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Dedication

To Mom and Dad and Mom, for always letting me pretend to be a mermaid





[image: image]     Sean     [image: image]

There are a surprising number of similarities between being a lifeguard and being a movie director. Both sit in a labeled chair to watch everything in their surroundings, their eyes squint just as hard thanks to glaring sun or glaring studio lights, and yelling “CUT THAT OUT!” to kids splashing day-drinking moms isn’t all that different from yelling “CUT!” to actors. 

Sitting up here in the lifeguard stand makes me feel in control, like I can direct the movie of my life and everyone in it. Which is why when Dominic comes padding across the faux grass around the pool of the Santa Monica Beach Club—his favorite gold Havaianas in hand so he can feel the turf between his toes—my brain switches right into director mode. I mentally frame the establishing shot of the club, the pool busy with families during the only kid-friendly block on Sunday mornings, servers zooming in and out of lounge chairs and cabanas with brunch offerings for members who’ve just walked in from the beach after dipping their feet in the Pacific. Then my mind camera goes in for a close-up on Dominic, his black hair tousled perfectly, his green eyes locking with mine, his lips breaking into a grin that says so much: happy to see me, wanting to kiss me, eager to relive what we did a couple nights ago after my mom went to bed and we stayed up to “watch rom-coms” and “study their structure.” 

Only, that’s not what happens. I do the close-up on my boyfriend, but he won’t meet my gaze. Dominic’s eyes are permanently focused on the ground, a deep scowl furrowed into his pale white forehead as he mumbles something to himself. I’m too far away to know what it is, but it seems like he’s practicing something. He looks like the kids in the drama department, whispering lines to make sure they have them right. And based on the way he looks like he could throw up at any second, whatever Dominic’s lines are can’t be good.

I want to scream “Cut!” like when I’m directing my romance shorts for film class. I want to direct that frown, that nervous mumbling, away from Dominic’s face. Or maybe jump into the ocean with him like we do every weekend and have the salty water wipe his concern away before I pull him into a kiss while the waves surge past our waists.

The dread in my gut increases as Dominic gets closer and his frown gets deeper and deeper and deeper. I fiddle with the promise ring he gave me last Christmas, a nervous habit that normally calms my nerves. But now it does nothing. When Dominic stops at the base of the perfectly polished white ladder that leads to my seat, he finally looks up.

My eyes zoom into a deep focus of his perfectly pink lips just in time for him to say the worst four words in existence: “We need to talk.”

How is it that just four words can make you feel like your whole life is completely ending? Everyone knows what “we need to talk” means. It’s the beginning of just about every breakup scene in any rom-com ever, the genre I’ve watched practically every day the past three years. But breaking up is not how the rom-com of my life is supposed to go. I’m supposed to finish the last couple of months of my junior year with Dominic by my side, have him cheer me on at qualifiers and then state swim meets, premiere my film showcase submission that he’s been helping me put together, dance at prom, help his mom throw his senior graduation party a few weeks later, then spend a perfect summer together before we move him into Cal State Northridge in September. Every last moment was going to make the ultimate real-life rom-com, but I guess Dominic has other ideas.

But wait. He hasn’t actually dumped me. Maybe this is all a big misunderstanding and I’m letting my obsession with movie beats fill in the blanks.

“Sean? Did you hear me?” Dominic’s yelling now and suddenly we’re the center of attention, mojito-drinking moms and the self-proclaimed SFGs (Sunday Funday Gays) whipping their heads in our direction. My face heats up. I purposely want to be behind the camera for a reason. I can’t stand all eyes on me. “I said we need to talk.”

A few gasps echo across the pool. I’m not the only one who suspects what’s about to happen. An SFG even drops his mouth in an overexaggerated O, slaps the side of his face, and says to a friend, “Mary, it’s about to go down.”

It’s best if I go to Dominic so that if he continues to do what I think he’s doing, it’s not going to be in front of an audience. “Hang on. Just . . . wait.”

I shoot a quick text to Kavya, who’s sitting in the stand on the other side of the pool.

I’m taking my lunch.

If I tell her the truth about what’s going down, she’ll make an even bigger scene. She has my back through everything, but the last thing I need right now is for her to make another pool proclamation.

Don’t get a hickey this time.

Kavya has her binoculars trained on Dominic. So she’s about to see what happens whether I tell her or not. Which might be a good thing, actually, because I’ll need somebody to drag me out of here after it happens. Maybe that’s why the club has a two-lifeguards-at-a-time rule, in case one of us collapses from heartache.

I make my way down the ladder, the whistle around my neck smacking against my chest with each step. It’s nothing compared to how hard my heart is beating.

When I finally make it to the ground and look Dominic in the eyes, I’m positive my suspicions are correct. This is the breakup scene, and even though I know it, I can’t stop myself from saying “Hey, handsome. What’s up?” like nothing’s wrong.

It’s how I’ve greeted him every day for the past thirteen months. Ever since I saw Dominic staring at me from the beach, smiling while biting his bottom lip. I wanted to bite it back so badly, and I just felt this surge of confidence in me like I’d never felt before. “Hey, handsome” tumbled out of my mouth, we flirted for a few days until we had an epic make-out session and I asked him out, and we’ve been together ever since.

