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For a thirteen-year-old kid who lives right by the 
ocean, Ford Kahr has never been a great swimmer. In fact, 
he sinks like a rock in the water. He’s actually afraid to 
swim in the ocean after his dad, a marine biologist and 
experienced scuba diver, disappeared off the shore of their 
hotel in Cape Lore, New Jersey, three years ago. 

As klutzy as Ford is in the water, his older brother 
Jag is a junior swimming champ, and his younger sister 
Mercedes has a mystical connection to the water that Ford 
can’t explain. But when Jag swims out to investigate the 
disappearing island past the jetty, Ford uncovers an 
amazing secret that puts a new spin on his relationship with 
the ocean. The ocean harbors a whole other world beneath 
its surface that Mercy and Ford must explore – hoping 
they’ll find some clue to the disappearance of their father 
and the astonishing secret they share about the water. 

Legends of underwater people and stories of scary sea 
monsters push Ford and his sister to discover the truth 
about what’s really out there in the ocean depths. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

I always figured someday I would drown. 
After Dad had disappeared into the ocean three years 

ago, I was so freaked out that I could barely dip my toes into 
the pool at my family’s hotel in Cape Lore, New Jersey. So 
what was I doing one empty October afternoon, the day after 
my thirteenth birthday, standing on the beach so close to the 
sea spray that I tasted salt? And, at the same time, wearing a 
pair of my older brother Jag’s scratched cast-off sunglasses? It 
sure wasn’t looking cool. 

I wandered back to where my eleven-year-old sister, 
Mercedes, had spread her towel on the sand. She squinted up 
at me. “Ford, your shadow is bothering me.” 

When I stepped away, the full force of the afternoon sun 
slanted across Mercy’s towel. I turned and glanced over the 
low stone wall that separated the beach from Silver Surf Inn, 
the hotel my mom and aunt ran. Cappy, our handyman, 
shuffled across the pool deck, pushing the towel bin with its 
squeaky wheels. 

Had he seen me? Or worse, had he seen my older 
brother in the surf? I dove to the sand and ducked behind the 
stone wall, hoping he wouldn’t come over and notice Jag in the 
ocean, because no lifeguards had been on duty since August. 
There was no way to warn Jag if someone saw him in the 
water. Our plan – in other words, Jag’s command to me – was 
that I would engage and distract whatever person might notice 
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him in the forbidden surf and talk his or her ear off until they 
forgot they saw Jag swimming straight for the huge 
WARNING: DO NOT APPROACH sign on the crest of the 
disappearing island. 

I rose to my knees, sliding the glasses onto my forehead, 
and peered over the wall. Cappy was gone. In the other 
direction, Jag was just a glint on the ocean’s waves as he swam 
away from shore. 

“What are you doing on the beach? We haven’t eaten, 
yet.” 

I was startled by Mercy’s question. She liked routine. It 
helped calm her. After supper, she usually dragged me to the 
beach to sit against the stone wall. Mercy and I would sit in 
the sand under the blue dome of sky and watch the tide roll 
onto the shore in the evenings. And, if we got up early enough 
for breakfast, we’d see it slink away in the mornings. I’d make 
up stories to entertain us. But lately, more of the beach was 
eaten up by the water. 

She stretched on her towel, propping her head on one 
hand as she braided her Barbie doll’s hair with the other – a 
freaky trick she learned from ... I don’t know where. 

“Jag’s finally decided to check out the disappearing 
island.” I stood and stared south down the beach to the 
lifeguard huts. “He wanted me to be the lookout.” 

Waves broke on the sand, and seagulls screamed at each 
other. 

“That’s not a good thing,” she said. 
“What? I make a great lookout.” 
She sighed and formed her words as if speaking to 

someone just learning our language. “Not you. It’s not good 
that Jag wants to go to the disappearing island.” 

I shrugged. “He’ll be okay. He’s won enough swimming 
medals to sink a ship. After all, he is the Junior Swimming 
Champ.” 
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“That’s not what I meant.” 
Whatever. I strode to the edge of the beach where the 

incoming tide had soaked the sand and leaned against the pole 
that stored the life preservers. Even though it was four o’clock, 
the sun was fierce, but the breeze felt great. The remains of 
an old pier stretched into the ocean to the left. A rocky jetty 
on the other side framed the cove. Beyond the jetty was the 
disappearing island, capped with seaweed. Soon it would be 
covered by water, like it was every evening. I saw why Jag was 
curious about it. What else could live both underwater and in 
the air? 

