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“A belt of mud … prevented Arkansas from having a port as well as a metropolis, a civilization, and a history. A people who were willing to foot it a hundred miles through the muck to get nowhere founded Arkansas and achieved their aim.”

—C.L. EDSON, IN THE NATION, 1920S

“Dreyfus once wrote that on Devil’s Island he would see the most glorious birds. Many years later in Brittany he realized they had only been seagulls. To me they will always be glorious birds.”

—MAUDE, HAROLD AND MAUDE, BY COLIN HIGGINS


1

Kyle’s Aquariums is crowded with tanks and pumps and shell wind chimes, and A.Z. presses against the tetras to let a family of pilgrims pass. They’re headed for the emerald catfish, which are silver and sickly, and which Kyle is trying to unload with a sign that says SEA OF SANTIAGO SOUVENIR CATFISH.

The catfish are actually from South America, but the pilgrims don’t know this. They buy them for their kids’ tanks back in Tulsa or wherever, and the kids carry the rubber-banded, three-quarters-water, one-quarter-air plastic baggies around until they forget about them. A lot of dead fish end up under chairs at restaurants or on tour buses. It’s not very humane, and Sahara, who was A.Z.’s best friend until she turned out to be such a hippie, started a boycott over it two years ago in seventh grade.

A.Z. could never boycott Kyle’s because it’s the only aquarium store in town. And since the Gordings don’t allow anyone beyond the swimming lagoon in the Sea of Santiago, it’s the closest thing she has to scuba diving. From what she’s seen on TV, this is sort of almost like it: air bubbles rising around her and tetras flickering their fins, snuffling in gravel and swaying plants, which are plastic but still sort of lifelike. If she’s stressed about something, like Mrs. Ward almost catching Scotty copying her test, she likes standing between those lit-up tanks. It makes breathing feel sort of miraculous.

Larsley thinks fish are lame. She’s over by the ornaments—pastel ceramic castles and pagodas no one buys—looking at a pink humpback whale the size of a stapler. “Check this out,” she calls past the pilgrim family. “We should totally steal it.”

A.Z. glances around for Kyle, who is fortunately in the back stocking fish food or something.

Larsley isn’t serious anyway; she’s just trying to freak out the pilgrims. During junior high, she and A.Z. spent a lot of time perfecting this, including running in front of pilgrim cars when Coach W. sent everyone on the loop past the Ark Park. Unlike locals, who speed down the middle of the roads and veer aside when another local speeds around the curve, pilgrims drive on the correct side, braking intermittently, even on flat stretches. When you run in front of them, they get confused and check their maps like you might be a miraculous landmark.

These pilgrims don’t look freaked out. The kids are smudging their fingers on the aquarium glass, squealing, “Catch it, catch it!” and the dad is swishing a little green net, trying to scoop the right catfish, which is probably really a bunch of different fish.

“Shit. Dagnabbit,” he says, netting a fish his little girl doesn’t want. The mom holds the plastic bag of water, and the fish plops in and turns around, like it’s trying to figure out where the rest of the tank went.

“It has worms on its face,” the little girl says as she starts to cry.

A.Z. starts to say those aren’t worms—they’re barbels to sense food at the bottom of the water—but then the family might think she works here, and besides, she’s trying to stop saying geeky stuff.

Last week, when no one asked her to dance at the Spring Splash Dance—which was dumb and in the cafeteria, so she shouldn’t have felt sad—Larsley said guys are just intimidated because she knows so much. This isn’t fair. It’s not her fault her mom is Compolodo’s librarian, and she grew up with books, or that she’s teaching herself oceanography, which is the coolest career in the world because you get to study everything about the real nature of the Sea—which no one has researched because the Gordings unscientifically believe God doesn’t want people to ask questions about the Sea of Santiago’s miraculous waters.

“Speaking of whales,” A.Z. calls back to Larsley, “did you see Scotty copying off me in English? He was leaning over with his neck all sideways, and Mrs. Ward walked over like The Shadow.”

“What’s The Shadow?” Larsley says.

“That radio show from the ’40s.” A.Z. sometimes forgets that since her mom is way older than regular moms, normal people in 1989 don’t know these things. “I thought she was going to fail us both.” She doesn’t admit she sort of let Scotty copy.

Mrs. Ward had paired them for the review session on Fahrenheit 451 on Friday, which Scotty spent leaning across her desk to talk to Rob.

Scotty and Rob are the two fastest runners in Compolodo and always wear do-rags and shiny grey pants that say COMPOLODO WHALES, and they never have to do any algebra because Coach W. is the teacher. They have to do English, though, so finally, Scotty turned to her and said, “Hey, I’ve got this sweet idea. I’ll just copy from you.” This was pretty smart, by Scotty standards. And A.Z. should have told him no, but she didn’t.

“So?” Larsley shifts the whale back and forth between her red-and-black-chipped-nail-polish fingers and glances at it like she’s really thinking of stealing it.

Larsley never worries about getting into trouble because her parents, the county’s two ambulance drivers, are too busy to notice her. And she doesn’t have to worry about losing her 4.0 and not getting into Sea Camp because she doesn’t have a 4.0 and doesn’t want to go to Sea Camp. She says it’s probably fascist like the Boy Scouts.

Larsley is wrong: Sea Camp is completely not fascist. It’s not even exactly a camp. It’s an oceanography program where you get to live on boats in the Florida Keys and study with real oceanographers, and A.Z. is applying to go this Christmas break. Unfortunately, it’s also expensive without scholarships and really competitive. Most people who get accepted come from schools with actual classes in oceanography and not just a summer independent study and library books that your mom has let get all outdated.

