Chapter 7
The jarring ringtone she’d assigned her mother filled the small bathroom. Why did she keep forgetting to change that horrid music? Cat made a quick mental note to find something more subdued as soon as she hung up, jumped of the shower, and ignoring the water dripping onto the floor, swept the phone of the sink top. “Hi Momma.” Cat flipped her wet hair off her neck. Leave it to her mother to call when she was in the shower.
“Where are you, Caterina? Why aren’t you home yet?” her mother sputtered. “You didn’t leave the country again, did you?”
Cat’s stomach did one of those oh-no clenches like she got after eating too many Coney Island hot dogs. She hated to lie to her mother. She grasped on to the bathroom vanity. But no way could she tell her the truth. “No, I’m in—” She stopped. Maine would be too far—“Massachusetts.” Doing my research, remember?”
“Don’t we have enough fish here for you to study? You’re been away forever, and the food those Wheels people deliver is tasteless. I need you here to cook for me.”
“I told you it would take a week, at least. It’s only been three days—well, three and a half. I’ll be home before you know it.” 
Her mother’s voice rose. “Now you listen here.” Cat held her cell phone away from her ear. “You come home today. I’m coming down with something, I can tell. Probably caught the flu from those strangers delivering the glop the call food.”
Cat’s stomach clenched tighter. “I am sorry you are not feeling well. Have you called Rory? He promised to look in on you.” 
“Rory has his business to take care of. I need you, my darling girl. No one else cooks lasagna like you.”
Cat sighed. This is what it always came down to. Until she married and had children, her mother would consider her a live-in do-body, not the accomplished marine biologist she was. Still, she loved her mother. In the past, she would have abandoned her work, packed her things and rushed home. Not this time. This time her career was on the line. Without her professorship, she’d have nothing to call her own. 
She stepped into the bedroom, put the phone on speaker, and set it down on the bed. She peered out the window at the blue water of the cove. “I can’t come home yet, momma. I explained how important this research is. If I don’t publish an article by the end of this year, they won’t renew my contract at NYU.” 
Her mother coughed. “You care more about those stupid fish of yours than you do me.” She coughed again. “I’ll just sit here all alone feeling sick.” The phone clicked off.
Cat grabbed the phone. Was she wrong? Was her mother truly sick? Fingers trembling, she hit the icon for her brother. There was a rustling and then her big brother came on the line. “I’m trying to catch a cab. What’s up, Sis?” 
“Rory. Mom called. Says she sick.”
“You know momma. She always says she’s sick when you do something she doesn’t like. She complained she was on death’s door the entire time you were in college. She didn’t die, did she?”
“No, Dad did.” The hole in her chest reopened. He’d died when she was out in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, doing her dissertation research. She hadn’t even made it back in time for the funeral. “Momma’s all alone now.”
“That’s what she tells you. She’s not senile—she’s manipulative. Time you stood up to her. All the rest of us did. Or are you as boneless as those fish you study?”
“I think you mean jellyfish. Fish have bones.”
“Well, you’d know, what with that fancy degree. Think of what you went through to graduate. You had no trouble standing up to your chauvinist professors and cutthroat colleagues. Apply that same courage to dealing with mom.”
“But what if momma really is sick? She’s getting old. Can you check on her?”
“I’ll call her later. Look I’m meeting a client in—twenty minutes. Cab’s here. Got to go.” The phone went dead.
Cat glanced at her suitcase. She could leave now and drive home. She could be there in thirteen hours. 
The phone rang. Momma again. Cat flicked it on. 
“So, you coming?” In the background, she could hear voices. Now that was odd. Momma had just said she felt sick.
Cat stared at the phone. “Momma, what’s going on there?”
“Nothing.”
Cat listened closer. Yeah. Definitely someone was talking in the background, and it wasn’t the TV. “You have someone there.” 
Her mother sniffed. “You left me all alone so I invited some neighbors over.”
“I thought you were sick?”
“I am. See.” Her mother coughed into the phone. 
Despite the Dr. in front of her name, Cat was no medical doctor. But even she could tell that cough was false.
Her brother was right. She had to stop letting momma get her way. Time to add another step to her plan: Make Momma less dependent on her. “Look, I will be home just as soon as I get all my samples. Then I promise to cook all your favorite recipes for you.” And freeze them. So she could go out once in a while—have a life of her own. Her brother was right. Time to stop being Momma’s jellyfish.
There was a snuffle, then her mother came back on line. “Okay. I want a huge pan of your lasagna first. And don’t forget to call at six.”
“Will do, Momma.” Cat turned and gave the orange fish painting a thumbs up. “One for the boneless invertebrate, Goldie. Now I think I will get some boots so I can explore the mud flat more.”
****
Southwind Marine Supply had a rather limited assortment of wading boots. Cat stuck her foot in a knee-high rubber wader and wiggled her toes. Too big. She’d have the skin rubbed off her heels in no time. She shook it off, moved down the line. The next pair fit better. She took a step. Then another. Yes. Now if only this pair were pink or some color other than sour olive green. She looked longingly back at the too big pair. At least, those had red toes. She imagined the blisters and shook her head. Sometimes you just had to be practical. 
