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If nothing saves us from death, may love at least save us from life.


—JAVIER VELAZA
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I peer out the window at death.


Well, not death. But an ocean a few hundred feet from the front door of our new house might as well be death, all that fog-draped water just waiting for a fresh swimmer to devour, which would be exactly my luck. And don’t even get me started on water beasts, all manner of fascinating yet deadly sharks and jellyfish and god-knows-what-else lurking in the deep. After two years of traveling around the country with Mama and Peach, keeping a keen eye all the while, I’d say I’ve probably saved us from at least a few catastrophes, dozens of minor injuries, and myriad everyday annoyances and mishaps. I’m not about to let this pesky Atlantic Ocean win now.


That’s easier said than done, though.


Take my sister, Peach. Her real name is Penelope, but when she was born, according to my mothers, I was very into peaches. I ate them constantly, insisted on peach-patterned sheets for my bed, and let’s just say a seven-year-old should never be allowed to paint her own nails. I looked like I’d dipped my fingertips in peach jelly. My moms left the polish on for a whole week because they thought it was just about the cutest thing they’d ever seen.


When Penelope was born, I kept calling her Peach, which I guess my moms thought was also pretty cute, because it ended up sticking, and it’s the perfect name for my sister. A tender little fruit if ever there was one, the kid is constantly covered in bumps and bruises, despite my best efforts to keep her safe. I hate to think what disastrous circumstances she’d tumble into if it wasn’t for me. Of course, Mama looks out for her too, but Mama needs plenty of looking after herself, which means on any given day, I’ve got a full schedule of maintaining order and sniffing out potential dangers.


And now here’s this ocean, looking like a giant black hole under the cloudy sky, ready to swallow us all in one gulp.


“Hazel, let’s go!” Peach yells from the cottage’s open front door. She’s five and her brown curls are a tangle around her face. I’ve begged Mama to cut her hair—less chance of accidental middle-of-the-night strangulation that way—but Peach refuses to let her. She loves that she and Mama have the same hair, loves that they match.


I keep my own wavy white-blond hair cut to my shoulders, just like Mum used to wear it, while Peach and Mama have dark, curly hair that cascades down their backs. They have the same eyes, too, chocolate brown, but mine are bright blue like Mum’s. Back when she was alive, Mum used to joke how the four of us went together perfectly, two and two.


Now it’s two and one, with me as the odd one out.


“Hazey!”


“I’m coming, Peach, one second.” I hop down from the top bunk in the tiny bedroom Peach and I will share, where I’ve been glued to my phone for the past hour, poring over maps and tourist sites for Rose Harbor in southern Maine, which will be our home for the summer. The town is small, with wild roses growing all over the hills and dunes and an old myth about a mermaid in the harbor, in honor of whom they hold some big festival in July. And let’s not forget the very angry-looking ocean full of ropelike seaweed and claw-clicking lobsters and bacteria galore.


Two days ago, while we packed up our rented apartment in Ohio, I asked Mama if we were going home. Back to California, where we lived with Mum, where we were a family. We haven’t been there in two years, not since Mum died, and after our lease runs out in each new town, I hope.


I tell myself this town will be the last.


We’ll be home in a matter of days.


But we never are. Mama just says we’re not ready yet, which makes no sense to me. I’ve never not been ready. I hate traveling around, hate the rented apartments and houses full of god-knows-what left over from god-knows-who. How is a duplex in Colorado better than our home, our yellow house on Camelia Street, Berkeley bustling just down the sidewalk? Mama will never give me a straight answer, and I can’t bear to beg her, to do anything more than nod.


It’s my fault we’re like this, after all. It’s my fault we’re three and not four.


So here we are now, teetering in a tiny cottage on the edge of the world. When it was clear we weren’t heading home but toward the sea, my stomach wove itself into a tight knot and hasn’t unwound since. Peach has learned to swim, but our family knows better than anyone that even the greatest swimmers can drown in a matter of minutes, especially in oceans or rivers where rocks and currents are like hidden water demons.


So I argued against Rose Harbor. Or rather, I told Mama I didn’t think it was a good idea. Mama and I don’t argue. We barely anything at all these days. And, as usual, Mama ignored my warnings and said Peach would be fine and that I used to love the ocean.


That’s all she said.


You used to love the ocean, Hazel.


Then she sighed, like my used to was the most horrible thing that could’ve happened. No mention of why, no mention of Mum at all.


I can’t remember the last time she even said Mum’s name.


