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Our land is sinking.

It’s disappearing into the water.

And no one knows how to save it.

The thought cuts through my heart as I run ahead of Mom, Dad and my sister, down the thin strip of road to the dock where Whippersnapper, our shrimp boat, is moored. At first glance you’d never know that there was recently land where the waves are now swishing on either side of us. But look closer and the telephone poles sticking out of the water and electric wires running parallel to the road give it away. Our fishing town, Côteville, is built along the bayou, the lazy river that leads to the sea of the Gulf of Mexico, and every year more of it vanishes beneath the waves.

‘You can’t stop me from going with you,’ shouts my sister, Avery, tugging on the back of Mom’s T-shirt and pulling me from my thoughts.

I can tell from the way she’s biting her lip that she’s almost in tears. Even though she’s younger than me, she’s three inches taller. She gets her height from Dad and her black hair and dark eyebrows from Mom. My hair isn’t like either of theirs; it’s pelican-brown and curly.

Dad removes his cap and runs his hand over his head, exasperated.

Today’s supposed to a happy day. My twelfth birthday.

From when we were tee-tiny, Avery and I planned to be a world-class shrimping team, just like Mom and Dad. We learned about the different types of shrimp and how the shrimping seasons follow their life cycles, often closing for months at a time to allow the baby shrimp to grow up. On Saturdays we’d go to the market and stand among the stalls selling crabs, fish and pepper jelly jars. We’d help sell the catch with Mom and Dad, picking out the biggest shrimp for our regulars.

Now that it’s my twelfth birthday I’m allowed to go shrimping on the boat for the first time with Mom and Dad.

But Avery’s not twelve. She’s only ten.

She shoots me a scowl that says, tell them; tell them to take me too.

My stomach squirms like it’s full of flapping fish. Because the truth is I don’t want her to come. We do everything together, especially over the summer holidays, but recently I’ve been wishing that sometimes she wasn’t there too. Avery always finds a way to grab Mom and Dad’s attention and just once, I’d like to have them to myself.

‘Come here, chére,’ says Mom, hugging Avery. ‘It will be your turn soon enough.’

Mom is the most petite woman in our town. At the market, people often try and prise the shrimp buckets from her fingers to carry them for her, but she yanks them back and says if she wants help she’ll ask for it. Or she asks, do I look like I’m struggling? as she easily balances a heavy bucket in each hand. Flecks of grey sparkle in her dark curls and a tiny cross on a gold chain dangles around her neck.

‘There’s a reason you can only go shrimping when you’re twelve,’ says Dad. He crouches next to Avery and flashes his hand. There are two fingers missing. The skin is bumpy where the top of the stumps healed.

Dad used to tell us they were bitten off by an alligator but a few years ago I got him to reveal the real reason.

‘Accidents happen on boats,’ he says, reminding us again. ‘Remember how my fingers got caught in the winch?’

Avery rolls her eyes. ‘Yeah, yeah. You’ve told us a million times.’

‘It’s a dangerous job,’ says Dad, straightening.

Mom looks at Avery and sighs. ‘Maybe we could let her go?’

I want to yell that they can’t bend the rules for her. They didn’t for me. I had to wait until I was twelve. But I stay silent. Avery would never forgive me.

Dad shakes his head. ‘You know it’s not just the danger, sweetheart. We’re busting our tails out here to make a living. The shrimp season is short. Every shrimp matters at the minute. I can’t risk not having a good catch because I’m supervising Avery.’

‘I don’t need supervising,’ says Avery as she crosses her arms.

‘Look,’ says Mom, pushing the hair out of Avery’s eyes. ‘Here comes your marraine.’

Miss Dolly, our godmother, toddles towards the dock from the house. My Maine Coon cat Monsieur Beau Beau prances behind her, his fluffy tail sticking straight up in the air.

‘Avery,’ calls Miss Dolly. ‘Where is ma petite amie?’

Miss Dolly is one of a few elders that still speaks mainly in French. When she was a child, French was banned in her school and now she fiercely protects it.

‘I’m here,’ shouts Avery, scuffing her shoes against the road.

Miss Dolly spreads her arms wide and joyously at Avery. Even if you’ve only just met her, Miss Dolly makes you feel welcome.