“New footwear?”
Cat glanced up. The little girl’s father, Mr. Grumpy. Today, under the fluorescent store lights, he looked much less good-looking, thank heavens. With his dark brown hair combed smooth, his jaw clean-shaven, and wearing a non-descript gray shirt tucked neatly into a pair of gray trousers, this was a man she could easily resist. Good. She could deal with a grumpy Mr. Ordinary.
Cat gave him a full-face smile. “Good morning. No Ellie today?”
“She’s at her preschool’s summer program this morning.” 
“And you’re free to go shopping?”
“Came in for some strapping tape.” He tipped his chin toward her footwear. “You’re not planning to go out on the flats again, are you? I would have thought you’d not want to get covered in that mud a second time. It stains terribly. I had to throw out Ellie’s T-shirt.” 
“I have a well-supplied suitcase.” Cat did a little curtsey to draw his gaze down. Her silver leggings with the pink flamingos, the filmy pink miniskirt and the pink camisole with its sequined flamingo design that read “Majestically Awkward” never failed to set her students tittering when she walked into a classroom. 
He gave her a once over, his face expressionless—or was that a twitch at the corner of his eye?
“So I see. Very—uh—pink.”
“Pink’s my favorite color.”
The corner of his mouth moved up—slightly. Definitely a twitch. 
“Maybe a little fancy for wandering across mudflats.” His mouth settled into a firm line. “Not that the sea gulls mind what you wear, I’m sure.” 
“The sea gulls? I don’t dress to please sea gulls.”
One eyebrow rose. “No?”
She shook back her hair. “I dress to match my crowning glory.”
No laugh. Oh well, Alex Harris was made of sterner stuff than first-year biology students. But then he was a man. 
With a daughter. 
And probably a wife. 
And what was she doing flirting with him? She kicked off the boots and shoved her feet back into her pink, clunky-heeled sandals. She picked up the waders. “That’s why I’m buying these.”
He studied her feet. “City girl?”
Cat tipped her head. “New York City born-and-bred. Have a problem with that?”
“Not at all. We love tourists here in Southwind. Here let me.” He took the rubber boots from her, the muscles in his forearms flexing, and she caught a whiff of his aftershave, something clean and lemony. Quite enticing. 
Cat followed him up to the counter noticing other things she shouldn’t. Broad-shoulders. Narrow hips. A purposeful stride. Alex Harris was pulled-together man. Probably one of Rosie’s good-lookers. Fine to look at, but not the man for her. No way would she allow herself to be attracted to a grump Mr. Ordinary who wouldn’t let his daughter explore the ocean. 
Her phone made a soft chiming sound—the new Momma ringtone. She stopped and tugged it out of her purse. 
Alex sat the waders on the counter, next to a pile of rope and tape. “Put these on my tab Adam.”
“What?” Cat ignored the ringer and put her hand out to move the boots. “No. You mustn’t. I can afford them.”
“I’m sure the shorts and shirt my daughter ruined were far more expensive. Please, let me do this to repay you.” He moved the boots back and grinned at her.
“All I did was pick her up.” To the right of the counter was a display of children’s size boots. “Say how about I buy her a pair of waders then?” She headed to the rack and picked up a cute yellow pair with ducks on them. “What’s her size?” 
His smile closed down. “No. She doesn’t need them. The mudflats are off-limits. Ellie knows not to go there again.” He gathered up his stack of tape. “Enjoy your stay in Southwind.”
Cat frowned. Well really. She bet Ellie would be right back out there the minute her dad turned his back. That’s what she’d done as a child. 
She pictured Ellie’s foot in her hand and then examined the boots. These would do fine. And if they didn’t fit, she could return them. 
Cat clunked the boots down on the counter and then noticed a pile of T-shirts. She really should get some more practical clothing if she planned on clopping over the mud flats again. 
She sorted through them. The colors were blah—white, gray, black. But she was liking the slogans. Obviously, someone in Southwind had a sense of humor. She picked out three and added them to her bill. 
With a smile at the cashier, she hefted her bag and turned to leave.
The door popped back open. Alex Harris stuck his head in. “Uh, I was wondering…” 
Cat stilled. Had he seen her buy the kid’s boots? “Wondering what?”
“I have some tickets to the local theater production. They’re doing The Tempest. Would you like to come with me?”
“You barely know me—and what about”—Cat swallowed—“your wife?”
“She’s—uh, dead. 
“Oh, I’m so sorry.” How sad. No wonder he was so protective of his daughter. No wonder he looked so lost and dressed like he wanted to disappear into the fog. She wanted to throw her arms around him and hug him. Good thing her arms were loaded down with her purchases. She’d probably scare those awful gray pants right off him. 
“Thank you. So how about it? We could get to know each other better.” His mouth twitched. “Maybe find out if you have anything in your suitcase that isn’t pink or have flamingos on it.”
“You might be disappointed.”
“Surprise me. Shall I pick you up at seven?”
“Sure. Just be sure to bring a foghorn.”
“What?” 
She pointed at his clothing. “Don’t want to miss you if it’s foggy.”


