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			For Jessi Kirby, the mermaid of Crystal Cove

		

	
		
			The Beginning and the End

			This is the part where I die.

			Don’t panic; it isn’t unexpected. The sea is prideful, after all, and Death never goes back on a deal.

			Granna always believed that the d’Abreau sisters were immortal, even after her daughter-in-law died delivering the last of us (me). But among our six bodies, she said, there were only five souls. Twins were special. A single soul dwelling in two bodies.

			So Natalie and I—the twins, the babies—were blessed. Blessed by all who loved us. Blessed by the gods and goddesses, by the lore and the legends of Trinidad and Tobago, our islands in the sea.

			Our connection was unbreakable, and from the first time we sang together in the bathtub, instinctively harmonizing at age three? Well. We were bright stars, Granna promised. Put on this earth to make music, to share it with the world. No matter that Natalie grew into a soft-spoken beauty with a voice as comforting as a warm breeze, and I became the raging storm, fearsome and bewitching. Our destiny tangled as our limbs in our mother’s womb. We were the first to know each other, the first to feel our matching heartbeats. Together, we made magic.

			Two bodies, four lungs, one soul.

			The beginning and the end. Completion.

			Natalie and I sang for Granna and our father. We sang for our older sisters. We sang at Scarborough in Tobago, for fund-raisers and festivals. We sang in Trinidad, our mother’s homeland. We sang for the guests—always rich, often famous—at d’Abreau Cocoa Estates, Granna’s farm and eco-resort, the place we’d called home after my mother’s death. We sang for the men and women who harvested the cocoa pods, who came in for dinner covered in dirt and laughter, eager to listen. During Carnival we sang on top of the big music trucks that traveled through the streets of Port of Spain, as masqueraders jumped up around us dressed like angels and princesses and mermaids. We sang for home, Trinidad and Tobago, twin-island nation, the proud red, black, and white. For our mother’s memory—though for Natalie and me, she never existed.

			We sang for fun. For our lives.

			That’s what it felt like, the music. Like being alive.

			So maybe I was a liar, and maybe I should’ve told her years ago, but I didn’t. Granna, I mean. It’s just that she was wrong about completion, so wrong about the connection and the stars.

			The thing about souls was that Natalie really did have her own, like each of our four older sisters.

			And mine belonged to the sea. Always.

			I was born into the sea, born knowing this. Natalie had been born on the boat, but by the time my turn came, we’d been tipped. My first breath outside my mother’s body was salt water; the Caribbean Sea lay claim to my soul the moment it took hers.

			I’ve never considered this soul more than a loaner, a broken-winged bird I’ve only nursed and borrowed. Granna might not believe it, but eventually, I knew I’d be called upon to return it.

			One night last spring, just after Carnival, the moonlight sparkled on the waves not far from where our mother had delivered me, her last, and I came so, so, so close.

			Then I escaped.

			For a time.

			Even a fool knows you don’t cheat Death more than once. And technically, after my watery birth, that night last spring already made it twice.

			There’s peace in acceptance. Death in it, always. Inevitable. With the acceptance of one thing comes the dying of another: a new belief, a relationship. An ideal, a plan, a what-if. Assumptions. A path. A song.

			Consider: Pregnancy dies upon birth. Plans die upon action. Dreams die upon waking.

			Not to ruin the story, but if you’ve come this far, you should know how it happens.

			The end begins, as all things must, in the water. Now.

			Ropes of black hair twist before my eyes, swaying like reeds. One by one, red clips loosen from the braids, tiny jeweled starfish that

			drip-drip-drop

			into the deep.

			My body is sinking, sinking, sinking. Cold . . . And a memory stirs. The warm sea pressing against me, leaking into my lungs. Stealing my voice.

			No, wait. . . . That was then. The spring. That last time, when I came so, so close. Then was the Caribbean, my Caribbean. Now is the Pacific, and though it’s late summer here, the Pacific isn’t as patient, isn’t as warm. My limbs will soon turn as blue-blue-blue as my silk dress.

			It’s midnight now, the in-between, and the only person who knows where I am is asleep above, in the berth of our boat, the Queen of Cups. He was dreaming when I left; I knew from his sleep sounds. Beautiful, he was, stretched out alone where moments earlier we’d been entwined.

			When he realizes I’m gone, he’ll search the water, dive beneath the boat. Frantic. Desperate. But he won’t reach me.

			There’s blood in my mouth now, blood in the water, black-not-red at these dark depths. My lungs burn.

			I’m ready.

			But as my heartbeat stalls, as my limbs give their final tremble, as all around me turns to darkness, I can’t help but wonder. . . .

			If the sea had offered me one last chance—if I could’ve bargained with Death to make this broken wing mine, a soul with all its beautiful imperfections—would I have taken it?

			Even after everything I’d lost?

		

	
		
			Six Weeks Earlier

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			After spending the day in Aunt Lemon’s gift shop with a sticky note in the shape of a crab stuck to my boomsie (and no one even told me until after I’d escorted a pair of surfers to our collection of mermaid dashboard ornaments, and then my cousin Kirby sent me the picture, all, u got crabs!), I decided a little alone time was in order.

			If not for the crab incident, I probably would’ve just gone to Lemon’s Summer Solstice party tonight like I’d promised. Instead, I was slithering around the Chelsea Marina docks, hoping to reach my boat before Kirby ensnared me in her net.

			“Elyse!” Kirby shouted. “The party’s starting!” In a gauzy white dress and fitted denim jacket, she stood like a beacon in the sand, hands cupped around her mouth. Her voice skipped across the waves. “Where are you? Elyse!”

			She wasn’t my blood cousin—Her mother, Lemon, was Dad’s  best friend, all the way back from their graduate-school days in Miami—and before this summer I’d only seen Kirby twice: the first time five years ago when they’d visited the islands, and then again a year later when our two families met up at Disneyland, my first visit to America.

			But I’d been in Oregon a month already now, living in her house, our toothbrushes cohabitating in the zebra cup in the bathroom, and still she couldn’t get my name right. Uh-leese, it was like.

			Close enough, maybe. It just didn’t sound-feel-comfort like home.

			Sing for us, Ay-leese. . . .

			Ay-leese, stop drowning yourself in hot sauce. Give it to me!

			Granna, you hear? Our Ay-leese, she got a boyfriend.

			Ay-leese, breathe! Fucking breathe, Ay-leese. . . .

