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         Water calms me. It’s like chocolate or hot tea or dulce de leche ice cream. After a rotten day, I lock the bathroom door, fill Aunt Rachel’s old-timey bath with steaming water and bath salts, and then sink into a world where my problems all melt away.
         
 
         Some days it’s not enough.
 
         “Did you ask him?”
 
         Securing the phone against my shoulder, I scoop up a handful of bubbles and blow the fluff out over my belly. I can choose to ignore the question, right? Especially since neither of us is going to like the answer.
 
         “Lily…” Shannen prods.
 
         When the bubbles hit the water and dissolve into a frothy film, I sigh.
 
         The whole point of this bath was to make me forget my disastrous day – including the subject of Shannen’s question – but that seems impossible. Even though I’m feeling slightly more mellow than when I slid in twenty minutes ago, nothing can completely wash away that memory.
         
 
         Too bad bath salts can’t change the past.
 
         “No,” I admit with a frustrated growl. “I didn’t ask him.”
         
 
         “I thought we agreed,” she says, sounding exasperated. “You were going to ask him in maths when Kingsley made you swap papers.”
 
         “We did agree,” I concede, “but —”
 
         “But what, Lily?” she interrupts. “You’re running out of time.”
         
 
         “I know that.” Boy, do I know that. The sand in my egg timer is draining fast; graduation is just around the corner.
 
         Leaning my head back over the bath’s graceful curved edge, I let my hair hang to the floor below. A long mess of blonde that defies all attempts at control. I might as well have a sea sponge on my head, since no amount of conditioner or anti-frizz serum can tame the effects of Floridian humidity.
         
 
         “But Kingsley didn’t do the normal swap,” I explain. “He made us swap down the row instead of across the aisle.”
 
         Shannen groans, and I can imagine the look of disgust on her face.
 
         “I hate it when he goes to a professional development workshop,” she says. “He always comes back and tries something new that never, ever works.”
         
 
         “I know,” I agree, latching on to this divergent train of thought in the vain hope that it will make her – and me – forget our original topic. I’m not above avoidance tactics. I’ll totally throw Kingsley under the bus to save myself from another lecture about seizing the day. “It was a total flop.” I sit up a little straighter, gaining confidence in my distraction. “The Danfield twins switched places, and most of the class ended up marking their own papers. Kingsley congratulated us on our high grades.”
         
 
         Good grades are a rare thing for me. Shannen’s top of the class and she tries to help me out, but I’m clearly not learning anything by osmosis or association or whatever. Can I help it if all these subjects are like a foreign language to me? My brain just wasn’t wired for academic study. The only class I’m pretty sure of passing is art – and only because Mrs Ferraro likes me. Everything else might as well be advanced nuclear physics.
 
         Besides, lately our unified focus has been on the upcoming Spring Fling dance and not next week’s homework. With the dance only days away (as in three), it seems a lot more urgent than an English essay on Animal Farm.
         
 
         Tonight, though, I’d rather talk about homework. Or beauty products. Or swarms of killer jellyfish. Anything other than the thing she’s asking about. I fumbled the plan… again. The last thing I need right now is Shannen telling me one more time that —
         
 
         “You’re a coward, Lily Sanderson.”
 
         — I’m a coward.
 
         Son of a swordfish.
 
         I give my tail fin a flick, sending the Key lime bath salts sloshing up over my shoulders. This is the same admonition I’ve heard every week for the past three years. You’d think I’d get tired of hearing it, pluck up my courage and get it over with. But the trouble is… she’s right. I am a coward.
         
 
         Especially where Brody Bennett is concerned.
 
         We mermaids are a cowardly bunch. Keeping our existence a total secret makes cowardice pretty much a necessity. If we don’t flee fast enough at the first sign of a passing ship, we might end up on the cover of next week’s Flash Paper. We’re more of an escape-now-ask-questions-later kind of species.
         
 
         But with Brody it’s like I take my flight response to a whole new level of spinelessness. I can make all the plans in the world, be fully ready to follow through, and then the instant he’s within sight, I totally clam up. I’m lucky if I’m able to breathe, let alone tell him how I feel. Hormones are cruel like that.
         
 
         Still, the constant reminder of her cowardice can drive a girl to the edge. For a second – half a second, really – I consider blurting out the one thing I know will derail her lecture permanently.
         
 
         But I’ve heard the stories.
 
         I know what happens when a human finds out a mermaid is a mermaid. I love Shannen like a sister, but I can’t take that risk. I can’t put myself, my family and my entire kingdom in jeopardy for the sake of avoiding an unpleasant conversation. No matter how badly I want to confess, my duty comes before our friendship.
 
         Shannen would understand.
 
         So, instead of blurting out my dirty little secret – actually, not so dirty at the moment, since my fins are currently gleaming green and gold in the salty water – I resort to the pathetic truth.
 
         “I tried, Shan.” My head drops back against the porcelain bath with a well-deserved thud. “Really I did. This time I was super, super close. I took a deep breath, said his name, and…”
         
 
         “And what?” 
         
 
         “Quince Fletcher threw a wad of paper at my forehead.”
 
         It had taken every last ounce of my self-control – and the dismissal bell – to keep from leaping out of my seat, apologising to Brody as I vaulted over him, and pummelling Quince into seaweed salad. Merfolk are a peaceful people, but that boy makes me wish I had free rein with Daddy’s trident for a good five minutes. I’ve fantasised some pretty creative ways to shut Quince up.
         
 
         “That idiot,” Shannen says. “You’d think it was his self-appointed mission to make your life miserable.”
 
         “I know, right?” I rub the shower puff absently over my scales. “Why does he even bother? I mean, it’s like his two hobbies are working on that disaster of a motorcycle and tormenting me.”
         
