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A Life Less Ordinary
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Whispers of the Tide

The ocean stretched out, a giant blue riddle that Cora was always trying to solve from afar. She lived right on the beach in Coastis Bay, which should have been the best place ever. But she never went near the waves, not really. It wasn't the thought of sharks or other scary sea creatures that tightened her chest. It was the water itself. She didn't know how to swim.

Her father, Robert, who smelled of salt and old adventures, had tried to teach her when she was just a little girl. But something went wrong. The water closed over her, cold and heavy, and for three long seconds, her heart just... stopped. Ever since that day, the fear was a dark, swirling fog that kept her feet glued to the sand.

Coastis Bay was a small island, cozy and quiet for most of the year. But when summer hit, it buzzed with tourists like a happy beehive. Cora loved that it never got cold. She spent most of her time collecting seashells, the kind with swirls and smooth edges, to turn into necklaces. When the summer crowds came, she'd sell every single one. People would even ask for more! Nancy, her favorite customer and the mom of her best friend, always bought the very first piece.

“How do you always make these sparkle so much?” Nancy would ask, her eyes wide as she turned the shells in her hand. Cora never quite knew how to answer. It just happened. Sometimes, when she was stringing the shells, a tiny glow, like trapped starlight, would flash inside them, making them shine. It was her own little secret, a small flicker of something special in a life that mostly kept her away from the biggest, bluest part of her world.

The new season would begin soon, and Cora was excited. Most of her friends lived off the island, and she imagined the world was a big place with waters stretching out farther than any map could show. Cora also felt a little tired of keeping her father company. Robert was a fisherman by day, and when the tourist season hit, he’d be busy from sunup to sundown. Summer would be good for him too; tourists always bought his supplies.

“Cora, are you going to sit on the porch all day, or are you joining me this time?” Robert’s hand reached for hers as he stepped off the lowest step. His heavy rubber boot hit the sand with a soft thud, sending a small spray outward.

“I have a few more necklaces to make before Jenny and Nancy arrive,” she said, pushing back on the porch swing. “And then there are the stories they’ll tell me about the city.” She waited for him to leave, wishing he wouldn't ask the same questions every time.

“Why don’t you spend the fall with Jenny this year?” he tried again, his voice quiet.

“And leave the island? No way, I’m not getting on that water—not even in a boat.” Cora shivered a little, even though the sun was warm.

Robert just shook his head, a small, sad sigh escaping him as he turned and walked away. His big rubber boots slid across the sand, looking almost too heavy for him to lift. He glanced back with a quick twist, his eyes on her. “Would you like to prepare the fish I catch for supper?”

“Sure. Want me to cook it too?” Cora asked, a small smile touching her lips.

“If you wouldn’t mind,” he replied, giving her his usual cheesy grin. It was always the same. Big and wide.

When he was further down the beach, Cora shot out of the swing. She ran straight for the sand, her eyes glued to the edges of the waves. She knew how sneaky the waves in Coastis Bay could be. If the sand was wet, she’d step around it. A single careless splash could sweep over her, pulling her deeper. She wasn't ready for another story about what the water did to her. No sir-ee, she was avoiding the sea like a plague. Robert wouldn't know what to do without her, and she certainly didn't want to test that.

She reached the big palm tree at the edge of the sand, right where the boardwalk started. Cora stopped and dug her bucket out of the little hole she'd left it in. She dumped out yesterday's collection, picking out the best shells and tossing them back inside. The broken ones and the plain ones could wait for someone else. She only wanted the prettiest, shiniest ones for her necklaces.

Cora passed the tree and kept walking along the beach, her eyes still watching the waves. Suddenly, a flash of silver. A dolphin leaped out of the water, twisting in the air before splashing back down. Cora stopped, her mind filling with dreams of what lay beneath the waves. She pictured a whole other world down there, with mermaid folk swimming about their day just like she walked on land. She laughed softly at the silly idea and continued down the beach, a little smile playing on her lips.

Then, a familiar voice called her name. Cora spun around. “Jenny!” She dropped her bucket and ran toward her friend, arms stretched wide. As they hugged, they cheered together, a happy sound mixing with the ocean breeze. “When did you get here?”

“Just now! Mom dropped me off before heading to the house. I can’t be long—she wants me to help her clean,” Jenny said, pulling away with a disappointed look.