Standing between the aquariums and thinking about the failed test and her Sea Camp application, A.Z. suddenly doesn’t actually feel calmer. She feels like the fish slipping past on every side of her are all the ways she might not quite get in—all the data she has to collect from the Sea of Santiago for her independent study this summer, flickering just out of reach. “Never mind,” she says. “We should get out of here.”

After the dimness and churn, the world in the parking lot seems bright and sort of transparent—like she and Larsley have also been scooped out of their element into plastic bags. It takes A.Z. a minute to notice her father’s brown-paneled Oldsmobile parked in the lot. Her dad is in the car, scribbling notes in his steno pad, which is propped against the steering wheel.

As the only reporter and editor for The Compolodo Daily News, the county weekly, it’s been her father’s one-man role since before A.Z. was born to try to fill the news hole around the ads for the county’s two biggest employers—Chuck Chicken and the Miracle Play—with stories about broken tractors; Compolodo’s first proposed stoplight; the anniversary of the Compolodo murder (which involved a cook at the Anchor’s Away Inn, an axe handle, and his girlfriend); ratings of the best salt water taffy (before the funnel cakes, one of the two pounds A.Z. has gained this spring); bulletins before and after the Greenville Fourth of July Fish Fry; and stories about the Miracle Play opening night, each year on the second Friday in May.

The Miracle actually occurred in March, but Compolodo is sometimes still icy then, and even devout pilgrims don’t want to huddle under rented blankets to watch a two-hour outdoor play.

Her dad looks up when he sees them and waves with his pen. “I’m glad I found you; I wanted to head out to the Miracle Play early to interview some pilgrims about opening night.”

“It’s opening night?” Larsley says.

“Mid-May miracles,” A.Z.’s dad says. Alliteration is his signature style; he says it tames the tempest of every possible thing he could say.

A.Z.’s dad loves The Tempest. He used to be an actor, and his deferred dream is to stage it on Mud Beach, which the Gordings would never allow because The Tempest’s magic doesn’t come from God, and they probably wouldn’t make much money.

“Hop in,” he says.

A.Z. hasn’t actually admitted to Larsley that she’s agreed to go to the Miracle Play. She and her dad go every year to opening night, which they’ve probably seen more times than anyone in town except maybe the Gordings who work there. It’s super long and boring, and pretty much the same every year. A.Z. wouldn’t keep going if it weren’t for the last two minutes—when the backdrop falls.

“Cool!” Larsley says, even though it isn’t. She opens the back door of the Oldsmobile, which she always says looks like it’s aspiring to be an RV.

At the Miracle Play, the bleachers are cheap, rattly aluminum, like the ones at the Greenville track, but taller. During peak season, they fill with pilgrims from all over the Midwest and Texas and the East Coast. A.Z. and Larsley walk back and forth on the empty bottom row, which is reserved for some tour group, and A.Z.’s dad climbs to the top to interview pilgrims for “Pilgrim Profiles.” In the off-season, there’s not much news and he has to recycle old columns, so he tries to find really repeatable stories now: pilgrims who got married on Mud Beach or promoted at work after swimming in the holy water.

“This is boring,” Larsley says, which is a bad sign since they’ve only been here one minute. “We should ask your dad to borrow his press pass so we can go get free Dr Peppers.”

“Yeah,” A.Z. says, doubtfully. Her dad probably needs his pass to show to pilgrims, and anyway, it’s not a real press pass; he typed it himself like he’s always typing up everything.

Fortunately, the tour group arrives, clomping up the bleachers with popcorn and cameras and blankets. Larsley steps into the aisle, trying to be casually in the way.

“They died,” she tells a guy who is shielding his eyes like he’s scanning for his family. “Rogue wave.”

“Who died?” Greg says. He’s appeared from somewhere—maybe a secret passage in the bleacher wall. He’s wearing a uniform with a gold embroidered conch shell and looks weird without his baseball cap.

“Everyone cool,” Larsley says. “Except A.Z. and me. What are you doing here?”

“Parking cars.” He’s got a light wand in his hand, but it’s off. “What are you doing here?”

“Her dad’s writing a story,” Larsley says. “We’re getting everything free.”

“Hey A.Z.,” Greg says, “want some squirrel jerky?”

It’s been his joke since fourth grade, when she did a speech on the sailor’s diet. She’d just read Lives of the Great Explorers and was planning her own future entry: Anastasia Zoe McKinney, Great Exploreress: First Person to Sail Around the World from Arkansas. That was back when she wanted to be a sailor—before she realized that sailing is about the surface, and what matters more are all the currents and ecosystems and saline levels underneath.

Greg doesn’t wait for A.Z. to answer. A double-decker tour bus is pulling in, so he switches his light stick on like he’s some parking Jedi and strides over, waving it left and right.

“Germans. A bunch of families and one cute boy with bleached hair,” Larsley says. “Like Billy Idol, but all German and stuff.”

“Blue-haired ladies from a retirement home in Tennessee,” A.Z. says. Of course, they can’t see who’s inside the mirrored windows, but the first woman out has short permed hair. In the twilight, it could be white or blue, but A.Z. claims victory. “You owe me a Dr Pepper.”

Larsley walks backward to the concession stand like she’s still watching for a German Billy Idol. It’s not impossible. Germans sometimes come on tours from Oberammergau, which has a religious play that is probably just as boring as this one.

“Hey, there’s a blind dude,” she says. “Can you imagine coming all the way to the Sea and not really seeing it? Your boyfriend is helping him across the parking lot.” She always gives A.Z. shit about Greg liking her. “I can’t believe he’s working here.”

“Me neither,” A.Z. says.

Greg is Nell Gording’s nephew, but it’s still a really lame job. A.Z. knows because her dad first came to Compolodo to work in the Miracle Play. He’d seen an ad in his stepmother’s church bulletin in Texas and was looking for a way, besides the Dairy Queen drive-through, to use a BA in theater. He got hired as a townsperson, which sounded good, but turned out, like everything at the Miracle Play, to pay minimum wage.

