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“It’s too dangerous, Captain,” warned Jaret’s Coast
Guard crew as he leapt from the safety of the cutter.
“You’ll never make it!”

“Not with that attitude, I won’t,” he replied
bravely, shoving off in his inflatable raft. “If the
hurricane gets too close and I haven’t returned, promise
you’ll turn back without me.” Despite their protests, he
knew his loyal crew would obey.

Leaving the cutter on the edge of safety, Jaret
plowed into the boiling sea. The several square miles of
Atlantic waters before him were bubbling violently,
displacing the oxygen in the air with their gaseous
contents, making it hard to breathe. The approaching
hurricane was transforming the waves into towering
swells and the wind into mighty gales. With consider-
able difficulty, Jaret navigated his tiny raft among
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circumstances that he had never encountered in all his
many years at sea.

At length, he arrived at his destination: a burning
ship, ablaze and sinking fast. With no distress signal or
solicitation for assistance, Jaret didn’t know what to expect
as he moored his raft to the ship and climbed aboard. Walls
of smoke combined with rain of ash to render sight
useless. He groped his way over broken beams and
severed cords, then stopped when he heard voices.

“Give me the Oracle, boy!”
“Never!”
Jaret turned to face the fighting. When the smoke

had cleared momentarily, he could see an old man, with a
long beard and white staff, contending against a young
man whose complexion was fair and radiant. Each of them
had one hand on a small sphere, which they were desper-
ately clinging to and striving to pull away from the other.

“It’s useless to resist!” shouted the white-haired
senior.

“That’s what you think,” the young boy countered,
maintaining his firm grasp on the sphere.

“Then you leave me no choice,” said the elder.
“Only you would say such a thing, Lye,” but the

boy’s words ended abruptly when he was struck by the
old man’s staff. Amid a flash of brilliant light, the young
man fell backwards lifelessly, his head smacking the
deck and the sphere falling from his possession.
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Another curtain of thick, black smoke fell on the
scene, preventing Jaret from observing what happened
next. Still, he could hear something rolling across the
main deck towards him, like an oversized marble. In
shock, he watched as the sphere, which had been the
dueling duo’s envy, came to a stop at his feet. Bending
over to pick it up, he had scarcely touched the sphere
when the bottom of a white staff appeared next to it.

“Who are you?” the old man growled.
“Captain Jaret Cooper, sir, of the U.S. Coast

Guard,” came the reply. “I’ve come to rescue you and
your crew.”

“We don’t need your rescue,” Lye barked conde-
scendingly.

“But, sir, your ship is on fire and sinking fast,” Jaret
informed him, “not to mention the approaching… ”

“Everything is exactly the way I want it,” Lye
asserted, though Jaret wondered how anyone could
desire such dire circumstances. “Now give me that ball
and leave!” he insisted, lunging for the sphere.

“Okay,” Jaret obliged, “but I’m taking the boy with
me.” He pointed to the boy, still lying lifelessly on the
floor. “He needs medical attention immediately.”

“You will do nothing of the sort!” Lye snarled
defensively. “He stays with me, as does that ball. Now
hand it over and be gone!”

“I’m not leaving without the… ”
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Lye wielded his staff, striking Jaret, who fell to the
deck but quickly rose to his feet to defend himself.

“Leave, you weak mortal!” Lye demanded. “You
have no idea what you’re meddling in.”

Jaret picked up a fallen beam and engaged his
opponent in combat. They fought for several moments,
Lye’s staff clashing frequently with Jaret’s wooden
sword, shooting a mix of sparks and splinters into the air.
Lye moved with impressive and unanticipated swiftness
and agility for an old-timer, but when his staff became
lodged in Jaret’s beam, Jaret swung the opposite end into
Lye’s abdomen, sending him rolling across the ship.

Jaret rushed to the boy’s side. Though he had
received a severe blow to the head, the faint rise and fall
of the boy’s chest manifested that he was still alive. Jaret
picked up the injured boy and hauled him to his raft.
Since the ship continued to sink, Jaret was able to lower
the unconscious body safely into his raft while he
himself remained on the ship.

Jaret had cut the moorings, started the engine, and
was preparing to board the already-moving raft when he
was hurled away by a forceful stream of water. Since the
hurricane had long since fallen upon them, Jaret thought
he had been struck by its powerful winds. But then,
however, he heard Lye’s menacing voice.

“I gave you a chance, you stubborn fool,” Lye
hissed. Using his staff, Lye commanded the water all
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around them in air and sea to obey his every whim,
pummeling Jaret relentlessly with round after round of
watery weaponry. “Bet you’ve never battled anything
like this as a measly coast guard!” Lye formed a giant
ball of water, like a life-size rain drop, and enclosed it
completely around Jaret. For several seconds, he manip-
ulated it, sending Jaret back and forth and upside down,
waiting for him to be out of breath. When Jaret began to
squirm for want of air, Lye restated his terms.

“If you want to live,” he said, holding out his hand,
“give me the Oracle.”

Blue in the face, Jaret glanced at his raft, which
was already speeding crookedly away from the burning
ship. For a split second, he stared at the curious sphere
clutched in his hand. It meant nothing to him, but it
seemed to mean the world to his sinister antagonist. And
so, with what he assumed would be his final breath, Jaret
threw the sphere out of Lye’s liquid cage. It hit the raft
and bounced into the ferocious waves of the ocean,
where it bobbed amid charred planks and windswept
pieces of the impending shipwreck.

“NO!” Lye screamed. Since Jaret no longer
possessed anything of interest, Lye abandoned torturing
him and instead bolted after the sphere. Without any
reluctance, Lye prepared to dive into the churning sea
but was thwarted when Jaret caught him by the train of
his robes and yanked him back into the ring.
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“Leaving so soon?” Jaret asked before delivering a
dizzying punch to Lye’s aged face.

With the raft motoring out of sight and the
opposing pair busy exchanging jabs, the approaching
eye of the hurricane went unnoticed until it had blown
directly over them. The wind died, the rain slackened,
the ship ceased its swaying. Finding themselves in such
instantly calm surroundings, Lye and Jaret paused. A
moment of utter terror seized Lye’s face.

“Not yet!” he yelled, “Not without…” But it was
too late. The boy and sphere were gone. Then, as if
placed in a vertical laundry chute, the water surrounding
the battered boat disappeared, and what was left of the
ship suddenly dropped to the bottom of the sea.
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CHAPTER 1

FIRST IMPRESSIONS

Like most homes in island communities on early
mornings in late summer, the Cooper house was ringing
with silence. Every clock agreed it was that most
exquisite time of day when the world appeared as still as
a photograph. For the first time that day, the temperature
had slackened enough to reward the air conditioning a
much-needed — albeit short-lived — respite. Too dark
to surf and too moonlit to sunbathe, the beach was
vacant. A salty sea breeze was accompanied by its
sluggish twin, a thin but misty fog, and together they
rode the incessant tides into town. Indeed, the only
movement stirring the silence was the crashing of the
ceaseless waves — too frequent to be forgotten, too
alluring to be annoying.

Enter hairdryer.



“Goodbye, serenity,” Ret whispered to himself,
turning on his side and smothering both ears with his
pillow to drown out the airy bellowing of Ana’s
hairdryer. Entirely by instinct, Ret awoke each day in
time to enjoy the predawn stillness. These morning
vigils were so involuntary on his part that he assumed
himself to share some kind of connection with nature,
for he certainly felt a link to the elements around him.

“Why is she up so early this morning?” Ret
wondered, his sister’s hairdryer drowning out his voice
so completely that even he could not hear his own
words. The clock on Ret’s nightstand had its hour hand
positioned scarcely past six o’clock, which time, he had
come to learn, was far too premature for any of Ana’s
summertime activities. It was even earlier than when
she normally commenced prettifying for one of her
normal school days. Then, at the thought of school, Ret
realized a grim reality. He buried his face deeper into
his pillow.

“Time to get up, Ret,” Ana sang from the powder
room, switching the hairdryer into low gear to accom-
modate brief conversation. “We don’t want to be late for
our first day of high school!” The blowing recom-
menced in full force immediately after Ana’s final word,
probably to prevent Ret from expressing his displeasure.
Ret rolled out of bed, staggering into the bathroom amid
a billowing cloud of hairspray.
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“Finished with the hairdryer already?” he asked,
nearly choking on the plume’s fumes.

