed relieved. “Abby told me she
doesn’t want you to go.”

I bit the inside of my cheek. Should I tell
him about Abby? I decided it wasn’t my secret to expose.

The food started to arrive, distracting us.
It was fragrant and delicious, and evoked nostalgic memories of
easier, less complicated times spent with my father. We took our
time eating and talking. I told Ethan about my plans for a spring
break vacation with my dad.

“You’re going all alone?” he asked, brows
knit together.

“He’ll meet me in Athens,” I replied, a
little offended at his tone. I’d be seventeen by then, and I was
already more than capable of traveling solo.

“Hmm,” he sounded skeptical.

“I’ve flown alone before, you know,” I
protested, “I’ve been bouncing back and forth between Evie and Dad
my whole life.”

“Can we not talk about you leaving? You just
got back,” he looked so earnest I reached across the table to take
his hand again.

“Do you have to work tomorrow?” I asked him,
thinking about surfing.

“Yeah… But why don’t you stop by and hang out
with me at the farmer’s market?”

“OK.”

The dinner hour was in full swing and the
place was buzzing with activity when we got up from our chairs. I
thanked the server and complimented her with a few phrases of Thai
that came rushing back to me all at once. We turned to leave,
fielding curious glances from the kitchen staff.

Ethan took my hand and led me outside into
the darkening evening. A sweet scent wafted by on a cool breeze and
I looked around, sniffing. I followed my nose to a small tree by
the restaurant door with dangling trumpet shaped flowers, pulling
Ethan along with me. I leaned over to smell a bloom and it was
beautiful—jasmine, honey and citrus all mixed together into one
delicious smell.

“What’s this?” I asked him.

“Brugmansia,” he answered. “But they call it
Angel’s Trumpet.”

“That makes perfect sense,” I said, and
reached around to embrace him. We kissed under the blossoms in a
sweet cloud of perfume.

We finally parted, and started back towards
the car when I was stopped dead in my tracks. A sharp pain right
behind my eyes seared into my brain and I staggered back, blinded
by the images flashing through my mind.

My father was struggling with a strap
around his waist. I was trying to free him but he was yelling at
me, pointing to a little girl I could see sitting to my right.
There seemed to be something moving very fast by a window and water
poured through a crack in the glass. I was getting dizzy.

The picture darkened and my ears were filled
with a roaring sound.

“Marina!” I could hear Ethan’s voice calling
and I struggled to open my eyes. I found myself leaning back onto
the hood of Evie’s car with Ethan bending over me. I sucked in a
deep breath and raised my head to look at him, a stabbing headache
making me wince.

“Are you alright?” I could hear the panic in
his voice. I took another breath and my vision started to
clear.

“Yes,” I said weakly, “I just need a second.”
I exhaled slowly and started to feel better.

“What happened?” he asked with a frightened
face.

“My dad,” I said, trying to make sense of it.
“I saw ... I think there’s going to be some kind of accident.” I
could tell by the look on his face that he believed me, and I was
relieved. It was worse when I had to keep explaining.

“What did you see?”

“It’s hard to say ... It was like the inside
of a car or something. He was stuck, and I wanted to get him loose.
There was a little kid there he told me to help first ... and
water,” I stopped, confused.

“You were there?” he asked, alarmed.

“Yeah.”

He helped me up, steadying me with both hands
on my hips. “Come on, I’ll us drive home.”

I handed him the keys without arguing.

I regained my equilibrium as we drove along,
noticing Ethan nervously casting glances my way.

“I’m good,” I said, trying to reassure him,
“Stop worrying.”

I gritted my teeth. Another vision. Just my
luck, I thought, trying to act normally. I hated the fact that I
was always having problems, always weak and in need of help.

I wanted to be the girl that surfed with him,
the girl that was strong and happy and free. I started thinking
about how powerful the mermaids were, and how amazing it felt to
swim with them. I closed my eyes and imagined having that strength
back, that feeling of wild, unencumbered freedom. I had an intense
urge to go surfing, swimming ... anything that involved being in
the water.

