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August 1980

It was late in the evening when Rian’s parents finally agreed to pull into a rest area.

From the back seat, Rian stared at the black trees clustered around the building. The whole scene was a horror movie waiting to happen. When his father, Pat, cut the headlights on their beat-up station wagon, a small thrill went down Rian’s spine. Finally, maybe they’d see a little action out here.

His mother, Jacquie, flipped down the sun visor to check her face in the dim light of a lamppost. “Darling, you go in there with him,” she ordered his father, while she squinted at her reflection.

“Sweet face, he’s fifteen.” Pat glanced up at Rian in the rearview mirror. “I’m sure he can find his way around a public restroom.”

“Patrizio! Go in there with him.” Jacquie looked over her seat at Rian. “And you, don’t use the urinals.”

He was fifteen years old, and yet his parents were acting like he was a defenseless kid. He couldn’t wait to be on the beach tomorrow. If he was lucky and played his cards right, he may even be able to get away from them for a few hours.

“Come on, son.” Pat popped open the car’s back door. “I’ll get you something from the vending machine. How does cheese crackers sound?”

Outside, the air was cool and fragrant with the scent of pine needles. At the washroom’s door, Rian noticed that some joker had drawn an erection on the men’s washroom stick figure.

“Oh, that’s distasteful,” Pat said, patting his shoulder. “I’ll wait right here.”

Inside the washroom, Rian went for a stall but then changed his mind and headed for one of the three urinals instead. After he’d sprayed the blue urinal cake for what seemed like forever, he scrubbed his hands at the rusty sink, not looking up at the mirror. He already knew what he looked like. Too young for anything exciting.

“Are you all okay in there, Ri?” Pat’s jovial face appeared in the crack of the door. “We better hit the road if we want to make the motel’s late check-in.”

His parents were only forty years old, but it seemed that they had been forty years old ever since he’d been born. They were sensible, fair, responsible and completely devoted to his wellbeing. The fear of disappointing them lived inside him every day.

“I got you spicy cheese instead of the regular.” Pat said, grinning. “Let’s live a little dangerously, huh?” He gently grabbed Rian’s arm, holding him back. “Listen, I know this isn’t exactly what you wanted to do during your summer break, but think of your mother and how much she needs this. You’re going to be a man soon and we won’t be able to take you with us anymore.”

They’d said all this before. He wasn’t ungrateful. Only, he would have liked a week at home alone instead.

Pat shook the orange bag in front of Rian’s eyes. “All right, ragazzo, let’s taste these suckers.”

The bright smile on his father’s face was too much to ignore and for the first time since they’d crossed the New Jersey border, Rian cracked a weak grin. “Fine,” he said, trying not to laugh.

Pat ruffled his hair. “That’s the spirit!”

* * * *
[image: ]


Wrapped in her favorite yellow bathrobe, Jacquie sat on the edge of the thin mattress that would serve as Rian’s bed for the next five nights. As she settled in, the old sofa bed’s springs creaked under her weight. “Oh, boy. This isn’t comfortable, huh?” Her freshly washed auburn hair fell around her face and shoulders. “You should sleep with the neck brace I brought.”

“It’s not so bad, Mom,” he lied, pulling the thin and itchy blanket over his legs. He knew his parents had saved up all year for this trip to Wildwood. They wanted to show him the sea. A real ocean. He wasn’t going to complain. Or at least, not about the amenities.

“I’m sorry we couldn’t get a room with a view.” Jacquie brushed something off his cheek. “But you’ll see it tomorrow. The great big Atlantic ocean. Are you excited?”

He was, though his pride kept him from showing it too much. He was a city boy, born and raised in Montreal. Never been anywhere until now.

“There’s going to be a lot of pretty girls out there, for sure.” Jacquie chuckled and looked over at the double bed where Pat slept, tucked under the blankets, his bald head poking out. Her honey-brown gaze roamed over Rian’s face. “Maybe prettier than Krissy. Huh?”

