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Praise for Saltwater Secrets

“Saltwater Secrets is a whirlwind of mystery, friendship, and heart. It’s the perfect summer read that will leave readers feeling empowered!”

—OLIVIA SANABIA, actress and singer (Just Add Magic and Coop & Cami Ask the World)

“Cindy Callaghan effortlessly captures the perfect teenage summer in Saltwater Secrets.”

—ABBY DONNELLY, actress (Just Add Magic and Malibu Rescue)

“I absolutely loved this book.… It took me right to a fourteen-year-old’s summer!! I couldn’t put it down.”

—BRADY REITER, actress (100 Things to Do Before High School, Tooth Fairy 2, and Just Add Magic)

“Saltwater Secrets is a fast-paced tween mystery, great for a day at the beach.”

—ELISE ALLEN, author of Twinchantment and coauthor of the series Gabby Duran and the Unsittables

“If you’re a fan of Just Add Magic, you’ll love Saltwater Secrets. Another great story filled with mystery and charm! I loved it!”

—AUBREY K. MILLER, actress, dancer, and singer (Just Add Magic)
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For Joan Callaghan,

whose family beach vacations

shaped a generation






Prologue Josie, Age 9


Beach—Whalehead, New Jersey

The Minotaur Coaster was a new addition to my favorite place on earth: Murphy’s Pier in Whalehead, New Jersey.

Every summer I found this place exactly the way it was when I left: the ocean, the boardwalk, and my and Stella’s special secret hiding place under the boardwalk.

But what I liked most of all was being with my sister, Stella. Well, she’s technically my half sister, and she’s my best friend. Since we live so far apart, and I can only see her during the summers, we spend every waking minute of the summer together.

We sat on the sandbar, our legs floating in the salt water. From out there, I could either face the New Jersey coastline, the boardwalk, and all of its wild excitement, or I could look out at the vast ocean and imagine that this water touched the coastline of my home, Australia.

A speedboat zoomed by, towing tandem parasailers in flight, a flock of white seabirds behind them. The parasailers waved down to me and Stella while we stacked fistfuls of wet sand on each other’s shoulders.

“Ready for the fun house?” I asked her.

Stella yelled to Dad, who sat at the water’s edge under a beach umbrella. “Dad, can we go to the fun house?”

He hollered back, “As long as you get yourselves water ice, too.”

We trudged our way back to the beach.

Dad pulled out money, then turned his chair to face the boardwalk. “I’ll watch you from here.”

“Want one?”

“Nah.” He patted his round belly. “I’ll just have some of yours.” He gave us each a hug and kissed the tops of our heads.

Stella broke away first and dashed toward the boardwalk. When she was a safe distance, she turned, giggled, and said in her New York accent, “What are you tawkin’ about? I’m not sharing!”

Dad chased her. “Oh yes you are.” When he caught her, they both toppled into the sand, laughing.

I pounced onto his back. “Let my sista go!” My accent was so different from Stella’s, but we understood each other perfectly.

“You win. You win,” Dad said. “But, for the record two against one isn’t fair.”

We hopped on the hot sand until we got to the boardwalk. We waved to our shore friend, Dario, who bobbed up and down on a big horse on the merry-go-round. After waiting for the oncoming traffic of surf bikes to pass, we finally got into the fun house line.

“Do you have it?” I asked Stella.

She held up the plastic tail from our kite. It had broken off last night, and I wanted to save it to remember what a great night it was. We had a special secret place where we stashed these kinds of treasures.

We entered Kevin’s Fun House, zipped to the bright, shiny hall of mirrors, and paused to laugh at our ultrashort, ultratall, or ultraround selves. Then we giggled our way through foam pillars—a tight fit—and scaled the rope bridge, finally racing to the barrel that marked the loose floorboards. We waited for a crowd of toddlers to pass, and I quickly slid the barrel aside; Stella stomped on the end of the loose boards, popping them up to create enough room for us to jump to the sand below. I pulled the rope we’d tied to the underside of the boards, and the trapdoor slammed shut above us.