I startled, and my whole body jerked like I
was having a dream of falling. Ethan’s hand shot out to steady me
and I took it and squeezed it hard. We pulled into the driveway of
Abby’s house and I looked up at him.

“I’m so sick of this,” I said bitterly. “I’m
sorry.”

He got out, coming around to my door in a
flash. I stepped out into his arms and he held me, “It’s not your
fault,” he said, rocking me side to side.

“Ethan?”

“What?”

“I want to go surfing.”

He was quiet for a second.

“Why?” he asked.

“Because it’ll make me feel better.”

“OK,” he said quietly. “Soon.”

I nodded. “I should call my dad. It’s morning
there now.”

Cruz and Megan must have gone out somewhere,
because we walked me into a dark, empty house. I sat on the couch
and dialed, surprised when my father picked up right away.

“Dad?” my voice was tense.

“Marina, what is it?” he asked in alarm.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, what’s going on?”

Great, I thought, now I had him worried
too.

“I just—I—well, I had a feeling that
something happened to you,” I realized that I was starting to sound
foolish.

“I’m fine … Everything’s fine … Are you sure
you’re alright?”

I reassured him that I was and that he should
just forget about it, that I was only being silly. I was feeling
like a stupid fool for calling and worrying him. We said our
goodbyes and I hung up.

Ethan was pacing by the window when I looked
up.

“False alarm,” I said. He came in and sat
down next to me.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant.
“Please, let’s just drop it there’s no reason to—”

“You said you were in this one,” he
interrupted. “Has that ever happened before?”

I thought about everything I’d seen. Ever
since my contact with the mermaids I’d been having premonitions,
and so far they’d all come true.

“The one with you.” I remembered his
anguished eyes as I was dragged under the water. “You know, when …”
my voice trailed off when I looked into his tight face. I hated the
fact I was always worrying him. “Hey—it’s probably nothing,
alright?”

“I hope so,” he frowned.

We could hear a car pull up outside; it was
Cruz and Megan in Evie’s Jaguar. They tumbled in the door, laughing
and bringing their happy energy into the room.

“What happened?” asked Megan, “You guys look
serious as a heart attack.”

“Nothing,” we said simultaneously, our eyes
meeting.

“Wanna see a movie?” asked Cruz. “It’s zombie
flick night...”

I smiled with relief, because my friends and
their lighthearted joking were just what I needed at the moment.
“Sounds good.”

Ethan and he leaned back on the couch. “Bring
it on,” he said, pulling me into his arms. We all got comfortable
and soon were laughing, cringing and screeching at a crazy movie.
Cruz was in hysterics at all the sarcastic comments Megan was
making. Just watching the two of them banter back and forth was
more entertaining than the movie. It finally felt like a normal
evening, and I relaxed as the last little bit of headache
disappeared.

Abby’s car pulled into the driveway, flashing
headlights in the window. A minute later Dutch and Abby burst into
the door, hand in hand. It was exactly the vision I had seen of
them weeks ago, come true. We stopped the movie.

Abby looked tired, but unmistakably happy.
Dutch put his arm around her waist and they exchanged a look.

Dutch cleared his throat. “We just got back
from Tahoe,” he said, looking at Abby warmly.

“I know this is kinda sudden,” Abby
added.

“We got married.”

We all sat in stunned silence. I couldn’t
stifle a happy smile at Abby. Ethan looked at me suspiciously.

“Congratulations,” Megan said, elbowing
Cruz.

I got up to embrace them each in turn. I was
relieved for Abby; only I knew how much she’d been suffering the
past week.

Ethan and Cruz looked at each other and back
at their parents. Little did they know that they would soon have a
baby brother or sister in common. I studied them, a smile
broadening on my face. We were all connected now, and a whole new
family was taking shape whether they liked it or not.

I took a great deal of comfort in that
fact.