He’d made it through the day without thinking about last week’s humiliating events. Why did she have to remind him now, right before bedtime?

“She was crazy to let you go.” Jacquie bent down and kissed his forehead. “And that Fred. How could he betray you like that? Oh, I wish I could talk some sense into that girl—”

“Mom...”

“I know. I’m sorry.” She patted his leg. “Come on, let’s say our prayers.” She folded her hands together and closed her eyes. “Now I lay me down to sleep...”

Rian stared at the dark window. Somewhere beyond, not too far, was the ocean.

“...and if I die before I wake...”

He felt it now. Like a pounding in his veins.

* * * *
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The beach’s main parking lot was packed with cars, RVs and people. Under Rian’s sneakers, the pavement seemed to be melting.

Pat popped open the trunk. “Should we bring the ice box or leave it in the car—”

“Leave it! Leave it!” Jacquie pulled the brim of her big sunhat over her eyes. “Let’s go see this ocean first!”

Her enthusiasm was contagious.

“All right, you heard the lady.” Pat grabbed Rian’s shoulders, and they followed Jacquie through the cars and general chaos.

The weather was terrible, the air so hot and muggy, that every breath Rian drew tasted like seawater. He was already starting to sweat, and they hadn’t even made it to the sand yet.

Then, as they turned the corner, he saw it. There it was, shimmering silver and gold under the burning sun. The sight of it stunned him for a moment, and squinting against the noon sky, Rian removed his sneakers, picked them up and took off running for the ocean.

“Ri! We’ll be right by that lifeguard chair!” Jacquie screamed.

“Okay!” He ran past towels, beach chairs, hopped over a sandcastle and then dropped his shoes into the sand. When the first wave licked his toes, Rian yelped from the cold and jumped back. Yet soon enough, he was walking further into water, until it had reached his knees. He knew not to go too far, or his mother would panic because he’d never learned how to swim.

He was standing in the ocean. Him. He looked down at his bare feet under the crystal-clear water. The sand was soft, cradling his toes. His jeans were soaked. He hadn’t even rolled them up. He pooled the sea into his cupped hands and tasted it. Salty, like Mom’s chicken broth. The sunlight almost blinded him, but he couldn’t stop gazing at the horizon, at the endlessness of it all. Across this sea, was Europe. Africa. He was closer to another world than he’d ever been before. His thoughts took flight, sailing over his usual preoccupations like runaway kites.

All those places he would see one day. He could reinvent his whole life. Suddenly, Krissy breaking up with him didn’t seem so bad. He was free now. Free!

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Jacquie had joined him and was splashing her arms and bosom with the cool sea water, her eyes sparkling with happiness. “Blessed are we.”

He smiled at her and walked a little further into the waves. The water shocked him when it reached his crotch, but it wasn’t completely unpleasant, so he tried another step.

“That’s far enough,” Jacquie scolded. “You have to mind the undertow.”

He longed to dive into the ocean, headfirst, and feel the water against his whole body. He wondered what it would be like to be submerged under all that blue, deaf to the world, but unafraid, with the light dancing on the surface above him. He closed his eyes for a second and breathed in the salt air. Something hard hit him in the chest and before he knew it, he’d tumbled over and gone under.

“Mercy!” Jacquie pulled him up and struck him between the shoulder blades. “Cough it up! Spit it out!”

He choked for a few seconds and then the air flowed again, and he was able to breathe.

“Are you all right?” She fussed with his hair and Tears for Fears T-shirt. “You swallowed more than a teaspoon, that’s for sure.”

“Yeah...I’m okay,” he said in a hoarse voice. That had been sort of exhilarating. The adrenaline rush had him feeling very awake.

“The ocean isn’t like the river back home.” She rubbed the sand off his lips. “It’s alive. It moves. It...sucks people in.”

Rian turned to face the immense sea again. Now that he’d been tested by it, it beckoned more than ever.

* * * *
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Great. He was as red as a boiled lobster.