Dominic gives me a weak smile at the familiar greeting, nowhere near as bright and vibrant and sexy as that day at the beach. Well, he’s definitely still sexy, still has that brooding-vampire thing about him, and why can’t I stop myself from thinking this when he’s about to dump me?

“I, um . . . Man, this is hard.” Dominic scratches the back of his neck like he always does when he’s nervous. “We’re over, Sean. I’m just not feeling it anymore.” Then he delivers the actual worst set of four words in the English language. “I met someone else.”

I’m pretty sure the mega earthquake geologists keep warning about hits at the exact time he spoke because it feels like the ground falls out from under me. I literally collapse, the unforgiving plastic of the turf digging into my knees. But they’re just pinpricks compared to the knife stabbing my back, my gut, my heart, over and over.

Every single moment of our thirteen months together flashes before my eyes: our first date downtown at the VR arcade, where Dominic nearly threw up from motion sickness; going to his junior prom together in our matching dusty-pink tuxes; losing my virginity that night to this heartless piece of shit who decides to just throw it all away on someone else. And he tells me now? While I’m at work? Surrounded by dozens of drunk parents and gays who sure as hell are not going to feel confident in my lifesaving duties if I freak out poolside for the whole world to see.

Tears sting my eyes, but I will them not to come out with every ounce of strength I have left. But I have too much heartbroken energy and it has to get out somehow. So instead of crying, I start hyperventilating. I want to ask Who? or How? or anything that would give me answers, but I can’t seem to push any words out of my throat.

“Sean?” Dominic still doesn’t move from his place just out of arm’s reach, too much of a coward to face my heartache up close and personal. “Are you okay?”

A flare of anger temporarily pushes away the lump blocking words.

“Does this”—heave—“look like”—heave—“I’m okay”—heave—“to you?”

Dominic scratches his neck again. “Um, no.”

I try to give him an angry laugh, but I’m so out of breath it comes out more like a hiccup. “What was”—heave—“your first”—heave—“clue”—heave—“Sherlock?”

Suddenly a pair of dark brown feet with black-painted toenails burst into view. I look up to find Kavya, chest puffed proudly, her bright orange buoy that we never have to use in the six-foot-deep pool strapped across her chest. “What’s going on? Bee sting? Allergic reaction? Shall I administer CPR?” She can sound like such a cheesy cartoon superhero when she hops into lifeguard action, her hands literally placed on her hips like she’s Wonder Woman or something.

“It’s fine.” Apparently I can handle two-word sentences now without gasping for air.

“Oh.” Kavya’s arms fall limply to her sides. She’s been dying for the day when she finally gets to save someone’s life.

She looks over at Dominic, who still hasn’t moved a muscle since delivering his Richter-scale-10 news. “Hey, dude,” she says. “What are you doing here?”

“He’s met someone else,” I say.

Four words. We’re improving. So I try, “Who is he?” The question sends another knife to my soul, but I have to know.

“Miguel.”

He doesn’t have to say more. I know exactly who he’s talking about. Miguel is the most popular guy in school, one of the top swimmers on the team, homecoming royalty four out of four years at Shoreline High. And my former best friend.

“He’s a senior. He’s also heading to Northridge next year,” Dominic continues. “We really clicked at his barbecue. It just makes more sense.”

“Oh,” I breathe. How else are you supposed to respond when someone starts describing your replacement like reasons for upgrading a car? This is not the Dominic I know. He’s not this heartless.

Kavya grabs her buoy and pulls it over her head, dropping it with a hollow clunk at her feet. Then she bends down and touches her toes. Next, she stands tall and grabs her right foot, bringing it to her butt. She does the same with her left.

“What are you doing?” Dominic asks.

Kavya places her hands at the small of her back and bends backward while exhaling. “Stretching,” she says, her voice wispy as the word escapes with the air in her lungs.

Dominic raises an eyebrow. “For what?”

“For chasing you the fuck out of my pool.” A mom gasps and covers her toddler’s ears, while a few of the SFGs holler, “That’s right!”

“Sure you are.” Dominic laughs, and I just don’t get how he could be so cold. He can laugh at a time like this?

Kavya gets in her swimmer’s stance like she’s waiting for the gun to signal the start of her heat at one of our swim meets. She cocks her head to the side to look at me. “Your breath back?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you hold down the fort for a bit?”

I nod.

“Great.” Kavya looks straight ahead, her eyes dead set on my suddenly ex-boyfriend. “Just say the word.”

I look at Dominic, his lingering smile sending chills through my soul. He thinks this is all a joke. He thinks my pain is a joke. Here I am, lying on the turf in front of too many interested club members, devastated after the real life rom-com of my dreams turns out to be some relationship box office bomb, and he thinks it’s all just a joke.

He can choke on a bag of dicks.

“Get him.”

Kavya takes off, the sound of her feet whipping through the turf mixing with the applause and cheers of “Get his ass!” from a couple of the poolside regulars.

Dominic’s eyes go wide. “What the hell?!” He books it, puffs of sand flying behind his feet when he launches over the fake-ivy-covered fence separating the club from the public Santa Monica beach.

