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ONE

LIGHTNING STRIKES!

After a few weeks in Florida, Luke decided he wanted to be 

a fishing guide like his aunt, Captain Hannah Smith, and 

was learning faster than usual until the day he was struck 

by lightning.

That’s what he was told, anyway, by the old man stand-

ing over him when he woke up. By then it was raining hard.

“You okay?” the old man asked.

Luke blinked water from his eyes and croaked, “Huh?”

When the man’s mouth moved to repeat the question, 

his words were muffled by a terrible ringing sound. “Huh?” 

Luke said again.

“My lord, you’re deaf as a rock, but at least you ain’t 
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dead.” The old man exhaled and extended his hand. “Come 

on— get up.”

Luke realized he was curled on a wooden dock, where 

he’d been watching a storm sail across the bay. The colors 

of the sky— neon green and purple— were unlike anything 

he’d seen while growing up on a farm in Ohio.

“What happened?” he asked when he was on his feet.

The old man pointed and spoke louder— or maybe the 

ringing noise was going away. “A lightning bolt hit close to 

where you were standing. Seemed to snake up out of the 

water and zapped you, too. I saw it all from the porch and 

come on the run. You okay?”

The man was short and wore thick glasses. Water poured 

off his straw hat like a waterfall. Luke couldn’t understand 

why everything was blurry and why splotches of bright 

colors— neon green and purple— flickered behind his eyes.

“I feel sorta weird,” he said, shaking the numbness 

from his hands. “Who are you?”

The old man appeared concerned. “You don’t know?”

Luke squinted and tried to remember, despite the 

swirling colors. “A fisherman, I think,” he said finally. 

 “Captain . . .  Arlis something. Arlis Futch?”

The man took him by the arm. “You weren’t the 
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sharpest hook in the box to begin with, but now I’m wor-

ried. Come on, let’s get out of this rain.”

Luke was on the porch, a blanket around him, star-

ing at an oddly shaped blister on his hand, when Captain 

Futch came out of the house carrying a steaming mug.

“I’m too young to drink coffee,” Luke told him.

“I’m not,” the man said, “and I’m too old to be running 

around in a dang storm that coulda got us both killed. You 

just sit there and take it easy. Down the road we’ll discuss 

an old saying about fools and ducks coming in out of the 

rain. Is your memory coming back?”

“I don’t remember losing it,” Luke replied.

“If you were the clever type,” the man said, “I’d think 

you’re being a smart aleck. How do you feel?”

“I thought I got hit by a nest of hornets,” the boy said. 

“I couldn’t breathe— like my body was on fire. But I’m 

okay now.” After a moment he added, “You shouldn’t have 

phoned her.”

The man was confused. “Who, your aunt Hannah? She 

don’t answer the phone when she’s on a fishing charter. 

You should know that by now. That woman’s all business 

in a boat. When this squall starts to slide south, I’ll try 

then.”
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“Not Hannah— the doctor who told you to call an am-

bulance,” Luke said. He scratched at a painful area on his 

arm and kept talking, despite the look of surprise on the 

old captain’s face. “Dr. Tamiko had to say that because 

most doctors are worried about getting sued.”

The man squinted through his glasses. “How’d you 

know? You never met Doc Tamiko. Doubt if I ever men-

tioned her name before.”

“You must’ve had the phone on speaker,” Luke rea-

soned. “I heard every word she said. She told you to make 

us some hot tea while we waited. But she didn’t mention 

making coffee for yourself and pouring whiskey in it. Oh— 

and that I should be checked for burns.”

Captain Futch looked at the door to the house. It was 

closed. Through a window, he could see a fireplace and 

then a hall, which led to the kitchen, where he’d spoken in 

whispers to the only doctor on the island.

“If that don’t beat all,” the old man said. “Ten minutes 

ago you were deaf as a tree stump, and now you can hear 

through walls. Tell the truth— did you sneak inside when I 

wasn’t looking?”

Luke wasn’t sure how he’d heard the conversation from 

the porch during a rainstorm, but he had. “I don’t need 
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an ambulance,” he said, getting up. “I feel okay now that 

my feet stopped stinging. Sorry you had to go out in this 

storm because of me, mister.”

The old fisherman watched the boy start toward the 

door. “Where you think you’re going?”

“Home,” Luke said, “to put on some dry clothes.”

“Home where?” the man asked carefully.

“You’ve never heard of the place— Ohio. A little farm 

town west of Toledo. I don’t mind walking in the rain.”

“How do you feel about walking through snow?” the 

man inquired. This stopped the boy in the doorway. “Son, 

Ohio’s a thousand miles north. If it’s true that lightning 

never strikes the same person twice, I reckon you’ll be safe 

as far as Kentucky— but I’d pack a pair of mittens. I need 

to tell you something before you hike back to the Buckeye 

State.”

As Luke started to respond, he heard a buzzing sound, 

followed by an explosion of sparks in an oak tree visible 

from the porch. Thunder shook the house. He didn’t 

flinch— seemed unafraid in a squall fired by lightning bolts 

and rain.

Captain Futch noticed and thought, That boy was scared 

of his own shadow yesterday! Then he said for Luke to hear, “I 
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can give you two reasons you should stay and wait for the 

doctor. Take a look around. Do you remember being on 

this porch before?”

The pulsing colors in Luke’s head dimmed while 

he squinted and tried to think. Inside the house a baby 

began to cry, frightened by the thunder. “Who’s that?” 

he asked.

“That’s your second cousin, baby Izaak,” the old man 

said, “so have a seat and don’t argue. Luke . . .  I’m your 

grandpa. You’ve been living here for close to a month.”

