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			Chapter 1 ~

			The Long Drive

			Shelly Beach’s parents loved the ocean. One summer after a very long, cold winter, they decided to move Shelly and her brother Sunny to the islands off of Florida, the Florida Keys. The Keys had always held a fascination for them and they decided to make the trek from their northern, icy home to the wild and wet chain of islands off the coast of Florida. 

			Shelly had always loved going to the beach, so she was excited to be moving to a state that was surrounded by the ocean!  A peninsula, her mom had explained. On the long drive down she dreamed of the adventures she would have, but she could not have even imagined the magical things she would find in her new home. 

			At first the drive was routine and very dull. Her brother Sunny was no help either, for all he wanted to do was play video games. Once they entered the Florida Keys, Shelly was quite happy to stare out the window at the palm trees and ocean. She even saw flamingos, all standing on one leg, on the side of the road!

			As her dad slowed down to let a large group of blue crabs walk across the street, Shelly marveled at how magical this new area was - her new home!  She could hardly wait to begin her new adventures, to explore the wildlife and swim in the ocean. She had never been swimming in the ocean and heard that salt water helped you float!

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 ~ 

			House Hunting

			Shelly followed behind the woman in the floral dress, through a coral pathway that seemed to lead into the big circular leaves in front of them. Strange looking grape-like fruits hung off the plant in small bunches.

			“You’re going to love this view out back,” the floral woman exclaimed as she used her manicured hands to clear a way through the lush surroundings. Sunny trailed behind the family as the path cleared to present a beautiful canal filled with clear water. A wooden dock with stairs led down to the water where a smaller dock floated. Shelly peered over the side of the canal wall and could see long, clear fish with pointy faces swimming near the surface. 

			“Those are needlefish,” Shelly’s father explained. He was always teaching her about the wildlife around her. 

			As she looked even closer she could see more fish swimming in the canal. She was fascinated. Even Sunny had put his video game down and was now leaning dangerously far over the water, looking in. 

			“Let’s take a look inside,” the floral woman gestured for all of them to follow her. Shelly tried to stall by kneeling down to pretend she was tying her shoe. She really didn’t care what the house looked like. This place was amazing! 

			As she was retying her shoe, movement caught the corner of her eye. Something was in the water, and it wasn’t a needlefish!  She turned to look closer and realized that a large gray bump was breaking through the water of the canal right below her. For a moment she wanted to scream for her family to come see - it had to be a shark!  But somehow she kept silent and continued to watch as this large gray mass showed more of itself in the water. Shelly could make out a nose and dark-rimmed gray eyes that seemed to look right at her!  It wasn’t a shark. It looked like some kind of seal or walrus almost, but without the teeth. She remembered learning about walruses in second grade. 

			“Shelly, c’mon!  We’re all in the house,” Sunny appeared and pulled her arm. He stopped as she pointed down at the peaceful animal floating in the water. His mouth fell open. 

			“A shark!” He screamed. Their parents came running out of the back porch, screen door slamming as they frantically looked toward the canal. 

			“Oh, honey, that’s not a shark. It’s a manatee,” Shelly’s mom laughed. “They are very gentle creatures, and I understand they are very curious.”

			Shelly’s mom squinted and looked closer at the water.

			“I hope she’s not hurt.” Her mom frowned. “I understand they get injured by speeding boats.” 

			The manatee disappeared under the water, as though all of the commotion had scared her away. Shelly searched the water, hoping to catch another glimpse of the manatee but the fascinating creature was gone. 

			“I think she is doing just fine. Come on in and take a look at the bedrooms,” her mom said as she headed back toward the house.

			Sunny ran ahead of her and into the house while Shelly tried to delay going inside as much as possible. She was very disappointed that her new manatee friend had vanished. Just as she had resigned herself to the fact that the manatee was gone, Shelly felt something, something hard to describe, but unmistakable. It was like a breeze passed over her and she had the feeling that she was being watched. She turned toward the canal and that was when she saw it. The manatee had returned!  The little eyes of the manatee met Shelly’s gaze and as Shelly smiled, she could have sworn that the manatee smiled at her before disappearing once again below the water’s surface.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 ~ 

			A New Home

			Even though the house needed some work, Shelly’s parents decided that it would be their new home. Shelly was thrilled, she liked to think that her new manatee friend had something to do with the choice to buy the house!

			She hadn’t seen the manatee again, but each afternoon after school, Shelly would sit on the edge of the canal and watch the water, that is, when she wasn’t swimming in it. Even Sunny couldn’t resist the allure of the warm ocean water. He would put his video games aside to swim along the walls with Shelly, inspecting the crevices that housed so many sea creatures. They would spot brightly colored fish, lobsters, sea horses and even an octopus!  The fish were very friendly. They would swim close to Shelly and Sunny and tickle their arms with their tiny mouths. 

			Shelly discovered that if she held onto the edge of the floating dock and went underwater she could see a group of big brown fish who just stared at her blankly, floating, their mouths opening and closing. She was learning how to use scuba masks and snorkels, but she soon found, as she got used to it, she could open her eyes in the salt water without stinging her eyes. Down at the bottom of the canal she could see something that looked like a prehistoric animal or an alien. She had never seen anything like it. There were a lot of them, actually. Her dad explained that they were called horseshoe crabs. What a strange looking animal!  Always the teacher, he told her that they were not actually crabs at all, but more closely related to spiders. And, they were around before the dinosaurs!

			Shelly and Sunny would sometimes sit on the edge of the floating dock and feed the brightly-colored fish. Sometimes even the seahorses would show up to visit. One curious looking fish, called a triggerfish, would appear every day. The fish was a beautiful, bright blue color with yellow stripes. It looked like a swimming rainbow. 

			One afternoon, after Sunny had gone into the house to rejoin his favorite video game, Shelly was sitting on the canal wall staring at a tree that was growing down into the water. Shelly liked to imagine all the creepy spiders that were living in the tree, staring at her with red eyes. She wondered what kind of fish lived under the branches that grew far below the surface of the canal. She loved scary stories, and the dark mysteriousness of the branches meeting the water fascinated her. 

			As she was sitting on the concrete, she heard a sound. At first she ignored it, but then something spoke to her. She felt like she heard a voice, like a soft whisper, telling her what to do. Then some movement caught her eye. She then saw what the noise was. The water had parted and the manatee was poking its head out of
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