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Come, dear children, let us away;
Down and away below.
Now my brothers call from the bay;
Now the great winds shoreward blow;
Now the salt tides seaward flow;
Now the wild white horses play,
Champ and chafe and toss in the spray.
Children dear, let us away.
This way, this way!

from The Forsaken Merman, by Matthew Arnold
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Chapter One
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Can you keep a secret?

I know everyone has secrets but mine’s different. Kind of weird. Sometimes I have nightmares where I get found out and locked up in a zoo or a scientist’s laboratory.

It all started in Year Seven when swimming lessons began. It was the first Wednesday afternoon at my new school and I was so looking forward to it. Mum hates swimming and always used to change the subject when I asked why I couldn’t learn.

‘But we live on a boat!’ I’d say. ‘We’re surrounded by water!’

‘You’re not getting me in there,’ she’d reply. ‘Just look at all the pollution. You know what it’s like when the day cruises have been in. Now stop arguing and come and help me with the vegetables.’

She even kept me out of swimming lessons all the way through primary school. Said it was unhealthy. ‘All those bodies mixing in the same water,’ she’d shudder, ‘not for us thank you very much.’

And that would be that: end of discussion. I finally wore her down the summer before I started secondary school. ‘All right, all right,’ she sighed, eventually. ‘I give in. Just don’t start trying to get me  in there with you.’

I’d never been in the sea. I’d never even had a bath. I’m not dirty or anything - I have a shower every night. But there isn’t enough room for a bath on the boat, so I’d never been totally immersed in water.

Till the first Wednesday afternoon of Year Seven.
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Mum bought me a new bag especially for my costume and towel. On the side, it had a picture of a woman doing front crawl. I looked at the picture and dreamed about winning Olympic races, with a Speedo costume and black goggles just like hers.

Only it didn’t quite happen like that.

When we got to the baths, a man with a whistle and white shorts and a red T-shirt told the girls to go in one room and the boys to go in the other.

I changed quickly in the corner. I didn’t want anyone to see my skinny body. My legs are like sticks and they’re usually covered in scabs and grazes from getting on and off The King of the Sea. That’s our boat. Which is a bit of a grand title for a little sailing boat with mouldy ropes, peeling paint and beds the width of a ruler. But anyway. We usually just call it King.


Julie Crossens smiled at me as she put her clothes in her locker. ‘I like your cozzy,’ she said. It’s just plain black with a white stripe across the middle.

‘I like your hat,’ I smiled back as she squashed her hair into her tight, pink swimming cap. I squeezed my ponytail under mine. I usually wear my hair loose; Mum made me put it in a bobble today. It’s mousy brown and used to be short but I’m growing it at the moment. It’s a bit longer than shoulder length so far.

Julie and I sit next to each other sometimes. We’re not best friends. Sharon Matterson used to be my best friend but she went to Our Lady. I’m at Brightport High. Julie’s the only person I might want to be best friends with. I think she wants to be Mandy Rushton’s, though. They hang out together at break.

I don’t mind. Not really. Except when I can’t find my way to the canteen - or to some of the classes. It might be nice to have someone to get lost with.  Brightport High is about ten times bigger than my primary school! It’s like an enormous maze, with MILLIONS of boys and girls who all seem to know what they’re doing.

‘You coming, Julie?’ Mandy Rushton stood between us with her back to me. She gave me a quick look, then she whispered something in Julie’s ear and laughed. Julie didn’t look up as they passed me.

Mandy lives on the pier, like me. Her parents run the amusement arcade and they’ve got a flat above it. We used to be quite friendly till last year when I accidentally told my mum that Mandy had showed me how to win free goes on the one-armed bandit. I didn’t mean to get her in trouble but - well, let’s just say I’m not exactly welcome in the amusements any more. In fact, she hasn’t spoken to me ever since.

And now we’ve ended up in the same class at Brightport High. Brilliant. As if starting a new school the size of a city isn’t bad enough.

I finished getting ready on my own.
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‘OK, listen up, 7C,’ the man with the whistle said. He told us to call him Bob. ‘Any of you kids totally confident to swim on your own?’

‘Course we can - we’re not babies!’ Mandy sneered under her breath.

Bob turned to face her. ‘All right then. Do you  want to start us off? Let’s see what you can do.’

Mandy stepped towards the pool. She stuck her thumb in her mouth. ‘Ooh, look at me. I’m a baby. I can’t swim!’ Then she dropped herself sideways into the water. Her thumb still in her mouth, she pretended to slip under as she did this really over the top kind of doggy paddle across the pool.

Half the class were laughing by the time she reached the end.

Bob wasn’t. His face reddened. ‘Do you think that’s funny? Get out! Now!’ he shouted. Mandy pulled herself out and grinned as she bowed to the class.

‘You silly girl,’ Bob handed her a towel. ‘You can sit on the side and watch.’

‘What?’ Mandy stopped grinning. ‘That’s not fair! What did I do?’

Bob turned his back on her. ‘Now, we’ll start again. Who’s happy to swim confidently and sensibly? ’

About three-quarters of the class raised their hands. I was desperate to get in the pool but didn’t dare put mine up. Not after that.

‘Right then.’ Bob nodded at them. ‘You can get in if you want - but just in the shallow end, mind.’

He turned back to the rest of the class who were lined up and shivering by the side of the pool. ‘I’ll start with this lot.’

Once his back was turned, I couldn’t stop myself. I sneaked in with the group making their way  round to the shallow end! I’d never swum before so I shouldn’t have, but I just knew I could do it. And the water looked so beautiful lying there, still and calm, as though it was holding its breath waiting for someone to jump in and set it alive with splashes and ripples.

There were five big steps that led gradually into the water. I stepped onto the first one and warm water tickled over my toes. Another step and the water wobbled over my knees. Two more, then I pushed myself into the water.

I ducked my head under, reaching wide with my arms. As I held my breath and swam deeper, the silence of the water surrounded me and called to me, drawing my body through its creamy calm. It was as if I’d found a new home.

‘Now THAT is more like it!’ Bob shouted when I came up for air. ‘You’re a natural!’

Then he turned back to the others, squinting and staring at me with open mouths. Mandy’s eyes fired hatred at me as Bob said, ‘That’s what I’d like to see you all doing by the end of the term.’

And then it happened.

One minute, I was skimming along like a flying fish. The next, my legs suddenly seized up. It felt as though someone had glued my thighs together and strapped a splint on my shins! I tried to smile as I paddled to the side but my legs had turned to a block of stone! I couldn’t feel my knees, my feet, my toes.  What was happening?


A second later, I almost went under completely and I screamed. Bob dived in, in his shorts and T-shirt, and swam over to me.

‘It’s my legs,’ I gasped. ‘I can’t feel them!’

He cupped my chin in his big hand and back-stroked us to the side. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said, looking behind us as he swam. ‘It’s just cramp. Happens to everyone.’

We reached the big steps at the side of the pool and sat down on the top one. As soon as I was halfway out of the water, the weird feeling started to go away.

‘Now, let’s have a look at those legs.’ Bob lifted me onto the side of the pool. ‘Can you lift your left one up?’ I did.

‘And your right?’ Easy.

‘Any pain?’

‘It’s gone,’ I said.

‘Just a bit of cramp, then. Why don’t you have a rest here for a few minutes? Get in again when you’re ready?’

I nodded and he went back to the others.

But I’d felt something that he hadn’t seen. And I’d seen something that he hadn’t felt. And I didn’t have a clue what it was but I knew one thing for sure - you wouldn’t get me back in that pool for a million pounds.
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I sat by the side for a long time. All the rest of the class eventually got in and started splashing about. Even Mandy was allowed back in. But I didn’t want to sit too near in case I got splashed and it happened again. I was even nervous when I went home after school in case I fell off the jetty into the sea.

The jetties are all along one side of the pier. There are three other boats on ours. A posh white speed-boat and a couple of bigger yachts. None of the others have people living on them though.

I stepped onto the jetty. We’ve got this old plank of wood that we put across to the boat. Mum used to carry me over it when I was little but I’d been doing it on my own for ages. Only, I couldn’t that day. I called her from the jetty.

‘I can’t get across,’ I shouted when she came up from below deck.

She had a towel wrapped round her head and a satin dressing-gown on. ‘I’m getting ready for my book group.’

I stood frozen on the jetty. Around me, the boats melted into a wobbly mass of poles and sails. I stared at King. The sail was down. The mast rocked with the boat, the wooden deck shiny with sea spray. My eyes blurred as I focused on the row of portholes along the side of the boat; the thin metal bar running round the edge. ‘I’m scared,’ I said.

Eventually, Mum pulled the dressing-gown cord tighter round her waist and reached her skinny arm  out to me. ‘Come on then, let’s have you.’

When I got across, she grabbed me and gave me a hug. ‘Dingbat,’ she said, ruffling my hair. Then she went back inside to get ready for her group.

Mum’s always got some group or other on the go. Last year it was pilates; now it’s her book group. She works at the secondhand bookshop on the promenade. That’s where they meet. It’s pretty cool, actually. They’ve just opened up a café bar where you can get thick milkshakes with real fruit in them and huge wodges of chocolate flapjack. I reckon the book group is just her latest excuse to meet up and gossip with her friends - but at least it keeps her off my back.

Mystic Millie who does Palms on the Pier comes and sits with me. Millie’s all right. Sometimes she practises reiki or shiatsu on me. She brought her tarot cards round once. Said I was about to achieve academic success and win praise from all quarters. The next day I came bottom in the spelling test and was given three lunchtime detentions to catch up. But that’s Millie for you.

Luckily, Emmerdale and EastEnders were both on tonight so I knew she wouldn’t bother me. Just as well because I wanted to be left alone. I needed time to think about what to do. There were two things I knew for sure. One: I had to work out what had happened to me in the pool. And two: I needed to get out of swimming lessons before it happened again.

[image: 007]

I could hear Mum in her cabin while I paced up and down in the front room. ‘Do ya really love me? Do ya wanna stay?’ she was singing louder than her CD. She always sings when she’s getting ready to go out. I don’t mind too much - except when she starts on the actions. Tonight, I hardly noticed.

I’d already tried asking her if I had to go swimming again and she went mad. ‘I hope you’re joking,’ she’d said in that voice that means she isn’t. ‘After the fuss you created - no way are you giving up now!’

I paced up to the gas fire in the corner of the saloon. That’s what we call the living room. I usually get my best ideas when I pace but nothing was coming to me. I paced past the tatty old sofa with a big orange blanket. Pace, pace, left, right, creak, squeak, think, think. Nothing.


‘Better tell me soon, baby I ain’t got all day.’ Mum’s voice warbled out from her room.

I tried extending my pacing to the kitchen. It’s called a galley, really. It’s got a sink, a tiny fridge and a cooking surface that’s always covered in empty cartons and bottles. Mum makes us recycle everything. The galley’s in the middle of the boat with the main door and a couple of wooden steps opposite. You’ve got to be careful on these when you come in, because  the bottom step comes loose. I usually jump down from the top one.

I paced through the kitchen and along the corridor that leads to the bathroom and our cabins.

‘How do I look?’ Mum appeared at the end of the corridor. She was wearing a new pair of Levis and a white T-shirt with ‘BABE’ in sparkly letters across the middle. I wouldn’t mind but I bought a similar one myself at the same time - and it looks better on her!

‘Great.’ A familiar sharp rap on the roof stopped me saying any more. The side door opened and Mr Beeston poked his head through. ‘Only me,’ he called, peering round the boat.

Mr Beeston’s the lighthouse keeper. He comes round all the time. He gives me the creeps - he kind of looks at you out of the corner of his eyes when he’s talking to you. And they’re different colours: one’s blue, one’s green. Mum says he probably gets lonely in his lighthouse, sitting around looking out to sea, switching the light on, only having contact with people by radio. That’s why he’s always popping in. She says we have to be friendly to him.

‘Oh, Mr Beeston, I’m just off out to my book group. We’re waiting for Millie to turn up. Come in a sec. I’ll walk down with you.’ Mum disappeared down the corridor to get her coat as he clambered through the door.

‘And how are we?’ he asked, staring sideways into my eyes. His mouth was crooked like his tie. His shirt  was missing a button, his mouth missing a tooth. I shivered. I wish Mum wouldn’t leave me on my own with him.

‘Fine, thanks.’

He narrowed his eyes, still staring at me. ‘Good, good.’

Thankfully, Millie arrived a minute later and Mum and Mr Beeston went out.

‘I won’t be late, darling,’ Mum said, kissing my cheek then wiping it with her thumb. ‘There’s shepherd’s pie in the oven. Help yourselves.’

‘Hi Emily.’ Millie looked at me intensely for a moment. She always does that. ‘You’re feeling anxious and confused,’ she said with alarming accuracy for once. ‘I can see it in your aura.’

Then she swept her black cape over her shoulder and put the kettle on.

I waved goodbye as Mum and Mr Beeston headed down the pier. At the bottom, Mr Beeston turned left to walk round the bay, back to his lighthouse. The streetlamps lining the prom were already on, pale yellow spots against an orangey-pink sky. Mum turned right for the bookshop.

I watched till they’d gone out of sight before joining Millie on the sofa. We had the shepherd’s pie on our knees and laughed together at the weather-man when he fluffed his lines. Then Emmerdale  started and she shushed me and went all serious.

I had an hour.

I cleared the plates, then raided the pen jam jar, got  a sheet of Mum’s posh purple writing paper from the living room cupboard and shut myself in my cabin.

This is what I wrote:
Dear Mrs Partington

Please can you let Emily off her swimming lessons. We have been to the doctor and he says she has a bad allergy and MUST NOT go near water. At all. EVER.

Kindest wishes

Mary Penelope Windsnap
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I pretended to be asleep when I heard Mum come in. She tiptoed into my room, kissed me on top of my head and smoothed the hair off my forehead. She always does that. I wish she wouldn’t. I hate having my fringe pushed off my forehead but I stopped myself from pulling it back till she’d gone.

I lay awake for hours. I’ve got some fluorescent stars and a crescent moon on my ceiling and I looked up at them, trying to make sense of what had happened.

All I really wanted to think about was the silkiness of the water as I sliced through it - before everything went wrong. I could still hear its silence pulling me, playing with me as though we shared a secret. But  every time I started to lose myself to the feeling of its creamy warmth on my skin, Mandy’s face broke into the picture. Glaring at me. A couple of times I almost fell asleep. Drifting into panicky half-dreams - me inside a huge tank, all the class around me, pointing, staring, chanting: ‘Freak! Freak!’

I could never go in the water again!

But the questions wouldn’t leave me alone. What had happened to me in there? Would it happen again?

And no matter how much I dreaded the idea of putting myself through that terror again, I knew I would never be happy until I had the answers. More than that, something was simply pulling me back to the water. It was like I didn’t have a choice. I HAD to find out - however scary it might be.