The north end of the beach was empty. Even the locals 
had enough of lying about in the sun. I turned back toward 
Mercy, scooping up Jag’s towel and tossing it on my head so I 
couldn’t see. I stuck my arms out, roared, and did a stiff-
legged walk like Frankenstein. Mercy giggled. I pulled the 
towel off my head and stretched it in front of my waist 
between my hands, making faces and shrieking like I had 
nothing on behind it. When I let the towel fall and crossed my 
hands in front of me, Mercy shook her head and smiled. 

She looked beyond me to the sea and frowned, shading 
her eyes. “Have you seen Jag lately?” 

I scanned the water. “Umm...” Mercy limped up beside 
me. I trudged through the surf as I walked along the edge. 
“Maybe he made it to the island.” 

“The island is gone,” Mercy said, pointing to seagulls 
flapping in the air where the green cap had poked out a few 
minutes earlier. One lit on the top of the sign just visible in 
the breaking waves. 

I shrugged. “He’s probably hiding behind the rocks.” 
A strangling gasp near the jetty carried over the water. 

Was it a seagull cry – or Jag? I hurried along the beach so 
that I was in line with the noise and stared. Jag slapped his 
hands on the water, his head thrown back as he gurgled and 
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coughed. The Junior Swimming Champ was drowning. 
I rushed to the pole where the life preservers hung. 
Mercy surged into the surf and screamed at Jag. “Hold 

on, we’re coming to get you.” 
We? That would include me. One life preserver was 

missing, so I yanked the other off its hook. I splashed into the 
water until it was up to my waist. The current yanked me back 
and forth. I struggled not to be dragged under. Holding onto 
the end of the rope, I gritted my teeth and flung the plastic 
doughnut over the water. It sank. 

Mercy dove under the waves, her heels beating froth into 
the surface. 

I turned and yelled for help beyond the stone wall 
separating the beach from the hotel’s pool. No one heard me 
because of the waves bombarding the shore. The tide was 
coming in – fast. 

I reeled in the life preserver and tucked it under my arm. 
The current tugged at me as I swung the rope around my head 
and hurled it into the water. 

“Grab the end,” I called to Jag. 
Jag’s eyes rolled back in his head. He quit thrashing and 

sank. 
My head swiveled. There was no one around for miles. 

“I’m coming,” I screamed and flung away the rope and the 
sunglasses then dove into the sea. All my fears choked me. I 
saw Dad strangled in the seaweed, crushed into the broken 
shells on the seabed, floating along the bottom with empty, 
staring eyes. 

I sank, holding my head in my hands. My swim trunks 
billowed around my legs like jellyfish. Jag. I had to reach my 
brother. Mercy was way too small to rescue him. And what if 
she drowned, as well? I pressed my air-filled lungs into my 
belly, pushed off the jagged sea bottom, and kicked along the 
sloping floor until I reached him. 



Sandy Green  The Tide Changers 
 

5 

Mercy pulled Jag upwards by his arms, but he kept 
slipping. He floated downward, spiraling toward the seaweed 
beckoning him. I swam underneath Jag and pushed his feet 
upward, but his legs crumpled at the knees. 

Suddenly, Jag’s legs came alive, and he battered my 
head with his feet. I swallowed salt water. My legs churned in 
slow motion. I wasn’t going to make it. 

This was it. This was what I had been waiting for all my 
life – to drown. 

The sky above the water was mute and milky. I sank. 
Where was Mercy? I thrashed like I was trying to work my 
way out of a giant paper bag until my feet bobbled on the 
rough bottom of the ocean. The churned-up sand blinded me. 
My lungs collapsed and exploded at the same time. 

Something bumped me and nudged my legs toward the 
surface. As it pushed me upwards, I scraped my hand on 
broken shells on the bottom. I was desperate for air. I couldn’t 
hold my breath any longer. 



 

6 

 
 

CHAPTER TWO 
 
 

As I inhaled, it was as if something prickly was 
shoved in my nose. But it wasn’t salty ocean air that filled my 
lungs. It was salt water. No coughing, no sputtering. And, 
most definitely, no dreaming. I hung in the water, cupped my 
hand in front of my face and exhaled, feeling the force of the 
water. I was a spout, and water poured from my nose. 