It also turned out not to be a speaking part. Sometime in the late ’60s, the Gordings had pre-recorded the entire script. That way, the microphones wouldn’t pick up the sound of gulls—and none of the actors would need to act.

At the concession stand, Larsley tells the girl working there that they’re reporters for the school paper, which would be a better lie if Compolodo Elementary-Junior-High actually had a paper.

“We’re doing this article about ice,” Larsley says. “We’ve heard that some crushed ice has rat shit in it and we’re testing all the soft drinks in town.”

“The Gording Foundation doesn’t allow us to give free concessions,” the girl says, smiling stiffly bright, like the cheese sauce they goop next to nacho chips.

Larsley spreads her red-black fingernails on the counter in that “so, here’s the thing” way. “I guess we’ll just have to put you on the rat-shit list.”

“We have cans in the vending machine,” the girl offers, “by the Miracle Museum.”

The museum is a circular concrete-block building like a highway rest stop, and the vending machine is by the gift shop, which sells Miracle story books, coloring books, and cow statues covered with glued-on shells. There aren’t any cows in the Miracle Play, but before the Sea took over their pastures, the Gordings had the biggest herd in northwest Arkansas. A.Z.’s mom still sometimes unfairly refers to the Sea as “that cow pond.”

A.Z.’s mother, who was forty when A.Z. was born and had already lived this weird, tragic life, isn’t a fan of large bodies of salt water or God or miracles. Once—when A.Z. was young and obsessed with sailing—her mom pulled the red National Geographic Atlas from one of the library’s shelves. In the northwest corner of Arkansas lay the Sea of Santiago: a tiny, beautiful, blue splotch, its borders faint and uncharted.

“See all this land?” her mom said, pointing at Missouri, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. “The Sea of Santiago is landlocked. You can’t sail from here to anywhere.”

But A.Z. wasn’t convinced. If the Gordings only allowed rented paddle boats as far as the Mud Beach buoys, and no one had ever charted the Sea, they couldn’t know where it ended, or didn’t end.

And besides, explorers always did impossible things. What about Jeanne Baret, who stowed away on de Bougainville’s ship and became the first woman to circumnavigate the globe?

A.Z. spent years secretly singing the Naval Prayer, which she’d learned when her dad was researching “Hummable Hymns”—“O Christ! Whose voice the waters heard and hushed their raging at Thy word, Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee, for those in peril on the sea”—and praying, for good measure, to both Poseidon and God to help her sail around the world.

But then in seventh grade, she took Careers, where she became friends with Larsley, who pointed out religion is a drug for the masses, and where she learned about the infinitely cooler science of oceanography.

“Opiate,” A.Z.’s mom corrected when A.Z. announced her epiphanies.

Larsley only has two quarters, so they buy one Dr Pepper. There’s no line for the museum, and for some reason, no one working the door. “We should go in,” Larsley says.

“Yeah,” A.Z. says, even though she’s nervous a guard will appear. The Gording Foundation guards are sometimes mean. When A.Z. was little, a guard at Mud Beach yelled at her for feeding seagulls, which turned out to actually be chickens that had blown off Chuck Chicken trucks.

A.Z.’s mom almost yelled at her, too. She quoted that hawk and handsaw part of Hamlet, and made A.Z. study The Encyclopedia of Ornithology for the rest of the week.

The museum is dim and has mildewy-smelling blue carpet, and it shouldn’t be cool but sort of is. The walls are painted with the story of the Miracle: beginning with Nell Gording’s near-death sickness in the spring of 1955, her instantaneous recovery when she found a rowboat floating on her family’s cow pond, and finally the miraculous appearance of the Sea, which began with rain rippling the pond in March 1955. Within a month, it covered the Gordings’ pastures all the way to the Missouri border.

In front of the murals is a replica of the wooden rowboat, studded with shells and tiny white barnacles from drifting across millennia and oceans. In some way that only Nell can fully understand, the boat belonged to the Apostle James, whose bones once showed up in a similar boat in a cow pasture in Santiago de Compostela, Spain.

Of course, since that was a Catholic miracle, the Spanish people only got a boat with bones. For the New Ark Church, the boat was just the first sign. The real wonder was when God sent an entire inland saltwater sea.

Actually, as A.Z. has read, this part of the Ozarks was, millennia ago, covered by an even bigger inland sea. The earliest maps of North America show a vast sea stretching across this whole area, and the limestone still holds fossils of trilobites and hemithecellid or segmented mollusks. Scientifically, it sort of makes sense that a sea would return.

“We should steal that boat,” Larsley says, even though there aren’t any pilgrims around to freak out. “I saw this thing on TV about this guy who got past all kinds of security and broke the fingers off the Mona Lisa before anyone stopped him.”

“Wasn’t that the Pieta?” A.Z. says. It seems like Larsley should know this since her family is technically Catholic.

“Yeah, whatever,” Larsley says.

The lights are flashing above the bleachers by the time they get back, and A.Z.’s dad is talking to himself like he does when he’s brainstorming headlines. “Family finds faith. Family finds firm faith.”

“You’re just in time,” he says. “I just talked to a man who used to be an alcoholic until his wife threw a frying pan at his head and he realized God wanted him to come here.”

A.Z.’s dad doesn’t tell the pilgrims this, but he considers himself agnostic, which means he’s not sure how the Sea appeared, but, like pretty much everyone in Compolodo, his job depends on it. And he wouldn’t mind going swimming in it if he ever had a day off.

