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The thief dove on the net. Whirled.
Plopped it over Kenzie’s head and spun her, locking her arms at her
sides.

No. No. No.

From behind her, furious hands wound the long
line from her chest down to her knees. Cursing and spitting, Kenzie
was knocked blindly to the ground. Shoved and rolled into the
trees, screeching monstrous words. Trapped in the growing darkness
like a fly in a spider’s web.

She screamed with rage—until something
snatched and sliced at the nylon mesh over her face—and crammed a
bag into her mouth.

A filthy, suffocating plastic bag.
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Chapter 1

Most people called it theft. Kenzie
called it murder.

Theft. Like some lame crook had made
off with a computer or TV. But raiding sea turtle nests was mass
murder, and Kenzie vowed to end the slaughter.

She’d keep her promise to Old Turtle, if she
could ever get this dead-in-the-water boat moving again.

Taking Angelo’s boat was her first
mistake. She’d moved to Big Pine Key, Florida, when summer vacation
began. Only a few weeks ago. Yet from day one it was clear Angelo
obsessed over this runabout. He’d spent hours customizing it. Even
if she had a drivers’ license, he’d never trust her to handle it
safely—no matter how many times she’d ridden in it. But how could
she resist such temptation? Ten yards from her house. The perfect
transportation. The only transportation.

She’d asked over and over for a ride to
Turtle Beach.

Mom?

Too busy.

New job.

New boyfriend.

Angelo?

Lobster season.

His dad needed him.

All day.

Every day.

Then this morning—wham. She’d heard
the Turtle-News report, freaked, and took off— without
checking the gas. Her second mistake.

She’d focused on one thing only. Get to
Turtle Beach. That’s where she’d find evidence to snare the creep
stealing sea turtle eggs. Island police were clueless. No evidence.
No suspects. No theory. Bee boogers. Law enforcement may
have surrendered, but she’d just begun to fight.

Kenzie kicked the empty gas can. The boat
rocked. Her puppy cringed. “I’m not angry at you, Salty. I’m angry
at me.” She wrapped all twenty- two pounds of the pup in her arms,
calculating the distance to the beach. Not far. Swimming was second
nature to her. She could make it. But what about Salty?

Thunder rumbled. Great. A storm
brewed. Where? Kenzie searched the sky. There. Just beyond the
island.

She ruffled Salty’s yellow fur and scanned
the thin white line of sand. No visible help there. “It’s you and
me, Salty. Just you and me.”

Wait. Behind the beach in the treetops—a
large rectangle shone. A metal roof? Ana lived on the beach. Could
that be her house? Ana had told Kenzie about the loggerheads when
they’d met last month. Ana could help find the nests and
fuel.

Kenzie hadn’t planned to look for Ana’s
house, only the turtle nests. Problem was, she really didn’t have a
plan. Mistake number three.

So, what now? Muscle power. How hard
could it be to row a fourteen-foot boat? She’d seen Angelo do it.
She turned backwards on the seat, lifted the oars, then dropped
each oarlock in place.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, Salty. Maybe it’ll be
you and me, plus Ana.”

Swinging the wooden handles, she glanced
behind her, dug the oars into the sea, and aimed the bow at the
roof. Kenzie pulled hard against the water.

Row, glide.

Drift back.

Row, glide.

Drift back.

The strong current surprised her. The shore
appeared no nearer.

How close was the storm? Hard to tell now
that the rumbling had stopped. She leaned out from under the canvas
top for a larger view. Minutes ago the blinding-blue sky perched on
a horizon of white, puffy clouds. Clouds that now billowed with
gray. Above the island, charcoal clouds swelled and piled. No
soaring seabirds. No blue. Vast silence.

Creepy.

Salty curled at Kenzie’s feet. His dark eyes
shifted, and his nose twitched.

Move it, girl. Arms aching, she rowed
on. Only a few months off the swim team and already weak.

The sky and sea darkened. Reflected sunlight
no longer threatened to burn her pale, freckled skin. Good, right?
Howling winds gusted longer and harder, driving her farther from
land. Not good. New York weather never changed this fast. She
rested her head on the oar handles. I’m doomed.

Thump.

Kenzie jerked upright.

Thump. Thump. What the—?

Salty scrambled to the bow, propped
his forepaws on the edge, and then barked. Nonstop.

Kenzie stowed the oars. “Okay. Okay. I get
it.” Balancing on the gunwale, she moved forward, knelt, and peered
over the side.

A sea turtle. She pictured her science
project’s identification chart. Yellow and brown, tie-dye patterned
shell—hawksbill. Shell bigger than a bicycle tire, small
tail—mature female. Awesome.
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More than a threatened species. An
endangered species. Big news. Turtle Beach: nest site for
loggerheads and hawksbills. Kenzie swore at the unknown
thief. “You’re in double trouble now, you creep.”

Kenzie glanced toward the beach. A steely
curtain of rain charged across the island. Its target? Girl and
dog. Goose bumps prickled her skin.

The turtle bumped the boat again. Why wasn’t
it diving? “Dive, turtle. Dive.”

The wall of rain marched closer. The boat
rocked harder. Up. Down. Splash. Kenzie hung on. What could
she do about the turtle now except push it away? Protect it from
the battering boat. She reached over the side. Splat. Salt
water burned her eyes. She shoved. The turtle spun. Faced her.
There, caught in its beak-like mouth. A plastic grocery bag. The
hawksbill was choking, struggling for air.

On a downward dip, she leaned over the
gunwale to grab the bag. No luck.

The boat rocked up.

She steadied herself and waited. The boat
rocked down.

She stretched her arm.

Not even close.

Again and again she tried. Waves rushed one
after the other, each pitching her high above the turtle. She’d
have to jump in. The boat lifted and slammed down. Bam. Her
hat flew off as she crashed to the floorboards.

Whining, Salty nosed her leg. If she dove
after the turtle, the puppy would follow. Too risky. They’d be
battered like the turtle, and how could they climb back on this
wildly rocking boat? Kenzie’s heart sank as she stumbled to her
seat.

Salty climbed onto her lap. Shivering, he
clutched her soggy hat between his teeth.

“Good catch, Salty. Good puppy. I can still
see the shore. We’ll make it. We’ll be okay.” If only she believed
her words. “Get down, now.”

Salty crouched in the bow. Kenzie stowed her
hat and retied her flapping hair. The temperature plummeted.
Stinging rain slashed sideways under the Bimini top. The leading
wind roared, building waves and forcing the turtle farther from the
boat. Keep it together, Kenzie. She was here to save
turtles. No squall would stop her. I can do this. She wiped
the salt grit off her face, then grabbed the oars.

She shuddered, exposed and defenseless
against the dark wall of rain. The shore disappeared. The hawksbill
vanished. Which way were they drifting?

Think.

Drop anchor.

Wait it out.

At least there’s no lightning.

Kenzie dropped the oars, reached forward, and
found the slippery anchor line. She heaved the anchor overboard.
Panicked as the rope slithered off the bow.

No. She’d forgotten to tie it off. She
lunged for the vanishing rope. Thump. Dip. The boat lurched
on a taut line—already fastened to the cleat. Thank you,
Angelo.

Once anchored, the boat rocked worse than
ever. But better than drifting out to sea. What would happen to the
hawksbill in this storm?

Waves sloshed over the sides. Seawater
swirled around Kenzie’s feet. Something banged her ankle. Kenzie
fished under her seat. Angelo’s milk-jug bail. She could work with
this.

Scoop. Toss.

Splat.

Scoop. Toss.

Splat.

By the time she’d reduced water on board by
half, light pierced the clouds. The torrent retreated as swiftly as
it had attacked. The wind and the sea calmed. The sun blazed.