I breathed in again. My lungs were like two bags of wet 
sand, and my chest ached. The weight of the water slowed my 
pounding heart as I realized I could breathe underwater! 

Mercy tugged at my arm and pointed to Jag. I stared at 
her. She grabbed my face in her hands and squeezed. All the 
plastic toy rings on her fingers pressed into my face like Play-
Doh. 

She pulled me up by my ears as Jag drifted down. The 
pain of that and the sting from my scraped knuckles snapped 
me out of my stupor. I shouldered Jag’s bottom and kicked as 
hard as I could, driving him upward. When Jag’s head broke 
the surface of the water, I stretched out under him, supporting 
him on my back as I paddled and kicked toward shore. He 
weighed a ton. Mercy stayed under water with me and steadied 
him, helping to keep Jag above the surface of the water. The 
whole time, Mercy and I breathed salt water. Mercy? She 
grinned and gave me a thumbs-up. Were we becoming tuna 
fish? 

I swam like one of those mechanical scuba diver toys at 
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the souvenir shops in town. The kind with a battery. Switch it 
on, put it in the water, and it would kick and kick, swimming 
around. And that’s just what I did – kick and kick, propelling 
myself and Jag forward. I had to get my brother to the beach. 

But the reality of what I was doing screamed in my head 
– Mercy and I could breathe underwater. Breathe underwater? 
‘Freaked out’ couldn’t begin to describe what I was feeling 
right now. My thoughts kept racing. Will I be able to breathe 
air again? What was I thinking? Is Jag alive? 

Then I saw it. Something, or a bunch of tiny somethings, 
glowing underwater near the jetty, like twinkling Christmas 
lights. They swirled around a dark opening in the rocks – a 
cave? A sea creature, which seemed more human than fish, 
flitted into the gloomy mouth, leaving a trail of sparkles. 

“What was that?” I asked no fish in particular. The 
water garbled my words. 

I glanced at Mercy. Did she wave at it? Darkness 
swallowed the creature, and the lights were gone. I was 
definitely going crazy. 

When I got close to shore, I broke the surface of the 
water and rolled Jag off my back. Had Mercy seen the 
sparkling lights and sea creature? There was no time to ask. I 
had to make sure Jag was okay. 

The incoming tide helped us drag Jag onto the beach. 
Water poured from my mouth and nose. I sucked in air as 
Mercy and I dragged our limp brother to the loose sand away 
from the tide. As soon as Jag flopped on his stomach, water 
gushed from his mouth, and he coughed violently. 

“I’m going to get Aunt Roach,” I said. “I’ll be right 
back.” I could still talk – that was a plus. 

Jag coughed again and shook his head. He grabbed for 
my feet. I knelt by him. “Are you okay?” He nodded, his chest 
heaving as he reached out and gripped my wrist. 

“He doesn’t want you to get Mom or Aunt Roach,” 
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Mercedes said as she beat his back. “Jag, can you talk now?” 
Jag spat in the sand and cleared his throat. “Ford,” he 

rasped between coughing and gasping. “She’s right.” More 
coughing. “You can’t tell them–” Still more coughing. “–what 
happened to me out there.” 

“Why not? You might have to go to the hospital.” 
Jag sat up. His breathing was shaky as he cleared his 

throat. “Don’t you like it here? This was the last place Dad 
was seen before he disappeared. I don’t want to leave. Do 
you?” 

“No,” I said. Not now, anyway. If someone had asked me 
yesterday, I wouldn’t have been too sure. But now, like Jag, I 
was hoping one day Dad would walk out of the surf, and we’d 
be a family again. 

Jag sucked in a lung full of air, coughed, and spat again. 
He studied the water. “I’m sure glad the tide pulled me to 
shore.” 

He had no idea. I stood and brushed the sand off my 
knees. “As you can see, I’m the one who saved you,” I said, 
puffing out my chest. 

“I don’t think so.” Jag gazed at the surf pounding the 
shore. He wiped his mouth. “The tide is really strong today. 
Besides, if I had to be rescued, then Mom and Aunt Roach 
would think there was no hope for you or Mercy.” 