Before he was struck by lightning, Lucas O. Jones was aver-

age, or below average, at most things, except baseball and 

farmwork. He wasn’t bright, and he knew it. In Ohio, his 

mother and teachers had let him know often enough, but 

in a kindly way that took the form of excuses.

“He’s easily bored,” they would say, as if Luke wasn’t in 

the room. “All children react to challenges differently.” Or 

“His mind is so active, it tends to wander.”

That was true. Sort of. He was prone to wander off in 
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a dreamy way that seldom invited his brain to tag along. 

Once, he’d set off following fresh deer tracks in the snow. 

He didn’t realize he had crossed the border into Michigan 

until a smiling state trooper informed him he was fifteen 

miles from home.

He often forgot important items: his lunch, his home-

work, even his catcher’s mitt. It was a fine Wilson A2400, 

the professional model, that he’d baled hay most of a sum-

mer to buy.

“The little doofus would forget his head if it wasn’t at-

tached,” his stepsister, who was not kind, had said more 

than once.

His stepfather, who was worse, had warned him, “If you 

don’t smarten up, I might forget my promise to your mom 

and send you to live with your crazy old grandpa and that 

aunt of yours. She’s not the sort to tolerate your bone-

headed ways. Trust me, you wouldn’t like Florida— nothing 

but heat and bugs and snakes down there. The place where 

they live isn’t anything like Disney World.”

That was a bad thing? Luke had been a kid, maybe 

seven years old, when his mother had taken him to 

 Orlando. He’d hated the crowds and noise. Disney World 

sucked compared to this island on the Gulf of Mexico, 
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where he’d been struck by lightning and was learning to 

fish but had yet to see a snake.

That was a disappointment. Luke didn’t know much 

about reptiles but liked animals. They were a lot easier to 

get along with than people. He’d raised pigs, Black Angus 

steers, and a brood of chickens, and trained several dogs as 

4- H projects. He figured a snake might be an interesting 

creature to have around.

Which is what he should’ve told his stepfather the day 

Luke forgot to shut off a tractor that, somehow, popped 

into gear and rolled into the pond. There’d been a bunch of 

yelling, then another threat when his stepfather hollered, 

“If I could afford it, I’d fly you south to live with your real 

family for a year. I swear I would.”

Grandpa Arlis Futch was right— Luke wasn’t clever 

enough to sass an adult. But he was a hard worker and 

good at saving money.

Luke had looked up at the man who wasn’t his real 

 father and said politely, “How much does an airplane ticket 

to Florida cost? I’ll pay my own way.”
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That was in April. A snowstorm delayed his flight from 

Cleveland, and landing in the heat and sunlight of Florida 

had been like parachuting from winter into July.

A few weeks later— zap. Lighting struck. Now the boy’s 

memory, like a computer, was beginning to reboot. Flicker-

ing strands of information took form in his head. Familiar 

images reappeared, then whole files— yet with blanks here 

and there.

“You’ll be fine, Luke,” Dr. Tamiko reassured him on 

a Friday. They were in her office. Through the windows 

he could see palm trees, where parrots and crows rioted 

in the shade. He had removed his shirt so the physician 

could inspect the odd burn marks on his shoulder and the 

palm of his right hand. She was a nice lady, not much taller 

than Luke, who was average in size for a sixth grader. But 

he was stronger than most because farmwork required lots 

of heavy lifting.

Now he was buttoning his shirt while she talked.

“The burn marks were caused by the lightning,” she 

said. “Electricity. High voltage. It probably entered through 

your hand and exited from your shoulder. The blisters 

seem to have healed nicely.” She noticed the boy’s look of 

embarrassment and tried to reassure him. “Don’t worry, 
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the marks will fade as you age. And they’re actually quite 

beautiful. Don’t think of them as scars. They’re more like 

pieces of art created by nature. Have you studied them 

closely in a mirror?”

Yes, Luke had. That’s why he had chosen a long- sleeve 

shirt on this warm Spring day. And why he kept his right 

hand closed to hide the strange, feathery- looking scar on 

his palm.

Dr. Tamiko said, “It was what the lightning did to your 

brain that worried us. You see, the human brain is what 

we call a chemo- electric organ. Studies have been done 

on people who’ve survived lightning strikes. It sometimes 

causes, well, changes in how they think and feel— even cer-

tain abilities. But you should be back to normal in a week 

or two.”

“Chemo- what?” he asked.

“An electrical circuit,” the doctor explained. “You said 

you were good at fixing engines?”

He wasn’t good at it, Luke said, but he’d kept a lawn 

mower running, plus a chainsaw and the family tractor. 

He’d had no choice if he didn’t want to do all the work by 

hand.

“The tractor was diesel,” he clarified. “That’s why I 
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didn’t think it was a big deal when it rolled into the pond. 

Diesels don’t have carburetors.”

“A pond?” the woman asked. “This is the first time 

you’ve mentioned what life was like before moving to 

Florida. Good, you’re becoming more talkative, willing 

to engage.” She made a note on a pad before looking up. 

“Talking openly about your . . .  how your life was on the 

farm is a positive change from what I was told. The engine 

didn’t get wet, I hope.”

“Just on the outside,” Luke said. “That was after I 

jumped in the seat and down- shifted. Then the whole 

tractor flipped and sank to the bottom. It’s a pretty deep 

pond— even for a John Deere.”

“You’re saying you sunk a tractor?”

Luke nodded. “Not on purpose. I should’ve held my 

breath and tried to drive it out.”