			“But it’s the Solstice! And there’s . . . cake?” Kirby’s voice lacked conviction. She’d been searching the edges of the marina for twenty ­minutes, and I felt a little thrill that she hadn’t found me.

			Unseen in the shadows, I crept to the slip that held the old Albin Vega—last place on earth she’d check, since from a strictly “ownership” perspective the boat wasn’t mine. I waited until Kirby finally retreated, white dress vanishing like a sail in the mist, and then I climbed onto the deck and ducked through the companionway into the saloon.

			Freedom.

			For a holiday that was supposed to, according to Aunt Lemon, “honor the full strength of the Sun God,” the Oregon night was a bruise. I took in the blackness that seeped into the boat, the salty air, the mustiness that clung to torn seat cushions.

			But for the damp suck of the sea, all was soundless.

			The Vega rocked gently in the tumult, steadying herself, and my view of the sky—pink-purple-black through the starboard window—straightened.

			Tipped.

			Straightened again.

			The ship was a castaway among the polished vessels surrounding us, a forgotten relic here in Atargatis Cove. I didn’t even know her proper name. Queen of was all it said on the hull, once-gold letters peeling from the aqua-blue fiberglass. Could’ve been the Queen of Hearts or the Queen of the Damned for all I knew. But there was something special about that emptiness,

			the unknown,

			the unsaid.  

			Potential undefined.

			She was abandoned, a fate we shared, which made her the perfect hideaway.

			The boat jostled as a wave hit, and I took a deep breath, fought a shiver. The sea can’t hurt me here. . . . I repeated the mantra in my head until fear left my limbs. Until I could breathe again.

			I lit the big candle I’d brought from Mermaid Tears—Lemon’s shop—to chase away the mustiness. OCEAN BREEZE, it said. It smelled like chemically enhanced coconut.

			Soft yellow light flickered into the saloon.

			Everything was as I’d left it. Straightened up, wiped down, cans of expired soup discarded. A fuzzy new blanket spread out in the V-berth, and another on top, for curling up. Scattered on the cushions, a few books Kirby had brought me from her volunteer job at the library. Some extra clothes, flip-flops, sunglasses I never seemed to need here in Oregon. My iPod. A box of crackers with the peanut butter already spread between them. A bundle of Sharpies, rubberbanded together, different thicknesses.

			My shoulders relaxed. The Vega was still unclaimed.

			I freed a mass of black curls from beneath the hood of my sweatshirt, and from a pocket in my denim cutoffs, fished out a handful of sea glass. Lemon was looking out for me this summer, so in addition to helping at Mermaid Tears, I tagged along on her morning beach combs. She collected glass to forge into sculptures, some for sale in the gift shop and others on display in the gallery above it. She valued each piece of glass like a gemstone, but she always let me keep some of the haul. I’d been saving it in an empty Costco jar that formerly contained a decade’s supply of pitted olives—my hourglass. Once the glass reached the top, things would be right again.

			Repaired, renewed, recovered.

			Rejuvenated.

			Restored.

			All the REs complete, and I’d be whole.

			Fucking breathe, Ay-leese. . . .

			My hand tipped into the jar, and I watched the colored bits clink and settle among the others, an inch of green-gray-blue rising like the tide.

			Whole.

			I didn’t really believe it, but it sounded nice, like a poem. Even if it were possible, what then? Where would I go? Not back. Not forward. I was here, drifting on the current, eighteen years old and totally unmoored.

			I pushed the jar back along a shelf in the triangular V-berth, way at the front of the boat, and settled into my favorite spot. My iPod still had a little charge, so I popped in an earbud and scrolled to a new playlist. Lemon had plenty of instrumental on her laptop—Native American wood flutes, classical, wind chimes, dolphin calls, ambient weirdness. On my first night in the States I’d desperately replaced my soca and calypso with it, erased even the reggae—anything that reminded me of home. Of who I should have been. Tonight I was onto Bach’s unaccompanied cello suites, track one. Music hummed in my right ear as I cranked the volume, but I wasn’t fool enough to sit alone on a boat with both ears covered.

			A calm ocean could change in an instant.

			Sing for us, Ay-leese. . . .

			By the time my screen read “Suite No. 4 in E-flat Major,” my heart rate finally mellowed, and I grabbed a Sharpie from the bundle. I found a clear spot among the tangle of words overhead—some nights my notebook wasn’t big enough—and pressed the tip to the low ceiling.

			Words spin and spill

			ink from a bottle of blood

			Queen of lurched left, a game we nightly played, and I tightened my grip on the marker, waiting for her to settle. She perpetually lost. Her body was inked with the evidence.

			A smudge, a smear, a shaky line of

			black letters stands erect, marches

			around my fingers, encouraging,

			Back on the island of Tobago, 7,040 kilometers—no, make that 4,375 miles—off the coast of my heartbeat, Dad and Granna had an old Albin Vega in the resort fleet, the Atlantica, a twenty-seven footer like this, one of three boats reserved for our guest charters. They’d taken the fourth out of commission in March, part of a long string of before-and-after afters that ended with me leaving for the States, but as far as I knew, the Atlantica was still going strong. It was the ship my twin sister Natalie had been born on. The one I’d been born next to.

			The last thing my mother saw.

			It was a dark and stormy night, our birth story. So they say.

			inspiring,

			yet ever

			Now, out here on these chilly summer nights, the pale scar of the moon cutting the Oregon haze, I wondered if Dad was out on the Vega too. Lying in the V-berth, staring at the same moon, thinking of me as I thought of him. Of my sisters and Granna. The cocoa pods, red-orange-yellow, stacked in pyramids after first harvest, spicing the air with their intoxicating plums-and-tobacco scent.

			Home.

			Do you miss me?

			soundless.

			“Keep your skirt on! Let me check it out, make sure she won’t sink.” A male voice accompanied shadows through the companionway and into the saloon. The boat bobbed under new weight, and I yanked out my earbud and bolted upright, narrowly avoiding a head injury.

			His image flickered in the candlelight. When he spotted me, he put one hand on his head, as if he’d anticipated the crash that never came, and said in a tone much softer than what he’d used on his friend, “Well. Hello there.”

			Unlike me, he was unalarmed, the ghost of a smile hovering on his lips. Something softened him around the edges—alcohol, probably—but his gaze was sharp and clear.