‘You and Miss Dolly will have a nice afternoon,’ says Dad.

‘We’ll be back before you know it,’ I say, facing her.

Avery pulls a face at me and sticks her tongue out while Mom kisses her goodbye on the cheek.

We leave them standing on the dock and enter the marina.

There are twenty boats in the marina, all with different names. Beyond them is the bait shop and the trailers raised off the ground on stilts, for the commercial fishermen who come and go from out of town to sleep in.

Mom and Dad’s boat has a wooden top and an aluminium hull. It bumps gently against the dock, making the tyres Mom and Dad use as fenders squeak. The shrimp nets dangle from upright poles attached to either side of the boat.

I climb on and breathe in the salty scent of the deck. Mom, Dad and I wear matching white shrimping boots. Mine are squeaky clean compared to theirs. Below me, under the deck, there’s a cabin with a bed in the bow. Sometimes Mom and Dad’ll spend days out on their boat.

‘Do you want to take the helm?’ asks Mom.

They smile as I walk up to the cypress-wood steering wheel. Mom and Dad’s names are embossed into the grain in gold, dulled over time. A shiny new name glints in the sunlight. My heart bursts with pride. My name. Eliza.

‘She’ll be yours and your sister’s one day,’ says Mom, smiling at me.

The thrum of the diesel engine starts and I grip the steering wheel. I guide us down the bayou and on to the open waters, hugging the land. It takes a while to know the waters but I’ve been studying maps with Avery for years. We’ve memorised the canals that crisscross the ground like someone snipped it with scissors, and the fingers of land that reach out into the Gulf as if grasping to stay afloat. I feel a twinge of guilt to be steering without her.

I quickly realise that our maps were useless. The coastline is unrecognisable. Where there’s supposed to marsh, there’s water. The canals are way wider than I expected and some of the fingers of land have disappeared completely, sunk beneath the waves. I look to Mom to check I’m heading the right way, and she nods.

‘I’m going to lower the skimmers now,’ says Dad. The whirling winch lowers the poles down, so they stick out at right angles to the boat. The green shrimp nets balloon out on either side of Whippersnapper, looking like wings, before being submerged into the water.

‘Now we just keep her moving,’ says Dad. His jaw is framed with stubble and his eyes look tired, but he has a huge smile on his face, happy to be out on the ocean.

‘We’ll have to find you a good nickname so you can communicate with the other boats,’ Mom says, after chatting into the radio. ‘Dad’s “Fingers”. I’m “Tooloolou”.’

‘I want to be “Turtle”,’ I say excitedly. There are five types of sea turtle around here and I love spotting them gliding through the water on the currents. Once I saw one of the most endangered kinds, the Kemp’s ridley.

I wonder what Avery will want to be. Probably ‘Heron’ or ‘Otter’, her two favourite animals. I’ll ask her when we get back.

I spot the offshore drilling platforms way in the distance in the Gulf of Mexico.

‘Look!’ says Mom, pointing behind us. ‘A school of porpoises.’

‘You go and see,’ says Dad to me. ‘I’ll take the helm.’ He sits back and drives with his feet.

The porpoises arch out of the water as they jump and follow the boat. I run to the side and lean over. Reaching down with my hand, I can almost touch them and I feel the spray of their splashes against my skin.

‘They came to say happy birthday,’ says Dad.

I laugh. ‘Best present ever,’ I say, and think how even just spending time with Mom and Dad alone has made my day.

After exactly fifty-five minutes a timer beeps and Mom says, ‘Let’s pull up the nets!’

A flock of pelicans and sea birds flap and dive around the boat as the stuffed nets come up, attracted by the smell of the fish and searching for an easy meal. The birds are so close I have to duck.

The net opens out on to the deck, covering the surface with the catch. Huge live crabs clamber over all sizes of flapping fish, shrimp and bits of plastic. I can’t believe how many fish there are. The air fills with the salty scent of them.

‘Look at this one,’ says Dad, picking up a shrimp and examining it. ‘Caught us some good shrimp. See here. We need them about this size.’

I go over and examine the one he’s holding, seeing the rainbow iridescence in its scales.