In the darkness before the stage lights, Nell’s bedroom is being wheeled out. The actress playing Nell is under a quilt, looking weak. Actually, from the bleachers, you can’t tell how she looks, but the voice-over is booming, “After three months in bed with a fever, Nell Gording was weak. The birds were singing outside, but poor Nell could barely hear them.”

“Chirp, chirp,” A.Z. whispers, as chirping pours from the speakers, but Larsley doesn’t laugh. She looks as if she’s actually watching the play.

“But this morning, there was no one but her to feed the cows, so she dragged herself out of bed.”

The music swells, violiny and foreshadowy, and pink spotlights flicker.

A.Z. wishes she had a flashlight so she could finish Fahrenheit 451. She picks up her backpack but doesn’t unzip it, because the next bright part won’t happen until the Apostle James appears. And besides, Larsley will call her a geek. The quiz today was on chapter two, and A.Z. is on chapter nine, and anyway, Mrs. Ward only cares about the symbolism. So far, fire symbolizes rebirth, which is obvious on pages two, five, and fourteen, and is not open to interpretation.

A.Z. and Larsley don’t need a book to tell them about fire and rebirth. Last month, Larsley found a lighter and can of Aqua Net in the locker room and discovered she could spray letters on the cinder block walls and light them. Now when everyone else goes running in PE, they write flaming messages. It’s like sending up flares if you’re lost at sea, except with cement instead of water.

The scene ends with more pink lights, the bedroom is wheeled away, and the pasture becomes Spain a millennium ago when the Apostle James was alive. This part of the play goes on forever and doesn’t have much to do with the Miracle, but it takes up time before Nell Gording tromps around in hip waders watching it rain. Apparently the rain was crazy that spring, and even A.Z.’s mom, who doesn’t believe in miracles, said she’d never seen anything like it.

A.Z. untangles some threads around the fraying holes in the knees of her jeans, then starts slowly unzipping her backpack. But before she can get the book out, Larsley mouths something. “What?” A.Z. says.

“Boring.”

“No kidding,” A.Z. says.

“There’s been a terrible injustice,” a voice cries.

A.Z.’s dad says the words, too, because this used to be his part, even though he’d hoped to play his namesake, the Apostle James.

The townsperson flails his arms and throws himself to his knees, like he’s possessed by a vision or blinded by spotlights. “Rise up,” the Apostle James says, “and tell me more.”

The townsperson explains that an innocent boy was hanged five weeks before and leads the Apostle James to the boy, swaddled in a sheet.

“Wouldn’t the body be all rotted and oozing and stuff?” Larsley whispers. She tightens the hair fountain on top of her head by pulling the hair out to both sides of the rubber band. Larsley’s hair is really coarse and wavy, and before she invented the hair fountain, it bushed out in a way that wasn’t nearly as cool.

“Totally.” A.Z. wishes she’d thought of this. The Kenny-G-style saxes are going crazy as the boy levitates, dangling on mostly invisible cords until the lights finally fall.

When the lights return, the townsperson tells the father his son has been resurrected. The father shakes his head. “If only it were true.” The townsperson insists, and the father pounds the table, where the glasses don’t shake because they’re glued down. “Nonsense! My son is no more alive than that roasted fowl.” He points dramatically at the casserole dish, but when he lifts the lid, a chicken is pecking around under its feathers. The lights fall again, and the music gets even louder to indicate more and better miracles after intermission.

Ending with the chicken helps sell concessions, especially Chuck Chicken bites, which A.Z. doesn’t eat because her dad toured the processing plant in Greenville and told her about the hoses they use to suction out the brains and blood. Her dad couldn’t write that part because Chuck Chuck, who owns Chuck Chicken, also owns The Compolodo Daily News.

When A.Z.’s dad goes in search of more profileable pilgrims, A.Z. and Larsley wander off to find something to do.

“Maybe we can sneak backstage,” Larsley says.

“There isn’t really a back to the stage,” A.Z. says. “The Sea’s right behind the backdrop.”

“We should go swimming.”

“Totally.” A.Z. can’t imagine anything better or more unlikely. She’s cold from sitting on the metal bleacher in the dark, and the seawater must still be icy—not literally, but shooting straight to your bones, a whole-body ice cream headache. There are sometimes pockets like that even on June first when Mud Beach opens.

From the parking lot, A.Z. can’t see the Sea, on account of the stadium lights, but there’s a damp, fishy wind blowing in. “A fisher in your memory,” A.Z. says. It’s a line from “You Are the Everything.” Actually, they’re not sure what Michael Stipe says, but it sounds like that.

“A fisher in your memory,” Larsley says back, all serious and ominous.

“There’s been a terrible injustice!” A.Z. says.

And for a minute, it doesn’t feel so bad to be at the stupid Miracle Play, at only intermission. There’s something right and fated about walking with Larsley across the parking lot—like sometimes at Food 4 Less, when you’re rolling the cart down the cereal aisle, and a cheesy song comes on like a soundtrack, and for just a second, you feel like you’re in a movie about a girl grocery shopping in which interesting things could happen.

They stop at the chain-link fence, their fingers through the links. On the other side, tangles of juniper roots and clay give way to the Sea, a faint dark splash against the shore. Once, according to local legend, Katie Wilson’s brother and his friend got caught trying to climb over and were banned from the Sea, which is the most impossible thing A.Z. can possibly imagine.

The first time she saw the Sea, she wasn’t even born yet.

It was March 19, 1975, the twentieth anniversary of the Miracle, and of course her dad was covering the celebration. Even her mom came, because she was two weeks overdue and might need to be rushed to the hospital. March tends to be rainy, but the sky had cleared, and Nell Gording, in an Easter dress and pearls, was making a speech on Mud Beach. Above, bright streamers of green and gold and red fireworks fizzled into the Sea. And maybe it was the explosions, which were startling the gulls and making them dive toward the water, or maybe—as A.Z. likes to think—the time for her birthday had just arrived, but, right then, A.Z.’s mom’s water broke. Right there on the beach.