			Toes to curls, a shiver shook me. This boy wore the ocean in his eyes, green-gray-blue, ever shifting, and I recognized him immediately. Knew before he said another word that he was as dangerous as he was beautiful.

			Christian Kane. Official summer scoundrel of Atargatis Cove, fresh off his first year at Stanford. Aside from the upcoming Mermaid Festival and Pirate Regatta, the Kane family’s annual return was the talk of the town. And this son, the eldest? Kirby had him to thank for the cake tonight.

			Christian Kane had his own mythology, his own devoted following, much like Lemon’s Sun God. Fitting that they shared a birthday.

			I was frozen on the blanketed cushions as he scanned the scene: writing on the fiberglass walls and ceiling, damning black marker still clutched in my fingers. Somewhere beneath my elbow, two battered novels about the sea, ancient legends retold. A half-empty can of Coke on the shelf behind my head. A postcard from home, blank, tacked up on the wall. The yawning jar of sea glass, there next to the soda. Nautical charts and manuals once scattered throughout the saloon, now stacked neatly on the table beside the candle, held in place with a large rock carried in first by the tide, second by me.

			This ship had belonged to no one. I’d been so certain. And rickety and neglected as she was, I’d called her my home away from my home away from home, my sacred space. Now Christian’s gaze swept back to me and skimmed the unfamiliar legs stretched across the V-berth, brown skin made lavender by the moonlight.

			When he finally looked at me full on, his stormy eyes changed course.

			Confusion.

			Surprise.

			Intrigue.

			The last was the most worrisome.

			I tugged the hood up over my head, tied the strings across my seashell necklace and the scar gouged into the hollow of my throat.

			Breathe. . . .

			“Christian?” someone said, flirty and singsong. The breeze shifted, carrying a whiff of spicy vanilla perfume, and a girl crashed into him from behind. Her silver-tipped talons curled over his shoulders. “What’s the deal? I’m freezin’ my ass off.”

			Christian didn’t take his eyes off me, just raised a curious eyebrow that lit a spark in my chest.

			The girlfriend noticed me then, and around a faint smile, still watching me, Christian spoke plainly.

			“There’s a girl writing on my boat.”

			I basically ran.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			For centuries poets and fisherman alike have written about the loneliness of the sea. Yet on this particular Solstice, all the gods of witches, men, and merfolk conspired to thrust me into social ­interaction.

			My right hand was smudged with the ink of my unfinished poem. I rubbed it against my thigh, but the blackness stuck.

			I wondered if the boat was really Christian’s, like he’d said, or if it belonged to his parents.

			I rubbed harder—no luck. Behind me the Pacific stretched and yawned, deceptively placid.

			My footsteps quickened.

			I drank in the salty air and marched along the grassy dunes toward Starfish Point, the very end of Atargatis Cove, where Lemon’s place stood sentry at the top of the hill with an equally impressive neighbor: the Kane house.

			The Kanes lived at the Cove only in the summers, but they’d owned both properties for generations. Lemon had been leasing hers from the family for about twenty years—first from Christian’s grandfather, and now from his father.

			Ahead, a wooden staircase stretched up the dunes to the houses, and from the top you could look back along the shore, see the ocean and the whole town. I’d walked it every night after my writing ­sessions at the marina, but the sight still stole my breath.

			Now I took the stairs slowly, my hand on the rough banister, and the twin homes rose before me like glimmering spires. Like most houses in the Cove, these had dark-gray shingle siding, shimmery windows trimmed in white, expansive second-floor decks with endless ocean views. This morning, just before sunrise, Kirby and I had stretched out in chairs on Lemon’s deck, shivering under blankets as we listened for the mournful calls of the whales.

			“Ahoy! Look what the tide dragged in.” Kirby was already halfway down the deck stairs when she called out to me. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” she said. In preparation for tonight’s feast, she’d strung tiny white lights along the railings, and the house sparkled behind her. “You okay?”

			I waved. It was both an acknowledgment and a nonanswer, one of my go-tos.

			Her gazelle legs launched her off the stairs and into the grassy dune next to me. She was a little breathless, but not from exertion. Kirby was just perpetually excited.

			“Status update,” she said. “Vanessa went off with Christian the instant they all got into town. Okay, he’s totally hotter, like that’s even possible, but still. I’ve been telling her about you for weeks!”

			A gust of wind tossed Kirby’s red-brown curls into chaos, and as she plucked them from her mouth, I looked back toward the marina, a half mile down shore.

			Christian.

			Totally hotter.

			Vanessa.

			Even possible.

			Oh!

			I thought about telling Kirby I’d already met them, but “met” wasn’t the right word. My insides churned again, thinking about the poems I’d scribbled all over the boat. The stuff I’d left on board, set up as if it were mine.

			The story required more words than my lips had energy for, and from the bounce in Kirby’s step, I knew she was eager to get inside.

			As I followed her toward the house, she ran through the attendee list, prepping me on the lives of our party guests. The Kane family. Vanessa, Kirby’s best friend, whose parents were big on the Texas political scene and summered at the Cove like the Kanes. Mayor Katzenberg, whose son, Noah, had the power to turn Kirby’s bronze cheeks a deep plum. Noah couldn’t make the party tonight, but he worked at the Black Pearl Café near the marina, and in my short time here, Kirby and I had made dozens of reconnaissance-style coffee runs.

			Lemon had also invited her coven friends, a mix of locals and out-of-towners from Coos Bay and Bandon-by-the-Sea, and Kirby said they’d come bearing Solstice goodies.

			“Give those women a theme and take cover,” Kirby said. “Kat and Ava—the ones who just opened that cookie bar on Main? You should’ve seen the cookies they made when I started my period. They threw me a moon party. It was basically horrifying. But don’t worry, tonight they just made sun cookies. As far as I know. Witches are kind of unpredictable. Are you hungry?”

			There’s a parrot in Tobago, the orange-winged parrot it’s called, and it chirps and chatters so often, for so long, you start to think it’s conversing with you. Sometimes it sounds like it’s laughing, sweet and high, and even though you don’t understand a word, eventually you’re just listening to it. Listening, and sometimes telling your secrets, and laughing right along.

			Words, after all, aren’t a requirement for friendship.

			That’s how it is with Kirby.