“You should have listened to your clever mother and put the cream on.” Pat poked his head into the bathroom. “Does it hurt?”

Rian stepped closer to the mirror. He’d be peeling like a snake in a few days. “Not much.”

“Rub some of this aloes stuff on it.” Pat tapped his knuckles against the doorframe. “Dinner’s up in two.”

Standing in front of the mirror, Rian watched his reflection. He’d inherited his father’s very dark eyes and strong jawline. But thankfully, he’d gotten a full head of hair from his mother’s side of the family, although his was chestnut brown and not auburn, and his hair didn’t wave like his mother’s either. It was straight as nails and if he didn’t comb it, it tended to stand up, especially now that he’d been allowed to grow it out a few inches. He was almost five ten and Doctor Cheng said he wasn’t finished growing, so maybe he’d hit six feet by next year.

Krissy swore he was dreamy, but she’d still dumped him for his good friend, Fred. Fred the soccer pro. Mister Don’t Worry She’s Not My Type.

“Your buns are getting soggy.”

“What?” He turned to frown at Jacquie.

“Hot dogs. Sitting in your plate.”

“Oh. Yeah. Coming.”

Seconds later, they sat around the plastic table under the crooked ceiling lamp. A few flies circled their plates and Jacquie swapped at them with her paper napkin. “God’s little pests.”

Pat grabbed Rian’s hand and then Jacquie’s. “Good Lord, we thank you for this wonderful day and this meal my dearest girl has prepared for us...”

There was the sound of thunder crashing, and they all turned their eyes to the small balcony now being lashed by hard rain.

“My towels!” Jacquie leaped for the patio window.

“You know what this means?” Pat asked with a smirk, chewing on his last bite. “Scrabble night.”

* * * *
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He couldn’t sleep.

Bleary-eyed, Rian hitched up on his elbows and looked over at his parents’ bed. They were both sleeping soundly. An evening of Scrabble and Uno had tired them out. The clock on the wall told him it was almost three A.M. The thunder had stopped but it was still raining heavily out there, and gusts of wind shook the patio doors from time to time. In the last hours, as he’d laid there fighting impure thoughts, the storm had slowly seeped under the door and invaded his heart.

No. He could never tell his parents. Or anyone in their tightly knit Italian family about his recent thoughts. What would his Nonna say if she ever found out? Anyway, it would probably go away with time. It was some kind of sexual awakening messing with his head. Maybe he’d been spending too much time alone lately and loneliness was confusing him. He shouldn’t have read all that Greek history last summer, and he certainly shouldn’t have wasted his money on those muscle mags. He was going to be sixteen in December and that meant something. It was time to put all these strange fantasies out of his mind. He’d get a decent job and start thinking about college. His future.

He wasn’t...like that. He’d almost gone all the way with Krissy, and she’d said that she’d really enjoyed the way he touched her. So much so that she’d left him for Fred.

Great, now he was back at it. Torturing himself.

The thought of the ocean crept into his mind, and Rian sat up, turning his gaze to the dark, stormy night. It could be that he’d never get the chance to see the sea under this kind of weather again. Last summer, some kid with braces had made the headlines for weeks. He’d gone for a bike ride and never come home. They’d found his body somewhere up north in a ditch. You never knew how long you had. Pat and Jacquie wouldn’t even know he’d been missing. He’d go for a quick walk by the ocean and come back to the motel before dawn. He was fifteen and he was a good boy and he was going out there right this minute.

* * * *
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This wasn’t the best idea he’d ever had.

He’d definitely underestimated the severity of the storm. But he was already halfway through the parking lot and besides, he couldn’t get any wetter than he was now. The wind was almost violent, and it bruised his face. His T-shirt flapped against his skin and his hair felt like it would be uprooted right out of his skull. Yet, as scary as it was, he was still enjoying every second of it. There was no one around. He was the only lunatic out in this chaos, and it was great!

Ahead, through the rain, Rian could see the black mass of water swaying under the bursting skies. It wasn’t the same ocean he’d walked into just this afternoon. No, this sea was moody and fickle.