Now, from under the bottom bunk I pull out my heavy forest-green trunk, right next to Peach’s smaller yellow one. I’ve already unpacked most of my clothes, slipping them into the top half of the plain wooden dresser that came with the furnished cottage, but some stuff I keep in my trunk all the time. I unzip my navy-blue fanny pack—which I’ve appropriately dubbed my Safety Pack—and start reloading it with supplies from my trunk, Band-Aids, Neosporin, sunblock, a travel pack of Clorox wipes, hand sanitizer, bug spray, hair elastics, tweezers, a mini-flashlight, an extra phone charger, a couple of granola bars, and a twenty-dollar bill.


“Hazel!” Peach calls, her voice traveling through the short hallway. “Nicholas and I are ready to explore.”


I push my trunk back under the bed and walk into the living room. Peach is standing at the open front door, salty sea wind in her hair, with Nicholas, her stuffed purple narwhal, perched on her shoulder. He’s the last thing Mum ever gave her, the morning Mum and I left for our kayaking trip on the Mendocino coast. Peach was three, so there was no way she could go kayaking, but she still pouted that she had to stay home. Mum brought home Nicholas from the local toy store to soften the blow, and Peach carries that thing everywhere now, clinging to it like it’s Mum herself. Nicholas has turned ratty, loved so hard and so often the poor whale’s fur has gone pilly and one of his beady black eyes is missing.


I give Peach a once-over, checking to make sure she’s all buttoned and zipped and shoed.


She isn’t.


“Peach, get some shoes on.”


“But we’re going to the beach!”


“So?” I look down at my snugly tied sneakers.


“Sooo,” my sister drawls, rolling her eyes at me. This is a new thing. The rolling of the eyes. “I want to wiggle my toes in the sand.”


I press my lips together and step out onto the front porch. The late afternoon is dreary and overcast, the clouds above swirling like they’re getting ready to release some great fury. The ocean below, darkly blue and deep, foams like a wild animal. Even like that it’s pretty, but pretty can be deceiving. Just look at a jellyfish.


There are a few steps from our porch leading down to a pebbly path, no doubt full of all manner of things to cut up tender bare feet. Still, despite the dangers all around, I have to admit the view is nice. Our house—dubbed Sea Rose Cottage by a wooden sign hanging next to the bright blue front door—is really old and small, with creamy stone and fresh white trim. All around us are hills and rocky paths, trees that are probably a brilliant green on a sunny day. And the cottage is pretty secluded—the nearest neighbor is a little seafoam-green house about a quarter mile down the beach that I can just barely see.


I breathe in the salty air and hook my thumbs through my Safety Pack, telling myself everything will be fine. I’ve gotten us this far. In two whole years, there’ve been no broken bones, no long hospital stays, nothing a Band-Aid and some antibacterial cream couldn’t fix. Peach bounces around me, babbling about the sand and surf and how she wants to really experience it, except she says experiment, and it’s so cute I can’t even correct her.


“Hazel,” Mama calls from the kitchen, where she’s been sifting through the dishes the landlord provided with the house, figuring out what needs cleaning. I poke my head back through the door to see her standing by the big farmhouse sink, drying one of the Mason jars we’re supposed to use for drinking glasses, using a striped hand towel. “Let your sister have some fun on the beach, okay? She’s not going to swim. It’s still too cold this early in June.”


I blow out a breath through puffed cheeks. “At least make her wear some flip-flops to get down there.”


Mama smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. It never does these days. Not when it concerns me, at least. I guess I can’t blame her, though.


“Fair enough,” she says. “Hear that, Peach Fuzz?”


Peach releases a labored sigh. “Fine.” Then she stomps back to our room and quickly emerges holding her bright green flip-flops. She walks right past me and out the door.


“On your feet, Peach.”


She grumbles some more but finally slips the flimsy shoes on.


“I’ll join you two in a few minutes, okay?” Mama says, sliding the jar into a cabinet.


I nod and follow my sister outside. As soon as she hits the top step, she lets out a squeal and zips down the rest of the stairs.


“Peach, hold up!” I yell over the wind. She either doesn’t hear me or doesn’t care to, because she doesn’t hold up at all. I huff and puff behind her, but despite my long, twelve-year-old legs that used to be pretty great at cutting through the water, I can’t catch up. My sister is lightning fast.


Peach bursts onto the sand, which is positively riddled with all sorts of pebbles and broken seashells. This doesn’t deter my sister, however. She kicks off her flip-flops as soon as her feet hit the beach and keeps on running toward the water, splashing into the shallows, waves licking up her calves.


“Peach, get out of the water!” I call, halting before the sea can touch my shoes.