Salty shook. Water drops flew. Kenzie hugged
the stinky puppy. Her stomach relaxed. “I told you we’d be okay.”
Salty wriggled loose and barked an alarm across the water.

A few yards away, the hawksbill floated. The
bag still trapped in its mouth.

Kenzie pulled anchor. She swung the oars into
the settling sea. A few yards from the turtle, she anchored once
more. The turtle didn’t move. Not a flipper.

Kenzie stripped to her swimsuit, grabbed the
loose end of a towline, and leaped overboard.

Be alive. Be alive, turtle.
Be alive.
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Chapter 2

Kenize couldn’t tell if the turtle’s
flippers moved at will or by wave action. It didn’t matter. She
wouldn’t abandon it, dead or alive. Carefully avoiding its sharp
claws, she wrapped the line behind the turtle’s thick front
flippers, said a quick, intense prayer, climbed back onboard, and
lifted the oars.

Forward, dip. Pull back. Umph.
Forward, dip. Pull back. Umph.

Kenzie towed the heavy hawksbill behind the
boat. With every pull, the poor turtle surged forward—a helpless
passenger on an unwelcome ride. In spite of a favoring current, her
muscles burned. After endless pulls on the oars, her nose twitched
at the familiar rotten-egg odor of seaweed—beached and decaying.
Finally. She neared land.

Hang in there, turtle. Almost
there.

She anchored a few boat lengths from the
rocky shore, then slipped on her soaked T-shirt. Having experienced
the pain of blisters and peeling skin, she positioned her hat tight
and low on her forehead. She moved to the transom, pulled on her
water shoes, then lowered herself into the quiet, knee-deep water.
Salty jettisoned off the boat, then belly-flopped beside her.

The turtle turned its head toward the brief
disturbance. Yes. A physical reaction.

Kenzie waded to the hawksbill. The plastic
bag in its mouth swayed on the surface. Could she pull it out?
Apprehensive, she eyed the turtle’s hard, sharp beak. Nothing to
worry about. She’d never read anything about turtles biting, even
if they were strong and healthy. Go for it. She grasped the
bag inches from the hawksbill’s mouth and tugged. No luck. The
turtle’s jaws locked. Its sharp beak ripped a hole in the
plastic.

The turtle was alive, so even if it had
swallowed other trash, its air passage remained partially open.
Small comfort. Turtles could hang on a long time after swallowing
plastic bags, suffocating little by little.

Kenzie sank to her knees. “Mama hawksbill,
we’ll save you first. Then figure out what to do about the
loggerhead nests.” She patted its head. “Don’t worry. Your nest
too.”

“Stay away, Salty.” For once the puppy
obeyed, paddling in distant circles while Kenzie freed the turtle
from the towline.

Easy now. Loosening the line, she
inspected the turtle’s skin. Excellent. No damage from the
thick rope. After untying the knots, she slipped the line over the
turtle’s head, then tossed the rope into the boat.

“Mama Hawksbill, you are about to become a
kickboard for the captain of St. Joe’s swim team. Former captain,
that is.” She checked for barnacle-free handholds, grabbed the
turtle’s slippery, algae-covered shell on either side of its small
tail, and flutter-kicked it toward the beach. One, two, three
kicks. That wasn’t so tough. Her legs were nowhere near as tired as
her arms.

Salty swam beside them—a proud naval
escort.

Floating the turtle took little effort thanks
to the buoyant salt water. And now that the storm had passed, the
protective barrier reef seven miles off shore restricted waves to
their usual gentle lap.

But how and where do you secure a turtle this
size on a rocky beach? Tide pools.

Off to the left. A large outcropping of
stones. If she could get the hawksbill into a tide pool, it
couldn’t drift away. At the water’s edge, Kenzie propped the
listless turtle against a large, flat rock. She stretched, waiting
for her heartbeat to ease.

Already on shore, Salty paced and practiced
his hurry-up bark.

Timing her pushes to catch the gentle waves,
Kenzie maneuvered the turtle onto the stones. The water lifted. She
shoved.

With one last oomph, Kenzie forced the
immobile turtle onto a table-sized flat rock. When the next wave
floated the turtle, she guided it to a shallow stone-ringed pool,
then released it to rest. The hawksbill would be safe until high
tide.

Exhausted, she plopped backward into the
shallows. Weightless relief. She closed her eyes and floated,
surrendering to the rhythmic lap of gentle waves and the soft
cocoon of warm water. A blurry image of a different turtle—Old
Turtle—floated into view.

Months before, as she stood alone at the New
York Aquarium’s ocean exhibit, Old Turtle floated toward her.
Tapped the glass with its giant head. One, two, three times. Its
wise, forlorn expression begged for help. One by one, other sea
turtles congregated. The weight of their sorrow weakened and
dizzied her. Palms flat on the glass, she steadied herself and
responded with a plea of her own: What do you want? What can I
do?

Sister Bernadette’s reflection had appeared
in the glass. Poof. The spell broke.

“Kenzie,” Sister said. “Please, stay with the
class.”

As Kenzie moved away, she maintained eye
contact with Old Turtle and telepathed a promise: I’ll figure it
out. I will. And I’ll do it— whatever it
takes.

She opened her eyes and blinked away the
saltwater burn. The aquarium vanished. Reality rested in plain
sight: a hawksbill in extreme distress. She lived in the Florida
Keys now. I got it, Old Turtle. I’ll save the
hatchlings. But saving the adult turtle came first. What a way
to launch her plan.

Kenzie captured her floating hat, then
staggered to her feet. She waded forward and clambered over the
slippery rocks to the beach. A beach not much wider than a few
lanes of St. Joe’s pool.

Branches cracked. There, near the trees.
Someone in a purple plaid shirt. Salty bolted. “Salty, no!” Too
late. Genetics ruled. Purple Shirt fled into the thick scrub. Salty
chased, startling a squawking flock of chickens out of the bushes.
Chickens? On a beach? Salty ignored the birds and trailed
Purple Shirt deep into the brush. Seemed his genetic jumble didn’t
include bird dog.

Purple Shirt had watched them without
offering to help. Suspicious. And why run? Like a puppy’s so scary…
Purple Shirt could be the creep destroying turtle nests.

Kenzie raced across the debris-covered beach,
then charged into the woods. She followed the jingling tags and
playful barks until the puppy noises faded. She stopped. Twigs
crunched. Heavy footsteps. Where? That way. She stumbled through
the maze of buttonwoods and mangroves, unable to keep up.

Maybe Salty had given up and returned to the
beach. She turned back. Walked a while. Stopped and called. No
answer. Walked some more. Stopped and listened. Nothing. A few more
yards and she’d be out of the trees. Finally. The clink of dog
tags. She scanned the immediate area. There—under the cabbage
palmettos. Salty lay in the sand, seriously licking his right front
paw.

“Salty, what happened?” Kenzie rolled him
over and examined the backside of his right leg. The weird, tiny
toe above his foot dripped blood. “Your dewclaw. Poor puppy.”

She gripped the hem of her well-worn T-shirt
between her back teeth. Biting and yanking the thin fabric, Kenzie
ripped a ragged strip of cotton off the bottom, wrapped it around
Salty’s paw, and tied it high on his leg. Cradling one arm under
his chest and the other around his rump, she picked him up. Salty
lathered her cheek with licks.

“Let’s go find Ana, puppy.”

