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MIRAGE BEACH

This is what it’s like to be crazy.

All alone on the beach in the middle of the night, I’m facing huge black waves. My insides vibrate at their thunder. Even a ten-year-old knows better than to be standing here.

The soles of my feet are rock bruised from the cottage driveway that leads down to the dunes, through the sea grass, and finally to the shore.

Wind blows in my face and whips my nightgown out behind me. A storm is lurking off the coast. Hunched down, it tries to hide, but clouds cluster on its back.

Even though I see it waiting, something’s making me walk through the flying sand and wind-spun fog.

Using both hands, I hold my hair away from my face. I sense someone watching me.

Part of me wants to go home, but the voice that told me to leave my bed still echoes around me. The thing it belongs to keeps me here, but I’m not afraid.

The waves rear up, then bow. Pale ruffles show at their tops, then skitter along, running to the right, farther away, and farther. Then the foam is out of sight, like the hem of a white nightgown someone snatches around a corner.

Like my white nightgown.

Crack! The waves break and slam toward me. I take a deep breath of salt air, knowing these waves won’t reach me.

This is my beach. I’ve always lived here, and I can tell these waves aren’t wild enough to drown me. Though they crash, threaten, and rush forward, they finally lay down, spreading white foam over the sand, around black rocks. Hissing a little, they hide my feet in bubbles. A strand of seaweed curls around my ankle, then flicks loose so it can float away on a wave that sucks sand from under my toes.

As the water pulls away, the sand is bare and shiny except for footprints.

They’re not mine. They’re ahead of me. They lead into the ocean and I have to follow them. I step in each one, and though whoever made them is bigger, the prints welcome my feet, cradling them, coaxing me to follow.

The sea’s churning should have erased them, but they’re still here. I look down. The waves lap at my knees. I can’t see underwater, but down in the sand my toes find each footprint.

Another row of waves stands up and cracks loud as a slamming door. The sound pulls my eyes back to the horizon, and I see him.

Moving away, darker than the night, a shadow is going out to meet the waves.

“Stop!” I hold my hands around my mouth, making a megaphone. Does he want to drown? “Come back!”

But he’s diving into the heart of a wave.

Trotting through water, I fight against my nightgown, which wraps me like a mummy. My toes jam against a submerged rock and I slip. I put my arms out to catch myself, but I crash through the surface. Suddenly I’m sinking, in over my head.

Salty water stings the inside of my nose as I bob up sputtering, coughing, and still watching the ocean. He’s gone. My toes stretch, trying to reach sand again.

There. Tiptoe, tiptoe. My feet touch down and I stagger to a stop and stare into the night sky.

I know you, Moon. It looks like a yellow balloon about to burst as it shines on a black cutout swimming into the storm. He’s still there, but he’s going to die.

I’m wishing it wouldn’t happen when all at once the world turns quiet.

Waves whisper and the wind holds its breath.

A warm current swirls around me. I glance down, hoping it’s not a shark.

It’s nothing but my own tears striking the moon-polished water. Tears start silver ripples. I rub the tears away, then look up to see the figure stop swimming.

He’s standing still. The way he’s tipping his head, he seems to be listening.

“Come back!” I yell so hard it’s like when you skin your knee, only this time it feels like I’ve skinned my throat.

And he turns around! My heart’s jumping. Then, all at once, the man, sky, and beach are blotted out by a black wave.

It slaps me flat. I feel my hair spreading out like a mermaid’s. I blink into darkness.

A night bird dives so low I hear feathers rustle, but that’s not what wakes me.

An arm works under me, between my shoulders and the sand, lifting.

I’m still on the beach, feeling dizzy. I never should have left my bed. You have to be careful when something in the dark is calling your name.

I’m sitting up when a hand brushes sand from my cheek.

“Mom—?”

But when my eyes open, moonlight shows me a Gypsy. Right there. Next to me, close enough that I smell wind and salt water on his shoulders. Wet black hair curves in thorn shapes around slightly tilted eyes.

Careful, I tell myself. He’s a stranger.