She giggles and yelps. “It’s so cold!” She reaches down and scoops up a handful, Nicholas still tucked under her arm, and tosses it into the air in front of her. Droplets gather on the ends of her hair, and I try not to hyperventilate.


“Peach.”


She doesn’t get out, though. She kicks and twirls, and I follow her horizontally, careful to keep away from the foamy slide of the sea. I feel my nose start to tickle, a sure sign I’m about to cry. I inch forward, only to inch back again.


“This is fun!” she says.


“Yeah, a blast,” I say, once my breathing calms down. “Come on out. We can build a sand castle or something.”


“You come in.”


“I’m not coming in.”


“Because you’re afraid of the ocean?”


She doesn’t ask it to be mean—I know this. She turns to look at me, her eyes wide and curious as she swirls one foot through the sea. I wonder if she even remembers when I loved the water—six AM practices with my neighborhood swim team, day trips to Half Moon Bay and me diving deep into the water even though it was usually freezing, searching for any signs of life with my snorkeling mask, dreams of being a marine biologist constantly floating through my head. The tickle in my nose skitters up into my eyes, and I blink fast to get rid of the sudden sting. My fingertips twitch without my permission, as if they might rebel so they can feel that cold, salty water flow between them. Traitors. I knew this ocean was going to be bad news.


I look away from Peach and up the beach, just long enough to get my emotions back in check. Movement catches my eye, drawing my attention to the little green house. Someone stands on the porch—looks like a woman with bright red hair, but I can’t really tell from this far away. She’s watching us. She waves.


I turn away and focus on the task at hand—keeping my sister alive—which is exactly when I notice that Peach’s lip is bleeding.


“What’s wrong with your lip?” I ask, hand on my Safety Pack.


She sticks her tongue out and laps up the bit of blood. “I bit it.”


“What? When?”


She shrugs. “When I was running around.” Blood bubbles up on her lip again, and my stomach turns.


I smell that salty-metallic scent, see red spreading through the water.


I blink and the smell is gone, the water only blue gray. I shake my head, trying to clear the memories, but my breath stays caught between my ribs.


“Come on, we need to get some ice or something for that,” I say.


“It’s fine!” She scoops up some water and rubs it all over her mouth. I shudder, imagining a million microbes infesting her body through that one little cut.


“Gross, don’t do that.”


“What? It helps.” She douses her mouth with water again. This time, her lip comes through clean, the blood gone for now. I breathe out a few lungfuls of air.


“What’s going on, you two?” Mama asks, walking through the sand behind me. She’s barefoot, her own sandals dangling from her fingers. On her arm are the beaded bracelets Peach made for her, all different colors. I’ve got five stacked up on my wrist too, and I’m pretty sure at least two of Peach’s own bracelets are floating out into the open sea by now.


“She’s swimming,” I say, motioning to my sister.


“I’m not swimming,” Peach says.


“And bleeding,” I say.


“I am not, Hazey!” she screeches, fists clenched.


Mama splashes into the water before bending down to inspect the cut. “You’re fine, Peach Fuzz. Don’t go any deeper, though—this water is freezing.”


Peach nods and continues skipping through the sea.


“Mama,” I say.


She doesn’t say anything. She just walks back toward me, her pale legs wet and goose-pimply, and settles on the sand.


“Calm down, Hazel,” she says softly. “Sit down. Try to relax.”


I sit down, but I definitely don’t relax. Lately, it seems like Calm down, Hazel is constantly coming out of Mama’s mouth. All those words do is make me feel even more keyed up, like something’s wrong with me and I can’t even do the most basic, easiest things.


“Did you finish?” I ask Mama to get my mind on other things.


In every new town, Mama sets up the kitchen while I make all the beds and start our laundry. Back in California, Mama and Mum shared all the housework, even though Mum taught visual art at the university and Mama worked from home as a writer. Now that Mum’s gone, it’s up to me to take up the slack. I taught Peach how to wipe down the bathroom sinks, though I won’t let her touch a toilet.


“All finished,” Mama says, brushing some sand off her knee. “You?”


“Yeah. Peach needs some new jeans. Both pairs have holes in the knee.”


“How long did those last? A month?”


“Twenty-four days.”


She laughs. “I’ll pick some up in town this week.”


“I can get them,” I say. I always pick out Peach’s clothes. At least I have for the past two years, usually on a trip to Target while Mama browses the books. “Just give me some money and I’ll—”


“I’ll do it, Hazel,” Mama says. She tilts her head at me, eyes soft but narrowed. “Okay?”


I nod and look away, my throat feeling thicker by the minute.


“Whee!” Peach yells, splashing toward us. “I love this ocean, Mama!”


“I’m glad, baby girl. No swimming without me or Hazel, okay?”


