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TO MOM AND DAD,

FOR SUMMERS IN OCEAN PARK AND SO MUCH MORE

—J. M.

TO EVA,

WHO LOVES THE SAND AND THE WAVES

—G. N.
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UNDER THE SEA

Mr. and Mrs. Patrick and Leslie Westfall

together with

Ms. Stephanie Jordan

invite you to be “Part of Our World” at the wedding of our (mer)children

Cassidy and Christopher

on Saturday, June 20,

at five o’clock.

Chris will “Kiss the Girl” aboard the Windward Eclipse,

Slip seventeen at Sandpiper Beach Marina,

1004 Sandpiper Drive, Sandpiper Beach, North Carolina

Dress: Seaside Formal, “Tails” optional

Reception immediately following

RSVP to Lorelei Pleffer of Pleffer’s Picture-Perfect Weddings at (910) 555-0192, by June 5
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Sadie

TODAY’S TO-DO LIST:

■ sync watch with Mom’s

■ buy seasick medicine

■ pack backup bridesmaid dresses

When I peer over the boat railing, it’s not like I actually expect mermaids and mermen to be bobbing in the ocean below me. Buuuuuut then again, I wouldn’t put anything past my mom. If her client wants a Little Mermaid wedding, her client gets a Little Mermaid wedding, no detail spared.

My pocket buzzes and I slide my phone out.

Plz check on photog. Thx.

I weave my way through the rows of chairs sliding back and forth on the deck. The one thing Mom doesn’t control on wedding days is the weather, and today isn’t exactly offering ideal sailing conditions. I hope the bride has less wobbly legs than Ariel.

“Excuse me, sir, um, are you okay?” I ask a man hanging over the boat’s side.

The three cameras hanging from his neck smack against his back as he straightens. Uh-oh. He does not look so hot. He mumbles something under his breath and I shake my head.

“Sorry. I didn’t catch that. Would you mind repeating?” I ask, using my most polite voice. Mom’s trained me well.

He stares at me for a second, then screams, “I SAID I’M A LITTLE SEASICK!”

Okay, so “please repeat” does not mean “scream at your highest possible volume,” but I’m kind of used to the vendors treating me differently. They think just because I’m only twelve, I’m not capable of the same things a normal wedding coordinator’s assistant is.

They would be wrong.

I plant my feet hip-width apart for balance and get straight to business. “I have a seasick bracelet you can wear on your wrist, and if you give me five minutes, I can grab some of the motion-sickness medicine I packed in my emergency kit. I also have a little sister who’s a pretty decent photographer, if you’re okay with her using one of your cameras. She could stand at the railing and grab the shots of the bride arriving by dinghy while you wait for the medicine to kick in.”

His face was already turning green when I mentioned the dinghy, but he adds a look of horror to that. “I can’t allow a child to photograph this wedding!”

I consider telling him kids can do lots of stuff every bit as well as any grown-up, but then the boat rolls over a large swell, and with the way he clutches at his stomach, I don’t have the heart.

Between sucking in big breaths of fresh air, he says, “My assistant will take all the important shots of the bridal party. Tell your sister she can help by getting photos of the guests.”

And just like that Izzy lands herself an assignment. Ick. She’ll be totally annoying and gloaty about this all week now.

But the client comes first, and my job is to save the day. Good thing I really love my job, and even more important, good thing I’m really excellent at my job, even if certain people (cough, Mom, cough) hardly bother to acknowledge it.

Half the time she doesn’t even know I’m solving a crisis, like making sure the waiter knows the groom’s grandmother is allergic to wheat or scuffing up the waxed dance floor before anyone has an epic wipeout. My job is to keep things off her plate, and that’s what I do. Always.

My phone buzzes again. On wedding days, no one besides Mom would dare text me.

Sure enough:

All handled w/photog? Bride arrival in 6 min.