			These birds, oh. They the death of me, my father often said, pitching mauled cocoa pods into the mulch pile. The flying menaces had caused so much damage to our crop that he finally brought in hawks to scare them off, but now I missed them. I missed the hawks and I missed the orange-winged parrots, who’d never survive the chilly Oregon summers, and as Kirby chattered on, filling me in on the people I’d soon meet, I felt bad about trying to ditch; she and Lemon had been talking up the party for weeks, and she was glowing with anticipation.

			Kirby stretched her hand backward, seeking mine with wiggling fingers. Her palm was warm and kind, and for a moment it felt like home when she squeezed me. Like if I closed my eyes, I could ­imagine my sisters were inside, waiting with fresh sweet bread and stories about the crazy tourists back home. Maybe Natalie was there. My twin heart. Not crying and full of regret, as I’d last seen her. But smiling, sweet and happy, like before.

			Ay-leese! I been working on this harmony; come see. You do the alto, and I’ll . . .

			Kirby led me around to the front of the house, through gardens lush with feathery herbs and the pinks and purples of Lemon’s ­flowerbeds: angel’s fishing rod, African lily, Japanese anemone. From here we entered through the gift shop and took the back-office stairs to the second floor, which housed Lemon’s sculpture gallery and the expansive living space. This way we’d come up into the kitchen, sparing me a big embarrassing entrance.

			I pushed my hood back, shook out my curls.

			Kirby glanced at me over her shoulder as she gripped the kitchen doorknob. Laughter and music floated behind it, light and joyful, though no one was singing or dancing, not like they did at parties back home.

			“If you’re not up for it,” she said, “I can make an excuse. Sneak you to your room.”

			It was sincere. Lemon loved hosting dinner parties, and her coven was famous for its late-night revelry; Kirby had bailed me out before. But the look on her face was so hopeful, so earnest. I knew it meant a lot to her that I was here, not just for the party but for the summer. Half-Trini herself, Kirby didn’t have any other connections to that part of her life—she was a Carnival baby, and her father had lost touch with Lemon long before she even discovered she was pregnant. The first time I met her, on that visit five years ago, we’d all stayed up laughing, trading stories and jokes. Mine were absent a mother, Kirby’s a father.

			That connected us too.

			Later she’d asked me and Natalie what a Carnival baby even was.

			Here in Oregon, despite my nightly disappearing act and regularly scheduled mood swings, Kirby was trying.

			Words weren’t a requirement, no. But it wasn’t exactly cake and ice cream, being friends with someone who didn’t talk.

			Being friends with me.

			I rubbed my inked hand against the cutoffs again, silently mouthing my answer without meeting her eyes. No worries. I’m okay.

			She bounced on her toes, curls springing against her shoulders.

			“Time to meet the summer people,” she said with a laugh. “At least you’re not going in unprepared. I already told you everyone’s story.”

			I pressed the shell necklace against my throat, grateful I wouldn’t have to tell mine.

			But that’s the thing about permanent

				the accident . . . the damage was too great

			irreversible

				you’re lucky you can still swallow, still breathe

			vocal loss.

				we’re so sorry, Elyse, so very sorry

			When you don’t feel like talking, no one can force you, no matter how many stories and secrets might be locked inside.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“It’s no secret.” Mayor Wesley Katzenberg swirled the scotch in his highball, his proclamations drowning all other conversations. “Without Parrish and Dey’s expansion plan, Cove’s a sinking ship.”

			“We’re fine, Wes,” Lemon said. With her shoulder-length auburn waves and a dress dotted with red and yellow suns, my aunt looked like living fire. Trailed by the mayor, she blazed through the gallery to check on the food. She was a strict vegan, but she’d gone all out for the guests; the long table at the center was a riot of sea death, dark red lobster tails and crab legs and bright white shrimp swimming in cocktail sauce.

			I thought the shrimp tasted like erasers.

			“It’s a good plan, Ursula,” the man said. “More tourists mean more exposure for the gallery.” His hand flopped onto her shoulder like a beached fish as he followed her around the room. He was a big man, well over six feet, with a barrel chest and broad shoulders that made me nervous as he marched past Lemon’s delicate glass creations.

			“Wesley.” Lemon picked up a tray of sun cookies that matched her dress and shoved it into his hands. “Be a dear and see if anyone wants one of Kat and Ava’s goodies.”

			It was hard to like him. I’d been in the house less than an hour, and twice he’d asked me if I was the caterer, handing me his empty glass even though it was obvious I was the family friend from T&T Lemon had been telling everyone about. Atargatis Cove was small-town, coastal Oregon, and far as I could tell, Kirby and I were the only different-looking people around. Who else could I be?

			“Oh, it’s not a race thing,” Kirby assured me when I brought it up. We were standing in the white-and-turquoise kitchen, a breezy space that flowed into the gallery beyond, divided by an island lined with barstools. She hefted the blender from its base, poured ­strawberry-banana ­daiquiris into three glasses. “When it comes to Wes Katzenberg, it’s a—”

			“Vagina thing,” Vanessa said. In her Texas country-music accent, it sounded like va-john-a. “Oh, don’t give me that look, Kirby Jane. You know he’s just like that. Women belong in the kitchen, rubbin’ on his feet, breedin’ his minions.”

			Kirby sighed. “It’s not what you say. It’s how you say it.”

			“Minions?” Vanessa laughed. “Or vagina?”

			She’d arrived at the party alone soon after my exit from the marina, and if she’d been upset about finding a castaway on Christian’s boat, she’d kept it secret. If not for the covert wink she’d given me when Kirby introduced us, I would’ve thought she hadn’t recognized me.

			The birthday boy had yet to arrive; likely he was waiting at home, trying to put some distance between Vanessa’s entrance and his, lest anyone figure out about their high-seas adventure on the boat.

			The boat.

			My stomach rolled every time I thought about it. Christian and Vanessa, catching me in the V-berth. Writing on the walls. Hiding.

			A vandal and a stowaway. Perfect.

			“I just feel bad for him,” Kirby said. She shook a can of whipped cream, topped each of our drinks. “He’s only mayor because no one else ran, and now he’s desperate to prove himself. On top of that, his wife bailed last year—Noah told me his dad gave Terra an ultimatum to quit her job or quit the marriage. Guess what she picked? Right after that she moved to Newport. And Terra’s in Mom’s coven, and the mayor doesn’t even know she comes to town every month for the gatherings.”

			“Jesus, Mary, and Josephine,” Vanessa said. “You tell your cousin everyone’s business? What’d y’all say about me?”