A.Z. shouldn’t be able to remember this but she swears she does—the distant, low booms, and the shriek of gulls, like she’s hearing it from inside a shell: her synchronous birth, her destiny to be the Sea of Santiago’s first oceanographer and learn everything about how it really came to be—the story that no one, not even her mother or her father, knows.

“I wish we had a car,” Larsley says, glancing back at the parking lot. She’s been obsessed ever since she got her learner’s permit. Since both her parents are ambulance drivers, she’s convinced she learned to drive fast and safely in utero.

“Or a boat,” A.Z. says. She thinks about the boat locked in its glass case at the museum, but of course that’s impossible. “Maybe there’s an extra boat for the play in dry dock or something?”

“What’s a dry dock?” Larsley backs up and throws a rock over the fence, but they can’t see it fall. They can’t hear it or the waves because the angelic choir, which has started back up, is drowning out everything.

“You know, where they repair boats,” A.Z. says.

“Busted,” Greg says, pointing his light stick at them. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

“No kidding,” Larsley says. “We were on our way to blow up the stage. There’s this recipe in The Anarchist Cookbook for this crazy powder.”

Larsley hasn’t actually seen The Anarchist Cookbook, but Angie’s brother told them about it. He hasn’t seen it either. According to the library card catalog, there used to be one, but maybe it went missing like the Bible.

“You don’t need anarchy powder. Gunpowder would work.” Greg keeps a rifle in his pickup in case he needs to shoot squirrels or mailboxes. He’s old enough to drive by himself because he started school late or got held back in kindergarten.

“Totally,” A.Z. says. “That’s what they packed into the cannons on old ships. I mean, they looked like cannons, but they weren’t because those have to be on land and have balls.”

“I’ve got balls,” Greg says. He grins and grabs his crotch, in case they missed something.

“Perv,” Larsley says. “Let’s go.”

When they get back to the bleachers, Nell is wearing hip waders and carrying an umbrella. It’s been raining for weeks, and the ripples have become knee-deep lasers lapping the backdrop cows. “We’ve been chosen,” Nell exclaims rapturously. “God has chosen us!”

According to A.Z.’s mom, who was newly stuck in Compolodo and her first marriage at the time, the Sea’s arrival wasn’t nearly so simple. A lot of people thought Nell had gone crazy from the fever, and there were rumors about diverted water and earthmovers, plus protests by the First-First Southern Baptists of Greenville, led by Reverend Bicks Sr., who said the Sea was clearly the work of Satan because it was nowhere in the Bible and also in sudden competition with the Bickses’ Civil War Museum, the county’s one previous tourist attraction.

Even a faction of the New Ark Church denounced Nell—who had incorporated as the Gording Foundation to keep private control of the Sea—since clearly the New Arkers’ collective prayers had prompted God’s active work in her cow pasture.

New Ark Church used to stand for “New Arkansas Church,” but the church saw the Sea as their God’s latest wonder. In the New Ark world, animals didn’t just line up two by two, and there wasn’t a dove or receding waters. Instead, the flood came and stayed, and people rented conch-shell floaties and beach towels and lay in the sun eating tater tots.

And eventually, most of the dissenters stopped arguing. The Miracle meant pilgrims were suddenly willing to drive across the country to stay in motels and eat buffets and buy souvenirs made of shells or rocks that kind of look like shells.

“And so, it rained and rained and rained and rained,” the voice-over announces. This gives A.Z. the shivers, although she won’t admit it to Larsley.

“Is it almost over?” Larsley whispers just before the voice thunders, “And then, there was the Sea of Santiago.”

The backdrop falls, and the spotlights drench the actual waves. They look different under lights, like something newly carved, like the obsidian ring A.Z.’s mom’s first love, Arthur, gave her in that romantic story.

A.Z. imagines, the way she has so many times, herself as the Sea’s first oceanographer: sailing across those waves to whatever is beyond—where the stage lights disappear, and the blackness envelops her, like she’s that blind guy in the parking lot and she can only rely on the touch of lines, the wind, the water, and the distant stars for live reckoning.
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From the high school to Mud Beach is four miles. It’s hot in the sunny stretches, and humid in all the stretches, and the billboards saying COME SEE THE WORLD’S NEWEST WONDER: 1 ½ MILES. ONLY 1 ¼ MILES TO GOD’S GREATEST SEA! seem less like progress markers than proof they’ll never get there. Larsley says they should catch a ride with some pilgrims and pretend to be psycho killers, but when she sticks out her thumb, no one stops.

“We should have a party for the Fourth of July,” Larsley says. “When my parents are at the Emergency Response Conference in Little Rock.”

“I thought that was in a couple weeks,” A.Z. says.

“Whatever. Early Fourth of July. We should get Jägermeister and peach schnapps.”

A.Z. and Larsley once tried peach schnapps from Larsley’s parents’ liquor cabinet and replaced it with water, but A.Z. doesn’t know what Jägermeister is. She doesn’t admit this.

Anything cold and drinkable sounds good. It’s one of those years that’s gone straight from cool-damp spring to boiling summer, and already her jean shorts feel like a hundred layers of fabric sewn together, and her back is itching like she’s wearing the wool swimsuit her mom wore in northern New York before her father died and she ended up at boarding school, which is why she’s strict about things like A.Z. getting back by seven to study for her French final.

This is totally unfair. A.Z. should not have to leave the Sea—which she hasn’t even arrived at yet—before it closes. And she should not have to study verb conjugations for a class she already has a 103 percent in.