“I think it blew a fuse,” she explained, moving on
to her hair straightener. “It’s so hard to find a good
hairdryer.” Ana spent more and more time in front of
the mirror these days but seemed cautiously cognizant
not to hide her natural good looks, a respect for beauty
taught by her mother. She carefully flattened each
strand of her long, brown hair with precision. The heat
from her instruments was causing her cheeks to blush
slightly, adding color to her fair-skinned and lightly-
freckled face. No doubt the additional warmth trapped
inside the bathroom felt welcomed against her slim
frame.

“You’re getting started kind of early today, aren’t
you?” Ret wondered, squinting into the intrusive
mirrors, which reflected the overhead searchlights so
well that he felt like a captive insect under a menacing
child’s magnifying glass. “I mean, school doesn’t start
for another two hours, right?”

“One hour and fifty-two minutes, to be exact,” Ana
said, “and you can never look too well-groomed on the
first day back to school, you know. This day is always
chock-full of first impressions, Ret, and you can never
change a first impression. What happens today could set
the course for the rest of the year, so you’ll want to look
your best, act your best, and hope for the best.”
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“Thanks for the advice,” he said, somewhat sarcas-
tically. She had been feeding it to him in regular
spoonfuls throughout the last several months.

“I’m just trying to help,” was Ana’s genuine reply.
“It’s going to be quite a big transition for me to adjust to
high school — new school, new teachers, new friends,
new everything! But I can’t imagine what a shock it’ll be
for you. I mean, you haven’t been to school in who
knows how long. We found you what, like ten months
ago? And you still can’t remember anything before that,
can you?”

“No, but it’s not the new environment that I’m
worried about,” Ret confessed.

“Then what is it, Ret?” Ana’s sincere interest in
Ret’s answer was demonstrated by the abrupt pause that
she took during her eyelash-curling routine.

“Just look at me,” he said, staring at his reflection
in the mirror. His now-adjusted eyes afforded him a
clear examination of his unique appearance. The abnor-
mality that always clouded his mind first was his pale
skin, so white and pure that it seemed to glow like a light
bulb. It did not take him long to deduce the difference
between his skin and that of his peers. Ana reassured
him that his skin would tan over time, but even she had
been surprised by the absence of color change. Once,
Ret exposed his skin to the sun’s rays for an entire
summer’s day — from sunrise to sunset — expecting at
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least some kind of pigment variation by day’s end. But
his skin’s stubbornness persisted. Not only was there not
the slightest trace of sunburn, but his body’s outermost
layer now seemed to shine even brighter, as if his body
behaved exactly contrary to the scarring mechanisms of
normal-skinned people.

“At least you’ll never have to wear sunscreen,”
Ana had told him, trying to look on the bright side.

The only characteristic to rival his skin in luster
was his eyes, a pair of azure gems that radiated as bril-
liantly as two transparent sapphires against a backdrop
of driven snow. They were so bright, in fact, that they
had given Ana’s mother quite a scare once: it was Ret’s
first night with the Coopers since they found him, and
when Pauline tiptoed into the spare room where he was
sleeping to see how he was faring, she was frightened
half to death when she could see Ret’s eyes through their
closed lids.

And then his hair — its unusualness masked only
by his other, more striking features. Ana once informed
Ret jokingly that she had found his portrait in the
dictionary, next to the word blond. They laughed, but it
was true that his hair was unusually fair and, like his
skin, practically glowing.

“Just look at me,” Ret repeated, still staring at his
mimic in the mirror. “I’m a freak! My skin, my eyes, my
hair, my hands… ”
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“So you look different — big deal,” Ana sympa-
thized, refocusing her attention on her eyelashes.
“There’re tons of weird-looking people in high school;
you’ll fit right in.”

“I don’t care if I fit in,” Ret said. “I’m just tired of
being so different — of being treated like I’m an alien
from outer space or something.”

“Well, for all we know,” Ana said, “you could be.”
As usual, Ana was right: she was as clueless as Ret when
it came to the facts about his own personal history. He
found it remarkably frustrating to be such an intelligent
person and, yet, to be so in the dark about his own past.

“Is it worth it?” Ret asked, changing the subject.
“Is what worth it?” Ana tried to clarify.
“You know, all this high school stuff; is it really

worth it?”
“Well, of course it’s worth it, my ridiculous Ret!”

Ana replied. “Just think of all the friends you’ll make,
all the things you’ll learn, all the cute guys — well, in
your case, cute girls — you’ll meet, not to mention all
the sports games and themed dances and oh — ” Her
voice quieted as if in solemn worship. “Oh, I can’t wait
to go someday: prom.” Ret was amazed how, despite her
obvious ecstasy, her hand remained so steady while
gripping her mascara wand.

“I’m sure all of that is fun and useful and all,” Ret
continued, “but I doubt I’ll find it very, well, fulfilling.”
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“Suit yourself,” she said matter-of-factly. “Which
reminds me, we are not going to be late today, so you’d
better get dressed — unless, of course, you plan to make
your maiden voyage into the public school system
wearing your pajamas.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” Ret mumbled on his way
out of the bathroom.

“It’s all in your attitude, my boy,” Ana’s counsel
resumed, though her voice faded as Ret returned to his
room. He was hoping that she would have requested him
to expound upon what he meant by his assumption that
school would not feel very fulfilling to him, for he had
been wanting to share his sentiments with at least one
person. Even though he had not been enrolled in any
formal schooling since being taken in by the Coopers,
his education had not been stagnating, and his mind had
encountered no atrophy. Quite the opposite was true.
Instead of boarding the bus and crowding to class, Ret
sought out his own laboratories of learning: curious
coves to study rock formations and mineral deposits;
tiny tide pools to probe crawling crustaceans and
thriving plant life; offshore eddies to examine the
tendencies of tides and the cause of currents; the
surrounding marshes to mull over the extensities of
water and the expanse of the heavens; the sandy beach
to admire men’s expert navigability on the sea’s surface,
reflective of the shallow depth of their understanding of
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the mostly-untouched world beneath that surface. Yes,
Ret doubted that any high school classroom could
provide the kind of knowledge that he had acquired
through repeated observation in a certain setting or by
means of a book read in the shade of his favorite tree.

Ret was pained by the prospect of school, as it
would most certainly mean the end of his independent
studies. There was no denying the connectedness — the
attachment — which he felt to the natural world. Indeed,
he sensed a certain duty — an acute obligation — to
enlighten his mind through the environment which
encompasses all mankind. And, like most things, the
enlightenment came naturally to him — nearly as
naturally as night chases day. Nature’s rudiments
seemed to be keenly aware of him — his past, his
present, and his potential. His past was not his only
mystery.

“Ret, Ana; breakfast’s ready,” a voice called from
the kitchen. Ret haphazardly donned pants and a long-
sleeved shirt as the outfit for his grand debut, capping
his chosen garb with a wide-brimmed hat. Before
leaving his room, he added sunglasses and a scarf to his
getup. With skin, eyes, and hair now hidden from view,
Ret had all but one of his bases covered.

“Pauline, do you have any gloves I can borrow?”
Ret asked innocently, sliding into his seat at the kitchen
table while her back was turned.
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“Of course, dear,” she said, flipping the griddle’s
final buttermilk flapjack atop the teetering stack on the
plate in her hand. “They’re on the top shelf in that closet
by the front door.” Her other hand forsook its steadying
of the stack just long enough for her to point to the
correct closet, her gaze never leaving her morning’s
culinary masterpiece. “But you shouldn’t need to wear
gloves today; the paper tells me the heat wave’s just
getting started.” She abandoned her post at the stove to
grace the table with her work. She had scarcely set down
the dish and taken her first look at Ret when she let out
a spooked gasp. “My word, Ret, what are you wearing?”
Pauline asked indignantly. “You look like a — like a
convict!”

“Or someone who’s about to become one,” Ana
added, waltzing into the room. A nauseating stream of
perfume and other gaseous hair care products was not
far behind, following her scent like bloodhounds.

“What is the meaning of this?” Pauline inquired,
removing the scarf and sunglasses gently.

“He thinks he looks like a freak,” Ana answered
for him.

“That’s not true,” Ret countered calmly.
“Ana, just eat your flapjacks,” Pauline instructed.
“Sorry, Mom; only liquids for me,” Ana explained,

daintily sipping her orange juice. “I’ve brushed and
flossed these pearls twice already this morning. I just
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can’t afford the risk of getting something stuck in my
teeth — no, ma’am; not today.” Pauline’s spirits seemed
to sink a bit at this pronouncement. She returned her
attention to Ret, still awaiting his answer.

“I just don’t want to make a scene, is all,” Ret said
in hushed tones. “You know I don’t like the attention,
what with my being, you know, so different and all.”

