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To Ana Fremaint—

so happy you are part of our family

And to Father Robert Hofstetter
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A Perfect Solution

WHY ME?” ECHO SAID TO her mother one morning before school. “Why can’t Crystal give up her room?”

Mrs. Reef shook her head. “Because your bed is bigger than hers. And it’s only for a few days.”

Echo wanted to cry and slap her pink tail on the floor, but she knew it wouldn’t do any good. Aunt Crabella and Uncle Leopold were coming to visit, and they would sleep in Echo’s room. That meant that she’d have to squeeze into her sister’s tiny bed. And Crystal snored!

Echo was still unhappy about it on the swim to school. “My mom’s sister and her husband are coming to visit this afternoon,” she told her best friend, Shelly Siren, as they glided past MerPark. “They’ve been on vacation and are stopping here on their way home.”

“That’s nice,” Shelly said, dodging left to avoid a diving Risso’s dolphin.

“It would be if they weren’t sleeping in my room.” Echo scowled. “I have to share Crystal’s bed for the next couple of nights, and she barely gives me any space.”
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“Maybe you could sleep on the sponge couch in your living room?” Shelly suggested. They floated into the front entrance hall of their school, Trident Academy. Over their heads, the huge shell’s ceiling was filled with colorful old carvings of merfolk history.

“That won’t work,” Echo said. “My parents will be in the living room talking with my aunt and uncle until late each night.”

Just then a merboy zoomed past them. “Watch out!” Shelly shouted at Rocky Ridge as he bumped into Echo on his way into the school.

“Sorry!” Rocky called. Shelly and Echo shook their heads and followed Rocky into their classroom. All the other third graders were already seated. Mrs. Karp hung a kelp poster about seabirds just as the conch sounded to start the school day.

“Good morning, class,” Mrs. Karp said. “Today we’ll start a new unit of study about birds called albatrosses and petrels. Have any of you seen one?”

Echo wasn’t sure if she’d ever glimpsed a bird before, let alone one of the ones her teacher mentioned. But her friend Kiki Coral raised her hand. “I saw a diving petrel once,” Kiki said. “It caught a fish. Then it used its wings to swim.”

“Birds can’t do that,” Rocky said with a shake of his head.

“Oh, but some can,” Mrs. Karp told the class. “In fact, let’s use our trip to the library this morning to find examples of other birds that can swim.”

Echo sighed as the class lined up. She was still upset about having to give up her room.

“Echo,” Shelly whispered as they drifted down the hall toward the library. “I have a great idea! Why don’t you spend the next few nights at my apartment? I have a big bed and my grandfather won’t mind.”

Echo smiled. “I’d love to!” It was the perfect solution. Echo and Shelly had sleepovers all the time. Echo couldn’t wait to ask her mother.
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Good Argument

BUT WHY NOT?” ECHO ASKED after school. She’d just told her mother about Shelly’s perfect plan.

“Because it would be rude!” Mrs. Reef explained. “Your aunt and uncle only see you a few times a year. I’m sure they’d like to spend time with you.”

Echo took a deep breath. She just needed to explain to her mother that Shelly’s idea helped everyone. Nobody would be crowded and . . .

“I know you are thinking up a good argument, but don’t bother,” Mrs. Reef said, sprinkling sea salt on a pan of conger eel steaks for dinner. “You will stay and visit with your family. Now, please set the table . . . and use the good dishes.”
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Echo was disappointed. She muttered the entire time she put out plates, forks, knives, and spoons. She was upset as she folded the spectacular seaweed napkins beside each plate. She frowned while she helped her sister make a flatworm and sea lettuce salad.

Finally her mother put her hands on her hips. “Echo, stop sulking around. I’d like you to be in a good mood when your aunt and uncle arrive. Your father will be back from picking them up at the Manta Ray station any merminute now.”

Echo started to say that she’d be in a good mood if she didn’t have to give up her room, but she didn’t. Her mother looked so hopeful that Echo just nodded. “I’ll try.”

Crystal and Echo were putting vases of eelgrass and sea pink onto the table when their father swam in the door, followed by Aunt Crabella and Uncle Leopold.

Echo looked up to say hello, but nothing came out. She was too shocked to say a word!
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The Hairy Fairy

COME GIVE ME A HUG, Echo,” Aunt Crabella said with her arms outstretched. At least Echo thought it was her aunt, but she was dressed very differently than usual. On top of her head was a huge bag made of seaweed; it was the size of a large blobfish. Her hair wasn’t black like it used to be, except for the tips. Instead long braids coated with red clay floated all around her face. Her arms and neck were covered with bracelets and beads. Even her dress was coated with beads. And red clay covered every inch of her aunt’s brown skin.
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