Peach nods, and that is the extent of the water warnings. Mama stands up and swipes the sand from her cutoffs. “Ready to explore the town a little? I thought we’d go out to dinner and save the grocery shopping for tomorrow.”


“Okay,” I say, even though exploring the town is always my least-favorite part of moving to a new place. At least with grocery shopping, I have a purpose. Exploring leaves too many variables up to chance, too many people to deal with I wasn’t expecting, too many obstacles. I stand and make sure my Safety Pack is tight around my waist.


“Let’s go get you into some dry clothes, Peach Fuzz,” Mama says, lifting Peach out of the surf. Her shorts are drenched up to the pockets. Mama reaches out her free hand to tuck my hair behind my ears. Her fingers skim over my scars, a thick silver explosion across my left cheek like the branches of a leafless tree. I’ve got little white marks on other parts of my face and left arm, too, grain-sized nicks here and there left over from the kayaking accident.


She doesn’t say anything about them, though.


She never does.


When she touches them like this, I don’t think it’s on purpose. Every now and then, Peach counts my scars when we’re snuggled in bed at night. She gets a different number every time. She was three when Mum died, so I don’t know how much she even remembers. I barely remember anything from when I was three—hazy pictures in my head of me and Mum and Mama at the park near our house, Mum pushing me along on a yellow tricycle while Mama snapped pictures.


Still, it’s a relief when Peach asks about my scars, when she sees them, whispering questions at night about the mom who looked like me, the mom who gave her Nicholas. I tell her things like how Mum could climb the rocky crags in Lassen National Park just like a spider. How she was allergic to strawberries and hated chocolate. How she used to stick baby Peach in a carrier on her back while we all hiked near Point Reyes by the coast. Some days, the fog would be so thick I couldn’t even see right in front of me. I’ll even tell her about Mama, the Mama I used to know, the one who couldn’t walk by me without kissing the top of my head or giving me a quick hug, the one whose favorite Saturday activity was curling up with me on the couch wrapped in a big quilt and reading for hours.


Peach loves hearing stuff like this, but she’ll eventually get a little pucker between her eyebrows and trace a finger over my scars, and that’s exactly when I’ll change the subject or tell her it’s time to go to sleep.


I want her to remember Mum, the way our family was.


I don’t want her to remember why Mum is gone forever, why our family is ruined, how it’s all my fault.


We turn our backs to the ocean and start up the path to our little cottage. Mama carries Peach, and my sister rests her head on Mama’s shoulder. Moving is always exhausting—the packing up of one life, traveling, then unpacking a whole new life in a whole new town, a new house with bare walls and zero memories. I feel heavy just looking up at Sea Rose Cottage, like I might disappear altogether in this house, forgotten like Mum.


Right before we reach our porch, though, I catch a flash of movement in the corner of my eye. Turning, I see the redheaded woman from the green house hurrying toward us, a redheaded girl who looks about my age running alongside her.


“Let’s go, Mama, I’m hungry,” I say, picking up my own pace. Mama always chooses pretty-secluded houses to rent, which is the only thing I like about all these new towns. Ever since the accident, I seem to lock up around other people, especially kids my age, who tend to rudely stare at my face. Plus, why make friends when we’re just going to leave in three months anyway? Why make friends I’ll just end up losing?


For the past two years, Mama’s let me homeschool. We use an online curriculum, and she checks my work every afternoon. We’ve never talked about it, really. We’ve never talked about a lot of things, but ever since we left California, there hasn’t been any mention of Peach or me going to an actual school in a building. We move around too much to go through the trouble, I think, but even when we eventually go home to California, I’ll want to homeschool. Being around other kids my age who will just stare and ask questions I don’t want to answer, not to mention the myriad dangers to be found in school, from a billion germs to playground terrors—no thanks. Peach and I will have our own little academy during the school year, where I can keep us both safe.


People are everywhere, though, and neighbors get nosy, especially when you’re new in town. Some might call it welcoming, but not me. I glance back down the beach, and the woman is still in hot pursuit.


“Okay, Haze, calm down,” Mama says when I push on her back, trying to speed her up the stairs.


“Hazey, cut it out,” Peach says, swatting at me with Nicholas. She’s getting cranky, which means she’s hungry, too, which means all the more reason to hurry.