With a squirming, whimpering dog in her arms,
she didn’t see the pile of fishnet until she stumbled over it.
Plastic bottles, cans, and glass littered the sand. What a mess. No
wonder Salty cut his paw. This beach topped anything on the list of
must-do litter cleanup assignments for the Teens Care team. Careful
to avoid debris, she zigzagged along the tree line until she spied
a brown stilt house tucked back among the scrub. A high wooden
fence hid everything on ground level. Who or what could the owner
of this desolate place be trying to keep out? Searching for an
entrance, she plodded along the weathered gray fence. An earthy
animal smell permeated the air.

“Hello. Is anybody home?”

Nothing.

She turned the corner and came to a rusty-
hinged gate plastered with multiple Keep Out notices. One
small sign displayed a picture of a gun and the warning: If you
can read this, you’re in my sights. Get out!

This unwelcoming house couldn’t be Ana’s.
Kenzie shifted Salty in her arms. He grew heavier by the minute. “I
need help. Is anybody here?” She leaned to peek between the boards,
squeezing Salty. He yelped. Above her, a sliding door screeched
open.

“Go away. If I see you or that dog around
here again you’ll both have something to yelp about.” A purple blur
retreated into the shadows.

Purple. Could that person be—

“Please, wait. Do you know where the Muñoz
family lives?”

“Yellow house. Keep on past the point.” The
gruff voice fired from the dark. “Now git.”

The door scraped shut.

Git? No problem. We’re out of
here.

Kenzie returned to the beach and trudged over
the littered sand. Her arms, already aching from wielding the oars,
now trembled from Salty’s weight. She rounded the narrow piece of
land that stuck out into the water and—there it was—a yellow stilt
house reflecting sun and sea in its wall of massive windows. She’d
survived the wicked forest and discovered a golden treasure. A sign
proclaiming Bienvenido marked a path leading to the
property. As she followed the neatly raked trail, she matched her
pace to the silly yellow-brick-road song.

This was more like it. No fence. A clear line
of sight under the house to the gravel drive and the large burgundy
van parked there. A van she’d seen at church. Mr. Muñoz’s van.

A ship’s bell hung on the stair rail beside
an open-air elevator. Kenzie jerked the bell’s knotted rope back
and forth.

A door creaked open. Ana’s cheery voice
responded, “Momentito.”

“Ana. I found you.”

Ana’s wheelchair rolled onto the porch above.
“Kenzie, Hola.” She smiled down through the railing. “I am
surprised to see you here. This morning the weather is not so good
to visit the beach.”

“No kidding,” Kenzie shifted Salty up on her
shoulder. “Ana, I need help.”

Kenzie hadn’t known Ana long. Yet she
believed Mom would welcome and trust Ana. Like a healthy bowl of
oatmeal. Kenzie, however, sensed Ana would shamelessly sneak
chocolate chips and tons of sugar into that wholesome cereal. Ana
was the perfect friend. The perfect alibi.

“Please, come up.”

At the top of the stairs, Kenzie sank into
the nearest chair. She rested a panting Salty on her thighs, hung
her arms, and shook off their quivering fatigue.

“Oh no. Your little dog is hurt.” Salty nosed
his bandage.

“Pobrecito. Poor baby. There is
blood.” Ana stroked Salty’s head. “I will get some medicine and
water.” Ana spun her chair to go inside.

“Ana, wait. There’s a turtle on the beach
that’s in a lot more trouble than Salty. We have to get help. It’s
choking.”

“¡Dios mío!” Ana turned around. “It
must have washed up during that squall.”

“Not exactly. I’ll explain later. Do you know
who to call?”

“Claro. Of course. The Turtle
Hospital."

"There’s a turtle hospital?”

“Sí, chica. Across the Seven Mile
Bridge. I will call now.”

When Ana returned she held a tray on her lap.
“In one half hour they will come.” She handed a soda to Kenzie,
then placed a bowl of water on the floor.

“Thanks, Ana. A turtle hospital. Awesome.”
While Salty lapped, the bulky wrap slipped down his leg.

“Now we take care of your puppy.” Ana
returned to the kitchen.

“Ana,” Kenzie called, “there’s another
problem besides the turtle.”

“Okay…” Ana wheeled out with peroxide, a roll
of gauze, and liquid soap. She poured the soap into the remaining
water. “This other problem, what is it?”

“Does your dad have any gas? My boat ran
out.”

“Always Papi keeps spare fuel in the
storage room. Pero, I did not know you have a boat.”

Kenzie twirled a strand of hair around her
finger. “Actually, I don’t.”

Ana’s eyes widened. “You came in Angelo’s.”
Kenzie slid down in her chair.

“Kenzie, you and Angelo… You are good
friends. Still I cannot believe he permitted you to borrow it.”

“It’s unbelievable all right.” She lowered
herself to the floorboards beside Salty. “Like you said,
unbelievable beach day too.”

“You did not come to swim at the beach. You
came because of turtles. Yes?”

“Busted.” Kenzie removed Salty’s makeshift
bandage.

“That day at church. I remember. You were so
interested when I told you about the turtles. How did you find my
home?”

Kenzie glanced toward the point. “I went to
that wooden house down there, but—”

“Ancient Angry Edna frightened you away."

"Edna? That was a woman?”

“She is what Mamá calls a ‘character.’ Only
one time have I seen her. She does not like dogs.”

“No kidding.”

“She fears them, I think.”

Purple Shirt—Edna—ran from the beach because
she feared dogs? That tough lady? Kenzie stroked Salty’s soft ears.
No way.

Ana cleaned Salty’s cut. “You should have
called me. Papi would be happy to bring you here.”

“It was kind of a spur-of-the-moment
thing."

"Today I planned to visit Abuela. It
is good I am not finished my summer reading assignments, or I would
be with grandmother in Miami.”

“Good for me. Not for you.”

“Verdad.” Ana handed the gauze to
Kenzie. “You bandage Salty. I will get towels to cover the turtle.
Wet towels will protect and cool it.”

Kenzie bit her lip. If it’s not too
late.


 [image: tmp_a2a0cd956f26dc25d703064efbaa0d49_QcNRjW_html_m312b88dc.jpg]


Chapter 3

Salty followed Ana and Kenzie onto the
small, enclosed platform next to the stairs. Ana fastened the gate
behind them, then hit the power switch.

“Mom would love to have one of these,” Kenzie
said, as the elevator rattled to the ground. “She hates carrying
groceries up seventeen steps.”

“It is useful.” Ana handed the towels to
Kenzie. “I must get Doonie.”

Anna switched off the elevator’s power, and
Kenzie opened the gate. “Doonie?”

“My beach buggy. Grandmother bought him last
year for me. See?” Ana rolled toward a storage shed across the
concrete floor under the stilt house. Inside the open door sat a
yellow beach chair mounted on fat, oversized tires.

“I’ll get it.” Kenzie moved to pass Ana.

“No.” Ana wheeled in front of her. “I can do
it.” The chair grazed Kenzie’s toe.

“Hey.” Kenzie jumped back. “You need a horn
on that thing.”

“Oh, no. Lo siento mucho.” Ana looked
as if she’d flattened a kitten. “I am so sorry. I just...I do not
want people to feel—”

“I get it, Ana. It’s okay.” After wiggling
her toes, Kenzie danced a few steps. “See, no problem. Get your
chair.”

Ana worked the yellow beach buggy through the
doorway and backed it against the doorjamb. She set her metal
chair’s brakes, pushed up off its arms, then switched her right
hand to Doonie’s arm. She pivoted and plopped onto the buggy’s
higher seat.

“On the beach, my wheelchair is not so good.”
She patted her buggy. “It is easy for Doonie to go over sand.”

“Nice. But how’s Doonie at climbing trash
mounds?”

“Trash? Our beach is clean.”

“When’s the last time you went around the
point?”

“It has been too long."

"Then let’s roll.”