			“Nothing true,” Kirby teased, pressing a fresh strawberry onto each glass.

			We sucked down half of our daiquiris without taking a breath, the girls eager to hide the evidence before the adults caught us with booze. The way they treated each sip like a stolen victory made me smile. Back in Tobago there was no need to sneak.

			At least not with alcohol.

			“Good?” Kirby asked me, and I nodded. The rum was strong; it tasted like home.

			I wiped my mouth on the back of my hand and gestured toward the hallway off the kitchen. Can we go in my room?

			She leaned in for a closer look at my lips. “Sorry. Maroon?”

			I shifted toward the bedrooms, but she and Vanessa were looking out across the gallery again. I dropped it.

			“Where is that boy?” Vanessa said. “He should’ve been here by now.”

			“Probably off with some cheetah,” Kirby said. I looked from her to Vanessa, then back to Kirby, confused. The couple had looked pretty cozy on the Vega, but Vanessa didn’t flinch at Kirby’s comment.

			“Christian’s not a poster boy for monogamy,” Kirby explained. “Last year, there were these three sisters, the Lorettis? And they—”

			“Good lord,” Vanessa said. “You really need a silencer, Kirbs.”

			“What?” Kirby said. “Honestly, I don’t know how you can be so cool about it.”

			“I don’t care who he hooks up with. I’m liberated.”

			“Oh, that’s one word for it.” Kirby snorted. “Wait until the rest of the summer renters roll in next week. The line to ‘liberate’ with Christian will stretch from here to Astoria.”

			I thought of his smile when he’d caught me on the boat, the glint in his eyes as he scanned the words I’d left on his walls.

			Around here, liberating with Christian was probably like high tide. Regularly scheduled. Alluring, yet slippery. Dangerous.

			Vanessa only laughed. “I’m tellin’ him you said that. Anyway, worry about your own liberations.” She tugged on one of Kirby’s curls, eyes sparkling with new mischief. “Where is Noah tonight?”

			Kirby bristled. As she leaned close to Vanessa with a string of ­denials, I backed up toward our bedrooms. My door was ajar at the very end of the hall, and the light from my desk lamp spilled into the hallway, an invitation to a better place.

			Three steps in, my passage was denied.

			Anderson Kane.

			The father.

			“I don’t suppose you’ve seen our birthday boy?” Christian’s dad pointed at me, his smile forced. Wearing jeans with a button-down and a tie, sleeves rolled deliberately to his elbows, Anderson Kane reminded me of a sandy-blond version of the “corporations are ­people” guy who ran for U.S. president a while back.

			“You must be Elyse. I’m Andy, Andy Kane,” he said, not waiting for an answer about Christian. He smelled like mint and expensive cologne and just beneath that, the faint odor of cigarettes.

			Behind me, Vanessa and Kirby continued their good-natured teasing, sipping their daiquiris. All around us, party guests drank and laughed, nibbling cheese and those eraser-shrimp from small plates, and this man’s eyes were on my scar. I could feel them, behind their glassy politeness, burning through my shell necklace.

			“What . . . um . . . what . . .”

			What happened. Ask me what happened. Ask me why I can’t speak.

			“What can I get you to drink?” He pointed at me again. “Coke? Seltzer?”

			I held up my glass, still half-full of strawberry-banana daiquiri.

			“You’re all set, then. Good.”

			I nodded.

			“So. I understand we’re going to be neighbors,” he said.

			I nodded.

			“For the whole summer, that right?”

			Nodded, nodded.

			It was getting pretty awkward, me waiting for Andy Andy Kane to say what he wanted to say, him going on not saying it. I tried to extract myself, edging back toward Kirby and Vanessa. Somehow he  kept finding more words.

			“Have you met the rest of my family?” he asked, looking around. “I don’t know when he’ll grace us with his presence, but Christian’s my oldest, the birthday boy. Just finished up his freshman stint at Stanford. Sebastian’s the little guy, he’s running around here somewhere. Meredith, my wife? I know she’d love to say hello.”

			The way he talked about them felt like a sound bite, a clean arrangement of words he’d mastered but never really meant.

			Silence was a fishhook, catching secrets and tugging them from beneath the surface. Since losing the ability to speak, I’d learned to observe, to watch and listen when others had all but forgotten my presence. In ways I’d never noticed before, I’d seen bodies defy words, how a person’s eyes and hands revealed truths their mouths were trying so desperately to deny.

			More than a stolen smoke break, Mr. Kane was hiding something. An old wound, perhaps. Some thinly concealed resentment.

			“Shall we?” His arm was extended in front of him, and it took me a beat to realize he wanted me to lead the way into the gallery, to find and meet his family.

			His wife, however, was on her way to meet us.

			With one hand glued to her phone, Meredith Kane power-walked across the gallery. When she reached us, she smiled at me without showing her teeth, then looked at her husband.

			“I can’t get ahold of him,” she said. In a sleek brunette bun, crisp white blouse, and navy dress pants, she looked even more polished than her husband. Kirby had told me that both Kanes ran their own tech businesses from home—he had started some big-deal social networking platform, and she built websites for other tech companies. Wherever the Kanes went, it was clear that the work went with them. Even to their son’s birthday party.

			“Did you start with him again?” Mrs. Kane asked. “Because I thought we agreed this morning—”

			“Meredith.” His eyes flicked to me, then back to his wife, pleading. “Can we not—”

			“So check this out,” Vanessa said. She came around the front of the island and stepped between us. It was like she hadn’t heard them bickering, just hopped up on a barstool, legs dangling. “At school this year, my friends and I caused some major capital-D drama. It was in the paper and all, and one of the reporters got snarky and called us—ready?—feminist killjoys. Direct quote.”

			Vanessa tossed her long, chestnut hair over her shoulders. She kept her eyes on me as she laughed at the story, but the look was as friendly and curious as ever, assessing but not judgmental.

			“You’re kidding,” Mrs. Kane said, a smile finding its way through the cold.

			“Swear to God, ma’am,” Vanessa said.

			Just like that the tension in the room evaporated.

			It was easy to see why she and Kirby were friends. Kirby had a heart the size of Oregon, and Vanessa was a magnet, a sweet girl with a gorgeous smile and a fearless tongue, the girl everyone simultaneously loved and wanted to be.

			Except for me.

			I’d already been that girl, and it didn’t work out.

			“Anyway,” she said, “that only served to galvanize us in our mission.”

