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To Ava and her grandmother, Karen Thurby Browder
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A Special Letter


KIKI CORAL WAS SWIMMING to her dorm room after school one Friday when she felt a tap on her shoulder.


“Miss Coral,” Madame Hippocampus announced. “You have a letter.”


“Thanks,” Kiki said as Madame handed her a kelp envelope. Kiki smiled as she raced down the Trident Academy hallway. She bumped into a mergirl from her third-grade class.


“Watch out, for shark’s sake!” Pearl Swamp snapped.


“Sorry,” Kiki said, still clutching her letter. Her heart pounded in excitement. Kiki loved getting notes from her family in the Eastern Oceans. It made going to school so far away, in the Western Oceans, a little easier.


She soared through her doorway and swam straight to her killer-whale skeleton bed. Once she had curled her purple tail among the gray heron feathers, Kiki ripped open the letter.


Dear Kiki,


Hi! How is school? I wish I could go 2 Trident 2.


Guess what? My f riends started a book club! We are reading a scary book. I will show it 2 u when u get home!


Miss u,


Yuta
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Kiki read the letter twice and blinked back a tear. Her brother Yuta was a year younger than she was. She had been very close to him ever since they were small fry. Now that she went to school so far away, she really missed him.


Kiki glanced around her dorm room. Rainbow-colored jellyfish lamps hung from the curved ceiling, and a small waterfall tinkled gently in a corner. One whole wall glittered with plankton. A magnificent coral reef made up another wall. Kiki knew she was lucky to have such a fin-tastic space all to herself. At home her brothers had to share bedrooms.


But living all by herself could be lonely. Sometimes she wished she had someone to talk to. Weekends were the worst, because her best friends, Echo and Shelly, usually spent those evenings with their families. Many students who lived in the dorms also left to visit relatives.


At least she had plenty of books to read! Kiki looked at her tall rock bookcase and smiled. She had read every book on her shelf over and over. Reading stories always helped her feel less lonesome.


Kiki read Yuta’s letter one more time before hopping on her tail with excitement. Even though Yuta was far away, he had given her a mer-velous idea!
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Dr. Bottom


THE FOLLOWING MONDAY, Kiki couldn’t wait to tell her merfriends about her idea. She had read in a book that humans had a device that allowed them to talk to people far away. Kiki wished she had one of those.


“Where are they?” Kiki tapped her purple tail on the classroom floor. If Shelly and Echo didn’t swim in soon, they would be tardy. Their teacher, Mrs. Karp, was already at the front of the class. Just as the conch sounded to start the school day, Shelly, Echo, and a merboy named Rocky swooshed into the room.


Mrs. Karp raised a green eyebrow at the almost-late arrivals before starting her lesson. “Class, today we will begin a new area of study. Who can tell me about symbiosis?”


“I know! I know!” Rocky called out. “That’s where you bang two shiny things together to make a really loud noise.”


“Not quite,” Mrs. Karp said. “Symbiosis is when two different creatures live together in the same environment.”


Kiki raised her hand. She remembered her father talking about that last year, before she had come to Trident Academy. “Don’t the clown fish and the anemone do that?”


Mrs. Karp smiled and slapped her white tail on the classroom floor. “That’s exactly right. It is a type of symbiosis called mutualism. Each one helps the other. The clown fish gets a safe home, and in return it cleans the anemone and even makes waste for it to eat.”


Pearl gagged and twisted her pearl necklace. “That’s disgusting!”


Mrs. Karp shrugged. “That’s science. Today we have a special guest who will tell us more about different symbiotic relationships. Students, please welcome Dr. Bottom.”


Kiki knew that Dr. Bottom usually taught fourth grade, but he sometimes switched with other teachers to teach science, his favorite subject.


“Good morning, Dr. Bottom,” the merstudents said together. Rocky snickered when he said the science teacher’s last name, but a quick look from Mrs. Karp silenced him.


“GOOD MORNING, CLASS!” Dr. Bottom shouted.


Kiki almost fell out of her chair. She quickly figured out that Dr. Bottom was hard of hearing. Over the next two hours he screamed his lesson about three different types of symbiotic relationships: mutualism, commensalism, and parasitism. Kiki tried to pay attention, but her mind kept wandering to her great idea.
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