There was a pier not too far off. He could walk to the edge and stand there in the maelstrom to revel in Mother Nature’s force. He could almost hear his own mother yelling that it was dangerous and reckless, but somehow, he felt that he would be safe. Yes, he would walk to the ledge and into the storm and then return to his sofa bed, unharmed, yet changed forever.

For a moment, the dark clouds parted, and he glimpsed a full moon, her round silvery figure appeasing him.

As he climbed the stairs up to the pier, the old wooden posts moved under his steps, and he wondered if the structure would hold. Still, he walked on, shielding his face with his arm, his breaths coming faster with every new inch he gained. Why was he doing this? He couldn’t really know, but did it matter? He’d been doing everything right for fifteen years!

The pier stretched out before him, long and narrow, but he couldn’t see the end of it. It could have fallen into the sea or been swept into the sky. Now that he was out in the open, further into the ocean, the wind was a beast he had to wrestle with. Rian pushed against the air and rain, determined to see this through. If he could make it to the end of the pier, he could prove to himself that his will was stronger than his fears. That he was capable of mastering himself. That would mean that he could control these impulses he’d been having lately. He could sweep his thoughts clean. Yes...he’d eventually rid himself of these vile desires and come out on the other side a normal man.

If he could do this, he could do anything. It was all a matter of choosing the right path.

And there it was, the end. Right there, at his feet. But wait, where was the gate? It had been torn off, and he stood there, looking into the tumultuous sea with nothing between them but wind and rain.

Threatening waves crashed against the pier, some so high, they swallowed the structure for a brief but terrifying moment, and when Rian looked down, his feet had disappeared into the sea. His heart leaped in his chest. Time to go. As he ran in the other direction, slipping dangerously along the swaying pier, he glanced back at the ocean in awe and fear, and through the confusion of the storm, glimpsed the wall of water coming straight at him.

He knew the wave would submerge him. There would be no outrunning it. His mother’s face flashed through his mind like lightning and for an excruciating moment, he felt her grief grip his own heart. How could it end this way! Heated blood coursed through his veins and Rian pushed harder, sprinting now. If he could get to the place where the pier stood over shallow water, he may not drown.

When the wave crashed into his shoulders, the force of it threw him off his feet and he was swept sideways, then tossed against something hard.

“No!” he heard himself scream. “Noooo!”

Then water flooded his mouth and nose, and he slipped and rolled, trying to grip the wooden surface, but there was nothing to hold onto. Gasping for air, Rian managed to get to his feet again but when a second wave rolled over him, his strength faltered and he tumbled forward. Suddenly, there was nothing under him and he felt himself plunge into the sea. He heard his voice drowned by the storm, as cold and salty water washed over his head.

Rian frantically flailed his arms and legs, fighting to reach the open air again, and yet he knew he was sinking, running out of life. Life! How short and uneventful his had been! Not like this! Not tonight! His lungs were bursting, and dots of silver light swarmed around his head.

Jacquie’s voice whispered in his ear. Pray the Lord my soul to take...

* * * *
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Someone was choking him with a salty wet rag.

Gasping, Rian struggled to open his eyes. He turned his head and puked water into the wet sand and then stared up at the damaged pier still standing above his head. With effort, he sat up, and his ears rang. He was sitting under the pier, on the beach. The sky was still quite dark, but dawn was near, and he could see a sliver of sun on the horizon. Wait...he’d made it? He’d actually survived? But he’d been drowning. He remembered the dark waters around him and his lifeforce dwindling. He must have been tossed up with the tide...

Nearly euphoric, Rian looked around at the deserted beach. He was still alive! Oh, he’d never have a bad day again. He’d be the best son. The best student. The best everything. God had given him a second chance.

“Thank you, Lord,” he whispered, rubbing his hair back. Then his gaze discerned something not too far away. “What the...” his voice died in his throat.

There was a boy there, a young man his own age, sitting at the edge of the water. He was half hidden by a pile of what seemed to be the pier’s scattered broken posts.