			Soon she had the Kanes enraptured with a story about how she’d rallied the girls sports’ teams at her school in Fort Worth, and, together with a few supportive parents, they’d gotten the school to start a new women’s literature core. Her mother had even ordered T-shirts for all the girls’ mothers that said PROUD MOM OF A FEMINIST KILLJOY.

			The way Vanessa told it, I wanted to be a killjoy too.

			Vanessa wasn’t bragging, though. She’d done it as a diversion, I realized. The Kanes were newly focused on her, listening attentively. Mr. Kane was asking questions about how she’d organized so many girls, and Mrs. Kane was laughing about the T-shirts.

			Vanessa knew how to work them. She’d likely been in the middle of it before. Maybe she’d tried to save Christian and his brother from the arguing.

			Despite my ability to read people, I felt like an outsider, like someone watching a party from the other side of the glass. I could see these things unfold, but I couldn’t quite understand the dynamics, the deep knowing that comes from growing up with people you care about.

			I missed my sisters. 

			I’d met so many people tonight, Vanessa and the Kanes, the mayor, Lemon’s friends. And though I was smiled at and asked to pass plates or glasses, no one really spoke to me. No one asked me about Tobago, or my family, or what I did before arriving in Oregon. No one asked how the party compared to celebrations back home, or why I called my aunt Lemon instead of Ursula, her real name. They hadn’t heard me say it, after all. They didn’t know that Natalie had invented it. We were four years old, failing miserably at sounding out Lemon’s last name.

			Langelinie.

			I felt the loss of my voice like a fresh wound, a cold blade against my throat, and I closed my eyes to keep the sea from spilling down my cheeks. No one knew me like my family in Tobago, but they’d known me always as Elyse, beautiful songbird, weaver of music that could bring a man to his knees. Music was my life, a rare gift that Natalie and I had shared, had grown into, had grown because of.

			And now, without the music, I was just . . . Elyse. Broken.

			My family didn’t know me anymore. Natalie didn’t know me. I didn’t know me.

			Pictures of Granna and Dad flickered in my mind, my five sisters following with pleading eyes—Juliette, Martine, Gabrielle, Hazel, and Natalie, my twin, the one whose absence had carved the biggest trench in my heart.

			I blinked them all away, my family and the cocoa pods and the chatty orange-winged parrots. Tobago. This was my home now—Atargatis Cove, Oregon. My own bedroom in a beautiful house by the sea with Aunt Lemon and Kirby, an informal job hunting sea glass and helping out at Lemon’s gift shop. No pressure greater than this party, no expectations for a big bright future, no expiration on the offer to stay. As far as Lemon was concerned, as long as my visa was in order, I could linger here the rest of eternity.

			If I were still the type of girl who made long-term plans, that would’ve been it.

			Linger.

			Eternally.

			“So now I’m a feminist killjoy.” Vanessa dusted her hands together. “Done and done.”

			In the crush of laughter that marked the end of her tale, I took the back stairs down the way we’d come up, and slipped away to the sea.

			Through the blackness I retraced my path to the marina, keeping a respectful distance from the waves. Nighttime was the most dangerous, the time when she lay in wait, thick and hazy, lulling us with her otherworldly beauty.

			Along the dunes I passed the larger homes first, grand palaces with names like The Captain’s Shack and Heaven by the Sea, then the smaller cottages closer to town. Here, signs staked the lawns, urging the Cove’s residents to vote on Prop 27, the mayor’s measure that would allow commercial development of the beachfront. With his support the real estate firm Parrish and Dey was backing it, buying up and revitalizing property to boost the local economy. The town was divided, Lemon had told me—yes for those who’d make money from the influx of tourists. No for people like Lemon, people who wanted the Cove to retain its quaint seaside charms, its wildness.

			It’s not that the Cove didn’t get visitors—the wave action was amazing for surfers. Whale watchers and beachcombers liked it too. But it was a mystical place—a tiny cove situated between swaths of ancient forest and the sea, a place found neither on maps nor GPS directions. Getting here by road required four-wheel drive and the ­navigational skill of a pirate. According to Kirby, most people at the Cove were either locals like them, or long-term summer residents who’d been vacationing here since they were in diapers, generally in homes their grandparents had built.

			The town didn’t have a single hotel or B&B, something the mayor wanted to change.

			We’d gone through similar things back home, especially after much of the country’s agriculture was destroyed by Hurricane Flora. But unlike here, in Tobago people welcomed the ecotourist boom, the new opportunities it brought.

			One thing was certain: No matter where on the globe you went, something was always changing.

			I approached the marina with the same stealth I’d used earlier and stopped short at the sight. I wasn’t expecting to see the birthday boy, yet there he was, standing on the dock near his boat, hands in his pockets, looking at the water. I couldn’t make out his features, but the stance was unmistakable. In the slump of his shoulders, the resignation in the bend of his neck, I read his thoughts.

			They were mine.

			The yearning, the unanswerable questions, all the what-ifs that the sea—in its endless tumult—would never clarify.

			It was strange, what churned inside me. A connection of sorts, some shared pain I couldn’t quite explain. When I tried to look at it, the feeling vanished.

			Christian shook his head and turned, and for a moment I thought he’d spotted me; his eyes seemed to find mine in the shadows. But then the invisible connection broke, and he marched along the dock and onto the shore, seemingly unaware of my presence.

			Happy birthday, I mouthed to his back.

			He was gone.

			I slipped onto the Vega. It felt less like a victory than my earlier escape from Kirby, and I left the candle unlit, in case Christian  drifted back in this direction. By the pale light of the moon, I searched the onboard cabinets until I found paper towels and Windex. The cushions in the V-berth were surprisingly unruffled, and I climbed onto them and sprayed, sprayed, sprayed the ceiling. Scrubbed, scrubbed, scrubbed the walls.

			Outside, clouds drifted over the moon, and in the new darkness the ocean hissed.

			Black as ever, my words remained.

			[image: ]

			I got to Lemon’s upper deck just in time to catch the end of Christian’s birthday song in the gallery, the scene warm and yellow through the windows. My absence had been undetected.

			Surrounded by his family and Vanessa, Christian hunched over his cake at the head of the table, face glowing in the candle flames. He was smiling, but there was something unhappy there; it clung to him like mist on the dawn waves, a glimpse of what I’d sensed earlier. Again I felt the familiar tug that had gripped me at the docks.