This was our hiding place under the boardwalk. I walked to our rock that marked the spot where we’d buried a box—not just any box. It held our special treasures. I dug it up, opened it, and added the kite tail to the gum wrapper, shell, Matchbox car, marble, Barbie, midway game tickets, and other items that represented our many summer adventures—mine and Stella’s.

A few minutes later we were plopped on the edge of the boardwalk, Water Ice World paper cones in our hands, watching the bustle of vacationers who smelled like coconut sunscreen and sweat. Our feet swung over the sand below, and even though we licked, dripped water ice went onto our chins and arms.

I asked, “Stella?”

“Yeah? What?” Stella wiped red water-ice juice off her face with her sleeve.

“I love it here,” I said.

“Me too.”

“Can we do this forever? Exactly this same exact thing every single summer? Just like this. It’s perfect, and I don’t want it to ever change.”

“Sure, Josie. Nothing’s gonna change.”



But, like all perfect things, it did.






Part One Four Years Later







One Stella


603 Whalehead Street

June 18

The music on the car radio broke:


“Murielle duPluie here with the Whalehead news from the Jersey Shore. Welcome to the summer. It’s gonna be a hot one today. Stay tuned to WLEO all season for the latest happenings.”



My mom stopped in front of 603 Whalehead Street. “Listen, Stell,” she said. “Stay out of trouble, okay? If you get a third strike… Well, you know.”

“I got it, Mom.”

She leaned over and kissed me. “Have a great summer. Say hi to Josie for me, and cawl me.” Mom sounds like me—a total New Yorker. “And text me every single solitary day. And send lots of pictures.” She sighed and put her hand on her heart. “Ugh, I miss you already.” She kissed me again and drove away without saying hello to her first husband, my dad, Gary Higley.

I barely got up the gravel driveway before my sister, Josie, ran out of the house.

“Stellaaaa! You’re finally here!”

As soon as I saw Josie, I knew things were going to be different this summer.

Well, Josie herself wasn’t different. She seemed exactly the same as last summer, and the one before, and the one before that, right down to the Whalehead T-shirt and gray gym shorts.

That was the problem.

I’d expected the ready-to-enter-high-school version of Josie. After all, I’d become the ready-to-enter-high-school version of me, partly thanks to some new friends who turned out to not really be friends and caused me to get in trouble. Twice.

Well, I guess it wasn’t all their fault. Anyway, I couldn’t get in trouble this summer, which wouldn’t be any problem, because I’d be with Josie, and she never did anything bad.

“G’day, Stella!” Josie hugged me and bounced up and down. “Put your stuff away so we can hit the boardwalk. I’m dying for water ice.” With her accent, “ice” sounds like “oyce.” When we were kids, and Josie wasn’t around, I’d imitate her and tell people I was Australian. “I can’t get it at home, you know?”

I hugged her back. “Get outta here. I’m sure they have water ice somewhere—it’s a big country.”

“Oh, it’s not the same,” Josie said, and trailed behind me as she wheeled my suitcase into the house. “Whose shorts are those?”

I looked down at my cutoffs. “They’re mine. You like them?”

She poked at the skin that was just at the frayed hemline of my shorts. “They are definitely… cheeky!”

“It’s supposed to be that way.” I’d worn these shorts a hundred times and never felt self-conscious before, but now I wondered if my butt really did show too much.

Dad met us in the living room. “Stella! Where have you been? We’ve been waiting and waiting.” He smooshed my face into his chest. I saw Dad pretty much every other weekend, except when I had activities in the city that I didn’t want to miss, but he always acted like it’d been forever.

“Mom stopped to pee like ten times.”

He grabbed Josie, too, and squeezed the three of us together. “My girls!” He let us go so that he could study us. “So grown-up, but you still look like you could be twins.” It was an old joke, because we don’t look anything alike; we’re both clones of our mothers: Josie is blond and blue eyed, and I’m brown hair and eyes and always tan.

I punched his chest. “You’re still working out. Did you show Josie?”