Mercedes’ mouth dropped open, and her head fell back 
as she laughed. 

“What’s with her?” Jag asked. 
“She’s happy you’re alive, I guess.” I stared at Jag. He 

still hadn’t realized Mercedes and I could breathe underwater. 
And why would he? He’d been unconscious the whole time. 

Jag looked me up and down. “Are you sure you were the 
ones that saved me?” 

Mercy shook her head so hard, water flung into the air. I 
saw the warning scowl on her face and looked back at Jag. 
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“No, you’re right. It was the tide that did most of the work. 
You’re lucky it pushed you close enough that we could reach 
you.” 

“You’d better believe it!” He coughed again and cleared 
his throat. “If Mom had to worry about you and Mercy, she’d 
take us to some lame place where chicks don’t walk around in 
bikinis. She’s already tried to move us once.” 

The waves bashed the side of the rocks. 
“What happened out there to you, Jag?” I asked, 

nodding toward the water, remembering the sea creature. “Did 
you see anything?” 

He pulled his towel around his shoulders. “I dove in like 
normal. You know, through the waves. It’s way deep enough in 
high or low tide. But after I swam closer to the island, I hit 
something.” He rubbed the top of his head. “Something big. 
Or else it hit me. I don’t remember.” He leaned toward me 
and tipped his head down. “Do I have a bump?” 

I leaned and examined the top of Jag’s head. 
“Well?” Jag asked, a little panicky. 
“I can’t see anything. Mercy, you have a look,” I said. 
Tucking Barbie under her arm, Mercedes crawled over. 
I pushed Jag’s hand away as Mercy examined his head. 
“You can tell me,” Jag said. “Am I bleeding?” 
“No.” I patted Jag’s hair and turned my hand over. 

Mercy and I stared at what covered my palm. Light faded from 
the embers inching along my hand. They disappeared. I 
swallowed and said, “You look fine.” 

Mercy smiled and bit her lip. She scooted like a crab 
back to the wall. The colored beads strung along her strands 
of hair clacked as she dipped her head to draw in the sand. 

“Maybe you should rinse off in the outside shower by the 
pool,” I said to Jag. 

“I thought you said I was fine,” Jag said, as he reached 
up again and touched the crown of his head. “No blood.” 
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“Yeah, But your hair is full of sand.” I sat on my heels. 
“Besides, you almost drowned.” 

Jag got to his feet, seeming to have regained his 
strength. “I have to clean up towels from the pool anyway. I 
forgot to do it yesterday.” He grabbed his own and shook it. 
Sand whipped from the towel, stinging Mercy and me. We 
flinched as he trotted off and climbed over the wall. 

 
* * * * * 

 
“What happened out there?” I asked Mercy, staring into 

the white froth. 
Mercy studied me and frowned. A fistful of sand trickled 

away under her hand. “Jag’s right. You can’t tell Mom or Aunt 
Roach about any of this.” 

“What? Why not? I was able to go in the water and 
rescue my brother!” I wanted someone – anyone – to know 
about my heroism. At least, someone who would appreciate it. 

“If Jag really believed that, he would beat your head. Let 
him think he floated back to shore on his own. We can’t tell 
anyone about breathing underwater.” Mercy fingered the 
flippers on the end of Barbie’s feet. 

“But don’t you think they’d be glad to know we can 
breathe underwater? It makes us safer,” I said. 

“It makes us different,” Mercy said and yawned. 
“Different is bad.” 

“Different isn’t always bad.” 
Mercy scrunched her lips into a pruney frown. 
“Fine. I won’t tell,” I said. “I want to stay here, too.” 

Especially now. “Why didn’t you tell me you could breathe 
underwater?” 

Mercy’s eyes slid shut. To get an answer out of her, I 
needed to keep her talking. She’d never been chatty, but why 
hadn’t she told me that she could breathe underwater? What 
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did our after-supper time at the beach mean to her, anyway? I 
was a guy. I was supposed to be the silent type. 

Change the subject. 
“Can we breathe underwater in the pool, too?” I figured 

we could – at least hoped so. 
She opened her eyes. “I can. I’m not sure about you.” 
Yikes. The breeze that blew across the beach chilled me. 

I took a deep breath. “I want to try it.” 



 

 

 