 
         Thing is, I don’t even know why he is so devoted to winding me up on a near-constant basis. It’s not like I’ve ever done anything to him, other than move into the house next door. At first we were almost friends… until he started treating me like the enemy.
 
         Boys aren’t nearly so confusing in the ocean.
 
         “He needs to —” a beep-beep interrupts Shannen’s response, “diversify.” 
         
 
         “Hold on.” I wiggle myself into a semi-sitting position. “There’s another call.”
 
         Aunt Rachel got tired of my bathwater frying the circuits of the upstairs phone about three phones ago. The latest replacement doesn’t even have Caller ID, and she swears that this is the last one. Ruin this one and there’s no more phone in the bath. So I’m very careful not to lose my grip as I hold out the receiver and press the button.
 
         “Hello?”
 
         “You should check the curtains before you take a bath, princess,” a deep, mocking voice says.
 
         “Wha —” I half scream, half yelp as I sit bolt upright in the bath.
 
         The nearest towel is folded neatly on the toilet… on the far side of the room. With a powerful kick I flop over the side, onto the cold tiled floor, and dive for the towel. I am just tossing it over my fins when I hear a roar of laughter coming from the receiver. Scowling, I snatch it off the floor.
         
 
         “Priceless,” he howls, still laughing. “You never fail to amuse, princess.”
 
         Aaarrgh! I slam the handset repeatedly on the floor, in what I hope are eardrum-damaging whacks. 
         
 
         “Why?!?” My flipper-fast heartbeat ebbs towards normal as I stare, first at the phone – which has suffered a few nicks from my display of rage – then at the tightly drawn curtains covering the bathroom window. Holding the phone back up to my ear and ignoring the laughter still echoing through the ear-piece, I ask, “Why do you enjoy torturing me so much?”
         
 
         “Because,” Quince manages between laughs, “you make it so easy.”
 
         Grabbing a handful of now-soaking towel, I throw it against the wall next to the door and watch it slowly slide down into the laundry basket. Aunt Rachel’s cat, Prithi, meows in complaint from her position outside the door.
         
 
         “You,” I say as I pull myself back up onto the edge of the bath, “are a vile —” turning, I sink gingerly into the water, “repulsive —” even lukewarm, it feels heavenly, “slimy-headed vent worm.”
         
 
         I catch the phone against my ear before spreading my hands beneath the water to bring the temperature back up to a Zen-inducing near-steaming.
         
 
         He chuckles once more before answering, “That’s a new one.”
 
         “I’ve got dozens more where that came from,” I assure him as I sink back against the end of the bath and close my eyes. “Care to hear some?”
         
 
         The salty water envelops me, calming my electrified nerves. Slightly.
 
         “Someday,” he says, “I might take you up on that offer.”
 
         “Fraidy fish,” I mutter, closing my eyes and imagining I’m back home, the warm currents of the Gulf Stream swirling around me as I float beneath my favourite spot of ocean – the shallow bank just east of Thalassinia where a forest of sea fans and staghorn coral gives me the camouflage I need so I can lie for hours, watching the colourful fishing boats pass above.
         
 
         That spot is my bliss. I’ve never taken anyone there, not even Daddy. I’m saving it for someone special. I’m saving it for Brody.
 
         When I feel homesick, I picture us there.
 
         “Admit it, princess,” Quince says in what I can only imagine he thinks of as a teasing voice, “you’d be bored without me.”
 
         “Without you,” I reply, wishing there were more than fourteen feet and two panes of glass separating me from neighbour boy, “I’d have a date to the Spring Fling.”
 
         Sudden silence. The base of my neck prickles.
 
         “A date?” he demands. 
         
 
         My eyes flash open.
 
         I hadn’t meant for that to slip out. The reheated water relaxed me too much. I can’t let my guard down for a second when I’m talking to Quince.
         
 
         “You’re not still panting after that Benson jerk, are you?”
 
         “Bennett,” I snap before I can catch myself. Then, “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
         “I think you do —”
 
         “In fact,” I say decisively, “I don’t know why I’m still talking to you.”
 
         “You’re talking to me,” he says before I can click back over to Shannen, “because I can help you hook your crush.”
 
         “Ha!” I say, brilliantly. Then I follow it up with some hysterical laughter. As if the bane of my existence would ever help me. As if he could. “Nice try, Quince.”
         
 
         “Fine.” He tsks, as if I’ve made a poor choice. “When you’re ready for help, you know where to find me.”
         
 
         Yeah, in the house next door, peeping on me in the bathroom.
 
         “I wish I didn’t,” I say. “Hey! How did you know I was in the bath, anyway?” Silence from the pervy end of the line. “Hello?” 
         
 
         Damselfish! I wanted to be the one to hang up on him this time.
         
 
         The phone beeps, letting me know that Shannen is still waiting on the line. I should have known she wouldn’t give up. We haven’t finished with the whole asking-Brody-to-the-dance thing. She never misses an opportunity to let me know how I’ve screwed up and how I can improve myself next time.
 
         I’d wonder why I still speak to her if she weren’t my best human friend.
 
         I click over.
 
         “I’m back.”
 
         “Who was it?”
 
         “Nobody,” I answer, meaning it.
 
         “Quince.” It’s not a question.
 
         “Whatever,” I say, slapping my fin absently against the end of the bath. “Just get on with chastising me so I can go to bed.”
 
         Shannen ignores my pouty comment. “What did he want?”
 
         “What does he ever want? To bug the carp out of me.”
 
         I’m not about to tell her about his offer – or about his spying on me from his bathroom. After three years of living next door to the pervert, I’ve stopped begging my aunt to move. In a few short weeks I’ll be heading back to Thalassinia to complete my education, learning how to rule at my father’s side. I’ll never have to see or hear him again. He’ll be nothing more than a distant, nightmarish memory.
         
 
         “He must have wanted something in partic —”
 
         Not in the mood to discuss Quince, I turn back to the subject I know will derail her. “I think I’ll ask Brody before school tomorrow.”
 