“Oh, Ret,” Pauline responded tenderly, kneeling
near his side and looking fearlessly into the pair of
bright blue eyes that had once frightened her so many
months ago. “You needn’t worry so much about what
other people think of you.” She smoothed her hand over
his cheek. “And this hat,” she said, removing it from
Ret’s brow. “I love your hair,” she told him, curling a
lock around her finger. “It reminds me of — ”

Her voice vanished. Her gaze fell. Her hand
released Ret’s hair and sought refuge in the cradle that
was the other hand in her lap. Both Ret and Ana glanced
at each other soberly, then looked away. They both knew
whose name was on her lips — the name she would have
spoken had her voice not fled to the shards of her aching
heart. Both teenagers were astonished when she
continued.

“I named you after him, you know,” she told Ret
for the first time as he watched tears spread from her
eyes to the ridges of premature wrinkles, which caused
her tears to linger and to paint her aging skin in a
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design that was as intricate as her grief. Never knowing
how to ease her mother’s pain, Ana dragged a few
flapjacks onto her plate, momentarily forgetting her
dental delicateness. “You remind me so much of him,”
Pauline whispered, “not so much by how you look, but
by who you are.” She returned to her seat, and Ret and
Ana tried to chew quietly as they finished the flapjack
platter. When they heard the school bus barrel around
the corner, the family embraced, and Ret closed the
door behind them, leaving his ornamental apparel on
the table.

To say that the Coopers lived on an island would
contradict even the most lenient of dictionaries, as Tybee
Island was surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean on all sides
except for the narrow strait where it moored to the
mainland. Regardless of the terminology, however, Ret
certainly considered it to be an isolated place, with the
nearest city more than a dozen miles to the west and with
the apparent edge of the world less than a dozen yards to
the east. Once, after reading a biography of Christopher
Columbus, Ret thought that he himself had contracted
exploration fever, so itchy was he to imitate the
European sailor who launched from the edge of his own
world to discover what lay beyond the horizon.

Ret was grateful that he lived on the southern end
of the island, making his bus stop the first on the route
that snaked northward until it finished near the north
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coast at Tybee High School. Upon boarding, Ret and
Ana were greeted by a gruff and altogether miserable-
looking bus driver.

“Morning, chillens,” he sneered like a villain in
disguise, bits of his breakfast still clinging to his
decayed teeth. With a black patch covering one of his
eyes, the driver affixed his penetrating glare on Ret,
never noticing Ana. Through the wide, smudgy mirror
hanging above his head, the bus driver maintained his
glare on Ret as they retreated to the backmost bench of
the empty bus. Hoping not to draw any more attention to
himself, Ret slouched between the high-rising seats,
relieved to be out of sight of the bus driver, whose
piercing gaze caused Ret’s innards to quiver with
uneasiness.

Each time the bus halted, Ret would peek over the
top of his barricade to steal a glance at the new riders.
Much to Ret’s surprise, some of his classmates seemed
to want to draw nothing but attention to themselves. The
clothes and hairdos were so outlandish, the most
intriguing to Ret being the young man who had dyed his
hair green and then molded it into half a dozen foot-long
spikes.

“You were right,” Ret whispered to Ana, still capti-
vated by the pointy hairstyle. “There really are some
strange people who go to high school. Maybe I won’t
stick out as much as I thought.”
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“And you’re much more handsome than that slime
ball,” Ana said reassuringly.

They waited for everyone to pile out of the bus
before doing the same. Tybee High struck Ret as an
attractive and inviting place to spend the day, its pleas-
antly painted façades and well-groomed grounds
appearing much less torturous and incarcerating than he
had imagined. Rows of mature palmettos flanked both
sides of the main entrance, their fan-shaped fronds
waving to the students in the morning breeze and bidding
them inside. Borders of monkey grass thrived at the feet
of hedged azaleas, the occasional, residual flower of pink
and red hues blooming as evidence of both a prolific
spring and the imminence of winter. It was not a large
campus, indicative of the modest island’s small populace,
but upon entering the edifice, Ret reasoned that every
teenager in town must have been confined in the
commons, so raucous was the rumpus raging within.

“Stay close to me,” Ana roared above the clamor,
grabbing his hand and yanking him behind her as she
drove into the melee. Ret felt like toothpaste as they
squeezed through the crowd, somehow arriving at a row
of bombarded tables manned by a team of bewildered
teachers.

“Cooper, Ana,” Ret overheard from his guide’s
mouth. “Cooper, Ret.” Ana returned to Ret’s side
clutching two slips of paper.
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“Oh, good,” she sighed, “it looks like we have a
few classes together this semester, Ret. Now, here’s your
class schedule,” she explained, handing him the appro-
priate piece of paper. “It lists the name of the course in
this column, followed by the teacher’s name, the room
number, and the title of the textbook,” she said, wildly
pointing every whichway on the spreadsheet like an
astrologer tracing hidden constellations. “Oh, and your
locker number’s down here.” She noticed Ret’s puzzled
look. “Trees get stumped, Ret; not brainiacs like you.
Now, I’ve got to find Paige in this mess and see what she
thinks of these pants before class.” Ana released herself
into the fray before yelling back to Ret, “I’ll see you in
World Geography. Remember: first impressions!”

On the edge of the multitude, shifting in the
shadows under a leafy ficus, stood two suit-clad men, one
as still as a statue, his partner as jittery as a jackhammer.
With eyes like eagles, they surveyed the first-day goings-
on with great interest, standing on the periphery like two
sharks among a school of fish. Sporting feigned smiles,
they spoke to each other through their teeth.

“Do you see him? Do you see him?” the jitterbug
asked, his hushed voice growing more earnest with
every word.

“Patience, my fidgety friend,” the motionless man
admonished. “We’ve waited ten months; I’m sure you
can manage a few more minutes.”
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“Do you think it wise to merely stand on the
sidelines and wait for him to, what, appear before our
very eyes?” the impatient man asked. “Should we not,
instead, mingle amongst the students and, as they say,
divide and conquer? After all, you are the principal of
this school, are you not?”

“I can see everything just fine from here,” the
principal informed, his calm tone gradually becoming
sterner. “And besides, I hate children.”

“Ah, yes, neither am I particularly fond of the little
brats,” the quick-talking jabber resumed, “their grimy
hands that reek of sweaty copper. But he is not exactly a
child anymore, now is he, sir? I mean, by now he ought
to be… ”

“Sixteen years old,” the principal coolly inter-
rupted the fumbling fool, his own patience wearing
thin.

“Great Scott! Is the boy sixteen already?” the
accomplice asked rhetorically. “Where does the time go?
He most likely looks nothing like we remember him,
what with adolescents his age shooting up like weeds
and growing their hair long.”

“And I thought you were my geography teacher
this year,” the principal said sarcastically, “not a
professor of physiology.”

“Well, actually, I’m neither, but you already knew
that, now didn’t you, old man?” the pretend educator
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chortled, sending the principal a conspicuous wink as a
reminder of their secret.

“I doubt he’s changed much at all,” the principal
admitted. “The extraordinary characteristics of his kind
never diminish.” He continued to speak as he scanned
the student body. “Pale skin — ”

“White as snow,” the teacher added dreamily.
“Bright eyes — ”
“As blue as crystals.”
“Golden hair — ”
“I see it!” the teacher yelped. “I see the golden hair!”
“Where? Where?”
“Over there, near the middle, by the tables; don’t

you see him?” gasped the teacher, the principal catching
him by the arm as a master would restrain his rabid dog.

“Let me go! Let me go!”
“Patience, Ronald!” the principal demanded. “We

mustn’t make a scene.” He pulled him closer to his face.
“Now, let’s review our plan, shall we? We stroll tran-
quilly toward the boy, greeting students along the way.”

“So now you want to mingle, eh?” the teacher
mocked sardonically. The principal tightened his grip,
shooting his captive a threatening glare.

“We walk to the boy,” he started again, empha-
sizing the verbs in each step. “We greet the boy —
totally without suspicion. We shake hands with the boy,
like this.” The principal then used both of his hands to
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demonstrate the prescribed double-handed shake, aban-
doning his grip on the teacher.

“RET COOPER!” the teacher hollered, fleeing
from the principal’s clutches. The escapee entered the
swarm of students like a bullet, knocking bodies down
like dominoes in all directions. The miffed administrator
marched after his disobedient sidekick, stepping over
fallen children without proffering any apologies.

“Ret Cooper! Ret Cooper!” the teacher called after
the boy, now just a few feet from where he stood.
Hearing his name, Ret looked up from studying his class
schedule just in time to witness an emotionally-unstable
man grab his hand and shake it violently.