“Drive a tractor underwater across the pond?” Dr. 

 Tamiko was skeptical.

“In low gear,” the boy agreed. “I told my stepdad the 

same thing, but he was too mad to listen. The engine was 

still running because, like I said, it was a diesel.”

Adults had a way of rolling their eyes that confirmed 

he wasn’t bright. The doctor, unaware that Luke was right 
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about diesel engines when submerged in water, smiled at 

him in a tolerant way.

“Back to what we were discussing,” she said. “Thank 

goodness that bolt of lightning wasn’t a direct hit. It would’ve 

killed you. Keep that in mind. Lightning kills more people 

in Florida than any state in the nation. But it hit close 

enough to short- circuit your brain . . .  temporarily. Sort of 

like crossed wires in one of those engines you fixed.”

She motioned to a screen where there were images of 

Luke’s skull made by a device that had binged and clunked 

and rattled as he lay alone in a narrow tube. “The specialist 

we sent you to says that, in some ways, you might be more 

sensitive for a while to sounds, certain odors and colors— 

especially colors. Is that true?”

The boy sat straighter. He was interested but didn’t 

want to show it. “Maybe,” he said.

“Maybe?”

Luke nodded.

“Are you saying you have noticed a change regarding 

your sense of smell or how you see colors? The woman 

waited through a long silence. “Luke, it’s not a bad thing. 

In fact . . .  well, you might be one of the very few lightning- 

strike survivors who . . .  Well, let me ask you some 
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questions. First, what about your sense of smell. More sen-

sitive?”

The boy’s nose tested the room. Couldn’t help it. The 

odor of a hospital was familiar— latex gloves, alcohol. The 

shampoo Dr. Tamiko had used that morning also hung 

in the air. There was a sharper scent, sort of like a locker 

room. Luke looked at his shoes and realized he should’ve 

changed his socks before leaving the house.

“My nose seems to work okay,” he said, sliding his feet 

under his chair.

The doctor was encouraged. “Okay, what about colors? 

For instance, do words come into your head as if you are 

hearing them in color? I know that seems strange, words 

having color— unless I’m right. The same can be true of 

sounds and numbers. You might find you see all sorts of 

things differently now.”

The boy shrugged. “Could be. Sort of, I guess.”

Dr. Tamiko nodded as if pleased. “Really?”

“Yep. Colors. Sometimes.”

“Excellent,” the woman said. She made more notes on 

a pad.

Luke feared he’d said too much. “I guess that means 

I’m even weirder than I was to begin with.”
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“Weird? Why would you say such a thing?”

He didn’t want to go into how many times his stepsis-

ter had called him that. “Are you going to tell my granddad 

and Captain Hannah?”

“Your aunt? Not if you don’t want me to. But, Luke, 

listen to me.” The woman placed her notepad on the desk. 

“There’s nothing weird about the way a person thinks or 

feels— especially someone your age. Associating colors with 

words is nothing to be afraid of. Quite the opposite. A tiny 

percentage of people are born with a . . .  well, let’s call it a 

gift. A heightened sensitivity to almost everything. That’s 

the way some describe it.”

As she continued, a hint of excitement came into her 

voice. “Research suggests these people can sometimes see 

and understand what very few other people can, thanks to 

a . . .  well, almost a sixth sense. Do you know what our five 

normal senses are?”

Maybe. Luke was reluctant to guess. He’d missed the 

last two weeks of school, so it had been a while since he 

had failed a test.

The doctor let it slide. The five senses many humans 

possess, she said, are the ability to see, hear, touch, smell, 

and taste.
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“This sixth sense that a few people seem to have,” she 

added, “is very rare. It’s usually associated with colors, cer-

tain sounds that only they can see or hear. There’s a term 

for the condition. It’s called synesthesia. Would you like 

me to write it on a piece of paper?”

“Sin- us- what?” Luke asked.

“Syn- es- thes- ia,” the doctor said, pronouncing the 

word slowly. “Luke, listen carefully. Diagnostic tests show 

there have been changes in the frontal lobe of your brain 

that . . .  well, it’s complicated. But nothing to be afraid of. 

You’re fine. The consensus is that the condition might be 

only temporary. With treatment, you’ll soon be back to 

normal.”

“Treatment?” Luke didn’t like the sound of that. “What 

kind of treatment?”

“Don’t worry about it now. What I’m telling you is, 

a team of specialists has reviewed your case. They agree 

you’re going to be okay. Isn’t that great news?”

After two weeks of dealing with doctors, Luke feared 

that if he spoke honestly, it would mean more brain scans, 

more testing— and maybe treatments.

“Sure, great,” he said, which wasn’t a lie exactly, but 

close.
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The truth was, he didn’t want to return to normal.

On the desk facing Dr. Tamiko was a laptop computer. 

Luke stared at it for a moment. A bluish color floated into 

his head. In the first few days after being struck by light-

ning, the appearance of this smoky- blue circle behind his 

eyes had scared him. But now he had come to think of it 

as a sort of “lightning eye” that he could focus almost like 

a telescope. “Uh . . .  do you want me to answer those ques-

tions now?” he asked, referring to the computer screen. “Or 

do I have to come back?”

The look of suspicion on the woman’s face told him 

he’d done something wrong.

“Were you snooping on my computer before I came 

in? Or . . .  no,” she decided, “you couldn’t have. You don’t 

know the password.” This time her smile was sly and in-

quisitive. “I bet you cracked the door and listened while I 

was on the phone with the specialist. Am I right?”

“Sorry,” the boy said. “It’s rude to snoop.”

