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Aliona flipped out of bed, humming 'Happy Birthday'. She opened the curtains. The sea was sparkling blue, matching her mood. A fish swimming by waved a fin. 'Happy birthday, Aliona!' it mouthed.

Dare she look to see if she had changed, like her best friend, Delta, had?  Taking a deep breath, she approached her mirror. She closed her eyes, then opened them again. Her hair was still shining, dark and wavy as usual, and her tail was also glossy. Her eyes were there usual sparkly blue. She glanced at her hands. “Ooh!” she gasped. Instead of the broken fingernails she'd had the day before, they were now grown; not too short and not too long. Just right for a sixteen-year-old mermaid. Wow! For the first time in years, she had proper nails. She had to show them to her parents.

She joined her mum in the kitchen, where she was preparing the breakfasts for her family.

Aliona sang, “Good morning, Mum.”

“Good morning, darling,” her mum, Barbara, replied. “Happy birthday, sweetheart.”

Aliona looked round the room.

“You'll get your present in a minute, when you've had breakfast.” Her mum put a bowl of sea crisps in front of her, then went into the next room. Returning with a small velvet box, she handed it  to Aliona. “Happy birthday, sweetie,’ she said. ‘Here's your special present. There is a message inside for you to read.”

Aliona had heard about these messages. She unwrapped the paper, then opened the box. “Oh, it's empty,” she said.

“That's the idea,” Barbara said. “You have to read the message first, then you will understand.” 

Aliona opened the paper. She read:

“The emerald you have to find,

will lead you to the merboy you seek,

but don't take too long, mind,

for you only have a week.”

Aliona frowned, twiddling a strand of her long hair. “What does that mean?”

“Hasn't Delta told you?” 

Aliona thought about it. Then she said, “Oh, I see! I have to find the emerald and when I do it will lead me to my dream merboy, but only for a week or I won't get my present.”

“That's correct,” Barbara said, turning away from her, but not before Aliona had noticed the look on her face.

“There's more to it than that, isn't there?” she said.

“Yes, but only you can find that out.”

Aliona gave a lingering look towards the empty box. “I will find the emerald this week. I can visualise it as a ring or a pair of earrings,” she declared, flipping off the stool.

Her dad entered their cave house then. “Back for breakfast,” he said, sitting at the table. “Ali got her present?”

“Yes, Charlton, she has. She's on her way now to find it,” Barbara told him.

In front of her mirror, Aliona pulled her hair into a ponytail, tying it with a ribbon. She didn’t want it to look messy when she found her merman. She also checked her tail. All appeared normal, thank goodness. Glancing at her newly-grown fingernails, she took a second, closer look. No, it was her imagination, surely? For a second they appeared shorter than they had done earlier. Forget them for now, you have a merman to seek, she told herself.

“I'm off out,” she announced, swishing through the kitchen. “I'll search in the village this morning, so will be back for lunch.”

Outside the door, she stopped. Where should she begin? Where would an emerald be hidden and a merman be as well? Probably best to try nearby in the village. She'd venture further later on, if she hadn't found her dream merboy by then.

Aliona took a deep breath, then swam forwards. Fish passed her, calling out, “Happy birthday, Aliona!”

“Thank you,” she called back. 

She looked to the left and to the right as she went, but there were no mermen to be seen. She reached the spot where she usually met her friends. As she did, she heard a male voice singing. She patted her hair, lifted herself up and began swimming towards the voice.

She had gone a short distance when she saw him: a merman. As she got nearer, she caused a ripple and he turned round to face her. She pulled a face of disgust when he bit his finger, then spat something out into the sea. 

“Hiya, Aliona. Want to join me?” he asked, holding out his hand.

“No, thanks,” she replied. “I’m needed at home.” Quickly, she flipped about and swam away.

Ugh! Even though she'd never taken much care of her nails before, at least she hadn't bitten them. And to chew them and spit them out in public. Gross! Next time she'd search further afield. Maybe the mermen there wouldn't be so unappealing. She could but hope.

Aliona lay on her bed, thinking about the encounter with the scruffy merman. She gazed at her own fingernails. They were all shiny and grown now she'd reached sixteen, but before today they had been stubby and bitty. She hadn't taken care of them, she knew. Too busy being one of the boys. Even so, she hadn't made a show of them in public like that merman had. Yuk! He wasn't the one for her. So, what did she want in her dream merboy?

Barbara came into the room.

“No luck?” she asked.

“Not yet. I still have several days to go. I will find him.” Aliona sat up.

“Any idea what he should be like?” Barbara asked, joining her on the bed.

“Not yet. Although he needs to have manners in public.” She shuddered at the memory of the merman she'd just met and described what she'd seen.