         She switches tracks instantly. “You’d better,” she warns. “Time is running out. The dance is on Friday.”
 
         “Yes, I —”
 
         “That’s three days away.”
 
         “I know that.” I sit up, twisting round and slipping against the porcelain as I pull the plug out of the drain. “But since he just broke up with Courtney, I don’t think he’s exactly had time to troll for and reel in a replacement.”
         
 
         I can practically feel her heavy sigh.
 
         “I’m too tired to argue with your fishy phraseologies,” she says. “Have you decided what you’re going as?”
         
 
         The water swirls slowly down the drain, leaving a fine film of salty soap on my skin and scales as it sinks. “No,” I answer as I cup some water up over my chest to rinse it off. “I told you, I’m not going in costume. It’s stupid. I’m not a g —” I stop myself from saying ‘guppy’. Even after three years it’s hard to keep my sea slang in check. “I’m not a little kid.”
         
 
         “You have to,” Shannen insists. “It’s a costume dance. A Seaview tradition.”
         
 
         “I’ll think of something,” I say, just to pacify her.
 
         The water gurgles as the last inch starts to disappear down the drain.
         
 
         “It has to fit with the Under the Sea theme.”
 
         “No, it —”
 
         “I’ve got it,” Shannen shouts, excitement ringing in her voice. “I know exactly what you should be.”
         
 
         “Really?” I ask absently, grabbing the washcloth draped over the side of the bath and wiping the traces of soap film off my scales. “What?”
         
 
         “You should go as —” she pauses dramatically, “a mermaid.”
         
 
         I drop the phone. Then quickly scramble to get it out before the remaining half inch of water fries its circuits. Aunt Rachel will never buy another one.
 
         “No,” I say as water drips off the phone and I hear the distinct sound of crackling electricity. “No, that wouldn’t work.”
         
 
         “Think about it. We could both go as mermaids,” she says. “We’ll talk at lunch tomorrow.”
         
 
         I set the still-dripping phone on the base, its cords stretched under the bathroom door to the jack in the hall, and sink back against the empty bath.
 
         Forgetting Shannen and Quince and Brody – well, I can never entirely forget Brody – I focus on my transfiguration. Most of the time I shift between forms without much thought. But when I’m away from the sea, I use my powers less and less. Reheating my bathwater. Chilling my morning juice. Transfiguring for my bath a few times a week. Nothing like when I’m home. Sometimes it makes me feel closer to home to focus on feeling the transition.
         
 
         Drawing on the magical powers of my people – powers granted by Poseidon’s sea nymph Capheira, our ancient ancestor – I picture my iridescent scales dissolving completely away and pale pink skin appearing in its place. Why couldn’t I be lucky enough to be born with a tan?
         
 
         Still, it feels good to have my legs back. After spending the first fourteen years of my life with fins, it’s amazing how comfortable I am in terraped form. Three years on land and I feel like I was born to it. I suppose that’s because Mom was human.
         
 
         I wonder what she would think of me, lying here in her sister’s bath, dreaming about the boy I love. Would she be proud? Disappointed? Glad I’m embracing my human half? I guess I’ll never know.
 
         As I wiggle my lime-green-tipped toes, I hear a hiss and a loud crack… just before the lights go out.
         
 
         Prithi meows.
 
         “Lily,” Aunt Rachel shouts from down the hall. “Have you been using the phone in the bath again?”
 
         Covering my face with my hands, I wonder if I never should have left the sea in the first place. High school may be great for humans, but it’s no place for a mermaid.
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         Nothing escapes the scrutiny of a bathroom mirror. Especially first thing in the morning. Especially under the compact fluorescent glow of Aunt Rachel’s fixtures.
         
 
         The harsh lighting washes out my already pale skin, making the freckles painted across my nose and shoulders stand out in the contrast. My blonde sea sponge looks more like a halo of yellow candyfloss than hair.
         
 
         I tug open my make-up drawer, sending the trays of tubes and compacts crashing to the front. Make-up application must be something human girls learn in kindergarten, because after three years of practice the only product over which I have any control is lip gloss. Even that doesn’t always go as planned.
 
         I twist off the cap of shimmery pink and swipe the wand over my lips.
 
         “Lily,” Aunt Rachel shouts up from downstairs. “You have a message from your father.” 
         
 
         Startled, I lose control of the wand, jerking a gooey pink streak across my cheek before dropping the wand down the front of my shirt and onto Prithi’s furry back.
         
 
         Great. Two hours spent choosing the perfect go-to-the-dance-with-me outfit, and now I have to change.
 
         “Be right down,” I shout back, peeling the wand out of Prithi’s fur and rinsing it off in the sink. Thankfully, most of the gloss smeared onto my shirt, so there’s not much stuck to her.
 
         After a quick glance at the curtain-covered window – maybe I should staple the curtains in place – I tug my navy blue scoop-neck tee over my head. I duck across the hall and grab a last-minute replacement top. I’m just bouncing down the stairs when I hear Aunt Rachel say, “Good morning, Quince. What brings you over?”
         
 
         I freeze. What is he doing here? Hovering outside the kitchen door, I listen.
         
 
         “The paper boy misfired again.”
 
         I sneak a peek and see him handing Aunt Rachel her Seaview Times. I don’t buy it. He’s not that nice. He’s probably here with some great new plan for my humiliation. Prithi catches up with me and proceeds to weave figures of eight around my ankles. Well, I’m not about to stand around hiding like Lily the cowardly lionfish. Straightening my shoulders, I step round the door and walk into the kitchen.
         
 
         “Morning, Aunt Rachel.” I give her a smile as I cross to the counter and pour myself a glass of orange juice. The carton’s been out for a while, so I wrap my hand around the tumbler and chill the contents.
 
