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Inspiration for The Mermaid’s Pendant 
 
 
 
As with most books I read as a child, I discovered fairytales on my 

own, devouring them at an early age. My earliest reading memories 

center on the mystery, excitement, sense of adventure, and thrill of 

possibility and danger that fairytales elicited in me. I moved on to 

childhood fantasy like Ozma of Oz and The Littles and then later to 

fantasy novels such as Stephen Donaldson’s The Chronicles of 

Thomas Covenant the Unbeliever and Julian May’s Saga of Pliocene 

Exile. Yet fairytales, situated as they were in that part of my 

childhood where magical thinking dominated, retained an 

undimmed patina. 

 

When I read excerpts of Bruno Bettelheim’s Uses of Enchantment: 

The Meaning and Importance of Fairytales in college, fairytales took 

on a new importance for me. Although his theories about the 

allegorical nature of fairytales have become controversial, 

Bettelheim’s belief that fairytales taught—and continue to teach—

important developmental lessons to children still has merit. One of 

those lessons is that the world can be a dark, frightening, and 

dangerous place. Another is that not everything is as it seems to be, 

and that sometimes what is hidden can be fatal. The children in the 

stories have to be alert, clever, resourceful, and careful not to trust 

strangers without reservations. The stories don’t all have happy 

endings. For example, in the original Snow White, the evil 

stepmother is forced to dance herself to death wearing fiery shoes 

at Snow White’s wedding. 

 

Unfortunately, modern treatment of fairytales sanitizes them, 

either deliberately changing the endings or softening them until the 

very concept of “fairytale” has shifted to some unrealistic ideal 

limited mainly to romantic love. This weakened concept has 

permeated modern culture at all levels. Adults talk about “fairytale 

romance,” “fairytale weddings,” “living a fairytale life,” and “looking 
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for Prince Charming.” Novels and movies either treat this ideal as a 

wonderful escape or something to disdain. We’ve stripped 

fairytales of their power to inspire and guide us.  

 

After having children, I found myself watching Disney’s Little 

Mermaid. Even though I loved the movie and its music, it got under 

my skin. I’d married a prince of man and had no complaints, but the 

happily-ever-after still required work. I resented the implication 

that the young couple had already overcome all their problems and 

could sail off into the sunset. On the contrary, I knew that the real 

tests of true love were about to begin. Knowing that Disney had 

altered the original, I then read Hans Christian Anderson’s The 

Little Mermaid and discovered that the Little Mermaid sacrificed 

herself for love, earning a soul and a place in heaven with other 

angels. She didn’t have the chance to see if she’d still love the 

prince after marriage and children. Nor did I read whether his 

marriage to the princess, made after he mistook her for his rescuer, 

worked out. Not entirely satisfying for someone hoping for a vision 

of life after magic brings two lovers together. 

 

As I wrestled with my conflicted feelings about fairytales and my 

conviction that they were meant to help their audience experience 

the darker side of life along with the light, the alchemy of my own 

young marriage and parenthood motivated me to rehabilitate The 

Little Mermaid for a modern adult audience. I began by imagining 

conversations between a young mother who’d thought she’d made 

a fairytale marriage and an older, wiser, sympathetic neighbor. 

This wise-woman neighbor became Lucy in The Mermaid’s Pendant. 

After that I imagined the young mother that Lucy advises, a former 

mermaid who leaves the sea for a scientist. From there, the 

“fairytale” took lots of twists and turns in the writing and revising, 

but always I knew it included a sea witch with her own agenda and a 

happily-ever-after that incorporated darker elements.  
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Questions and Topics for Discussion 
 

 

 

 
1. In Volume One: An Ordinary Drowning, John travels to “La 

Isla Encantada” where he meets two women, Raimunda 

and Tamarind, after nearly drowning. What choice does 

each woman offer John to escape his growing 

dissatisfaction with the path his life has drifted along? 

 

2. John’s ex-girlfriend Zoë interrupts him on his first date 

with Tamarind, accusing him of “playing Pygmalion” with 

an uneducated island girl. What does John’s response say 

about his relationship with Zoë? With Tamarind? What 

does it say about him? 

 

3. Tamarind’s mentor Ana tempts the vulnerable mermaid 

with power and knowledge upon learning about John’s 

response to Zoë. Ana also portrays all humans as unworthy 

of Tamarind’s trust and love by choosing to tell her the 

story of her mother’s murder. How does Tamarind reject 

Ana’s offer for a half-life between the mer and the human 

world? Why? 

 

4. In rescuing Tamarind, John imprints his love with hers 

onto the Goddess pendant, thereby preventing her return 

to the sea with her father. Tamarind, however, warns John 

that if she returns to the sea once Hurricane Marilyn 

passes, she “won’t come back.” What does this mean for 

the magic that binds them together? When John makes 

love to Tamarind, what does her physical transformation 

mean for both of them? When does John fully understand 

and accept what he’s done? 
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Throughout Volume Two: Grounding Magic, several pieces of 

jewelry symbolize different aspects of love, faith, trust, and 

forgiveness for the characters. They also play key roles in how they 

learn about themselves and interact with each other.  
 

5. How does Tamarind and John’s relationship change after 

the Goddess pendant breaks? After Tamarind loses it? 

After Lucy returns it? 

 

6. Why does Rachel keep Tamarind’s Goddess pendant? Does 

it work for her? Why or why not? 

 

7. What does Lucy’s digging up her husband’s pearl necklace 

mean? Why does she break it? Why does she ask Tamarind 

to repair it? 

 

8. Tamarind’s wedding band has to be cut off during 

pregnancy. How does she feel about this? Does she want 

John to repair it? What does John do with the band? How 

does it affect Tamarind’s later escape efforts? 

Throughout the novel, Ana, Valerie, and Lucy advise the young 

lovers and act as role models for them. 

 
9. How does Ana use her magic to manipulate John and 

Tamarind? How does Ana’s experience as a wife influence 

her motivations and actions? 

 

10. Valerie shows Tamarind how to make a pendant that 

draws on Mother Earth in Volume One, but in Volume Two 

she urges Tamarind not to rely on its powerful magic. 

Why? How does her use of magic contrast with Ana’s? How 

does her romantic past compare to Ana’s? How does it 

influence her motivations and actions? 
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11. Does Lucy have any magic? Why or why not? How does 

Lucy’s marriage compare to Ana’s? What does her 

friendship mean to Tamarind? John? 

The second volume also explores the theme of silence and secrets 

and the pain and misunderstanding that festers in their presence. 

 
12. Both Valerie and Lucy advise Tamarind to discuss her 

needs and fears with John. Why does Tamarind choose to 

listen to Ana instead? 

 

13. Why does John not say anything to Tamarind about his 

immediate misgivings about Dr2Dr and later about Zoë’s 

presence there? Why does he keep the investigation at 

work from her? How do his feelings for Dr. Mukarjee 

influence his actions? 

 

14. Lucy realizes at Christmas that her family members are 

hiding many secrets from each other. What secret has she 

kept from them? From herself? How has it affected their 

lives? What does meeting Tamarind and John do to her 

efforts to keep silent?  

 