“Ret Cooper,” he said, out of breath, “it is such a
pleasure to meet you.” Just then, an austere hand appeared
on the troubled teacher’s shoulder. Upon contact, the
teacher’s countenance clouded over with fear.

“Principal Lester W. Stone,” he introduced
himself, extending his right hand toward Ret.

“Ret Cooper,” came the timid reply, Ret cautiously
shaking the principal’s hand.

“Obviously,” Principal Stone remarked. “I see
you’ve met our World Geography teacher, Mr. Ronald
Quirk.” The principal removed his hand from Mr.
Quirk’s shoulder in disgust. “Never mind Mr. Quirk’s
indecent behavior. First-day jitters, I’m afraid; I’m sure
you can relate.” Principal Stone placed his now-free hand
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on the back of Ret’s, executing the recently-rehearsed
double-handed shake. “Welcome to Tybee High School,
son,” he said, not alarmed by Ret’s eccentric eyes. The
principal used his left hand to peel Ret’s hand apart from
their original handshake, turning it cup-shaped and
exposing Ret’s palm. The principal’s eyes plunged
toward the handshake, prompting Ret to yank his hand
from the sandwich and find his pockets. Principal Stone
smiled satisfactorily and hissed, in an eerie voice, “We’re
glad you’re here.” The duo turned and strode away from
Ret, the principal nearly dragging his teacher.

Ret had heard of principals, but he questioned if
this was the normal protocol of first-day festivities. His
wonderment was put to rest when he heard the over-
whelming silence and realized that everyone in the
square was staring at him. The multitude dispersed at the
sound of the first bell, which echoed in the noiseless
corridors and sealed Ret’s first impression.

Principal Stone locked his office door behind him.
“Did you see it?” Mr. Quirk asked urgently.
“Of course I saw it,” the principal growled, “no

thanks to you.”
“What do we do now?”
“We report.”
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CHAPTER 2

TRUTH UNCOVERED

Ret’s gaze rolled back and forth with the flow of the
waves, the reach of their shoreward oscillations
gradually receding with the ebbing tide. The rising sun
blazed a shimmering path across the surface of the sea. A
pack of seagulls alighted upon the shore, squawking and
squealing as they prepared to feed. Ret watched as the
birds buried their beaks in the ground, searching for tasty
sand crabs who revealed their whereabouts by the fatal
air bubbles they released when the waves withdrew.
Witnessing the feast, Ret would have mourned the loss of
so many of the crustaceans had he not known them to be
so plentiful. With particular interest, he watched one poor
fowl that was unable to join the meal because his
comrades, though birds of the same feather, continually
crowded him out of the festivities. The gull appeared to



lack the gall to forsake decorum and embrace rudeness
by forcing his way into the clique. Instead, he abandoned
the group and hopped hungrily to another locale.

“Is this your favorite spot, too?” Pauline asked as
she approached, calling out to Ret over the roar of the
nearby waves. She was referring to his secluded nook,
situated just out of plain sight where the island’s miles-
long beach wrapped around its southern tip. “Mind
telling me why you love this part of the shore so much?”
she said, sitting down next to Ret, slightly sinking in the
sand that was still damp from the most recent tide.

“Because no one ever comes down here,”
answered Ret, happy to share his feelings with someone
he trusted completely. “Because I can be alone to think.
Because the sun’s never in my eyes.”

“Could it also be because this is the place of your
first memory?” she suggested unobtrusively. He
responded with a confused look, which was proof to
Pauline that her listener was completely in the dark.

“Ana tells me you’re not very fond of school,” she
said, changing the subject without permission from Ret,
who was painfully curious to learn about memories from
his past.

“I’d rather not go back,” he explained.
“Oh, Ret,” Pauline interjected softly, making

certain not to sound upset or abrasive. “It’s only been the
first week.”
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“I have no friends; everybody stares at me; and
even my teachers can’t look me in the eye,” Ret began
to list his reasons.

“I’m sure things will change soon.”
“Change? Change?” Ret asked quietly, sounding a

tad defeated. “I’ve tried that, and I don’t look any
different.”

“I wasn’t implying that you would change soon,
silly,” Pauline clarified, her continued patience
evident in her playful voice and caring smile. “I don’t
want you to change. I like you just the way you are.”
His spirits seemed to perk up a bit. “Truth has a way
of changing things, Ret, especially when it’s the whole
truth.” The conversation ceased for a few moments, as
if Pauline intended for her verbal cliffhanger to spur
deep reflection.

Ret’s attention returned to the hungry seagull who
had been shunned by his feathery friends. He wondered
how this creature managed to survive, being subject to
such foul treatment. He assumed that the bird would
succumb to desperation and seek a scanty meal from the
litter strewn a little further away, lowering his standards
from meat to rubbish. Instead, the seagull remained at
the water’s edge, bracing itself against the next surge of
salt water. When the outstretched wave recoiled and the
froth dissipated, the gull stood motionless for a moment
before taking one quick snap at the sand. Ret had seen
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no burbling of bubbles, neither scurrying of critters; yet
the bird munched victoriously on the first of many sand
crabs, each procured in like manner. Ret marveled; the
seagull knew something that he did not.

“It was cloudy — that day, ten months ago,”
Pauline resumed the conversation, as if her fixed stare
into the hazy sky reminded her of some story. She was
totally unaware of the scene that Ret had been observing
so intently — a scene whose analysis had to be put on
hold as Ret’s flustered mind prepared to focus on yet
another new subject. “It had been a restless night for me,
as most were when Jaret was away on duty. He was an
officer in the Coast Guard and had been sent on an urgent
assignment to some of the islands in the Bahamas. A
hurricane was approaching — a severe one, predicted to
tear through the Caribbean islands before regaining
strength and making landfall somewhere on the Florida
panhandle. Jaret and his crew were needed to help with
the evacuations, the rescue effort, the cleanup — ”

Ret interrupted: “The other day, you told me that I
was named after him…”

“That’s right. He always wanted a son.” Pauline
patted Ret’s leg tenderly to reassure him that she did not
mind him asking questions. In fact, she welcomed them
the more she tasted of the vindicating power of confes-
sion. Her eyes glistened with pure love as she spoke of
her departed spouse. In the past two minutes, Ret had
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learned more about his namesake than he had gathered
in the last ten months. Pauline hitherto possessed neither
the power nor the desire to resurrect the tragic tale of her
spouse, and Ana remained mum to spare her mom the
grief. As a result, Ret often questioned the character of
the man who was pictured in the family portraits.

“It was about midday when the telephone rang to tell
me the news: Jaret had been involved in a ‘freak accident,’
they called it. While on patrol, he and his crew received
reports of a ship that caught fire several leagues east of
Miami. The craft had sent out no distress signal, but even
landlubbers like you and me know that a burning ship isn’t
a good thing. Through radio, Jaret conferred with the other
vessels in the area to see what should be done to help the
ship in danger. The hurricane was getting too close for
ships to be in the area anymore, and everyone agreed that
it was an unidentified boat that hadn’t responded to any of
their attempted communications.”

“So they just left it?” Ret’s conscience asked.
“No, no, Ret,” Pauline intervened. “They didn’t

just leave it to burn. Jaret was much too noble to do a
thing like that.”

“So what did he do?”
“Well, he realized that there was really only one

ship in that sea that he could control: his own. His crew
had their doubts, but they were easily persuaded. Jaret
had such a way with people. He wasn’t manipulative or
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anything like that. He was confident, and fearless; bold,
but rational.” Pauline paused briefly before uttering each
adjective. “Stern, but loving; if you knew him, you loved
him; and if you didn’t know him, there was something
about him that made you trust him — that made you
want to trust him.” Her diaphragm seemed to lift her as
she slowly and bravely spoke each word of her tribute,
gazing into the air’s nothingness as if entranced in some
daydream. “He was tall, and handsome — very
handsome; strong, and thoughtful; and he had the cutest
little dimple on his face, just below his — ”

“The ship, Pauline,” Ret said, rescuing his story-
teller from the past. “What happened to the ship?” She
sighed but continued.

“It didn’t take long for the cutter to reach the site.”
“Cutter?” Ret inquired. “What’s a cutter?”
“A small boat used by the Coast Guard; usually

with a single mast,” was her reply.
“Oh.”
“They used coordinates until they could see the

smoke. Afterwards, the crew told me that when they
were yet a ways off, they could see that the ship was
totally ablaze and sinking fast. They also said that
several square miles of the sea’s surface, especially
around the ship, were bubbling violently — like a pot of
boiling water or a glass of freshly-poured soda. None of
them had ever seen anything like it before.”
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“Did they turn back?” Ret was curious.
“Whether they wanted to or not, Jaret insisted that

he go it alone. He told them it was too dangerous to get
the whole crew involved.”