         As far as I care, Quince isn’t even in the room.
 
         “Quince brought over our paper,” she explains. “It was accidentally delivered to their house again.”
 
         I snort. Quince probably grabbed it from our porch and just pretended to bring it over. To camouflage his true motives. That would be just like him.
         
 
         “Would like you some breakfast, Quince?” she offers, unfolding the paper and starting in on her morning read. “Lily, why don’t you pour a second glass of juice?”
         
 
         I’m just about to tell him where he can stick his glass of juice when he says, “I already ate, Ms Hale.”
 
         I nearly spill my freshly chilled juice. It’s so unlike him to pass up an opportunity to bug me for an extended period of time. When I spin round to figure out why, he’s standing right in front of me.
         
 
         “But,” he continues, watching me with his annoying-ly Caribbean blue eyes, “I would love a glass of juice.”
 
         Why does he of all people have to have eyes the exact colour of Thalassinian waters? Teeth clenched, I turn back round and quickly splash some juice into a glass. I shove it at him.
 
         “Here.”
 
         “Thanks.” He takes the glass – apparently not noticing that I’ve accidentally chilled it to the point of frost – but doesn’t step back. Just downs the ice-cold juice in one chug. He flashes that arrogant grin. “Just what I needed.”
 
         “Good,” I snap. “Then you can —”
 
         My suggestion that he should take a flying leap out the door dies in my throat when his gaze shifts to my mouth. His smile transforms into more of a smirk as he slowly lifts a hand to my cheek. I’m frozen. What on earth is going on here? He rubs his fingertips across my skin, then holds them up to inspect.
 
         “Looks like you missed the mark, princess.”
 
         Turning his hand, he shows me the smear of shimmery pink gloss he’d wiped off my face.
 
         “Aaargh!” I growl in frustration, and shove him as hard as I can.
         
 
         Of course, I forget the glass of juice still in my hand and wind up spilling it all over both of us. He just throws back his head and laughs.
 
         Prithi hisses at Quince. Good girl.
 
         “Lily,” Aunt Rachel admonishes. “What were you thinking?”
 
         Before I can defend myself – anyone who hears my side of the story would totally call my actions justified – he says, “It was my fault, Ms Hale.” He winks at me. “I had it coming.”
 
         Then, turning to Aunt Rachel, he says, “Mom wanted me to thank you for the organic lemon bars. They were delicious, as always.” He grins. “We finished them in a day.”
 
         Aunt Rachel blushes. “I’ll have to make some more.”
 
         She’s always sending over stuff like cookies and casseroles to Quince and his mom. Once I asked her why, and she gave me some cryptic answer about neighbours helping neighbours, which I eventually figured out meant Quince’s mom struggles to pay the bills with her minimum wage factory job. They’re like the poster family for single mom and deadbeat dad. Aunt Rachel might not be much better off with her pottery studio, but she likes to share her bounty. 
         
 
         “I wouldn’t talk you out of it, ma’am.” His smile turns sweet, the rotten faker. “See you at school, princess.”
 
         Leaving Aunt Rachel beaming and me scowling, he walks out of the back door. How does he manage to do this every time? I wind up feeling like an idiot, and he comes off looking like a perfect angelfish.
         
 
         “Nice boy,” Aunt Rachel mutters, returning to her paper. “Strange… but nice.”
 
         My thoughts exactly. Only instead of nice, I’d say awful.
 
         The sticky fresh orange juice finally seeps through my top.
 
         “Ugh, I have to go change.” I glance down at my outfit. “Again.”
 
         I turn to head back upstairs when Aunt Rachel says, “Don’t forget your father’s message.”
 
         Right. Daddy’s message.
 
         I had forgotten, what with the whole Quince thing and the juice and —
 
         “Wait,” I blurt out as a thought occurs. “Quince didn’t see the, uh…” I make a wavy gesture at the pale green curl of kelpaper, a waterproof parchment made from wax and seaweed pulp, sitting on the kitchen table.
         
 
         “What?” Aunt Rachel peers around the newspaper, looking confused. Then the light dawns. “Oh. No, he didn’t. The messenger gull had gone before he arrived.”
         
 
         Well, that’s one thing in a row that’s not a complete disaster. It’s not like I could exactly explain a seagull showing up at our kitchen window with a message tied to his leg. Especially not when that message is sealed with the royal crest of the king of Thalassinia.
         
 
         And, thankfully, the fact that Prithi had been upstairs fixating on me at the time means we didn’t have to deal with claws and feathers in the kitchen.
         
 
         I grab the message and stick it in my bra before rushing upstairs to find backup outfit number three. Maybe my one-item-long run of luck will continue with the Brody plan.
 
         
             

         
 
         “Morning, Brody,” I say, trying to act like I haven’t been waiting for twenty minutes, knowing he would be in before school to check on the news team footage we shot yesterday. He slips into the chair next to me at the editing station.
         
 
         Without looking up from the screen playing raw film from his latest newscast, he says, “Hey, Lil.”
 
         My heart quivers. Every time I hear his voice, I feel like I’ve just had a brush with an electric eel. Little sparks of energy tingle along all my nerves, sending them into total shock. Which might explain why I lose all ability to form coherent thoughts, let alone actual comprehensible speech.
         
 
         With his attention fully focused on the editing screen, I indulge in a few seconds of unnoticed worship… er, observation. After three years, I know every feature by heart. Curving lips that would make Cupid proud, always spread in an I’m-the-king-of-the-world kind of smile. Lusciously curly hair, the colour of Hershey’s Extra Dark chocolate, that is more often than not still damp from early-morning swim practice. His eyes aren’t like any I’ve ever seen, a pale golden brown that glows when he looks at you straight on.
 
         Which doesn’t usually happen to me.
 
         But that’s going to change. Because I have a plan. And a very important question to ask. Right now.
 