Not five minutes. Not ten minutes. Six minutes. And you could set your clock by Mom’s schedule, too. I tell the photographer I’ll be right back and race belowdecks to the staging area where all the various wedding paraphernalia is located, alongside my sister, Isabelle. She’s sitting on top of the backup wedding gown with her face stuck in a book.

“Izzy, you’re gonna get that completely wrinkled! The bride is gonna need to wear that if she gets something on her real dress.”

“Relax, Sadie. You know Mom would never let anything happen to the actual dress.”

“Well, what if . . . what if a wave crashes into the dinghy on the bride’s way out to the boat? How do you think Mom’s gonna prevent that?”

“Umbrellas.” Izzy points out the tiny round window of the cabin at a wooden dinghy motoring toward us. It’s too far to make out faces, but there are definitely umbrellas bobbing along either side of one of the figures. Mom thinks of ev-er-y-thing.

I scramble back from the window and pull my sister to her feet. “Hurry up! The photographer’s sick and his assistant needs your help getting shots.”

Izzy squeals with excitement and follows me up the stairs. She’s practically bouncing by the time we reach him. I think getting her to stop is the main reason he hands off what is probably a ridiculously expensive camera to a ten-year-old so quickly. His other hand reaches for the Dramamine and the seasick band I hold out.

He swallows the pill and then takes my advice to focus on the horizon. You don’t grow up in Sandpiper Beach, North Carolina, without learning the best ways to get your sea legs.

“Izzy, head over to where the guests are and grab some shots of them watching the bridal party arrive,” I instruct.

She answers with a “You’re not the boss of me,” but at least she does what I ask as I run to make sure the groom is in place. My favorite thing about weddings is also my least favorite: everything happens at once.

But this one is a success so far. Okay, so maybe the wedding party has a hard time getting out of their dinghies since their bridesmaid dresses have sewn-on mermaid tails, and it’s true that the photographer throws up the Dramamine before it can even reach his stomach. But you can tell the bride and groom are really in love, what with the way he makes googly eyes at her as she comes down the aisle to a steel-drum version of “Kiss the Girl.”

Mom slides into place beside me.

“Thanks for your help today,” she whispers while giving me a squeeze around my waist.

Now it’s my turn to glow. Ever since Dad died and Mom started her wedding-planning company, she’s been totally preoccupied with her business. I get the whole I-need-a-distraction-from-the-grief thing, but it’s almost like she wants a distraction from me and Izzy, too. So the times when she actually notices me, it’s like . . . magic. Like it used to be.

I don’t have that much time to savor the feeling, though, because I need to get going on my next task. As the couple exchanges vows, I sneak belowdecks and creep over to the cage of the shaggy sheepdog who belongs to one of the bridesmaids and just happens to match the one in The Little Mermaid. I mean, what are the odds?

“You ready for your big entrance, Fake Max?” I ask, checking his collar to make sure the pouch containing the wedding rings is fastened securely around the buckle. I don’t know what this dog’s name is, but I’ve watched The Little Mermaid alongside my note-taking Mom enough over the past few months to know Prince Eric’s dog is named Max, so it will have to do.

He woofs at me and plants a sloppy kiss on my cheek. Ick. This job has a ton of occupational hazards, and now I can add dog slobber to the list. I secure his leash and lead him above, sneaking him around the back of the seated wedding guests.

The minister smiles at the happy couple and asks, “Do you have the rings?”

That’s my cue.

And then . . . it happens.

A big plop of seagull doo-doo drops from the sky and lands directly on my head, dribbling greenish-yellowish-whitish goop down my cheek. When I scream, everyone swivels as one to face me. I freeze, horrified by both my interruption and the super-slimy, super-gross stuff sliding down toward my neck.

The groom drops the bride’s hands.

I drop the dog’s leash.

Fake Max goes tearing off in wild circles around the deck, barking like crazy at the circling seagull, who looks like he’s lining up target practice with the top of my head again.

“Grab him!” Mom screams as Fake Max pulls up at my ankles, panting hard. But I don’t grab him, because:

1) I can’t take my eyes from the seagull, who looks suspiciously like he’s about to dive-bomb straight for my head, and

2) I’m thinking about how I’m going to use a printed program to remove bird poop from my hair.