Her mum grimaced. “Mmm ... yes, I know what you mean. Be careful out there.”

“I will.”

After lunch Aliona said, “OK, I'm going to the next village to look there. I'll search for the emerald first, make a note of any possible places, then return there later.”

“Good idea. Mind how you go, dear,” her mum said, kissing her on the cheek.

As she left the house, her brother, Byron, arrived.

“Hiya, Ali,” Byron said, ruffling her hair.

“Don't do that,” she snapped at him.

“You coming with us later?” he asked.

“No. Not today. I want to keep my new nails clean and whole, thank you.”

“Let's have a look,” he said.

She showed him her newly-grown nails.

“Nice. Where are you off to now?”

“To the village to the east.”

“Have fun. See you later,” he said, ruffling her hair again as she passed him.

She stuck out her tongue at him.

Today was the first day in her new life. No more would she help her brothers with their searching among the rocks and risk her new fingernails.

She swam away, passing houses made from rocks. “Galeson lives there, and Ethan lives there,” she muttered as she went, recalling where her mermen friends lived. They were all rough and tumble types, not what she wanted in a merboyfriend. Not now she had her nice new fingernails. Aliona glanced at them. Was she seeing things? Had they shrunk since she'd left home? That was only a few minutes ago, surely?

After a while, she reached a clear area, where she saw only fish. They flitted past her as she got closer to them.

“Please stay,” she said to them. “I'm not here to hurt you.”

“Aren't you?” one said. “Why are you here, then?” One of the fish swam closer to her.

“I'm looking for a nice merman,” she replied. 

The fish peered at her. “Ah, are you Aliona, by any chance?”

Aliona smiled. “Why, yes. How did you know?”

“Everyone knows the ritual for mermaids reaching sixteen. We heard that a mermaid had her birthday today. I take it you've not found him yet?”

She shook her head. “I know most of the mermen who live round here. Do you know if there are any new neighbours?”

“You’ll have to find out for yourself.”

“What about emeralds?” she asked, glancing around for places where one might be hidden.

“I haven't seen any around here, but keep going and you might find what you seek. Good luck, Aliona.” The fish waved its fin to her and swam away.

“Go on and I will find what I seek,” she murmured. “That must mean there is a merman I’ve not  met before.”

She took a deep breath and swam on.

After a short while, she saw more cave houses in the distance. They looked promising. She hadn't been here before, nor had she met any of the villagers, either. As she passed one cave house, she wondered if a young merman lived there. She couldn't really hang about or she might look suspicious. She didn't want to get into trouble.

Aliona flipped one way, then another, wondering where to go next. So on she went, further into the village.

She'd reached what she thought was the end of the village, searching all around her for places where an emerald could be hidden. She flipped in and out of reeds and corals, but nothing. Time to head home.

As soon as she entered her cave house, her mum looked up. “No luck again?”

Aliona shook her head, tears springing to her eyes.

In her room, she flopped on to her bed. Her ideal merman had to take care of his hands if he wanted to be with her. He had to have some pride in himself.

Aliona glanced at her own fingernails and gasped. No! Her nails looked dry and appeared to be flaking. No, no, no! They couldn't be disappearing like that: she had the emerald ring to wear to show to her dream merboy. She had to find him, whatever it took. Tomorrow she would search with a fresh determination.

“Any joy?” her mum asked her at dinnertime, setting a plate of roasted seaweed on the table.

“No, but I'm finding out what I don't want in a partner.”

“That's good to hear. It sounds like you're already learning and starting your journey.”

“Journey? What journey? Do you mean going to the other villages?” She twirled a frond of seaweed on her fork.

“No. A personal journey. It's what is called 'coming of age', when you begin to realise what you want in life, including what you are looking for in a merboyfriend. I'm pleased for you, darling. You will find him, I know you will.”

Later, lying in bed and clenching her hands so she couldn't see her nails, Aliona said aloud, “I will find him. I know I will. He is out there somewhere.” And with that thought in mind, she closed her eyes. When she did, she saw the shadow of a merman. Just a shadow. It had to be him, the merboy she would meet, but she couldn't see clearly what he looked like. She thought she heard a voice like her mum's saying, “You will in time, Aliona. Keep searching.” That's what everyone, even the fish she'd met, told her to do. So she would.

* * *

Aliona gulped down her breakfast the next morning.

“Whoa! You'll be sick if you don't slow down,” her mum warned her. 

“And you won't want to be sick in front of your merboyrfiend when you find him, do you, Titch?” Byron said.

“Don't call me that. I'm sixteen now,” she replied, giving him a poke.

“I think I'll go to the north village,” she said. “I 'll search for places to find an emerald, taking note of them, then return there later.”
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