         “The tape looks good,” I offer, hoping to get his focus off the screen for a second.
 
         “Yeah…” he says, not sounding too happy. He picks up a headset and holds one side up to his ear like a singer in a recording studio. My heart trips again. “Why does my voice sound so tinny?”
         
 
         He still hasn’t looked at me.
 
         “Oh,” I say in a voice as confident as I can manage – aka not very around Brody. “There was some feedback on the new mics. Ferret will fix it in post-production.”
         
 
         “Great,” he says as he tosses the headset on the table and swivels to face me.
 
         His smile makes me dizzy – in a good way. I know this is love. What else could make me sweat and smile and swoon all at once?
 
         If only he would realise this.
 
         Of course, that will never happen if I don’t ask the question. Right now.
 
         “So…” I start hesitantly. “Are you going to the —”
 
         “You have beautiful eyes, Lil.” He tilts his head to the side, as if trying to get a better look. Or as if he’s just noticing for the first time that I actually have eyes.
         
 
         I feel the blush burn my pale cheeks, even though I know not to get too excited. Brody throws out comments like that all the time. At first I thought it meant he liked me, but he does that to everyone. It’s part of his charm.
 
         Certain I look like a red-cheeked clown fish, I swallow the lump in my throat and try to continue.
         
 
         “I know you and Courtney broke up,” I begin again. “But I was wondering if —”
 
         “Yeah, finally.” He leans back in the chair, folds his arms behind his neck and looks at the ceiling. “I was tired of her nagging. Always harping on at me to buy her flowers or cut my hair or change my clothes. Can’t believe I put up with it for two whole years.”
         
 
         Me neither.
 
         Then again, I’ve been the one listening to his complaints for the last twenty-two months. I never could understand why he went out with her in the first place. She made him take her to La Piscina on their first date. He shelled out eighty bucks and she ended the night by slapping him. (Just because he didn’t get out to walk her to her door.)
 
         But that’s all over now. They’re over. It’s my turn. Right now!
         
 
         I have no excuses left, and Spring Fling is the perfect opportunity. Not too formal or too much of a social commitment, like prom or homecoming would be. Just two friends (are we friends?) hanging out, dancing and drinking weak lemonade. Nothing intimidating about that, right? 
         
 
         Then why are my hands shaking like a sea fan in a hurricane?
 
         Finally, dredging the depths for my last few drops of courage, I ask, “Do you want to go to the dance wi —”
 
         “Well, well, well,” a deep voice calls from the doorway. “You two lovebirds should just hook up and get it over with. All this tension gives me hives.”
 
         My cheeks erupt in flames.
 
         “Good one, Fletcher,” Brody says, laughing. He elbows me in the ribs like Quince just told the funniest joke. “As if Lil would have any interest in a ladies’ man like me.”
 
         Quince fills the doorway, arms crossed over his chest like some muscle-bound action hero. And, I think with a little pride, wearing a different shirt from the one I juiced earlier. He stares at me with those clear steady eyes, dark blonde brows raised, silently daring me to say something.
         
 
         I stare right back.
 
         “Yeah,” I say, forcing half a laugh. “As if.”
 
         While Quince and I continue our staredown – to Brody’s complete oblivion – the school bell rings.
 
         “Gotta go.” Brody grabs his backpack and heads for the door. At the last second he turns and asks, “What were you going to ask me, Lil?”
         
 
         The side of Quince’s mouth lifts in a little smirk. But – much to my shock – he doesn’t say a word of what I know is running through his mind. He just holds my stare, daring me to ask Brody right in front of him.
 
         An audience is the last thing I need.
 
         I can just imagine the humiliation that would bring. Especially if Brody says no. Which he probably will. I mean, he sees me as a pal. A news team buddy and swim team manager. Maybe he’s noticed I’m a girl – I’m not completely devoid in the topside department – but I’m sure he’s never thought of me like that. As a girl who might be interested in a boy. In him.
         
 
         He’ll probably laugh in my face.
 
         If he’s going to give me the big let down, I’d rather do this audience free.
 
         Unwilling to concede the staredown to Quince, I answer Brody without looking away. “I’ll, uh, ask you later.”
 
         “Sure,” he says. “See ya, Fletcher.”
 
         “Yeah,” Quince says, smiling. “Later.” Then he winks at me.
 
         That is the last straw.
 
         As Brody slips out of the door – heading for his first-period class, economics – I launch out of my chair and attack Quince with a howl of frustration.
         
 
         “Aaargh!” I try to pummel him with my fists, but he grabs me by the wrists and easily holds me back. “Why?” I shout. “Why do you enjoy ruining my life?”
         
 
         I keep yelling at Quince, struggling against his solid grip. Working on motorcycles must build muscles, because he looks like he’s not even trying hard to keep me from beating the carp out of him.
         
 
         I swear, I never used to be this violent. Mermaids are always a little more hot-blooded on land, but whenever I’m around him, I just want to break things. Starting with his nose —
         
 
         “Chill, princess,” he says in that annoyingly soothing voice. “I just saved you from making a huge mistake.”
 
         That gets my attention.
 
         “Excuse me?”
 
         “Asking Benson to the dance just then —”
 
         “Bennett,” I correct automatically.
 
         “— would have got you a big fat no.”
 
         I hold my fury for about three seconds before I slump. Great. It’s bad enough to know deep down that your dream guy doesn’t want you, but to have an outsider say the same thing really sucks seaweed.
         
 
         Okay, so maybe I’m not a knockout cheerleader like Courtney. My nose is a little on the longish side and my pale skin will never take a tan – sun exposure is pretty limited in the deep blue sea. My hair is, as previously lamented, a disaster. My curves aren’t totally lacking, but they’re not lingerie catalogue worthy. I’ve got too many freckles, my eyes are too big, and I have the coordination of a giant octopus. Maybe Quince is right. I could never —
         
 
         “Don’t do that,” he says, as if sensing my train of thought, his voice softer. “Don’t twist my words.”
 
