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Keeper isn’t generally disaster prone, but this summer, well, she’s created more than her fair share. (Her dog, BD [Best Dog], seagull [Captain], and a one-eyed cat are also a little to blame.) Keeper had been waiting for this blue moon—the magic moon!—all summer. But now she’s going to have to use up all that blue moon magic just trying to get everyone who’s mad at her to forgive her. Keeper decides that she will need her mother’s help, and so she takes off in the middle of the night on a little row boat to look for Meggie Marie and for the other mermaids who gather on the sandbar for a full moon. But when a riptide tugs Keeper away from the shore and deep into the rough waters of the Gulf of Mexico, she feels all the magic—of the night, of her mother, of believing in mermaids—go tumbling into the water.
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Kathi Appelt spent much of her girlhood on the beaches of Galveston, Texas, where her grandmother Marge lived. One winter a seagull blew against Marge’s kitchen window and damaged his wing. Marge nursed the bird back to health by wrapping his wing in a soft kitchen towel. Once the bird recovered, he became best friends with Marge’s dog, BD (short for Bird Dog). BD was famous for rolling in dead fish, and he always smelled like one. But that didn’t seem to matter to the seagull, who loved to sit on BD’s head. Kathi remembers riding in her grandmother’s green Dodge station wagon with the seagull perched on the back of the seat and BD hanging his head out the passenger window. If such a friendship as this could happen, then why not mermaids?

Kathi is the author of the Newbery Honor–winning, National Book Award finalist, PEN USA Literary Award–winning The Underneath, as well as many picture books. She lives with her husband in Texas.
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“I especially love when Appelt blurs the line between reality and myth, reminiscent of her work in The Underneath!’ —Sharon Creech, Newbery Medal winner of Walk Two Moons

“With the gentle wit of a seasoned storyteller, Kathi Appelt turns the life of a small coastal town into modern mythology.” —Gene Luen Yang, Michael L. Printz Award winner of American Born Chinese

“When I finished Kathi Appelt’s joyous new novel, Keeper, I didn’t want it to be over. I wanted to go on living in its magical world of talking crabs and mystical totems and wise old cats and dogs. Then I realized that I already do live there: The world is exactly as magical as we allow it to be. Hold this one up to your head and have a long, good listen.” —Brent Hartinger, author of Geography Club and Shadow Walkers

*“Deftly spinning together mermaid lore, local legend, and natural history, this stunning tale proves ‘every landscape has its magical beings,’ and the most unlikely ones can form a perfect family…. Beautiful and evocative—an absolute ‘keeper.’” —Kirkus Reviews, starred review

*“Appelt masterfully balances themes of loss and renewal and demonstrates that magic works in unexpected ways. In so doing, she has written another keeper.” —Publishers Weekly, starred review

*“Filled with love, wild adventure, family drama, and even a touch of true fantasy, this is a deeply satisfying tale.” —School Library Journal, starred review
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“I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each. I do not think that they will sing for me.”

—T. S. Eliot,

“The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”
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1

Keeper leaned over the edge of the boat. In the darkness of the night, she glared at the black surface of the water.

“You stupid crabs!” She sputtered as she said it. Keeper knew that Signe would be mad if she heard her use that word, “stupid,” but it was the only one that seemed to fit, so she said it again, this time with more force. “Stupid!”

She hoped the not-allowed word would sink down to the bottom of the pond and etch its way into the crabs’ hard shells. She couldn’t see them, but she knew they were down there, scuttling along the bottom of the pond.

In her entire ten years she had never heard crabs speak before. And then, that very morning, all ten of them had called out to her.

Those ten crabs had turned this whole day into a disaster.

Stupid, stupid, stupid crabs!

Keeper checked the rope that held her boat to the pier. It was still too tight to untie it. She needed the moon to rise, which would make the tide rise, then the boat rise, which would make the rope go slack, which would mean she could untie the knot, which would mean she could set her plan into action. Her perfect plan.

