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      Families. They’re all weird in their own special ways. Take mine for example: very small — just me and Dad; with one major phobia — salt water. But I was about to break free of the family taboo. I couldn’t wait!

      I settled my backpack on my shoulders, slipped into the crowded, narrow aisle of the economy section of the 737 airplane, and followed Emma toward the exit. The air was stale, heavy with competing perfumes and the smell of tightly packed people. My stomach jumped and rumbled, partly with excitement, but mainly from hunger. My bacon and egg breakfast had been hours ago and the meager cup of apple juice on the flight had only made me hungrier.

      People ahead of me jostled around in the tight space retrieving carry-on bags and cases from white plastic overhead bins. I watched in amazement as rolling carts were jerked from the compartments and lowered to the aisle, often missing other passengers’ heads by inches. Slowly the line ahead of me settled and shuffled forward.

      I’d never flown before. I’d heard friends talk about the crowded conditions on flights, but I’d never imagined this. Total cattle car!

      Still, I couldn’t believe my luck. When my best friend in the whole world, Emma Walker, had invited me to come with her family to Portland, Oregon, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven! Then reality rushed in and killed the happy glow. Dad would never allow it.

      I’d spent my whole life in Wichita, Kansas, as far from salt water as Mom and Dad could manage and still live in the continental United States. I knew all about wheat farming and cattle ranching, but I’d only seen the ocean in television shows and movies.

      Mom’s phobia of salt water was over the top. I never knew why; she wouldn’t talk about it. I supposed Dad knew, but his lips were sealed too. Maybe she was attacked by a shark as a child. At this point, I’d never know. She died in a car accident when I was ten.

      After Dad and I recovered from the shock of our loss, I thought maybe he’d relent on the family phobia. Maybe we could drive down to Corpus Christi, Texas like my friends’ families and I could swim in the Gulf of Mexico. But no. Dad continued Mom’s vendetta against the sea.

      To my complete amazement, Dad said yes to the trip west with the Walkers. Go figure.

      Emma and I followed her parents through Portland International Airport, taking in the cool inlaid mosaic floors and smooth stone seats carved to resemble seals and salmon. Almost made me wish I was still young enough to make the adults stop so I could climb and slide. But I maintained my fifteen-year-old dignity and just gazed at everything with jaw-dropping wonder.

      What Dad didn’t realize — because I hadn’t been stupid enough to tell him — was that Emma’s great-aunt owned a vacation home in Cannon Beach, Oregon, and that was our final destination. I was finally going to see the ocean. Not just the Gulf of Mexico, but the full-blown, honest-to-God Pacific Ocean!

      My heart beat wildly with anticipation and I couldn’t have wiped the stupid grin off my face if I’d tried.
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      On the trip from Portland to Cannon Beach, Mr. Walker drove Great-aunt Sarah’s Lincoln Town Car, while the elderly woman sat in the passenger seat and directed. Mrs. Walker rode in back with me and Emma. Lovely scenery unfurled beyond my window, so unlike the flat plains of Kansas. Mount Hood stood sentinel behind us while we drove through the lushly green rolling hills of Oregon’s wine country.

      As we neared the coastal range the highway became a tunnel through forests of  tall timber. Great-aunt Sarah provided a running commentary on the plant life: Sitka spruce, Western Red Cedar, and big-leaf maple, not to mention the undergrowth of Oregon grape, wild raspberry, and unbelievable ferns.

      The forest had begun to thin when I noticed the smell. Salt! I rolled down my window and was immediately buffeted by moisture-laden wind.

      “Maris!” Emma howled. “What are you doing? Put that window back up.”

      I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply. “That’s it, isn’t it?” I asked, ignoring Emma and savoring the smell. “That’s the ocean.”

      “Whatever are you talking about, dear?” asked Great-aunt Sarah. “We’re miles from the coast. I can’t see so much as a glimmer of the Pacific yet.”

      I shook my head, eyes still tight shut. “Not sight. Scent. I can smell it.”

      The wind continued to howl past my open window, but the people in the car were oddly silent. As though everyone but me held their breath.