         “What is that supposed to mean?”
 
         “I wasn’t saying you have no chance with him.” He finally releases my wrists and steps back. “You’re too good for a loser like him.”
 
         “Then what,” I bite out, ignoring his second comment, “were you saying?”
 
         “Asking him to the dance is not the way to catch his attention.”
 
         “Oh really,” I snap. “What do you know about it?”
 
         “I know,” he says, lowering casually into one of the editing chairs like he belongs, “that he’s not looking for a date.”
         
 
         “And just how would you know that?”
 
         “Courtney.”
 
         “Right.” I drop into my chair. “Why would she tell you anything?”
 
         He stretches his long, jeans-hugged legs out in front of him and sets one biker boot on top of the other. “Some girls actually enjoy talking to me.”
         
 
         “Only ones with jellyfish for brains,” I mutter.
 
         “Anyway,” he continues, “when Bens —”
 
         When I start to correct him, he holds up a hand and backtracks.
 
         “When Bennett broke up with her, he said he want-ed to be single for a while, taste the fruits of freedom and all that garbage. He’ll be going solo to the dance.”
 
         I roll my eyes. As if I believe anything this sea slug says.
 
         “Ask him, then,” he says.
 
         “I will.”
 
         “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 
         I stand, grabbing my backpack and slinging it over my shoulder. “I won’t.”
 
         The late bell rings as I step out into the corridor. Damselfish! If I’m late to class one more time, my already precarious grade will be seriously in the balance. Yet another thing I can blame on Quince Fletcher.
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         “Go now!” Shannen shoves me out of the lunch queue. “Before the goons behind us get to his table.”
 
         Glancing over my shoulder, I see that she’s right. Brody’s posse – the swim team and cheer-leading squad – are in the queue behind Shannen, behind the spot I just occupied. Out in the cafeteria, Brody is sitting alone at their table.
         
 
         If I’m going to ask him, I’d better do it now. It’s my best chance.
 
         With a deep breath, I hand my lunch to Shannen, push my way through the crowd around the tills, and make my way to Brody’s table. He doesn’t notice right away when I approach, so I clear my throat. He looks up and all the words in my mind wash away. He’s like high tide, clearing out my thoughts as easily as driftwood on the beach.
 
         For a moment I’m back to the first time I saw him. It was the afternoon before my first day at Seaview High. The nerves and the fears and the homesickness had got to me. I was a mermaid, a girl of the sea! What was I thinking, going to terraped high school? I’d never survive.
         
 
         So I’d left Aunt Rachel a note and headed for the beach. Leaving my clothes under the pier, I’d slipped beneath the water, intent on swimming home.
 
         Then there was a splash in front of me, and when the bubbles cleared, I saw a boy gliding beneath the waves. He was clearly human, but he swam like he belonged in the water. Like he was the water.
         
 
         That was the moment I knew. If a terraped could feel that at home in the water, surely I could survive a few months on land. After all, I was half human. And I wanted to find out more about my mom’s world.
 
         That was also the moment I fell in love with Brody. He’s the reason I’ve stayed in Seaview for three years, instead of the one year I’d originally planned. He’s my future mermate.
 
         Of course, when I was little, I never imagined I’d be bringing a human boy home to meet Daddy, but I’m pretty confident Daddy will see that Brody’s meant to be in the water. And Brody will love Thalassinia. 
         
 
         It’s way past the time to finally tell him how I feel.
 
         Smiling, he says, “Hey, Lil.” He forks a bite of pasta into his mouth. “What’s up?”
 
         “Um,” I say, my voice suddenly quivering like an electric eel on full volts. “About what I was going to ask you this morning.”
 
         “Right.” He swallows his food and takes another bite. “Shoot.”
 
         “Well, I just —”
 
         “Hey, is this about that special report on overcharging in the school vending machines?” His brows drop to shadow his golden-brown eyes. “I verified my numbers with three independent snack food distributors.”
         
 
         I love that he is so dedicated to his work and excited about this exposé, but is a nickel for a candy bar really overcharging?
 
         “Actually, it’s about Spring Fling,” I blurt. “Since you and Courtney broke up, I was wondering if you might want to…”
         
 
         My question trails off when I see his eyes soften with something that looks dangerously like sympathy. No, no, no. Not a good sign.
 
         He sets down his fork and stands up.
 
         “Oh, Lil,” he says, sounding sincerely sad. “You know I love you, but —” 
         
 
         No phrase in the history of civilisation that begins with “I love you, but —” has ever ended well.
 
         “Sure,” I say quickly, eager to get my humiliation over with. “No problem.” Tears prickle at the back of my eyes. “Forget I asked.”
         
 
         I turn to rush away, but Brody grabs my arm.
 
         “Listen,” he says, pulling me back to face him. “I need some time on my own right now. To find out what I really want for the first time in two years. It wouldn’t be fair to you – or any girl – if I said yes.”
 
         Whatever. He’s just too nice to say he’d never in a million billion years go with someone like me.
 
         “Of course,” I say, sniffing, hoping my tears don’t well up beyond the point of surface tension. “I totally understand.”
 
         And I totally need to get out of here. Breaking into tears in the school cafeteria only leads to one thing: gossip. Most of the school already thinks I’m part freak. I don’t need to feed the swell.
 
         “Hey,” he says, reaching for my chin and tilting my head up. “Save me a dance.”
         
 
         I smile weakly.
 
         “Promise,” he says, flashing me his most charming smile. 
         
 
         I nod. Then the table is suddenly surrounded by jocks and swishing pompoms. Taking advantage of the crowd, I slip away and head for the nearest restroom.
         
 
         I don’t know what’s worse: that Brody said no, or that Quince told me he would. Why does he always have to be right?
 