“Oh, I’ll show you hell!” Kavya yells, sprinting after him.

So much for being the one in control, being the director to the rom-com of my life starring me and the guy I thought I’d be with forever. Instead, Dominic yelled “CUT!” and recast my role without ever consulting me about it.

Rom-coms fucking suck.
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Trying to convince an Elder you don’t need a chaperone is like trying to pry open a great white’s jaws once it’s clamped down on a fresh kill: impossible.

“Look, Elder Kelp, I promise I can get there on my own.” My voice is positively soaked with sincerity. “Seriously. You’ve told me the way a thousand times. I just follow the North Pacific Current until I hit the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, hang a left, then swim until I get to the California coast. I got this. Los Angeles, here I come!”

Maybe my fake enthusiasm will finally get the old crustacean off my fin.

But Elder Kelp just gives a knowing smile and slowly shakes their head. “You know I cannot do that, Crest. It is my responsibility as the Elder of Journeys to accompany you through the Blue until I bid you farewell, legs in place, and your feet firmly in the sand. You will not trick me again, you rotten fiendfish.” They say it with a playfully scolding fin wag, like they’ve caught a merbabe trying to grab a fistful of seaweed before it’s their turn to eat. The last thing I want to do before I’m stranded to live on my own for a month is be treated like a baby. 

“Okay, okay, I get it.”

Elder Kelp places a hand on my shoulder, that knowing yet condescending look back in their eyes, which does nothing to dampen my frustration. “This Journey is your rite of passage,” they say. “It’s tradition for all merfolk of Pacifica.”

“Yet you just broke tradition! Fiendfish? Merfolk? Elder Pearl says no mer-isms around us until after our return. Human sayings only.”

“Very good,” Elder Kelp says, a smirk of satisfaction creeping up their wrinkly skin. “That was a test. And it appears you’ve been paying attention in your lessons, my child of Pacifica.”

I hate that word. If I’m such a child, why make me leave my home and live among humans all by myself?

I flick my fin in irritation, an angry orange blur, and nearly whack a passing tortoise. “My bad!” After a year of human-speech therapy, their sayings are starting to stick. Which is exactly what I don’t want. “I know you’ve explained it a thousand times, but I’m just not buying the reason for this whole Journey. I mean, yes, I’ve got to help a human, but after that, I just swim back to Pacifica and Joe Blowhole or whoever forgets I even existed.”

“Which is precisely the point,” Elder Kelp says. “Truly selfless help, like the Blue gave our ancestors. Or have you not been paying as much attention in your classes as I thought? The tradition began millennia ago—”

I curl up my fin to stop him. Every merbabe—I mean child, or kid—knows this story. Thousands of years ago, during the Blue Moon, when the magic of the Blue (ugh, the ocean) saved a band of shipwrecked humans drowning and crying for help by transforming them into the first merfolk. Our ancestors pledged their lives and the existence of all mer to protecting the waters that saved them. We’d also live our lives by the example of the Blue, which led to the creation of the Journey: One full moon cycle on land when we have to help a human, a totally selfless act like the Blue did for the first merfolk all those years ago.

It’s all a bunch of tradition nonsense. Sure, it sounds sweet, but it’s not like humans are transformed by our help. They just keep on crashing oil tankers and catching dolphins in their tuna nets and destroying coral reefs, so why even go through all this shit (confession: human cuss words aren’t all bad)? I just wish I could jump forward to the end, when I get back into the ocean, get named an Elder, and get granted one of the eight powers of the mer.

“There’s growth in doing things for others with zero expectations, Crest. And if the Blue saw something worth saving in our human ancestors all those years ago, isn’t it possible you might see something worth helping up there too? Who knows, perhaps you’ll even decide to become a human yourself.”

“Yeah, right,” I scoff. “Trust me, I will be waiting to dive right back into the ocean as soon as I help the first pathetic sack of bones I find. I will not risk getting stuck on land forever.” 

Only one mer didn’t make it back in the last hundred years, and I’m convinced it was all an accident. They probably got trapped in some tank until the magic of the Journey wore off and they were stuck as a human for the rest of their life. Or maybe they didn’t truly help someone. It’s a cruel trick of the Journey. Keep to yourself the whole time, and the punishment is never changing back at the end of your moon cycle.

A humpback whale and her calf drift by, their whalesong high and deep, melancholic and uplifting all at once. I float there and close my eyes, taking in the sound. I won’t be able to hear it for the next few weeks, which feels like a lifetime. All for a stupid tradition to live life among the dirtiest, loudest, most selfish and destructive species this planet has ever known. Yet the Elders act like I should be happy about spending time with them. If I could just shake Elder Kelp before they trigger the Journey magic, I could backtrack and spend a month with the kraken in the Mariana Trench. Then I’d float into Pacifica like, Whew! Humans are the worst. Glad to be back.

I open my eyes and glance around, hoping to see something I could use to distract the Elder and get out of here.

But of course, the old crustacean’s condescending smile is back. “I know you’re thinking of how to get out of this. It is entirely natural to be afraid. But you will be fine, Crest. Or should I say Ross.”

The word makes me cringe. “What is that?”