By the time I heard Mum’s gentle snores coming from her room, I was determined to get to the bottom of it - before anyone else did.

I crept out of bed and slipped into my swimming costume. It was still damp and I winced and pulled my denim jacket over the top. Then I tiptoed out of the boat and looked round. The pier was totally deserted. Along the prom, guesthouses and shops stood in a silent row of silhouettes against the night sky. They could have been a stage set.

A great big full moon shone a spotlight across the sea. I felt sick as I looked at the plank of wood, stretching across to the jetty. Come on, just a couple of steps.


I clenched my teeth and my fists - and tiptoed across.

I ran to the bollards at the end of the pier and looked down at the rope ladder stretching into the darkness of the water. The sea glinted coldly at me; I shivered in reply. Why was I doing this?

I wound my fingers round my hair. I always do that when I’m trying to think - if I don’t feel like pacing. And then I pushed the questions and the doubts - and Mandy’s sneering face - out of my mind. I had to do it, had to know the truth.

I buttoned up my jacket. I wasn’t getting in there without it on! Holding my breath, I stepped onto the rope ladder and looked out at the deserted pier one last time. I could hear the gentle chatter of masts clinking in the bay as I carefully made my way down into the darkness.

The last step of the rope ladder was still quite a way from the sea because the tide was out. It’s now or never, I said to myself.

Then, before I had time to think another thought, I pinched my nose between my thumb and forefinger - and jumped.

I landed in the water with a heavy splash and gasped for breath as soon as I came up. At first I couldn’t feel anything, except the freezing cold water. What on earth was I doing?


Then I remembered what I was there for and started kicking my legs. A bit frantically at first. But seconds later, the cold melted away and so did my worries. Instead, a feeling of calm washed over me with the waves. Salt on my lips, hair flat against my  head, I darted under the surface, cutting through the water as though I lived there.

And then - IT - happened. I swam straight back to the pier, terrified. NO! I didn’t want this - I’d changed my mind!

I reached out but couldn’t get hold of the ladder.  What had I done? My legs were joining together again, turning to stone! I gasped and threw my arms about uselessly, clutching at nothing. Just cramp, just cramp, I told myself, not daring to look as my legs disappeared altogether.

But then, as rapidly as it had started, something changed; I stopped fighting it.

OK, so my legs had joined together. And fine, now they had disappeared completely. So what? It was good. It was . . . right.

As soon as I stopped worrying, my head stopped slipping below the surface. My arms stopped flailing about everywhere. Suddenly I was an eagle, an aeroplane - a dolphin, gliding through the water for the sheer pleasure of it.
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Right, this is it. You might have guessed by now or you might not. It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that you promise never to tell anyone.

I had become a mermaid.




Chapter Two
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It’s not exactly the kind of thing that happens every day, is it? It doesn’t happen at all to most people. But it happened to me. I was a mermaid. A mermaid! How did it happen? Why? Would I always be one? Questions filled my head, but I couldn’t answer a single one. All I knew was that I’d discovered a whole new part of myself and nothing I’d ever done in my life had felt so good.

So there I was, swimming like - well, like a fish! And in a way, I was a fish. My top half was the same as usual; skinny little arms, my fringe plastered to my forehead with seawater, black Speedo cozzy.

But then, just below the white line that goes across my tummy, I was someone else; something else. My costume melted away and, instead, I had shiny scales. My legs narrowed into a long, gleaming, purple and  green tail, waving gracefully as I skimmed along in the water. I’d never done anything gracefully in my life so it was a bit of a shock! When I flicked my tail above the surface, it flashed an arc of rainbow colours in the moonlight. I could zoom through the water with the tiniest movement, going deeper and deeper with every flick of my tail.

It reminded me of the time we went to World of Water with school. We were in a tunnel under the water with sea life all around us. It felt as if we were really in the sea. Only, this time I was! I could reach out and touch the weeds floating up through the water, upside-down beaded curtains. I could race along with the fat grey fish grouped together in gangs, weaving around each other as though they were dancing.

I laughed with pleasure and a line of bubbles escaped from my mouth, climbing up to the surface.

It seemed as though I’d only been swimming for five minutes when I realised the sky was starting to grow pink. I panicked as a new thought hit me: what if I couldn’t turn back?


But the second I’d pulled myself out of the water, my tail softened. I dangled on the rope ladder and watched, fascinated, as the shiny scales melted away, one by one. As my legs returned, they felt odd, like when your mouth goes numb after you’ve had a filling.

I wiggled my toes to get rid of the pins and needles in my feet. Then I headed home with a promise to myself that I would be back - soon.
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Bob, the swimming instructor, was standing in front of me, talking into a mobile phone. I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Someone grabbed my shoulders.

‘This the one, is it?’ a snarling voice growled behind my ear. Bob nodded.

I tried to wriggle free from the man’s clutches but he was holding my shoulders too firmly. ‘What do you want?’ a voice squeaked from my mouth.

‘As if you didn’t know,’ the snarly voice snapped at me. ‘You’re the freak.’ He shook my shoulders.

‘I’m not a freak,’ I shouted. ‘I’m not!’

‘Stop pretending,’ a woman’s voice replied.

‘I’m not pretending,’ I wriggled under the hands holding my shoulders. ‘I’m not a freak!’

‘Emily, for pete’s sake,’ the woman’s voice said. ‘I know you’re not really asleep.’

My eyes snapped open to see Mum’s face inches from mine, her hands on my shoulders, shaking me gently. I bolted upright in my bed. ‘What’s happening? ’

Mum let go of me. ‘What’s happening, dozy drawers, is that you’re going to be late for school. Now get a move on.’ She parted the curtain in the doorway. ‘And don’t forget to brush your teeth,’ she said without turning round.

Over breakfast, I tried to remember my dream and  the things I’d been shouting. It had felt so real: the capture, the voices. Had I said anything out loud? I didn’t dare ask so I ate in silence.

It was on the third mouthful that things went seriously wrong.

Mum was fussing around as usual, shuffling through the huge pile of papers stuffed behind the mixer. ‘What did I do with it?’

‘What is it this time?’

‘My shopping list. I’m sure I put it down here somewhere.’ She leaned across to a pile of papers on the table. ‘Ah, here it is.’

I looked up in horror as she picked up a piece of paper. Not just any piece of paper. A SHEET OF POSH PURPLE WRITING PAPER!

‘No-o-o-o!’ I yelped, spitting half a mouthful of cereal across the table and leaping forward to grab the paper. Too late. She was unfolding it.

Her eyes narrowed as she scanned the sheet and I held my breath.

‘No, that’s not it.’ Mum started to fold the paper up. I breathed out and swallowed the rest of my mouthful.

But then she opened it again. ‘Hang on a sec. That’s my name there.’

‘No, no, it’s not. It’s someone else, it’s not you at all!’ I snatched at the paper.

Mum ignored me. ‘Where are my reading glasses?’ They were round her neck - as they usually are when she’s looking for them.

‘Why don’t I read it to you?’ I said, in my best Perfect Daughter voice. But as I was speaking, she found her glasses and put them on. She studied the note.

I tried to edge away from the table but she looked up on my second step. ‘Emily?’

‘Hm?’

She took her glasses off and waved the note in front of my face. ‘Want to explain this to me?’

‘Ah, well, hm, ah, er, let’s see now.’ I examined the note with what I hoped was an I’ve-never-seen-it-in-my-life-before-but-I’ll-see-if-I-can-help kind of expression on my face.

She didn’t say anything and I kept staring at the note, pretending I was reading it. Anything to avoid meeting her eyes while I waited for my telling off.

But then she did something even worse than tell me off. She put the piece of paper down, lifted my chin up with her hand and said, ‘I understand, Emily. I know what it’s about.’

‘You do?’ I squeaked, terrified.

‘All those things you were saying in your sleep about being a freak. I should have realised.’

‘You should?’

She let go of my chin and shook her head sadly. ‘I’ve been an idiot not to realise before now.’

‘You have?’

Then she took my hand between her palms and said, ‘You’re like me. You’re afraid of water.’

‘I am?’ I squealed. Then I cleared my throat and  straightened my school tie. ‘I mean, I am,’ I said seriously. ‘Of course I am! I’m scared of water. That’s exactly what I am. That’s what this has all been about. Just that, nothing more than -’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

I looked down at my lap and closed my eyes tight, trying to squeeze a bit of moisture out of them. ‘I was ashamed,’ I said quietly. ‘I didn’t want to let you down.’

Mum pressed my hand harder between hers and looked into my eyes. Hers were a bit wet, too. ‘It’s all my fault,’ she said. ‘I’m the one who’s let you down. I stopped you from learning to swim and now you’ve inherited my fear.’

‘Yes,’ I nodded sadly. ‘I suppose I have. But you mustn’t blame yourself. It’s OK. I don’t mind, honestly. ’

She let go of my hand and shook her head. ‘But we live on a boat,’ she said. ‘We’re surrounded by water.’

I almost laughed, but stopped myself when I saw the serious expression on her face. Then a thought occurred to me. ‘Mum, why exactly do we live on a boat if you’re so afraid of water?’

She screwed up her eyes, stared into mine as if she was looking for something. ‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘I can’t explain it, but it’s such a deep feeling - I could  never leave King.’

‘But it doesn’t make any sense. I mean, you’re scared of water and we live on a boat in a seaside town!’

‘I know, I know!’

‘We’re miles from anywhere. Even Nan and Grandad live at the other end of the country.’

Mum’s face hardened. ‘Nan and Grandad? What have they got to do with it?’

‘I’ve never even seen them! Two cards a year and that’s it.’

‘I’ve told you before, Em. They’re a long way away. And we’re not - we don’t get on too well.’

‘But why not?’

‘We fell out. A long time ago.’ She laughed nervously. ‘So long ago, I can’t even remember why.’

We sat in silence for a moment. Then Mum got up and looked out of the porthole. ‘This isn’t right; it shouldn’t be like this for you,’ she murmured as she wiped the porthole with her sleeve.

Then she suddenly twirled round so her skirt flowed out around her. ‘I’ve got it!’ she said. ‘I know what we’ll do.’

‘Do? What d’you mean, “do”? I’ll just take the note to school, or you could write one, yourself. No one will ever know.’

‘Of course they will! No, we can’t do that.’

‘Yes we can. I’ll just -’

‘Now Emily, don’t start with your arguing. I haven’t got the patience for it.’ Her mouth tightened into a determined line. ‘I cannot allow you to live your life like that.’

‘But you don’t -’

‘What I do is my own business,’ she snapped. ‘Now  please stop answering me back.’ She paused for a second before opening her address book. ‘No, there’s nothing for it. You need to conquer your fear.’

‘What are you going to do?’ I fiddled with a button on my blouse.

She turned away from me as she picked up the phone. ‘I’m going to take you to a hypnotist.’
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‘All right, Emily. Now, I want you to breathe nice and deeply. Good.’

I was sitting in an armchair in Mystic Millie’s back room. I didn’t know she did hypnotism but according to Sandra Castle she worked wonders on Charlie Piggot’s twitch, and that was good enough for Mum.

‘Try to relax,’ Millie intoned, before taking a very loud, deep breath. Mum was sitting in a plastic seat in the corner of the room. She wanted to be there, ‘just in case’. In case of what, she didn’t exactly say.

‘You’re going to have a little sleep,’ Millie drawled. ‘When you wake up, your fear of water will have completely gone. Vanished. Floated away . . .’

I had to stay awake! If I fell into a trance and started babbling about everything, the whole plan would be ruined. Not that I had a plan, as such, but you know what I mean. What would Millie think if she found out? What would she do? Visions of nets and cages and scientists’ laboratories swam into my mind.

I forced them away.

‘Very good,’ Millie breathed in a husky voice. ‘Now, I’m going to count down from ten to one. As I do, I’d like you to close your eyes and imagine you are on an escalator, gradually travelling down, lower and lower, deeper and deeper. Make yourself as comfortable as you can.’

I shuffled in my seat.

‘Ten . . . nine . . . eight . . .’ Millie said softly. I closed my eyes and waited nervously for the drowsy feeling to come.

‘Seven . . . six . . . five . . .’ I pictured myself on an escalator like the one in the precinct in town. I was running the wrong way, scrambling up against the downward motion. I waited.

‘Four . . . three . . . two . . . You’re feeling very drowsy . . .’

I waited a bit more.

That’s when I realised I wasn’t feeling drowsy at all. In fact . . .

‘One.’

. . . I was wide awake! I’d done it - hooray! Millie  was a phoney! The ‘aura’ thing had been a fluke after all!

She didn’t say anything for ages and I was starting to get fidgety when a familiar noise broke the silence. I opened my eyes the tiniest crack to see Mum in the opposite corner - fast asleep and snoring like a horse! I snapped my eyes quickly shut again and fought the urge to giggle.

‘Now, visualise yourself next to some water,’ Millie said in a low voice. ‘Think about how you feel about the water. Are you scared? What emotions are you experiencing?’

The only thing I was experiencing was a pain in my side from trying not to laugh.

‘And now think of somewhere that you have felt safe. Somewhere you felt happy.’ I pictured myself swimming in the sea. I thought about the way my legs became a beautiful tail and about the feeling of zooming along with the fish. I was on the verge of drifting into a happy dream world of my own when - ‘Nnnnnuuurrrggggghhhh!’ - Mum let out a huge snore that made me jump out of my chair.

I kept my eyes closed tight and pretended I’d jumped in my sleep. Mum shuffled in her chair and whispered, ‘Sorry.’

‘Not to worry,’ Millie whispered back. ‘She’s completely under. Just twitching.’

After that, I let my mind drift back to the sea. I couldn’t wait to get out there again. Millie’s voice carried on in the background and Mum soon started snoring softly again. By the time Millie counted up to seven to wake me up, I was so relieved I hugged her.

‘What’s that for?’ she asked.

‘Just a thank you, for curing my fear,’ I lied.

She blushed as she slipped Mum’s £20 note into her purse. ‘Think nothing of it, pet. It’s a labour of love.’

Mum was quiet on the way home. Did she know I hadn’t been asleep? Did she suspect anything? I didn’t dare ask. We made our way through the town’s narrow streets down to the prom. As we waited to cross the road, she pointed to a bench facing out to sea. ‘Let’s go and sit down over there,’ she said.

‘You OK, Mum?’ I asked as casually as I could while we sat on the bench. The tide was out, little pools dotted about in the ripply sand it had left behind.

She peered out towards the horizon. ‘I had a dream,’ she said without turning round. ‘It felt so real. It was beautiful.’

‘When? What felt real?’

She looked at me for a second, blinked and turned back to the sea. ‘It was out there, somewhere. I can almost feel it.’

‘Mum, what are you on about?’