I draw a breath to ask why he’d walked out into the ocean and isn’t he sorry for getting me pounded against the rocks? Instead, I gag and press my hands over my mouth to keep from throwing up the saltwater I had swallowed.

Standing might help, so I push with my wobbly legs and he does the rest, rising with me, steadying my arm, smiling.

Joy bounds up in me. I must know him. He must be a friend. I must recognize that grin, because even though he doesn’t say anything, I feel him telling me you’re okay.

Then everything goes crazy. A siren wails. His grip loosens.

I don’t blame him for wanting to escape, but my mouth is saying, “Don’t go.”

He doesn’t.

He holds me close to his side. He’s tall, and that doesn’t scare me, but he’s naked, and I know he shouldn’t be. For one more second his warm arm circles my shoulders, the way a bird shelters babies under its wing.

Against my ear he whispers words I don’t know.

When he pulls away, my wet nightgown sticks to his arm. And then he goes, leaving me, but still hesitating at the water’s edge.

The rasping tires of a police car lurch off the highway, crunching over the gravel. A car door slams.

The Gypsy should run, but he doesn’t. He’s ready to return to the waves, but still he’s looking back at me.

The moonlight’s so bright I can see him lick his lips. Then he tries to talk, frowning to get the words right.

“Beckon the sea, I’ll come to thee …

“Shed seven tears, perchance seven years.”

Shouts are coming closer. I look up the hill and see flashlight beams bobbing.

When I turn back to face him, he’s gone.

My head swings from side to side. I look up the shore, then back to the waves. I look up at the cottage, then out to sea.

He’s just not there.

I hear the quiet lap of sea on stone, but even the waves are empty. The Gypsy boy is gone, and I stand on the beach, alone.






CHAPTER ONE SEVEN YEARS LATER


The VW took the curve fast.

Wind blasted through my hair, waving it in front of my eyes before snatching it straight behind me.

“Faster!” Mandi cheered from the backseat.

I gripped the steering wheel and pressed the gas pedal just a little. The VW was my seventeenth birthday present, and I wasn’t completely used to it yet. Besides, this two-lane coastal highway kept swooping around turns. What if I came face-to-face with some car passing another car? I’d rather not do that at full speed, since I’d have to pull over against the rock cliff and risk scuffing up my Bug.

It wasn’t a brand new Bug, but it was a convertible, and my folks had paid for a fresh paint job. “Arrest-me yellow,” Dad called the color I’d picked, but he didn’t say no. Two of my aunts had chipped in to help me buy a sound system that can blast your spine back into the new seat covers.

I loved my car, and its maiden road trip had been perfect, even though my two best friends would be returning home without me.

I glanced up to check my rearview mirror. Dad’s car was back there, somewhere. He was following with my stuff and Gumbo, my cat. Most of what I saw in my mirror was Mandi’s up-jutting thumb, still urging me to go faster.

I shook my head because I didn’t want Dad lecturing me on speeding the minute we arrived at Mirage Beach. Beside me, Jill nodded her support.

“You guys,” Mandi leaned against the back of my seat, shouting next to my ear so I’d hear her over the wind. “Did you see the men, in that green truck?”

“You mean the thugs we saw back in that little town?” Jill raised one thin black eyebrow, then shouted, “Watch out!”

I swerved to avoid a swathe of broken glass glittering across my lane and missed most of it.

Keep your eyes on the road, I told myself. We’re almost there.

“They’re cute thugs, at least the blond one,” Mandi insisted. “Besides …”

I could hear her working into scolding mode, and I smiled.

“Think of Belle and her Beast—”

Really, even though she’s going to be a senior, Mandi has swallowed the whole fairy-tale-prince myth. Jill pretended to bang her head against the window as Mandi continued.

“—sometimes you just don’t know what’s under that scruffy exterior.”

Mandi’s fatal flaw was that she’d investigate way too many Beasts if Jill and I didn’t keep her straight. This summer, Jill would have to handle the job alone.