It was still too dark to make out his face, but Rian could see that the boy wasn’t wearing a shirt and wasn’t moving. Had he been caught in the storm, too? Was he hurt?

When Rian stood, he lost his balance, but after a few steps, was able to walk properly again. “Hey, are you all right?” he asked, approaching the boy.

“No!” The young man’s voice was clear and had a pleasant tone to it. “No.”

Rian froze mid step. “Are you okay?”

“No.”

“No? Well, what can I do?”

“No?”

Maybe this boy had hit his head. Rian dared a few more steps in the young man’s direction. He was a few feet away and realized that the sun was rising. It emerged from the sea, lighting up the sky, lathering the beach in gold and pink light. He was now close enough to the young man to see that he was movie star beautiful with sandy blond hair and flawless skin. His stunning eyes were fixed to Rian’s face. They were aqua blue, almost out of this world blue.

For a moment, Rian was too affected to speak. “Can you walk?” he finally stammered, taking another step closer. “Are you hurt?”

The young man smiled, and his dazzling eyes sparkled. “No!”

“Hey, look, uh, I think maybe you hit your head.” He took one more step, until he stood over the boy. “Oh. Oh shit. You, uh, have a problem...I mean...a tail...You have a fish tail!”

“No, no?” The boy looked worried. “No,” he whispered, pointing to Rian’s head.

Instinctively, Rian touched the side of his head and looked at his fingers. Oh. He was bleeding. “I...uh...look, I—”

“No, no. No...no. No?” The boy-creature seemed more and more concerned. “No, no.”

So evidently, he was hallucinating, and he needed to go back to the motel and wake his parents. And yet, something in the boy’s eyes seemed so real, and besides, if he was dreaming this up, shouldn’t he at least see where the story went? He never had good dreams.

“What are you?” Rian asked, sitting in the sand, right on the other side of the broken posts. “A mermaid? I mean...Merman, I guess.” He rubbed his face and sighed. “Wow. I’m definitely out of my mind.”

The boy with the fish tail gave him a ravishing smile. “No, no,” he said, obviously happy.

“You don’t know any English, do you?” Rian glanced down at the boy’s tail. It seemed strong and agile, and it was very beautiful, covered in silver, pink and golden scales. “I guess not, huh?” He liked this dream. It was pretty peaceful. “I’m here on vacation with my parents. I’m not from around here. You?”

“No.”

It seemed that no was the only word the boy with the tail knew. Then it dawned on Rian. “Oh, I get it. You heard me scream no last night...Is that it?”

The merman’s smile brightened yet a little more. “No,” he said in a melodious voice.

“I did something kind of stupid. Huh?” He could have died. What on earth had possessed him? “And I don’t even know how to swim.”

“No...” The merman touched his head, where he’d been bleeding. “No, no, no?”

“Nah, it doesn’t hurt anymore.” Rian looked back at the shimmering sea. “I guess...I guess I just needed to do something. Feel something. I don’t know.” He turned to look at the boy’s face. He seemed to be trying to understand him, hanging on his every word. “Wait. Did you save me? Did you get me out?”

The boy-creature stared at him with eyes full of wonder.

“You did, didn’t you?” Rian exhaled sharply. “Huh.”

Why was he so calm? It was as though he’d been preparing for this encounter all of his life and he wasn’t afraid or even slightly disturbed by the merman.

“No...” The boy reached his hand out and gently touched Rian’s cheek.

“Whoa.” Rian backed away from the touch. “Don’t do that.” Rattled, he dusted some sand off his battered jeans. “Are you queer or something?”

The boy-creature reached out to touch him again. “No, no?”

“Hey,” Rian protested, weakly. “Stop that.”

The merman touched him once more, his fingertips skimming his upper lip.

Rian’s heart pounded and warm blood filled his cheeks, but he tried not to look straight into the boy-creature’s spellbinding gaze. “Why do you keep doing that?” he sputtered, sitting up straight.