“Are the others coming too?” Cora asked, as they walked back to where her bucket lay in the sand.

“Yes! The last I checked, Becky was just getting on the ferryboat. And I believe Piper is on her way, and Leo will be here tomorrow. If I heard right.”

“Awesome! That makes everybody.”

“Yep.”

“Okay, I need to finish my collection,” Cora said. “Go help Nancy with the cleaning and I’ll see you later. Better hurry!”

“I will! Be back soon!” Jenny called, already turning to leave.

“You better!” Cora shouted back, a wide grin on her face. She watched until Jenny disappeared around the corner, behind the bait shop. Robert was just leaving the shop as Jenny passed. They yelled something to each other, but Cora couldn’t hear what it was. She imagined they just said hello in passing. She shrugged and began her search in the sand, finding a few sand dollars in great shape. She picked them up for her other collection—jars of the sea, she called them.

Cora stopped and watched Robert for a minute. He walked to the lifeguard shed, the small building painted peeling white, and disappeared inside. He was in there for a long time. Cora wondered what he was doing. She waited until he was back in the bait shop before she decided to investigate.

She ran to the small building and slowly opened the door. Her hand rested on the cool brass doorknob as her eyes scanned the small space. The back wall was lined with white-painted shelves, filled with things a lifeguard would use: rescue equipment, sunblock, stacks of towels, and stacks of life vests. Her eyes passed the groupings of whistles, shiny binoculars, and big red tubes, then continued across the shelves. Nothing looked out of place.

Cora walked further into the space, passing the window. She could see her own house from there, tiny in the distance. Her foot stepped on a loose board, and it creaked loudly. She hesitated, looking down. She stepped back and put her weight on the board again. Another creak. Her heart gave a little thump. This was it.

She knelt down and felt the board. It was loose. She fussed with it until the board came up in her hand. Inside, hidden in the dark space beneath, was a small shoebox. It was faded and looked very old. Cora sat down on the dusty floor, holding the box with both hands. She pulled off the top and set it down next to her.

Inside were a few pictures that had faded over the years. There was a little water damage on some of them, making the images blurry, so Cora wondered why those were even kept. But she was able to make out a few of the clearer pictures. One showed a beautiful woman with long, curly hair, holding two tiny babies. Cora noticed that the woman’s eyes looked a lot like hers. It made her think of her mother, since she had never met her. Robert didn’t keep pictures of her, and Cora often asked about her. His answer was always the same: "She was gone, and he didn’t want to talk about it." It never made her stop questioning.

Cora continued to fish through the box and found something else under the stack of photos. Two seashells. But these weren't like the ones she collected. They were pearly white, swirled with colors she couldn't quite name, like the inside of a rainbow. And as she picked one up, there was a soft, silvery shimmer. She felt odd by it, a strange buzzing in her fingers. It wasn’t something she could explain, and it completely fascinated her. She was always curious about things, so she gently pushed the two seashells into her pocket. Then, she returned the lid to the box, carefully put it back inside the hiding compartment, and slid the board back into place.

She stood up and looked out the window. She could see Robert walking back to the house. She ran out of the shed, quickly and quietly, and started back toward home, the strange shells a secret weight in her pocket.

Cora kept her new treasures a secret and hid them in her room. She was afraid Robert would tell her to put them back without a reason why. She planned to go back to the shed and search for more hidden compartments with Jenny’s help tomorrow. She knew her friend loved mystery as much as she did. Her other friends would be sure to help too.

After dinner, Jenny stopped by. They waited for the others to show up, sitting on Cora’s bed. As the girls chatted, Cora carefully took out the two special seashells she found. Their eyes widened, and Jenny gasped as the shells changed colors right before them, swirling with soft, glowing light.

Cora smiled, excited to finally share her secret. But then she walked away for a moment to grab something. When she looked back, the shells looked completely normal again, with a plain, flat white luster. The glow was gone.

“Would you look at this?” Jenny asked, her voice a whisper of amazement.

Cora turned and ran to the bed. When she reached it, the shells caught that shimmer again, glowing faintly.

“Well, that’s odd,” Becky said, leaning closer.

“I know—right?” Jenny agreed, her eyes wide.

“What happened? I didn’t see anything.” Cora was disappointed. She wanted to see what they saw. She hurried to the dresser and picked up the flyer she had made a week earlier for their summer’s carwash, and brought it back to the bed.