      Finally, Mrs. Walker broke the spell. “Well, I don’t know whether it’s the ocean or not, but the air certainly smells different from Wichita. Why don’t you roll that window back up, Maris?”

      I opened my eyes, realized that Emma and her mom were both being whipped by the wind, and pressed the button to raise my window. “Sorry,” I mumbled and inhaled the enticing aroma one last time as the window sealed closed. The air in the car settled, though it now felt stale and dead, the bewitching moisture and odors having been conditioned away.

      Very soon now I’d have my first view of the Pacific. Excitement thrummed in my blood, drying my mouth and heating my skin. I could hardly wait to escape the confines of the car and dive into the waves.

      I’ve always been a natural in water, my swimming teachers quipped that I was part fish. I’d been on swim teams forever. My high school coach called me his secret weapon. But I’d never swum in open, unfiltered, un-chlorinated water. The sea-salt in the air excited a part of me I hadn’t known existed, ignited a fire in my blood, and throbbed in my temples.

      Mr. Walker guided the car over a final rise and I saw it, shimmering on the horizon. The ocean! Sparkling in sunlight like an enchanted kingdom. A soft, sweet song whispered through my mind. I shook my head, but the melody remained. A phrase floated to the surface: siren song. The sea was calling me home.

      I shook my head again, dropped my gaze from the enchanting view, and turned to Emma. “Do you hear anything?”

      She met my gaze with a puzzled expression. “Like what?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. A song maybe? Or wind chimes?”

      Emma cocked her head, listening. “Nope.” She studied my face, a small frown creasing her brow. “Are you feeling okay? You’re kinda flushed.”

      “I’m fine,” I said, a bit too quickly. “It’s probably just wind-burn from opening the window like a dork.”

      She grinned. “Don’t worry. I was a complete goof the first time we came out to Cannon Beach. The ocean is just so totally un-Kansas.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said with a glance out the front window. “I haven’t even reached it and I’m totally off-balance.”
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      I danced with excitement as we settled into Great-aunt Sarah’s beach home. Perched on a cliff above the shore, the cottage’s silvery-grey shingle siding and moss-covered roof looked at home against the backdrop of blue sky, grey-blue water and roiling, foaming breakers.

      The tiny bedroom I was to share with Emma boasted pine paneling and two narrow built-in beds, one on either side of an oversized window with an ocean view. A small table hunched before the window, onto which Emma promptly deposited her suitcase. I plopped mine on the floor and stood gazing at the constantly moving water, transfixed.

      “It’s tight, I know,” Emma said, breaking my reverie, “but we won’t be in here much. This is just for sleeping.”

      I nodded, my gaze never leaving the ebb and flow of the mesmerizing waves. “It’s perfect. How soon can we go to the beach?”

      Emma laughed and opened the bedroom door. “The car’s unloaded and we’re as unpacked as we’re gonna get. Let’s go now.”

      Pulling my attention from the fascinating water, I glanced at her. “Where are you going? Aren’t we going to change?”

      She cocked her head and stared at me. “What? You want to swim? I thought we’d just walk along the beach.”

      A slow flush rose up my neck and I worked not to turn my gaze back to the ever-changing water. That enticing melody still whispered in the back of my mind, calling me home.

      I held my breath and reminded myself that home was in Kansas … with Dad.

      Just as Emma’s expression tightened with concern, I blurted, “Let’s put on our suits and cover-ups. That way, if the urge strikes, we can jump in the water.”

      “Sure,” Emma said with a shrug. She closed the door and we rifled through our luggage, extracted our suits and stripped down.

      Emma pulled on a very skimpy two-piece in blazing red which looked great against her well-tanned skin. Em worked hard on that tan, spending hours in the local tanning salon. With her dark hair pulled up and threaded through the back of a red ball cap and her lacy white cover-up, she looked like a model for a tropical paradise.

      Me, not so much. The only daughter of a single dad, the only swimsuits I owned were of the one-piece swim team variety. Still, I wasn’t here to show off my curves (or lack thereof), I was focused on getting wet. Good thing, too. My red-haired, freckle-faced, fish-belly white-skinned self was no competition for Em in the sexy-beach-bunny department.