The woman is closer now, close enough that I can see she has short hair, shaved on one side and curling elegantly over her forehead on the other. The kid with her has long, wild crimson hair. I mean, totally wild. She looks a little bit like Merida from Brave, except this girl’s hair is more wavy than curly, but it definitely has that bird’s nest look about it. She’s probably about an inch taller than me and is wearing a long-sleeved navy T-shirt with THE ROSE MAID LIVES written across the chest in a curling seafoam-green script, along with seersucker shorts. One of those instant cameras on a rainbow-colored strap is looped around her neck. She sees me watching and lifts a hand to wave, but I turn away before she can flutter the first finger.


“Evie?”


Mama freezes. I freeze. Even Peach freezes, although she sort of has to, since she’s attached to Mama like a koala. We all turn toward the redheaded lady, who’s close enough now that she stops, hands on her hips as she breathes heavily and stares straight at Mama. For a second, I’m hoping it’s all a mistake. Mama’s name is Evelyn, but she definitely doesn’t go by Evie. Never has, as far as I know. Not even Mum called her that. But then I hear her suck in a breath, and the lady takes another step closer. I back up. Mama stays put.


“Evelyn,” the lady says this time, crushing all my hope. She knows my mom.


And I don’t know who in the world she is.
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chapter two
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Claire?” Mama says. Her voice is a gauzy whisper.


The lady’s whole face breaks out in a smile, and she speeds toward us, kicking up sand with her bare feet. “Oh my god, I knew it was you! I’d recognize that walk anywhere.”


Mama makes a funny noise—halfway between a sob and a laugh—and moves forward. She sets Peach down. I pull my sister to my side and back up as far as possible, my spine smacking against the porch railing. Then the lady draws Mama into a hug, arms all the way around Mama’s back. She even rests her pointy chin on Mama’s shoulder. At first, Mama sort of locks up—I can’t remember the last time she hugged anyone, really, other than Peach, who insists on regular snuggles and sleeps in Mama’s bed half the time—but then it’s like she’s a stick of butter in the microwave, and she melts right into this total stranger’s arms.


“Claire,” she says again, like she really can’t believe it’s true.


The lady pulls back and nods. “Goodness, it’s been—what? Twenty-five years?”


“Sounds about right,” Mama says.


“What in the world are you doing here?” Claire asks.


“We just moved in. We’re here for the summer.”


“Amazing,” Claire says, then juts her thumb toward the green house. I notice a dock near its back porch, a little boat bouncing in the waves. I shiver. “We live just down the beach—can you believe it?”


“I can’t,” Mama says, laughing and shaking her head. “I really can’t.”


“Lemon.” The lady—Claire, I guess she’s called—turns to the girl behind her, who is just lowering her light blue camera from her face. She pops her head up, brown eyes wide and guilty-looking and fixed right on me. I untuck my hair from behind my ear so it curtains around my scarred cheek.


“Put that thing away and meet my old friend,” Claire says.


“Sorry, sorry,” the girl says. She twists the light blue plastic lens and it clicks shut.


Her cheeks have gone bright red, and I’m almost positive she was just about to snap a picture of all of us without our permission. Or rather, of me, as she was staring right at me. I press my hair against my cheek and grit my teeth.


“Hi, oh my gosh, hi!” the girl says. The wind whips her hair around her face and she flails to get it out of her eyes. Her nails are painted a bright turquoise. “Sorry. Wow, it’s windy.”


“Isn’t it always windy on the beach?” I say, my voice as flat as a griddle cake.


Mama gives me a look over her shoulder.


“Yes, it is, actually!” the girl says. When she gets her hair under control, she stares at me again, her mouth hanging open a little. I feel my cheeks warm up, and I frown back at her.


“Lemon, this is Evelyn,” Claire says.


The girl keeps staring at me. It’s really weird. Claire nudges her elbow, and she seems to snap out of it. “Sorry, sorry, you just look…” She shakes her head while I glare down at my feet, my face a raging fire now. My scars feel like lightning bolts across my skin.


“Sorry, hi, it’s so nice to meet you,” the girl finally says, sticking out her arm and pumping Mama’s hand like a grown-up.


“You too… Lemon, is it?” Mama says.


“Clementine,” the girl says. “But when I was little, I couldn’t say it, and Lemon just sort of stuck.”


“Hey, I’m named for a fruit too!” Peach says, moving away from me and toward the fruit girl.


“You are?” Lemon says, leaning down with her hands on her knees so she’s eye to eye with Peach. “Let me guess… Strawberry?”


Peach giggles. “No way!”


“Hmm… Mango?”


Peach shakes her head.


“Apricot? Plum? Dragon fruit?”


“Dragon fruit?” Peach says, covering her mouth and laughing. “That’s so silly!”


Lemon straightens and taps her chin. “Well, I’m stumped.”


“Peach! My name is Peach!”