Fake Max is eyeing the gull too, and when the bird swoops low, the dog jumps into the air at him. Of course he misses, since his shaggy fur is probably completely covering his eyes. Landing, he then tears off across the deck in hot pursuit of the bird, who I would swear is laughing more than screeching. Fake Max runs, pauses, and then jumps, chasing the seagull straight off the back of the boat, his four furry legs still running through the air, as he drops to the water below.

His owner shrieks, “SHEP!” and shuffle-runs across the deck in her mermaid dress. She doesn’t even hesitate at the railing, just goes right up and over, tumbling into the water after her dog.

“Bridesmaid overboard!” someone calls, and several men run to the stern, one carrying a life preserver.

I rush to help, but when the man with the life preserver swings it behind him before heaving it into the water, I have to dodge out of the way. I stumble back and straight into the box the steering wheel is mounted on, where my elbow connects hard with a button.

KA-BAAM! POP! POW! BANG! BOOM!

The entire ten-minute fireworks display planned for the end of the reception explodes at one time from the barge on the starboard side of us.

Activated by me.

I stand frozen in place again, my wide eyes locked with my mother’s, as a group of tuxedo-wearing men haul a dripping mermaid/bridesmaid/whatevermaid and her soggy dog out of the water. At least the pouch with the rings is still attached to his collar.

But that thing I said about being really good at my job?

Maybe not so much today.

• • •

Mom likes to borrow a theater saying when she talks about her “event philosophy”: The show must go on. I’m pretty sure she’s never had to apply it quite like this before. I clean up belowdecks and then hang back as much as I can, trying to help without getting in the way. Mom barely even acknowledges me as she rushes around doing wedding-planner stuff, but when she does catch my eye, I see the way her lips tug down into a frown. Each time it happens, my stomach has that hollow feeling you get when you just know you are so completely in for it once everyone else leaves.

The ceremony resumes where it left off and is pretty uneventful except for Max/Shep shaking himself dry at the top of the aisle during the you-may-now-kiss-the-bride part. Luckily for us, once people get over the shock—and after Mom changes the bridesmaid into a backup mermaid dress (only two sizes too small)—things start looking up (not for me, but at least for the guests). The bridesmaid calls her mom to come to the marina, and we send the horrible-smelling wet dog back to the mainland on the dinghy. He’s joined by the still-puking photographer.

By the last toast of the night, the video of the entire incident, which one of the groomsmen wasted no time posting to YouTube, has 244,365 hits. By the last dance at sunset, the bride and groom have agreed to detour to Wilmington on their way to the honeymoon in order to discuss their “hilarious wedding disaster” on the local morning show.

All’s well that ends well? Not where Mom’s concerned, I’m guessing. The chug of the departing dinghy signals the official end of the reception. The only people left on the boat now, besides me and Mom, are the caterers cleaning up and Izzy, who’s gone back to her book down below.

Mom crosses the deck and points me into a chair near the giant Prince Eric ice sculpture.

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” I say before she can get a word out.

She sighs and reaches for my hand. “I know you are, baby, and I understand how it happened.”

Her smile is the kind that doesn’t go all the way into her eyes, which are a little sad-looking. I stare back into them as she says, “On the other hand, I have the reputation of my business to think about, and I have to put that first.”

Ahead of me?

I drop my eyes to my lap. Mom sighs again. “Sweetness, maybe twelve is just too young to be handling everything I’ve asked of you. Maybe we need to rethink things a little bit.”

Wait a minute. Am I getting fired? By my own mother? This cannot be happening.

“You’ve been a huge help to me, Sadie. You know that. But this mistake is going to cost the company thousands of dollars after I refund the bride’s dad for the fireworks show he paid for. Plus we lose any referrals that bride could have given us. I just hope she doesn’t mention my company by name on television Monday morning.”