Mom’s throwing the crabs overboard. ‘If you grab them up from behind their shell like this, then they can’t get you with their pincers.’

‘We don’t want the blue crabs?’ I ask.

‘Only the shrimp,’ says Dad, tossing a fish overboard. ‘Everything else is by-catch.’

Mom sorts through the fish, tossing the bigger, live fish back in the water.

I gasp as she uncovers a sea turtle. Its green shell is about a foot long and its front paddle-like arms slide over the fish as it tries to get away. One of its back flippers is bent at an angle; it’s injured.

‘Better put this fellow back quickly,’ says Mom, gently lifting him up and lowering him back into the water.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘He’s hurt.’

But she’s already let him go.

‘He’ll be OK. We won’t lower the nets again for a while to make sure that he gets away.’

I stand looking out over the water. How did he even get trapped in the net? I thought my parents used special nets that only caught shrimp?

I turn and see the fish covering the boat. They’re dying. And there’s not enough time to sort them and throw them all back in the water before they do.

And in that moment my whole world comes tumbling down. I can’t be a shrimper if it means hurting turtles and killing fish for no reason. I never knew that by-catch was a part of it, that all those other animals died in the process. Mom and Dad said shrimping was sustainable, that they only go out during the shrimping season to make sure the shrimp are protected from overfishing. But they never said anything about the other animals, and there’s nothing here protecting those fish or that turtle.
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I watch, horrified, as Mom and Dad toss the dead fish overboard. The seagulls and pelicans flock around the boat in a white cloud, diving into the water and picking out the fish.

‘Isn’t there a way to save the fish?’ I ask under my breath.

‘There’s too many. It’s by-catch. It’s just the way things are,’ says Mom.

‘Do the porpoises ever get caught in the nets?’ I ask.

‘No, dear, very rarely,’ she replies. She glances at Dad. I want to trust her. To believe her and Dad. To be happy that I got to come shrimping for the first time. This was supposed to be the best day of my life. But seeing the hundreds of dead little fish being dumped over the side feels all wrong.

When all the fish are gone, Dad slides the hundred or so shrimp across the sorting table and shovels them into plastic baskets. Mom covers them in ice and Dad lowers the nets again. Each time the sorting happens I get quieter and quieter until at last, after four times, I say I’m tired and we head home.

We arrive back at sunset. The mackerel sky is lit up in bursts of blue, pink, indigo and orange. Avery’s waiting for us, swinging her legs back and forth as she sits on the dock. I smile, happy to see her and relieved to be off the boat and away from where the fish died. She’s next to Mr Guidry, who’s tapping oysters with a hammer to see which ones are good.

‘Where’s Miss Dolly?’ asks Mom.

‘Resting,’ she says.

‘Did you have a nice time?’ Mom asks Avery.

She shrugs. ‘Tell me everything,’ she says, turning to me. ‘You have to teach me so that I’m prepared when it’s my turn.’

I stumble on my words, not ready to talk about it. I don’t know what to say to her right now. Mom and Dad are in earshot too. I can’t let them know how much I hated it.

‘Well?’ asks Avery, picking up a bucket of shrimp and carrying it.

I don’t think Avery would believe me, even if I told her the truth.

‘It was fun,’ I say, hearing my voice come out squeaky and robotic. ‘We caught fish too but we had to throw them overboard to get to the shrimp.’

‘Go on,’ says Avery.

‘Where do you want these?’ I ask Mom, changing the subject and pointing at my bucket of shrimp.

‘This way,’ says Mom.

I dash after her, leaving Avery behind me with her bucket. I catch a glimpse of the frustration in her expression.

We carry the shrimp buckets up the dock into town. We pass the bright white water tower, high behind the houses on stilts. I used to pretend the tower was a spaceship when I was younger.

‘How many times did you lower the net?’ asks Avery, catching up to me.

‘Four,’ I reply.

‘What else did you learn?’ she asks.

‘Nothing,’ I say.

‘Tell me,’ she says, her temper rising. ‘You promised me we’d be a team.’

‘I am,’ I reply.

‘Fine,’ she says. ‘Be like that.’ And she flounces off.

I sigh. I’m not trying to be irritating. I don’t know what to tell her when I’m unsure how I feel about everything myself.

