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Dedication

For Grandpa.

Thank you for telling me I would be an author

before it was a dream I had for myself.

&

For anyone who has ever felt

the magic of the sea.
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Happy Place

I fly through the kitchen after school like a

seagull soaring over the sand,

searching for an open bag of chips.



Past my baby brother, Sean, sucking his pacifier,

slapping his chubby hands on his tray.



Past my perfect sister, Kelly, still in uniform—

plaid skirt, navy polo, and gray knee socks—

frowning at an essay on her laptop.



Past Mom slicing juicy apples,

who scowls without looking up.

“No running in the house, Murray.

Act like a young lady, please.”



I roll my eyes—

I’m no lady—

but slow to a speed-walk

upstairs to my corner room

with a view of the sea.



I peel off the uncomfortable pink blouse and skirt

Mom bought me when we went school shopping at

the Ocean County Mall this summer,



pull on my favorite blue one-piece suit,

stiff from summers of salt.



I bound downstairs,

burst out the back door,

Mom’s voice

nearly lost in the wind

behind me.

“No swimming

without lifeguards,

Murray.”



Our back deck’s stairs descend

right onto the beach.



The ocean is our neighbor.



The ocean is my friend.



I wiggle my toes in the cool sand,

giggle at the salty wind tickling my cheeks,

grin at the dark smudge of the horizon—



the light blue expanse turns violet

where sky meets sea,

spread out in front of me

like we live on the

edge

of the world.



I take off toward the water.



My happy place.



I feel free.




Family Tides

Low Tide



My name is Murray—

my great-grandma’s last name—

meaning “from the land by the sea.”



High Tide



Sometimes I think Mom

would’ve given me a less special name

if she’d known the person I’d come to be.



Low Tide



We live on the beach in Lavallette, New Jersey,

in the house my mom grew up in.

I love flip-flops and T-shirts that go to my knees.

I collect sea glass and facts about ocean animals.



High Tide



I’m twelve and Kelly is seventeen—

I miss when the gap between us felt more like

Barnegat Bay, not the whole Atlantic Ocean.



We used to make sandcastles and

tumble through the waves.



When Kelly was my age, she drifted away—

suddenly into mani-pedis and makeup,

hanging out at the boardwalk with her friends

but telling Mom and Dad she was going to the library.



Now she’s the “star” student,

ace of Academic Challenge team,

captain of Donovan Catholic’s cheer squad,



and I’m her “freaky” little sister

who speaks to the sea and

spends her time learning about the ocean.



Rip Current



No one talks about my brother Patrick.

He left for college two years ago.

He never came back.




Ebb, Flow, Breathe

The still-warm late-September water

rushes past my knees,

like a friend saying, “Hello.”



It slips back, spills into another little wave,

like the back-and-forth swell

of nerves in my belly.



Mom’s gonna be so angry

when she sees Mr. Holburn’s

red corrections all over my quiz.



Mom wants me to

be more like Kelly.

Work harder.

Become a lawyer

like Mom never did.



But I’m suffocating,

like those landlocked states

I can’t remember the names of.



    
        
            	Ebb. Breathe in. 
            	Flow. Breathe out.
        

    



Let Mom

social studies

Patrick

ebb.



The waves crash and fizz and bubble,

my back to the whole continent

my heart facing the sea.




High Five

I raise my hand and focus hard

on the foamy froth of the waves,

feel the tingle of salt and ocean breeze

on my fingertips.



The next time the water rushes up,

it rises to

slap

my hand—

a wet high five.



My giggles

mix with the wind

as the playful spray

splashes me in the face,

water that smells like

home.



It swirls

around my ankles,

moving in circular currents

that match the

twirl

of

my hand.



My fingers tingle,

a crackling hum like the

vast sound inside a shell.




Five Years Ago: The Spark

The ocean has always felt

alive.

At least to me.



When we were little,

Patrick, Kelly, and I stuck together,

did everything

together:

hung out on the beach until sunset

piled on the couch for movie nights

wandered up and down the boardwalk.



After Patrick turned fifteen

and Kelly turned twelve



and I turned seven,



we spent less and



less time together.



I spent more and more time at the beach

with the ocean’s ever-changing tides,

collecting shells and pieces of sea glass.



The ocean has always been more than water.

The ocean has always felt like a friend—

always there, its waves and tides

constant, reliable—



always felt like it had moods

that range from calm to angry.