She tucks me under her arm and gives me a squeeze. I keep my body stiff when she says, “I’m not mad, Sades. It’s my fault for giving you so much responsibility. Summer’s just starting. You should spend it doing kid stuff. Fun stuff. Not dealing with all this stress.”

Does she not remember the whole reason I started working with her is because I DO find it fun? Well, at first it was just because it was a chance to be with Mom, but it turns out I’m really good at it . . . most days. I’m the one who came up with the idea for the ice sculpture to match the statue in the movie. And it was me who tracked down the sheet music for “Kiss the Girl” for the wedding band. I love coming up with fun details to make the weddings memorable and I thought Mom loved it too. She’s always going on about what a huge help I am to her.

I didn’t notice anyone else thinking to bring a blender for that groom who’d had emergency dental surgery the morning of the wedding, so he could still have some wedding cake. Or finding weights to clip onto the bridesmaids’ dresses’ hems when we had an outdoor wedding on the beach during a super-windy day. And, I mean, it’s not like I haven’t made some little mistakes at a wedding before. There was the time I accidentally left with the keys to the reception site and the florist couldn’t get in early to do the centerpieces. But I rode my bike over as fast as I could the second she called. Maybe tonight’s was a little more . . . severe, but in the past Mom’s always understood that events might have wrinkles.

It stinks to be unappreciated, but what’s even worse is being entirely invisible. Which is exactly what I’ll be if she fires me. I’ll fade back into the wallpaper like before.

I nod hard against Mom’s chest so she won’t catch on that I’m trying not to let the tears spill over. We’re interrupted by the caterer, who needs her to sign some form, which leaves me free to slide my phone from my pocket and scroll through all my emoticons until I find the tiny pair of bat wings. I type it into a group text to my three best friends.

There. Bat signal sent.

It cheers me up a tiny bit to picture all of them heading for their bikes (or golf cart, for Lauren, depending on where she is at the marina) and pointing them to our Bat Cave. Well, our Bat Boat, if we’re being technical.

I stand, cross the deck, and yell down to Izzy that I’m catching the next dinghy shuttle to shore. As I board the tiny boat, the last thing I hear is someone from the catering staff humming “Part of Your World” as she cleans up. Too bad my chance to be part of Mom’s world exploded alongside those fireworks.
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Lauren

irk verb

to annoy, bother, or make irritated

Use in a sentence:

My brother irks me when I’m trying to study and he’s playing Death War 3000 at top volume.

I’m memorizing the definition of “cerebral” (“of or relating to the brain or intellect”) when my phone sings out the theme to Batman. So I do what any best friend would—even one who has to memorize the definitions of fifty new SAT vocab words for prep class this week. I put down the flash cards and check my texts.

No words, just the bat signal. Which means only one thing: BFF meeting, ASAP.

“Can you watch the office for a while?” I ask Zach as I grab my flash cards, my phone, and this amazing pink-and-maroon scallop shell I found on the beach earlier. I stuff them all into my backpack.

“I’m busy,” my video-game-playing older brother says. Between him and Josh, my oldest brother who’s off at college taking summer classes to make up for everything he failed last semester, my brothers could hold the world record for number of hours spent slacking. The screen on the marina’s office TV blasts a bright red TERMINATED at Zach.

I zap the thing off. “Not anymore. Give me an hour, tops.”

Zach pushes his rolling chair back to the desk. The lamplight shines off his newly shaved head. He thinks he looks like LeBron James. But what he really looks like is a younger, skinnier, browner version of Dad—minus the boat-patterned shirts.

“We’ll be closed in an hour. Has anyone ever told you how annoying you are?” Zach says.

“You. Every day.” I make for the door and step out into the sticky June night.

I bypass the golf cart parked out front and race down the dock toward the Purple People Eater. It’s not an actual purple people eater, obviously. It’s the name of the sad old lavender-colored yacht Dad bought a few years ago for barely anything. He keeps talking about fixing it up and selling it, but until he gets around to that, it makes a pretty nice spot for four twelve-year-old girls to hang out on.