Chapter Three

SURFING

 


~

 


I woke up, disoriented for a moment. I rolled
over to see Charlie staring at me, his intense golden eyes focused
on a spot directly between mine. A neighbor fed him for the week we
were gone and he’d been standoffish towards me at first, but in the
middle of the night he suddenly forgave me for leaving, clawing at
the door frantically before bursting inside purring like a
maniac.

I figured he just needed a little time to get
over his temporary abandonment and forget about being offended. I
scratched him behind the ears and he started kneading the
pillow.

I smiled to myself, thinking how shocked
everyone was when Dutch and Abby dropped the bombshell news that
they’d eloped—gotten married at a quickie wedding chapel in Lake
Tahoe. We were all blindsided, but Cruz and Ethan were both utterly
stunned, wondering what the big rush was. Dutch had Ethan drive him
home, and no doubt got the rest of the news in his truck. Megan
left right away, giving a shocked Cruz a few reassuring hugs and
promising to come by the next day.

I’d slipped away to my room, leaving Abby to
talk with Cruz in privacy. We were all tired, running hours ahead
of the time and seriously in need of some rest. I quickly fell into
a deep sleep, exhausted by the intensity of the strange vision of
my father. In the quiet of the early morning it seemed less
menacing, and I decided to put it out of my mind.

The one thing I had learned about my visions
was that there was no telling how far out in the future they would
take place. It occurred to me that they could simply be nebulous
images of what might be, and not events written in
stone.

I remembered the way Abby and Dutch looked
when they burst into the room the night before and smiled. I was
happy for Abby; I knew how much it meant to her to have Dutch make
the commitment. Aunt Abby always led with her heart, impulsively
acting on feelings and emotion, and it hadn’t always worked out so
well for her.

She was the opposite of my father, who in
contrast was invariably logical, scientific and methodical. I think
he hid behind his work sometimes, using it to avoid engaging with
the world of people and events that might disappoint.

Ethan was like my dad, a planner, a worker,
and someone who protected his heart. He was solid and reliable, but
harsh when it came to honesty. He wanted everything to be black and
white, yes or no.

I was somewhere in the middle, starting to
see shades of gray everywhere I looked. I remembered the way Ethan
glanced at me last night, realizing that I knew something more
about what was going on with Dutch and Abby. I sighed heavily,
hoping he wouldn’t be upset about my keeping Abby’s confidence.

I was the first one up, eating my breakfast
in an empty kitchen. The sun was just beginning to light the sky on
a typical cool and foggy Aptos morning, and I bundled up to step
out into the garden. It was still and calm, and I took a long slow
breath, inhaling the fresh ocean air deep into my lungs. I’d
promised to stop by and see Ethan at the farmer’s market but it was
still a bit too early. I paced around, feeling antsy, and finally
set out to take a walk down to the beach.

I decided to go looking for Stella, guardian
of the feral cat colony that lived in the dense stands of pampas
grass that clung to the coastal cliffs. Stella was almost as old as
the cement ship, a tiny and sometimes confused elderly woman who
wandered wraith-like along the bluffs, looking out for her family
of wild cats. I met her on the first day I arrived in Aptos, and
since then I’d been looking out for her, supplying food for her
beloved cats and checking in with her occasionally.

I reached the end of the stairs in the early
morning fog, and looked around. Having no luck spotting her, I
wandered down to the shore, kicking off my shoes to wiggle my toes
in the cool sand. The waves were pretty high, and it promised to be
a good day for surfing. I thought about Ethan’s reluctance to take
me out. After everything that had happened I supposed I couldn’t
blame him.

Ambling to the waterline across the nearly
deserted beach, I spotted a dozen sea lion heads bobbing in the
surf just past the breaking waves. Lorelei the mermaid’s golden
coppery hair stood out among them, and when our eyes met across the
breakers my spirits lifted instantly. We beamed at one another in
unison. She swam closer to shore as I rolled up the legs of my
jeans to meet her in knee deep water.