On the way to the beach, Salty leaped and
nipped at the towels, showing no sign of a limp. “Quit it, Salty.”
Kenzie lifted the towels high.

“We don’t have time to play tug now.”

They made easy progress until they rounded
the point, where the aftermath of a human hurricane littered the
sand. Ana struggled to keep her balance as she maneuvered Doonie
over and around piles of debris.

“This stinks.” Kenzie kicked a discarded
water jug. “And I don’t mean the seaweed.”

Ana stopped rolling. She surveyed the sand
around her and the beach beyond. “So much trash here.” She rubbed
her hands on her slacks as if wiping them free of soil. “I did not
realize.” They slogged on, avoiding a mound of cans and bottles
entangled in seaweed, only to arrive at a pile of wood—broken
lobster traps.

“More junk.” Kenzie flung wooden slats into
the trees, scattering a hen and its chicks. “What’s with the
chickens? It’s weird to see them on the beach.”

“People bring chickens here, Papi
says, to move them out of neighborhoods. They make a mess in his
garden. He plans to call a lady who will take them away.”

Kenzie jerked another wooden plank out of the
sand. “Too bad that lady can’t take this mess away with the
chickens. It’s impossible for you to wheel Doonie on this beach
without hurting yourself, and I don’t see how turtles could safely
nest anywhere around here.” She whacked a soda can with the
board before hurling it, too, out of the way.

“Please stop worrying, Kenzie. I am fine and
turtles often nest nearby. I will show you another time.” Ana
touched Kenzie’s arm. “You go on. I will return to wait for the
ambulance. They will find the turtle a little past Ancient Angry
Edna’s house, sí?”

“That’s where I left her."

"I will tell them.”

Salty scampered ahead of Kenzie, weaving and
snuffling the rocky shoreline. When he reached the hawksbill, he
stood guard, barking nonstop until Kenzie joined them in the tide
pool.

“I’m back, mama turtle.” She stooped and
touched the turtle’s head. “Help is on the way.”

The hawksbill showed no response. Its
sorrowful, droopy eyes were so much like Old Turtle’s that Kenzie’s
own eyes filled. “Don’t be scared. I’m going to cover you to keep
the sun off. Look at you. Even the algae on your back dried
out.”

After saturating all the towels with
seawater, she draped one end of the bath towel over the turtle’s
head, then smoothed the cloth down its thin, wrinkled neck. The
hawksbill’s front flippers twitched.
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“Good girl. Hang in there.” Kenzie covered
its barnacle-and-salt-crusted shell with the larger beach
towels.

The temperature, in typical hot-air-balloon
style, had been rising all morning. Now, an hour before noon, the
sun’s rays scorched on contact. Hurry, ambulance.

Time moved like a sea slug while Kenzie
splashed water over the turtle and herself.

A siren sounded. Would a turtle ambulance
have a siren? Salty whined as the blaring grew louder and higher in
pitch. Then blip. It stopped.

Moments later, Salty barked an alarm. “What
is it, puppy?”

The pup spun in excited circles as a
muscular, bow-legged man and an athletic, lanky woman hustled
toward them. Each wore a gray Turtle Hospital T-shirt.

Cool. Sirens for turtles.

Kenzie stepped across the rocks to the sand.
“You’re here.”

“Without a lick of trouble,” the man said.
“Your friend gave us clear directions.”

“Great job bringing in the turtle,” the woman
said, splashing into the tide pool. She lifted the towels off the
turtle. “Ed, this is amazing. It’s a hawksbill. A mature female.
They’re so rare here. We can’t lose this one.” She stooped beside
the turtle and inspected its shell.

The man held out his hand to Kenzie. “I’m Ed
Thompkins.”

“Ed,” the woman called again, “I bet she
nested here on Turtle Beach. Wouldn’t that be wonderful?”

Ed tipped his head toward the woman. “That
bundle of enthusiasm is Melissa. Are you Kenzie?”

“Yes, sir.”

Salty barked and butted Ed’s leg.

“I’m sorry,” Kenzie said. “He’s only
playing.” The puppy bumped Ed again, then splashed through the tide
pools to the turtle.

“I think he’s trying to tell me something.”
Ed saluted Salty. “Right, Turtle Dog, sir. I’m on it.” He
negotiated the rocks to join Melissa and Salty.

Kenzie swallowed a load of questions and
followed.

Salty sniffed Melissa’s knees, and she patted
his head. “What’s your name, puppy?”

“He’s Salty.”

Melissa lifted his bandaged paw. “Is Salty
hurt, too?”

“His dewclaw’s cut a little. He’s okay
though."

"Good. I’m glad we only have one patient
here.” Melissa ruffled the fur behind Salty’s ears, then stroked
the turtle. “Not a single sign of disease that I can see, Ed.”

“Are you guys veterinarians?”

“No,” Melissa said. “We work with several,
though.”

Ed’s knees cracked as he pushed himself up.
“I agree, Melissa. No outward signs of disease. At least we can be
thankful for that. The old girl’s dehydrated. Probably hasn’t eaten
for days. Don’t know how much we can do for her. We’ll give it our
best shot. I’ll get the stretcher."

"Do you really think she nested on
Turtle Beach?” Kenzie asked.

“Because you found her so close to shore, I
do.” Melissa scooted back to sit on a dry rock. “No one has
documented a hawksbill nest. Truthfully, the turtle patrol members
wouldn’t know a loggerhead’s nest from a hawksbill’s. There’s never
been much need to know. Before now, that is.”

Turtle patrol? Interesting. “What does
the turtle patrol do?” Whatever their job, it didn’t keep
poachers away.

“They count and record data. Things like
nests, false crawls, disturbed nest sites. After a hatch, they
count eggshells. Sometimes they move nests to safer locations.”

I could do that. Kenzie opened her
mouth to say so just as Ed appeared with something like a giant
pizza pan on poles. She could wait.

Kenzie picked up Salty, then backed out of
the way.

Ed placed the stretcher on the sand.

“How much of the bag has she swallowed?”
Kenzie asked.

“Hard to tell until we x-ray her. Like Ed
said, she appears to be starving. She’s swallowed enough that it’s
blocking her digestive tract.”

Ed positioned the stretcher next to the
patient. “We’ll know when we do the endoscopy. We weren’t expecting
this. We expected to find another turtle with fibropapilloma.”

Endoscopy? Fibro what? Kenzie didn’t
remember reading these terms while researching her sea turtle
project.

Melissa and Ed crouched on either side of the
hawksbill and grasped her shell.

“Careful,” Ed said. “These rocks are
slippery."

"Ready?” Melissa asked. “One, two, three.”
They heaved the turtle off the rocks, sidestepped, and lowered it
onto the stretcher.

Salty whimpered and struggled until Kenzie
set him down. He crept forward to nuzzle the turtle’s beak-like
nose. Kenzie stooped beside him. “What did you say you thought the
turtle would have?”

“Fibropapilloma,” Ed said. “However, there’s
no sign of external tumors.”

“What is fibro…pap…fibro-whatever
anyway?”

“Topic for another time. We need to get this
old gal to the hospital.”

“On three again.” Melissa counted, “One, two,
three.”

“Oomph.” They lifted the stretcher. Ed gently
bounced his end, testing its weight. “I’d say she’s close to 150
pounds.”

They trudged off the beach into the woods
with Kenzie and Salty trailing. By the time Melissa and Ed reached
the single-lane county road, sweat beaded their faces and stained
their shirts.

They headed for a white ambulance parked
across the road. Its sides were splashed with broad orange stripes
and the green image of a sea turtle against a red cross. Brilliant
orange lettering announced Turtle Hospital Ambulance.
Rescue, Rehab, Release. The coolest emergency vehicle ever.
Its engine roared into life, rousing Kenzie from her wonder. Turtle
and crew were already inside.