Fishing boats and yachts are coming in for the night at Sandpiper Beach Marina. I wave at the people onboard as I run past. When your dad owns the only marina in town, you get to know everyone who has a boat. At the very end of the dock, the peeling paint and rusty spots of the Purple People Eater disappear in the dim lights. I hop aboard just as the sweeping glow from the lighthouse rolls past and unlock the cabin door. Why Dad actually keeps it locked, I have no idea. It’s not like anyone would want to steal this thing.

By the time Sadie pokes her head in, I’ve got the little bucket of flashlights all lit and sitting in the middle of the floor, plus snacks and bottles of water set out. It’s about a hundred degrees inside, so I’ve opened all the windows to try to catch a breeze.

“You beat Vi here,” I say.

“The Little Mermaid wedding was tonight, remember? Those tiny dinghy shuttles are fast.” Sadie plops onto the floor and digs into a bag of pretzels.

The glow from the flashlights hits her face. I’ve been friends with Sadie since preschool, and I can tell when something’s not right. She just looks . . . off. I hand her a bottle of water.

“Sades, what’s wrong?”

“That’s why I called the meeting.” She takes a gulp of water and makes a face. “Why is this warm?”

“No electricity on the Purple People Eater, remember? So what happened?”

“Can we wait for everyone else to get here?” She drags a hand across her eyes, and I reach over and give her a hug. She sort of slumps when I let go. Something is definitely wrong.

Vi sprints down the steps. She’s wearing her summer uniform—running shorts, a tank top, and flip-flops. And her long blond hair is dripping wet in its ponytail.

“Were you swimming? It’s almost dark outside,” I say. Seriously, Vi’s in the ocean so much that one day she’s going to turn into a mermaid. Now, that would’ve been perfect for the wedding Sadie was at—a real, live mermaid swim-by.

“Bat signal came when I was in the shower. I had to get the beach volleyball sweat off. But look what I brought!” She holds out a small plastic bag.

I peek inside. “Pita chips!” I grab the bag and have a chip in my mouth before Vi can say anything else. She makes some seriously amazing food, but the homemade pita chips are my all-time, absolute, forever favorite. They never taste the same twice because she’s always messing with the recipe.

“I tried sea salt this time,” she says.

“Like from the ocean?” Sadie asks.

I stop chewing for a second. The chips are really, really good, but no way am I eating gross ocean salt.

Vi laughs. “Yeah, but they sell it in the store. It’s not like I took a bucket down to the beach or anything.” I must be making a weird face, because Vi looks at me and says, “It’s totally safe, I promise. And kind of good for you too.”

I decide to trust her and start chewing again.

Vi joins Sadie on the floor and opens a bottle of water. “Yuck, this isn’t cold!”

“No electricity,” I say again. Maybe I should rethink this whole providing-snacks-and-beverages-at-the-Bat-Cave thing and put Vi in charge of it instead.

“Knock, knock! Miss me?” Becca floats down the narrow steps.

“Sorry I sent the signal in the middle of your Visitor’s Center reception thingy,” Sadie says.

Becca’s parents are in charge of the Sandpiper Beach Visitor’s Center. Technically, they run an association of all the businesses in our town, but they also have a little glassed-in kiosk where tourists can get brochures and directions to the closest bathroom and facts about local history (which aren’t always correct—I mean, the lighthouse was built in 1857, not 1859 like I heard her dad tell someone last week). That’s where they’re always hanging out, which irritates Becca to no end.

I see her point, though. Sandpiper Beach has a population of 4,042 (in the winter, at least—that number quintuples when the summer crowds show up—and that’s being nice and including the part of the town that’s actually on the mainland, across the bridge), so pretty much everyone knows everyone else’s business already. But when your parents are in a glass box in the center of town 24/7, they really know everything that’s going on.

Becca waves her hand. “Ugh, it was sooooo seriously boring. Deadly. Except at the very end when this completely adorable guy showed up with Mrs. O’Malley. I think he was her grandson or something. I was thisclose to working my way over to him when my phone buzzed. Lo, are you planning to share those or not?”