It turned out to be a good thing that I hadn’t gone faster. Not because of the guys, but because suddenly, down to our left, the cove appeared. Gold sand, black rocks, and turquoise water materialized. The sight took our breaths away. Even mine.

Up to our right, above it all, sat the Sea Horse Inn, perched like a wedding cake on the bluff overlooking the sea.

“Wow,” Jill said. “Gwen, you had me feeling sorry for you because you’d be without us, but this is incredible.”

“Like Tahiti or something,” Mandi agreed.

“I can’t believe you never come here,” Jill said. “And that”—she tapped the windshield—“is Cook’s Cottage, right? Your family’s place? And you’ll have it all to yourself. Such possibilities, you lucky girl.”

“That’s me.”

As a child I’d thought the whitewashed cottage looked like an ugly duckling squatting beside the swanlike inn. Since then, I’d been living in Valencia, a San Francisco suburb, where each house looked pretty much like its neighbor. Now I realized the cottage was cute.

But I’d sworn never to come back. Never should last longer than seven years.

“Just like playing house,” I joked to smother the dark thoughts roiling around in my mind. My cheeks felt hot, nerves cranked tight inside my chest, and I couldn’t keep the whispered gossip from replaying.

“… heard about the incident at the cove …”

“Gwennie Cook was walking in her sleep, I heard and almost fell from Mirage Point …”

“That’s what they’re saying, of course …”

“… moving? After what, three generations at the Point?”

“She says a naked man just materialized from the waves and vanished back into them. She became absolutely hysterical when the police questioned her …”

“You dont think …?”

If I’d just agreed I was sleepwalking, everything would have been fine. No scandal, no ugly suspicions. But I remembered shouting and stamping, insisting I hadn’t been alone.

Small towns never forget. Just read Stephen King or watch a Western where a gunslinger tries to go straight. As soon as the people in town saw me, they’d be gossiping. If Nana hadn’t maintained I was the one she needed, I wouldn’t be here.

I slid my hand over the steering wheel, downshifted, and took the off-ramp with calm skill, even though the memories made me angry.

Ten-year-olds aren’t stupid. I could remember being in the grocery store and hearing hushed voices filter past the canned goods on the next aisle. I’d peered through and saw women with their heads together, talking about me. When I marched around the end of the aisle and faced them, chin up, fisted hands shaking, they’d just smiled sympathetic smiles.

Maybe they really were sympathetic. It was the first time I had heard my name in the same sentence as the word “molested.”

I knew I hadn’t been molested, but my memories of Mirage Point were a mixture of fantasy and reality.

I drew a breath so deep the seat belt tightened across my chest. If there was one thing I was determined to do this summer, it was find out what had really happened that night on the beach.

Distracted, I’d driven right past the gravel road to the cottage.

“We’ll just check out the Inn and say ‘hi’ to my grandmother,” I said, as if that had been my plan all along.

Almost at once, I spotted the lip of a freshly blacktopped driveway. I turned, surprised how steep it was, swooping from the street to the Sea Horse Inn.

I did want to see Nana. My grandmother is my role model.

Nana is stubborn, strong-minded, and pretty frisky for a seventy-year-old. To tell the truth, I was surprised she’d admitted needing help. If she hadn’t actually broken her leg in the accident, I’d think she was up to something.

After all, she had Thelma, who’d been at the Inn forever to clean and do laundry.

But three weeks ago, Nana had called Dad and claimed she needed another pair of hands to help serve breakfast and afternoon tea, and those hands had to be mine.

Once I got over being flattered, I told Mom and Dad no. I love Nana, but I didn’t want to leave my friends and my summer job. Not that I’d gone out and found one yet, but they knew I needed money. I never have the right clothes for anything. I end up borrowing Mandi’s—which they say are too tight.

But my parents didn’t give me a choice. I was staying at Mirage Beach all summer.

My parents are so inconsistent, they make me crazy. When I turned twelve, they started talking back to the television. Those announcements would flash on, with the audio saying, “It’s 10 P.M., do you know where your children are?” and they’d answer.