[image: tmp_a2a0cd956f26dc25d703064efbaa0d49_QcNRjW_html_m2ce9aaef.jpg]

If only Kenzie could go with them. Two
problems: No room. No way. She wasn’t even supposed to be on Turtle
Beach.

Melissa leaned out the window. “Good job,
Kenzie. Come visit the hospital.” She gripped the door as the
ambulance lurched forward, gravel and dust flying in its wake. Its
yellow roof-lights flashed and its siren blared.

The hospital held the answers to so many
questions. But how could Kenzie get there? She sort-of-kind-of
stole a boat to get here.

She collected the towels and hurried back to
the house, where Ana waited on the porch. “Is the turtle still
alive?”

“She’s hanging on."

"That is good news.”

Kenzie hung the wet towels over the porch
rail. “The hospital team is great.”

“Sí. They have many successful
rescues. Are you ready to see a nesting site?”

“More than ready, but I’m out of time. Mom
gets off work early today. She’ll go ballistic if she catches me in
Angelo’s boat by myself. I hate those You’re so thoughtless,
impulsive… whatever lectures of Mom’s. She’ll ground me for
life.”

Of course, if she’d spared time to drive
me over here, I wouldn’t be in this mess.

“And Angelo will make chum out of me if he
finds out. I’ve got to get that boat back. Like right now.”

“¡Ay! You are right. You must hurry.
When I parked Doonie, I moved the gas outside the shed door. I hope
Angelo’s boat uses the same mix as Papi’s. Leave the can on
the beach. Papi will get it.”

“Ana, I don’t want your dad to know—”

“Chica, many boaters run out of gas. To help
them, we need no name.” Ana sparkled with innocence.

Kenzie hugged Ana. A friend. A friend she
could trust with secrets.

Ana looked up at Kenzie. “Perhaps next time
you go to sea you will carry extra gas and also a cell phone,
yes?”

“I promise.” Who could she have called
though? Not Mom. Ana’s number was not stored in her phone, and she
sure couldn’t call Angelo. “If there is a next time,” Kenzie said.
“Thanks for everything, Ana. Your number’s in the phonebook, right?
I will call you tonight—if I’m still alive.”

She raced Salty down to the beach, thinking
about the gasoline mix. Great. Boats could have different fuel
requirements. Who knew? She filled the tank. What if this mixture
destroyed Angelo’s engine? Would their relationship follow? Not
that they had much of one—yet. But there had been that hug...

Kenzie dragged the boat into the shallows.
Salty leaped in and she climbed aboard.

Please start. Please start. She
pulled the cord.
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Chapter 4

A bit of blue smoke accompanied the
first engine chugs before it rumbled to life. As tense as a tight
anchor line, Kenzie waited for a burning odor, a clunking
explosion, or at the very least the outboard’s refusal to play
nice. Fortunately, the motor performed smoothly all the way back to
Pine Water Estates. Water and sky cooperated as well. Kenzie
offered a prayer of gratitude and hoped the atmosphere between
Angelo and her would remain equally calm.

She’d met Angelo when he fished her
saltwater-blinded self out of a steeply walled canal. So
embarrassing. Ever since, their relationship had been
unpredictable. She planned to keep it on an even keel, at least
until she could figure out what direction she wanted it to go. She
needed to be careful today. Conditions were ripe for a tsunami.

She arrived home at two thirty. No sign of
Mom’s Jeep. Luck was on her side. Small puddles indicated it had
rained here also. That would explain the wet Bimini top as well as
any lingering puddles in the boat. With lightning speed, she made
Angelo’s runabout shipshape— the way he always left it. So far, so
good.

To erase any remaining dirt and sand, Kenzie
showered herself and bathed Salty. She toweled the pup off, head to
tail and spine to paws. Crud. His cut oozed again. That was
it. Decision made. “No one’s getting hurt on that beach again,
Salty. Keys Teens Care will clean up that junk for Ana and
the turtles.”

“Hi, sweetie. I’m home.”

Salty burst out of the bathroom. Kenzie
followed. He scrabbled across the tile floor to greet Mom with
ear-piercing yaps and knee- bruising pounces.

“Hello, you little bundle of energy.” She
snuggled him. “Mmm. Lavender. Salty, you smell wonderful for a
change.”

Had Salty’s cut stained Mom’s scrubs? Kenzie
examined Mom head to toe. All clear. “Gosh, Mom, you look amazing
for someone who spent a day in the ER. It must have been a good
day.”

“It was. No accidents on land or sea. Hard to
believe, but I didn’t see one casualty. How about you?”

Casualties? Oh yeah. She’d seen them
on both land and sea. Kenzie twisted her ponytail. “I had a good
day too, Mom.” More like lucky. “I learned some things: some
geography, a little about weather. Mostly I learned more about sea
turtles.”

Frowning, Mom eyed the dirty breakfast dishes
that still sat on the counter.

Please, please don’t ask.

“You know, sweetie, knowledge is a good
thing, but don’t spend too much time on that computer.” Mom headed
toward her bedroom. “Take advantage of your last days of vacation.
Spend some time outdoors.”

Kenzie nearly choked.

Her mom hesitated, then turned around.

Uh-oh.

“By the way, I haven’t forgotten about Turtle
Beach. The hospital’s shorthanded, so starting tomorrow I’m working
longer day shifts. Maybe Mike can take you.” Her voice moved down
the hall. “Ask him tonight.” Then she called from the bedroom.
“He’s coming to dinner.”

Of course he is. Like that’s a
surprise. In other circumstances, having Mike around would be
cool. Interesting things happened in the life of a wildlife
officer. He told incredible inside stories about events in the
national refuge. He was nice enough. Easy to take in small
doses. The problem was he practically lived at their house.
Sometimes she needed to be alone with Mom—to talk. Like when tears
and other weird feelings showed up for no reason. Or when she
needed to go shopping for girl stuff.

Salty nudged her ankle. Whimpering, he raised
his hurt paw. “Oh, quit it. You’re fine. I’m fine. The hawksbill’s
going to be fine. Everything’s fine.”

What a bunch of crud. I’m lying to my dog,
now. She slumped forward on the counter, chin on crossed arms.
Things weren’t fine. She missed her dad. Yeah, he’d dumped Mom and
her. Still, she missed him. She missed her lifelong New York
friends at St. Joe’s. Sorry, Sister Martha. I mean St.
Joseph’s Academy for Girls.

Add school to the not fine list. She’d
have to attend a co-ed school with boys. Boys—one more thing she
wanted to talk with Mom about. She didn’t get boys; all that
punching, poking, and wrestling. How would she deal with a school
full of boy noise? She opened the cabinet and grabbed a snack bar.
She’d find out soon. Too soon.

Crazy, but some girls at St. Joe’s begged to
transfer to co-ed high schools. Of course, not all boys were
obnoxious. Not all the time. Angelo could be amazing.
Sometimes. When he wasn’t fuming. Or brooding. Or
arguing.

Mom returned to the living room, brushing her
cropped blonde hair and shouldering the phone. “Hold on, Mike,
another call’s coming in."

"Ana, hello, dear.... Fine, thank you. And
your family? I’ve been working so much; I haven’t made it to church
to see you.... Wonderful. Hold on. She’s right here.”

Mom punched a button. “Mike, Ana’s calling
Kenzie. Dinner should be ready at seven thirty. See you then.” She
switched the line and held out the phone.

“Hey, Ana.” Kenzie went to her room and
sprawled across the bed. She lowered her voice. “I was so-oo
lucky."