“That.”

“Yeah. That.” He briefly touched the merman’s hair. It was softer than he’d imagined it would be. “You know, touching and stuff.” Rian’s mouth popped open. “Wait. You said that.”

“That.”

“I’m Rian.” He touched his own chest. “Ri-an,” he said again, excited.

“That, no, ian.”

“Rian,” he said again, pressing a hand to his own chest. “Rian.”

The merman flashed a cheerful smile, his white teeth catching the light. “Rian.”

“Yeah, that’s it. You got it. What’s your name?” The tide was rising and the sea splashed over the boy-creature’s tail. If this was a dream, then Rian didn’t want to wake just yet. “Do you live...in there?” He pointed to the ocean.

The boy-creature only stared at him with adoring eyes.

It flustered him. “Your tail is pretty cool,” he said, before clearing his throat. “You must swim fast with that thing, huh? I don’t know how to swim. Never had a pool and never had any money for lessons.”

“Rian, no, that,” the merman said, softly.

“I wish I knew what you were saying.” He picked up some sand and let it trickle through his fingers. Then he looked at the boy-creature again. “Did you really save me?”

The merman smiled tenderly and reached for his cheek again.

“Don’t do that,” Rian murmured, not moving away.

“That...” The boy-creature leaned in closer, his gaze as deep and mysterious as the sea. “Rian, no...”

“I don’t know what you’re saying,” Rian breathed, fascinated by the blue of the boy’s eyes. But he’d lied. He understood the merman. Or at least, could feel his emotions mixing in with his own. He couldn’t name or even acknowledge them, but he felt them, nonetheless, as electrifying and tempting as anything he’d ever fantasied about.

If this was a dream, then he could kiss whomever he liked, and no one would ever know. Maybe he’d even forget all about it when he woke up safe and sound on the sofa bed. “Does everybody look like you in there?” he asked, the blood pounding in his veins like it had the night before.

The merman smiled again, and a halo of light circled his sandy-blond hair. Seagulls squawked nearby, calling out to each other in the sun. Rian leaned in closer to the boy with the tail. If he could do this just once, he’d never kiss a boy again for as long as he lived. But please, Lord, just once.

The merman’s eyes widened at something behind Rian’s shoulders and Rian spun his head around to see an elderly couple walking on the beach, far off. He heard a splash and looked back at the ocean.

The boy with the tail was gone.

Rian gazed at the impenetrable sea shining so superbly under the morning sun and let out a long and pitiful sigh. He hadn’t even said goodbye...

Feeling tired and sore, he stood and realized that he’d lost a sneaker in the storm and hadn’t even known it until now. The sand felt pretty real under his bare foot and the sun in his eyes, too. In fact, none of this felt like an hallucination at all.

“Rian!”

The panic in his mother’s voice was as real as it could get. He was in deep trouble. He turned to see Jacquie and Pat running to him, their faces twisted with worry.

But before they could reach and embrace him, Rian looked at the ocean one more time and a small ache filled his heart. “Thank you...”

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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The couch springs were digging into his hip and thigh.

Groggily, Rian stared at the patio doors. The sun was still pretty high out there, but he’d spent the day cooped up in the motel room, under high surveillance.

Behind him, his parents were whispering in tense voices.

“Tony and Maria went through something like this with Massimo,” Pat said.

“No, this is different.” Jacquie’s voice was shaky. “Max was smoking marijuana. Rian’s a good boy. He’s not on drugs. A mother knows these things, Pat.”

“Honey, it’s the eighties. You don’t know the drugs out there anymore. It’s all pills now and cocoa powder.”

Red-faced, Rian sat up. “I’m not on cocaine!”

Jacquie’s eyes widened, and she tipped her head. “Watch your tone, young man.”

“Your mother’s just worried about you.” Pat pulled out a chair at the small plastic table. “Why don’t you come sit down here and talk to us, huh?”

Shuffling his feet, Rian walked over to the table and plopped down into his designated chair. “What?”