‘Promise you won’t think I’m crazy.’

‘Course I won’t.’

She smiled and ruffled my hair. I smoothed it back down. ‘When we were at Millie’s...’ She closed her eyes. ‘I dreamed about a shipwreck, under the water. A huge golden boat with a marble mast. A ceiling of amber, a pavement of pearl . . .’

‘Huh?’

‘It’s a line from a poem. I think. I can’t remember the rest . . .’ She gazed at the sea. ‘And the rocks. They weren’t like any rocks you’ve ever seen. They used to glisten every colour you could imagine -’

‘Used to? What do you mean?’

‘Did I say that? I mean they did - in my dream. They shone like a rainbow in water. It’s just, it felt so  real. So familiar...’ Her voice trailed away and she gave me a quick sideways look. ‘But I suppose it’s sometimes like that, isn’t it? We all have dreams that feel real. I mean, you do. Don’t you?’

I was trying to work out what to say when she started waving. ‘Oh look,’ she said briskly, ‘there’s Mr Beeston.’ I glanced up to see him marching towards the pier. He comes round for afternoon tea every Sunday. Three o’clock on the dot. Mum makes tea; he brings iced buns or doughnuts or caramel slices. I usually scoff mine quickly and leave them to it. I don’t know what it is about him. He makes the boat feel smaller, somehow. Darker.

Mum put her fingers in the edges of her mouth and let out a sharp whistle. Mr Beeston turned round. He smiled awkwardly and gave us a quick wave.

Mum stood up. ‘Come on. Better get back and put the kettle on.’ And before I could ask her anything else, she was marching back to the boat. I had to run to keep up.
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Chapter Three
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I sneaked out again that night. I couldn’t keep away. I swam further this time. The sea was grimy with oil and rubbish in the harbour and I wanted to explore the cleaner, deeper water further out.

Looking back across the water, Brightport looked so small. A cluster of buildings all huddled round a tiny horseshoe bay; a lighthouse at one end, a harbour at the other.

A hazy glow hovered over the town. Blurry yellow street lamps with an occasional white light moving along between them.

As I swam round the rocks at the end of the bay, the water became clearer and softer. It was like switching from grainy black and white into colour. The fat grey fish were replaced by stripy yellow and blue ones  with floppy silver tails; long thin green ones with spiky antennae and angry mouths; orange ones with spotty black fins - all darting about purposefully around me.

Every now and then, I swam across a shallow sandy stretch. Wispy little stick-like creatures as thin as paper wriggled along beneath me, almost see-through against the sand. Then the water would suddenly get colder and deeper as I went over a rocky bit. I swished myself across these carefully. They were covered in prickly black sea urchins and I didn’t fancy getting one of those stuck on my tail.

Soon the water got warmer again as I came to another shallow bit. I was getting tired. I came up for breath and realised I was miles from home; further away than I’d ever been on my own. I tried to flick myself along but my tail flapped lazily and started to ache. Eventually, I made it to a big, smooth rock with a low shelf. I pulled myself out of the water, my tail resting on some pebbles in the sea. A minute later, it went numb. I wiggled my toes and shivered as I watched my legs come back. That bit was still really creepy!

Sitting back against a larger rock, I caught my breath. Then I heard something. Like singing, but without words. The wet rocks shimmered in the moonlight but there was no one around. Had I imagined it? The water lapped against the pebbles, making them jangle as it sucked its breath away from the shore. There it was again - the singing.

Where was it coming from? I clambered up a  jagged rock and looked down the other side. That’s when I saw her. I rubbed my eyes. Surely it couldn’t be . . . but it was! It was a mermaid! A real one! The kind you read about in kids’ stories. Long blonde hair all the way down her back, which she was brushing while she sang. She was perched on the edge of a rock, shuffling about as if she was trying to get comfortable. Her tail was longer and thinner than mine. Silvery green and shimmering in the moonlight, it flapped against the rock as she sang.

She kept singing the same song. When she got to the end, she started again. A couple of times, she was in the middle of a really high bit when she stopped and hit her tail with the brush. ‘Come on, Shona,’ she said sharply. ‘Get it right!’

I stared for ages, opening and closing my mouth. Like a fish! I wanted to talk to her. But what exactly do you say to a singing mermaid perched on a rock in the middle of the night? Funnily enough, no one’s ever told me.

In the end, I coughed gently and she looked up straight away.

‘Oh!’ she said. She gawped open-mouthed at my legs for a second. And then with a twist and a splash, she was gone.

I picked my way back down the rocks to the water’s edge. ‘Wait!’ I shouted as she swam away from me. ‘I want to talk to you.’

She turned in the water and looked at me suspiciously. ‘I’m a mermaid too!’ I shouted. Yeah right,  with my skinny legs and my Speedo cozzy - she’d  really believe that! ‘Wait, I’ll prove it.’

I jumped into the water and started swimming towards her. There was still a moment of panic as my legs stuck together and stiffened. But then they relaxed into their new shape and I relaxed too as I swished my tail and sped through the water.

The mermaid was swimming away from me again. ‘Hang on,’ I called. ‘Watch!’ I waited for her to turn back, then dived under and flicked my tail upwards. I waved it as high as I could.

When I came back up, she was staring at me as though she couldn’t believe what she’d seen. I smiled but she ducked her head under the water. ‘Don’t go!’ I called. A second later, her tail was sticking up. Not twisting around madly like mine did; more as if she was dancing or doing gymnastics. In the moonlight, her tail glinted like diamonds.

When she came back up, I clapped. Tried to anyway, but I slipped back under when I lifted both arms out and got water up my nose.

She was laughing as she swam towards me. ‘I haven’t seen you before,’ she said. ‘How old are you?’

‘Twelve.’

‘Me too. But you’re not at my school, are you?’

‘Brightport High,’ I said. ‘Just started.’

‘Oh.’ She looked worried and moved away from me again.

‘What’s wrong with that?’

‘It’s just . . . I haven’t heard of it. Is it a mermaid school?’

‘You go to a mermaid school?’ The idea sounded like something out of a fairy tale, and even though I’ve totally grown out of fairy tales, I had to admit it sounded pretty cool.

She folded her arms - how did she do that without sinking? - and said quite crossly, ‘And what’s so wrong with that? What kind of school do you expect  me to go to?’

‘No, it sounds great!’ I said. ‘I wish I did, too.’

I found myself wanting to tell her everything. ‘It’s just . . . I haven’t been a mermaid for long. Or I didn’t know I was, or something.’ My words jumbled and tumbled out of me. ‘I’ve never really been in water - properly - and then when I did, it happened and I was scared, but I’m not now and I wish I’d found out years ago.’

I looked up to see her staring at me as though I was something from outer space that had got washed up on the beach. I stared back and tried folding my arms, too. I found that if I kept flicking my tail a little, I could stay upright. So I flicked and folded and stared for a bit and she did the same. Then I noticed the side of her mouth flutter a bit and I felt the dimple below my left eye twitching. A second later, we were both laughing like maniacs.

‘What are we laughing at?’ I said when I managed to catch my breath.

‘I don’t know!’ she answered - and we both burst out laughing again.

‘What’s your name?’ she said once we’d stopped laughing. ‘I’m Shona Silkfin.’

‘Emily,’ I said. ‘Emily Windsnap.’

Shona stopped smiling. ‘Windsnap? Really?’

‘Why? What’s wrong with that?’

‘Nothing - it’s just . . .’

‘What?’

‘No, it’s nothing. I thought I’d heard it before but I can’t have done. I must be thinking of something else. You haven’t been round here before, have you?’

I laughed. ‘I’d never even been swimming a couple of weeks ago!’

Shona looked serious for a second. ‘How did you do that thing just now?’ she asked.

‘What thing?’

‘With your tail.’

‘You mean the handstand? You want me to do it again?’

‘No, I mean the other thing.’ She pointed under the water. ‘How did you make it change?’

‘I don’t know. It just happens. When I go in water, my legs kind of disappear.’

‘I’ve never seen someone with legs before. Not in real life. I’ve read about it. What’s it like?’

‘What’s it like having legs?’

Shona nodded.

‘Well it’s - it’s cool. You can walk about, and run. And climb things, or jump or skip.’

Shona gazed at me as if I was talking a foreign language. ‘You can’t do this with legs,’ she said as she dived under again. This time her tail twisted round and round, faster and faster like an upside-down pirouette. Water spun off as she turned, spraying tiny rainbow arcs over the water.

‘That was brilliant!’ I said when she came back up.

‘We’ve been doing it in Diving and Dance. We’re doing a display at the Inter-Bay competition in a couple of weeks. This is the first time I’ve been in the squad.’

‘Diving and dance?’

‘Yes,’ she went on breathlessly. ‘Last year, I was in the choir. Mrs Highwave said that FIVE fishermen were seen wandering aimlessly towards the rocks during my solo performance.’ Shona smiled proudly, her earlier shyness totally vanished. ‘No one at Shiprock School has ever had that many before.’

‘And that’s - that’s good, is it?’

‘Good? It’s brilliant! I want to be a siren when I grow up.’

I stared at her. ‘So all that stuff in fairy tales about mermaids luring fishermen to watery graves - it’s all  true?’

Shona shrugged. ‘It’s not like we want them to die. Not necessarily. Usually, we just hypnotise them into changing their ways and then wipe their memories so they move away and forget they saw us.’

‘Wipe their memories?’

‘Usually, yes. It’s our best defence. Not everyone  knows how to do it. Mainly just sirens and people close to the king. We just use it to stop them stealing all our fish, or finding out about our world.’ She leaned in closer. ‘Sometimes, they fall in love.’

‘The mermaids and the fishermen?’

Shona nodded excitedly. ‘There’re loads of stories about it. It’s totally illegal - but so romantic. Don’t you think?’

‘Well, I guess so. Is that why you were singing just now?’

‘Oh, that. No, I was practising for Beauty and Deportment,’ she said, as if I had the faintest clue what she was on about. ‘We’ve got a test tomorrow and I can’t get my posture right. You have to sit perfectly, tilt your head exactly right and brush your hair in a hundred smooth strokes. It’s a pain in the gills trying to remember everything all at once.’

She paused and I guessed it was my turn to say something. ‘Mmm, yeah, I know what you mean,’ I said, hoping I sounded convincing.

‘I came top in last term’s test, but that was just hair brushing. This is the lot.’

‘That must be difficult.’

‘B & D is my favourite subject,’ she went on. ‘I wanted to be hairbrush monitor but Cynthia Smoothflick got it.’ She lowered her voice. ‘But Mrs Sharptail told me that if I do well in this test, maybe they’ll give it to me next term.’

What was I meant to say to that?

‘You think I’m a real goody-goody, don’t you?’  She started to swim away again. ‘Like everyone else.’

‘No, of course not,’ I said. ‘You’re . . . you’re . . . ’ I struggled to find the right words. ‘You’re . . . interesting. ’

‘You’re pretty swishy, too,’ she said and inched back.

‘How come you’re out at this time anyway?’ I asked.

‘These rocks are the best ones around for B & D but you can’t really come here in the day. Too dangerous. ’ She stuck a thumb out towards the coast. ‘I usually sneak out on Sunday nights. Or Wednesdays. Mum’s always out like a tide by nine o’clock on a Sunday. She likes to be fresh for the week ahead. And she has her aquarobics on Wednesdays and always sleeps more soundly after that. Dad sleeps like a whale every night!’ Shona laughed. ‘Anyway, I’m glad I came tonight.’

I smiled. ‘Me too.’ The moon had moved round and was shining down on me, a tiny chink missing from its side. ‘But I’ll have to get going soon,’ I added, yawning.

Shona frowned. ‘Are you going to come back another time?’

‘Yeah, I’d like that.’ She might be a bit strange, but she was a mermaid! The only one I’d ever met. She was like me. ‘When?’

‘Wednesday?’

‘Excellent,’ I grinned. ‘And good luck in your test.’

‘Thanks.’ And with another flick of her tail, she was gone.
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As I swam round Brightport Bay in the darkness, the beam from the lighthouse flashed steady rays across the water. I stopped for a moment to watch. Each beam slowly scanned the water before disappearing round the back of the lighthouse. It was almost hypnotic. A large ship silently made its way across the horizon, a silhouette briefly visible with each slow beam of light.

But then I noticed something else. Someone was standing on the rocks at the bottom of the lighthouse. Mr Beeston! What was he doing? He seemed to be looking out at the horizon - following the ship’s progress?

I ducked under the water as another beam came round. What if he’d seen me? I stayed underwater until the light had passed. When I came up again, I looked back at the lighthouse. No one there.

And then the light went off. I waited. It didn’t come back on.

I tried to imagine Mr Beeston inside. Just him, all on his own, rattling around in a big empty lighthouse. Footsteps echoing with emptiness whenever he climbed up and down the stone spiral stairs. Sitting alone, looking out at the sea. Watching the light. What kind of a life was that? What kind of a person could live that life? Why hadn’t the light come back on?


Dark questions followed me home.

By the time I reached the pier, it was nearly morning. Shivering, I pulled myself up the rope ladder.

I sneaked back onto the boat, hung my jacket over the fire. It would be dry by morning. Mum likes the place to be like a sauna at night.

As I crept into bed, I thanked the lucky stars on my ceiling that I’d got home with my secret still safe. For now.

[image: 016]




Chapter Four
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Don’t forget your things.’ Mum reached through the side door, holding an object that filled me with dread.

‘Right.’ I took my swimming bag from her.

‘Get a move on, then. You don’t want to be late, do you?’

‘No. Course not.’ I looked down at the rippled sand between the wooden slats of the jetty. ‘Mum?’ I said quietly.

‘What, sweetheart?’

‘Do I have to go to school?’

‘Have to go? Of course you have to go. What cock-eyed notions have you got in your head now?’

‘I don’t feel well.’ I clutched my tummy and tried to look as if I was in pain.

Mum pulled herself through the door and  crouched on the jetty in front of me. She cupped my chin in her hand and lifted my face up to look at hers. I hate it when she does that. The only way I can avoid her eyes is by closing my own, and then I feel like an idiot.

‘What’s this about?’ she asked. ‘Is it your new school? Don’t you like it?’

‘School’s fine,’ I said quickly. ‘On the whole.’

‘What, then? Is it the swimming?’

I tried to move my head away but she held on tight. ‘No,’ I lied, looking as far to the side as I could, my head still trapped in her hand.

‘I thought we had that all fixed,’ she said. ‘Are you worried in case it hasn’t worked?’

Now, why hadn’t I thought of that? How could I have been so stupid! I should have realised that if I was cured I’d have to go swimming again!

‘I’ve got a bad stomach,’ I said weakly.

Mum let go of my chin. ‘Come on, sausage, there’s nothing wrong with you, and you know it. Now, scoot.’ She patted my leg and stood up. ‘You’ll be fine,’ she added, more gently.