Our town has two gas stations, a motel, a seafood restaurant, a church, a grocery store and an ice shop. Mom calls the ice shop the most important place in town. We always need ice. Most of the other shops closed down when the water started creeping closer.

The ice shoots out of a funnel and covers the shrimp. Dad packs up the containers in the back of his pickup truck. ‘I’ll drop this off at the market now. I’ll meet you back at the house.’

I turn and head home with Avery and Mom. Our house towers over the flat land on stilts.

At first we raised our home three feet off the ground. But it wasn’t enough. After a hurricane three years ago the whole house flooded. So we lifted it to fifteen feet. First, straps went under the house and were attached to a crane above, like a swing, which moved the house out of the way. It swayed in the air and I was terrified it was going to fall down. We had to stay at Miss Dolly’s house in the swamp. Twelve forty-five-foot wooden poles were driven thirty feet deep into the earth by a construction truck. Then they lowered our house on to the poles.

Most of the houses are on stilts here but ours is the tallest. Some are completely over water now. Grace’s dad docks his boat under their house, where there was once land.
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Inside, our house has one main room where we spend most of our time; it’s the living room and kitchen combined. There’s no free space on the walls from all the paintings and photographs and Andy, the giant stag head. The walls have wood grooves in many shades of brown from the patches of damp.

I flop down on the couch next to a stack of Avery’s wildlife magazines and watch the sky darken outside and the pelicans fly past in a v-formation. Avery lies in the chair opposite, ignoring me.

I think of the fish and hear Mom’s voice in my head from earlier, saying that it’s just the way things are.

That sentence sticks. Why can’t it be any different? Why does that have to be the way things are?

I go to the fridge to get a drink. The chocolate milk is gone.

‘Did you drink all of it?’ I ask Avery. I know she’s done it to annoy me. ‘You know that’s my favourite. You did it on purpose.’

‘Well, you ate all the blueberries yesterday,’ says Avery.

‘It’s not a problem,’ says Mom, putting a stop to our bickering. ‘We’ll get some more of both in the morning. In the meantime, how about I make you two some banana ice cream while we wait for Dad to get back with your cake.’ It’s so hot in the summer humidity that even though we’re mad at each other, we both nod.

I storm into the bedroom, in search of Beau Beau. The room is full of multicoloured balloons and Beau Beau’s curled up on the bed with a red bow between his ears, next to a collage that says, ‘Happy Birthday, Eliza!’

All the frustration drains from my body.

‘Miss Dolly made me do it,’ says Avery, but she’s smiling as she leans in the doorway.

I run over and squeeze her tightly.

‘I’m still mad at you,’ she says.

‘I know.’

‘I found something with Grace while you were out. Something you don’t know about.’

‘You’re just saying that,’ I reply. ‘You didn’t really find anything.’

‘Did too.’

‘Oh yeah. Well, what was it?’

She chews the side of her lip. ‘If I tell you, you have to promise to tell me everything about the shrimping. Don’t miss anything out.’

‘I promise,’ I say, softening.

‘I’ll show you in the morning. It’s in the swamp.’

‘We’ll go first thing.’ I’ll have time tonight to think about what I’m going to tell her.

‘Deal.’ Avery holds out her hand.

‘Deal.’ I wrap my pinkie finger around hers.
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Next morning, Mom waves us off from the dock. ‘Don’t make me blow the horn and have to come find you,’ says Mom. ‘There’s a meeting at the crawfish boil later.’ It’s a town tradition that once a month on Sunday we gather together, cook and listen to music. The crawfish look like tiny lobsters. They’re laid out on a long table tossed with corn on the cob and potatoes, and covered in spices, lemon and bay leaves.

‘We’ll be back by noon,’ I say. Since I’m two years older than Avery they always say I’m the one in charge. Avery and I dash down to the end of the dock where our small motorboat, Intrepid, is moored. I painted the name myself. It’s the size of a rowing boat with an outside engine. I lean over the side and pull the cord to start the outboard motor. Avery undoes the knot and steps aboard.

‘So when are you going to tell me what you and Grace found?’ I ask her.

‘You won’t believe me until you see it,’ she says.
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