She should get to swim for as long as she wants, and fill her vials with water for her independent study, and label their saline parts per thousand, and take notes about the Sea’s salinity on the paper she can’t actually carry out in the water because she forgot a ziplock bag.

And then she should get to lie for hours—all wet and in her element with saltwater all around her—on the dock at the far edge of the swimming lagoon because it’s June first, the first day Mud Beach is open, the best day all year.

The Gording Foundation was planning to get rid of the dock in case a pilgrim slipped on the algae and sued, but Greg volunteered to build a new one. He’s hoping to get promoted to head parking attendant.

A.Z. knows because she’s had to sit beside him in algebra since someone narced about the flaming hairspray, and Coach W. separated her and Larsley, banishing A.Z. to the far side of the room with the shop guys and the guys who don’t talk, like Stephen, who draws intricate aliens all over his notebook.

Stephen has amazing eyes—like the sky after an ice storm through the hard bright crystal casing of the trees. It’s really challenging to see this, though, because he lets his hair fall over his face—in this sort of mysterious, sort of greasy way—and he doesn’t look up very often.

A.Z. keeps imagining Stephen will pull up and offer them a ride, which is unlikely since he doesn’t have a car. If she and Larsley had found a ride from school like they’d hoped, they would have been at the Sea for an hour already, and A.Z. wouldn’t be so worried about the time that she’s taken off her watch. She can still feel it ticking in her pocket: each tick a reminder that her mom is going to be—in two hours or whatever—waiting at the newspaper office to meet her.

They pass, finally, under the sign that says WELCOME TO THE MIRACLE SEA! YOU’VE MADE IT! and they pay the entry guy two dollars each, and A.Z. hurries under the white plaster archway and peels off her million pounds of sweaty clothes and runs into the water.

The Sea is just like she’s been imagining for months. Exactly. Perfectly. She swims a fast Australian crawl, and it feels effortless because she belongs here. She gets to the dock way before Larsley and does a flip, rising with salt stinging her eyes. And then she swims along the string of deep-water buoys that don’t really mark very deep water, and back to the dock, and out along the buoys again a few more times until she’s wonderfully salt bleary and a little tired. Finally, she drags herself up on the dock where, apparently, Greg forgot to build a ladder.

The dock is, as always, the best place besides the water. The Sea is a little deeper than near shore, and fewer pilgrims swim out here. Today, she and Larsley have a few feet of Sea all to themselves: blue sky and blue-brown ripples, and A.Z.’s skin shrinking against the salt wind, like she’s an X-ray of herself, all bones and important organs.

Larsley sits up beside her and hugs her knees to her chest. She can do this because she has a naturally flat stomach. “We should make a list of who to invite to the party,” she says. “Angie and Liz.”

“And maybe Stephen.” A.Z. rolls over to get evenly burned, closing her eyes so she won’t have to see her body. On the rack at Wal-Mart, her bikini seemed cool with its blue sailor piping. And in the dressing room—in the bad fluorescents, when she imagined a tan—it seemed kind of cool. But now she suspects her pale, slightly freckled skin and the cloth are competing shades of doughy.

“Stephen Franklin?” Larsley wrinkles her nose. “He’s socially retarded.”

A.Z. wants to point out that Stephen is shy and that even though she isn’t interested in aliens, his are really good. He seems to know all the details, the way Mrs. Reuter makes them draw every part of the frogs they dissect. The way—after she finishes her independent study and gets accepted and goes to Sea Camp—she’ll know how to study all the details of the Sea.

“We should invite Scotty and Rob,” Larsley says.

“No way. No do-rags.”

“Yeah, but we want people to come. You should invite Greg. Maybe he’ll give you a boat.” Larsley shields her face before A.Z. can splash her. She’s been giving A.Z. a hard time ever since A.Z. asked Greg, really casually, where they repaired stuff at the Miracle Play. As she should have known, there isn’t a dry dock because most of the props are styrofoam.

“I don’t need some dumb boat from Greg,” A.Z. says. On her stomach, she can smell the new, sort of chemically wood of the dock, and she rests her head on her arms to try to get away from it. Now that she thinks about it, if Greg could build an entire dock in a couple of weeks, it can’t be that hard. And a dock is pretty much just a tied-down raft.

“Thor Heyerdahl built his own raft,” she says. “You know, out of rope, and balsa wood, and pine, and sailed from South America to Polynesia in 107 days.”

“Wouldn’t it have been quicker in a motorboat?” Larsley slides off the dock, dog paddling toward the buoys.

“Yeah,” A.Z. calls, “but he was testing how ancient people might have made the trip. It was a scientific mission.”

“Oh,” Larsley calls, leaning back and resting her feet on the buoys, like you’re not allowed to do because it drags the rope under, so nothing divides the swimming lagoon from the rest of the Sea.

And it’s like a sign. Like Thor Heyerdahl must have felt sitting on the coast of South America. Or Sir James Clark Ross when he figured out how to do modern sounding of the ocean floors with reflected sound waves. A.Z. can picture herself and Larsley floating on a newly built raft across that invisible line. Coming back with samples that will give her so much data that her Sea Camp application will need extra postage when she mails it on September first. Data that will amaze Mrs. Reuter, so she’ll get an A not only on her independent study, but maybe in next year’s biology class, too.

A.Z. can see it now: the isohaline graph that will prove something totally groundbreaking about the salinity, like maybe where the outlets are, or how the Sea of Santiago is similar to other seas, or how the currents work. All the things that, if she were Nell, she would have studied as soon as the Sea appeared. She doesn’t need to wait for Sea Camp for permission; she needs to prove to Sea Camp she already knows how to be a real open-water oceanographer.