‘Hm,’ I replied, and sloped up the jetty to wait for the bus on the promenade.

I slunk into school and got to my class just as Mrs Partington was closing the registration book. She looked at her watch and said, ‘I’ll turn a blind eye, just this once.’

She always says that. Everyone laughs when she does because she actually has got a blind eye. It’s  bright blue, just like her other one, but it doesn’t move. Just stares at you, even when she’s looking away. Freaky. You don’t know where to look when she’s talking to you, so we all try not to get told off. She always has the best-behaved class in the school.

I didn’t laugh with the others this time, though. Just said, ‘Sorry,’ and went to sit down, pushing my hateful bag under the table.

The morning was a disaster. I couldn’t concentrate at all. We were doing long division and I kept putting the numbers in the wrong place. I was really cross because I can do long division easily. Mrs Partington kept giving me sideways looks out of her good eye.

When the bell rang for break, I actually did start to feel ill. We had to line up for the coach to take us to the baths. Everyone ran out of the room but I took ages putting my pens and ruler away in my pencil case.

Mrs Partington was wiping the board. ‘Come on, Emily,’ she said without turning round. ‘It might be nice to get to something on time today.’

‘Yes, Mrs Partington,’ I said and crawled out of the classroom, reluctantly dragging my bag behind me.

I walked to the coach like a zombie. It crossed my mind just to keep walking and not get on the coach at all. I’d got as far as the school gate when Philip Northwood called me back. ‘Oi - teacher’s pet!’ he yelled. Everyone turned to see who he was talking to.

‘Teacher’s pet? What are you on about?’

‘Come on, we all saw you showing off last week in the pool. Bob couldn’t stop going on about how  amazing you were and how we should all try and be like you.’

‘Yeah. We all heard what he said.’ Mandy Rushton came up behind Philip. ‘And we saw you.’

I glared at her, speechless. She saw me? Saw what? My tail? She couldn’t have! It hadn’t even formed - had it?

‘I can’t help it,’ I said, eventually.

‘Yeah, right. Show-off,’ Mandy sneered.

‘Shut up.’

Mr Bird, the PE teacher, turned up then. ‘Right, come on, you lot,’ he said. ‘Let’s have you all on this coach.’

I found a seat on my own. Julie sat across the aisle from me. ‘He’s such a pig, that Philip,’ she said, putting her bag on her knee. I smiled at her. ‘And he’s only jealous because he doesn’t know how to swim.’

‘Thanks Ju- ’

‘Shift up, Jules.’ Mandy plonked herself down next to Julie and flashed me a smarmy smile. ‘Unless you want to sit with fish girl.’

Julie went red and I turned to look out of the window as the coach bumped and bounced down the road. Mandy’s words swirled round and round in my head as if they were in a cement mixer. Fish girl? What did she mean?
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The coach stopped in the car park. ‘You coming?’ Julie hung back while Mandy pushed and shoved to the front with the rest.

‘Won’t be a sec.’ I pretended to be doing up my shoelaces. Perhaps I could hide under the seat till everyone came back, say I’d fainted or fallen over or something.

I could hear chattering outside the window, then it went quiet. A moment later, there was a huge groan, people shouting.

‘But sir, that’s not fair,’ I heard Philip whine. I chanced a quick look out of the window. Bob was there, talking to Mr Bird. The class were all standing around; some had thrown their bags on the ground.

Next thing I knew, someone had got on the coach. I ducked down again, held my breath. But the footsteps came all the way to the back.

‘You’re not still doing your laces up, are you?’ It was Julie.

‘Huh?’ I looked up.

‘What are you doing?’

‘I’m just -’

‘Doesn’t matter anyway.’ She sat down. ‘Swimming’s off.’

‘What?’

‘Staff are on strike. Council cuts. They forgot to tell the school.’

‘You’re joking?’

‘Do I look as though I’m joking?’

I looked at her face; totally miserable. I stared down at my lap and shook my head. ‘God, it’s just not fair, is it?’ I said, trying hard not to grin. ‘Wonder what they’ll make us do instead.’

‘That’s what Mr Bird’s talking about now with Bob. They’re going to send us on a nature trail, apparently.’

‘Duh - boring,’ I folded my arms, hoping I looked in as much of a huff as Julie. The coach soon set off again and Mr Bird announced with a smile that we were going to Macefin Wood.

Mandy glared at me as she sat down across the aisle. I had to sit on my hands to stop myself punching the air and shouting, ‘Ye-e-e-s!’
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I went to bed really early so I could get a few hours’ sleep before sneaking out to meet Shona. I found my way to the rocks easily and got there first this time. A familiar flick of a tail spreading rainbow droplets over the water told me she’d arrived.

‘Hello!’ I waved as soon as she surfaced.

‘Hi!’ She waved back. ‘Come on.’

‘Where are we going?’

‘You’ll see.’ She splashed rainbow water in my face with her tail as she dived under.

We seemed to swim for ages. The water reminded me of those adverts where they pour a load of melted  chocolate into the bar. Silky smooth. I felt as if I was melting with it as we swam.

Shona was ahead of me, gliding through the water and glancing back from time to time to check I was still there. Every now and then, she’d point to the left or right. I’d follow her hand to see a hundred tiny fish swimming in formation like a gymnastics display, or a yellow piece of seaweed climbing up towards the surface like a sunflower. A line of grey fish swam alongside us for a while; fast, smart and pinstriped like city businessmen.

It was only when we stopped and came up for air that I realised we’d been swimming underwater the whole time.

‘How did I do that?’ I gasped, breathless.

‘Do what?’ Shona looked puzzled.

I looked back at the rocks. They were tiny pebbles in the distance. ‘We must have swum a mile.’

‘Mile and a quarter, actually.’ Shona looked apologetic. ‘My dad bought me a splishometer for my last birthday.’

‘A what?’

‘Sorry. I keep forgetting you’ve not been a mermaid very long. It shows how far you’ve swum. I measured the distance from Rainbow Rocks yesterday. ’

‘Rainbow what?’

‘You know. Where we met.’

‘Oh, right.’ I suddenly realised I was out of my depth - in more ways than one.

‘I wasn’t sure if it would be too far for you but I wanted to bring you here.’

I looked round. Sea everywhere. What was so special about this particular spot? ‘Why here?’ I asked. ‘And anyway, you haven’t answered my question. How did we do all that underwater?’

Shona shrugged. ‘We’re mermaids,’ she said simply. ‘Come on, I want to show you something.’ And with that, she disappeared again and I dived under the water after her.

The lower we went, the colder the water grew. Fish flashed by in the darkness.

A huge grey bruiser with black dots slid slowly past, its mouth slightly open in a moody frown. Pink jellyfish danced and trampolined around us.

‘Look.’ Shona pointed to our left as a slow-motion tornado of thin black fish came towards us, whirling and spiralling as it passed us by.

I shivered as we swam deeper still. Eventually, Shona grabbed my hand and pointed down. All I could see was what looked like the biggest rug I’d ever seen in my life - made out of seaweed!

‘What’s that? I gurgled.

‘I’ll show you.’ And with that, Shona pulled me lower. Seaweed slipped and slid along my body, creaking and popping as we swam through it. What was she doing with me? Where was she taking me?

I was about to say I’d had enough, but then the weeds became thinner. It was as though we’d been stuck in a wood and finally made our way out. Or to  a clearing in the centre of it, anyway. We’d come to a patch of sand in the middle of the seaweed forest.

‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘What d’you think?’

I looked around me. A huge steel tube lay along the ground; next to it, metres of fishing nets sprawled across the sand, reaching up into the weeds. A couple of old bicycles were propped up on huge rusty springs. ‘I have absolutely no idea,’ I said.

‘It’s our playground. We’re not really meant to come out here. But everyone does.’

‘Why can’t you come here?’

‘You’re meant to stick to your own area - it’s too dangerous otherwise. Too easy to get spotted.’ Shona swam over to the tube and disappeared. ‘Come on,’ her voice bubbled out from inside it, echoing spookily around the clearing.

I followed her into the tube, sliding along the cold steel to the other end. By the time I came out, Shona was already flipping herself up the fishing net. I scrambled up behind her.

‘Like it?’ Shona asked when we came back down.

‘Yeah, it’s wicked.’

Shona looked at me blankly. ‘It’s wicked?’

‘Wicked . . . cool, top. You know -’

‘You mean like swishy?’

‘I guess so.’ I looked around me. ‘Where’s all this stuff from?’

‘Things fall into the sea - or get thrown away. We make use of it,’ she said as she pulled herself onto one  of the bikes. She perched sideways on it, letting herself sway backwards and forwards as the spring swung to and fro. ‘Nice to have someone to share it with,’ she added.

I looped my tail over the other one and turned to face her. ‘How d’you mean? What about your friends?’

‘Well, I’ve got friends. Just not a best friend. I think the others think I’m too busy swotting to be anyone’s best friend.’

‘Well, you do seem to work pretty hard,’ I said. ‘I mean, sneaking out at night to revise for a test!’

‘Yeah, I know. Do you think I’m really dull?’

‘Not at all! I think you’re . . . I think you’re swishy!’

Shona smiled shyly.

‘How come there’s no one else around?’ I asked. ‘It’s kind of creepy.’

‘It’s the middle of the night, gill-brain!’

‘Oh yeah. Of course.’ I held onto the handlebars as I swayed forwards and back on my swing. ‘I wish I could meet some other mermaids,’ I said after a while.

‘Why don’t you, then? You could come to my school!’

‘How? You don’t have extra lessons in the middle of the night, do you?’

‘Come in the day. Come on Saturday.’

‘Saturday?’

‘We have school Saturday mornings. Why not come with me this Saturday? I’ll tell them you’re my long-lost cousin. It’d be evil.’

‘Evil?’

‘Wicked. Sorry.’

I thought about it. I’d been invited to Julie’s on Saturday. I could easily tell Mum I was going there and then tell Julie I couldn’t make it. But I was only just getting to know Julie - she might not ask me again.  Then who would I have? Apart from Shona! And Shona was a mermaid. She was going to take me to mermaid school! When else would I get a chance to do that?

‘OK,’ I said. ‘Let’s do it!’

‘Great! Will your parents mind?’

‘You’re joking aren’t you? No one knows about me being a mermaid.’

‘You mean apart from your mum and dad? If you’re a mermaid, they must be -’

‘I haven’t got a dad,’ I said.

‘Oh. Sorry.’

‘It’s OK. I never had one. He left us when I was a baby.’

‘Sharks! How awful.’

‘Yeah, well, I don’t want to know about him anyway. He never even said he was leaving, you know. Just disappeared. Mum’s never got over it.’

Shona didn’t reply. She’d gone all rigid and was staring at me.

‘What?’

‘Your dad left when you were a baby?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you don’t know why he went?’

I shook my head.

‘Or where?’

‘Nope. But after what he did to Mum, he can stay there as far as I’m -’

‘But what if something happened to him?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like - like - maybe he got taken away, or he couldn’t come back to you or something.’

‘He left us. And we’re fine without him.’

‘But what if he didn’t -’

‘Shona! I don’t want to talk about it. I haven’t got a dad, OK? End of subject.’ I watched a shoal of long white fish swim across the clearing and disappear into the weeds. Seaweed swayed gently behind them.

‘Sorry,’ Shona said. ‘Are you still going to come on Saturday?’

I pulled a face. ‘If you still want me to.’

‘Of course I do!’ She swung off her bike. ‘Come on. We need to be heading back.’

We swam silently back to Rainbow Rocks, my head filled with sadness stirred up by Shona’s questions. Not so different from the ones I’d asked myself a hundred times. Why did my dad disappear? Didn’t he love me? Didn’t he want me? Was it my fault?

Would I ever, ever see him?
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Chapter Five
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I waved to Mum as I made my way down the pier. ‘Bye darling, have a lovely day,’ she called.


Go back in, go back in, I thought. ‘Bye,’ I smiled back at her. I walked woodenly along the pier, glancing behind me every few seconds. She was smiling and waving every time I looked.

Eventually, she went inside and closed the side door behind her. I carried on to the top of the pier, checked behind me one last time, just to be sure - then, instead of turning onto the promenade, I ran down the steps onto the beach and sneaked under the pier. I pulled off my jeans and shoes and shoved them under a rock. I already had my cozzy on underneath.

The tide was in so I only had to creep a short way under the pier. A few people were milling about on  the beach, but no one looked my way. What if they did? For a second, I pictured them all pointing at me: ‘Fish girl! Fish girl!’ Laughing; chasing me with a net.

I couldn’t do it!

But Shona! And mermaid school! I had to do it. I’d swim underwater all the way to Rainbow Rocks. No one would see my tail.

Before I could change my mind, I ran into the freezing cold water. One last look round, then I took a breath, dived forward - and was on my way.
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I made my way to Rainbow Rocks and hung around at the edge of the water, keeping hidden from the shore. A minute later, Shona arrived.

‘You’re here!’ she grinned and we dived under. She took me in a new direction, out across Shiprock Bay. When we came to the furthest tip of the bay, Shona turned to me. ‘Are you ready for this?’ she asked.

‘Are you joking? I can’t wait!’

She flipped herself over and started swimming downwards. I copied her moves, scaling the rocks as we dived deeper and deeper.

Shoals of fish darted out from gaps in rocks that I hadn’t even noticed. Sea urchins clung to the sides in thick black crowds. The water grew colder.

And then Shona disappeared.

I flicked my tail and sped down. There was a gap in  the rock. A huge hole, in fact. Big enough for a whale to get through! Shona’s face appeared from inside.

‘Come on,’ she grinned.

‘Into the rock?’

She swam back out and grabbed my hand. We went through together. It was a dark tunnel, bending and twisting. Eventually, we turned a corner and a glimmer of light appeared, growing bigger and bigger until eventually we came out of the tunnel. I stared around me, my jaw wide open.

We were in a massive hole in the rock. It must have been the size of a football pitch. Bigger! Tunnels and caves led off in all directions, around the edges, above us, below. A giant underwater rabbit warren!

Everywhere I looked, people were swimming this way and that. And they all had tails! Merpeople! Hundreds of them! There were mermaids with gold chains round slinky long tails, swimming along with little merchildren. One had a merbaby on her back, the tiniest little pink tail sticking out from under its sling. A group of mermaids huddled outside one passageway, talking and laughing together, bags made from fishing nets on their arms. Three old mermen sat outside another, their tails faded and wrinkled, their faces full of lines and their eyes sparkling as they talked and laughed.

‘Welcome to Shiprock - merfolk style!’ Shona said.

‘Come on, Shona. Don’t want to be late.’ A  mermaid with her hair in a tall bun appeared beside us. ‘Five minutes to the bell.’ Then she flicked her dark green tail and zoomed off ahead.