“Your human name.” Elder Kelp shrugs. “You told me you hated all your options and to pick one for you.”

“But Ross? Blech.” The name is so bad I can practically taste it. “Did you have to pick one that sounds so awful? I’m supposed to go around land with that for a month?”

“One moon cycle will be over before you know it. And countless merfolk have taken this same Journey before you and are now fully committed to the Blue. It makes our species stronger, it makes Pacifica stronger, it makes the water stronger.”

Elder Kelp’s voice calms me with each word. Ideas of how to get out of this dumb tradition float right out of my mind. I get so calm, my eyes even start to flutter shut, like it’s time for a nice nap. Then it hits me, but my eyes are too heavy to snap open with realization.

I’ve been played, and my scales ripple with weak indignation at what’s being done to me. “Come on, Elder. You don’t have to do this.”

Bubbles escape Elder Kelp’s mouth as they laugh. “You and I both know that’s not true.” Their words are still outrageously calming, even though my mind wants to fight them with all I’ve got. But my heart’s not in it. There’s no resisting their powers of Sleep. You listen to a few words from them when the Elder’s turned on their charms and you’re knocked out cold. It’s very effective when dealing with angry hammerheads, or when chaperoning kids resistant to the Journey, apparently.

I try to give Elder Kelp an icy glare, but instead my eyelids give one last flutter, enough to see the Elder wave, smug as a sea slug. “Nighty night.”

With a final burst of will, I’m able to get out the only thought in my head before I completely lose consciousness.

“You’re the worst.”
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When a character dies in a movie, everything still moves on. The plot goes forward, the action wraps up, and if it’s written well, it feels intentional. Like that character was supposed to die, as morbid as that sounds. But everything about the past two weeks has felt totally cruel, like the cosmic screenwriter of life just wants to play a terrible trick on me to see what kind of misery they can bring to my story. It doesn’t feel intentional. It feels wrong. Which means any shot of my life movie would just be me bawling my eyes out in different settings:

Cut to me crying in bed.

Cut to me crying in the shower.

Cut to me crying over a tub of Ben & Jerry’s while watching Gina Rodriguez get broken up with in Someone Great and fully relating to her pain.

Maybe I should have seen this coming. Life doesn’t end up like the movies. But even now, I’m kind of a hopeless romantic. I get it from my dad, who insists that true love exists, even after my parents divorced when I was five. His obsession with love led to our shared love of rom-coms, and to him being on his third marriage since Mom. I think Sheila is it, though. They’re off on a three-month backpacking trip through Alaska for their honeymoon right now. He’s never been an outdoorsy guy before, but that’s love for you.

I wish that love luck would rub off on me. Instead I’m here in my lifeguard stand, trying to hide my tears behind the biggest pair of sunglasses I could find in Mom’s closet. Staring at a shot list I took from film class and filled in with all the plans I’d made for me and Dominic isn’t helping the tear situation. Neither is the soundtrack of Dominic saying “I’m just not feeling it anymore” over and over and over in my head.

I’ve become a total rom-com cliché and there’s nothing I can do to stop it. The worst part is that everyone else’s life is moving on. My relationship dying did nothing to stop their movies plowing forward while my storyline gets left on the cutting room floor.

Kavya tried to cheer me up by saying that this could mean my real-life rom-com is only just beginning. The breakup happens at the start of the movie so that there can be a big redeeming romance at the end. But there’s no way in hell that’s happening here. With prom just over a month away, everyone at school is pairing off left and right, pursuing their own rom-com–worthy crushes. Of course, I’m not on anybody’s radar since for the past year I’ve been with somebody else. And with swim practice and work and finals coming up, plus my ever-present heartache hovering over me like a boom mic, there is literally no time or space in my soul to make room for finding somebody else.

If only Dominic felt that way too. If only he hadn’t all of a sudden been “over it” and decided to replace me with Miguel. Perfect, not-a-flaw-in-sight, glowing-light-brown-skin, best-swimmer-on-the-whole-team-with-rippling-muscles-just-to-rub-it-in, Miguel Ortiz.

I never saw this coming when Miguel and I were best friends. We met when I was in sixth grade and he was in seventh, constantly playing Pokémon GO on our walks to the beach to bodysurf, going home after to binge Avatar or My Little Pony. We were inseparable, even going so far as to plan life when we grew up where he would make cartoons and I would direct them. But then he became a freshman while I was stuck in junior high, and everything changed. He hit a growth spurt and a personality spurt in which he somehow knew how to talk to everyone about everything and not just the shows we geeked out over. Plus, his mom got promoted to senior vice president of scripted Spanish programming at a streaming giant the summer before high school started, and it was just the perfect storm of popularity.

It wasn’t really Miguel’s fault we grew apart. He always asked me to sit with his new friends at lunch when I finally joined him at Shoreline High, but between jock sports talk and the stress of fitting in, I couldn’t keep up. So I kept to myself, and Miguel’s texts to hang out came less and less, until Kavya and I met a few weeks into the school year at a fateful swim tryout. I moved on from cartoons to rom-coms, while Miguel moved on from cartoons to . . . I don’t know what. Something that made him a shoo-in for homecoming king and prom king and class president. And for being Dominic’s perfect replacement for me, apparently. 