“Marina!” her smile was as bright as a
sunny day, and her voice sounded like wind chimes. “Can we go
wave riding now?”

I looked around to see if anyone was nearby
and realized that the fog was the perfect cover.

“Lorelei,” I felt another surge of
joy, surprised at how good it was to see her, “I don’t
know...”

I was tempted.

“Please?” she asked in between
twirling and spinning in the churning foam. “Come play!”

I thought about the surfboard leaning against
the house in the back yard, and my beautiful wetsuit sitting unused
in my room. Why not?

“Yes!” I said, feeling a rush of
elation. “I’ll be right back!” I ran up the steps, getting
in and out of the house before anyone else had stirred. I snuck out
to the side yard and retrieved my surfboard. It was a short board
that I had no experience on, but I’d lost my long board and it
would have to do. It was much easier to carry than the big one; I
made it back down to the foggy beach quickly.

I could see Lorelei’s head bobbing in the
waves as I laid out my towel and hurriedly stripped down. In my
rush to get out of the house I had skipped changing into a
swimsuit, so I zipped the wetsuit on over my bra and underwear.
There was no one around to see so I didn’t care. I grabbed my board
and dove under the waves the way Ethan had shown me, paddling out
past the breakers and into the welcoming fog.

“You came!” Lorelei cried gleefully. I
had to hand it to her, she was always enthusiastic, eternally
upbeat. I looked around nervously at all the sea lions bobbing in
the water. The last time I had seen them this close they were
attacking me.

“They don’t bite, do they?” I asked
her as I sat up unsteadily on the board. The short board was a bit
harder to keep my balance on.

“No, they love all of the sisters,”
she said innocently.

“Did you send them to get me that
day?” I asked. “They weren’t too nice then.”

Lorelei looked confused, “What are you
talking about?”

I immediately realized that she never meant
me any harm. She was as transparent as glass, and I somehow knew
she was incapable of lying. I sensed that I could trust her. I had
my doubts about some of the other mermaids, remembering how they
had mercilessly dragged me underwater, smiling without pity as I
struggled against what fate had in store for me.

“How do you talk to sea lions?” I
asked her.

She looked at me like I was kidding, “Just
talk, they can hear you like all the other animals.”

“Hey you guys, don’t bite me,” I called to a
group of three off to our right. They didn’t even look up.

“No, silly,” Lorelei said, “Like
you talk to me.”

I focused, imagining that I was talking to
Lorelei. “Come over here,” I called to them in mermaid. They
dove and surfaced all around my surfboard, looking at me
expectantly. I looked at Lorelei, flabbergasted.

She grinned, radiantly beautiful in her
joyousness. “Let’s go wave riding.”

We frolicked in the waves for the next few
hours, under the cover of fog. It was the most natural and fun
thing I’d done in what felt like ages, and all my troubles slipped
away along with the morning. Without the pleasant distraction of
Ethan nearby, I discovered that surfing consisted of a lot of time
spent floating peacefully, waiting for the right swell to
materialize. I felt relaxed, meditative, and I focused all my
attention on the sea. I began to have the strangest sensation that
it was whispering to me, telegraphing its intention.

We laughed and played like children as I
quickly learned how to take command of the surfboard. Lorelei, with
her superior swimming power, could cut through the waves and
criss-cross in front of me, making me laugh with glee. The sea
lions played games all around us, rolling around like a litter of
puppies in the breaking waves.

I was a beginning surfer, but the longer I
stayed out in the water the more I started to understand the
dynamics of the waves, I began to sense what the water was going to
do, and how to adjust to it. I gained my balance on the board, and
could stand and turn it, laughing with delight at my speedy
progress. It was satisfying, like flexing a newly discovered
muscle. The only thing missing was Ethan, and it was sad to think
that he wouldn’t approve of me spending time with Lorelei.

The fog began to lift, and we swam further
out to sea to avoid being seen. Lorelei kept glancing nervously at
the shore; she seemed to have an acute sense of when people were
around or coming. It figures, I thought, for mermaids had managed
to avoid detection for centuries.