“Eavesdropping,” she said, smiling. “I thought so.”

Luke didn’t have to eavesdrop to know about the list 

of questions. On the wall was a mirror. It showed a reflec-

tion of the doctor’s laptop screen. The list would have been 
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a blur to most, and the sentences were reversed. But his 

lightning eye had unscrambled it all at a glance.

“Sorry,” he said again, but didn’t mean it. He was grow-

ing accustomed to a surprising change in his ability to hear 

and see, and to recall details of what he chose to remem-

ber. Sometimes, not always, his lightning eye could snap a 

photo that was filed away in his memory. The change had 

something to do with colors that still flashed in his head.

Luke didn’t understand how it had happened, but for 

the first time in his life, he wasn’t average. And he was no 

longer afraid of . . .  well, just about everything in the world 

that was new or different. He didn’t want a bunch of doc-

tors messing it up.

“I’m in sort of a hurry,” he added. “I guess I was trying 

to move things along.”

“I don’t blame you,” the woman said. “Someone your 

age, cooped up in a doctor’s office on a day as nice as this. 

You want to get outside and enjoy the first week of sum-

mer vacation, I suppose.”

“No ma’am,” he said. “I’ve got a job interview this af-

ternoon.”

“Oh?” Dr. Tamiko put on reading glasses and focused 
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on the laptop. “Captain Futch— your grandfather— he told 

me that’s one of your other . . .  uh, unusual qualities. That 

you’re very independent for someone your age. Even before 

the lightning storm. What sort of job are you applying for?”

“Independent?” Luke asked.

“You’d rather work than play, in other words,” the 

woman said, still focused on the computer. “He also said 

that you’re shy and prefer to work alone. Is that true? You 

don’t seem shy to me. There’s nothing wrong with a child 

your age having fun.”

In the hospital, a few days before she died, Luke’s 

mother had told him, “Work hard, pay your own way, and 

you’ll never owe anyone anything but kindness. Even your 

stepfather. Understand?”

Not at the time. But Luke was starting to get it

He said to the doctor, “There’s nothing fun about an 

adult deciding what I need— or if I deserve something I 

want to buy.” He said this politely, then forced himself to 

make eye contact, something a shy, troubled boy would 

not do.

The woman was serious for a moment, saying, “A very 

good point,” then laughed and asked again, “What kind of 

job are you after?”
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“Tagging sharks and some other stuff,” Luke replied. 

“There’s a marine biologist who lives on Sanibel Island. 

My aunt Hannah, she’s a famous fishing guide, and they’re 

friends. I talked to him this morning, and we’re going out 

in his boat this afternoon. Do you want me to answer those 

questions now?” He was referring to the list of questions 

on the laptop.

Dr. Tamiko was pleased by what she’d just heard. She 

pushed the computer away. “I think you just did answer 

them, Luke,” the woman said. “I’ll have the front desk 

make a follow- up appointment. Let’s say in a month?”
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TWO

SABINA AND MARIBEL

When Sabina, who was ten, told the marine biologist, “I 

have no friends, no money— and the kids at school think 

I’m a witch,” the man only smiled and asked, “Are you?”

“Am I what?”

“A witch?”

“A brujita?” The girl glowered and touched a string of 

beads. They were tiny blue and yellow cowrie shells that she 

always wore around her neck. “People think witches are old 

and ugly,” she said. “Are you saying I’m ugly?”

The man laughed. “Your English is improving. But 

your attitude needs work.”

It had been only a year since Sabina Estéban and her 

sister, Maribel, had left Cuba on a raft. It had been only ten 
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months since an official in Miami had signed papers that 

made it legal for Mrs. Estéban to stay and work in Florida 

and for the girls to attend school. Sabina hadn’t had much 

time to learn a new language— plus, she hated studying. 

That’s why she’d misunderstood the biologist when he 

said something “needs work.”

“I don’t like to work,” she replied in Spanish. “I’d rather 

read or write in my diary. If you’re offering me a job, I guess 

I don’t have a choice— but you’ll have to pay me. What kind 

of job?”

Amused, the man removed his glasses and cleaned 

them with a towel. Nearby, several aquariums bubbled with 

color and life. There was a microscope on the table. On the 

wall, bottles of chemicals and test tubes were neatly lined 

in racks. The man was a biologist who studied fish and 

crabs and sea creatures of all types. He had helped Sabina’s 

family become legal residents in this new country, where 

everyone, it seemed, was rich.

“You’re the third kid today to ask about that job,” he 

said in English. “I have something in mind, but it would 

require training— and a positive attitude. Are you willing to 

learn if your mom says it’s okay?”

“I’m not a kid,” the girl said, “and my attitude is none 
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of your business.” A moment later she added, “Unless I 

didn’t understand the words you used— it’s possible. What 

does attitude mean in Spanish?”

“It means stop complaining and get busy.”

“Busy doing what?”

“That’s for you to decide,” he replied. “Follow me.”

The man, Dr. Marion Ford, lived in an old house built 

over the water, with a view of the bay on all sides. They ex-

ited the room and went down the steps to a platform that 

was also a dock, where a boat was tied. A wooden walkway 

angled toward shore. A large, curly- haired dog named Pete 

slept in the shade there. In deeper water, nets created a sort 

of corral.

“Are you interested in tagging sharks?” The biologist, 

peering down into the water, waved the girl closer to see. 

“There’s a new research program for kids your age. I’ve 

been asked to participate. While you’re learning, I could 

use some help around the lab.”