He flexed his arms. “Check out these puppies.” His arms weren’t quite “puppies.” “I’m no-carbing this summer, gonna get ripped.”

“Sounds like a good plan.” I looked at the tackle box by the front door. “Gonna get ripped while you’re fishing?”

“I work out in the morning and fish in the afternoon. At night, I’m gonna try the dating thing. My friend Jay—he’s the one that’s the detective—is setting it up.”

Josie slapped her hands over her ears. “Ugh. I’m not listening to you talk about dating, Dad.”

I actually thought it was a good idea. “Looking for Mrs. Higley number three?”

“Only if she’s looking for me.” He winked and glanced at his watch. “I wish you’d gotten here earlier, Stell. Sorry, but I gotta run. Jay’s waiting at the dock for me. He’s taking me out on his boat, and I’m holding him up.”

“That’s okay. We can hang out later,” I said.

“Not just later. A lot. I have big plans for us to do tons of stuff together.” He picked up his tackle box and opened the door. “I’ll make us dinner—prepare yourself for my famous steamed broccoli.”

I caught a look from Josie, and I knew she wanted me to say something. “We might get pizza.”

“Yeah,” Josie agreed. “I’ve been looking forward to it for weeks. I can’t get good pizza in Australia.”

“Okay,” he said. “But after that, we’re starting game one of a Monopoly tournament, so don’t make other plans.”

“For sure,” she said, then added, “I love Monopoly.”

I was less enthusiastic. I’d hoped to graduate from board games to bonfires on the beach with cute lifeguards and new friends.

Dad grabbed his fishing pole, and, just before shutting the door behind him, he said, “Same deal as always. Text me at nine, twelve, and three o’clock, and be home by six for dinner.”

“Yup,” we said together.

“Got it, Stell?”

“I got it.”

He closed the door.

“What was that about?” Josie asked about the extra “Got it, Stell?”

I shrugged. “Oh, nothing. He worries, you know.”

So, about my dad. He’s been married twice. First to my mom, Montana—they got divorced before she knew she was pregnant with me. As soon as they separated, he met Kate. It was love at first sight. They got married after just a few dates, moved to Australia to be close to Kate’s family, and had Josie, only four months after I was born. Turned out that Gary Higley’s dream of love at first sight fizzled in the outback. Dad returned to New Jersey. Now one daughter (me) lives in New York City with my mom and my stepdad, while his other daughter (Josie) is in Sydney with her mom and her stepdad. The three of us are together for only eight weeks each summer.

I was glad Dad was interested in dating again. He deserved to be happy, but I didn’t love the idea of him getting remarried. I mean, I had to share Mom, and I didn’t want to share him, too.

“So, what’s up, Jo?” I asked. “Get me caught up on your life.”

There was no answer, because she wasn’t there. I looked around. Neither was my suitcase.

“Josie?”

She popped her head out of the bedroom we shared. “Putting your stuff in here so summer can begin. You can unpack later, yeah?”

“Sure,” I said. “I just need to look at the ocean to feel like I’m really here.” I walked onto the back porch that overlooked the Atlantic. I loved the smell of salt in the air and the sound of the rolling waves. It was the complete opposite of the concrete and traffic of home.

My dad had inherited this house from his parents and carried on the tradition of spending summers here. It’s perfect that he’s a teacher, so we can come down here.

If not for these weeks at the shore, Josie and I would hardly ever see each other. After all, she lives literally on the other side of the world.

This tradition was so important to both of us that once we got cell phones, we made a pact: Except for moms, we wouldn’t contact our non-summer worlds while we were in Whalehead. It was hard for me not to call Pete, my best friend and crush forever, but I’d done it. This year it wouldn’t be hard at all.

“Ready for water ice?” she asked.

“Have I ever not wanted water ice?” It was our tradition to kick off the summer witha trip to Water Ice World. There was no reason that this year’s trip would be any different.