"Everything’s cool. I even had time to bathe
Salty. Mom would have grilled me about his sandy coat.”

“Your news is good,” Ana said. “But I have
bad news. Papi found baby loggerheads crushed in the marina
parking lot. They are so small, a driver cannot see them. He found
only one alive, searching for the sea.”

“Oh, Ana, no. The pole lights must have
confused them. The poacher didn’t get them, but they died anyway.”
So unfair. “What’d your dad do with the one that
survived?”
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“He brought it home for me to release.
Tonight will be dark and stormy. But tomorrow evening will be good.
I will release it near some nests. You will come, yes?”

Kenzie sat up. “Awesome.”

“Sunset will be around eight o’clock. Can you
come before that time?”

“I hope so.”

“I know you will tell Angelo. Invite him to
come also.”

Tell Angelo?

“See you tomorrow, chica.”

Salty leaped onto Kenzie’s lap. “Guess what,
puppy? Tomorrow we start our investigation. We’re going to the
scene of the crimes. Should we ask Angelo?”

Salty licked her cheek.

“You think so, huh?” How could she ask? What
would she say? She wasn’t ready to face him. Never mind ask
him to go somewhere with her. One big problem. She’d have to
see him. He was coming for his boat—any minute now.

Wait, it didn’t have to be a problem. She’d
simply play not-at-home. If he figured out she used his boat,
though—not-at-home wouldn’t be far enough away.

Angelo examined his boat so carefully, you’d
think he had to pass inspection before he could return to sea.
She’d stowed everything on board in its place. She’d wiped
everything down, including all footprints. He shouldn’t have a clue
she’d taken it. What else could she do? Nothing except wait.

“Kenzie,” Mom called from the hallway, “I
need a few more things for dinner. I should be back before six. And
please, get those breakfast dishes cleaned up.”

“I will, Mom. Take your time.” Phew.
She’d dodged another bullet. Plus, she could count on the Jeep
being gone at least an hour. If Angelo came soon, she could get
away with not being home. He’d probably go straight to the dock
anyway. She wouldn’t have to show her face.

She stared at the TV drama, not caring if the
screen displayed an image or not. Could she really hide from
Angelo? It would be like trying to ignore a gallon of rocky road
ice cream. She couldn’t stop thinking about him or dreaming of his
warm, dark eyes searching for her in a crowd. Right. Like
that would ever happen. Shoot, she might as well wish to be
ice cream.

Woof. Salty jolted her out of her
stupor. Footsteps clomped up the stairs. Kenzie chewed her
knuckles.

Angelo?

Salty scampered out on the screen porch,
barking a happy welcome.

“Salty. Dude.”

Definitely Angelo.

The screen door creaked open.

He’s on the porch.

Kenzie inhaled. Why hadn’t she closed the
front door?

Angelo stooped to pet the leaping puppy.
“Hey, Spiceman. You sure liven up things around here.”

“Come on in, Angelo.” She clicked off the
remote.

Angelo, deeply tanned from hours on the
water, ambled into the house.

Don’t look in his eyes. Kenzie’s heart
flopped like a freshly hooked snapper. She stared at his beat-up
sneakers—every bloody stain on them. The coolest shoes ever.

“You’re growing by the minute, Spiceman.
What’s he weigh? About twenty pounds now?”

A faint odor of sea, fish, sweat, and
chlorine swirled in the air. Angelo’s signature fish- house
cologne. Heaven. The living area—never spacious—shrank.
Steady, girl.

“Kenzie, you all right?”

“Uh—Yeah.”

Move, girl—kitchen. “Actually he
weighs twenty-two, to be exact.” Delay the boat inspection.
How?

“Whoa, Salty. You’re gonna hang with the big
dogs soon.”

Food. “Angelo, are you hungry?”

“Nah. I rode over to get my boat. Tide’s high
enough to get her home today. Word is snapper are thick out
there.”

“There’s leftover pizza.” She opened the
refrigerator door. “You never turn that down.”

“With pepperoni?"

"The works.”

Angelo wrapped his long legs around the
barstool and turned his ball cap backwards, exposing his thick,
dark hair.

“Want me to heat it?”

“Nope.”

Kenzie moved papers and dishes out of the way
before sliding the pizza box in front of him. “Here you go,
Sharkman.”

His brown eyes narrowed. “You still callin’
me that?”

“You’re the one who says Keys people need a
nickname. I’m Red. Not that I’m happy about it. You even
nicknamed Salty.”

“True.” Pizza garbled his words. “But I don’t
need a lame nickname. Got a good one already."

"Right, Angelo, the Italian pizza nut. It
fits.”

She opened a cabinet. “I like your real name,
Ángel.” She held a napkin out to him. “But it’s a tough name
to live up to.”

“Yeah.” He stared at the napkin as if it were
a window to a tragic memory. “It is.”

What’s that about? Kenzie waved the
napkin in front of his face.

He blinked and took it.

“Okay, no more Sharkman. I’ll stick to
Angelo, the angler. Anyway, I’m glad you can fish this
evening since you worked this morning.”

“Lousy morning to fish anyway. The lobster
guys said storms oceanside were brutal.”

“I didn’t think they were that...bad.”
Kenzie’s heart sank the second her words escaped. Her mind raced
for an explanation.

“Like you would know.”

“Well, from what I heard on the radio, I
mean.”

“What’d they say?”

“The usual stuff about waves, tides, and
wind.”

What now? Where had she stashed her
brain? On ice? Speaking of... She opened the refrigerator. She had
to get him out of here.

“Want a soda for the ride?” She set a can on
the counter and dug a sandwich bag out of a drawer. “Here, I’ll
pack the last slice for you. I know you want to fish before the
tide turns.”

Angelo wiped his sauce-stained mouth. “Right,
thanks.” He grabbed the drink and pizza. “I’m out of here.”

“Good luck.” Kenzie’s stomach knotted as he
went out the door. How soon before relief would arrive? She wanted
him gone from the dock, distracted with the business of fish. Gone
before he figured out she’d taken his boat. She’d already exceeded
today’s trauma limit.

Her right leg trembled as she leaned on the
sink and peered through the kitchen window. Angelo walked his bike
to the dock, balancing his collection of rods across its basket. He
unloaded his gear, stepped into the boat, and unhooked two straps
on the Bimini top. After folding it down like a convertible car
top, he positioned his fishing rods in their holders.

So far, so good.

He lifted his bike off the dock, turned, then
froze, holding the bike in midair.

What’s wrong? Kenzie chewed her lower
lip. What’s he doing?

Angelo scanned the boat from bow to stern,
then back again. He returned his bike to the dock, then stood in
the boat and shook his head back and forth like a pendulum keeping
time. Left. Right. Left. Right. He whipped off his ball
cap—Whoosh—flung it to the floorboards. Whap.

Kenzie flinched.

Angelo glared up at the house. He knew.
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Chapter 5

Angelo sprang to the dock.

Kenzie ducked from the window. Made it to the
barstool a split second before the back door slammed into the wall.
She cringed.

Salty fled.

“Ship, Red, tell me you didn’t.”

Naughty nautical talk. Never a good
sign.

“You couldn’t. Not you.”

I couldn’t?

“Fisher’s motor died. I told him to take my
boat if he needed it. It was Fisher, right?” He narrowed his eyes.
“No. Fisher wouldn’t leave the anchor line tangled.” He poked
Kenzie’s arm. “Tell me.”

It would be so easy to say yes—the
eccentric sponge fisherman, her friend,—had borrowed the boat. But
it would be so wrong. She met Angelo’s black-ice eyes.

“I didn’t damage anything. Honest.”