“So what did he do?”
“He steered the ship to safety and then moved

forward without them. He left his crew and cutter at the
edge of the bubbling waters and continued onward alone
in the RIB.”

“RIB?”
“Sorry. Rigid-inflatable boat,” Pauline spelled out

the acronym. “It’s basically a lightweight raft blown up
with air. Most cutters come equipped with one.”

“You mean he got into an inflatable raft in the
middle of the ocean? And took it into a boiling sea
towards a burning ship with a hurricane fast
approaching?” Ret summarized the situation with great
intrigue, impressed by the brave actions of his newfound
hero. Pauline nodded proudly, to which Ret replied,
“Cool.”

“His crew warned him that the abnormal water
probably contained too much air to keep his RIB afloat,
but he never entertained the idea. Jaret had clocked more
time in a RIB than all of his crew combined. He knew
that the RIB displaced very little water and that its inflat-
able collar would keep it buoyant even if water ever
came aboard the raft. He launched from the cutter,
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stayed afloat across the bubbling sea, and disappeared
into the billowing smoke.” Pauline stopped her
narrative. When she spoke again, her voice, raspy and
quivering, was hardly louder than a whisper. “That was
the last time anyone ever saw Jaret Cooper. The Coast
Guard conducted a full-scale search: cutters and boats;
planes and helicopters; even sonar and deep-sea divers.
But they found nothing.”

“Nothing?” Ret was astounded. “Not even from
the shipwreck?”

“Not even from the shipwreck,” Pauline repeated
to emphasize the impossibility. “They couldn’t even
begin the search until the hurricane had passed a few
days later. Turns out the hurricane shifted its course,
striking further up the panhandle, and when you factor in
the Gulf Stream and the trade winds, well, it’s no
surprise that most of the wreckage caused by the
hurricane washed up along the shores of Georgia and
South Carolina. Some of the debris, including what was
presumed to be the shipwreck, even washed ashore right
here on Tybee Island!”

“That must have been quite an unpleasant coinci-
dence for you,” Ret said, thinking of the taunting
injustice Pauline must have felt as everything — save
the man who was her everything — returned to land.

“It was pretty unexpected, I can tell you that
much,” she admitted, “but I don’t believe in coinci-
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dences, Ret, no matter how unpleasant they might
seem.” Silence prevailed again. Ret hoped that Pauline
would not suddenly cork her reminiscing, as it was
finally answering some of the questions that he had been
gnawing at for months.

“So, Ret,” she said with a bit less ache in her heart.
“Do you want to know why you love this part of the
shore so much?” She didn’t give him much time to
think. “Because this is where you washed up on shore.”

“In this very spot?”
“And do you want to know what you were in?”

Pauline asked the flabbergasted boy.
“Clothes, I hope.”
“Yes, you were in clothes, my little comedian. But

you were also in — Jaret’s RIB.” Ret’s jaw dropped.
Pauline purposely let the next few moments elapse in
silence so as to allow Ret ample time to contemplate the
anomaly. At last, he spoke.

“How in the world did I end up in — ”
“I’d give my right arm to know,” Pauline said,

employing exaggeration to make a point.
“But how’d they know it was the same raft?” Ret

wondered.
“Its identification number matched the one in the

Coast Guard’s records,” Pauline answered, obviously
having explored every jot and tittle in this case. “Not to
mention the official Coast Guard seals that were embla-
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zoned on the sides. Surely you remember the day we
found you?”

Ret reached into the recesses of his mind. “I
vaguely remember a girl’s face and a high-pitched
scream.”

“Perfect: your first memory,” Pauline said,
referring to her earlier statement. “That was when Ana
peeked over the side of the raft, poked you in the arm
until you regained consciousness, and then screamed
when you opened your eyes.” She waited for Ret to say
something, but his mind was too swamped with so much
new information to think of anything to say. So she
continued. “Ana was combing through the wreckage
like a scavenger, amassing great collections of odd
treasures like most thirteen-year-olds would do. I was
also on the shore…,” her voice trailed off. “I was
preparing Jaret’s gravesite. Even though his body was
never found, the Coast Guard told me to arrange a
funeral or write a eulogy or hold a burial — anything to
provide the public with some closure. They said it was a
‘necessary procedure.’ So we held a private burial
service, just Ana and me.”

“Where?” Ret wondered.
She scanned the sea. “You’ll find out in a few

minutes.” Ret did not understand but felt it best not to
probe.

“So what did you do with me after you found me?”

! 34 ! C.W. TRISEF



“The government took over from there, seeing as
you technically were property from an incident
involving the armed forces. They conducted a variety of
tests and an array of experiments, hoping to figure out
who you were, where you came from, what happened to
Jaret, and why you looked so — so…” She searched for
the right word and then, smiling, said, “So beautiful.”

“Beautiful?”
“I added that part. But instead of clues, all they

uncovered were more questions. The X-rays and CAT-
scans came back blank. It was puzzling, as if you
absorbed the very energy that the doctors attempted to
pass through your body. They tried to do an MRI, but
something about you interfered with the machine’s
magnetic field — and quite violently, I might add. I’m
sure you remember that.”

“Yeah,” Ret vaguely recalled. “I remember over-
hearing them saying something about how I broke their
equipment.”

“Let’s just say I’m glad I wasn’t footing the bill,”
Pauline said, rolling her eyes in relief. “Most curious of
all, however, were the biopsies and blood work. The
scientists’ microscopes found unknown structures in
your cells and strange particles in your blood. They
couldn’t explain it. Some thought you had been electro-
cuted — struck by lightning or something. Others
hypothesized that you were once exposed to radiation or
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some kind of nuclear radioactivity. But in the end, they
concluded nothing, except that you were filled with a
few more elements than the rest of us, whatever that
means.”

“So why didn’t they keep me as one of their guinea
pigs?” Ret wanted to know, remembering how the tests
abruptly ended.

“There was nothing more to test. Their resources
had been exhausted and sharpest minds stumped by an
innocent thirteen-year-old boy, which is how old they
presumed you to be. Personally, I believed you were a
few years older, on account of your, shall I say, robust
stature.” She squeezed one of Ret’s brawny forearms,
which made both of them chuckle. “You were one of the
healthiest specimens that anyone had ever seen: not so
much as a single blemish on your body — except for the
scars on your hands, of course. And since you had
suffered complete memory loss, the government thought
it no crime to let me adopt you, provided they could
keep a close eye on you.”

Ret was taken aback. “But why did you want to
adopt me?” Pauline thought for a moment before
speaking, choosing her words very carefully.

“Because there was something about you that
helped me to feel closer to Jaret — some sort of connec-
tion that linked us together again. Forgive me if that
sounds selfish. Jaret’s RIB came back, Ret, bringing you
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instead of him. You — a living gift from a fading
memory. It’s what Jaret would have done.” She paused.
“Or, perhaps, it’s what he did.”

Ret didn’t know what to think anymore, his mind
overheating. He blinked several times and shifted his
eyes out to sea, hoping to glean some composure from
the collectedness of the ocean. The tide had reached the
lowest point at which it dared to retreat. The shore along
the island’s southern tip was unique in that it sloped less
steeply, causing the low tides to expose an unusually
long swath of the flatter beach.

“Sometimes,” Ret said, assuming that it was his
turn to share some of his feelings, “sometimes I feel a lot
like that lone rock out there.” He pointed to a dark lump,
quite a ways down shore, that had only recently been
unveiled by the waning tide. “It’s the only rock I’ve ever
seen on this beach. There’re lots of shells and seaweed
and stuff, but only one rock. And look at it: it’s shaped
so differently — so tall and thin. And it never receives
any visitors, at least that I’ve noticed. But I can see why:
it’s so far out there and almost always buried in deep
water that you’d have to go out of your way to see it.”

“I wanted it that way,” Pauline said, almost under
her breath. Ret shot her the same, perplexed look that his
face had been sporting for most of the morning. “That’s
no rock,” she explained. “It’s a tombstone.” Pauline rose
to her feet and started walking toward the object of their



conversation. Ret’s astonishment provided her with a
few seconds’ headstart before he, too, stood to follow
after her. Her shoulder-length hair seemed to become
more voluminous the more it was exposed to the
growing humidity in the air. As she walked, the sand
sank under her weight. It was a long, pensive trudge to
the corpse-less cemetery. They stood together in silence
for a few moments, the waves repeatedly stretching to
tickle their toes.