I’m not allowed to go anywhere without first getting lectures on kidnapping, date rape, and drunk drivers. I’m not as naive as they think. I know those things happen, and I’m careful. But that’s not good enough for them.

Even if I only want to go to a friend’s house to watch videos, my parents call to make sure there’ll be an adult around. It’s humiliating.

It’s especially bad, because Jill is totally free. After ten years in foster care, she petitioned the court to make her an emancipated minor.

Mandi’s dad is more like my parents. Intermittently.

And yet, despite their paranoia, my parents had decreed I must go live in Cook’s Cottage. All summer, all alone.

“We’re here.” I yanked on the emergency brake.

Even though Mandi was pushing her shoulder, hurrying her, Jill tucked her black Cleopatra hair behind her ears before extracting herself from the backseat.

Mandi was right behind her. They began oohing at the stone maiden pouring water into the goldfish pond and aahing at the stained-glass oval hanging from the Inn’s rafters. It spun in the breeze as sunlight struck emerald, gold, and aqua beams from the mosaic sea horse in its center.

As we started up to the wide veranda, I skipped steps and breathed in the scent of Nana’s violets and roses. Halfway up, I felt the strongest urge to jog straight through the house, over the back lawn, and down the path that led to the cove.

I remembered the cove as a neat scoop of turquoise water studded with black rocks and sea lions. There was a stone arch there too, and a mysterious grotto. Hidden from the Inn, it was a secret world. Jill and Mandi would go nuts for it. But the trail down was wet, narrow, and risky. You couldn’t rush.

I almost ran into Mandi as she stopped on the top step and swiveled around, hands on hips.

Overhead, the stained-glass sea horse spun faster. It used to be Dad’s job to unhook it from the rafters and bring it inside when the weather turned stormy.

Mandi tugged the hem of her backless magenta top and surveyed the wide green lawns.

“What a great party house!” Mandi said. “It’d be awesome if you had everybody up at the end of summer.”

The idea made me uneasy. Through the Inn’s open front door came a faint bustle of conversation, clinking silverware, and a fluting melody. Everything about the Inn said good manners and quiet afternoons, not hip-hop with the bass turned to a deafening throb.

“Maybe,” I said, even though I wasn’t a fan of huge parties, and I wanted to keep a low profile in Mirage Beach.

Over Mandi’s head Jill gave me her standard sarcastic smile. She didn’t think much of Mandi’s idea, but she kept quiet because I had.

I am the glue keeping the two of them together. Jill works forty hours a week through a work-study program her counselor helped set up. Almost every dollar of Jill’s earnings go to pay for rent and food. She earns a 4.0 every semester, and she’s determined to become a professional singer, she’ll do it, too. Maybe because she had a really scummy childhood, she’s driven to be successful.

Mandi’s definition of success is different. She’s rich, ditzy, and all wound up with finding Prince Charming. It’s probably because her dad is too busy for her. Jill and I have pointed this out to her, in a nice way, but she just feels sorry for us because we lack romantic souls.

Summer at Mirage Beach would have been a lot more fun if Jill and Mandi could have stayed with me. That had been our plan until Jill landed her dream job and Mandi got an offer she couldn’t refuse.

I understood, but grudgingly.

And then, I didn’t have time to mope.

“Come hug me!” Nana stood framed in the doorway.

She wasn’t your everyday grandma. Her tea-colored hair curved in a million directions. She wore hippieish clothes: gold hoop earrings and a peasant blouse over a long patchwork skirt. She only wobbled a little as she crossed the threshold to hug me.

Nana still smelled of baby powder and bread dough, but our heads nuzzled into the sides of each other’s necks. We were the same height and that was really weird. Had I grown that much since I left here?

“A bigger hug,” Nana ordered. “My ribs are healed. It’s only this leg giving me trouble.”

Even though I could feel Jill and Mandi watching, I put up with the public display because Nana felt frail. She’d always been a tall, striding woman. Now her shoulders felt fragile as bird bones. It was a good thing I’d come to Sea Horse Inn.