The only thing for me to do now is delete the Love Shot List I’ve got glaring at me from my phone.




	
Scene


	
Shot


	
Location


	
Framing


	
Description


	
Actors





	
1


	
a


	
Int. Palisades Theater


	
Two shot


	
Me with my arms around Dominic while we watch my submission to the Shoreline Film Showcase


	
Dominic and me





	
2


	
a


	
Ext. Santa Monica Pier—Pre-Prom Pier Fundraiser—ring toss


	
Close-up


	
Me wrapping Dominic up from behind while I show him how to perfectly toss a ring


	
Dominic and me





	
3


	
a


	
Ext. my house


	
Two shot


	
Dominic kissing me after accidentally poking me when pinning on my boutonniere 


	
Dominic and me






	
4


	
a


	
Ext. Hotel Pacific—rooftop


	
Mid-shot


	
Dominic and me dancing our asses off at prom


	
Dominic and me





	
4


	
b


	
Ext. Hotel Pacific—rooftop


	
Close-up


	
Dominic and me kissing while slow dancing


	
Dominic and me





	
5


	
a


	
Int. Dominic’s house


	
Wide shot


	
Dominic and me having an “intimate” moment after prom


	
Dominic and me





	
6


	
a


	
Ext. Shoreline High football field


	
Wide shot


	
Dominic accepting his diploma


	
Dominic, Principal Cullins





	
6


	
b


	
Ext. Shoreline High football field


	
Close-up


	
Me proudly cheering Dominic on


	
Me





	
7


	
a


	
Int. Dominic’s room


	
Two shot


	
Me and Dominic packing up his room, playfully throwing socks at each other


	
Dominic and me





	
8


	
a


	
Int. Dominic’s dorm


	
Mid-shot


	
Dominic opening the door to his first ever dorm room, me just behind him carrying boxes


	
Dominic and me






	
8


	
b


	
Int. Dominic’s dorm


	
Two shot


	
Me scooping Dominic up into my arms and falling onto his newly made bed, knowing full well we are going to christen it in about two seconds


	
Dominic and me







But I can’t delete it. All those moments of “Dominic and me” feel so right, and I can’t throw away what we had, even if Dominic could completely out of the blue. I can’t just shut off my feelings like that any more than this lady napping on the pool float in front of me can turn off the horrible sunburn taking up the left side of her body.

“Mister! Hey, mister!”

I peer down over the edge of my stand to see a little girl with one hand holding a bright red Popsicle, the other planted firmly—and very judgmentally—on her hip.

“Don’t you hear everybody screaming?” she asks.

Suddenly everything snaps into focus. I was staring at my phone so intently that I tuned everything out. And sure enough, over the dull roar of the waves breaking against the beach, I hear screams, shouts, people calling for 911.

The kid points with her Popsicle. “Somebody washed up on the beach.”

I follow her drippy red pointer down to the water line, past the fence where my lifeguard jurisdiction at the club technically ends. There’s a limp body lying in the sand, surrounded by at least a dozen screaming and frantically waving people. Not a single one of them looks like an LA County lifeguard who’s supposed to respond to any emergency on the public beach. Kavya left on her lunch break ten minutes ago, or else I’m sure she would have barreled down there to finally save a life for the first time ever instead of staring at sunburned pool nappers.

But without her, without any other lifeguard in sight, that just leaves me.
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The first thing I notice are the sounds. They are nothing like the noises in the dreams Elder Break planted in our minds with their gift of Clarity. Those moments filled with the scents, sounds, sights of human life were meant to prepare us for the sensory overload when we made it on land. But everything here is so much louder. Dogs barking, children yelling, car horns carrying down the sand from the . . . what’s that word again? Oh, street. It’s worse than the incessant chatter of Pacifican dolphins. They will not. Shut. Up. 

Eventually I catch a familiar sound through the chaos of humanity. It’s the surf. My heart rate slows; the pounding in my head goes down. I breathe in the familiar salt smell of the ocean. “Everything is going to be fine,” I whisper. “You got this.”

Then come the screams.

“Somebody call 911!”

“Can you see his chest move?”

Someone shakes my shoulder. “Is he dead? He’s got to be dead!”

Blue below, do they have to start with their human shit so quickly? He? Elder Crab warned us about this, about humans’ obsession with gender and how labels and rules mean so much to them when it comes to the body. Under the sea, we’re mer, we’re all they/them, and we don’t have this strange obsession with sex organs since we don’t have any. Speaking of which, there is definitely an unfamiliar appendage in between my new legs. This is weird. Not entirely unpleasant. But not a bay full of baby belugas either.

I snap my eyes open to finally get a look at my transformed body, and holy mackerel, why is the sky so bright? “Ah!” I throw my hands over my eyes. “Could somebody turn that down? And the screaming while we’re at it?” We never have this much sunlight down in the Blue. I mean, sure, merfolk have the ability to come up to the surface and see what’s going on, but we hardly do. We’re not stupid. One of us comes up and goes, “Hey, I wonder what the humans are up to” and bam! We’re caught in a tuna net and ground up to eat. No, thanks.

“He’s alive!” someone screams.