“Come on, moon,” she implored. Didn’t it know she was in a hurry? As soon as she said the word “moon,” she chewed on her bottom lip. So much had depended upon tonight’s moon, a blue moon, second full moon of the month.

First, Signe’s gumbo.

Then, Dogie’s two-word song.

Finally, Mr. Beauchamp’s night-blooming cyrus.

All three of those things had depended upon the blue moon, and all of them, every one, had been ruined.

Ruined by… CRABS!

Keeper never wanted to see another crab in her entire life! Never, never, never!

And now she needed the moon to turn the tide around and pull her out of the pond, through the channel, and into the breakers until she got to the sandbar.

That was the plan… or at least the first part of the plan.
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What makes a ten-year-old girl think she can go out in a boat alone, at night, with only her dog for a sailing mate?

Well… muscles. Exactly!

Sitting in The Scamper, curling her arms up like a boxer, Keeper flexed her muscles. She certainly was not like the Incredible Hulk, but she was proud of her strong arms.

Recently, Dogie, her next-door neighbor and the proprietor of Dogie’s Beach Umbrella and Surfboard Shop, which had at one time been a yellow school bus but was now simply known as “the Bus,” had put her in charge of waxing the surfboards. It was a job she took seriously. Dogie called her his “wax-wing,” which Keeper knew was some sort of bird because Dogie loved birds. He was always drawing them for one thing. Lots of pictures of birds. And even though waxing surfboards had nothing to do with birds at all, she still loved being called his waxwing.

He didn’t pay her much—a cold Dr Pepper, plus one dollar for waxing a short board or two for waxing a long board—but she was proud of her work. She kept her dollars in an old red purse in her closet, a purse that Signe had picked up for her at the Tater Thrift Shop for fifty cents. To date, Keeper had $42.00 in that purse. She did not know what she was going to spend it on, but she liked knowing it was there, adding up.

And then one day Signe came home from work and handed her a copy of a Sears catalogue, the “Wish Book” edition. The only time Keeper had opened it, she randomly turned to a page with men’s corduroy jackets and decided that there wasn’t anything in that wish book that she wished to have, especially a man’s corduroy jacket.

“Save it,” Signe told her. “You might need it for a rainy day.” So Keeper did.

Each time Dogie paid her to wax a surfboard, she put the money in her red purse, and then she put the purse on the shelf in her closet. The catalogue gathered dust.


3

The job of waxing is more complicated than it sounds.

Step 1: Keeper had to wash the salt water off of the board. Because there was no running water at the Bus, Dogie had attached a string of water hoses from his house all the way down the road to the Bus. This meant that Keeper had to run back and forth from house to Bus to turn the water on and off. It wasn’t that far, maybe fifty yards, but she had to hurry anyway. “N-n-no n-n-need to waste water,” Dogie always told her.

Step 2: She had to remove the old wax. First she had to scrape the whole deck of the board with a thing called a “comb,” which looked a little like a hair comb, but instead of long, thin teeth, it had small, squatty teeth, perfect for jabbing underneath the old wax. This was the hardest part, especially when the wax was majorly caked on and gunky. Keeper had to press down on the comb with both hands to pry the old wax off.

It wasn’t such a bad job when she was working on one of the short boards—five feet or so. But the long boards were a pain. Imagine eight to ten feet of gunked-up wax, and there you have it.

The wax went everywhere. It got underneath her fingernails, it stuck to her clothes, it clumped up on the top of her shoes. Blech!

Dogie had one old surfboard called a “gun” that was almost eleven feet long. Keeper hated waxing the gun, with its pointed ends. According to Dogie, wannabe surfers used it to “g-g-gun for the b-b-big waves.” Thank goodness for Keeper, it didn’t get rented too often. Even though she liked getting two dollars instead of one, the gun took F-O-R-E-V-E-R.

After she got the bulk of the old wax off, she finished removing the rest by rubbing the entire board with a product called Pickle Wax Remover. The Pickle was squishy in her hand and felt like a bean-bag, only instead of being stuffed with beans, it was filled with a powdery substance that felt softer than silk. Keeper didn’t know what was in it, only that it got the old wax off. It also made the skin on her fingertips all pruny, like raisins. After she wiped all of the wax off, Keeper stood back and admired the shiny, clean board.