			His six-year-old brother hung on his arm like a monkey.

			“Make a wish,” Sebastian Kane said, and Christian smiled.

			At Sebastian’s gentle touch, all the angles of Christian’s face changed, smoothed. My eyes traced the lines of him, the messy hair, the stubble along his jaw, full lips. Soft. Kissable.

			“Hurry,” Sebastian said. “They’re melting!”

			Christian smiled again, and his eyes, green and gold in the flickering candlelight, shifted. For the second time that night he seemed to be looking at me in the darkness, though I knew it was impossible for him to see my face. Still, I met his gaze, and neither of us looked away, even as he pursed his lips and extinguished the candles, until nothing remained beyond the glass between us but smoke and wishes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Leaving early was unusual for Lemon’s coven, but the mayor’s real estate rants had cast a shadow over their revelry. It wasn’t long before they said their farewells, one by one, until only the Cove residents remained—us, the Kanes, Vanessa, and Mr. Katzenberg, telling us how amazing the beach would be next summer, thanks to Prop 27.

			“I don’t know, Katz,” Mr. Kane said. His tone felt both jovial and condescending. Like he could be insulting you, but you wouldn’t know it until later, when you were brushing your teeth and auto-replaying the night’s events, and your brain would suddenly go, Wait. “You’ve only been in office half a term. Already need a corporate bailout?”

			“Bailout?” The mayor laughed, a throaty thing layered with the stuff he wasn’t saying either. “This is prime beachfront we’re sitting on. Atrophying, if you ask me. That’s why I think you should sell.”

			“I already know what you think,” Mr. Kane said. “Everyone in this room knows what you think.” He laughed, again with the condescending tone. It didn’t seem to bother the mayor.

			As the two went on about property values, I watched Christian and Vanessa across the table. He played with her hair absently, and she smiled, eyes at half-mast in lazy contentment. Christian’s other hand was tight around a glass of soda, probably spiked with something stronger, and every time his father spoke, his jaw clenched and unclenched. It happened so fast, so automatically that I wondered whether Christian even realized he was doing it.

			“ROI in a place like the Cove is hard to predict,” Mr. Kane said. “Risky investment, if you ask me.”

			Christian sighed. “You can take the corporate stiff out of the office, but you can’t take the office out of the stiff.”

			I felt my eyes go wide. I couldn’t imagine me or my sisters talking like that to Dad or Granna, but Mr. Kane didn’t seem to notice the insult.

			“Can we change the subject?” Vanessa asked. “All this expansion talk is puttin’ me to sleep.” Her tone was playful, but her eyes told a different story. I followed her gaze to Mr. Kane, who belatedly shot Christian a venomous look. Christian stiffened, alternately chugging the drink and clenching his jaw.

			Mrs. Kane said nothing.

			With five sisters, a single dad, and a grandmother living under one roof, along with all the field workers constantly on the property and an endless, rotating crop of resort guests, my family had its sticky webs too. I’d learned to navigate them, to find joy in those flickering moments of closeness even when they felt suffocating.

			But walking into someone else’s family issues? One false step, and even without speaking, I could end up tangled.

			When the mayor resumed the conversation with more praise for Parrish and Dey’s plan, I left the table, undetected and unstopped, and made myself busy in the kitchen. I was filling the sink with soapy water when I felt a tug on the hem of my sweatshirt.

			From the height of my hip, a pair of vibrant blue eyes fringed in white-blond curls peered up at me.

			I turned off the tap and smiled at Sebastian.

			“I like your hair,” he said, twirling a lock of his own, which was almost as springy as mine.

			I patted my head. Humidity was a commonality the Oregon coast and T&T shared; like Sebastian’s, my curls were everywhere, though his stopped at his chin, and mine coiled all the way past my shoulders.

			He looked around to ensure we were alone. Satisfied, he waved me closer, cupping his hands around my ear as I leaned in.

			“Can you please give me another piece of cake?” he whispered.

			It was the best idea I’d heard all night, so I cut one for each of us from the leftovers on the range top, and together we sat at the counter.

			Through a mouthful of chocolate cake, he said, “Did you know that Atargatis Cove is named for the very first mermaid? I’m going to look for her this summer.”

			I’d read something briefly about the legend of Atargatis on one of my library visits with Kirby, but Sebastian clearly had the inside scoop. I reached across the counter for a Sharpie so I could ask him more about the town’s namesake, but then the air behind us shifted, and someone leaned in between us, warm and close.

			“What sort of debauchery is going on in here?” Christian said. Immediately I rose from the chair, crossed back over to the sink with my plate.

			“Well?” Christian said.

			Sebastian giggled. “The usual sort.”

			“Hand it over, Trouble.” Christian held out his hand, and after ­shoveling in a final bite, Sebastian gave up the rest of his cake. Christian finished it in two bites. He joined me at the sink, slipped his plate into the soapy water.

			Sebastian darted back into the gallery.

			And Christian just stood there.

			Watching.

			He didn’t cross his arms or put his hands in his pockets or inspect his fingernails like most people would. He was just . . . there. So relaxed and confident that I had to resist the urge to give him something—a sponge, a dish to dry, anything. He’d obviously connected the dots on my identity, which meant he knew I couldn’t speak, so by not saying anything, he was baiting me.

			It worked.

			There was a time when guys couldn’t get under my skin, when I’d come right back with a flirty innuendo, a joke, a rejection. A playful shove. A tease. One step closer and an almost-kiss.

			All that confidence, all that moxie. All of it wrapped up in my voice, my music.

			All of it lost.

			I grabbed the Sharpie from the counter, scribbled on my palm. I held it up to his face.

			Something I can do for you?

			He laughed, raspy. “God, yes.”

			I held his gaze and thought again of a hundred witty comments, all the flirty things I would’ve said if I’d still been able to say them.

			If I’d still been me.

			But of course I just waited, silently aflame.

			It was Mayor Katzenberg who saved me.

			“Chris,” he called from the gallery. “Come on out, son. Something I’d like to run by you.”

			Christian rolled his eyes. “This’ll be entertaining,” he mumbled, turning away. When I didn’t move from the sink, he looked back over his shoulder and said, “You coming?”

			I followed him out, reclaimed my chair next to Kirby.

			Vanessa’s eyebrows were drawn close, pinched with worry. When Christian sat next to her, she put her arm around the back of his chair. It looked like she was about to say something, but the mayor barged ahead.