‘That’s Mrs Tailspin,’ Shona said. ‘History teacher. We’ve got her first thing.’

We followed her along a tube-like channel in the rock. At the other end, where it opened up again, mergirls and boys were swimming together in groups, swishing tails in a hundred different shades of blue and green and purple and silver as they milled about, waiting for school to start. A group of girls were playing a kind of skipping game with a long piece of ship’s rope.

Then a noise like a foghorn surrounded us. Everyone suddenly swam into lines. Boys on one side, girls on another. Shona pulled me along to a line at the far end. ‘You OK?’

I nodded, still unable to speak as we filed down yet another tunnel with the rest of our line.

We each took our seats on smooth round rocks dotted about the circular room. It reminded me of the 360 degree dome at the fair where they show films of daredevil flights and crazy downhill skiing. Only this wasn’t a film - it was real!

Shona grabbed an extra rock and pulled it next to hers. A few of the other girls smiled at me.

‘Are you new?’ one asked. She was little and plump with a thick, dark green tail. It shimmered and sparkled as she spoke.

‘She’s my cousin,’ Shona answered quickly. The  girl smiled and went to sit on her rock.

The walls were covered with collages made from shells and seaweed. Light filtered in through tiny cracks in the ceiling. Then Mrs Tailspin came in and we all jumped off our rocks to say good morning.

Shona put her hand up straight away. ‘Is it all right if my cousin sits in with us, please miss?’

Mrs Tailspin looked me up and down. ‘If she’s good.’

Then she clapped her hands. ‘Right, let’s get started. Shipwrecks. Today, we’re doing the nineteenth century.’

Shipwrecks! That beats long division!

Mrs Tailspin passed various objects around the room. ‘These are all from The Voyager,’ she said as she passed a huge plank of wood to a girl at the front. ‘One of our proudest sinkings.’

Proudest sinkings - what did that mean?

‘Not a huge amount is known for sure about The Voyager, but what we do know is that a group of mermaids who called themselves the Siren Sisters were responsible for its great sinking. Through skilful manipulation and careful luring, they managed to distract the entire crew for long enough to bring the great ship down.’

Shona passed me a couple of interlocked pieces of chain. I examined them and passed them on.

‘Now, the only problem with this sinking was the actions of one or two of the Siren Sisters. Can anyone think what they might have done?’

Shona thrust her hand in the air.

‘Yes, Shona?’

‘Miss, did they fall in love?’

‘Now, how did I know you were going to say that? Ever the romantic, aren’t you Shona?’

A giggle went round the room.

‘Well, as a matter of fact, Shona is right,’ Mrs Tailspin went on. ‘Some of these sisters let down the entire operation. Instead of dispersing the crew, they chose to run away with them! Never to be seen again. It’s not known whether they attempted to return once they discovered the inevitable disappointments of life ashore . . .’

I shuffled uncomfortably on my rock.

‘. . . although as you know,’ Mrs Tailspin continued, ‘Neptune takes a very dim view of those who do.’

‘Who’s Neptune?’ I whispered to Shona.

‘The king,’ she whispered back. ‘And you don’t want to get on the wrong side of him, believe me! He’s got a terrible temper - he makes thunderstorms and all sorts when he gets in a bad mood. Or unleashes sea monsters! But he can calm the roughest seas with a blink. Very powerful. And very rich, too. Lives in this huge palace, all made of coral and gems and gold -’

‘Shona, are you talking?’ Mrs Tailspin was looking our way.

‘Sorry, miss.’ Shona blushed.

Mrs Tailspin shook her head. ‘Now, one rather  sorry piece of The Voyager’s legacy,’ she went on, ‘is that it has become somewhat of a symbol for those who choose to follow their Siren Sisters’ doomed path. Instances are rare, but merfolk and humans have  been caught together here. I needn’t tell you that the punishments have been harsh. Our prison is home to a number of those traitors who have attempted to endanger our population in this way.’

‘You have a prison?’ I whispered.

‘Of course,’ Shona replied. ‘Really scary, from the pictures I’ve seen. A huge labyrinth of caves out beyond the Great Mermer Reef, near Neptune’s palace.’

I couldn’t concentrate for the rest of the morning. What if they found out I wasn’t a real mermaid and I  ended up in that prison?

Shona grabbed me as soon as lessons finished.

‘I’ve had an amazing thought,’ she said. ‘Let’s go to the shipwreck. Let’s find it!’

‘What? How?’

‘Mrs Tailspin told us the exact location.’

She ran her hand along the side of her tail. Then she did this totally weird thing. Put her hand inside her scales. Felt around for a bit, then pulled something out of them! It looked like a cross between a compass and a calculator. Her scales closed up as she pulled her hand out.

‘What was that?’ I screeched.

‘What?’ Shona looked baffled.

I pointed to her tail, where her hand had disappeared.

‘My pocket?’

‘Pocket?’

‘Course. You have pockets.’

‘In my denim jacket, yeah. Not in my body.’

‘Really? Are you sure?’

I fumbled round the sides of my tail. My hand slipped through a gap. Pockets! I did have them!

Shona held up the object she’d pulled out. ‘We’ll find the shipwreck with my splishometer.’

Mum wasn’t expecting me home till four o’ clock. Should we?

‘Come on Emily; it must be such a romantic place!’

I thought for a second. ‘OK, let’s do it - let’s go this afternoon!’
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We made our way slowly out to sea, Shona checking her splishometer every few metres. After a while, we came up to the surface to look around. A lone line of seagulls skimmed the surface. Ahead of us, seabirds like white arrows shot into the water.

We ducked under again. Rays of sun shone in dusty beams under the water. Moments later, Shona’s splishometer beeped. ‘We’re getting close,’ she breathed as we dived lower.

As we swam deeper, the sea life became weirder. Something that looked like a peach with tentacles turned slowly round in the water, scanning its surroundings with beady black eyes. Further down, a see-through jellyfish bounced away from us - a slow motion space hopper. A rubbery gold crown floated silently upwards. Everywhere I looked, fish that could have passed for cartoon aliens bounced and twirled and spun.

Shona grabbed my arm. ‘Come on,’ she said, pointing ahead and swimming away again. Lower and lower, the sea grew darker and darker. As we pressed forward, something came into view. I could-n’t make out the shape but it was surrounded by a hazy, golden light. The light grew stronger as we carried on swimming towards it; and bigger. It was everywhere, all around us. We’d found it! The Voyager!


We darted along its length, tracing the row of portholes all the way from the back end to its pointy front, then swam away again to take it all in. Long and sleek, the ship lay on a tilt in the sand: still, silent, majestic.

‘That is so-o-o amazing.’ My words gurgled away from me like a speech bubble in a comic strip. It made me laugh, which sent more bubbles floating out of my mouth, up into the darkness.

I couldn’t stop staring at the ship. It was like something out of a film - not real life. My life! It shone as if it had the sun inside it, as though it was made of gold.


Made of gold? A shipwreck made of gold? A queasy feeling clutched at my insides.

‘Shona, the masts -’

‘You OK?’ Shona asked.

‘I need to see a mast!’

Shona pointed up into the darkness again. ‘Come on.’

Neither of us spoke as we skirted round the hundreds of tiny fish pecking away at its sides, and up to the deck. Metre after metre of wooden slats: some shiny, almost new looking, others dark and rotting. We swam upwards, circled one of the masts, wrapping our tails round it like snakes slithering up a tree, my heart hammering loud and fast.

‘What is it?’

‘What?’

‘What’s it made of?’

Shona moved back to examine the mast. ‘Well, it looks like marble, but that’s -’

‘Marble? Are you sure?’


A golden boat with a marble mast. No!

I let go of the mast and pushed myself away, scattering a shoal of blue fish as I raced back down to the hull. I had to get away! It wasn’t right! It didn’t make sense!

‘What’s wrong?’ Shona was behind me.

‘It’s - it’s -’ What? What could I say? How could I explain this awful panic inside me? It didn’t make sense. I was being ridiculous. It couldn’t be - of course it couldn’t! I pushed the thought from my mind. Just a coincidence.

‘It’s nothing,’ I said, laughing off my unease. ‘Come on, let’s go inside!’

Shona slithered along the hull. Fish nibbled at its sides next to her. I shivered as a silky plant brushed against my arm, swaying with the motion of the sea.

‘Found one!’ She flapped her tail excitedly.

I slithered over to join her and found myself in front of a broken porthole.

She looked at me for a second, her bright face reflecting the boat’s light. ‘I’ve never had a real adventure before,’ she said quietly. Then she disappeared through the empty window. I forced the fear out of my mind. There was nothing to be afraid of. Then I held my arms tight against my sides, flicked the end of my tail and followed Shona through the porthole.
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We were in a narrow corridor. Bits of wallpaper dripped from the ceiling in watery stalactites, swaying with the movement of the sea. Below us, the slanted floor was completely rotten: black and mouldy with the odd floorboard missing. The walls were lined with plankton.

‘Come on.’ Shona led the way. Long thin fish silently skirted the walls and ceiling. Portholes lined the corridor on our left; doors with paint peeling and cracking all the way down faced them on our right. We tried every one.

‘They’re all locked,’ Shona said, wiggling another rotting doorknob and pushing her weight against another stubborn door. Then she raced ahead to the end of the corridor and disappeared. I followed her round the corner. Right in front of our eyes, a white door seemed to be challenging us. It was bigger than the others, shining and glowing, its brass round handle begging to be turned. A big fat fish hovered in front of it, beady-eyed like a goalkeeper. Shona tossed her head as she leant forward to try the handle, her hair flowing out in the water. The fish darted away.

The door swung open.

‘Swishing heck!’ she breathed.

I joined her in the doorway. ‘Wow!’ Bubbles danced out of my mouth as I stared.

It was the grandest room I’d ever seen - and the biggest! Easily as big as a tennis court. At one end, carpet made out of maroon weeds swayed gently with the sea’s rhythm. At the other, a hard white floor.

‘Pearl,’ Shona said, gliding across its shiny surface.

I swam into a corner and circled one of the golden pillars shining bright light across the room. With every movement, rainbow colours flickered around the walls and ceiling. Bright blue and yellow fish danced in the light.

Below huge round windows, benches with velvet seats and high wooden backs lined the walls, large iron tables dotted about in front of them. I picked up  a goblet from one of the tables. Golden and heavy, its base was a long skirt, the cup a deep well waiting to be filled with magic.

Above us, a shoal of fish writhed and spun along the yellow ceiling. The ceiling!

‘Shona, what’s the ceiling made out of?’

She swam up to its surface. ‘Amber, by the looks of it.’

I backed out of the room, flicking my tail as hard as I could. A ceiling of amber, a pavement of pearl. No! It couldn’t be! It was impossible!

But I couldn’t brush the truth away this time.

It was the boat from Mum’s dream.
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Chapter Six
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‘Shona, we’ve got to get out of here!’ I pulled at her hand. My fingers shook.

‘But don’t you want to -’

‘We have to get away!’

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t know. Something’s not right. Please,  Shona.’

She looked at my face and for a moment I saw shock - or recognition. ‘Come on,’ she said.

We didn’t speak as we slithered back down the narrow corridor in silence, Shona following as I raced ahead. I swam back in such a panic I went  straight past the broken porthole and almost all the way to the other end of the boat! I turned and was about to start swimming back when Shona tugged at my arm.

‘Look,’ she said, pointing at the floor.

‘What?’

‘Can’t you see?’

I looked closer and noticed a shiny section of wood, newer than the other floorboards, the size of a manhole. It had a handle on it shaped like a giant pair of pliers.

Shona pulled at the trapdoor. ‘Give me a hand.’

‘Shona, I’ve got a really weird feeling about all this. I have to - ’

‘Just a quick look. Please. Then we’ll go - I promise.’

Reluctantly, I pulled at the handle with her, flipping my tail to propel myself backwards. Seconds later, it creaked open. A swarm of tiny fish darted out from the gap, shimmering in a flash of silver before disappearing down the corridor.

Shona flipped herself upside down and poked her head into the hole, swishing her tail in my face. ‘What can you see?’ I asked.

‘It’s a tunnel!’ Shona flipped back up and grabbed my hand. ‘Have a look.’

‘But you said we could - ’

‘Five minutes.’ And she disappeared down the hole.

As soon as we got into the tunnel, the golden light virtually disappeared. Just tiny rays peeping through  the odd crack. We felt our way along the sides - which wasn’t exactly pleasant. Slimy, rubbery things lined the walls. I decided not to think about what they might be. An occasional fish passed by in the shadows: slow and solitary. The silence seemed to deepen. Inside it, my unease grew and grew. How  could it be? How could it?

‘Look!’ Shona’s voice echoed in front of me.

I peered ahead. We’d reached another door, facing us at the end of the tunnel. ‘Locked,’ Shona said quietly. ‘Hey, but look at - ’

Suddenly a luminous fish with a huge wide-open jaw sprang out of the darkness, almost swimming into my face.

I screamed and grabbed Shona’s arm. ‘I’m getting out of here!’ I burst out, forgetting about the ball-room, the slimy rubbery walls, the trapdoor. All that mattered was getting away from that ship.
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We sat on Rainbow Rocks, low down by the water’s edge, out of sight from the coast. Water lapped gently against the stones. Shona’s tail glistened in the chilly light. Mine had disappeared again and I rubbed my goosepimply legs dry with my jacket. Shona stared. She obviously found the transformation as weird as I did!

‘Do you want to tell me what this is about?’ She broke the silence.

‘What?’

‘What happened to you back there?’

I threw a pebble into the water and watched the circle around it grow bigger and wider until it disappeared. ‘I can’t.’

‘Don’t want to?’

‘No, I mean I really, actually can’t! I don’t even know what it’s about, myself.’

Shona fell quiet again. ‘I understand if you don’t trust me,’ she said after a while. ‘I mean, it’s not as if I’m your best friend or anything.’

‘I haven’t got a best friend at the moment.’

‘Like me.’ Shona smiled shyly, her tail flapping on the rock as she spoke.

Then we fell quiet again. ‘Look, it’s not that I don’t trust you,’ I said after a while. ‘I do. It’s just . . . you might think I’m mad.’

‘Course I won’t. Apart from the fact that you’re a human half the time and a mermaid who sneaks out to play at night, I haven’t met anyone as normal as you in ages!’

I smiled.

‘Try me,’ she said.

So I did. I told her everything; I told her about the swimming lesson and Mystic Millie and about Mum’s dream and the ship being exactly the same. I even told her about seeing Mr Beeston on my way home that first night. Once I’d started, I couldn’t seem to stop.

When I’d finished, Shona stared at me without speaking.

‘What?’

She looked away.

‘What?’

‘I don’t want to say. You might get cross, like last time.’

‘What d’you mean? Do you know something? You’ve got to tell me.’