Most rational people believed the stories and
legends about them were merely fairy tales, but I wondered if man’s
increasing presence in the sea would eventually expose them. Modern
times had probably made it harder than ever for them to remain
hidden.

I had to remind myself that mermaids were
immortal ... eternal, and had seen empires rise and crumble to
dust. My own mother could have known this very beach for centuries,
watching different people come and go until the momentous day she
saw my father and met her ultimate fate. It was strange to think
that Lorelei was ancient, because she seemed as innocent and naive
as a child, and I felt like I was much older than her.

The sun was high in the sky when I remembered
my promise to Ethan to visit him at the market. I told Lorelei that
I had to leave but promised we could do it again soon.

“How will I find you?” I asked.

“I can hear you better now,” she
said.

“What do you mean?”

She cocked her head like she was trying to
puzzle it out. “Before you changed, I could hardly hear you. But
now, I can hear you when you get close. You were thinking about
your surfboard … and the wave rider.”

“Ethan?”

“Yes,” she nodded.

My god, I thought, she can read my mind. I
was reminded of the mermaid council’s strange telepathic
communication.

“Lorelei?” I asked.

“Yes?” her voice rang out like a
bell.

“How come I can’t hear you thinking?”
She knitted her brow together, but couldn’t answer my question.

I could see figures gathering on the distant
beach, so I bid Lorelei farewell, watching as she slipped under the
surface and disappeared. I started to paddle in, a gang of sea
lions accompanying me. I couldn’t resist taking one more beautiful
wave and it was my best surf of the day. I worked my way through
the breakers towards my towel on tired, wobbly legs.

The sea lions tried to follow me in, barking
like dogs. I turned around, laughing as they spun all around me in
the waist deep water. They weren’t so scary now. A few of them came
up out of the water, holding their heads up for a pat.

I concentrated and pointed, saying, “Shoo!
Go back out there.” They all barked and complied, and I started
walking in to the beach, giggling with glee. I could
actually talk to them!

I looked up and stopped laughing.

A group of the surfers from high school had
arrived at the beach, setting up near where I’d left my towel. They
had obviously watched me make my exit and were standing transfixed,
staring at me in silence. I’d seen them all before, but the only
one I knew by name was Shayla. At least it was too cold for
sunbathing, so their gaggle of groupies wasn’t there to stare,
jealous of the attention Ethan paid me.

I steeled myself to walk in, poker faced. I
could hear them muttering amongst themselves as I reached my towel
and pulled clothes out of my bag. Someone said, “That’s Carlson’s
girl” and I was both mortified and pleased to hear it.

Shayla approached me with a puzzled look as I
reached to unzip my suit. The two of us had gotten off to a rocky
start, enemies because of her treatment of Megan and Cruz. After a
dramatic fight that ended with me pulling her, half-drowned, out of
the surf, we’d come to a truce, and were now cautiously
friendly.

“Jeez Marina, you were totally ripping out
there,” she said, taken aback. “When did you learn how to
surf?”

“Um, Ethan taught me.”

“Where is he?” she asked, looking around.

“He’s at work.”

“You went out alone?” She looked surprised.
“That’s not really a good idea.”

“I know,” I bit my lip. Crap! I was going to
have to tell Ethan about this before he heard it from them. I
unzipped my suit and started peeling it down. “Oh!” I had forgotten
what I had on underneath and I pulled it back up, looking over
Shayla’s shoulder at the crowd of guys watching us. My underwear
looked strangely suggestive on the beach, even though it probably
covered as much as your average bikini.

“Shayla? Could you please stand there and
block me for a minute? I—ah ... forgot my swimsuit.” My cheeks
flushed red and I looked at her in desperation.

“Sure,” she said, and held up a towel for me.
I changed into my clothes in record time.

“Thanks,” I smiled gratefully. I gathered up
my things and turned to her. I remembered that Shayla was a really
good surfer. “Hey, would
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