Before shutting the door, Nana glanced down the road for Dad, gave a little shrug, then we went inside.

I could tell Jill and Mandi were stunned by the inn’s beauty.

So was I. As a little girl, I’d arranged my plastic farm animals under that polished mahogany piano. I’d bumped on my bottom down every step in that dramatic staircase. During my skateboard stage, I’d crashed into that antique sideboard, which held a crystal bowl of shells and fresh flowers.

The smell of beeswax candles and the ocean views out each window filled me up and made me sigh. This was my grandmother’s house. Mirage Beach was my second home, and I was too mature, now, to let one night ruin it for me.

Mandi tried not to act impressed. Her dad has brought home three new stepmothers since her mom left, and he’s remodeled their house for each one, so Mandi is used to nice things.

Now she was tossing her honey-colored hair and frowning toward the ceiling as footsteps crossed overhead. It could be guests or Thelma making beds.

“I don’t suppose the Inn is haunted,” Mandi joked.

Even though it wasn’t funny, I laughed a little because the truth was, Thelma had haunted me a little bit. The prospect of seeing her again worried me. She was the one who’d reported the incident on the beach when I was ten. What she’d told the police, that night, was different from what I’d told them. Because I was a little kid, of course they had believed her.

Sourness gathered at the back of my throat when I thought about facing Thelma, but that would come later.

Nana liked Jill. I could see it in the way she shook Jill’s hand and smiled at her.

Before Nana could greet Mandi, Dad came whooshing in. He moved around Nana’s kitchen, shutting a drawer and pushing down the flipped-up edge of a throw rug, in a way that told you he’d grown up in this house. It also underlined his belief that a kitchen was the most dangerous room in any house.

I mean, everyone’s careful with knives and electrical cords, but Dad could tell you which evil particles linger in the air after frying a chicken and which bacteria cling to a freshly mopped floor just waiting to ambush crawling babies. Don’t get him started on the pollution properties of air freshener.

Dad was a broad-shouldered geek. That’s how Mom described the man she’d married when they both were in college. He’d always been cautious. Becoming a moderately successful mystery writer had only made him worse.

Now he was watching Nana and searching for hazards.

“Mother, should you be up?” He used a tone that I’d get grounded for, but Nana brushed it off.

“I’m not an invalid. They call this a walking cast”—Nana pulled her skirt aside to rap on her white plaster-encased leg—“for a reason.”

Dad shook his head. As if he wanted backup, he turned to Jill and Mandi. “Did Gwen tell you about my mom? She was taking drinks—”

“Apple cider,” Nana clarified.

“—up to guests watching migrating whales from the widow’s walk.”

“That little balcony thing on top of the house,” I explained when Mandi frowned in confusion. Again. “Sea captains’ wives used to go up to keep watch for their husbands’ ships.”

“Of course,” Jill said, nodding. Then with a perfectly straight face, she turned to Mandi and added, “I think there was one in The Little Mermaid.”

“Really?” Mandi asked, but her face lit up.

“Mom was wearing one of her oddball outfits,” Dad went on, gesturing at Nana’s skirt, “and she tripped down the stairs. Broke two ribs and her right leg. It’s a wonder she hasn’t done it before now.”

“It’s a wonder you don’t turn into a clucking hen, the way you worry.” Nana shook her head and patted Dad’s cheek.

Nana had nailed it. Dad was psychotic about safety. Mom blamed (when Dad was out of the room, of course) the books he wrote. Dad is Jeffery Cook, author of the Scratch Boiselle books, about this New Orleans detective who’s always uncovering voodoo cults, getting mugged on Bourbon Street, and getting locked in crypts. Looking for danger in unexpected places is what Dad gets paid for.

That was okay in fiction, even kind of okay when he was watching over me. But he was talking to his mother. Nana had taken care of herself for a long time. Anyone could have an accident.

Dad jammed his hands into his pockets and jingled his car keys. “Let’s get you settled, shall we? And introduce Gumbo to her new digs?” Dad gestured toward the front of the Inn, where he’d parked. “The way she’s been yowling inside her carrier, she may have deafened herself. I know she made a good start on me.”