Shona shook her head. ‘I don’t know anything, not for sure.’

‘What is it? Tell me.’

‘You remember when we first met, and I thought I’d heard your name before?’

‘You said you’d got it wrong.’

‘I know. But I don’t think I had.’

‘You had heard it?’

She nodded. ‘I think so.’

‘Where?’

‘It was at school.’

‘At school?’

‘I think it was in a book. I never knew if it was true, or just an ocean-myth. We did it in history.’

‘Did what in history?’

Shona paused before saying in a quiet voice, ‘Illegal marriages.’

‘Illegal? You mean -’

‘Between merpeople and humans.’

I tried to take her words in. What did she mean? What was she trying to tell me? That my parents -

‘There’ll be something at the library in school. Let’s go back.’ Shona slid down off her rock.

‘I thought school finished at lunch time.’

‘There are clubs and societies in the afternoon. Come on, I’m sure we can find out more.’

I slipped into the water and followed her back to mermaid school, my thoughts as tangled as a heap of washed up fishing nets.
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Back through the hole in the rock; back along the caves and tunnels and tubes until we came to the school playground. It was empty.

‘This way.’ Shona pointed to a rocky structure standing on its own. Spiral-shaped and full of giant holes and crevices. We swam inside through a thick crack and slithered up through the swirls, coming out into a circular room with jagged rocky edges. A few mergirls and boys sat on mushroom-shaped spongy seats in front of long pieces of scratchy paper that hung from the ceiling. They wound the paper up or down, silently moving their heads from side to side as they examined the sheets.

‘What are they doing?’ I whispered.

Shona gawped at me. ‘Reading! What d’you think they’re doing?’

I shrugged. ‘Where are the books?’

‘It’s easier to find stuff on scrolls. Everything’s  stored here. Come on.’ She led me to the opposite side of the room and swam up to the ceiling. We looked through different headings at the top of each scroll: Shipwrecks, Treasures, Fishermen, Sirens.


‘Sirens - it might be this one,’ Shona said, pulling on the end of a thick roll. ‘Give me a hand.’

We pulled the scroll down to the floor, hooked it in place on a roller, then wound an old wooden handle round and round, working our way through facts and figures, dates and events. Stories about mermaids luring fishermen into the ocean with songs so beautiful they were almost impossible to hear; of fishermen going mad, throwing themselves into the sea to follow their hearts’ desires; mermaids winning praise and riches for their success; ships brought down. We searched the whole scroll. Nothing about illegal marriages.

‘We’ll never find anything,’ I said. ‘I don’t even know what we’re looking for.’

Shona was swimming around above me. ‘There must be something,’ she muttered.

‘Why is it so illegal, anyway? Why can’t people marry who they want?’

‘It’s the one thing that makes Neptune really angry. Some say it’s because he once married a human and then she left him.’

‘Neptune’s married?’ I swam up to join her.

‘Oh, he’s got loads of wives, and hundreds of children! But this one was special, and he’s never forgiven her - or the rest of the human race!’

‘Shona Silkfin - what are you doing here?’ A voice boomed from behind us. We both spun round to see someone swimming towards us. The history teacher!

‘Oh, Mrs Tailspin. I was just, we were -’

‘Shona was just trying to help me with my home-work, ’ I said with an innocent smile.

‘Homework?’ Mrs Tailspin looked at us doubtfully.

‘At my school, in - in -’

‘Shallowpool,’ Shona said quickly. ‘That’s where my cousin’s from.’

‘And we’ve got to do a project on illegal marriages, ’ I continued as an idea came to me. Maybe she’d know something! After all, Shona did say she heard my name in a history lesson. ‘Shona said that she’d studied them. She was trying to help me.’

Mrs Tailspin swam down to a mushroomy sponge-seat and beckoned us to do the same. ‘What do you want to know?’

I paused, glancing at Shona. What did I want to know? Did I want to know at all?

‘Emily’s doing her project on Shiprock,’ Shona said, picking up my thread. ‘That’s why she’s here. We needed to find out if there had been any round here.’

‘Indeed there has been one,’ Mrs Tailspin said, patting the bun on her head. ‘Rather a well-known incident. Do you remember, Shona? We covered it last term.’ She frowned. ‘Or were you too busy chatting at the time?’

‘Can you tell me about it?’ I asked.

Mrs Tailspin turned back to me. ‘Very well.’

I tried to keep still on my sponge while I waited for her to carry on.

‘A group of humans once found out a little too much about the merfolk world,’ she began. ‘There’d been a yacht race nearby. A couple of the boats went off course and capsized. Some mermen found them and helped them. They had to have their memories wiped afterwards.’ She paused. ‘But one was missed.’

‘And?’

‘And she didn’t forget. Word spread, both in her world and our own. They started meeting up. Humans and merfolk. At one point, there was talk of them all going off to a desert island to live together. The rumour was that there was even a place where it was already happening.’

‘Really?’ Shona said.

‘Like I said, it was a rumour. I don’t believe for one moment that it exists. But they kept meeting. As I’m sure you can imagine, Neptune was not pleased.’

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘There were storms for weeks. He said that if he caught anyone, they would be imprisoned for life. He visited every merfolk area personally.’

‘He hardly ever does that!’ Shona said. ‘He always stays in his palace, except when he goes on exotic holidays, or visits his other palaces. He’s got them all over the world, hasn’t he?’

‘That’s right, Shona.’

‘So he came to Shiprock?’ I asked.

‘He did indeed.’

Shona bounced off her seat. ‘Did you meet him?’

Mrs Tailspin nodded.

‘Really? What’s he like?’

‘Angry, loud, covered in gold - but with a certain charisma.’

‘Wow!’ Shona gazed at Mrs Tailspin.

‘The preparation took weeks,’ she continued. ‘As you know, Neptune can become most unhappy if he is not presented with adequate jewels and crystals when he visits. Our menfolk went on daily searches under the rocks. We made him a new sceptre as a present.’

‘Was he pleased?’

‘Very. He gave the town a dolphin as a thank you.’

‘So, did the meetings stop?’ I asked. ‘Between the merpeople and the humans?’

‘Sadly, no. They continued to meet in secret. I don’t know how they lived with themselves, defying Neptune like that.’

‘And the marriage...?’ I asked, holding my breath.

‘Yes, there was a merman. A poet. Jake. He married one of the women, at Rainbow Rocks -’

Something stirred in the back of my mind; thoughts that I couldn’t quite grasp, like bubbles that burst as soon as you touch them.

Shona didn’t look at me. ‘What was his last name?’ she asked, her voice jagged like the library walls.

Mrs Tailspin patted her bun again. Tutted. Squinted. ‘Whirlstand? Whichmap? Wisplatch? No,

I can’t remember.’

Looking down, I closed my eyes. ‘Was it Windsnap? ’ I asked.

‘Windsnap! Yes, that might have been it.’

The bubbles turned to rocks and started clogging up my throat.

‘And they had a daughter,’ she continued. ‘That was when they were caught.’

‘When exactly was this?’ I managed to squeeze out.

‘Let’s see...twelve or thirteen years ago.’

I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

‘Gave themselves away with that. The silly woman brought the child to Rainbow Rocks and that was when we got him.’

‘Got him? What did they do to him?’ Shona asked.

‘Prison,’ Mrs Tailspin said with a proud smile. ‘Neptune decided to make an example of him. He said Jake would be locked up for life.’

‘What about the baby?’ I asked, swallowing hard while I waited for her to reply.

‘Baby? Goodness knows. But we stopped that one.’ Mrs Tailspin smiled again. ‘That’s what you’ll be doing when you’re a siren, Shona. You’ll be as good as that.’

Shona reddened. ‘I haven’t completely decided what I want to be yet,’ she said.

‘Very well.’ Mrs Tailspin glanced round the room. Mergirls and boys were still reading. Some were talking quietly in groups. ‘Now, girls, if there’s nothing else, I must check on my library group.’

‘Yes. Thanks,’ I managed to say. I don’t know how.

We sat in silence after she’d gone.

‘It’s me, isn’t it,’ I said eventually, staring ahead of me at nothing.

‘Do you want it to be?’

‘I don’t know what I want. I don’t even know who I am any more.’

Shona swam in front of me and made me look at her. ‘Emily, maybe we can find out more. He’s still alive! He’s out there somewhere!’

‘Yeah, in prison. For life.’

‘But at least he didn’t want to leave you!’

Perhaps he still thought about me. Perhaps I could  find out more.

‘I think we should go back to the shipwreck,’ Shona said.

‘What? No way!’

‘Think about it! Your mum’s dream, what Mrs Tailspin said in the lesson. They might have gone there together!’

Maybe she was right. I didn’t have any better ideas. ‘I’ll think about it,’ I said. ‘Give me a few days.’

‘Wednesday, then.’

‘OK.’

‘Look, I’d better be heading back.’ I slithered over to the spirally tube.

‘Will you be all right?’

‘Yeah.’ I tried to smile. Would I? That was anyone’s guess.

I swam home through the silent water, my thoughts as crowded and unfathomable as the sea.




Chapter Seven
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‘Are you eating that or playing with it?’ Mum asked over the top of her glasses as I stirred my cereal, watching the milk turn brown and the flakes fade into a soggy beige.

‘What? Huh? Oh, sorry.’ I took a mouthful, then stirred some more.

Mum had the Observer spread out in front of her. She flicked through the pages, tutting every now and then, or frowning and pushing her glasses further up her nose.

How was I ever going to find out what was going on? It’s not exactly the kind of thing that crops up over your Sunday breakfast: ‘Oh, by the way, Mum, I’ve been meaning to ask. I don’t suppose you married a merman, had his child and then never saw  him again? OR THOUGHT TO TELL YOUR DAUGHTER ABOUT IT? HUH???’

I squelched my cereal against the side of the bowl, splashing milk onto the table.

‘Careful, love.’ Mum wiped the edge of her paper with her hand. Then she looked at me. ‘Are you all right? It’s not like you not to eat your breakfast.’

‘I’m fine.’ I got up and emptied my bowl into the sink.

‘Emily?’

I ignored her as I sat back down at the table and pulled at my hair, winding it round in my fingers.

Mum took her glasses off. That meant it was serious. Then she folded her arms. Double serious. ‘I’m waiting,’ she said, her mouth tight, her eyes small. ‘Emily, I said I’m -’

‘Why do you never talk about my dad?’

Mum jerked in her seat as though I’d punched her. ‘What?’

‘You never talk about my father,’ I said, my voice coming out quieter this time. ‘I don’t know anything about him. It’s as though he never existed.’

Mum put her glasses back on; then she took them off again and got up. She lit a gas ring, put the kettle on it and gazed at the flickering flame. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ she muttered eventually.

‘Why not start by telling me something about him?’

‘I want to. Darling, of course I want to.’

‘So how come you never have done?’

Her eyes had gone all watery and she rubbed them with the sleeve of her cardigan. ‘I don’t know. I just can’t - I can’t do it.’

If there’s one thing I can’t bear, it’s Mum crying. ‘Look, it’s OK. I’m sorry.’ I got out of my seat and put my arms round her shoulders. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘But it does.’ She wiped her nose with the edge of the tablecloth. ‘I want to tell you. But I can’t, I can’t, I - ’

‘It’s OK, Mum, honest. You don’t have to tell me.’

‘But I want to,’ she sobbed. ‘I just can’t remember!’

‘You can’t remember?’ I let go and stared at her. ‘You don’t remember the man you married?’

She looked at me through bloodshot eyes. ‘Well, yes - no. I mean, sometimes I think I remember things. But then it goes again. Disappears.’

‘Disappears.’

‘Just like he did,’ she said quietly, her body shaking, her head in her hands. ‘I can’t even remember my own husband. Your father. Oh, I’m a terrible mother.’

‘Don’t start that,’ I sighed. ‘You’re a brilliant mother. The best.’

‘Really?’ She smoothed down her skirt against her lap. I forced myself to smile. She looked up and stroked my cheek with her thumb. ‘I must have done something right to get you, eh?’ she said weakly.

I stood up. ‘Look. Just forget it. It doesn’t matter. OK?’

‘You deserve better than -’

‘Come on, Mum. It’s all right,’ I said firmly. ‘Hey, how about some pocket money?’

She pinched my cheek. ‘Munchkin,’ she sniffed. ‘Pass me my purse then.’

She handed me two pound coins and I headed down the pier.
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I dawdled as I made my way past the amusement arcade. Not fair. Nothing was fair. I couldn’t even have a go on the penny roll. I didn’t need Mandy turning up and having a go at me on top of everything else.

I bought some candyfloss from the end of the pier and wandered down to the prom, my head filled with thoughts and questions. I didn’t notice Mr Beeston coming towards me.

‘Watch yourself,’ he said as I nearly walked into him.

‘Sorry. Miles away.’

He smiled at me in that way that always gives me weird shivers in my neck and arms. One side of his mouth turned up, the other reaching down and his crooked teeth poking out through the dark gap in between.

‘How’s Mum?’ he asked.

That’s when I had a thought. Mr Beeston had been around a long time. He was kind of friendly with  Mum. Maybe he’d know something.

‘She’s not all that great, actually,’ I said as I bit into the top of my candyfloss, warm fluff melting into sugar in my mouth.

‘Oh? Why so?’

‘She’s a bit sad about . . . some things.’

‘Things? What “things”?’ he said quickly, his smile gone.

‘Just . . .’

‘Is she ill? What’s the matter?’ Mr Beeston’s face turned hard as he narrowed his eyes at me.

‘Well, my father . . .’ I pulled at my candyfloss and a long piece came away like a loose thread from a fluffy pink jumper. I folded it over into my mouth.

‘Your what?’ Mr Beeston burst out. What was his problem?

‘I was asking her about my father and she got upset.’

He lowered his voice. ‘What did she tell you?’

‘That’s just it, you see. She didn’t tell me anything.’

‘Nothing at all?’

‘She said she couldn’t remember anything. Then she started crying.’

‘Couldn’t remember anything? That’s what she said?’

I nodded.

‘You’re quite sure now? Nothing at all?’

‘Yes. Nothing.’

‘Right then.’ Mr Beeston breathed out hard through his nose. It made a low whistling sound.

‘So, I wondered if you could help me.’

‘Me? How on earth can I help you?’ he snapped.

‘I just wondered if she’d ever talked to you about him. With you being her friend and everything.’

He examined my face, squeezing his eyes down to narrow slits as he stared. I wanted to run away. Of course he wouldn’t know anything. Why would she talk to him and not me? I tried to hold his eyes but he was staring at me so hard I had to look away.

He took hold of me by my elbow and pointed up the promenade with his other hand. ‘I think it’s time you and I had a little chat,’ he said.
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I tried to shake my elbow away as we walked but he held it tighter and paced faster. We’d got all the way to the end of the promenade before he let go and motioned for me to sit down on a bench.