“Everyone get back! Lifeguard coming through.”

A human head blocks out the sun. Suddenly hands are moving my face, tilting my chin. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the change in light, to actually be able to see for a second, but when they do, I snap my head to the side.

Because a human is trying to kiss me.

“What the flick is wrong with you?” I’m so caught off guard, the mer-ism blares out my throat. Elder Crab said, short of sex, kissing was the most intimate way to interact with another human, and I knew the second they described mashing mouths together I was going to avoid it at all costs.

The person pulls back and throws up their hands, palms out. “I’m sorry,” they say. “I was just trying to help.”

I glare at them. “By trying to suck my face off? Where I’m from, there’s a thing called consent!”

They stand and back away, giving me the space to sit up and try to find the quickest route out of here. But the would-be kisser is in my line of sight. They’re masculine-presenting, tall, round, hairy. Sturdy, like a polar bear. That mix of gentle giant but could totally go off if you get on their bad side.

“I’m a lifeguard,” they say. “You weren’t moving. I thought you may have aspirated water, so I was about to give you mouth-to-mouth. Haven’t you heard of it?”

“Yeah, it’s called kissing, and as far as I’ve been told, you don’t lock lips without asking first. Just like fins.” My voice catches when I realize what I’ve said. “Fingers. You know. Holding hands?”

“So, you’re okay?” they ask.

“The only thing bothering me now is you.” I know I’m supposed to help someone while I’m up here, but can’t a mer get a minute to acclimate first? Lifeguard here seems perfectly happy to butt in where they’re not welcome. Typical human.

“You look like you nearly drowned out there,” Lifeguard says. “You’re completely soaked.” They point a thick finger at the jeans that must have appeared the second I washed onshore, but then their hand falls. My pants aren’t soaked at all. “Wait,” they breathe. “I thought—” They scan me up and down, then blink hard a few times, like they’re making sure their eyes aren’t playing tricks on them. I probably was wet when the Blue first dumped me up here, but the Transformation magic has fully taken over now. Fully human body, fully clothed, fully dry. 

“I was just napping,” I finally say, since it’s clear this person is going to give me that dazed blobfish expression the rest of the day.

“Napping?”

A feminine-presenting child with a dripping red stick in their fingers pushes past the crowd to give me a very judgy scowl. “On the beach? What’s wrong with you? Your mom should put you in time-out!”

I direct my glare toward this kid while the Language magic and Clarity powers I’ve been blessed with for the Journey sync up. The first to hear and speak any language with any being, the second to make concepts float through my mind so the words make sense.

A time-out. A punishment in which a juvenile is required to spend time alone, normally for purposes of betterment after misdeeds.

“That’s what this whole Journey is about, kid,” I say. “One monthlong time-out.”

“Okay, everybody,” Lifeguard says to the crowd. “You can go. Nothing to see here.”

People grumble about a waste of time and glare at me like I’m the one who asked them to cause a scene. I mean, honestly, I was minding my own business and they chose to come over here and make a big deal out of my arrival.

I feel a sense of relief when the crowd finally walks away. Everybody except one particularly nosy person.

Lifeguard still stares down at me, but it’s hard to tell if they’re actually looking at me or through me.

“Hello,” I say, and wave my hands in front of their face. “You can hear me, right?” I gingerly touch my neck and hum. Sound is still coming out, and the Elders never mentioned us spontaneously switching from speaking human back to mer. But if I’m all of a sudden talking a mystical language, this person is for sure going to think I’ve lost it, and I’m so not in the mood to have to start thinking quick on my fin—my feet—to come up with excuses for my weird behavior.

Lifeguard finally shakes their head and says, “Sorry. It’s just . . . never mind.” There’s distance in their voice. Their thoughts were somewhere else. “Need a hand?”

I stare at their thick fingers, the sad smile playing at the corners of their lips, the way their eyes seem innocent yet hurt all at the same time. But I know this trick. Humans can seem so sweet and harmless, like a little kid floating around in an inner tube at the beach. I’ve seen them from afar and they look adorable, but then they grow up to be destructive, murderous beasts who ruin everything they come into contact with. So I’d rather not risk it.

“I’ve got it, thanks,” I say, and push myself up from the ground. The only problem is, this is the first time I’ve stood on two feet and it is a trip. Elder Crab warned us of this. Getting land legs could take up to twenty-four hours. A full flicking day of this nausea and disorientation is not how I want to spend my first moments on land.

My body sways backward, and my vertigo is too much. I’m falling, falling, falling until—

“Whoa, I’ve got you.” Lifeguard grabs my arm, yanking me up to standing and keeping hold of me so I don’t crash back down. “I should call a doctor.”

“No, no.” I wave my free hand. “I’m fine. I just got up too fast. Feeling light-headed.” My stomach rumbles and I’ve never been so thankful to be hungry in my life. Normally I’m the kind of mer that gets great white–level angry without enough seaweed in my gut, but now I’m relieved since it gives me an excuse to get away from nosy human doctors. “I probably just need something to eat.”

Lifeguard looks up the beach—past a hideous fake-leaf-covered fenced area, a pool, and a flashy tile-roofed structure with people walking in and out—and toward the street beyond. It’s packed with cars. They’re whizzing by faster than I’ve seen anything move in the ocean. It’s mesmerizing.