“Poor kitty,” I said. My calico cat deserved better. She was the only roommate who’d stayed with the plan to spend the summer at the cottage. Then again, she had come in a cage.

“You have plenty of time to get settled and be back in time for tea,” Nana said.

When Nana said “tea,” she didn’t mean what most people did. The Sea Horse Inn served a north-coast version of a proper English tea. It was given a four star rating in tourist guidebooks. Now that vacation season was in full swing, she’d need my help to do things like arrange scones on platters, swirl Devonshire cream around raspberries, and pour tea from heavy sterling pots.

It was one of the best things about the Inn, but when Mandi and Jill tensed up and looked at me, I knew they weren’t tempted to stay.

“It’ll just be me, Nana,” I said.

“Oh no!” Nana’s eyes and mouth widened in disappointment. “I knew your friends had decided against staying the summer, but I’d hoped they’d be here for tea.”

Jill smoothed her hair, and her eyes shone with that high intensity concern they get when she thinks her reputation is on the line.

“I’m sorry,” Jill said before I could make an excuse. “I have to work tonight. And most of the summer. I’m banking everything I can for college tuition. My first payment is only a year away.”

I noticed Jill didn’t mention she was waiting tables at the Torch, a forties-style cabaret, so that she could have a chance at the stage during band breaks. That was the real reason she’d taken the job. So she could sing. But Jill was cautious, in case Nana thought it was an inappropriate job for a high school girl.

“We’ll miss Gwen. And Mirage Beach is incredible,” Jill added. “I could get addicted to this place.”

“It does have a way of stealing your heart,” Nana admitted.

Something in my chest trembled at that, but it felt more like fear than affection. What was that about?

“Mrs. Cook?”

Of course Mandi used Nana’s name. Memorizing names was her hobby. She believed knowing the names of every student at Valencia High would guarantee her election as Homecoming Queen next year. She hoped to have Prince Charming on her arm by then. If not, it was still a step in the right direction.

“I’m sorry, too. I have a new stepmother, and this one came with twins who need an in-house baby-sitter. So my dad’s keeping me on a short leash this summer.”

“My goodness, dear,” Nana said. “I certainly understand.”

I couldn’t help sliding Mandi a look out of the corner of my eye. She’d left out the part where she’d get a new BMW in September if she chauffeured the twins around to tennis and swimming lessons all summer.

The BMW was bound to be Prince bait, but Mandi’s face turned solemn as she added, “My father thinks the responsibility will be good for me.”

“I’ll be back soon, Mom, for a longer visit.” Dad kissed Nana’s cheek as we moved out of the kitchen. “I’ll just check things at the cottage, get Gwennie settled, then whisk these working girls back to the city.”

“Thelma’s washed the curtains, swept, put fresh linens on the bed, all that,” Nana told him at the door.

“It’ll be real nice,” Dad said, but he was already climbing into the Honda.

“You might make sure the extra key is where it’s supposed to be,” Nana called after him, and Dad flashed her an okay sign over the roof of his car.

Jill and Mandi were ahead of me, piling back into the VW when I felt that pull toward the ocean, again.

“Beckon the sea, I’ll come to thee …”

No. I actually shook my head to keep the words from taking root. I’d picked up that rhyme from some Celtic story Nana told. Not from a stranger on the beach.

“Shed seven tears, perchance seven years.”

It was coincidence that I hadn’t been back to Mirage Beach for seven years. Pure coincidence, and I was not about to go stand in the waves and squeeze out seven tears.

The image was embarrassing, not scary. So why, though it had to be eighty degrees, was I rubbing goose-flesh from my arms?

Nana’s sigh made me look back. She was gazing after Dad.

“As old as I am,” she said, when she caught me watching. “I still haven’t got used to the idea that he’s mostly your father now, instead of my son.”

It was an incredibly sad thing to say.