It was a bright spring morning on Sanibel Island, on 

the west coast of Florida. Along the shore were coconut 

palms and tall white birds wading in the water. At the 

dock’s edge, Sabina stared downward and saw three dark 
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shapes cruising beneath the surface— fish of some type. 

They resembled miniature rockets with wings. The fish 

had dark, sleek dorsal fins and long sweeping tails.

“Tiburónes,” she said in Spanish, taking a step back. 

Much, much larger fish called tiburónes had circled their 

raft on the voyage from Cuba.

“Sharks,” Dr. Ford translated. “I caught them last night 

so I could demonstrate what you’re getting into. You’re not 

afraid to learn, are you?”

Sabina had a temper. That was why she was often in 

trouble with her mother and teachers, or Maribel, her 

superior- acting older sister. “I’m not crazy, either,” the girl 

said. “Play tag with sharks? Tag’s a game for children, not 

fish with teeth. I get teased enough at school without you 

teasing me about a job.”

The biologist was a large, kind man with sharp eyes. 

Sometimes those eyes hid what he was thinking— even 

from Sabina, who had a gift for knowing what was in the 

minds of adults. It was not the only reason kids at school 

thought she was a witch.

Patiently, the man explained, “Tagging sharks isn’t a 

game. You and your sister have more experience on the 
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water than most adults. I’ve seen you handle rental boats 

around the marina. I think you’re qualified for the tagging 

program I mentioned.”

“Maribel?” The girl frowned. “I should’ve known. Did 

she already take the job? She has to be first at every-

thing.”

“Maribel was the second person to apply,” the man 

said. “The first was a boy, probably a year or two older than 

you. I’m not sure. He grew up on a farm somewhere in the 

Midwest. Doesn’t know squat about boats and fishing, but 

he knows a little bit about engines. And he’s a strong swim-

mer. I tested him today at the beach. Maybe you three can 

work together.”

“Doesn’t know squat? That can’t be good,” Sabina said. 

She sensed the word’s meaning but needed time to think. 

She didn’t want to work with her superior- acting sister and 

a boy she’d never met.

“Florida’s new to him,” Dr. Ford said. “His grand-

father’s a friend of mine. Same with his aunt, Captain 

Hannah Smith. You’ve met her. She’s one of the best fish-

ing guides in Florida.” He pointed across miles of blue 

water to an island. “They live over there. You might have 

fun showing a new kid the area.”
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“I doubt it,” the girl said. “He must be rich to have a 

grandfather who lives on an island. Why does he need a 

job?”

“You live on an island,” the biologist reminded her. 

“It’s not always about money. His name’s Lucas Jones— 

Luke. A few weeks ago, he got caught in a thunderstorm 

and . . .  anyway, I have my reasons. The job’s not just tag-

ging sharks, understand. Taking care of my dog and feed-

ing the fish when I’m away, that’s most of it. Whatever 

work needs to be done around here, I’d rely on you.”

“On me.”

“That’s right,” Dr. Ford said.

Secretly, Sabina liked the biologist. He was quiet and 

was absentminded in a way that made her worry he might 

fall off a dock or forget to eat if someone wasn’t around to 

take care of him.

“In that case, I accept,” she said. “But don’t blame 

me for my bossy sister’s mistakes. Or for a farm boy who 

doesn’t know squat. Does he speak Spanish?”

“He’s willing to learn. That’s part of the deal I made 

with him. He starts learning Spanish while you and your 

sister work on your English.”

“Maribel’s English is perfect,” the girl replied. “That’s 
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what the teachers say. Everything about Maribel is perfect. 

Just ask her.”

The man gave the girl an affectionate look. “You’ve got 

to promise me something. If I hire you, no name- calling or 

squabbling with your sister. Not here, and especially not on 

the boat. I’ll warn you once, and only once. Understood?”

Sabina felt her face warming. Maribel, with her long 

legs, her long black hair, and her quiet smile, was every-

one’s favorite. Even the biologist, as wise as he was, didn’t 

understand how difficult it was to live with a sister who 

was pretty and smart and who never got into trouble.

Sabina was tempted to fire back, No wonder you live 

alone with a dog, and no one to take care of you!

Instead she nodded meekly. “I understand.”

“Good.” Dr. Ford grinned at her for a second, his mind 

already on something else. “Come back here in an hour, 

dressed for fishing— but only if your mother says it’s okay.”

Maribel Estéban was thirteen but felt older because of 

the responsibility that came with being the eldest in a 
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single- parent family. Her mother worked second shift at 

a restaurant a few miles down the road. Her sister, Sabina, 

when she wasn’t lazing around with a book or writing 

poetry, stayed busy irritating adults— which, Maribel knew, 

could lead to the worst kind of trouble.

The worst had almost happened back in Cuba. That 

was why her family had had to leave Cuba in a rush, then 

spend weeks in Miami so they could live legally in the 

States. It had been a long, confusing process with a happy 

ending— so far.

For Maribel, Florida was home now. She had worked 

hard at learning English and getting good grades because 

she feared disappointing her mother even more than fail-

ing in class. That was not the only reason. All her life, she 

had lived with a voice in her head that nagged and crit-

icized and whispered that whatever she did wasn’t quite 

good enough. The voice was always there. It was a shadow 

that taunted the girl even at the happiest of times. It 

constantly reminded her that she wasn’t as smart or as 

confident as she pretended to be.

This had not changed since Maribel’s earliest memories.

And her sister was a constant worry. Sabina had a tem-

per and wasn’t afraid to speak her mind. Worse, the girl 
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had a spooky gift for knowing exactly what her enemies 

were thinking. And her enemies included just about any-

one who didn’t agree with Sabina’s point of view.