I take just one more pita chip and reluctantly pass the bag to Becca.

“Wait, there’s a guy who exists in this town and you don’t know every single detail about him? How is that even possible?” Vi draws up her knees and rests her chin on them, grinning at Becca.

Becca’s quest for a boyfriend began the day she turned twelve and decided she was officially old enough for one. So far she hasn’t had the best luck, which probably has a lot to do with the whole population 4,042 thing and the fact that everyone in our grade has known each other since we wore swim diapers while building our sand castles.

“Now I have to go all Nancy Drew and track him down. Who’s with me on this?” Becca seems ready to whip out a notepad and a magnifying glass, detective-style.

“Could we talk about guys later, maybe?” Sadie says.

Becca squints in the dim flashlight glow. “Have you been crying?”

“Sadie, what happened?” Vi scoots closer and wraps a long, tanned arm around Sadie.

“Mom fired me.”

“She what?!” Becca says. She’s got this look on her face like Cute New Guy just told her he has a girlfriend.

“How? Why? Wait, does this have something to do with all those fireworks that went off tonight?” I grab Sadie’s hand. Working with her mom’s wedding-planning business means—meant—everything to Sadie. It’s so different from me working in the marina office. I’m only here because Dad pays me, not because I’m super into boats.

“Yeah, that was kind of my fault. All the fireworks went off at the same time, a bridesmaid and her dog went overboard, a gull pooped in my hair, the happy couple is going on a morning show to do a tell-all, and Mom doesn’t want me working with her anymore.” Sadie’s not really looking at any of us.

“A seagull pooped in your hair?” Becca couldn’t look more horrified. Sadie nods and Becca shudders. “I’d die. Die! So dead.”

Vi’s hiding her face, and I just know she’s trying really hard not to laugh. I’m sure it’s more at the thought of a bird pooping in Becca’s hair than at what actually happened to Sadie.

“But you’re so good at planning and organizing and coming up with really creative stuff. The anchor invitations you designed for the marina’s Christmas party were Mom and Dad’s favorite thing ever. And all the costumes you pulled together for the Little Women production at school last year? Everyone was talking about them,” I say. “You need to show your mom that she can’t live without your help.”

“Exactly,” Vi adds. She’s tossing the bottle of warm water up in the air and catching it, like it’s a weirdly shaped baseball. “Hey, you should totally plan a wedding on your own and remind her how great you are at party planning!”

“Yeah, something totes better than a Little Mermaid wedding, too. Something so, so, so ah-mazing that the bride and groom would pay you, like, a gazillion billion dollars because you’re giving them the wedding they only wished they’d dreamed about,” Becca says.

“Like the one you’re already planning for yourself and Visitor’s Center Guy?” Sadie’s actually smiling now.

Becca shrugs. “No. Maybe.”

“But who would hire a twelve-year-old to plan a wedding?” I ask. “Even though you’d be awesome at it, Sades.”

Becca leans forward. “Maybe not a wedding. But what about some other kind of party, like a birthday?”

Sadie’s face lights up. “I could do that.” Her face falls again. “But none of us have birthdays coming up.”

“But I know exactly who could use a little birthday-party-planning help.” Becca pulls a business card from her pocket and passes it across the flashlights to Sadie. “While I was watching the new guy scarf cheese and crackers at the social tonight, Mrs. Campbell was going on and on to my parents about booking the Poinsettia Plantation House for her daughter’s birthday party, except all they had available was next Saturday afternoon, and how could she organize a party in that short amount of time, and blabbity blah blah. She seemed really freaked out about it. Of course Mom volunteered me to help with the kids during the party.” Becca rolls her eyes.

Sadie gazes at the business card. “I could plan that, if Mrs. Campbell would let me. But there’s no way I can do it by myself.”

“We’ll help.” Vi leans back to catch her water-bottle baseball. “Becca, can you call her now?”