Two Stella


Police Station

June 25

The detective stands by the door of an interview room and says to my dad, “Gary, I’ll be happy to listen before any sort of official questioning begins, and it probably will, from what I understand. You can join us in here.”

“What about a lawyer?” Dad asks Detective Santoro.

“Always a good idea. I can give you some names, and you can make calls while I talk to her, if you want.”

“Nah, that’s all right,” Dad says. “I know who to call.”

“Are you sure you wanna call him?” the detective asks.

Dad is referring to my stepdad, Gregory—not Greg. He’s nice enough, I guess. Just weird about his name, and he kind of changed my world—which had been perfectly fine—when he entered it.

“Yeah.” Dad sighs. “I’m sure.” Then Dad adds, “And, Jay, thanks.”

“Don’t thank me yet. And you know, I can’t pull any strings or anything.”

“I’m not asking you to. I just want you to listen to the whole story and tell me what you think.”

“Yup,” the detective says. “Can do.”

Dad looks at me. “Just tell Detective Santoro what happened. I’ll be right out here. You just give me the signal if you need me.”

I nod with a half smile, because our traditional “signal” is for me to tuck my hands under my armpits and flap like chicken wings.

Santoro closes the door. It’s incredibly quiet in here. He waves me to a chair.

“Comfortable?” he asks me.

“Sure,” I say, but actually I’m cold under the air-conditioning vent, and the room is anything but comforting—dull white walls without so much as a clock, dirty laminated floor on which there might be dots of blood.

Santoro sits across the metal table from me. The table is distressed with scratches and dents.

He indicates a mirror. “You can’t see or hear your dad, but he can see and hear you.”

“Okay.” I have nothing to hide. I mean, everything we did was for the right reason. He’ll understand once he hears the whole story.

“I may take some notes, but they’re just for me.”

I nod.

“What’s your name?”

“Stella Higley.” Because I’m from New York, sometimes it sounds like I’m saying “Stellar,” but I deliberately leave the r sound off.

“Right. I remember. The other one is the Aussie.”

“Yeah, Josie.” Then I ask, “Hey, any word from the hospital?”

“Not yet.”

“I hope she’s okay.”

“From what I understand, you did what you could,” he says.

I nod.

Santoro says, “We can stop anytime you want, and of course, you know you’re free to leave anytime you want.” The tone of his voice doesn’t sound like he means that, but he probably uses that voice all day with criminals and doesn’t know how to change it.

“Yeah.”

“Start from the beginning, when you first arrived in Whalehead this summer.”

I say to the detective, “We set out for the boardwalk, but Josie didn’t change from her T-shirt and gym shorts.”

He replies, “Thanks for the wardrobe details, but that’s not relevant.”

“It is, though,” I explain. “Because it bothered me. It shouldn’t have, but it did.”

“Her outfit bothered you?”

“It really did,” I confirm. “It told me she was still eighth-grade Josie, and, I mean, I was nearly-high-school Stella. Another season of riding the Minotaur Coaster wasn’t gonna cut it for me.”

Santoro studies me, then asks, “So, what are you saying? You were too cool for her?”

“Whoa, I didn’t say that.” I think for a hot sec. “Well, maybe.” I don’t like the idea of someone thinking that I think that I’m too cool for Josie. “Except that saying it that way sounds terrible. It makes me sound mean or something, and I’m not.”

His face remains flat. I don’t know if that’s just his face, like he doesn’t have other expressions, or if he doesn’t believe me.

“I’m really not,” I assure him. “I love Josie. I just wanted different things this summer. Is that so bad?”

“Look, Stella, I’m sorry you and your half sister had some tension, but that’s not relevant to this very serious situation.”

“I think it is.”

He stretches his neck right and left until he gets it to crack. “How so?”

“If things had gone the way I’d wanted them to, we would’ve been busy with bonfires and lifeguards.” I add, “The disconnect between Josie and me… it’s the reason this all started. The sitch on the pier was something we were both interested in. We were both excited about it. And we needed that.”

“Understood. But let’s get back to the facts that put someone into the hospital.” He looks at his watch. “Stella, we don’t have a lot of time, so please stick to the facts.”