‘Now listen to me and listen well because I’ll tell you this once and once only.’

I waited.

‘And I don’t want you bothering your mother with it. You’ve upset her enough already.’

‘But I -’

‘Never mind, never mind,’ he raised his hand to stop me. ‘You weren’t to know.’

He wiped his forehead with a hanky. ‘Now then,’ he said, shifting his weight onto his side as he put his  hanky away. His trousers had a hole just below the pocket. ‘Your father and I, we used to be friends. Best friends. Even thought we were brothers, some folk did; that’s how close we were.’

Brothers? Surely Mr Beeston was loads older than my father? I opened my mouth to speak.

‘Like my kid brother he was. Did everything together.’

‘Like what?’

‘What?’

‘What things did you do? I want to know what he was like.’

‘All the things young lads get up to,’ he snapped. ‘We went fishing together. Went out on our bikes - ’

‘Motorbikes?’

‘Yes, yes, motorbikes, pushbikes - the lot. Did it together. Best friends, we were. Chased the girls together, too.’

Mr Beeston chasing girls. I shuddered.

He cleared his throat. ‘Then of course, he met your mother and things changed.’

‘Changed? How?’

‘Well, one might say they fell in love. At least, she did. Very much so.’

‘And what about my dad?’

‘He did a very good impression of love. For a while. He certainly didn’t want to fool around with cars any more.’

‘I thought it was bikes.’

‘Cars, bikes - whatever. He wasn’t interested. Spent all their time together.’

Mr Beeston stared into the distance, his hands in his pockets. He looked as though he was struggling with something. Then he jingled his coins and said, ‘But of course it didn’t last. Your father turned out not to be the gentleman he’d had us believe he was.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘This is a rather delicate matter. But I shall tell you. Let us say he wasn’t the most responsible person. He was happy enough to lead your mother up the garden path, but not prepared to stay by her side when they got to the gate.’

‘Huh?’

His face reddened. ‘He was content to sow but not reap.’

‘Mr Beeston, I don’t know what you’re going on about.’

‘Good grief, child. I’m talking about responsibility, ’ he snapped. ‘Where do you think you came from?’

‘D’you mean he got my mum pregnant with me and then ran off?’

‘Yes, yes, that is what I mean.’


Why didn’t you say so then? I wanted to say - but didn’t dare. Mr Beeston looked so angry. ‘So he left her?’ I asked, just to make sure I’d got it right.

‘Yes, he left her,’ he replied through tight lips.

‘Where did he go?’

‘That’s just it. No one ever heard from him again.  The strain was obviously too much for him,’ he said sarcastically.

‘What strain?’

‘Fatherhood. Good for nothing layabout, he was. Never willing to grow up and take responsibility.’ Mr Beeston looked away. ‘What he did - it was despicable, ’ he said, his voice becoming raspy. ‘I shall never forgive him.’ He got up from the bench, his face hard and set. ‘Never,’ he repeated. Something about the way he said it made me hope I’d never get on his wrong side.

I followed him as we carried on along the prom. ‘Didn’t anyone try to find him?’

‘Find him?’ Mr Beeston looked at me, but it was as though he was seeing through me. His eyes wouldn’t meet mine. ‘Find him?’ he repeated. ‘Yes - of course we tried. No one could have done more than I did. Travelled the country for weeks, put up posters. We even had a message on the radio, begging him to come home and meet his - well, his . . .’

‘His daughter?’

Mr Beeston didn’t reply.

‘So he never even saw me?’

‘We did everything we could.’

I looked down the promenade, trying to take in what I’d heard. It couldn’t be true. Could it? A young couple ambled towards us, the man holding a baby up in the air, the woman laughing, a spaniel jumping up between them. Further down, an elderly couple were walking slowly against the wind, arms linked.

‘I think I need to go now,’ I said. We’d walked all the way round to the lighthouse.

Mr Beeston pulled me back by my arm. ‘You’re not to talk to your mother about this, do you hear me?’

‘Why not?’

‘You saw what happened. It’s far too painful for her.’ He tightened his grip, his fingers biting into my arm. ‘Promise me you won’t mention it.’

I didn’t say anything.

Mr Beeston looked hard into my eyes. ‘People can block things out completely if the memory is too much to cope with. That’s a scientific fact. There’ll be all sorts of trouble if you try and make her talk about this.’ He pulled on my arm, his face inches from mine. ‘And you don’t want trouble - do you?’ he said in a whisper.

I shook my head.

‘Do you?’ he repeated with another yank on my arm.

‘No - of course not,’ my voice wobbled.

He smiled his wonky smile at me and let go of my arm. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘Good. Now, am I seeing you this afternoon?’

‘I’m going out,’ I said quickly. I’d think of something to do. I couldn’t cope with Sunday tea with Mum and Mr Beeston. Especially now.

‘Very well. Tell your mother I’ll be round at three o’clock.’

‘Yeah.’

We stood by the lighthouse. For a moment, I had a vision of him throwing me inside and locking me in! Why would he do that? He’d never done anything to hurt me - before today. I rubbed my arm. I could still feel the pinch of his fingers digging into my skin. But it was nothing compared with the disappointment I felt in my chest. Jake wasn’t my father, after all, if Mr Beeston was to be believed. And he had no reason to lie - did he? Nothing made sense any more.

‘Now, let’s see, where’s the, hm . . .’ Mr Beeston talked to himself as he fumbled with his keys. He had about five keyrings rattling on a long chain. But then he gasped. ‘What the - where’s my . . .’

‘What’s wrong?’

He ignored me. ‘It can’t be missing. It can’t be.’ He felt in his trouser pockets, pulling the insides out and shaking his hanky. ‘It was here. I’m sure it was.’

‘The lighthouse key?’

‘No, not the lighthouse key, the - ’ He stopped fumbling and looked up at me, as if he’d only just remembered I was there, his eyes dark and hard. ‘You’re still here,’ he said. ‘Go on. Leave me be. But don’t forget our chat. It’s between you and me. Remember, you don’t want to cause any trouble.’ Then he unlocked the lighthouse door. ‘I’ve got some important things to do,’ he said. Squinting into my eyes, he added, ‘I’ll see you again soon.’ For some reason, it sounded like a threat.

Before I had a chance to say anything else, he’d slipped inside and shut the door behind him. A  second later, a bolt slid across.

As I turned to leave, I kicked something up in the dust. It glinted at me. A keyring. I picked it up. A brass plate with crystals round the edges. There was a picture engraved on one side. A pitchfork or something.

Two keys hung from the ring: one big chunky one, the other a little metal one the same as Mum has for our suitcase. A tiny gold chain hung from the plate, a clasp at its other end open and broken.

I banged on the lighthouse door and waited. ‘Mr Beeston!’ I called. I banged once more.

Nothing.

I looked at the keyring again, running my fingers over its crystal edge. Oh well. I could always give it back another time.

I buttoned the keyring into my pocket and headed home.
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Chapter Eight
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This was it. The moment I’d been dreading. I stepped through the trough of icy cold water on the way to the pool. I’d tried telling Mr Bird I had a verruca but he just gave me a couple of white rubber socks to put on my feet. So now the game was up and I looked ridiculous. Great. What was I going to do? Five more minutes and my secret would be revealed. Everyone would know I was a freak!

‘Come on people; we haven’t got all day.’ Bob clapped his hands together as I walked slowly to the side of the pool and joined the rest of the class. ‘It’ll  be time to get out again before you set foot in the water.’

My heart thumped so loud I could feel it in my ears.

‘Right, those who can swim can get on with it,’ he said. Please don’t remember, please don’t remember, I prayed silently. Time was running out; I had to think of something.

‘That means you.’ Mandy Rushton elbowed Julie and pointed to me. ‘What’s up, fish girl?’ she sneered. ‘Gone shy all of a sudden?’

I tried to ignore her but Bob was looking our way. ‘What’s going on over -’ Then he spotted me. ‘Ah yes. One that got cramp, isn’t it?’

I stepped back towards the wall, hoping it might swallow me up and I’d disappear forever. I couldn’t do it - I couldn’t!


‘You can get in when you’re ready.’ Yeah, right - no way. ‘Take it easy, though. Don’t want the same thing to happen.’ He turned back to the others. ‘Right, you guys. Let’s get on with it, shall we?’

‘Go on then - let’s all see how the fish girl does it!’ Mandy said loudly and everyone around us turned to look. Then she pushed me forward and I lost my footing. Tripping on the slippy floor, I went flying into the pool with a loud SPLASH!

For the tiniest moment, I forgot all about Mandy. She wasn’t important. All that mattered was that I was in the water again, losing myself to its creamy smoothness, wrapping myself up in it as if it was my  favourite dressing-gown, keeping me safe and warm.

Then I remembered where I was!

I swam to the surface and looked up to see thirty pairs of eyes facing my way - at least one of them glinting nastily at me, waiting for my FREAKNESS to be revealed!

I had to fight it - I had to! But it was starting already! My legs were going numb, joining together. And, like an idiot, I’d swum halfway across the pool!

I heaved myself through the water, splashing and dragging my body along, keeping my legs as still as possible to try and stop my tail from forming. Bit by bit, I propelled myself to the side, my arms working like a windmill. I had to get there before it happened. Hurry, hurry!

Gasping and panting, I finally heaved myself out of the pool - JUST in time! The second I dragged my body over the side, my legs started to relax. Wheezing and breathless, I pulled myself out of the pool and sat on the side.

Bob was over in a second. ‘Have you hurt yourself? ’ He stared down at me and I suddenly had an idea. I grabbed my foot.

‘It’s my ankle,’ I said. ‘I think I’ve sprained it.’

Bob narrowed his eyes. ‘How did this happen?’

I was about to say I’d fallen in when I saw Mandy’s face. Sneering and jeering at me. Why should I let her off? ‘Mandy pushed me,’ I said.

‘Right, well there’ll be no swimming for either of you this week,’ he said. ‘You can sit in the corner for  the rest of the lesson,’ he said crossly to Mandy. Then he turned to me. ‘And you’d better get that ankle rested.’

He clapped his hands as he went back to the class. ‘Right, people, show’s over. Let’s do some swimming, shall we?’

It wasn’t the cold that made me shiver as I limped back to the changing room. It was more to do with Mandy’s words, hissed at me through clenched teeth so quietly no one else could hear.

‘I’ll get you back for this, fish girl,’ she said. ‘Just you wait.’
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I hung back while Shona swam ahead, my tail flapping as we drew nearer to the shipwreck. The night was crunchy with a million stars. No moon.

‘Nearly there.’ Shona dived under the water. I followed her, trailing a few metres behind.

Soon, the golden light was filtering through weeds and rocks, pulling us towards the ship.

‘Shona, we can’t do it!’ I blurted out. ‘There’s no point.’

Shona swam back to me. ‘But you agreed - ’

‘It’s no good. He’s not my father.’

She stared at me.

‘My father left us. Just like I thought he had.’ I told  her what Mr Beeston had said - and about his strange veiled threat.

‘Are you sure?’ she asked when I’d finished.

Why would he lie? I’d asked myself that question so many times over the last three days. I still wasn’t sure I believed him - but it was better than building up false hopes.

‘I was so certain . . .’ Shona looked over her shoulder at the ship. ‘Look - why don’t we go anyway? We’re nearly there.’

‘What’s the use?’

‘What have we got to lose? And there was something I wanted to show you. Something about the door in that passageway.’

What did it matter? The ship didn’t have anything to do with me. There was nothing to fear. ‘OK,’ I said.

[image: 035]

We slithered down the dark corridor, feeling our way back down those slimy walls. I tried hard not to make eye contact with the open-jawed fish that had followed us down.

‘So what did you want to show me?’ I asked as we swam.

‘There was a symbol on the door. I completely forgot about it after everything that happened.’

‘What symbol?’

‘A trident.’

‘What’s one of those?’

‘Neptune’s symbol. He carries it everywhere with him. It’s what he uses to create thunderstorms - or islands.’

‘Islands? He can create whole islands?’

‘Well, that’s only when he’s in a good mood - so it doesn’t happen much. More often he makes the  biggest storms out at sea!’ Shona’s eyes had that wide shiny look they always did when she talked about Neptune.

‘Some merfolk say he can turn you to stone with his trident. His palace is filled with stone animals. I heard that they were all animals who had disobeyed him at one time. And he can make ships disappear, just by waving it at them - or produce a feast for a hundred merpeople, or create volcanoes out of thin air.’

‘Cool!’

We’d arrived at the door. ‘Look.’ She pointed at the top corner of the door. A brass plate. An engraving. Quite faint - but there was no mistaking what I was looking at.

The picture from Mr Beeston’s keyring.

‘But - but that’s - ’ I pulled at my pocket. ‘It’s impossible. It can’t be!’

‘What?’ Shona swam up to my side. I handed her the keyring. ‘Where did you get this?’ she asked.

‘It’s Mr Beeston’s.’ But it couldn’t be! I’d made a mistake. I must have done!

‘Sharks!’ Shona breathed. ‘So d’you think . . .’ Her  words trailed away into the watery darkness. What  did I think? I didn’t think anything any more.

‘Shall we try it?’ Shona took the key from me.

I watched in amazement as it turned smoothly in the lock.

The door slid open.

Silently, we slithered inside. We were in a small office. It had a desk stacked about a metre high with laminated folders and papers held down by rocks, and a stool nailed to the floor in front of it. Shona swam to the desk and pulled on something. A second later, an orange glow burst out above me. I blinked as I got used to the sudden glare, then looked up to see where the light had come from. A long slimy creature with a piece of string on its tail clung to the ceiling.

‘Electric eel,’ she explained.

We looked at each other in silence. ‘What about the other key?’ she said eventually, swimming over to a metal filing cabinet in the corner. I tried the drawers but they wouldn’t pull out. I almost closed my eyes as I tried to put it in the lock at the top. Please don’t fit, please don’t fit, I said to myself. What would I find if it did?

I couldn’t even get it halfway in.

I let out a huge breath and was suddenly desperate to get out of there. ‘Shona, maybe this is all a big mistake,’ I said, backing out of the office. But then I knocked my tail against the stool and slipped backwards. A swarm of tiny black fish escaped from under the table, spinning out of the room and away from us. 

‘Emily!’ Shona tugged my sleeve and pointed at something under the table.

I leaned forward to get a closer look. A wooden chest. Quite big, with brass edging and a chain looped all around it. It was like something out of  Treasure Island. I swam under the table and Shona helped me drag it out. ‘Flipping fins,’ she said quietly, staring at something dangling at the front of the chain. A brass padlock.