      I yanked my royal blue suit on, grabbed my dad’s old button-front shirt — white with blue pinstripes, my version of a cover-up — and headed for the door.

      “Don’t you want a hat?” Emma asked. “I’ve got an extra.”

      I considered. “Nah. My hair’s too short to get tangled by the wind, and I’d probably manage to lose it. Let’s go.”

      We made it as far as the living room, where Great-aunt Sarah stopped us.

      She sat in a dark brown overstuffed chair, her feet resting on a black vinyl footstool. The house smelled a bit musty, having been closed for several weeks, but the room was pleasantly cozy. Oval braided rag rugs dotted the pine floors while framed maps and pictures of boats and ocean vistas accented pine-paneled walls. Like her chair, the rest of the furniture was well-worn, but serviceable. The jewel of the room, the thing that drew my eye and held it, was a wide picture window framing a stunning view of Haystack Rock, rising like a sentinel from the surrounding waves.

      Great-aunt Sarah launched into a well-rehearsed speech about the dangers of the ocean. How we must be aware and vigilant. Sneaker waves. Undertow. Logs. Anything deposited on the beach by the water could be snatched back again at a moment’s notice.

      I heard her warnings. They registered in my mind, but my attention was caught again by the shifting tides, by the quiet song whispering to my soul.

      Finally, she released us.

      “We’ll be careful, Great-aunt Sarah,” Emma called as we stepped onto the deck that protruded from the cottage and hung above the cliff.

      I followed Emma to a set of steps cut into the cliff side and we scrambled down to the beach. The sand was soft and warm beneath my feet, deep enough to be difficult to walk in until we reached the packed sand that had been hardened by wave action.

      Emma turned to skirt the water’s edge and headed toward Haystack Rock. She strode along on dry packed sand, well away from the dark, water-soaked areas where waves danced back and forth.

      Not me. I headed straight for the water. Haystack Rock looked interesting, but not nearly as beguiling as the foaming white water. Now that I was on the beach, with the moisture-laden air in my lungs, the smell of salt flaring my nostrils, and my own personal siren song lilting in time with the roaring surf, I couldn’t hold back. Not another instant.

      I ran into the waves. Felt the sea foam sizzle against my ankles, the wet sand slide from beneath my feet as the retreating waves pulled the loose top layer back into the depths.

      Emma shouted my name, and I had just enough presence of mind to yank off my cover-up, toss it toward her, and remind her that I was a very strong swimmer before I ran forward and plunged headlong into an oncoming breaker.

      Bliss!  Inexplicable joy flooded my soul. I stretched out and pulled my body through the roiling water until I reached the calm beyond the breaking waves. I swam on, falling out of the standard strokes my swim coaches had drilled into me and changing to an undulating motion that drove me through the water. The shelf of beach dropped away and deeper water beckoned. I dived, unconcerned for air or water temperature or pressure.

      Fish of all shapes and sizes swam with me and past me. The water darkened as I descended away from the light. Minutes passed as I explored my new kingdom, delighted and amazed by the quiet, the utter peace, the buoyancy of body, mind, and spirit.

      Slowly my rational mind took hold.

      You’re too deep, it cried. You’ll drown. Swim to the surface. Now!

      But another bit of my being, a piece long buried, disagreed. Be at ease. You’re home. This is where you belong. See how your feet and hands have changed? So have your throat and lungs.

      I hung suspended far beneath the surface and examined my body. The new voice, the long-buried bit of myself was right. I had changed. The salt water had altered my anatomy. My feet were now long and slender, the toes splayed widely with webbing joining them. I had grown my own flippers! My hands were similarly changed.

      No wonder I had been able to propel myself so quickly through the waves.

      As long as I ignored the panicked, purely human part of my mind, I felt no need to surface. No need for additional air.

      I felt my neck with webbed fingers. Nope. I hadn’t grown gills. How was I not oxygen deprived? Was I oxygen deprived? Was this feeling of peace the euphoria of an oxygen-starved brain? Was I dying right now, but
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