“Okay, but can I officially state something important for the record?”

“You can, but understand that this isn’t official.”

“Gotcha.” Then, as calmly and maturely as I can, I say, “It was all my idea. Everything. Josie didn’t have anything to do with it.”






Three Stella


Boardwalk

June 18 (Continued)

Josie and I set out for our ritual: water ice and then the fun house, which is the building right next door to Water Ice World. Between the two buildings is a wooden ramp that goes from Thirty-Fourth Street to the beach.

On the way, Josie filled me in on life down under: “I’m super busy with my school’s marine conservation society. I’m running for prez in the fall, so excited about that.” Josie also does this Aussie thing where she shortens words as much as they can possibly be. “Sea turtles are espesh a big issue.”

“President sounds like a big deal. Good luck. Maybe I can work on some posters for you. My digital design has gotten pretty good.”

“That’d be great, Stell. Thanks.”

“How’s your mom?” I asked.

“Mum is Mum.”

Talk about a non-answer. I wondered what was up with that; instead of asking, I said, “Sea turtles are the cutest. Good thing they have your help.”

She nodded. “How’s Greg?”

I corrected her. “Gregory.”

“Right.”

“He’s good. Nice. The apartment feels different with him in it. It’s like there’s always a guest around. My mom and I never just lie around in jammies anymore, you know?” I asked. “But sometimes it’s good, like when he makes pancakes or drives me places.”

“Change is hard, at least for me. Maybe he won’t feel like a guest after a while.” That was easy for her to say. Her mom, Kate, got remarried when Josie was a baby, so she’s only known life with her stepdad in the house. Plus he’s a surfer, which is very cool.

“Maybe,” I said. What I didn’t say out loud was that I liked it better when it was just me and Mom. And I felt guilty that I felt that way, because why shouldn’t she be able to get remarried? I was just about to change the convo and ask Josie if she had a boyfriend, and maybe tell her about Pete, when the sight of Water Ice World made us freeze.

It was gone.

In its place was something called the Smoothie Factory. And the place was jam-packed.

“What the heck?” I said. The Smoothie Factory buzzed with people, music, bright lights, and color. If I hadn’t seen the name, I might’ve guessed it was a dance club with an eighties neon theme.

“It’s like the end of an era,” Josie added.

Just then we heard a familiar “HELL-o!” And there was Alayna Appleton, an inch from our faces.

Alayna, aka the Amazing Apple, was a thirteen-year-old magician. Her MO was to troll the boardwalk and beach, sharing card tricks and pulling arcade tokens out of people’s ears, noses, and butts. She was popular among vacationers, especially kids, and she’d cornered the babysitting market. She had one trick that she reserved specifically for me, Josie, and our other shore friend, Dario. Most magicians pride themselves on their ability to disappear, but the Amazing Apple wasn’t like most magicians.

She was a master at appearing. That is, she would materialize inside one of our personal-space bubbles with no warning. It was cute when we were kids, but now it was just creepy. Neither of us liked it, but Alayna was like a song you can’t get out of your head—it drives you crazy and it’s annoying, but you find yourself singing along, because you also kind of like it at the same time you’re wishing it would go away.

Josie jumped. “Alayna, you scared the pants off me.”

“I’m going by ‘Apple’ this year. You know, nearly in high school and all. Time for a whole new brand.” She smiled big. “Look. Got my braces off.”

Even Alayna was evolving for high school. “Great seeing you, Alayna—I mean, Amazing—I mean, Apple—but we’re totally late.” I nudged Josie to walk away.

“Guess what?” Apple stopped us.

Neither of us asked what.

“Turns out I’m lactose intolerant.” She made an exaggerated pout. “Gives me gas.”

Was she really telling us about her gas?

“Bummer,” Josie said.

“Guess what else?” Apple asked.