Admittedly, the Gordings would arrest anyone who tried this, and A.Z. hasn’t actually taken shop class because it’s where the gross, Skoal-chewing guys like Greg hang out, and she’s never constructed anything bigger than model ships. But her mother’s father built an ice boat with wings that skimmed across Lake Titus in the Adirondacks. She’s seen the photo of him piloting it in a wool-lined, chin-strap, aviator-sailor hat. With a grandfather like that, surely she’s inherited enough skills to secretly build a raft.

“We’re about to be sophomores,” she calls ecstatically to Larsley, sitting up and not even caring if a few inches of her 122 pounds pooch above her bikini bottom. “We can’t wait around for anyone’s permission to do what we want. We need to build our own raft.”

“Totally,” Larsley calls back, sort of lifting her head from the water enough to probably have heard her, just as, on shore, the lifeguard blows his whistle: that high, piercing cry that’s not like any sea bird.

“Fascist,” Larsley says.

“Yeah,” A.Z. says. But she’s sort of happy: it’s like her research raft vision was so powerful the lifeguard has seen it, too, and he’s preemptively trying to call them back from the unexplored center of the Sea—and its maybe way deeper and saltier or less salty water.

“Anastasia Zoe McKinney, you’re an hour and ten minutes late,” her mom—who is waiting, exactly where A.Z. knew she would be, on her dad’s couch, reading—says, without looking up from her book. “Your father has been worried sick about you.”

A.Z. glances across the office at her dad, who doesn’t look worried. He looks busy, as always, typing a deluge of green letters into his new computer screen.

“It must have taken longer to walk out to the Sea and back than we realized,” A.Z. says, like she’s sort of been rehearsing. “Angie was going to give us a ride, but then she had to take her brother to the dentist, and we couldn’t find anyone else. It took forever to walk; we barely even got in the water.” She’s been feeling—with each step closer to her mom—sort of more drippy and late than euphoric.

“Yeah,” Larsley chimes in. “We didn’t know the Sea was closing. We thought the lifeguard was blowing the whistle because I was hanging on the rope.”

This is probably the wrong thing to say, and Larsley should probably not have insisted on coming in. A.Z.’s mom, who considers herself a good judge of character, doesn’t approve of Larsley. She thinks Larsley lives in an unsupervised house because her parents are never awake or home at the same time, which Larsley says is the only reason they get along. If A.Z.’s mom knew about the flaming hairspray, she wouldn’t even let A.Z. and Larsley hang out.

“And then we had to walk all the way back, too, because we couldn’t find a ride,” A.Z. adds. She doesn’t mention that they were soaking because they didn’t get out until the lifeguard’s final warning whistle and they’d forgotten towels, but her mom can see that part. “I tried to keep track of time, but it’s light really late now.”

“You have a waterproof watch,” her mom says flatly. She’s still looking down, her eyes intent, like she’s reading deeper inside the words than normal people.

When A.Z. thinks about the Swatch her parents gave her last Christmas—which is still in her pocket—she imagines setting it back, like Daylight Savings: the little peg pulled out and time all malleable. She imagines the compass pointing toward some north where her mom isn’t.

“All the pilgrims were jerks,” Larsley says. “And that lifeguard was a total fascist.”

A.Z. wants to agree again, but her mom lived during World War II and probably doesn’t think the word fascist applies to lifeguards.

Her mom sighs, her chin still tilted down, but her eyes finally raising. “Anastasia Zoe, you promised me you’d be back by seven, and it’s 8:16 p.m., and you have a final tomorrow. You’re not going anywhere until Saturday.”

“But I have research to do,” A.Z. says. “And I’m fourteen now. And tomorrow is the last day of school. So then it’s summer. You can’t ground me at the start of summer.”

Her mom lays Wakefield face down, the clear plastic cover crinkling ominously.

“Watch me,” she says.

The library is a terrible place to read. Not only is there no privacy—because A.Z.’s mom can, at any moment, climb the stairs to the second floor, which is only a loft overlooking the reference section—but the library is almost never quiet.

Whenever someone asks for the Women’s Guild Cookbook, or the National Geographic with the space shuttle, A.Z.’s mom ends up telling a story. She refers to herself as a “reference librarian,” which means any reference is cross-indexed to New York and Arizona, exploding ships and trains, and boarding school. Her mom’s stories are so long that people sometimes forget to check out the books they came for.

Since A.Z. got here from school, her mom has been talking to a pilgrim woman who probably stopped for directions but is hearing the story of Russell Hayes trying to drown A.Z.’s mom at summer camp in Arizona in 1950.

“I only knew his name because they had written our names on the front of our song books so we wouldn’t lose them,” her mom is saying. “Russell Hayes. I remember thinking even before he said anything that there was something untrustworthy about him.”

Like all of her mom’s stories, A.Z. has heard this one a million times, and right now she’s not feeling sympathetic. It’s her first hour of being officially a sophomore, and she has important research to do, and she’s being held hostage in a library by her own mother.

“I was swimming laps in the pool before dinner, and Russell showed up,” her mom is saying. “I didn’t want to get out of the water with him there, so I pretended I didn’t see him. Just as I was raising my arm, I felt his hand on the back of my neck. He kept pushing my head under and saying, ‘Just say you love me.’ I would have died if one of the counselors hadn’t happened to walk by.”

“He actually claimed he loved you?” the woman asks.

She doesn’t know that everyone used to fall irrationally in love with A.Z.’s mom, who looked twenty when she was fifteen, with auburn curls and a bust that pushed against her button-up shirts like Judy Garland in The Wizard of Oz. Once, a Navajo guy she met on a bus asked her to marry him. And Arthur, her first love, spent weeks playing “The Petite Waltz” for her on the jukebox at the diner where she waitressed before giving her an obsidian ring and then dying. Even when she was in her mid-thirties and already had a teenage daughter, A.Z.’s half-sister Catherine, and should not have been pretty, the first time A.Z.’s father came to the library, he sang her “Marian the Librarian” from The Music Man, even though her name is Sophie.