Pat and Jacquie exchanged a loaded look and then Pat leaned into the table. “You said that you left the room last night because you were drawn to the storm—”

“Hurricane,” Jacquie corrected, before taking a sip of her tea. “They’re calling it a hurricane on the TV.”

“Hurricane,” Pat said, calmly. “So, anyway...what we’re trying to understand here is, why didn’t you come back when you started seeing how dangerous it was?”

Rian fiddled with the corner of the tacky orange place mat. “I told you...it was too late to come back. I’d made it to the end of the pier, and the waves were really high and crashing into—”

“Lord, have mercy!” Jacquie leaned back in her chair and shook her head, staring at him with teary eyes. “I almost lost my child last night and I was sleeping. Sleeping!”

“Hey, hey.” Pat wrapped his arm around Jacquie’s shoulder and kissed her head. “Pucker up, kiddo. He’s all right. He’s just sowing his wild oats, is all.”

“I’m sorry, Mom,” Rian said, reaching for her hand on the table. He couldn’t stand seeing her so upset. He’d never do something reckless like that again. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I promise. I—I just thought it would be fun, and then it was too late to come back.”

“Oh, my baby.” She threw her arms around him and crushed him hard against her body. “I’m not mad at you. I could never be mad at you.”

Pat gave him a proud look and then ruffled his hair. They sat back in their chairs, silent.

“But what d’you do after?” Jacquie finally asked. “We found you under that pier. How long were you sitting out there for?”

Long enough to meet a merman.

“I can’t really remember.”

A boy with a tail. A beautiful, gold and silver tail. And eyes of blue, green and yellow...

“Rian?” Pat squeezed his hand. “Let’s pray.”

* * * *
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The beach was slowly emptying as the sun set lower and lower at the horizon. They’d spend the afternoon together on this tacky dolphin towel and to avoid triggering Jacquie’s fears, Rian hadn’t even dared ask for some time alone.

But now his parents were talking about going back to the motel to fix dinner, and this was his opportunity.

“I was thinking maybe I could take a walk along the sand for a little while?” he asked, turning to look at Pat, his best bet. “It’d be nice...I mean, just for an hour or so.”

Jacquie sat up straight. “No, you’re coming home with us and—”

“Honeybuns,” Pat interjected, taking her hand, “a boy his age needs some time alone to think. To figure things out for himself. Right, Ri?”

He’d known he could count on his father. “Yeah,” he said, giving them his best smile. “After everything that’s happened, I think reflecting on things would be beneficial.” He’d used two big words. Jacquie would be proud.

“Where are you going to go?” She watched him from under the brim of her sun hat. “Back to the pier where you almost died and broke your mother’s heart?” But she was smirking, and the twinkle of joy was back in her eyes. “Hmm?”

“Maybe.” He laughed. “I’d like to see what it looks like now.”

She sighed out. “All right. Go.” She pointed a finger at him. “But we want you back at the motel in one hour.”

“Can I get two?”

“An hour and a half,” his parents answered in perfect harmony.

Pat threw his wristwatch at him. “Take it and keep track of the time, please.”

Rian stuffed the watch in his jean pocket, took off his sandals and rolled up his jeans. Carrying his sandals, he jogged off to the shore before his parents had a chance to change their minds.

* * * *
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This was stupid. He wouldn’t see him again. Even though the beach was almost empty now, the boy with the tail probably couldn’t risk swimming to shore. And what if he didn’t even exist?

Rian’s heart skipped a beat and his face felt hot. No...he existed, all right. He had to. Rian had seen his face. His electric eyes. And hadn’t they’d talked in some strange way? Yeah, they’d...connected. No one had ever looked at him that way before. Not Krissy or Jane. The boy-creature had stared at him as though he was actually something special. As though he’d seen right into him and read his heart’s most secret desires.

He had to see him again.

Rian checked his father’s watch. He’d been walking for thirty minutes. Soon, he’d have to turn around if he wanted to make
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