Lifeguard’s hand enters my view as they point past all the metallic blurs. “There’s a burrito place across PCH that I really love. I’ll walk you. It’s the end of my shift anyway. Just let me make sure my friend’s back from her break.” They pull a phone out of their pocket and tap on it a few times. I’ve heard all about these, but devices made to communicate without ever actually seeing another person seem so cold and detached. Human technology seems that way in general.

“We’re good,” Lifeguard says, then swings my arm over their shoulders, making my stomach turn. They’re taking so many liberties with my body. “Feel free to lean against me until you feel like you’ve got your feet under you.”

Lifeguard’s palm is moist, and panic makes my heart jump in my throat. This is the first rule of the Journey: do not get wet in front of humans. It’ll make my fin appear, and on this packed beach full of people, I’m sure I’ll be fishnapped and turned into some exhibit. The thought is enough to make me want to hop right back into the Blue, but there’s the second—and more important—Journey rule to deal with: do not go into the ocean before I’ve helped a human and my moon cycle is up. If I rush home before that, my mer magic will leave me and I’ll be stuck in this stupid body forever. Punishment for not seeing the Journey through.

But apparently slick palms aren’t enough to start the change because my fin never comes.

I shrug their arm off and step away. “I’ve got it.”

Lifeguard locks eyes with me. Theirs are puffy and slightly red. The longer I look, the more detail I see in their rich brown eyes. Definite polar bear. Those eyes go with their big arms and legs covered in coarse hair, their belly pushing against the red fabric of their tank top. The turning in my stomach increases, only it’s not quite so unpleasant anymore, although still overwhelming. Too many sensations for my first ten minutes out of the Blue.

“Sorry,” Lifeguard says. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Just wanted to be sure you’re okay.”

They look genuinely hurt, and I think they might be tearing up a bit. I’ve never seen someone cry before, but as I lean in, they throw on their sunglasses before I can get a good look. I know I’m no human expert, but the Elders say crying means sadness, so Lifeguard must be upset about something.

Hold on. They might need help. Maybe this was a blessing from the Blue all along, drifting me up on the beach where the most pathetic human is so I can give them a helping hand, then get the flick out of here. That’s why the Elders always say to go with the flow. The Blue knows what it’s doing if you’ll just trust the directions it drifts you in.

“Thanks for looking out for me,” I say. “I’m new here, is all, and don’t take to strangers very well.” Maybe if I open up to them a little, they’ll do the same. Then I can solve their problems and wait for the mark that’ll appear to indicate I’ve helped my human and can go back home as soon as my moon cycle’s over.

“No, that makes total sense.” They take a step back, but then inch a tiny bit closer, like they still want to be close enough to catch me in case I topple over as we slowly make our way up the sand. “I’ll just stay back here.”

We shuffle along in an awkward silence until Lifeguard asks, “So, why were you on the beach?”

“Just arrived.”

“From where?”

Flick, this person gets right to the details. But we were given a backstory in case anyone asked this very question.

“Indiana,” I grunt. There actually is a mer colony named Indiana. It’s one of the four main colonies: Pacifica, Arctis, Atlantis, and Indiana. There also happens to be a state named that, and the Elders thought it’d be easier to remember the name of a place we’re familiar with than try to come up with something entirely new.

“No kidding,” Lifeguard says. “My aunt just moved there last year. Says it’s way quieter than LA.”

Great. Somebody who knows the human Indiana that I really know nothing about. But I’ve got another practiced response to change the subject. “I finished high school early while homeschooling on a farm and now I’m living in Los Angeles to take a gap year before deciding what college I’ll go to.” And by college, of course I mean jumping straight back into the ocean as soon as I can get my Journey over with.

“Cool,” Lifeguard says. “You must be pretty smart to graduate early. How do you like LA so far?”

The response gushes out of my mouth before I can stop it. “I hate it.”

Lifeguard laughs, their round stubble-covered cheeks pushing up against their eyes so hard they practically close. “You’re really honest, huh?”

“You say that like it’s unusual.” Yet another reason to hate humans if they’re all liars.

“It’s just that most people are so fake when they first meet. Like, just giving you shallow smiles so they can go about their day.” Their face drops. “If only everybody was honest up front, I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

That’s all I need to hear to be sure the Blue absolutely dumped me on this beach for a reason. This person’s life is a mess. They need help.

Go with the flow, right?
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I don’t know what it is about him that makes me want to open up. I’ve been closed off from everyone since Dominic dumped me, and now I seem to want to spill all my insecurities. Maybe it’s because he’s new in town and knows absolutely no one who could blab how badly I want Dominic back. Or maybe it’s because he looks so otherworldly, it’s like he’s not even real. Most people would call him a redhead, but his hair is practically the same shade as the neon-orange buoy I grabbed on my way out of the stand. It’s supernaturally orange, but somehow he makes it seem natural. He has the longest eyelashes I’ve ever seen, and a smattering of freckles over his pale white skin. My eyes do a close-up of his golden arm hairs. The way the sun glints off them makes him look like he’s covered in hundreds of minuscule jewels. His palms are perfectly smooth, not a single trace of a callus like the ones I have from holding scratchy plastic buoys all day and lifting weights for strength training. I can’t quite put my finger on it, but he looks fairylike? No. Angelic? That’s not it either.