“Of course it is!” Lemon says, popping her hands onto her hips. The two grown-ups laugh. “Pretty as a peach.”


Peach practically glows. “My real name is Penelope Foster Bly, but Hazey named me Peach. Her middle name is Foster too, because—”


“And this is my older daughter, Hazel,” Mama says, placing an airlike hand on my back for a second before removing it. I glance at her, a lump in my throat. Foster was Mum’s last name—Nadine Elizabeth Foster. She grew up in England until she was eighteen and came to the United States for college, which is why I called her Mum. When she had me, she and Mama just wanted me to have a single last name, so they chose Foster as my middle name and Mama’s surname, Bly, as my last. And when Mama had Peach, they did the same thing. “She’s twelve.”


“Hey, me too,” Lemon says. I lift my mouth in an attempt to smile, but my stomach is in such knots, it might look more like a grimace. Lemon definitely manages a perfect-teeth smile, but I see her eyes roaming all over my face, then flicking down to my Safety Pack and away. When I glance back, she’s staring at my face again. I know I’m blushing, which just makes my scars stand out even more.


“So wonderful to meet you, Hazel,” Claire says. She starts to put out her hand, but when I keep mine clasped firmly behind my back, she drops it and keeps her smile. “You too, Peach. Goodness, Evie, she looks just like you.”


“Doesn’t she?” Mama says, smoothing Peach’s curling hair.


I look down at my feet, eyes blurring on the pebbly sand.


Goodness, Nadine, she looks just like you.


Doesn’t she?


“Girls,” Mama says, “Claire here was my best friend growing up. Until we were—what? Twelve, thirteen?”


“Twelve,” Claire says. “That’s when my whole world ended and my family moved from California to Maine, remember?”


“Your world ended?” Lemon asks. “I thought you loved Maine.”


Claire laughs. “I do, sweets, but losing your best friend and first love is the stuff of catastrophes when you’re twelve.”


Lemon’s eyes go wide. Mine do too, stinging from the salty air. Even Peach’s mouth drops open.


“What?” Lemon says, clicking the t sound so loudly I hear it even over the wind.


“Oh my god,” Mama says, putting a hand over her eyes. She’s smiling, though. “Claire.”


“Don’t tell me you forgot,” Claire says, fists popped playfully on her curvy waist.


Mama’s eyes go gooey-looking. “Of course I didn’t.”


Then they stare at each other for ten whole seconds. Really, really stare. And let me tell you, ten seconds doesn’t sound like a lot, but when your mother is gazing into the eyes of someone else who is most definitely not your mom, it feels like an eternity.


“Wait, wait, wait,” Lemon says really fast. She holds up her palms all dramatically. “First love? As in… first kiss?”


“Mama!” Peach says, giggling. Then she shakes her hips from side to side, singing, “K-I-S-S-I-N-G!”


“Peach, cut it out,” I say, watching Mama try to suppress a smile.


“Well?” Lemon asks. She’s pretty much vibrating with excitement.


“Please excuse my daughter, Evie,” Claire says, smoothing her hand over Lemon’s hair. “She’s recently discovered romance.”


“It’s been a long time since I’ve thought about all that,” Mama says.


“Me too,” Claire says.


“Tell us how it happened!” Lemon says, her hands literally clasped together and tucked under her chin. “Please. Please.”


This is getting out of hand. I’ve got to get Mama away from this family. My chest feels tight, my stomach swirls like the sea.


“Mama, Peach and I are hungry,” I say. I take Peach’s hand and start tugging her toward Sea Rose Cottage. She digs in her heels, but I don’t let go.


Mama nods, but before she can make her polite goodbyes, which I’m sure she was just about to do, Claire pipes up.


“Hey, Lemon and I were just about to head into town for some dinner,” she says, her brown eyes flitting between Mama and me. “How about we all go together? I’d love to catch up.”


“Yes,” Lemon says, stretching out the short e in the word, her voice all breathy. “Mom, we have to take them to your restaurant.”


“Oh, honey, we don’t need to go there tonight,” Claire says.


“Mom. Come on, it’s a special occasion.”


Claire shakes her head. “I don’t know, Lem.”


“Hang on,” Mama says. “You have a restaurant?”


Claire’s cheeks go pink. “Yes. It’s just a little place downtown, and I—”


“It’s not a little place,” Lemon says. “It’s a big, wondrous, amazing place that’s always packed, and we need to go there now.”


“Lemon—” Claire starts, but Mama interrupts her.


“Absolutely, we have to go there,” she says. “You own a restaurant? I mean, of course you do. You were always cooking up stuff when we were kids.” Then Mama smiles this little knowing smile I’ve only ever seen on her face when she and Mum were talking about something that happened before I was born. My stomach coils up.


