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			Chapter One

			Given the festive occasion—the Sublime Magazine Christmas party aboard the cruise boat Voyager 2—Caroline York tried to fake jubilance. But the champagne and generic Christmas music only added to her melancholy. Her group of four had commandeered the small sitting area in the lounge, two beige sofas facing each other across a white vinyl roundtable next to a portside window. Out the window, she could see the Maine coast lights two miles west. Beyond her group, twenty-three elegant people, just two over age forty, drank, chatted, flirted, and flattered Executive Editor Rita Lyton, sixty-three years old yet unwrinkled as iron.

			Caroline focused on the three people closest to her. Beside her sat her rich lawyer fiancé, Peter Fleming, brown hair perfectly coiffed to hide the small bald spot on top. Mustached black editor Paul Scott and his cheerful wife, Ann, occupied the other couch. All were sipping Dom Perignon, the now empty bottle on the table. Caroline tried to tune in their conversation so she could seamlessly rejoin it. Fortunately for her, a pretty Indian waitress distracted them, bearing a tray of hors d’oeuvre. Each of them plucked a snack.

			Paul bit into his first and made an appreciative face. “Delicious caviar snack,” he said, turning to Ann. “You should make these at home.”

			“I’ll be happy to, dear, after you get your Christmas bonus.”

			“What Christmas bone—?”

			Paul shut up, seeing Ann and Caroline smiling at him. He joined them.

			“This party is our bonus,” said Caroline. “It’s as generous as Rita gets once a year.”

			“I forget,” said Paul. “We only cover the rich and famous—from the cheap seats.”

			“Speak for yourself, Paul,” said Peter, sampling his snack. “Caroline will always have the place of honor in my orchestra box.”

			He placed his right hand over the large diamond on Caroline’s ring finger, eliciting a wan smile from her.

			“I knew I should’ve gone into law instead of journalism,” Paul said.

			“You might win an argument with our five-year-old sometime,” said Ann.

			“Rory’s five already?” said Caroline. “Good lord.”

			“Time flies,” Ann said. “How long have you two been going now?”

			“Nine months and three weeks,” answered Peter.

			“Ever since we featured him in Sublime,” said Paul. “Peter Fleming, Attorney to the Stars.”

			“Caroline made me seem irresistible. Yet she still won’t set the date.”

			“What are you waiting for, Caroline?” inquired Ann.

			Caroline paused for a moment before answering. “I don’t know. A little mystery perhaps, before settling down for good.”

			“Like where did my UNC sweatshirt disappear to,” said Paul.

			Ann made a flamboyant “search me” gesture, garnering smiles. 

			Caroline turned serious. “I mean it, though. The lifestyle we’re paid to promote—film, fashion, food, and—”

			“Frolic,” Paul said.

			“It’s all rather superficial, isn’t it?” Caroline noticed Peter’s frown and caressed his right wrist with her free hand. “Present company excepted,” she said. “I’d like to write about something more…extraordinary for a change.”

			“Well, ‘tis the season,” Ann said.

			“To be jolly, not heavy,” said Paul, wiggling his empty champagne glass. “What’s holding up our refill?”

			“I’ll grab us a bottle,” Caroline said, standing up. “And I promise to be appropriately festive the rest of the night.” She winked and went to the bar.

			“Dom Perignon,” she told the middle-aged Indian bartender. “Bottle, please.”

			He placed one in front of her.

			“I was hoping to return those at half price,” said a haughty female voice behind her. “The cheaper brand only pays one third.”

			Caroline turned to face Rita Lyton, as usual, like a novice before the Mother Superior. “So I’ve ruined your reputation as Mrs. Scrooge,” said Caroline.

			“Bah humbug,” said Rita. “I’d have divorced Ebenezer for being too generous.”

			Caroline chuckled. Rita nodded at the bottle in her employee’s hand. “Don’t let it go to your head, Caroline. I still want that Congresswoman Hartley piece by Friday.” She moved away toward her circle of sycophants. 

			Caroline clutched the bottle. “I hope she’s paying you enough,” she said to the bartender.

			He pointed at a bill-filled goblet on the bar. “My daughter and I get tips,” he said with a faint Indian accent. “Unlike the ship’s crew.”

			“Oh? How many are there?”

			“On this charter, five men, including Captain Fowler.”

			Caroline looked at the bottle in her hand, getting an idea. “Some expensive bubbly might compensate them. Do me a favor, will you? Send another bottle to that drunken lot over there.” She pointed to her sitting group.

			“Of course.”

			Caroline moved to the lounge exit and took the three steps to the door. Cold air struck her the instant she opened it, aided by her short, sleeveless, velvet cocktail dress. Her high heels and slight buzz made walking the portside deck a bit tricky, so she took full advantage of the handrail. She saw dark waves rolling away from the ship and a beam of light sweeping the ocean ahead.

			Reaching the pilothouse, she found the door locked and minus a doorbell. She knocked three times. The door swung open, held by a robust, handsome senior with a trim grey beard in a captain’s uniform, sans cap. “Well, blow me down,” he said in a noticeable Maine accent. “A mermaid.”

			“I have legs,” said Caroline.

			“And lovely ones too, but you’re barely standing on ‘em. Come on in.”

			Captain Fowler opened the door wider. Caroline stepped into a high-tech bridge dominated by a lofty chair behind the ivory mariner wheel. The curving front window offered a wide view of the dark sea ahead. The captain indicated a wooden chest on the starboard side.