“I’m sorry you missed it, Cora. You should have seen it. It was so magical,” Jenny said, her face beaming with excitement.

“I’m sorry, but after seeing that—I don’t want to work on the poster tonight. Besides, the carwash isn’t until next weekend. We’ve got time,” Becky said.

“I agree. Where did you find these?” Jenny asked.

“The seashells?” Cora was distant now. Her mind raced. She couldn’t exactly tell them she got them from snooping around Robert's secret spot. What if Robert was on the other side of the door, listening? He’d barge in and demand she’d return them. They were his treasures, after all.

Cora gave a nervous laugh. “I found them on the beach,” she said, pushing her hand out, palm up.

Jenny dropped the seashells into her hand and pushed back against the pillows. “Well, since you don’t want to share your secret, I guess we can work on the posters.” Jenny's voice was quiet now, a little hurt.

“Are you mad?” Piper asked softly.

“No, why would I be mad?” Jenny asked, though her expression said she might be.

“We’re not fighting. I don’t want anyone to fight.” Cora raised her voice, not meaning to. When she did, the seashells in her hand suddenly became brighter. The entire room lit up with a soft, watery glow.

“Wow!” everyone whispered at the same time, including Cora, her eyes wide with surprise.

“Now you’ve got to tell us,” Piper said, her voice full of wonder.

Cora looked at her friends, one at a time. Jenny, Becky, Piper. She knew Piper was right. It was bad enough she was keeping a secret from Robert—she couldn’t do this to her best friends too.

She quickly stuffed the shells into her pocket, jumped up, and opened the door. She took a peek down the hall. Robert was in the bathroom with the door closed, and she could hear the water running in the sink. “Hey, Dad! We’re going out for a walk. Is that okay?” she yelled into the hall, hoping he wouldn't hear the nervousness in her voice.

He opened the bathroom door just a crack but didn’t stick his head out. “All right. Be home before ten.”

“Okay, Dad.” She waved her hand, signaling her friends to follow. Cora led them out of the house and straight to the lifeguard shed, then revealed the hidden area in the floor.

“Why do you suppose Robert hid these? Was there an affair or was your mother some secret agent for the FBI?” Piper asked, intrigued.

“No, your dad is better than that. I bet there’s a logical explanation. And look, there are two babies in that picture. There’s only one Cora,” Jenny said.

“Well, it must be something big. Why would he hide them—away from the house?” Becky asked.

“I was afraid to ask Robert. I know something is off, but what if I say something upsetting to him? I mean, something happened when I was a baby because he doesn’t want to talk about it,” Cora said. As she sat in the center of the room, she stared out the window at the full moon. She pulled the shells from her pocket and returned them to the box. “Put everything away. Let’s head back.”

Cora didn’t wait for them. She stood up and walked toward the door, opening it as she turned. “Make sure the lid is on the box like before. I don’t want Robert knowing I was ever here.”

“All right, Cora,” Jenny said, her voice a little hushed.

Cora left the small lifeguard shed and stopped just before the wet sand. She gazed over the water, a long sigh escaping her. Piper joined her.

“Are you okay?” Piper asked, her voice soft with concern.

“I guess so. It’s just I know nothing about my mother, and I wish he would just tell me. I could live with knowing she’s gone or has done something bad and landed in prison. I just hate the not knowing.”

“I totally understand. It isn’t fair.” Piper put her hand around Cora’s back.

As the wind blew around them, Cora could hear a soft voice in the distance. A woman’s voice—she was singing. The sound seemed to drift right over the waves, sweet and clear. “Do you hear that?”

“What—the wind?” Piper asked as the other two joined them, stepping onto the sand.

“No, the singing?” Cora asked, her head tilted, trying to catch the sound again.

“I don’t hear anything,” Becky said, looking confused.

Cora twisted around, catching something with her foot. “I’m not crazy, you guys.” She knelt in the sand and sifted it to see what was under her foot. The warmth could be felt right through her shoe. The moonlight caught something metal, and it shimmered, just like the seashells had. Tiny writing was etched into the metal, and a delicate chain was attached to it. “Look at what I found! It’s a necklace!” she said, her excitement bubbling up again.