Dogie’s surfboards were like works of art. Splashed across their rainbow-colored decks were air-brushed paintings of waterfalls and sea dragons and a host of other fantastic creatures. Her favorite painting was a winged horse that looked like part horse and part comet, with its long tail blazing down the length of the board.

Dogie had told her that a good ride in the surf was “l-l-like f-f-flying.” Keeper wouldn’t know since she had never ever been on a surfboard. “Wh-wh-when you’re older,” Dogie promised.

That promise was small consolation because Keeper thought that anyone old enough to wax a surfboard should be old enough to ride one, but in this matter of unfairness Signe had put her foot down. “No way, missy,” Signe had told her, time after time. “I’ve already pulled you out of the surf twice, and that’s enough.”

Whenever Keeper appealed this decision to Dogie, he just shrugged.

Step 2a: Once Keeper removed the wax, she checked the board for any dings, cuts, or notches in the fiberglass skin, so that Dogie could repair it with a ding repair kit. This was a critical responsibility. If a ding went unrepaired, the board would take on water and make it heavier than it should be. Then it wouldn’t be as easy to maneuver.

“A w-w-waxwing has to f-f-find d-d-dings,” Dogie told her. So she did. Surfers put dings in the boards all the time. Especially if they accidentally ran up on the sandbar. Dogie was constantly warning them about that sandbar. De Vaca’s Rock.

Step 3: This was when Keeper applied the new wax, beginning with the base coat. Keeper knew this was an important step too. If the base coat wasn’t applied just so, then the whole wax job could be a big, fat mess, and then she’d have to start over. The key to Step 3, according to Dogie, was waxing in the right direction: “N-n-nose to t-t-tail, rail t-t-to rail,” he told her, which meant “start at the top and work your way to the bottom by going side to side.” So Keeper pressed the bar of base coat wax on its edge, then in small, precise circles she covered the entire deck of the board with an undercoating of sticky, bumpy wax. In fact, her favorite brand of wax was called Sticky Bumps. True to its name, it made the smooth deck all sticky and bumpy.

“S-s-so the s-s-surfer will st-st-stick,” said Dogie. If the wax was too smooth, the surfer wouldn’t be able to grip the board with his or her toes. Wipeout!

Step 4: Last step. The wax itself. The kind of wax Keeper used for this step depended upon the water temperature. Most of the time the water temperature of the Gulf of Mexico hovered in the 70s or 80s; only in the winter months did it drop into the 60s and upper 50s. Because Keeper had been Dogie’s waxwing only since late spring, and it was still summer, she used Sticky Bumps Day Glo wax for warmer water. The hot pink of it seemed to scream at her while she rubbed it on top of the base coat. When it turned cooler in the coming fall and winter months, she thought she would switch to the Tour Series, which smelled faintly of bananas.

Dogie had a package of it waiting for her in the Bus.

All that scraping and waxing, all that nose-to-tail, rail-to-rail, Day-Glo-banana-scented action, gave a girl muscles.

She would need those muscles tonight for steering the boat.
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Keeper dipped her fingers into the water beside the boat and stirred it in a quick circle. Right then, in the dark, deep night, the pond was as still as glass. “Hurry up, tide,” she muttered.

Then she added, “Stupid, stupid crabs!”

The water was cool compared to the warm night air. She knew those ten crabs were down there. That very morning she had watched them, one by one, scurry into the water. A parade of crabs.

Suddenly, an image of their clacking claws made her yank her hand out of the pond. She stuck it, wet, into her shorts pocket and bumped her fingertips against the small wooden carving of Yemaya. Keeper had jammed the figurine into her pocket on her way out of her bedroom, right before she sneaked out of the house. Yemaya, queen of the sea, head mermaid. She was one of seven, carved for Keeper by Mr. Beauchamp. She called them the “merlings.”
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“Yemaya,” Keeper whispered. She rubbed the figurine—it was one of her favorites. Across from her in the boat, her dog, BD, whined. She reached over to give him a rub too.