“He always wanted to be buried at sea,” Pauline
broke the silence, “but I knew, should his passing
precede mine, that I could never live without at least
some place to visit him.” She smiled as her gaze focused
on the marker. “So we compromised.”

“At low tide, Jaret Cooper is deceased, at least in
the world’s view. But when the tide returns and washes
‘necessary procedures’ from sight, he comes back to life,
if only in my view.” Then Ret’s much-anticipated
answer came: “That’s why this is my favorite spot, too,
Ret. It’s the place where nature’s ingredients combine to
deliver the hope to which I so desperately cling. Wind,
water, earth — it’s as if the elements want me to hold out
a little longer.”

“I don’t know why you’ve come to us, Ret,” said
Pauline, “but perhaps, with a little more time, the truth
— the whole truth — about our pasts will be
uncovered.” She put her arm around him briefly, then
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turned and followed her previous footprints as she paced
back up shore. Still standing next to the gravestone, Ret
bowed his head, partly out of reverence but mostly
because his brain felt heavy from all of the fresh
material given him to ponder.

Still staring downward, Ret noticed a cluster of V-
shaped markings on the rippled sand surrounding the
headstone. Intrigued, he studied the etchings more
carefully, which he assumed were small scars in the
earth’s skin. He was about to leave the phenomenon for
the geologists to explain when, suddenly, a few of the
symbols disappeared as sand crabs emerged from under-
neath them. It was at that moment when Ret realized
what the snapping seagull already knew: the secret lay in
the scars.
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In less than a month’s time, Ret had quickly
developed an acute distaste for Shakespearean sonnets.
He marveled how so few words could be interpreted to
describe virtually anything while meaning nothing at all
to him. He honestly tried to appreciate Romeo and
Juliet, but, as much as his teacher may have fawned over
it, by play’s end, he considered it nothing more than a
tragic tale about poor communication skills. The end of
his English class’s scrutiny of Shakespearean literature
could not have been more welcomed.

In contrast, Ret found his brief hour of studying
the sciences to be something akin to pure bliss. Every
lecture answered a question; every experiment ques-
tioned an answer; and every minute he became more
aware of the world around him. He was particularly fond

CHAPTER 3

EVENING OF

NOSEBLEEDS
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of the Periodic Table of Elements, never forgetting the
memorable day when his teacher first presented it to the
class. For whatever reason, Ret reveled in the revela-
tions of modern science.

“Why are your fingers purple?” Ana asked Ret
when they met in the hall on their way to World
Geography.

“In science lab today, we were experimenting with
different foods to find out their starch content,” he
eagerly explained, examining the splotches on his hands,
“and I sort of spilled the iodine.”

“Well, butterfingers,” she joked endearingly as
they neared their next class, “you’d better watch out for
the Purple People Eater.” Suddenly, Mr. Quirk appeared
in the doorway to greet his next batch of students.
“Because here he comes now,” Ana added, rolling her
eyes.

“Welcome, children!” Mr. Quirk squealed, dancing
a jig across the threshold as he reentered his classroom
at the sound of the bell. Ret and Ana hurried to the pair
of seats being saved for them across the room.

“Thanks, Paige,” Ana whispered, sliding into one
of the chairs that had been reserved by her best friend.

“Hi, Ret,” Paige waved, fluttering her petite
fingers at him.

“Hey,” Ret replied. As he strode to the vacant desk
behind her, Paige’s face blushed, as it usually did when
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Ret was near. She was much less flamboyant than Ana,
though equally as fair, and she always wore her blonde
hair in soft curls.

“Welcome to another exciting afternoon of
studying the extraordinary subject of World
Geography!” Mr. Quirk announced with great enthu-
siasm. A large boy sitting in the back row breathed a
deep moan of dissatisfaction.

“Why, Mr. Ledbetter,” the instructor said, waltzing
toward the student’s desk. “Something to say, have we?”
With his plump elbow positioned on his desktop so as to
allow his hand to cradle his large head, the porky lad
gave his teacher a blank stare and then belched.

“Charming,” Mr. Quirk said amid the giggling of
his students.

“More like Harvey Bedwetter,” Ana jabbed,
though only loud enough for Ret and Paige to hear. Mr.
Quirk tried to quiet his class before leaning over to
address his disruptive student face to face.

“Shall I summon the nurse, Mr. Ledbetter?” he
scowled. “Perhaps she can detect the cause of
your…irritation, hmm?” The unimpressed stare
persisted. Mr. Quirk resumed his erect posture, turning
from the boy to readdress the rest of the class. “At any
rate,” he said raising his arms, one of which knocked
Harvey’s supporting arm out from underneath his head,
which crashed into his desktop with a loud thud, “today
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we continue our study of the Caribbean Islands.” The
entire class murmured.

“But that’s what we’ve been studying since the
first day of school,” a discontented student whined.

“Yeah,” a different voice agreed, “I thought this
was World Geography.”

“Kids today,” Mr. Quirk muttered, facing the board
to conceal his own displeasure. “It’s as if they want a
quality education or something. Pity.”

“When can we move on to something else?” the
complaints carried on. Mr. Quirk executed an abrupt
about-face.

“We will move on,” Mr. Quirk answered, reusing
the words of the question in a tone that made them seem
beneath his superior vocabulary, “as soon as you can
demonstrate that the material has become — ” He
paused to focus his attention on Ret before concluding,
“ — a part of you.” Ana observed the subtle stare with a
curious eye. After a few moments, Mr. Quirk wiggled
his head as if to shake off some trance, as a wet dog
would shiver to free his coat of bathwater. “Now,” he
said, regaining his composure, “for the remainder of the
period, each of you will read the eighth chapter in the
textbook in its entirety.” The whole class vocalized their
disfavor, which seemed to provide Mr. Quirk with some
sort of sick satisfaction. “And I have yet to even mention
the quiz,” he snickered, retreating to his desk.
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Ret was convinced that Ronald Quirk was not the
real name of the man who claimed to be their teacher, for
his surname too perfectly described him. He was one of
the oddest-looking creatures that Ret — and most of the
other students — had ever laid eyes on, which held a
great deal of meaning coming from Ret. Every few
seconds, one of Mr. Quirk’s eyes would twitch violently,
sending a wave of disruption through his entire face.
There seemed to be no method to the madness of his
ocular spasms. The rumor quickly spread amongst the
student body that if Mr. Quirk’s left eye squirmed while
he was speaking to you, it meant he disliked you, while
if the twinges came from the right eye, he did not think
you were so revolting. But no one claimed to know for
certain, as there was always something else to gawk at
when conversing with Mr. Quirk. His frequent twitching
proved to be quite the optical nightmare for his
eyeglasses, which he patiently readjusted after each
tremor. His hair was a ghastly mix of black and gray and
every shade in between, and some students believed it to
be a toupee, seeing as it always looked so disheveled.
Others, however, preferred to call it a wig, stating that
the curls were a bit too long and stiff for a toupee. In
fact, Mr. Quirk’s locks were so loopy that they
resembled something of a cross between seasoned curly
fries and a Slinky that had been stretched too far. And he
had the most difficult time getting people to listen to him
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because his forceful twitching caused his curls to bounce
atop his brow.

What’s more, his nose was crooked, which made
everything else on his face look uneven. He was an
exceptionally scrawny man, especially in the legs, with
a waist that seemed to come up higher than normal.
While most of his fellow educators sported a business-
casual sort of style, Mr. Quirk preferred his own unique
manner of dress, which the students called business-
ridiculous. On this particular day, for instance, his
outfit consisted of an ivory-colored t-shirt and a pair of
light blue jeans that must have been sewn out of scraps
of Saran wrap, so tightly they adhered to his bony legs.
The getup would have scored as one of his more
modest costumes had it not been for the green
cardigan. It was the kind with oval patches on the
elbows and a single row of fringe that dangled along
the span of each forearm, although the multicolored
frills hung in such irregular intervals that they looked
more like the accumulation of a lifelong collection of
streamers from the handlebars of little children’s
tricycles. Rather than read the assigned chapter, Ret
found it more interesting to see if the fringe on Mr.
Quirk’s coat contained every color of visible light on
the electromagnetic spectrum, about which he had
recently learned in science class. When the beloved
dismissal bell rang, Mr. Quirk remained at his desk,
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saying not a word of farewell, too engrossed in his own
thoughts, whatever they may be.

“See you at your house before the game, Ana,”
Paige said as she went her separate way through the
crowd of students, spilling out of their classes like a
colony of disturbed ants.