“Do you remember when we almost burned down your kitchen?” Mama goes on.


“Oh my god,” Claire says, covering her face. “The butterscotch cookies.”


“Hey, we were kids. Who knew you’re supposed to turn off an oven when you’re done using it? But those cookies”—she reaches out and grabs Lemon’s arm—“Lemon, those cookies, I’m telling you, were delicious.”


Then Mama goes on to describe the cookies in intimate detail. I watch her talk, hands fluttering, smile on her face, words flowing and flowing and flowing from her mouth like a river. I haven’t heard her talk this much in two years. Not since before Mum died.


“And she was only seven years old,” Mama says, shaking her head. “She’s so talented.”


Claire shakes her head, but she’s smiling, her eyes locked on Mama’s.


“Butterscotch chocolate chip cookies,” Lemon says. “They’re my absolute favorite cookie in the whole wide world.”


“You still make them?” Mama asks.


“She sells them with homemade whipped cream at the Rose Maid Café. That’s the name of the restaurant.” Lemon pops her hands onto her hips. “So we have to go. And where else can you get rose ice cream?”


“Rose ice cream?” Mama asks.


“Rose ice cream,” Lemon says. “My mom’s own recipe.” Then she bends down so she’s eye level with my sister again. “Also, Peach, my fruit-named friend”—Peach giggles—“how do you feel about mermaids?”


Peach’s eyes go wide. “I love mermaids. You look like Ariel!”


Lemon laughs. “Well, I can tell you that I did not trade my voice to a sea witch for legs, but…”


“Lemon,” Claire says.


“What? They’ll hear about her eventually,” Lemon says. “Your restaurant is named after her.”


“Named after who?” Peach asks, her mouth open a little in wonder.


Claire shakes her head and gives Mama a look. It’s one of those looks grown-ups don’t think we notice—those looks that say, I’ll tell you later, my kid is a mess—but we do notice.


I notice everything.


Mama tosses the same look right back. Things are getting dire. My mind whirls for a way to get out of this. I try to catch Mama’s eye, pouring as much desperation as I can into my expression, but she doesn’t even glance at me. She’s too busy with the look.


“What if I told you,” Lemon continues, “that mermaids are real and Rose Harbor has one living in our waters. Right. Out. There.” She straightens her arm and moves it across the horizon, fingers slicing between sky and sea.


“Really?” Peach whispers, her mouth hanging open.


“Really,” Lemon says.


“Local myth,” Claire says to Mama. “There’s a mermaid in the harbor, didn’t you know?”


Mama laughs.


“The whole town’s a little obsessed,” Claire says, then heaves a huge sigh, eyes a bit sad. “Lemon… well, she’s a believer.”


“Because it’s a beautiful, magical story,” Lemon says.


“Honey, can we not?” Claire says, that warning back in her voice. Lemon looks away, her eyes on the ocean. The wind whips her hair into her face, blocking her expression from view.


“It’s a fun myth,” Claire says, laying a hand on Lemon’s shoulder. “But it is a myth. Though very good for business, I’ll admit.”


“Well, I’m intrigued,” Mama says.


“Me too!” Peach says.


I wait for Lemon to squeal with excitement or something, but she’s gazing out at the water, her camera pressed to her eye. She snaps the button, and out shoots a tiny rectangular photo. She waves it through the air for a second, then puts it in her pocket. For a moment, I wonder what the picture showed, if there really is a mermaid swirling under the gray ocean, but then Peach starts jumping up and down about rose ice cream and butterscotch cookies and before I can say another word to Mama, she’s walking with Claire up our porch steps, arm in arm, without another backward glance at me.
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chapter three
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Rose Harbor’s town center is only about a mile from our cottage, just down the pebbly beach. I could be enjoying a very nice walk, Peach between Mama and me, holding our hands while we breathe in the salty sea air and pick some wild pink roses that pop up along the dunes and rocks. Sea roses, the tourist sites call them, which I have to admit is a nice term. Certainly sheds more light on our cottage’s name. We had wild roses in California, too, right in our backyard, but they were a paler pink than these, which are a bright fuchsia.


So, yes, this could be a lovely and calming evening, and my heart could be beating nice and slow and steady.


Instead, Mama is a few feet ahead of me, talking to Claire, laughing every now and then, their arms still linked like they’re teenagers on their way to school.


Instead, Peach is holding on to Lemon’s hand while Lemon chatters nonstop.


Instead, my heart feels like a wild animal caught behind my rib cage. Any second it’ll bust right out.