			“Sit.”

			Caroline sat on the chest.

			“What can I do for you, missy?”

			Caroline held out the bottle. “Christmas present for you and your crew.”

			Captain Fowler smirked. “Champagne. Never touch the stuff. Now rum—that’d be different.”

			“Oh,” said Caroline. “I’ll go get you some.”

			“I’m joking, missy. We don’t touch booze while at sea. Your landlubber lives depend on us staying sharp. For instance, I see you’re not wearing a life jacket. Didn’t you hear the first mate’s castoff speech? Life vest on deck at all times.”

			“I left mine by my coat.”

			“Foolish girl, ‘specially tonight.”

			“Why tonight, especially?”

			“There be whales,” said Captain Fowler. “All around. Sometimes they rock the boat.”

			“Whales, wow. Could I see one?”

			“Possibly, from the deck.”

			“I’ll go tell my friends,” said Caroline, rising to her feet.

			“Not without a vest. Grab one from that chest.”

			Caroline lifted the trunk lid and extracted an orange lifejacket. She put the champagne down on the reclosed chest so she could don the vest. She struggled with the straps for half a minute, to the captain’s amusement, and had to take a break.

			“Can’t I just carry it?” she asked.

			Captain Fowler shook his head. “Too dangerous. You’re not a real mermaid.”

			“As if there are any.”

			“Oh, there are.”

			“Right,” said Caroline, again fumbling with the straps. “Ever see one?”

			“That I have.”

			Caroline looked at Captain Fowler. “Oh, come on.”

			“Sail the seas long enough, missy, and you’ll spy things you never dreamed could be. Marvelous things. I plan to write a book about it someday when I’m dry-docked for good. But I might need a ghostwriter. Ha ha.”

			“I would like to review your book,” said Caroline. “Look me up, will you? Caroline York, Sublime Magazine, Boston.”

			“I just might do that. Thank you.”

			Caroline finally clicked on the vest. She pointed to the champagne bottle on the trunk. “For your wife,” she said.

			“She was hardier than me.”

			“Oh, sorry.”

			“And you’re nicer than most swells,” Captain Fowler said. “Merry Christmas, mermaid.”

			Caroline exited the pilothouse, the lifejacket a new layer against the cold, her clearer head counterbalancing the high heels. She moved aft with no need for rail support. 

			Halfway to the lounge door, a loud, mournful wail froze her in her tracks. There be whales, she recalled.

			She rushed to the handrail and leaned over it. She scanned the ocean surface, which was brightened by the beam she’d seen earlier, now passing closer to the ship. She could make out its point of origin—an old-style lighthouse on a small island maybe half a mile away. A nearer movement distracted her, a massive shadow disappearing underneath the vessel. The deck rocked then fell seaward, flipping Caroline over the handrail. A blast of water cut off her scream.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Caroline thrashed in the ocean for a good while before realizing she was still afloat, thanks to the lifejacket. She managed to turn around to where the cruise ship had been—and no longer was. Only open sea spanned before her. She heard a faint rendition of I’ll be Home for Christmas. Turning left, she caught sight of the boat moving rapidly away. Her shouts of “No!” and “Stop!” blended with the fading music. By the time she quit yelling, the song could no longer be heard. She began to sob.

			“God, help me,” she prayed for the first time since childhood.

			A beam of light shone down on her. It came not from Heaven but the lighthouse to her left. The island where it stood seemed so close, she thought she could swim to it, like Charlize Theron. “The women I play can do anything men can do, and better,” Charlize had told her in an interview. It was time to prove her right. She began to swim with strong, swift strokes. 

			The light swept away, and darkness enveloped her, sapping her resolve. The cold bit into her. She swam as if the exercise would warm her, until she couldn’t feel her arms. Her strokes slowed, then ceased. She looked ahead. The lighthouse seemed no closer. An icy wave splashed her back and kept rolling toward the island. She envied it. Her own forward motion had stopped for good. Up or down was the only movement that awaited her—in the afterlife. Down would be preferable, she thought, hell being hot and dry.

			A new light caught her eye, smaller than the lighthouse beam, at sea level and approaching fast. She knew a hallucination when she saw one, and this fit the bill—a little sailboat with a square golden sail, piloted by a dark-haired, well-built man in a white Irish fisherman’s sweater and khaki dockers. She disbelieved in him even as his sailboat sped toward her. It came to a stop a few feet away.

			She had a sense of being lifted out of the water by her upper arms, although she couldn’t feel them enough to be sure. Laid down on her back in the front of the boat, she saw the golden sail above her and the star-filled sky beyond. A thick blanket dropped on her chest, held by the sailor, his face close and clear in the starlight. It didn’t belong to a denizen from below…more of the higher realm—late twenties, handsome, with short brown hair and a square jaw darkened by stubble. 

			The face withdrew, restoring her view of the sail as it billowed with wind. The boat began to move. She watched the stars for an incalculable time, half expecting to float up to them at any moment. A slight jolt brought her back to Earth.

			The attractive face reappeared just above hers. Strong hands dug into her back, beneath the lifejacket, and lifted her out of the sailboat. She could see it was beached in a sandy cove between two large grey boulders, close to each other and illuminated by the lighthouse. The man carried her over the pebbly sand to between the twin rocks. The olden lighthouse loomed before them on the right shore. It was a grey-brick structure over a hundred feet high, crowned with a circular windowed station and ringed by a black metal walkway. I made it, thought Caroline, if only in her dying dream.
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