We still didn’t ask what, but she said, “This winter I apprenticed with the enchantress of Estonia. So, that’s kind of a big deal. She’s expert in the act of exorcism and elemental recomposition. Together we scaled the cliffs of Saaremaa Island and called upon necromancing quadrilaterals and—”

“Uh, sounds great.” I cut her off. “Sorry. But we’re late, remember?”

We’d managed to get a few feet away when Josie turned and called back to her, “See ya.” But Apple was gone.

“Maybe the quadrilateral enchanters taught her how to disappear,” I said.

“You have to admit,” Josie said, “she truly is amazing.”

Josie was right, but I’d outgrown magic tricks.

Josie returned to our previous problem and asked, “What if Kevin’s Fun House closed too? You know what that would mean? Oh no, Stell, what if…”

It sounded like Josie was panicking about the fun house, but she was actually concerned about what we’d hidden there. Well, not there. But under there. If Kevin’s Fun House closed, we’d lose our supercool way to access our hiding spot.

To calm her I said, “There’s no way,” but she was already racing down the little stretch of boardwalk between the Smoothie Factory and Kevin’s Fun House. It was under this part of the boardwalk that was important to us.

“Slow down,” I called to Josie. Man, she’d gotten faster, or I’d gotten slower. Probably some of each.

She slowed and noticed I was out of breath from sprinting only a few yards. “I guess you didn’t have a great track season this year?”

“Nah. I quit.”

“What? Why?”

“It would’ve totally eaten into my social life,” I said.

Josie said, “I thought Pete was your whole social life.”

I said, “I branched out this year. I actually had a lot of sleepovers with my friends, and then I was too tired to go to practice because we’d stay up all night. And… I had a lot of studying to do.” I didn’t want to tell her that I’d been asked to leave the track team. Well, okay, so more told than asked, but she didn’t need to know that. “I guess you had a good season?”

“Really good. I’m sorry to hear you gave it up. You loved it.”

I shrugged. “It was time for other stuff. It’s fine.”

Kevin’s Fun House was there, same as always, except it didn’t look the same. It looked a little tired. The paint on the slide was fading in the middle, and the v in Kevin’s name had come loose and hung to the side, like <.

“Ready to give it a checkout?” Josie asked

“Let’s do it,” I said.

Josie gave me one of the VIP wristbands that Dad’d bought for us so we could skip the line. I noticed that we were the tallest of the kids waiting. We headed in, stopped at the hall of mirrors, many of which were cloudy and cracked, and looked at ourselves. I’d seen these reflections a hundred times before, so it wasn’t that funny to me anymore. Then we wiggled through the foam pillars; most had chunks missing, and their previously bright colors had dulled. Lastly, we scaled the rope bridge, which I could now get over with one step. Unfortunately, I tripped on that one step because my sandal got caught.

Josie arrived at the barrel first.

“I win,” she crowed.

“It wasn’t a race.”

“It’s always a race,” Josie said. “Every single time we come here, we’ve raced to this exact barrel.”

I didn’t respond. She was right, of course, but I didn’t feel like racing, and I didn’t want to argue about it. Instead, I looked around. “All clear.”

Josie stomped and popped up the chunk of loose floorboards. “What will we do if Kevin ever decides to fix this?” Josie asked, and before I could answer, she disappeared through the hole.

I jumped next, pulling our trapdoor shut behind us.






Four Stella


Under the Boardwalk

June 18 (Continued)

We dropped about five feet to the sand below, plopping onto our butts. Sand wiggled up inside my shorts into places where I would’ve preferred not to have sand.

We studied our hideaway. I was always struck by its stuffiness. When stuffy and beach mix, it smells like dead fish. Yuck. It was shady, except for where sunlight snuck through the cracks between the boards above. In some of those sandy patches, tufts of beach grass grew. Overhead we could hear all sorts of boardwalk activity: people laughing, biking, and skateboarding, even though they’re not supposed to.

I had great memories of being down here. One time there was a huge storm, and we curled up and told each other scary stories and watched lightning bolts spike at the ocean, until we heard Dad frantically calling our names from the beach. He was so relieved when he found us that he forgot he was mad at us.
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