A.Z. doesn’t have her mom’s bust, and she has straight brown hair instead of auburn curls, and she’s only had two boyfriends. Will, in sixth grade, was out of her league, with red parachute pants and an off-white Don Johnson suit coat. He only dated her for two days because Sahara called him using a script she and A.Z. had written: What would you say if I asked you to go with A.Z.? Just say yes.

A.Z.’s second boyfriend, Chris, didn’t actually ask her of his own volition either. Last January, Sean told Chris to ask her because she’d told Sean she had a crush on Chris, partly because she had a crush on Sean, too, and needed an excuse to talk to him. Chris and Sean have bleached-blond hair that angles over their eyes, and they’re too busy doing ollies to date anyone, which is why the relationship didn’t lead further than the back lot of the Conch Motel.

Chris asked her for a piece of Bubblicious, but she didn’t have any—other than what she was chewing—and neither of them had change for the vending machine, so she offered him hers. He said, “That’s disgusting. I can’t put your gum in my mouth.” But then he did. And then he spat it out and kissed her with his tongue, which was much, much better than the gum and also tasted like artificial peaches.

The smell of peach gum still makes her sad because Chris broke up with her on February twenty-eighth. He said it was awkward that they were both such good friends with Sean. A.Z. is not really such good friends with Sean. And now Chris always acts normal around her, like they never dated. It’s nothing like the Navajo guy who offered her mom two donkeys and a house.

The pilgrim woman is saying, “Oh my goodness; I don’t think I’d ever go in the water again if someone tried to drown me.”

This is what a lot of people say, although, as A.Z. wants to point out, it wasn’t the water’s fault. The logical thing would be to never get near another person.

A.Z. wonders if the woman was asking directions to the Sea, and she has the crazy idea to climb out the window and find the woman’s car and hide in it—like Irene, the Navajo girl her mom was friends with in boarding school, who climbed out the school window to run away.

But the second-floor window doesn’t open, and besides, she’d be grounded until she’s twenty. So she does the one thing being trapped in a library is good for; she subtly gets Kon-Tiki from its shelf and starts a list of supplies for her raft: balsa wood, hemp ropes, mangrove, pine (splashboards and centerboards), bamboo.

She has balsa left over from the science fair project where she tried to build the Bay of Fundy, but the only bamboo she’s ever seen is in a ceramic pot by the Buddha at Seven Happiness. At least last season, it was bright green and spirally and not big enough to carve into a pair of chopsticks, much less decking.

When the pilgrim woman finally leaves, A.Z.’s mom goes to the reshelving cart. A.Z. is hoping now that her mom has finally stopped talking, she’ll notice A.Z. isn’t speaking.

Instead her mom calls, “How was the last day of school? Your dad says he didn’t get to talk to you at the pep rally.”

A.Z. doesn’t say anything, so her mom says another irritatingly logical thing: “You can not speak to me, but it isn’t going to make the time pass any faster.”

A.Z. wants to point out that she didn’t even have to take her French final because of the pep rally. The whole school missed two periods to celebrate Compolodo’s unprecedented regional track meet victory. Finally the Greenvillites—who don’t like Compolodo because they have to live in a valley with the Chuck Chicken Processing Plant and no Sea—weren’t going to be able to gloat, “Stomp their whale tails! Watch them go slow, slow, slow!”

Actually, as A.Z. knows, killer whales and blue whales swim thirty miles per hour, which makes them among the fastest marine mammals. And since water is 750 times denser than air, it really shouldn’t have taken more than thirty years for the Whales to beat the Mountain Lions. Even if A.Z. and Larsley don’t care about sports, it was hard not to clap after Scotty’s cheerleader-captain sister, Gwennie, handed out trophies.

And then Angie, who was sitting cross-legged in her thrift-store suit coat, looking natural like A.Z. maybe will when she’s a senior who’s so cool she doesn’t think it’s uncool to talk to sophomores, invited A.Z. and Larsley to the beach.

“Everyone is at the beach,” A.Z. says, without fully deciding to speak to her mother. “Everyone but me.”

“If you worry about what everyone else does,” her mom says, “you’re going to find yourself gravely disappointed.” It’s the same point she made years ago when A.Z. decided to go by her initials.

“Anastasia Zoe,” her mom had said, sighing, “I didn’t give you a beautiful, historical, polysyllabic name just to have you abridge yourself into a Reader’s Digest version of a person.”

And A.Z. had said, “But it’s way better and easier to say. Everyone agrees.”

“Of course they do,” her mom had said. “People always want whatever’s easiest. And if you worry about what everyone else does, you’re going to find yourself gravely disappointed in life.”

As far as A.Z. can tell, her mom is responsible for the only gravely disappointing thing in her life. And now that she’s speaking, she can’t help pointing this out: “I barely got to spend any time at the Sea yesterday and now I’m stuck in this stupid library.”

“We’re about to go home,” her mom says from somewhere around the 400s.

“Then I’ll be stuck at home,” she says, yelling to make sure her mom hears. “It’s my first day ever of being a sophomore, and you’re making me sit here while all of my friends are out at the Sea or doing something that’s not entirely boring and pointless. It’s unjust.”

Of course, A.Z.’s mom knows all about injustice. Her father was drafted and killed on an ammunition ship in World War II when she was ten. No one ever found the bodies, so A.Z.’s mom believed for years—after her own mother moved them to that awful house in Arizona with the stepfather who drank and the cockroaches—that her father would still come back and save her. She made a deal with God: she’d tell her father where to find her if God would just help him be alive. But God didn’t keep his half of the deal.
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