But the ocean truly became alive—physically,

magically—

one day when I saved a horseshoe crab

stuck upside down in the swash,

his spiny tail straight up,

the tide rushing                    out.



I flipped the little guy over . . . and my fingers tingled.

Okay, that’s weird.



I tried shaking them out, but they kept buzzing.



When I raised my hands to my face,

the ocean hopped forward in a long wave

gathering around my ankles.



I hopped back, figuring it was a freak wave,

but when I raised my hands again,

the same thing happened.

Whoa.

I can MOVE the ocean.



I swooped up my hand in front of me,

creating a little wake across the surface.



When I focused,

that wake became

clearer, crisper, stronger.

Huh.

Why can I move the ocean?



I locked eyes with the still-stranded horseshoe crab—

who’s not even a real crab but a big water bug

older than the dinosaurs.



I tried to focus again, get the water to take him so

I wouldn’t have to.



The tide whirled and followed my hands

in the direction, speed I pushed them.



It took a few tries, like learning how to

ride a two-wheeler—

all balance and patience.

But . . . I did it.

I used my hands to move the ocean

and save the helpless creature.




Now: Ocean Magic

So now I do ocean magic.

Or make ocean magic.



If magic is even the right word.



A connection between

head, heart, and hands.



A buzzing current lets me

bend and shape the ocean

around and within me.



Even during the busiest summer months,

I retrieve loose toys for little kids

when they drift too far from their

small reaching hands.



At first, I thought it was just the tide

bringing them back—

waves pulling lost toys back before

sometimes pushing them forward—

like when I was little.



But by focusing on the water, on my buzzing hands—

half meditation, half willpower—

I could change the tides,

reel the toys in,

keep waves from

knocking



kids



down



like



d   o   m   i   n    o   e   s.



I know it sounds wild.

Hey, I can move the ocean—

yeah, the ocean,

with my mind.



But I know what I feel in my body,

in every cell of my being.

I know how the ocean works.



Sometimes I can float.

For hours.



Staring at the

endless blue above

so long I feel like I’m

part sky, part sea.



I thought hours must have passed,

but when I came back down,

only a few minutes had gone by.



At night, I use this power to

lull myself to sleep with

the gentle whoosh of

faraway waves,



more intense than

that light, wobbly sensation

I got when I was a little kid

after a long day in the water.



This feels like I’m right there

in the waves,

and I can control them,

make it happen even on winter days

when I can’t swim at all.



I don’t know what the word for it is—

what these weird abilities are.



Witchcraft? No.

Water bending?  No.

Affinity? Maybe?



But I know how it feels.



Like we’re connected,

Like we’re part of the same body

Like the ocean is part of my heart.



Sometimes, when I’m swimming,

I don’t know where Murray ends

and Ocean begins.



Maybe that is magical.




Ocean Choices

I know I should head home

after dipping my ankles in,

after I’ve said hello.



Mom will be starting dinner soon,

and the sun is dipping lower,

bright cotton-candy clouds

floating overhead.



But I don’t want to do homework,

or hear her complain again

about my “mediocre” grades.



I need a little more ocean time,

a few minutes to clear my head.



I turn and walk down the beach,

catching sand crabs in bubbles,

watching their legs wiggle

before returning them to

their wet tidal home while

I scour the shoreline

for sea glass.



I wonder if sand crabs ever feel

lonely like I do.



Or hollow, like the

cracked, broken shells

littered along the water’s edge.



I glance behind me—

at my house, my mom, my family—

where I don’t fit.



The next time I look up at the horizon,

a dark fin arches above the surface,

the bumpy spine of a humpback whale.



My skin itches to swim,

even though Mom says,

No swimming without lifeguards.



A fair point . . . for kids without ocean magic.



I can’t help it—

I sprint through the breaking waves

and dive into the rolling surf.




Then and Now: Songs of the Sea

Underwater, I hear

a symphony of dolphin clicks,

seal grunts, whale songs

that no one else can.



I didn’t hear the music of the sea

until two years ago,

after Patrick left.



Maybe because of my new loneliness?

Maybe because the ocean was consoling me?

Maybe because I was so hurt, so angry,

a new piece of magic unlocked?



The first time it happened on a crowded summer afternoon,

I dived beneath the surface and heard what I heard.