A squeeze in my chest reminds me that I still think of Dominic like this. Like his slim pale arms (which he always said were too skinny but were actually perfect) and his pitch-black hair are the most beautiful things in the world. A mysterious stranger washing up outside the beach club isn’t enough to wash Dominic from my mind. Even just the moment of catching this guy by the arm reminded me of so many moments with Dominic, how he liked to loop his arm through mine or lace our fingers together when we kissed. But now he wants to do that with Miguel.

I shake my head to clear it of Dominic, and notice Orange staring at PCH with wide eyes. There are so many cars, his bright hair billows out from the wind in their wake. I bet he’s never seen traffic like this in Indiana.

“Yeah, people drive across PCH like they think they’re in a Fast and the Furious movie or something.”

Orange just half-heartedly laughs and I instantly hate myself for telling such a dad joke.

Thankfully the pedestrian sign changes to walk and I march across the street. I’m so focused on not looking like an idiot again that it takes me until I step on the other side to notice that Orange is not beside me. He’s standing on the opposite sidewalk, staring wide-eyed again between me and the line of cars waiting at the stoplight. His head snaps back and forth, back and forth, a look of terror etching itself deeper and deeper onto his face.

The light turns green and cars zoom ahead. Orange jumps back. What is wrong with him? He holds on to a lamppost and watches the cars drive by, the horror on his face so exaggerated that I’d laugh if his panic didn’t seem genuine.

The light turns red and the street sign changes to walk once more. But Orange doesn’t move.

“What are you doing?” I yell.

Orange points at the cars. “Streets aren’t for walking. They’re for driving.”

“Yeah, but . . .” Is he serious? “You can walk now.” I point at the pedestrian sign, back to the bright white silhouette of a walking person. Dozens of tourists and beachgoers walk by and give him awkward looks over their shoulders. It takes one such pedestrian bumping him with a large cooler to finally get him to make a move.

Orange takes a deep breath and slowly steps forward, hovering his foot over the street.

“It’s going to be okay, O—” I stop myself. I can’t keep calling him Orange. “What’s your name?”

“R-Ross,” he yells, and I swear he cringes. 

“It’s going to be okay, Ross,” I call, this time with an encouraging thumbs-up and a smile like I give toddlers during their swim lessons at the club. It works, and Ross lowers his foot closer to the asphalt.

“Just take it one step at a time,” I shout.

Ross plants his foot in the street and gives a tentative look at the truck waiting there. Its driver stares at Ross like he’s lost his mind. Which, maybe he has and I should be looking for a doctor or something after all.

He takes another step, then another. But when the crosswalk starts to beep to signal the light’s about to change, Ross freezes right in the middle of the road.

“What’s that?!”

“It’s okay,” I soothe him, once again going into toddler mode. “But you’re going to have to hurry.”

“Why?”

I point to the glowing red hand on the crossing light flashing next to a series of numbers. Eight, seven . . . “Because the cars are going to start driving again.”

“What?” Six, five . . . The wide-eyed horror is back. “I knew this would happen!”

Four, three . . .

He’s not going to make it on his own. I sprint to him and grab his hand. “Run!” We race toward the opposite side of the street, but we’re still only two-thirds across by the time the numbers reach zero. Cars honk, causing Ross to squeeze my hand in a death grip while he screams, “WHAT THE FLICK?!”

Despite his complete and total fear, Ross editing himself from saying fuck is actually pretty cute. Must be some sweet country-ism from Indiana.

We make it to the sidewalk, catching our breath, me smiling at his cuteness while stroking his thumb. Oh shit, I am stroking his thumb. It just felt nice to be linked to someone again, fingers laced like they always were with Dominic, but this is serial-killer-level creepy.

I pray to the universe Ross didn’t notice and let his hand fall from mine. “You okay?”

He just stares, his mouth falling open and closed over and over, looking like a fish. He breathes, “Yeah, I just . . .” Ross looks over his shoulder at the speeding cars, then wipes his hand over his face, gaining his composure. Finally, he turns back around and points to my tank top. “I guess your name really fits. You just guarded my life back there.”

“My name?” I look down to see LIFEGUARD in red, running across my tank over a white cross. “Oh, no, that’s my job. My name’s Sean. They don’t have lifeguards in Indiana, saving the lives of swimmers in distress? Isn’t there a Great Lake there? Or, like, any pool?”

No traffic, no lifeguards. I mean, even if he’d never seen these things before in real life, he’d have to have seen them in a movie.

“Oh, right, lifeguards,” Ross finally says. “My family calls them something different. Uh, safety swimmers.”

“Safety swimmers?” I can’t help the laugh that bursts out. When something is really funny, this haw just jumps from my throat. Kavya calls it my Donkey Laugh. “Sounds like something from an after-school special.”

Ross furrows his brow like he has absolutely no idea what I’m talking about. “Sure. I’m a pretty good swimmer, though, so I never really had to use their services or anything.”

“We should go for a swim together
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