The one exception was Dr. Ford. Like everyone at the 

marina, her younger sister was fond of the biologist. At 

times she would listen to him when she listened to no one 

else. This was evident from her cheery mood on their boat 

ride across the bay that afternoon. Maribel knew that the 

biologist had warned Sabina to be on her best behavior by 

the sly way her sister greeted the new boy, Luke, who was 

waiting for them on a rickety old dock a few miles away.

“How nice to meet you,” Sabina said, as if practicing a 

phrase from an English book. “I think it is a beautiful day. 

Do you think it’s a beautiful day?”

Luke stepped down into the boat. He nodded to both 

girls without making eye contact and spoke to the biolo-

gist. “I brought water and gloves, like you said. Need any-

thing else from the toolshed? I can run and get it.”

He was already wearing gloves when he motioned to an 

old house built on a hill among trees on the bay.

The new boy seemed eager to please, as obedient as 

Dr. Ford’s dog, a retriever they’d left back on Sanibel. And 
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Luke was quiet, not at all like the loud, clumsy boys at 

school. Maribel was relieved.

“Take a seat and hang on,” the biologist instructed the 

boy. He indicated a spot next to Sabina, then changed his 

mind. “Keep Maribel company, and stay seated until I say 

you can move. When we stop, I’ll go over the safety rules. 

Then we’ll try to catch some sharks. Any questions?”

“Not from me,” Sabina replied in a way meant to 

 irritate.

Maribel glanced at Luke. She wondered if she should 

warn him that her sister, although often sweet and caring, 

had a sharp tongue.

When the boat was moving fast, the boy responded 

anyway, his voice just loud enough to hear over the noise 

of the engine. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I will.”

“Will what?” Maribel asked.

“Ignore her,” Luke said.

That’s exactly what Maribel was about to say: Ignore 

Sabina. How had he known?

Before she could ask, the boy turned to watch seagulls 

trailing the boat across the water. Later, though, when they 

were anchored, the mystery was solved when he explained, 
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“I ignore everyone when I’m learning something new. For 

some kids, learning new stuff is easy. Not me. My grandpa 

says I’m not the sharpest hook in the box.”

Maribel didn’t understand a lot of American slang. She 

took it to mean the boy was slow to learn— not a mind 

reader. That, too, was a relief.

Her eyes moved from Luke to her sister. Sabina was 

never without her necklace of blue and yellow beads. She’d 

bought it in a strange little shop outside Havana. There, 

the santeras— the women dressed in white, as they were 

sometimes called— had treated Sabina with rare affection 

and respect. The santeras were revered by many in Cuba. 

They practiced the healing arts, which, it was whispered, 

included magic.

One witch in the boat, Maribel decided, was trouble 

enough.
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THREE

SHARK FIN SOUP

The Estéban sisters, Luke realized, knew a lot about boats. 

He could tell by the comfortable way they moved, open-

ing a hatch and coiling rope when the biologist told them, 

“Get the anchor ready.”

“Want me to do anything?” he asked the man.

A simple shake of the head was the reply.

It was hot, but the sun felt good on this, the second day 

of summer vacation. What made it feel even better was that 

it was sleeting and cold back in Ohio, according to weather 

reports. Luke had checked that afternoon while waiting for 

Dr. Ford and the sisters to arrive.

Now here he was, in Florida, a strange land, in a boat 
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with a couple of girls who knew a lot more than he did, 

which was okay. He was determined to learn.

When the engine was off, anchor line taut, the biolo-

gist placed a block of frozen fish called chum in a bag. He 

hung it over the side and tied it to a cleat. The bag sank in 

a cloud of scales and fishy oil that created a slick on the 

water. Slowly the oil slick broadened behind the boat. The 

slick drifted with the tide toward deep water at the mouth 

of the bay.

Fish of all types, the man explained, are equipped with 

sensory organs that can detect the odor of food from far 

away. And none are better equipped than sharks.

“I want you to understand why tagging young sharks 

is important research— not just in Florida, but around the 

world,” the biologist said. He waited to make sure he had 

the attention of Luke and Sabina before adding, “You kids 

can help with that research. You really can. Look around: 

What do you see? Water, right? Same with most people. 

But this bay is a lot more than water. This is one of the 

state’s most important nursery grounds for all sorts of 

fish— especially young blacktip sharks. If we catch one, 

you’ll see why they’re called blacktips.”

Every winter, he continued, schools of blacktip sharks 
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migrate south from the Carolinas to warmer water along 

the Florida coast. For them, shallow bays became nurseries. 

In summer, many blacktips return north.

“Sort of like birds,” he said. “Thousands of sharks in 

packs so large they look like black clouds in video shot 

from airplanes. Most people are afraid to go in the water 

during the migration. I’m not saying it’s safe, but if you 

spend enough time on a boat, you’ll learn that sharks— 

especially blacktips— eat fish, not people. On the rare occa-

sion a person’s bitten, it’s not an attack. It’s an accident— a 

case of mistaken identity.”

In the shallow water around the island, he explained, 

blacktips are seldom bigger than a few feet long and rarely 

weigh more than twenty pounds. People are much too 

large for them to eat. Blacktips feed on small sea creatures 

such as fish and crabs.

Sabina, seated next to Maribel, joked quietly, “That ex-

plains why mamá told me not to be crabby this morning.”

Luke reacted with a momentary smile. It was the first 

sign of emotion from the boy, the sisters noticed.