“Really? You’re all into this?” Sadie looks around the circle at us.

“Of course,” Vi says.

“Definitely.” I’m trying not to think of everything else I have to get done this week—SAT study class, working at the marina, volunteering at the homeless shelter in Wilmington on Thursday, and playing Bunco with my grandmother and her friends at Sandpiper Active Senior Living on Friday.

But Sadie is my best friend. And if she needs help planning a party, I don’t care how many things I have to move around in my schedule to make that happen.

The pink rhinestones on Becca’s phone case sparkle in the flashlight beams as she punches in Mrs. Campbell’s number. I reach over the flashlights and quietly pull the bag of pita chips back across the floor. That sea-salt stuff isn’t so bad.

“Hi? Mrs. Campbell? This is Becca Elldridge. . . . What? Oh. Yes, Mom and Dad are godsends to this town. . . .” Becca’s fighting another eye roll, I can totally see it. “Saturday at two . . . well, that’s exactly what I’m calling about. . . .”

Vi’s poking Becca in the knee with the end of her water bottle and mouthing speakerphone. Becca shakes her head.

“You see, I have this amazing friend, Sadie Pleffer . . . you know her? Yeah, she’s pretty great, isn’t she?” Becca smiles at Sadie, whose face is turning red. “So it turns out she’s really awesome at party planning. Yup, just like her mom! I’m sorry, what?”

Becca’s nodding and saying “mmm-hmm” a lot. I’m dying to say “What?” already, but that’s super annoying when you’re trying to talk to someone on the phone. Not that Vi cares about that. She’s poking Becca’s knee again and whispering, “What? What’s she saying?”

Becca swats at Vi’s hand. “I think we can help you with that. Well, Sadie mostly . . . sure, you can talk to her.” She passes Sadie the phone.

Sadie’s face changes into an exact copy of her mom’s when she’s in wedding mode. “Hi, Mrs. Campbell?” After a pause, Sadie launches into a description of all the things she used to do for her mother’s business. “And we’ll take care of the cake, the decorations, the entertainment, everything! All you have to do is show up with Molly. I just need to know how much we can, um, spend. Oh, wow, really?” She points at my backpack and mimes writing something.

I scrounge in my bag and pass her my lucky test-taking pen and a notebook. Sadie scribbles as she listens, and then she hangs up with Mrs. Campbell after telling her thank you about a million times.

“So? What did she say?” Vi’s put the water bottle down and is twisting the damp ends of her ponytail around her finger.

“She said . . . yes!” Sadie couldn’t smile any bigger if she tried.

Becca pounces on Sadie and bear-hugs her. “You’re going to be a real, official party planner!”

“We are,” Sadie says.

“Of course!” I say. “Um, details, please?”

“Oh, right! So the party is at Poinsettia Plantation over on the mainland on Saturday at two. It’s for Mrs. Campbell’s daughter Molly, who will be nine. She told me to ‘have at it.’ Her budget is . . . well . . .”

Becca waves a hand. “They’re mega-rich, we know.”

“Right. And—get this—she’s going to pay us!” Sadie’s face is flushed red in the glow of the flashlights.

“Like, actual money?” Vi asks.

“No, Monopoly money. Of course it’s actual money, silly!” Becca teases. “So, what kind of theme, Sades?”

Sadie taps her hand on her knee. “Have y’all seen the porch at that house? It’s huge, and they have all those little tables and chairs. It would be perfect for a fancy tea party.”

“Ooh, with all different kinds of tea and a big cake!” Wait, did that just come out of my mouth? Okay, maybe I’m a little more excited about this party-planning thing than I thought.

“I love that place. It’s like straight out of Gone with the Wind,” Becca says. “The porch reminds me of the very beginning, you know, where Scarlett flirted with those red-haired boys?” She waves a hand at her face, like she’s Scarlett O’Hara fanning herself.

“Um, I’ve never seen Gone with the Wind,” Vi says.

“You what!? Okay, just trust me on this. That place is so Gone with the Wind,” Becca says.