“You better hope that’s true.” He paced, arms
flailing. “You’re nuts. I knew it the day you moved here and fell
in the canal. Definitely crazy.”

“As if you’ve never done anything crazy with
that boat.” Kenzie stacked dishes and stomped to the sink.

“I’m talkin’ about you.” Angelo clenched his
fists. “You don’t know my boat. You don’t know the water. You don’t
know anything.”

Kenzie jammed the dishes into the sink. “Like
being a grade ahead of me makes you so smart?” She blasted the
plates with soap and water. “I’m not stupid. I’ve been in your boat
lots of times.”

“Not alone.” Angelo jerked a stool from under
the counter, then straddled it. “Where’d you take it?”

Kenzie stared out the window, rubbing a
sponge round and round the surface of a plate.

“I repeat. Where—did—you—take—it?”

Each word intensified like a gathering
storm.

She squeezed the sponge. Suds poured over
Kenzie’s knuckles. She had to come clean.

“Hey, Red, a little help here.” He cupped his
hands around his mouth. “MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY. Coastguard Cutter
Angelo, attemp- ting contact with disabled vessel, Kenzie. Anyone
there? Over.”

She should be calling MAYDAY. She was
about to capsize.

She exhaled—long and hard. Gripping the sink
to steady herself, she turned slightly toward him, gulped, and
dived in. “You know how I always ask everybody to take me to see
the turtle nests?”

As if he could block the truth, Angelo closed
his eyes.

“But no one ever has time…”

He winced. “No way.” He pounded the counter,
faced facts, and fired. “You took my boat to Turtle Beach, didn’t
you?”

“Well…” Not ready to face him, Kenzie
returned to her task. “I—”

“Turtle Beach is on the other side of the
island. Even you can’t be that nuts.”

Kenzie stared out the window and rinsed a
plate. Get it over with, girl. Admit it. Water
splashed the counter. Splash? A sly grin tickled. Would it work?
Could she flip his quick-to-come, quick-to-go temper?

“So, I’m not that nuts... ” She aimed the
sprayer at him. “Want to bet?”

“You wouldn’t.”

Splat. She squirted and held her
breath. Angelo stilled. Eyes closed. Water dripped down his face.
He lifted the hem of his T-shirt to his hairline.

Tight, tanned. Oh... She stared.
Gulped.

He wiped his forehead and eyes, then raised
his shirt higher in search of dry fabric. She gulped again. He
had to lift weights. Maybe this co-ed school thing wasn’t
going to be so bad after all.

Angelo dabbed his nose. His cheeks. His chin.
Finally, he lowered his shirt and grinned. A crooked aha!
grin. As if, though he’d lost a juvenile marlin, he’d figured out
how to hook the big one.

What was he—?

Angelo snatched her soda.

Uh-oh.

He shook the can, aimed, and blasted. His
eyes sparkled. Hers dripped. “So...” He smirked, staring at…?

The wet blotches spreading across her tank
top. She crossed her arms over her chest and wanted to die.

His focus snapped to her face. “I’m cool
now.” She wasn’t. Heat crawled up her neck. Forget it. Her
fingers curled into fists. You got what you asked for. She
eyed the sprayer in her hand. Let... it... go,
Kenzie. Slowly, she replaced it in its slot. “Yeah. Me
too."

"Truce?”

“Yep.” She patted her face with paper towels.
“We’re even.”

“Sure you didn’t hit my prop on a
sandbar?"

"Didn’t come close.”

“Crack or stress anything?”

Stress anything? Not on the boat. She
mopped up the floor at his feet. “You’re the one who taught me to
read the water.”

“So...” Angelo rubbed his temples. “You and
little Spiceman were out in those squalls.”

“One caught us. No big deal.”

“Yeah, right.”

“The storm wasn’t the big deal,”
Kenzie said. “Wait ’til you hear what—”

“You have any trouble gassing up?”

Crap. Just when she thought she was
home free. Think fast. Skirt the issue. The truth—her
stupidity—would set him off again. She perched on the stool across
from him as if it were the hot seat in an interrogation room. She’d
no clue what would come out of her mouth.

“Guess not,” Angelo said. “You’ve been with
me enough times when I filled up at the marina.” He’d answered
his own question. Unbelievable. “Exactly.” This word, at
least, was true.

After piloting through dangerous Angelo
territory, she could finally share her morning adventure. Like air
released from a swollen balloon, her words gushed from beginning to
end.

“And the amazing thing is I even had time to
bathe Salty.” Kenzie completed the minute-by- minute account of
almost all of her adventures. “Mom didn’t have a clue.”

“You’re unbelievably lucky, Red.”

“It all seemed unbelievable, Angelo. Poor
Salty. I think that crazy lady really would shoot him if she got a
chance. And you can’t imagine the size of that turtle or the
condition of her shell. All covered with slimy algae and barnacles
and her skinny neck and that bag hanging out of her mouth.” Kenzie
gulped a breath. “But the good news is, Ana’s dad found a baby
loggerhead. At least one hatchling escaped the turtle egg thief. We
have to stop him, you know. She’ll release it tomorrow night.”

Angelo signaled time out. “Stop who? Who’s
releasing what?”

“Stop the thief. Ana’s releasing the
hatchling tomorrow night. Want to come?” she asked, not waiting for
an answer. “I can’t wait to watch it take off, even though I don’t
know how a tiny turtle can crawl over all that trash. It’s
disgusting. Ana can’t go anywhere except right in front of her
house. That beach is a real dunkyard.”

“Dunkyard?”

“Oh, you know what I mean—junk,
dump—whatever.”

Angelo ripped off a side of the pizza box.
“Junked up beach. Stolen eggs.” He tore the cardboard into pieces.
“Wrecked nests... Keys Teens Care—”

“A.K.A. the KTC,” Kenzie interrupted, in her
best mystery narrator’s voice.

“Right, Detective Ryan. The KTC needs
to be all over this.”

“We’ll clean up the entire shoreline on that
side of the island. Our parents won’t suspect we’re after the
poacher. But we can’t wait three more days for the meeting at
church. We need to get started now.” Kenzie glanced at the wall
clock. “It’s only five. We have a little time before Mom gets
home.”

She handed Angelo another Coke.

He chugged it. “If we get lucky, another jerk
will go down.”

“Prep work for the beach sweep would be the
perfect cover for the initial investigation. Only the Keys’ Teens
will know what’s really going on.” Kenzie rummaged through a drawer
until she found paper and a pencil. “Let’s list what we need to
do.”

Angelo crushed his empty can. “Easy.
Shouldn’t be any different than what we did for the refuge cleanup.
The kids can handle the same jobs they did before.” He cocked his
head.

“Did you hear that?"

"Yep. Thunder.”

“It’s coming from the north. Guess fishing’s
out.” He pitched the can in the recycling bucket. “Want me to call
Ted and get him going?”

“Yes. I’ll call Kish. They can contact the
others.” Kenzie chewed the end of her pencil. “Anything else?”

“You know nesting season’s almost over,
right?”

“That’s why we can’t wait.” Kenzie drummed
her pencil on the counter like a woodpecker attacking a tree. “We
have to be at Turtle Beach as often as possible—the poacher will be
working overtime. You and I can start monitoring the beach right
away. Let’s say we’re scouting for places to put the food tables
and spots to stash trash bags and gloves for the workers. Safe
places where no one will trample nests by accident. We have to be
sure the nest markers are all in place.” Angelo reviewed the list.
“We’ve got it covered.”

Over the Gulf of Mexico, rumbling rolled.
Louder and closer. Angelo stepped out to the front porch. “Ugly out
there.”

“I’m sorry I held you up.”