Cora leaned back as she pushed the sand off the necklace. It warmed more and more as she held it within her fingers. Something was written on the back, and right under the tiny writing, there were three lines twisted like a fish tail. She couldn’t read the words, but the lines felt familiar somehow, like something she'd seen before. With closer inspection, Cora realized it wasn’t just a necklace—it was a locket. She tried to open it, but it was stuck tight.

Her friends circled her, their eyes wide as they gazed at her new treasure. This was truly her treasure—and this, she was certain, she could share with Robert.

“Who do you think lost this?” Jenny asked, leaning in.

“Yeah, I’m sure whoever it was, is probably looking for it,” Piper agreed.

“No, I don’t think so. It looks old. I think it’s been here for a long time.” Cora flipped it over. It was getting warmer with each touch, so warm she almost dropped it. “I’ve never seen anything like this—it’s almost as if it’s not from this planet. Look how it shimmers!”

“Okay, Cora, maybe you’re a little crazy. There’s no shimmers. At least, nothing I can see,” Becky said, tilting her head to get a better look.

Cora looked at Becky, then at Piper and Jenny. “You don’t see this?”

They shook their heads, their faces puzzled.

Cora shot up and pushed the necklace in her front pocket. “Okay, let’s head back. I don’t want to miss my curfew. I’ll pull out the sleeping bags so we can go to sleep. What time is Leo coming in?”

“I called him before coming. He said he’ll be here early. By the time we wake up, he’ll be here. I told him to meet us on the beach,” Jenny said.

“Okay.” Cora led them back to the house. They changed their clothes and prepared to sleep. All night, Cora heard the singing—it was soft and familiar, a haunting melody that seemed to come from the very heart of the ocean. As she listened to the beautiful sounds of the voice, she drifted off to sleep, the locket warm against her skin.

“Breakfast!” Robert yelled up the stairs. When Cora opened her eyes, she was alone in the room. Her friends had already rolled up their sleeping bags, changed their clothes, and gone downstairs. Cora hurried to catch up. They laughed and shared jokes as they ate.

“What are your plans for today?” Robert asked as he sipped on his morning coffee.

“We’re going to swim and Cora is going to watch,” Piper blurted out.

Jenny flashed a dirty look at Piper.

“Well, we are. I wish you would swim with us, Cora. It isn’t the same,” Piper said, her voice softer now.

“I know. I wish I could—I just can’t do it.” Cora looked at her empty plate, her stomach doing a little flip at the thought of the water.

“And we understand, don’t we?” Jenny asked as she looked pointedly at Piper.

“Yes, we do understand. I’m sorry, Cora.” Piper touched Cora’s hand, its warmth giving a little comfort.

“It’s all right. Maybe one of these days, I’ll get over it. But until then, I’m happy with planting my feet in the sand and watching you all splash each other. Besides, I still have to find more shells.”

“You and your shells. Have you made enough money to get a car yet?” Becky asked, a teasing note in her voice.

“Nope. But if I sell enough this summer, I may have enough. Then we can go to the other side of the island. I heard there’s a treasure hunt going on there at the end of the summer.”

“Oh, I heard that too!” Piper shot out.

“I heard you have to get in the water though. Cora, you won’t be able to do that,” Jenny shared, a nervous smile flickering on her face.

“I can’t, but you can.” The grin Cora gave was of the mischievous kind. She thought about it all year long, hoping her friends would take part in this year’s extravaganza. The prize was a jeep, the one she’d been wanting since her 16th birthday. She had high hopes they’d win. Then she would take the money from her shells, and get the jeep fitted. The paint job would be something spectacular.

“All right, this year we’ll play. Are you done, Piper?” Jenny asked.

“Yes.”

“You girls have fun. I’ll see you at lunch?” Robert asked as he gathered up the dishes.

“Yeah, I’ll be here.” Cora pushed the chair back and stood. She shot a quick smile at her friends and twirled around. She ran out the back door before Robert could say anything else, eager to meet Leo.

They ran toward their meeting spot and searched for Leo. He was smiling, a wide, happy grin, when Cora spotted him. Last year, before Leo left, he had told Cora he had a secret crush on some girl named Abby. Now, as they greeted him, he wasn't alone. He had a girl with him.

“I take it, she’s Abby?” Cora whispered to Jenny, nudging her.

“Yep.” Leo’s smile stretched ear to ear. Cora had never seen him look so happy.