“Yeah, I think it actually looks more like a haunted house,” I say.

“Haunted by the ghosts of Southern belles past, you mean,” Becca says.

“Murdered Southern belles. I swear those windows look like dark, empty eyes.” I actually kind of hate going by there at night, but I keep that to myself. I know ghosts can’t really exist. It’s not logical. But still . . . the ground lights they use make the house look all tall and twisted. And there are all these vines and Spanish moss. It’s super creepy. As long as we have the party on the porch during the day, I think I’ll be okay. Logical or not, I refuse to go inside. Period.

“Lauren, I can’t believe you’re not writing all this down.” Sadie picks the notebook and pen back up.

“If I wasn’t completely freaked out by the idea of Civil War ghosts crashing a birthday party, then maybe I’d be taking notes.” I shiver, even though it’s still hot and stuffy inside the Purple People Eater, despite the open windows.

Sadie writes something and then lays the notebook down on the yacht floor next to the flashlights.

Vi leans forward to read, and her ponytail swings over her shoulder. “Tea, Southern belles, and murdered ghosts. Ooo-kay.”

“The murdered ghosts thing wasn’t an actual idea. More like a reason I’m glad we’re doing this during the day.” I reach for my pen to cross out the ghosts, but Sadie pulls it away.

“Wait,” she says. “This could work.”

We all just look at her.

“No, really!” Sadie’s got her planning face on—the one that’s smiles and concentration at the same time. “See, tea and pretty dresses go great together, but that’s going to entertain nine-year-olds for what, like five minutes? But . . . if we turn it into a murder-mystery party . . .”

“Ohhh!” Vi says. “Like those games you can buy, where someone’s a ‘murderer’ and everyone has to put the clues together and figure out who it is?”

“Exactly! And if we can act out the murder scene, they’ll love it even more.” Sadie’s already scribbling more notes.

“Wait, what do you mean by ‘we’?” I say. “There’s no way I’m acting anything out. No, nada, uh-uh.”

Becca leaps up. “I call the part of the murdered person!” Becca mimes pulling a knife out of her stomach, rolls her eyes back, and collapses into a heap next to the warm water bottles. Then she sits straight up. “All I need is a cute someone who could catch me as I die and weep over my dead body.”

“Becca, you’re definitely the most dramatic one here, that’s for sure. Don’t worry. We’ll have a part for you,” Sadie says. Her brain is obviously in mega-organizer mode.

I cross my arms. “I am not acting anything. Y’all act. I’ll be the narrator or whatever.”

“We’ll figure that out later,” Sadie says. “Is everyone okay with a Southern murder-mystery tea party?”

We all nod, and Becca offers to call Mrs. Campbell to run it by her. Then Sadie makes a list of things to do and we split it up.

Becca’s phone buzzes just as Sadie checks off the last to-do assignment. “It’s Daddy,” Becca says. “I guess he’s all done tending to his sheep.”

Sadie looks at her sideways.

“All the business owners in the chamber of commerce. Dad says they’re like his flock. Please, if he had real sheep, can you imagine the fabulous sweater collection I would have? Anyway, I gotta bolt. If I’m not home by nine thirty, he’ll totally murder me and not even care that the crime would keep tourists away. Smooches!”

Becca takes off, with Vi right behind her. I gather up the trash—including Vi’s empty pita-chip bag—and lock up the Purple People Eater before Sadie and I walk back to the office.

“So we’re really doing this,” she says.

“Yup. This party is going to be amazing. Just wait till your mom sees you in action. She’ll wish she never fired you. Hold up, I want to give you something.” In the yellow-colored light streaming down from the lamppost next to us, I dig through my backpack until I find what I’m looking for.

I hold the beautiful pink-and-maroon shell out to Sadie. “Here, I found this today. Scallop shells are symbolic of pilgrimages. And maybe you’re on a new journey. I mean, I know that’s not the same thing as a pilgrimage, since a pilgrimage is religious and all, but . . .”
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