“Game?” Ret asked.
“The football game,” Ana said as if he should have

known. “You know, the rivalry football game that
everyone’s been talking about for, like, a month now?
It’s only the biggest game of the season. Don’t worry; I
already bought tickets for us.”

“Us?” Ret cringed.
“Us; it means you and me,” she said in jest. “And

Paige is coming, too.”
“But, Ana,” Ret fussed, “you know I’m not really

into sports.”
“Just because you can beat just about anyone in

just about anything doesn’t mean you can’t have a good
time at a high school football game,” Ana told him.
“And besides, everyone knows you don’t go to a football
game for the sport of it.”

“Then why do you go?” Ret wondered.
“To scope out the guys, of course.” Ret should

have known. “At least, that’s why Paige and I go. And
that’s why you need to come.” Ana noticed that Ret did
not understand; she made it more obvious. “So Paige
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will come, too.” Ana smiled as she pulled away from
Ret, leaving him to contemplate what she had insinu-
ated.

Later that afternoon, Ret sat outside on the porch
and patiently waited for Ana and Paige to at last be ready
to go to the football game. He passed the time by
watching nature as it changed its scenery. Nature’s
cyclical behavior was astonishing to Ret, as he contem-
plated the four seasons. He particularly enjoyed the
times of year when his hemisphere would bounce into
spring or fall into autumn. He thought of the seasons as
nature’s very own changing of the guard, each with its
own unique style of guardianship. Nature’s autumnal
sentinel had already begun to wield its sword on Tybee
Island, the shards of its seasonal swinging appearing
everywhere: in cooler air that nipped summer garb back
into storage; in clusters of brittle leaves and strands of
Spanish moss, blown from the limbs of trees by the more
prevalent winds; in acorns that rattled rooftops as they
fell like hailstones from ancient oaks.

Ret could almost feel the elements rotating shifts
as the curtain closed on their respective acts in earth’s
year-long play. Spring’s delicacies buckle under
summer’s heat; summer’s vibrancies fade into fall’s
bareness; autumn’s fatigue crawls into winter’s hiberna-
tion; winter’s chill melts into spring’s warm colors — all
coexisting in perfect harmony and not a single thing
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trying to dominate a scene, disrupt an act, or steal the
show. Ret could feel it; he sensed it all.

! ! !

The roar of the crowd could be heard from the
street as Pauline dropped the trio off at the football
game.

“Have a good time,” she yelled to them from the
car.

“Oh, Mrs. Cooper,” Paige said, suddenly remem-
bering something. “My dad told me he’d like to pick us
up after the game, if that’s okay with you.” Pauline
looked a bit surprised, but it was nothing compared to
the shocked faces of Ret and Ana.

“Well…” Pauline replied slowly, as if at a loss for
words. “Well, that’s fine with me, but may I ask as to
the occasion? I don’t think I’ve ever seen Mr. Coy in
public — ”

“I know,” Paige interrupted, slightly embarrassed.
“I asked him to.”

“Very well,” Pauline said. “Now, go have fun, you
three.”

“Got it, Mom,” Ana said.
“See you, Mrs. Cooper,” Paige said.
“Thanks, Pauline,” Ret said to their chauffeur,

whose encouraging smile was enough to prevent him
from crawling back into the car.

Ret so thoroughly detested attending tonight’s
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football game — no matter how eternally significant
everyone made it seem — that he almost wished to
instead be sitting in English class, enduring a monoto-
nous lecture on yet another Shakespearean soliloquy.
This was not because he was shy or timid or because he
feared hard seats or loud noises; neither was it due to any
personal bias toward jocks or cheerleaders or imposing
crowds. In fact, he relished athletic activities and any
form of physical recreation, they being his sole source of
social interaction prior to his enrollment in school this
year. The neighborhood youth once welcomed Ret in
their pick-up games and unorganized sports, mostly on
account of his large stature, but he needed only one
match to prove his invaluableness. He immediately
became the first-pick at team-making time, and every
boy and girl wished to be on his side, as it most certainly
meant victory.

But soon, Ret frowned at an unexpected turn of
events. He fell from his top-pick status to not being
picked at all. Word on the street placed an unofficial ban
on Ret from all after-school pastimes and spontaneous
athletics. Even Ana managed to excuse herself increas-
ingly more often from Ret’s sporty petitions, whether
involving game boards or sport courts. She told him that
no one likes to play against someone who always wins
— that everyone needs to lose once in a while. But Ret
did not understand, for he played to make friends and
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have fun, never to win or to lose. He struggled to
comprehend his peers’ competitiveness. From the
sidelines, he was troubled to watch such an intangible
force pit allies against each other and turn friend into
foe. Wondering where such a demon could have origi-
nated, Ret ruled out nature as a possible birthplace, for,
as he had noticed, all things work together in perfect
union in the natural world. It was true, he knew, that
some elements and compounds were superior to others,
but Ret was also aware that their individual constitutions
and inborn functions were far too different and much too
varied to warrant any comparability.

Hence the lens through which Ret viewed the
world: every person as a unique element in a globalized
mixture, each performing an essential function — a
function that no other element could adequately
perform.

“We’re winning! We’re winning!” Ana announced
as they neared the entrance to the stadium, the score-
board now within sight. She handed three tickets to the
young woman who stood at the turnstile to collect them.

“Hi, Ret,” the ticket taker charmed. “How’s Tybee
High treating you so far?”

“Uh, good,” Ret replied, though confused why she
was speaking to him.

“Better than your first day, I reckon,” she joked,
laughing daintily.
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“Yeah.”
“Save me a seat?” she asked as she slipped his torn

ticket stub into his shirt pocket.
“Umm, sure,” Ret promised, assuming it to be the

gentlemanly thing to do.
“Come on, Ret,” Ana said loudly, pulling him

along. “We’d better hurry if we’re going to find THREE
empty seats in this sellout crowd.” She yanked Ret into
her private huddle. “Who do you think you are, Mr.
Suave?”

“What do you mean?” he wondered.
“I mean, what are you doing, flirting with a girl

like her?”
“Flirting?” Ret tried to clarify.
“She’s trouble,” Ana informed. “You don’t want to

get mixed up with the wrong crowd, Ret. Now promise
me you’ll try harder to stay out of trouble?”

“I promise,” Ret agreed. “But Ana,” he continued,
smiling, “everyone knows you don’t go to a football
game for the sport of it.”

“Oh, brother,” she said, rolling her eyes and poorly
suppressing a smile of her own.

Like a fearless war general, Ana led her few but
mighty troops into the stands. Ret left it to Ana to find
space for three on the congested bleachers, especially
since it was her idea to arrive fashionably late. He
regretted his lack of input, however, when Ana pointed
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to a small sliver of bench on the topmost row near the
middle of the grandstand, a spot that appeared to have
room enough for maybe one.

“Come on,” she motioned, starting up the stairs. As
the trio made their ascent, the surrounding crowd
couldn’t help but notice Ret instead of the game.

“Hey, look! It’s Ret Cooper,” said one hushed
voice.

“You mean that guy from the first day of school?”
said another.

“He’s in my English class.”
“What’s up with his skin?”
“I think he’s cute.”
Then a familiar voice was heard nearby: “You

should see his eyes,” said Harvey Ledbetter. “They’re so
weird!”

“Not as weird as you, Bedwetter,” Ana rebuked as
she strode past Harvey.

By the time they arrived in the nosebleed section
and wiggled into their chosen gap, the players of the
game had been supplanted by dancers of some halftime
show, in which Ret quickly lost interest. Instead, he
surveyed his surroundings: the setting sun that found
reflection in the sea of sunglasses that was the other
half of the stadium; the balding patches on the grassy
field where play most commonly took place; the
feigned friendship between rivals’ fans, forced to inter-
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mingle in order to procure their midgame treats at the
snack bar.

At the base of his section of bleachers, Ret
spotted the face of his ticket-taker. Scanning the stands,
Ret assumed she was searching for him. Rubbing her
bare arms in futile defiance of the chilly breeze, her
fairness was now muffled by the twilight. Despite
Ana’s warning, she scarcely seemed like a trouble-
maker. Ret shifted his gaze toward Ana; she and Paige
were still captivated by the halftime presentation. Just
as Ret was about to reveal his whereabouts, the ticket
collector was wooed by a group of young men seated
in front of her. Ret recognized them as the same rough
crowd who tried to entreat Ana and Paige when they
purposely hurried past them just moments earlier. Like
so many others, their patronage obviously stemmed
from an ulterior motive, and Ret was beginning to
wonder if anyone attended sporting events for the sake
of the actual game.