			“Hear me out, boys.” Mr. Katzenberg regarded the men over the lip of his highball, amber liquid stilled like the crowd at the table, all of us waiting. He sipped loudly, then lowered his glass. “Up for a little wager on the Pirate Regatta?”

			Kirby leaned close, whispering in my ear. “The regatta happens every August during the Mermaid Festival. Christian races with Noah on Noah’s boat, the Never Flounder? They—”

			I cut her off with a look. I already knew about the festival; I wanted to hear the mayor’s terms.

			So did Christian. He folded his arms over his chest and leaned back in the chair, tipping it up on two legs. “I’m listening.”

			“I know you and my boy are close,” the mayor said. “But if you’re willing to race against Noah this year, and you win, you’ll get the Never Flounder.”

			“You love that boat, Christian!” Sebastian wriggled excitedly in his mother’s lap. “We could take her on mermaid hunts!”

			Christian’s eyes glinted for a moment, then dimmed. “Noah would never part with his baby.”

			“Noah doesn’t own it,” the mayor said. “I do.”

			“And if I lose, Katz gets the old Vega?” Christian laughed. “Hardly a fair trade.”

			“Hardly indeed.” The mayor wiped his mouth with a thumb and forefinger, eyes shining like a pirate who’d just unearthed the treasure. “No, Chris. If you lose . . .” He looked at Mr. Kane, greasy lips twitching into a smirk. “Your father sells his property to P and D.”

			Mr. Kane laughed, hollow. “Should’ve seen that coming.”

			“It’s a good deal, Kane,” the mayor said. “They’re offering well above market value. And if people see the Cove’s prominent families selling the houses at Starfish Point, they’re more likely to jump on board with Prop Twenty-Seven. It’s a real chance to put this town on the map.”

			“This town doesn’t want to be on the map,” Christian said.

			“That’s exactly the kind of outmoded thinking that holds us back.” The mayor rattled off local businesses, people who’d benefit from the expansion. Tax incentives, growth, sustainable local economy, and everybody wins, restaurateurs and surf shop owners alike.

			Lemon wasn’t on the list.

			“It’s a win-win, guys,” he finished up. “You’re walking with the boat, or you’re walking with a hell of a profit on these houses.”

			“Houses?” Christian said.

			“P and D’s after the complete package.” The mayor tapped the table in front of him. “Your house and the neighboring property.”

			Kirby’s leg twitched against mine, and Lemon’s eyes snapped to us, probably feeling the same shiver that passed through me. Lemon’s house, Lemon’s gallery, this very room, the sanctuary I’d been offered this summer . . . we were the neighboring property.

			“Pardon the interruption of this little testosterone-fest,” Lemon said. “But do I get a vote?”

			The mayor sipped his drink, hissing through his lips. He looked at Mr. Kane, who didn’t offer any reassurances either.

			Lemon loved her home—the Mermaid Tears gift shop and gallery, the sprawling gardens, the view. The fact that the two most powerful men at the Cove were treating it like a business deal, a generic summer rental whose fate didn’t matter? Something they could toss around in a wager, with no care that Lemon’s life could get turned upside down?

			That told me every last thing I needed to know about them.

			Thankfully, Christian wasn’t taking the bait.

			“Sounds like real good times, guys. But . . . pass.” Christian rose from the table, went to the kitchen for a drink refill. When he sat down again, he said, “Vega’s barely floating, and there’s no time to get her ready.”

			“Nonsense,” his father said. “Take a vacation from breaking hearts this summer. You’ll have plenty of time to get her seaworthy.”

			“She won’t sail past the docks, Dad. I was down there earlier. She’s a wreck.” Christian glanced at me, then back to his father. “What are you even playing at? The houses?”

			“Don’t do it, Daddy,” Sebastian said. “Mama, tell him not to. I like it here.”

			“Don’t look at me,” Mrs. Kane said. “This is your father’s game, apparently.”

			“My great-grandfather built these properties, Meredith,” Mr. Kane said, smug. “I grew up here. They belong to me.”

			“Yes, I’d almost forgotten,” she said. “For a minute there, I thought our marriage was an equal partner—”

			“Hey, kids,” Christian said, “we all know you two are bonkers for each other. No need to blind us with the sunshine of your marital bliss.”

			Mr. Kane cleared his throat. His wife leveled him with an icy stare. One of them was sleeping on the couch tonight.

			“Should I start packing?” Lemon asked. Beneath the steely sarcasm I detected fear. She had to be nervous—I’d felt the shift in her energy, seen it in her eyes the moment someone mentioned “neighboring property.”

			“P and D isn’t interested in tossing you out,” the mayor said. “They simply want to corporatize the properties up here under one umbrella. You’d still lease it, just from different landlords.”

			“Different rent, too,” Lemon said.

			He waved a hand, swatting at her persistence. “Better services, more security. Other than that, not much would change for you. And Kane’s house? It’s empty in the off season. He’s paying a maintenance company for upkeep when he could just let P and D rent it out year round, bring in more families, more money for the Cove.”

			“More money for Parrish and Dey,” Lemon said.

			“I’m sure they’ll keep the rent fair,” he said. “Whatever the market value supports.”

			“Market value will skyrocket if those plans go through,” Mrs. Kane said. “Let’s not pretend, boys. P and D invests in beach communities to make a profit, bottom line. They start building condos, hotels, a Starbucks, more roads. Everything gets more crowded, more expensive. Half this town would be forced to move.”

			“That’s an exaggeration,” the mayor said. “Sure, there’d be changes. Some folks would relocate, move somewhere off the beaten path. But we’re talking about a few sacrifices for the common good. A real chance to save this place. To make it better for those of us who stay.”

			He seemed pretty certain that the plan would work, but it didn’t make sense to me. If everyone was forced out, what exactly was he trying to save?

			“The Jameses are on board,” Mr. Kane said. “Right, Vanessa?”

			Vanessa offered her disarming smile. “Don’t you get me into this mess, Mr. Kane. I leave politics to the politicians.”

			“Neil told me he’d be listing your place this summer,” he said.

			“Yeah, but it’s not for Prop Twenty-Seven. With all their campaign stuff, my parents just don’t have time for long vacations anymore. Mom’s not even coming for this season until next week, and Daddy won’t make it up here at all. But y’all?” She looked from the Kanes to Lemon and Kirby, skipping pointedly over the mayor. “You guys are the Cove.”
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