Not all blacktips migrate north in the summer, the bi-

ologist continued. The female sharks often winter in the 

bays between Tampa and Key West. They give birth to their 
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young in the spring. It is usually male blacktip sharks, not 

the females, that gather in schools of thousands. They 

travel north or south together, depending on the season.

“What some scientists are worried about,” Dr. Ford ex-

plained, “is video shot during the last few years that sug-

gests fewer blacktips are making the trip. The question is, 

are they staying in the bays along south Florida? Or are 

there fewer sharks?”

Shark populations worldwide, he added, were in trou-

ble for many reasons. But the main reason was sad and 

simple.

“Shark fin soup,” he said. “It’s considered a delicacy, 

which is why some countries have banned it from menus. 

But many have not. The fins sell for a lot of money— several 

hundred dollars a pound. It takes a bunch of shark fins 

to equal a pound, and the saddest thing is that’s all they 

use— the fins. They throw the rest of the fish away. Some 

people suspect the blacktips are being netted during their 

migration. Others believe that the water temperature is ris-

ing, so those fish have no need to migrate. There’s no way 

to know unless we can track the sharks. That’s why tagging 

is important.”

He opened a box of tiny plastic tags— spaghetti tags, 
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they were called. They were an inch long. At one end was a 

metal dart. At the other end was a thread stamped with a 

number. Each came with a card that had to be filled out. 

This was to be done after the shark had been tagged and 

released into the wild.

Later, the information and a photo of the shark would 

be uploaded to an international database.

“There’s a procedure,” he said. “It has to be done ex-

actly right every time. Sharks can be tagged without hurt-

ing them or getting hurt yourself. That’s what we’re going 

to practice for the next few days. Convince me you can do 

the job, and do it safely, then we’ll discuss the three of you 

using a rental boat.”

“Alone? Just us?” Luke asked.

The man nodded. “That’s what this program is all 

about— kids your age learning by actually doing. It’ll be 

fun, but it’s also serious work. And remember: If that day 

comes, you can’t fish anywhere but inside this bay. Ever. 

Understood?”

They were in Dinkins Bay. It was a small salty lake en-

circled by rubbery trees called mangroves. The marina—-

Dinkins Bay Marina— and the biologist’s lab were visible 

onshore a mile away.
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Mangroves, Luke thought. He attempted to memorize 

the word even though he had never seen uglier trees in his 

life. They were nothing like the forests of oak and maple 

in the farming region west of Toledo. Mangroves were 

more like bushes buzzed flat by the wind. They clustered 

together in hedges of green and dropped roots in the shal-

lows. The tangled roots resembled coils of barbed wire. Or 

toothy wooden spikes that surrounded the islands they 

protected.

The boy had to admit, however, that mangroves were 

home to more nesting birds than he’d ever seen. Clumsy 

brown pelicans with quivering neck sacks, and oil- black 

birds with green lizard eyes. These and many other birds 

watched the biologist rig two heavy fishing rods.

“The black birds are cormorants,” Dr. Ford said. “They 

dive and swim underwater. In Asia, fishermen train them 

to catch fish and return to the boat. Don’t get your hands 

near one of our local cormorants, though. They’re not as 

sociable here.”

The biologist chuckled while Luke repeated the name 

silently to himself. Cor- mor- aunt.

Maybe he would remember these new words. Maybe 

he wouldn’t. One thing he felt sure of was that something 
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inside his head had changed. Since the thunderstorm, 

there had been days when his memory was as sharp and 

bright as the lightning bolt that had left scars on his body. 

On other occasions, though, his brain was just as foggy as 

it had been back on the farm. This was frustrating. True, 

he had never taken the trouble to try to remember difficult 

words before. Why make the effort? He wasn’t the sharpest 

hook in the box, as he’d been told many times.

But now, after being struck by lightning, maybe that 

had changed.

Dr. Ford broke into his thoughts, saying, “Because we 

don’t want to injure the sharks, we’ll use special hooks. 

See?” He held up a fishhook that was larger than the 

hooks Luke had used to snatch catfish from the pond, but 

otherwise the same.

No, they weren’t the same, the biologist informed him.

“These hooks are barbless— easy to remove from a 

fish’s mouth. And they’re made of wire that will bend if 

you hook something too big to handle. Or they’ll dissolve 

after a week or so if the line breaks. We’re not fishing for 

food. This is research, not a sport, so we’re using heavy line 

and rods. If a shark takes the bait, we want to get it to the 

boat, tag it, and release it just as fast as possible.”
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“If there are any sharks,” Sabina said, looking up from 

the book she’d brought along. The girl was already getting 

bored.

Behind the boat, seagulls soared in the sleepy heat. 

The chum slick drifted from the entrance of the bay into 

a larger body of water called Pine Island Sound. Water out 

there was deeper, open to the wind.

A couple of miles away, around a sandy stretch of 

beach, was Lighthouse Point and the Gulf of Mexico. The 

Gulf was a vast desert of blue, where a boat might drift 

hundreds of miles before reaching Mexico. Or Cuba, two 

hundred miles to the south.

“Patience, young lady,” the biologist said. He baited a 

hook, cast it off the back of the boat, and placed the rod 

in a holder near Sabina.

“The first shark that hits is yours,” he warned. “Be 

ready.”
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FOUR

A MONSTER SHARK

The hour they spent waiting for sharks to appear was like 

being in an outdoor classroom— but a lot more fun. The 

biologist was quizzing them on the dangers of removing 

saltwater catfish from a hook when Luke suddenly got to 

his feet. “Holy moly,” he murmured.

It was because of what he saw: Something long and 

dark was snaking toward them beneath water that was 

blue- green but not clear.