They ran to their swimming spot, a small cove protected by rocks, and everyone except Cora and Abby ran into the cool water with whoops and splashes for a swim. Cora sat down in the sand, careful not to get too close to the wet edge, and watched them.

“That’s a beautiful necklace you’re wearing,” Abby said, her voice smooth, as she sat down next to Cora. Her eyes seemed to linger on the locket.

“Thank you,” Cora replied, pulling her legs toward her chest and hugging them tightly. She felt Abby’s stare, a strange tingle on the back of her neck. “Aren’t you going to swim with them?”

“Not right now. I thought I’d get to know you a little. Leo told me so much about you.” Abby’s smile was friendly, but her eyes were very, very still.

“Oh, he did, did he?” Cora was surprised.

The morning air shifted as a gentle breeze picked up. Cora stood and began searching for shells in the sand, giving herself a reason to move away from Abby. She spotted a particularly pretty one, iridescent and perfectly shaped, and picked it up. Abby followed, a silent shadow.

Her friends’ laughter echoed against the rocks, happy and carefree. Cora looked back and noticed they were playing a game of tug-of-war, with one person sitting on another’s shoulders on two teams. With their fingers locked together, one team tried to knock the other over. Cora smiled widely as she watched them, enjoying the silly fun. Then, with a big splash, Jenny was knocked over. The laughter from the water grew, catching in Cora’s own throat as she giggled.

When she laughed, Abby smiled too, a slow, knowing expression. “Why do you fear the water so much?” Abby asked, her voice still smooth.

“Oh, he told you about my fear, huh?” Cora asked, a hint of annoyance in her tone. It was personal, and she didn't like Leo sharing it.

“I’m sorry. Was that supposed to be a secret?” Abby asked, her eyes unblinking.

“No, I just didn’t know he’d share something like that. It is a little personal,” Cora said, turning away from Abby as she searched the ground for another shell. She spotted one half-buried in the sand and picked it up, brushing it clean.

“If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay. I understand. Something like that can be very powerful,” Abby said, her voice a little too understanding.

“That’s right—I don’t want to talk about it. If you don’t mind, I would like to look for seashells,” Cora said, her voice firm, hoping Abby would get the hint.

“Okay.” Abby stood in place, not moving, as Cora walked a few steps further away, pretending to be very interested in the sand.

Cora was happy Abby left her alone—Cora didn’t think she could take anymore of her. There was something weird about her. Cora couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but she didn’t quite like Abby. She just felt... off.

It was almost time for lunch. “I’m going to head home. See you all later?” Cora asked, calling out to her friends in the water.

“Yeah!” Leo yelled from the water, his voice cheerful. “Hey, we’ll come up to the house after we’re done swimming!”

“Okay.” Cora walked away from the beach as the laughter roared from the waters behind her. Robert was waiting for her on the porch when she arrived. He looked up, and his eyes immediately spotted the shiny locket hanging around her neck.

“I found it in the sand, Dad,” Cora said, removing the necklace from her neck and holding it out to him. When he looked at the locket, truly looked at it, his face drained of all color. He went completely white, like he’d seen a ghost.

“What’s wrong, Dad?” Cora asked, her voice filled with sudden worry.

•   
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Chapter 2
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The Secret Unfurls

As Cora paced the living room floor, her stomach twisted with nerves, she waited for Robert to return. He had only said he’d be right back, but his face was still white, and his voice had trembled when he spoke. Something was terribly wrong, and as she waited, she tried with all her might not to panic. Cora gripped the locket tighter in her hand, the smooth metal warm against her palm. The chain swung freely from her fingers as she walked back and forth, tracing the worn patterns on the rug.

Cora stopped her pacing and pulled the necklace up, opening her hand to look at the locket. “What is it about you that has Dad all worked up? Did you come from his past? Or is it something else?” she asked the locket, whispering, as if it would answer—giving her the secrets she so desperately needed.

She placed the necklace carefully down on the small wooden table next to the rocking chair, facing the front door. She needed to focus, but the locket just sitting there, gleaming faintly, drew her gaze. She forced herself to continue her pacing, walking to the other side of the room, then back. She glanced at the door as she turned, and there he was.

Cora watched her father open the screen door slowly and step inside, a familiar shoebox from the lifeguard shed held carefully in his hand. Her eyes stayed glued to the box, a growing sense of dread settling in her chest, as he approached her.
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