All at once, a small gust of wind bumped against her; a reminder. It wasn’t just the crabs that had caused all of this trouble. She had to admit that the crabs had company: Sinbad (cat) and Too (dog) and Captain (seagull) and BD (dog). The “beasts,” as Dogie called them. Those four were party to the mayhem too.

“Why, yes,” she said to BD, as if the dog were protesting, “you most certainly were.” But then another little gust blew by.

The beasts weren’t the only ones at fault, no-sirree-bob. Keeper knew—she herself was also, at least partially, probably, a little, a tiny bit, more than that, well, okay, yes, she was also to blame.

“Stupid!” she said.

She leaned over the boat’s edge again and made the maddest, angriest face she could think of and hoped that the crabs could see it. But it was so dark, she couldn’t even see her own reflection.

Which was just as well. She had seen enough mad faces in the past day. She glared straight up at the black sky. Sugary stars blinked back at her. “Where are you, poky ol’ moon?” she asked. “Hurry up!”

Keeper knew that a full moon should rise soon after the sun had set, and it seemed like the sun had set forever ago. But then she thought about what Mr. Beauchamp told her: “Blue moon might hide behind a cloud bank, might dillydally behind sand dunes. Blue moon… takes her time.”
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The day had not started out with mad faces. It had actually started out with glad faces. Keeper had only barely been awake that morning when she had walked into the kitchen at the same time that Dogie walked through their screen door holding his large aluminum tub. Keeper knew it was filled with snapping crabs. Signe was already stirring the thick roux that would make the base for her gumbo. Keeper walked over to the tub to make the crab count. Suddenly, a small shiver ran along her arms.

“Hey, s-s-sleepyhead,” said Dogie. He winked at her.

“Hey, yourself,” Keeper said, whereupon she forgot about the shiver and winked back. This day had finally arrived! Which meant that the night she had been waiting for all summer would be along in only hours. Blue moon night! Blue moon gumbo! Mr. Beauchamp’s blooming flowers! And one more thing. The one more thing that made her face the gladdest: Dogie’s two-word song, the one that he would finally sing for Signe that very night, the one he had practiced all summer with his ukulele: “Marry me!”

Keeper had listened to him sing it while she waxed the surfboards and Signe wasn’t around. “Marry me!” Dogie had sung it over and over, with not one single stutter.

That morning Keeper wondered, Would Signe say yes? That was a question for the universe, but Keeper hoped so. Oh yes, she hoped so.

Then Dogie would be even more like a real-life father, wouldn’t he? Keeper almost blurted it all out, right then, but instead, she put her hands over her mouth. It took every single cell in her body to keep from squealing. She smiled a majorly happy smile at him and crossed her fingers.

Keeper had known Dogie since the moment she was born, born in the water.

“L-l-like a d-d-dolphin,” he had told her. Too, Dogie’s little pup, stood on his hind legs and did his own funny dance. Keeper reached down and scratched his spotted head.

“G-g-got a c-c-couple of b-b-boards need waxing,” Dogie told her. Keeper kept smiling. That meant at least two more dollars for her red purse. By the end of the day she would have $44.00. A fortune! What a lucky day! Now she watched Dogie scoop up little Too and open the door. “G-g-gotta go,” he said. Then she looked over at Signe and saw her turn her face away from the steaming roux and smile at him.

“Adios,” Signe said, adding some sort of spice or another to the pot.

Keeper watched Dogie cast his eyes at Signe as he stepped onto the porch. “B-b-blue moon t-t-tonight,” he said as he closed the door.

Keeper wanted to rush out behind him and beg him to sing his song now; she wasn’t sure she could wait all the livelong day.

She listened to his heavy footsteps going down the wooden stairs. She counted. Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two… He paused. There were ten steps between the porch and the ground. Would he come back up? Maybe he couldn’t wait the livelong day either!

Keeper bit her tongue.

One.

There it was, the last step. Shoot. Dogie was gone.

But her glad face was still there.




End of sample
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