         Because it’s lunchtime, the corridors are empty and I make it to the girls’ bathroom without being seen. In a back cubicle I succumb to several long minutes of crying. I feel like someone pulled out my still-beating heart, stomped on it a few times with dirty motorcycle boots, then shoved it back into my chest. All the fears that kept me quiet for three long years were just public-ly unveiled. Brody will never love me. The whole reason I stayed on land just evaporated like sea foam on sand.
         
 
         Eventually my tears dry out. My eyes are red and puffy. At least they’re not glittering gold like they would be underwater. Still, no amount of cold water splashes gets them back to normal. They’re a flashing neon sign shouting, “She just cried her eyes out in the bathroom!” I almost start to cry all over again when I realise that everyone is going to wonder what’s wrong. Everyone who hasn’t already heard the tale of my humiliation, that is.
         
 
         Then a thought occurs. Shannen wears contacts. I bet she has some eye drops in her locker.
         
 
         Dabbing the water off my face, I head out in the direction of her locker.
 
         And walk smack into Quince Fletcher.
 
         “Believe me now?” he asks.
 
         He’s leaning casually against the wall just outside the girls’ bathroom. From the arrogant look on his face, I can guess he’s been waiting for me so he can gloat.
         
 
         “Get lost.”
 
         I try to walk round him, but he sidesteps and blocks my path.
 
         “Move!”
 
         “I asked you a question.”
 
         “And I choose not to answer.” I step to my left, and he mirrors me. Back to the right. He follows.
 
         Why won’t he leave me alone? What did I ever do to deserve his obnoxious attentions?
 
         Guess my tears aren’t dried up after all. They’re right back at the ready and threatening to spill out if Quince doesn’t let me go.
 
         “Admit it,” he insists. “I was right.”
 
         “No.” I sniff. “You were wrong.” Sniff. “I’m just crying —” sniff, “cause I’m so happy.” My tears take that lie as their cue and start streaming down my cheeks.
         
 
         “Come on, princess,” he says. “You don’t need to cry over that loser.”
 
         This only makes me cry harder. We both know who the loser is in this scenario.
 
         With a muttered curse, Quince wraps his arms around me and squeezes. It feels remarkably like a hug.
 
         “Don’t cry,” he whispers in my ear. “Please.”
 
         I don’t know if it’s his soft words or the fact that my face is now hidden by his broad chest, but I just let go. Three years of longing and loving from a distance have built to the breaking point, and I let it out all over his West Coast Choppers T-shirt.
         
 
         “Shhh,” he soothes. “He’s not worth it.”
         
 
         Sob, sob, sob. 
         
 
         I can’t stop. I’ve totally lost control of my emotions. All I can think is, Brody hates me and I’m stuck seeking comfort from my worst enemy. My life has definitely sunk to the deepest dregs.
 
         Faintly, muffled by Quince’s chest and the sound of my tears, I hear a bell. It only vaguely registers as the end of lunch.
 
         Quince curses, and the next thing I know I’m moving against my will, back into the bathroom and into a small, enclosed space. 
         
 
         Through swollen, tear-blurred eyes I see that we are in a cubicle. The sound of giggling echoes on the sterile white tiles a split second before Quince sits on the toilet seat and pulls me onto his lap.
 
         “Lift your feet!” he whispers urgently. I obediently brace the soles of my flip-flops against the door.
         
 
         Two pairs of high heels walk past, clacking loudly on the tiled floor.
 
         “Did you see her run out of the cafeteria?” one girl asks, her voice gleeful.
 
         “I bet he put her in her frizzy-haired place.”

         My stomach rolls.
 
         Maybe they’re talking about some other frizzy-haired girl who got humiliated at lunch today. Seaview High is a big school. Surely someone else —
 
         “As if a freak like her could ever tempt Brody Bennett.”
 
         Nope. Me.
 
         Those rotten tears – momentarily startled away – spill down my cheeks.
 
         “She needs to learn to keep her paws off another girl’s guy,” the first voice says.
 
         I gasp. “It’s Court —”
 
         Quince’s hand clamps over my mouth. His other arm is wrapped around my waist, and he uses both to tug me back tight against his chest. “Shhh,” he whispers super-quietly in my ear.
         
 
         I nod, wondering how I got myself into this position and hoping my agreement will make Quince release me. It doesn’t.
 
         “She has the fashion sense of a palm tree,” the other girl says.
 
         “Oh, come on,” Courtney – aka Brody’s newly ex – replies, and I think she’s about to defend me. “A palm tree at least wears coordinating colours.”
 
         Through a teary blur, I glance down at my clothes. I don’t see anything wrong with my pale yellow T-shirt and turquoise ruffled skirt. And my bright pink flip-flops match the hearts on my tee. Granted, this was my Plan C for the day, but I didn’t think it was that bad.
 
         “Pink and yellow?” Courtney continues. “What does she think she is? A walking candy shop?”
 
         The other girl – probably Courtney’s constant sidekick, Tiffany – laughs. “At least she makes an effort. That’s more than you can say about her friend.”
 
         My ears perk up, and I have instantly forgotten my humiliation. No one talks about Shannen around me without getting an earful of back-in-your-face.
         
 
         “The one whose entire wardrobe consists of jeans and polo shirts?” Courtney’s voice is filled with acid. “Someone should tell her they sell my cast-offs at the charity shop.”
 
         That does it.
 
         I lurch forward, grabbing for the latch and dropping my feet to the floor. Quince has lightning-fast reflexes, though. Before my fingertips connect with metal, he closes over my arms and tightens them back against me. His legs shoot out, wrapping around my ankles and slipping back into place so that anyone looking into the cubicle will see only his jeans and boots.
         
 
         “Don’t,” he whispers almost silently against my ear. “She’s not worth it.”
 