“… Rose Maid Café is so great,” Lemon is saying. “Mom’s worked so hard on it and you can learn all about the Rose Maid and the rose ice cream is really, really unique. They make it from actual rose petals, so it tastes a bit like perfume, but I still like it.”


“Oh.” I try to think of something more interesting to say, but my mind is nothing but white noise, my mouth so dry I’m worried I might choke on my tongue. I’m way out of practice talking to kids my age. Talking to anyone, really, other than Peach and Mama and the occasional retail personnel. Even then, though, I limit it to please and thank you. My scars are really obvious, marks that will never, ever go away. Sometimes, if a person’s feeling really bold, they’ll even ask about them, how I got them, which isn’t something I ever want to talk about.


I look down at my feet as we walk. The ocean is far too close. We’re on dry sand, a good hundred feet from the water, but surely there’s a normal road or sidewalk that could’ve taken us into town. It hasn’t rained yet, but the water is still angry. Or sad.


Maybe it’s both.


I glance at Peach, but Lemon still has a firm grip on her—but then I look right back to the water, like it’s a magnet pulling on my eyes. Way out past the larger rocks, something flits in the waves, a fish reaching for the sky.


“How can something taste like perfume?” Peach asks.


I open my mouth to answer her, but Lemon dives in before I can get a word out. She gives the exact answer I would—that our mouths and noses are connected and all that, so sometimes smells can remind us how things taste and vice versa—but still. I feel her watch me even as she talks to my sister, eyes flitting between my Safety Pack and my face, which I’m trying to hide with my hair, but the ocean wind is making it hard. Sweat pools under my arms and on my upper lip. For real, even though it’s pretty cool out here, I think I’m starting to stink.


Up ahead, Mama and Claire keep talking and laughing, laughing and talking.


“Amazing, isn’t it?” Lemon asks. She’s right next to me, her shoulder pressing against mine.


“What?”


“Them.” She motions to our moms, then aims her camera at them, twists a few things on the big lens, and snaps a picture. The thing zips and zings and then spits out another rectangular piece of paper, almost completely dark except for a white border. She holds it out to me as color begins to seep into the center, shapes forming, then people. I take it, watching our moms come to life. Their backs are to us, of course, but Lemon has captured their faces at the perfect moment, the two of them turned toward each other so you can see their profiles. The twilight glow washes them a little purple, a little silver.


It’s a pretty picture, and it makes my stomach twist and turn.


“Now we’ll always remember this night, exactly like it is,” Lemon says, taking the photo back and tucking it into her pocket. “It’s miraculous that you moved here, don’t you think? Right down the beach from us? Totally meant to be.”


“Um…”


“Do you think they still like each other? We need the full story, don’t you think?”


“Full story of… what?” I swallow hard, wishing I hadn’t asked, hoping she won’t even answer me. Except, of course, she does.


“How they met. How they kissed.” She digs the photo out of her pocket again and waves it around. “I mean, look at—” She stops walking and pulls on my arm. “Hold up. Oh my god.”


“What?” I swear this girl is making me dizzy. I jerk my arm away, but she doesn’t even notice.


Lemon leans close and whispers, “She’s not married, right?”


“What?”


“Married. I mean, I know no one else was with you today, but I didn’t even think. Do you have a dad? Or maybe another mom? My mom is bisexual, so she likes guys or girls or anyone.”


Her eyes are so wide, I would worry that they might pop right out of their sockets, but I’m too busy swallowing hard and trying to breathe. Mum was bisexual, so I know what it means, and Mama told me a long time ago that she prefers the term gay and that she’s really only attracted to people who identify as women. None of that is what makes my heart feel like a scooped-out cavern in my chest, though.


Is Mama still married?


She still wears the platinum band Mum gave her at their wedding, hand-engraved with a pattern of flowers, a pale green diamond inlaid into the middle. Mum’s was similar, but she had a blue diamond. Other than all that, I don’t know the answer to Lemon’s question. I never even thought about it. Now, thanks to Lemon, I can’t think of anything else.


“My parents are divorced,” Lemon says when I don’t answer. “My dad moved to Georgia after that. Atlanta. He said it was too hard after she…” Her voice trails off, and now her eyes have gone back to normal size. In fact, she’s not even looking at me. She’s staring straight ahead, her gaze all glazed over.


Something sad tinges her voice, and I think, just for a second, that maybe I should ask more about her dad, but I don’t. Peach and I don’t have a dad. Mama and Mum both used the same sperm donor to get pregnant with us, but it was totally anonymous. I’ve barely ever thought about the guy. I have two moms, two parents. I don’t need anyone else.
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