“Don’t be. Good thing I didn’t go out. Lots
to do at the fish house anyway.” An aura of sorrow lingered after
his words.

His mother’s work. He never talked
about his mother’s death. She’d died six months ago, and since then
he’d taken on her role in the Sánchez fishing business.

“I’ll make my calls later,” he said, passing
through the living room. “I want to beat that storm.”

“Angelo..."

"Yeah?”

Kenzie twisted her ponytail. “I won’t take
your boat again.”

“I figured that, Red.”

She followed him out the back door to check
the towels on the railing. Dry. She gathered them up.

“Hey,” he called from the bottom step. “How
you gettin’ to Ana’s tomorrow night?”

“I’m not sure.” Kenzie bit her lip. “Maybe
I’ll ask Mike.”

“He’ll do it. Don’t leave without me. It’d be
cool to see that little guy take off.”

“Can you get here by seven?”

“No problema.” Angelo retrieved his
rods, bungeed them on his bike’s basket, and pedaled for home.

Kenzie completed her KTC calls in record
time. Because every member of the group loved Ana, they eagerly
agreed to work on the cleanup. The bonus of protecting the
long-besieged sea turtles, in Ted’s words, “iced the cake.” He
threatened to stake out the nests on Turtle Beach—baseball bat in
hand—and bash anyone who approached. Lakisha responded with fury:
“Raiding a nest is the same as killing a hundred babies all at
once.”

Later, during dinner, Kenzie avoided any
comment that would hint at the group’s scheme to catch the turtle
egg thief. She did, however, talk about the hatchlings Ana’s father
found.

Mike scraped the last bits of icing off his
plate. “No matter how many times stories like that get reported to
the refuge, I never get used to the tragedy of it. Most of our
residents are happy to comply with the lights-out rule during
nesting season. Sadly, a few refuse to cooperate."

"At least one hatchling survived. Ana and her
dad are going to release it tomorrow.” Ask him now, Kenzie.
She twisted her ponytail so tight it shrank to half its length.
He’s well-fed and relaxed.

Mom gently loosened the hair from Kenzie’s
fist. She winked at Kenzie, piled a second piece of cake on Mike’s
plate, and asked, “Mike, is there any chance you could drive Kenzie
to Ana’s tomorrow evening?”
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Chapter 6

“You need a ride tomorrow evening,
huh?” Mike eyed Kenzie over the rim of his coffee mug before
turning his attention to Mom. “I’ve always maintained that the way
to a man’s help is through his stomach.” He sipped. Asked for a
refill. Sipped again.

Was he waiting to digest his entire meal?

At last he set his mug down and answered in
what Mom called his velvet voice. “Unfortunately, I’m on night
patrol tomorrow.”

There goes that idea.

Mike placed his hand over his wildlife refuge
badge. Tucking his chin in mock sincerity, he declared, “However,
it is my responsibility to ensure the welfare of all threatened
species. It would be a dereliction of duty if I didn’t support the
release of a hatchling.”

Yes.

His voice returned to normal. “I’ll see if I
can rearrange the schedule.”

Sometimes having Mike around wasn’t so bad
after all.

The next evening, to fill the time before
Mike was to pick her up, Kenzie logged on to the Turtle Hospital
website. She couldn’t wait to visit it for real. Until then, she
could enjoy the virtual tour. Her hawksbill wasn’t featured on the
site yet, so she followed the surgery and recovery of other
turtles. Their icky fibropapilloma tumors reminded her of lumpy
cauliflower—a vegetable that would never touch her lips again.

Woof. Woof. Salty’s guard-dog
bark accom- panied the click, click of an approaching
engine— unmistakably, Mom’s Cherokee. Popping gravel announced the
arrival of another vehicle before Mom’s Jeep door banged shut. What
was going on?

“It’s me.” Mom called from the kitchen.
“Another nurse wanted to work this evening.”

Cool. Kenzie stood. Ready to go. Her
mom could take her to Turtle Beach after all.

Mom paused by Kenzie’s room on the way down
the hall. “What a nightmare of a day. We were short-staffed. The ER
rivaled terror at the zoo. Imagine scores of uncaged animals and
dozens of hysterical kindergartners.” She leaned on the doorframe.
“Two overdoses, two diving accidents, couple of stabbings—after
three car wrecks I quit counting. I don’t think I sat all day. And
to top it off, Mike and I have to attend an emergency meeting for
everyone who lives or works in the refuge.”

What? This isn’t happening. Seething,
Kenzie sank in her chair. After one day they’ve forgotten about
Turtle Beach? Her stomach boiled.

“Since I won’t be fixing dinner, I picked up
fried chicken for you. The meeting’s catered. I assume in honor of
the regional chief. He flew down from the mainland. Some important
refuge issue.”

Hello... threatened turtle rescue
and release. Like that’s not an important refuge issue. She
clenched her jaws and swallowed a bomb of destructive words. “Mom,
did you forget anything?” She studied Mom’s reflection in the wall
mirror for a response. Nada. No clue.

“I don’t think so. I remembered gravy, and I
got all-white meat.”

Unbelievable. Mom totally missed
it. IT’S NOT ABOUT FOOD!

“Great.” Kenzie snapped. “Just great.” She
attacked the arrow key like it might reverse time.

Her mom came in and kissed the top of her
head. “Do you want me to warm the chicken in the oven?”

I want you to forget Mike and remember
me. “Don’t bother.”

“Well, I better get changed.” Mom’s uniform
shoes squeaked as she hurried to her room.

Kenzie’s eyes clouded. The computer screen
blurred. She clamped her lips shut, dead-bolting them with her
teeth. If the hint of a syllable leaked, her verbal logjam would
break, and it would be she, not Mom, who drowned in the
torrent. Kenzie gripped the mouse and banged it on the pad as if it
were a hammer.

“Maggie?” Mike called from the porch. “Are
you about ready?”

“On my way.” Mom rushed down the hall,
sandals flapping.

Nothing had changed. It’s all about Mike. All
the time. Neither of them remembered. She wasn’t going to remind
them. They’ll figure it out when they come back, and I’m
gone.

After the truck door slammed, Kenzie hit
speed dial. “Angelo, can you get the truck tonight? You are not
going to believe what happened.”

Although Mr. Sánchez needed the truck for a
business meeting, it was on Big Pine Key, so he offered to drive
Kenzie and Angelo to Turtle Beach. Salty’s excitement built as the
pickup rattled along the last mile of Turtle Beach Road, and he
stumbled from lap to lap. When Mr. Sánchez pulled up to Ana’s
house, the sun was slipping into the sea, tinting it shades of pink
and orange. The clear sky promised an infinite canopy of star shine
and moonlight.

Ana waved from the deck. “I will be right
down.”

Kenzie fastened Salty’s leash to the railing
as Ana rolled off the elevator. “Angelo, you came with Kenzie. I
hoped you would.”

“Yeah, well... ” He flashed Kenzie a crooked
grin.

As Ana patted Salty, she grasped Kenzie’s
hand and whispered. “Does Angelo know you took—”

“Yeah. He knows. It’s all good.”

“¿Verdad? I knew it. You and
Angelo—muy buenos amigos.” Her words twinkled as if she knew
a huge secret. Like who would win the lottery, when, and how much.
Then she headed toward Doonie. “There is news.” She spoke over her
shoulder. “Something unexpected.”

Unexpected? Kenzie didn’t want any
other surprises tonight. She caught up with Ana. “What do you
mean—unexpected?”

“One of the nests is caving in.”

“Caving in? What’s wrong? What happened? What
can we do?”

“Chill, Red.” Angelo poked her with his
elbow. “The turtles are hatching.”
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