The nasally trills of dolphin melodies.

The hoarse but muted barks of seals.

The long, echoing calls of whales.



Everything was so clear!



The ocean already has sound,

a low rustling hum,

a sort of watery static.



But this was music—

new song, a new genre

unlike anything I’d experienced before.



As far as I know

I’m the only one who hears it,

which feels special and sad all at once.



Sometimes what I want more than anything

is someone who can share my magic.



For now, it’s just mine.




Whale Song

The solos of a humpback are my favorite.

I love the gentle, echoing songs that

the males create anew each year,

far, far away in Australia,

and share around the world.



They remind me of the

slow, soothing notes of the organ

at church, my favorite part of Mass.



I can’t understand what he’s saying,

but he has the kind of voice

where you know he’s traveled

a long way.



Mom’s call is more sea lion bark

than soothing whale trills—



I would rather be here,

but the whale’s sound softens.



When I can no longer hear it,

I ask the sea to gently bring me

back to shore.



On land, I focus and shimmy

the ocean off my suit

until I’m dry-dry, not just sun-dry.



I sigh and turn back toward home.




Small but Mighty

My magic might be small,

but it’s powerful—

even a small piece

of the ocean

is a mighty wave.



Maybe the best kind of magic

is the kind that no one notices.



The kind that makes you smile

because you noticed it—

or made it.



When I’m near the ocean,

I feel like I can do anything.



All I have to do is concentrate on the water,

feel that intense link between Murray and sea,

focus my hands, head, and heart—

trust the ocean will have my back.



The first time I used magic to dry off my suit,

I thought it was just the warmth of the sun.



But I wasn’t soggy-bathing-suit-bottom dry.

I was just-put-my-bathing-suit-on dry.



When I first used the magic to surf,

I thought it was a normal wave,

until I realized the waves

pushed me farther than

they should have.



Until I realized the wave was for me

because I wanted a wave to be there,

because the ocean moved to carry me,

because it was a wave we made together.



In the ocean, I am powerful.



I am 100 percent Murray.



I am safe.



When I’m away from the ocean,

the magic is still there, but    farther        away

like an          echo,



Fainter over distance and time.



Like being able to hear the ocean

from behind the dunes,

smell it,

taste it, even,

but not see it.



I carry the sea with me,

feel the tingle of magic

in my head,

in my heart,



deep down

in my gut.




Home Is Work

Mom waits for me on the back deck,

reading a book in her Adirondack chair.



Kelly studies nearby at the picnic table,

seemingly focused on her laptop,

but no doubt eager to eavesdrop

on Mom scolding me.



Patrick should be here,

perched on the stairs,

staring out at the horizon,

sketching or singing to me.



But he’s not, his absence a hole

even the ocean can’t fill.



Sean sits in his plastic playpen,

biting a dinosaur-shaped teether,

flapping his free hand at a fabric book.



Sean is still becoming.



His first birthday is next month.

He can toddle unsteadily on his feet,

making our parents squeal with glee.



Dad wants him to be good at sports,

jokes one day he’ll be a Yankee or a Giant.



Mom says he’s so smart, maybe he’ll be a doctor.



Mom doesn’t tell me I’ll be a doctor or a lawyer.

She doesn’t get what a marine biologist does—

all I know is I want to keep studying, learning,

being by the ocean my whole life.



Dad tells me I can do anything if

I work hard and don’t give up.

I just wish he looked prouder

of me while he said it.



I hope Sean figures it out.

He’s always had a strong grip on my fingers

and perfect aim throwing his toys,

usually at our heads.



But me?

I’m not so sure.

I’m not good at sports.

I’m not good at school.

I’m not good at making

Mom and Dad happy.



I kneel to help Sean

stack blocks into a tower

that could be a skyscraper

or a lighthouse—



it reminds me of Patrick,

who’s studying to design real buildings.

I miss him so much.



Mom clears her throat.

“You were at the beach late again.

Shouldn’t you start your homework, Murray?

Let’s do that before dinner, hm?”



She doesn’t get it, doesn’t care

that these worksheets

make my brain hurt.



It takes me more than a

worksheet amount of time to do a

worksheet amount of work.



But I don’t want a fight.



I tousle Sean’s fluffy baby hair

and drag myself inside the house.