As I slipped the key easily into the lock and the brass hook bounced open, I wasn’t even surprised. A line of silver fish pecked at the chest as I opened it. It was full of files. I grabbed a handful of them. The colours changed from blue to green as I lifted them towards me. Rummaging through the pile, I pulled the rest of them out. Then I came to a folder that was different from the rest. For one thing, it was thicker than the others. For another thing, it looked newer.

And for another, it had my name on it.
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Chapter Nine
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I don’t know how long I looked at the file. I realised at some point that my hand had almost gone numb from clutching it so tightly.

‘What is it?’ Shona came to look over my shoulder at the files. That’s when I noticed another one at the bottom of the chest. I reached down to get it. It had my mum’s name on it. Below that was another. I almost didn’t dare to look at that one. I shut my eyes as I picked it up. When I opened them, I was looking at a name I’d been dreaming about for a week: Jake Windsnap.

I traced the words with my fingertips. Jake Windsnap. I said his name over and over, wondering if there was any way it could be a mistake or a practical joke or something. ‘Jake is my father,’ I said out loud.  Of course he was. I’d known it in my heart from the first time I’d heard his name. It just took seeing it in writing to convince my brain.

I opened the file, my hands shaking so much I almost dropped all its contents. The sheets inside it were plastic. And they all had the pitchfork image at the top: Neptune’s trident.

‘But what in sharks’ name does Mr Beeston have to do with any of this?’ Shona asked.

‘Maybe he knows where my dad is, after all. I mean, if they were best friends, maybe he’s trying to help him. Maybe they’ve been in touch all along.’ My words came out in a rush, none of them convincing me - or Shona, by the look on her face.

‘There’s only one way to find out,’ she said.

I held the files out in front of me. Once I’d looked inside, there would be no going back. I couldn’t pretend I hadn’t seen whatever was in there. Maybe I didn’t want to know. I pulled at my hair, twiddling, twisting it round and round. I had to look. Whatever it said, I needed to know the truth.

I opened the file with my name on it. A scrappy bit of paper with a handwritten note scrawled across it fell on the floor. I picked it up, Shona looking over my shoulder as I read.


EW One: All clear.

Nothing to report. No mer-gene identified. Possibly negative. (50% chance.) Scale detection nil.



‘What in the ocean is that meant to mean?’

I shook my head, pulling a bigger sheet out of the file.


EW Eight: Moment of truth?

Subject has requested swimming lessons again. (See MPW file for cross-ref.) CFB present to witness request. Denied by mother. Unlikely to be granted in near future. Needs careful attention. Almost certainly negative mer-gene but experiment MUST NOT be abandoned. Continued observation - priority.



‘Subject!’ I spluttered. ‘Is that me?’

Shona winced.


Careful watch? Had he been stalking me? What if he was watching us now? I shuddered and swam over to close the office door. A lone blue fish skimmed into the room and over my head as I did.

We scanned the rest of the file. It was all the same: subjects and initials and weird stuff that didn’t make sense.

I picked up my mum’s file.


MPW Zero: Objectives.

MPW - greatest risk to mer-world detection. Constant supervision by CFB. M-Drug to be administered.



Shona gasped. ‘M-Drug. I know what that is! They’re wiping her memory!’

‘What? Who is?’

‘Mr Beeston. He must work for Neptune!’

‘Work for Neptune? But how? I mean, he can’t do. Can he?’

Shona rubbed her lip. ‘They usually send them away afterwards, though.’

‘Why?’

‘It can wear off if you go near merfolk areas. We did all about it in science last term.’

‘So you think they did it to my mum?’

‘They probably still are. One dose is usually enough for a one-off incident - but not for a whole series of memories. They must be topping it up somehow.’


Topping it up? I thought about all Mr Beeston’s visits. He wasn’t lonely after all! He was drugging my mum!

We looked all the way through Mum’s file. Page after page noting her movements. He’d been spying on us for years.

‘I feel sick,’ I said, closing the file.

Shona picked up Jake’s file. There was a note stuck on the front with something scribbled on it. East Wing: E 930. We read in silence.


JW Three: Bad influence.

JW continuing to complain about sentence. Sullen and difficult.

 



JW Eight: Improvement

Subject has settled into routine of prison life. Behaviour improved.

JW Eleven: Isolation

Operation Desert Island discussed openly by prisoner. Isolation - three days.



‘Operation Desert Island!’ Shona breathed. ‘So it’s true after all. There is a place! Somewhere merfolk and humans live together!’

‘How d’you know that’s what it is?’ I asked. ‘It could be anything.’

We read on.

‘None of it makes any sense,’ I said, swimming backwards and forwards across the room to help me think.

Shona carried on flicking through the file. ‘It’s all numbers and dates and weird initials.’ She closed the file. ‘I can’t make fin or tail of it.’ She grabbed another file from the chest. ‘Listen to this,’ she said. ‘“Project Lighthouse. CFB to take over Brightport Lighthouse until completion of Windsnap problem. Ground floor adapted for access. Occasional siren support available with ‘unreliable’ beam. Previous lighthouse keeper: M-drug and removal from scene.”’ Shona looked up.

‘What are we going to do?’ I whispered.

‘What can we do? But hey - at least you’ve found your dad.’

My dad. The words sounded strange. Not right. Not yet. ‘But I haven’t found him,’ I said. ‘That’s just it. All I’ve found is some stupid file that doesn’t make any sense.’

Shona put the file down. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘Look, Shona, we know Jake’s my - my father, don’t we?’

‘Without a doubt.’

‘And we know where he is?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘And he can’t come out. He’s locked away. And he didn’t choose to leave me . . .’

‘I’m sure he never wanted to -’

‘So we’ll go to him!’

Shona looked at me blankly.

I shoved the files back in the chest, locked it firmly. ‘Come on, let’s go!’

‘Go? Where?’

‘The prison.’ I turned round to face her. ‘I’ve got to find him.’

Shona’s tail flapped gently. ‘Emily. It’s miles away.’

‘We’re mermaids! We can swim for miles, no problem!’

‘Maybe I can, but it’s definitely too far for you. You’re only half mermaid, remember.’

‘So you’re saying I’m not as good as you?’ I folded my arms. ‘I thought you were meant to be my friend. I even thought you might have been my best friend.’

Shona’s tail flapped even more. ‘Really?’ she said. ‘I want you to be my best friend, too.’

‘Well, you’ve got a funny way of showing it. You won’t even help me find my father.’

Shona winced. ‘I just don’t think we’d make it there. I’m not even sure exactly where it is.’

‘But we’ll never know if we don’t try. Please, Shona. If you were really my best friend, you would.’

‘OK,’ she sighed. ‘We’ll try. But I don’t want you collapsing on me miles out at sea. If you get tired, you have to tell me, and we come back, OK?’

I shoved the chest back under the table. ‘OK.’
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I don’t know how long we’d been swimming. Maybe an hour. I started to feel as if I had heavy weights attached to each arm; my tail was practically dropping off. Flying fish raced along with us, bouncing past on both sides. An occasional gull darted into the sea, a white dart piercing the water.

‘How much further is it?’ I gasped.

‘We’re not even halfway yet.’ Shona looked back. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Fine.’ I tried not to pant while I spoke. ‘Great. No problem.’

Shona slowed down to swim alongside me and we carried on in silence for a bit. ‘You’re not OK, are you?’ she said after a while.

‘I’m fine,’ I repeated but my head slipped under the water while I spoke. I coughed as a mouthful of water went down the wrong way. Shona grabbed me.

‘Thanks.’ I wriggled away from her. ‘I’m all right now.’

She looked at me doubtfully. ‘Maybe we could  both do with a rest,’ she said. ‘There’s a tiny island about five minutes’ swim from here. It’s out of our way, but it would give us a chance to get our breath back.’

‘OK,’ I said. ‘If you really need to, I don’t mind.’

‘Great.’ Shona swam off again. ‘Follow me.’

Soon, we were sitting on an island barely larger than the flat rock that had become our meeting place. It was hard and gravelly but I lay down the second I dragged myself out of the sea, the water brushing against me as my tail turned back into legs.

It seemed only seconds later that Shona gently shook my shoulder. ‘Emily,’ she whispered. ‘You’d better get up. It’s starting to get light.’

I sat up. ‘How long have I been asleep?’

Shona shrugged. ‘Not long.’

‘Why didn’t you wake me? We’ll never get there now. You did it on purpose!’

Shona squeezed her lips together and scrunched up her eyes. I thought about her pretending she needed a rest, and about taking me to her school and everything. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I know you didn’t do it on purpose.’

‘It’s too far. It’s probably even too far for me, never mind you.’

‘I’m never going to see him. I bet he doesn’t even remember he’s got a daughter!’ I felt a drop of salty water on my cheek and wiped it roughly away. ‘What am I going to do?’

Shona put her arm round me. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry, too. I shouldn’t have been mean to you. You’ve been brilliant. Really helpful.’

Shona pulled a face at me, as if she was trying not to smile but couldn’t stop a little grin from slipping out through her frown.

‘And I know you’re right,’ I added. ‘There’s no way I could get there tonight, not if we’re only half way.’

‘Not even that. Look.’ She pointed out to the horizon. ‘See that big cloud that looks like a whale spurting water - with the little starfish-shaped one behind it?’

I looked up at the sky. ‘Um, yeah,’ I said uncertainly.

‘Just below that, where the sea meets the sky, it’s lighter than the rest of the horizon.’

I studied the horizon. It looked an awfully long way away!

‘That’s it. The Great Mermer Reef. It’s like a huge wall, bigger than anything you’ve ever seen in your life, made of rocks and coral in every shape and colour you could imagine - and then about a hundred more. The prison’s a mile beyond it. You have to go through the reef to get there.’

My heart felt like a rock itself - dropping down to the bottom of the sea. ‘Shona, it’s absolutely miles  away.’

‘We’ll work something out,’ Shona said. ‘I promise.’ Then she scrabbled around among the rocks and picked up a couple of stones. She handed one to me.

‘What’s this?’ I looked at the stone.

‘They’re friendship pebbles. They mean that we’re best friends - if you want to be.’

‘Of course I want to be!’

‘Look, they’re almost exactly the same.’ She showed me her pebble. ‘We each keep them on us at all times. It means we’ll always be there for each other.’ Then she said, more quietly, ‘And it’s also a promise that we’ll find your dad.’

I washed my pebble in the water; it went all shiny and smooth. ‘It’s the best present anyone’s ever given me.’

Shona slipped hers into her tail and I put mine in my jacket pocket. I didn’t want it to disappear when my legs returned! I looked at the patch of light spreading and growing across the horizon.

‘Come on.’ Shona slid back into the sea. ‘We’d better get going.’

We slowly made our way back to Rainbow Rocks.

‘See you Sunday?’ I asked as we said goodbye.

Shona’s cheeks reddened a touch. ‘Can we make it Monday?’

‘I thought you couldn’t get out on Mondays.’

‘I will. I’ll make sure of it. Just that it’s the Diving and Dance display Monday morning and I don’t want to be too tired for the triple flips.’

‘Monday then.’ I smiled. ‘And good luck.’

By the time I got home, I was so tired I could have fallen asleep standing up. But my head was spinning with thoughts and questions. And sadness. I’d found  out where my father was, but how would we ever get there? Would we really find him? It felt like I was losing him all over again. I’d virtually lost my mum as well. If only I could make her remember!

As I tried to get to sleep, something Shona had said swam into the corner of my mind. Sometimes it doesn’t work at all, especially if you go near merfolk areas.

Of course!

I knew exactly what I was going to do.
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Chapter Ten
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Mum always sleeps in on Sundays. She says even God had a day of rest and she doesn’t see why she can’t. I’m not allowed to disturb her until she says it’s morning - which isn’t usually till about midday.

I paced up and down the boat, willing her to wake up. What if she slept right through till the afternoon? Disaster! I couldn’t take the risk of Mr Beeston turning up before I’d spoken to her. So I broke a Golden Rule. I crept into her room and sat on the bed.

‘Mum,’ I stage-whispered from the end of the bed. She didn’t stir. I inched further up and leaned towards her ear. ‘Mum,’ I croaked a bit louder.

She opened one eye and then closed it again. ‘Whadyouwan?’ she grumbled.

‘You have to get up.’

‘Whassamatter?’

‘I want to go out.’

Mum groaned and turned over.

‘Mum, I want us to go out together.’

Silence.

‘Please get up.’

She turned back to face me and opened her eyes a crack.

‘We never do anything together,’ I said.

‘Why now? Why can’t you leave me in peace? What time is it, anyway?’

I quickly turned her alarm clock round so she couldn’t see it. ‘It’s late. Come on, Mum. Please.’

Mum rubbed her eyes and lay on her back. ‘I don’t suppose you’re going to give me any peace until I do, are you?’

I smiled hopefully.

‘Just leave me alone and I’ll get up.’

I didn’t move. ‘How do I know you won’t go back to sleep the minute I leave?’

‘Emily! I said I’ll get up and I will. Now leave me alone! And if you want to get back in my good books, you can make me a nice cup of tea. And then I might just forgive you.’
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Mum took a bite of her toast. ‘So, where do you fancy going, now you’ve ruined my Sunday morning for me?’

I knew exactly where we were going. Shiprock Bay. The nearest you could get to Rainbow Rocks by road. I’d been studying the bus routes and there was one that took us virtually all the way there. We could get off on the coast road and walk along the headland. It must be worth a go. I had to jog her memory somehow.

‘I just thought we could have a day trip round the coast,’ I said casually as I popped a piece of toast and marmalade in my mouth.

‘What about Mr Beeston?’

‘What about him?’ I nearly choked on my marmalade.

‘We’ll have to be back for three. Can’t let him down.’

‘Oh, Mum! Can’t you break your date with him for once?’

‘Emily. Mr Beeston is a lonely man and a good friend. How many times do I have to tell you that? You know I don’t like to let him down. He has not broken our arrangement once in all these years, and I’m not about to do the same. And it is not a date!’

‘Whatever.’ This wasn’t the time to tell her what I knew about the ‘lonely man’. What did I know, anyway? Nothing that made any sense. I swallowed hard to get my toast down. My throat was dry. We’d still have time to get there. Maybe we could accidentally-on-purpose miss the bus back. I’d think of something. I had to!
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‘This is quite nice, actually.’ Mum looked out of the window as we bumped round the coast road. It had started to turn inland and I was trying to work out the best stop to get off. The sea looked completely different from this angle. Then I saw a familiar clump of rocks and decided to take a chance. I got up and rang the bell. ‘This is our stop,’ I said.

‘You know, I think I’m almost glad you got me up,’ Mum said as we got off the bus. ‘Not that that’s an excuse to do it every week!’ She walked over to a green bench on the headland that looked out to sea and sat down. ‘And you’ve picked such a nice spot, too.’

‘What are you doing?’ I asked as she reached into her bag and brought out the sandwiches.
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