“Told you so,” Ana said soberly to Ret, who had
long since been convinced that Ana possessed additional
sets of eyes, so miraculously was she able to observe
multiple scenes simultaneously.

Ret spent the better part of the third quarter deep in
thought. Over the last ten months, he had quickly
mastered anything and everything that he had ever
attempted, and still, despite his dexterous hands and
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agile mind, there was yet one mystery that he could not
quite put his finger on — there was still one puzzle that
he had yet to conquer: people.

Too fickle to figure out and too mercurial to
demystify, Ret had always assumed people to be good
by nature. He did more than merely look for the best —
he found it; and rather than bestow the benefit of the
doubt, he chose not to doubt at all. Perhaps it was a flaw
of his naivety. Maybe it was the overriding quality of his
utopian universe. Or, most probable, it was the aura of
innocence radiating from his own good-naturedness. He
saw in others what he himself was.

But, with eyes opened wider by public school and
heart now burdened by his associations with the ticket-
taker, Ret decided that it was high time to realign his
people paradigm. For the first time, he entertained the
idea that not all people were as pure and unadulterated
as he was — that some elements in this globalized
mixture called the world could be manipulated for dark
purposes.

“Hey, isn’t that what’s his bucket?” Ana pointed to
a squirming referee on the opposite sideline who was
clutching one of the bright orange end poles of the first
down measuring chain.

“It’s Mr. Quirk!” a surprised student yelled from a
few rows below, several others vocalizing their
amazement in like manner.
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“What’s Quirk doing on the field?” Ana wanted to
know. At the end of the play, Mr. Quirk scurried onto the
field with his chain gang, resembling a spunky ball boy
shagging tennis balls at a Wimbledon match. Thanks to
Ana’s eagle eyes, the audience now had something to
entertain them, as the victor of the game had now
become certain.

“Who thinks I should call the police and tell them
that one of their prisoners escaped?” Harvey Ledbetter
proclaimed, raising his cell phone in the air. His
wisecrack in reference to the referee’s traditional black-
and white-striped uniform earned him a few cheers.

“Well that’s not very nice,” Paige said quietly,
though loudly enough for Ret to overhear. Ret slowly
turned his head to face her. Not only were these the first
words he heard from her since bidding farewell to
Pauline, but Ret was also relieved and impressed to
discover Paige to be of his increasingly rare breed of
compassionate peacemakers. Feeling Ret’s gaze, Paige’s
cheeks blushed as her head sunk between her shoulders.

“Hey, Bedwetter,” Ana called out, “prisoners wear
horizontal stripes, not vertical.” Her correction was
greeted by a heartier round of applause than the original
jab. Harvey lowered his phone in embarrassed defeat.

When the clock finally expired, a flood of fans fled
the stands and rushed the field. Ana seized the opportu-
nity to grab her companions, slip down the bleachers, and
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beat the crowd to the parking lot where Paige’s father
was likely awaiting them. During their descent, Ret’s
curiosity was sparked when he saw Mr. Quirk conversing
in a most suspicious manner with the ticket-taker and her
clique of hoodlums. He wondered why they, of all
people, were taking Mr. Quirk so seriously and why he,
of all adults, would have anything to do with such a
group. Ret watched the post-game huddle disperse before
it escaped from view when he set foot on ground level.

En route to the parking lot, the trio took the path
behind the bleachers, finding it to be much less grid-
locked than any alternate way through the field, now
sardined with celebratory fans. They dodged debris and
other fallen litter as they shuffled along the earthen trail.
Emerging from the shadows at the approaching end of
the grandstand were the silhouettes of two hooded
figures. Realizing them to be part of the same meddle-
some gang that had tried to get their attention earlier,
Ana and Paige instinctively wrapped themselves more
securely in their jackets and lengthened their strides,
making certain to avoid eye contact. The two suspicious
individuals positioned themselves, shoulder to shoulder,
in the middle of the walkway, blocking the narrow exit
into the parking lot. Ana and Paige slowed to a snail’s
pace, unsure of what to do and unwilling to inch any
nearer. With faces hidden and voices mute, the two dark
figures began to advance toward the frightened females.
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Ret knew that it was up to him and him alone to
protect his sister and her friend from whatever might
happen next. With no time to lose, Ret jumped in front
of Ana and Paige and faced the approaching villains.

“Stop right there!” he ordered, extending both
arms. With the palms of his hands turned toward the
intruders, Ret was clueless as to his next move, and the
unabated march of the antagonists sent his heart racing.
Then, in the blink of an eye, Ret felt a wave of energy
enter his frame from the ground. Like lightning, the pulse
jolted up his body, darted down his arms, and surged into
his hands. From the ground near his feet, two parallel
streams of dirt raced up to his hands, then straight
towards the two attackers, pummeling them like a gush
from a fire hydrant. The brief but geyser-like spouts
buried their immobilized victims in earth. Amazed, Ret
slowly turned his palms toward his wide-eyed face. One
of the scars on his right hand was glowing.

“Caught red-handed,” a jittery voice hissed from
the shadows. A referee stepped into the afterglow of
dusk. It was Ronald Quirk.

“You know, I really got to hand it to you…” he
said, his continued pun giving him the giggles. He
slithered over to the scene of the commotion, planting
one foot on the buried torso of one of the attackers.
“Never, in a million years, would I have guessed that
your gifts would have surfaced to you so quickly.”
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“Quirk!” Principal Stone appeared on the scene.
“What goes on here?”

“Ah, Lester!” Mr. Quirk saluted. “Always a man of
dramatic entrances, and oh, what splendid timing, yes,
quite apropos…”

“Ronald, we must be going,” Principal Stone
advised.

“But, sir — ”
“Now, Quirk! We must be going.”
“But what about — ”
“Cooper? Yes, Mr. Cooper, I will see you in my

office, first thing Monday morning.” Mr. Quirk
continued to complain as Principal Stone carried him
away into the night. After a motionless moment of silent
confusion, Ana and Paige sped toward the parking lot.
Ret bent down to aid in unearthing the two bodies, fully
conscious but dazed. He used his shirt to wipe a trickle
of blood that was dribbling from the nose of the first
man. When Ret turned to help the other person, he was
stunned to find the female ticket-taker buried under the
dirt. Speechless, he staggered to his feet and hurried
after Ana and Paige.

“How vath ze game?” asked Ivan, the Coys’
Russian butler, as the trio piled into the limousine
waiting for them in the parking lot.

“Inconceivable!” Ana blurted out, her thoughts of
what she had just witnessed exploding from her mouth
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without fully contemplating her words. Realizing her
blunder, she quickly tried to play it off, saying,
“Inconceivable…that…that we would win by so
much.”

Sitting together on the back row of the limo, Ana
leaned across Paige and quietly, though earnestly, asked
Ret, “What was that all about?” Her dumbfounded face
demanded an explanation, but all Ret could provide was
a pair of raised shoulders and a vacant expression. He
relaxed his clenched fist to allow a moment’s glance: the
scar was still illuminated, clearly visible despite the
unusual darkness inside the car.

Immediately upon entering the limo, Paige’s spirits
seemed to sink when her father was nowhere to be seen.
“Looks like Dad just sent Ivan again,” she mumbled
almost inaudibly. Though dejected, she wasn’t too
surprised.

Silence prevailed for the remainder of the short
ride home. The sun had long since slipped behind the
horizon when they arrived at the Cooper home. The
porch light bathed the front yard in a triangular glow,
evidence that Pauline was expecting her children.

“Thanks for the ride, Ivan,” Ana said as she hurried
toward the house. “See you on Monday, Paige.”

“Yes, thank you, sir,” Ret agreed. Arriving at the
front door and finding it to be unlocked, they turned to
wave goodbye to Paige, with Ivan politely idling in the
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driveway, waiting for the Coopers to safely enter their
home.

“Bye,” the Coopers waved.
As Ivan pulled out of the driveway, the voice of

Mr. Coy was suddenly heard from the other seat bench
in the limo.

“On the boy’s hand…” he whispered to himself
from the shadows.

“Oh, Dad!” Paige said, a bit startled. “You are
here.”

“…Where have I seen that before?” Mr. Coy
continued, his mind still fixed on the scene of Ret and
Ana waving goodbye to them.

“Oh, you mean the purple spots on Ret’s hands?”
Paige groped for an answer.

Mr. Coy broke his trance and then slowly lowered
his gaze until it focused on his daughter. With great
concern, almost alarm, in his eyes, he asked, “What
spots?”
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