For a minute I didn’t know how to react. Then I decided it was a reminder of how quickly time passed. It had been years since I spent time with Nana, and all because I was afraid of gossip.

I darted back up the steps and gave Nana a quick kiss on the cheek.

“The minute I get rid of them, I’ll be back,” I promised. “Will you save me a couple scones?”

“All you want, Gwennie,” Nana promised. “And a private moment”—she raised one eyebrow—“after things settle down?”

Oh no. I knew what was coming.

I also knew I couldn’t get out of it.

I nodded, waved, and sprinted toward the VW. Mandi and Jill were settled in the car, and I was glad their impatience had kept them from hearing Nana’s invitation.

I started the car and revved the engine.

A sea gull cried and swooped so low that all three of us ducked, then laughed.

Driving like a pro, I pulled out of the driveway, speeding after Dad.

This is really why I didn’t want to come back. I could get past the gossip. I’d outgrown the sleepwalking. But what about Nana’s totally goofy predictions?

I’m a person who can’t take a weather forecast on faith, and Nana expected me to believe she could see my future reflected in an antique copper mirror.

It’s like carnival fortune-tellers reading crystal balls, and it’s called scrying. It turns up in lots of old stories. In Snow White, for instance, when the evil queen says “Mirror, mirror on the wall,” then gets answers from that mirror, she’s scrying.

Oh my gosh, Mandi had me doing it, too.

Snow White is a fairy tale, I reminded myself. I live in this century, in the real world. I don’t believe in scrying.

I lifted my chin, squared my shoulders, and watched the road.

Dad turned hard right, down the dirt road to Cook’s Cottage, and I followed.

“We are gonna have such awesome tans by September,” Mandi squealed. She thrust her arms toward the sky, and I knew how she felt.

Ahead, waves rumbled. Sea wind rushed into my face. I smelled salt, kelp, and sunbaked tar paper on the cottage roof. Summer was making lots of promises.

“I propose a party at my apartment, the night before school starts,” Jill said. “To tell our summer stories.”

“And compare tan lines!” Mandi said. She craned her neck and peeled down one side of her blouse to inspect her starting point.

“And don’t forget our promise,” I reminded them.

“Sure, it will be easy for you to try something new every day,” Mandi said, pretending to pout.

“I’m sure the twins will give you a few thrills and surprises,” I answered, but I was actually thinking it might be fun to let Nana read my future. She hadn’t done it since we left Mirage Beach.

That last day as Mom and I waited for Dad to return with the U-Haul trailer that would carry everything we owned to Valencia, Nana had plucked the copper mirror out of its pouch and insisted on doing a reading.

Mom had resisted. Before she became a health writer at the Valencia View newspaper, Mom was a nurse. She has a scientific brain, so Nana’s scrying made Mom crazy.

“Now, now,” Nana had soothed Mom as she fidgeted at Nana’s kitchen window, mumbling that Dad had better get back and break up this séance, “this will be a true reading. I can feel it in my bones.”

The gist of the reading was that I’d return to Mirage Beach. That was a pretty safe call, since we wouldn’t desert Nana, and she knew it. But one part of the reading really stuck with me.

I think it would have anyway, but Mom guaranteed it when she yelped, “Why on earth would you say something like that to a child?”

Nana had stared at the copper circle cupped in her palm, and though she was seated right next to me, her eyes saw things far beyond the kitchen table.

“The power which commands the waves, will pull you back,” she whispered. “Back to a reunion no mortal can imagine and no female can resist.”

To forget words like those, you’d have to be brain-dead.


CHAPTER TWO

[image: Image]

A bird’s nest hung between the door hinge and the eaves of Cook’s Cottage. I noticed it just as Mandi started to jerk open the screen door.

“Wait!” I said, and though the little mud pellets, all stuck together to make a gourd-shaped nest, shuddered, they didn’t fall apart.

“It’s a wasp’s nest,” Jill said. “There must be something around here we can knock it down with.”

“It’s not a wasp’s nest, is it, Dad?” I turned to my father as Jill crossed her arms.
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