The Hurricane

I tiptoe past Dad,

napping on the couch

on one of his rare

work-from-home days,

my eyes drifting to the TV.



For the past week,

all anyone at school,

at the Ben Franklin store,

at the Seaside Heights boardwalk

has talked about is:

The Hurricane.



Down the shore, we’re no strangers

to storms rolling off the water—

crashing into us with wind, rain, thunder.



Most of the time,

hurricanes stay offshore;

smaller, weaker tropical storms

bully the tide.



But the past few years, we’ve had

many close calls. Too close.

A hurricane can change a place forever.



The adults whisper that it reminds them of

the one that hit when I was a baby,

the superstorm that wiped out

bridges, homes, shops, rides

up and down the coast.



I don’t remember the storm,

but I see shadows of it in the worried glances

of my teachers, parents, neighbors.



Last week, the storm was supposed to go     out

to sea.



But the model on the Weather Channel

has inched closer

closer

closer



to us.



If the hurricane comes,

it will be on Friday.



Today’s Wednesday.



I swallow hard.



How can a bunch of computers

and pretty news people predict

what a storm this big will do?



It can’t hit us.

It won’t.




My Ode to Loneliness

Mom was quiet-mad about my social studies quiz.



I lie awake in bed unable to sleep—

hurricanes, expectations, memories

swim around in my brain.

I always feel like the odd one out,

a flimsy mussel shell among elegant scallops.



My chest buzzes, subtle

like the tingle of ocean magic,

but it’s only the lonely crackle in my heart.



Sometimes it feels like there’s

a whole ocean between me and           everyone else.



I squirm, twist, turn but can’t get comfy.

I flop onto my back and huff, then talk to the ocean

as I lie wide-awake in the dark:



Ocean, I had three siblings

but now I only have two.



Patrick

left me behind,

stranded at sea.



A mom, a dad, two sisters, two brothers.

We should have made sense.

We should have felt balanced.

We should have been whole—



But we don’t. We aren’t. We can’t be. . . .




3 . . .

I’ve known the same kids forever

at our tiny elementary school,

our class of twelve kids,

yet I’ve never had a best friend.

I love the ocean,

but I don’t want it

to be my only friend.



But the next day, we are all

swimming in the same uncertainty—

gossip and speculation

beginning to melt into

fear.



Teachers give us

next week’s reading early,

push back Monday quizzes,

since it’s all up in the air.

Of course.

That’s where the

hurricane is.



During language arts,

Brenda says

her dad says

it’s gonna hit Jersey.

Leila says

her aunt says

it’s going out to sea.

Robbie says

his mom says

the people who report the weather

don’t know what they’re talking about.



Mrs. Henry says

we need to stop buzzing like bees,

return to reading our independent novels

or she’ll give us another worksheet.



Everyone shuts up.




2 . . .

Mr. Walters indulges our

hurricane conspiracy theories.



Why talk about evolution

if science is happening

right outside our window?



Argh, the one day I tried on the homework.



He labels troughs, ridges, and air masses

in different colors on the board.



“There are two possibilities—

if things come together like this,

the hurricane will veer off to sea.



Like this, it will ride up the coast.



Hurricanes have become more unpredictable.”



Brenda blurts out,

“Why are they more unpredictable?”



Tommy interjects,

“Climate change.

My mom says that’s why the fires out west

are stronger and stronger, and

some places have bad droughts

while others have bad flooding.”



Robbie snaps,

“My mom says climate change is a hoax!”



Tommy yells back,

“Well, your mom is wrong.”



Leila holds her cheeks.

“Isn’t it true that in ten years

it’ll be too late to do anything

and we’ll all die?”



The class erupts with noise,

reminding me of seagulls

caw-caw-CAWing overhead.



Mr. Walters shushes us,

adjusts his wiry glasses.

“It’s true that the planet is in crisis,

and storms are getting stronger.



“The storms can also change so fast—

some form in less than a day, and then

people have less, or no time, to leave.”



I find myself raising my hand.

“Will we get hit by the hurricane?”



His smile falters.

“I don’t know, Murray.

But no matter what happens,

it will be okay.”



Hmmm.

I still don’t like

the sound of that.




1 . . .

During social studies,

the principal announces

school is canceled

tomorrow for the storm.



Chaos breaks out.



Brenda sobs, “We’re all gonna die.”

Tommy says, “No one’s dying. It’ll miss us!”