         I consider this for a second, deciding that he’s probably right – no matter how badly I hate admitting that. Courtney’s probably still mad that Brody dumped her right before the dance. I can let her horrid comments slide. Then, as I relax a little and absorb the sudden silence, something disturbing happens. I start to notice things. Weird, unsettling things.
 
         Like how warm Quince’s chest feels against my back. 
         
 
         And how his breath tickles my ear, sending shivers down my spine.
 
         And how his arm is resting just below my chest.
 
         The total silence must be playing tricks on my mind, because for a second – half a second, really – I almost think his touch feels goo —
         
 
         His arm tightens, quick and sharp, around my belly.
 
         “Uungh,” I grunt.
         
 
         Why on earth did he —
 
         “Ew,” Courtney whines.
         
 
         Oh, great. Now I’m more than humiliated… I’m constipated.
 
         Thankfully, before things can get worse – I can’t imagine how, but I’m sure they could – the late bell rings and they finally make their way, heels clacking across the floor, to the door.
 
         As they leave, I hear Tiffany say, “Did you see the boots in that cubicle?”
 
         “Yes,” Courtney scoffs, and raises her voice. “Must be that butch girl from the football team. Doesn’t she have a mother?”
 
         God, Courtney is such a sea witch.
 
         Their voices trail off, and Quince and I are left in the quiet of the empty bathroom. Still, he doesn’t release me. 
         
 
         Maybe he’s mad at what she said about his boots.
 
         Though for the life of me I can’t figure out why, I feel compelled to make him feel better. “Your boots aren’t that bad. You know she thought you were Em —”
         
 
         Before I can finish, he bursts out laughing, nearly shaking me off his lap and onto the disgusting bathroom floor.
         
 
         “Wha —” I squeal as I slide off to the left.
 
         His arms tighten around me, securing me in place. After a few more seconds of holding on for dear life while Quince indulges in some seriously rumbling laughter against my back, he finally releases me and helps me stand.
         
 
         “Sorry, princess,” he says, still sitting on the toilet. “That was just too damn funny.”
 
         Twisting around in the tight space, I glare at him. “Well, I’m glad you found humour in your humiliation. I don’t happen to enjoy being ridiculed and —”
 
         “Aw, come on,” he teases, an annoyingly bright grin shining on his tanned face. He’s got one of those strong faces that completely transform with a smile. Dark and foreboding one second, fun and playful the next. “Couldn’t you see through her?” 
         
 
         I must look confused, which I am, because he explains, “She’s jealous.”
 
         “Right,” I say, thinking back to the cafeteria. “I’m plucking Brody right out from under her perfectly sculpted nose.”
 
         Squeezing up against one wall, I try to open the door. I need to escape, to get out into the open, away from him. Only the cubicle is so small and Quince takes up so much space that I can’t open it while he’s sitting on the toilet.
 
         “Stand up.”
 
         He complies but stays in front of the door. Hovering over me, he says, “Hard as it is to believe, I won’t say ‘I told you so’ about the dance.”
 
         As if.
 
         “In fact,” he says, leaning over me to brace his forearm on the wall above my head, “I’m going to help you out.”
 
         At the moment, helping me out would have to include getting out of this cubicle. Quince is more than filling my personal space and I’m feeling uncharacteristically claustrophobic. The graffiti-covered walls are closing in. Sweat droplets form on my forehead.
         
 
         “Let me out,” I demand, ignoring his offer of help. “It stinks in here.” 
         
 
         I give him a look that implies he is the source of the odour, even though he smells like leather and mint toothpaste. He doesn’t get offended like a normal guy would. No, he flashes me that arrogant smile and leans closer. Just when I think he’s going to press his entire body into mine, he scoots sideways, next to the toilet, and out of the way of the door.
         
 
         Yanking the door open, I burst out of the cubicle and take a deep breath of non-Quinced air.
         
 
         “As I was saying,” he continues when he follows me out, “I’m going to help you catch your big fish at the dance.”
         
 
         “But,” I argue as the oxygen returns to my brain, “he doesn’t want —”
 
         “He doesn’t know what he doesn’t want.”
 
         Leaning back against the edge of the sink, I cross my arms over my chest and nod to show I’m listening. Though mostly I’m thinking about how relieved I am to be out of that cubicle and several feet away from Quince.
 
         “To get Ben —” he clears his throat, “— nett’s attention, you need to do something special. Surprising.” He smiles. “Shocking.”
 
         “And what,” I ask, sceptical, “do you suggest?”
         
 
         He slips his hands into the back pockets of his jeans, stretching his T-shirt tight across his chest. From a purely objective standpoint, I admit it’s a nicely formed chest. Probably sculpted from all those hours trying to keep his motorcycle running and his part-time job at the timber yard. And he does have yummy dark blonde hair and those great blue eyes that remind me of home. If he weren’t such an obnoxious jerk, Quince might actually be an attractive guy.
         
 
         “I’ll tell you,” he says, “in the car park after school.”
 
         Then, without any explanation, he spins on his biker boots and walks out of the bathroom. What the heck does that mean? I’m still frowning and trying to figure out what just happened – I was not admiring his chest! – when he sticks his head back in.
         
 
         “Want to know why I thought Courtney’s little tirade was so funny?”
 
         I shrug, expecting him to say I’ll find that out after school, too. If I meet him, that is. I don’t expect him to answer.
 
         But Quince is nothing if not unexpected.
 
         “She bought me these boots.”
 
         He flashes me a quick smile, and then he’s gone.
 
         And I have the rest of the day to decide if I can risk accepting his offer of help. In three hours and – I lift my wrist to check the time.
         
 
         Damselfish! I’m nearly fifteen minutes late for art.
         
 
         Shannen’s probably worried about me. I take off down the corridor, wondering if I’m actually going to meet Quince in the car park. Mrs Ferraro probably hasn’t even noticed I’m not there.
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