Leila cries, “This is what we get for melting the ice caps.”

Robbie adds, unhelpfully, “That’s right. We’re all screwed.”



I don’t say a word.



Like when I daydream in class,

I focus on my connection to the sea—

I feel like I’m underwater,

hearing muffled sounds

above the surface.



My fingertips are electric,

magic pulsing through me.



I try to ask the ocean,

Why is this happening?

Why won’t the storm

go out to sea?



But I don’t get an answer,

don’t feel the usual calm

wash over me.




GO.

Dad and our neighbor from

the yellow house next door

are nailing plywood boards

over my bedroom window,

covering my view of the ocean.



I drop my bag, run for the beach.



Mom calls my name,

catches my wrist before I slip away.

“Murray, wait. Stop. We’re leaving tonight.”

Leaving?

“We’re going to stay with

Uncle Jack and Aunt Maureen for . . .

until the storm is over.”



But we haven’t seen them in forever.

Not since before Patrick left.



If we’re going to stay

with Aunt Maureen and Uncle Jack,

then this must be serious.

“But, but, but . . .

we’ve never gone that far away

during a storm. Not ever.”



Mom frowns, shakes her head.

“This time is different. Come on—”



I wriggle away . . .

No, no, no.

. . . I run for the water.




You Can’t Let This Happen

I sprint across the sand,

need to have a

heart-to-heart

with my best friend.



My fingertips burn with magic

flowing up my arms,

down to my heart—

not pleasant but frantic—

as I stomp to the edge.



Long, foamy waves

churn with whitecaps under

the cloud-filled sky.



Nothing like the calm

of yesterday.



When a wave rolls up,

the undertow is strong,

trying to grab me by the ankles,

drag me out to sea.



I dig in my heels and

scream into the surf.

“You can’t let this happen!

You can’t let the hurricane hit us!



“I need you to push it out to sea.

I need you to protect us.

I need you to be my friend.”



The waves roar in response,

scary, unrelenting.



“Okay,” I whimper. “Fine.”



I stumble back—spent, drained,

as if I were the hurricane,

let all my fear and anger

out onto the sea.



I shake nervous magic

out of my hands,

wish I had answers,

wish my magic was

strong enough to blow

this storm away.



I’m supposed to feel safe by the ocean.

I’m supposed to feel in control.



But I’m not sure all the magic

in the sea could fight

this endless, angry sky.




Just in Case

We used to go to

my aunt and uncle’s house

for Christmas Eve every year.

But Aunt Maureen and Uncle Jack

“took Patrick’s side,” according to Mom,

so we don’t see them anymore.

When we’d go then,

it was only for a few hours.

Mom didn’t say things like:

“Pack enough clothes for a while. Just in case.

Anything you can fit in your big suitcase.

Make sure you bring some nice clothes,

not just T-shirts and stretchy pants.”



“Move everything on your dresser

to the high shelf in your closet.

Pick up anything loose on the floor.

And your rugs. Just in case.”



“Murray, is that a library book

on the ground? Take it. Just in case.”

I gulp at the unknown

of just in case

with a hurricane

on the way.



I shove the book under my clothes,

hoping Mom forgets that she saw it.

She likes to see what I bring home,

make sure it’s “appropriate,”

wants to make sure I’m learning

“the correct values.”



But sometimes I smuggle books home

that I know don’t have the right “values.”



Like this one.

It has something called a Stonewall Honor

and the girls on the cover are holding hands.



As I pack away favorite T-shirts and

my stuffie of Luseal from Jenkinson’s Aquarium

in my blue puffer fish backpack,

I get overwhelmed and tear up.



Kelly tells me to stop crying, teases me

that Sean is supposed to be the baby

of the family.



A lot of ocean animals know what to do

when they feel like they’re in danger.

Octopuses release thick clouds of ink.

Sea cucumbers spurt sticky goo.

Electric eels emit electric shocks.



I wish I had a signal for my sister

to leave me alone.



But I catch her wiping away tears

as she packs her dingy stuffed bunny

she never sleeps without.



I want to say something snarky,

hit her where it hurts,

but maybe she’s scared too.



Lots of animals on land and in sea

bite or lash out when afraid.



Instead, I give her a cautious hug, and

for the first time in years, since before,



Kelly hugs me back.



A little stiff, but

a hug nonetheless.
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