“Speak English,” Sabina snapped, looking up from her 

book.

“I am,” Luke said. “What the heck is that thing?”

The biologist shaded his eyes. “I’m not sure what you 

mean. I don’t see anything. Maribel, what about you?”
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“Maybe,” she replied. She didn’t want to embarrass a 

boy who was new to saltwater fishing. “Could’ve been a 

cloud passing over. Or a bird, I guess.”

A squadron of seagulls had assembled above the 

chum slick, diving and squawking and battling over bits 

of fish.

Sabina returned to her book. “What do you expect from 

a farm boy who doesn’t know squat? He’s imagining things.”

“Mind your tongue,” Maribel said. At the same time, 

Dr. Ford asked Luke, “How far?”

“The thing I see?” Luke aimed a gloved finger and said, 

“Quite a ways.”

“Give me an estimate in yards.”

Maribel watched the boy turn inward as if consulting a 

secret source of information. “Um . . .  about the same dis-

tance from home plate to second base,” he said. “No . . .  

now it’s closer. Whatever it is, it’s big. Couldn’t be a shark, 

could it?”

“Home to second base.” The biologist liked the com-

parison but wasn’t particularly excited. “You must play 

baseball. Are you a catcher?

“Sometimes. When I don’t have to work.”
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“That’s a wise approach. Always reference what you 

know. But . . .  I still don’t see what you see.”

“The shadow of a cloud,” Maribel suggested again, and 

looked up.

There were no clouds.

The biologist searched for a while longer, then took a 

seat. “The light’s tricky out here,” he said. “It takes a while 

to train your eyes to notice changes on the surface. You’ll 

learn to look through the water to understand what you’re 

seeing. Don’t get discouraged.”

The dark shape had a tail curved into a point. It fanned 

mud off the bottom as the creature moved. Luke’s heart 

was pounding. He spoke softly to Maribel. “That thing— 

whatever it is— is swimming straight at your sister’s line. 

Tell her to put the book away.”

Sabina responded, “Tell me yourself. I don’t take orders 

from her.”

The girl sat back as if bored, then dropped the book, 

startled, when water exploded behind the boat. The rod she 

was tending bent with a sudden strain like it had snagged 

a passing motorcycle. The reel shrieked. Line was being 

stripped off by whatever had taken the bait.
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“What happened?” she yelled.

“You’ve got a fish on,” the biologist said calmly. “Leave 

the rod in the rod holder. That fish is too big. Hopefully, 

the hook will bend free, and it’ll get off.”

“But it’s my fish,” the girl argued.

“Too big,” the man said again. “If you can’t follow the 

rules, you can’t tag sharks.” He forced a stern look that 

caused Maribel to hide a smile behind her hand.

“It’s turning this way again,” Luke said. He’d barely 

blinked since he’d spotted the creature that moved like a 

large swimming snake. “It’s coming back toward the boat. 

If it was a shark, wouldn’t I see a fin?”

That’s the way it always was in movies.

“Seldom” was the reply. Dr. Ford studied the boy for 

a moment. “I’ll be darned. You were right— you did see 

something, and it wasn’t a cloud. Luke, your eyesight 

is  unusual . . .  extraordinary, even.” He turned to Sabina. 

“Leave the rod in the holder and start reeling in slack.”

“Slack?” the girl shouted. “What does that mean? 

Doesn’t anyone speak Spanish anymore?”

“Sit next to the rod and crank in line before it gets tan-

gled,” the man instructed. When Maribel gave him a Should 

I help her? look, he shook his head. “She can do it.”
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Sabina flashed her sister a wicked grin and proved the 

biologist right by reeling furiously.

Behind her, Luke whispered in awe, “Holy moly— look 

at the size of that thing. It’s a monster.”

The dark shape was so close they could all see it now. It 

had a massive blunt head and fins like wings. It was longer 

than the boat was wide.

“A bull shark,” Dr. Ford said. “A big one. Maribel, get 

the camera and start taking pictures. Luke, keep your gloves 

on just in case. I’ll rig the tag pole. Who knows— if it comes 

close enough, we might get lucky and stick a tag in it.”

Hurrying to ready the equipment, he reminded them, 

“Hands in the boat. And no leaning over the side.”

When Sabina got her first look at the shark, her 

mouth dropped open. She muttered a single harsh word 

in Spanish.

“No curse words,” scolded Maribel. “Keep reeling. Luke, 

move out of my way and get a tag ready for Dr. Ford.” The 

older girl was already familiar with the little waterproof 

camera. She began snapping shots, then switched to video. 

The viewfinder brought what happened next into sharp 

focus.

The bull shark, as if unaware of the hook in its mouth, 
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glided slowly toward the boat. Its triangular dorsal fin 

pierced the surface for the first time. The creature had a 

broad, gray back. Clinging to it were several smaller fish 

that had hitched a ride. The size and shape of the shark, 

and the way it used its tail like a rudder, reminded her of a 

small submarine.

The biologist appeared in the camera’s viewfinder. He 

held a pole that resembled a broom handle. The point was 

sharp as a needle.

“Sabina, it’s your fish,” he said. “If it gets close enough, 

you’re going to help me tag it. Luke, watch the line for 

tangles— especially if it gets tangled around you or one 

of the girls. If that happens, cut the line. Maribel, watch 

 everything. As of now, you’re in charge of the boat.”

In charge?

The older sister lowered the camera for a moment. 

“What do you want me to do?”

“Whatever you think needs to be done,” the man replied. 

He said it in a way that meant she really was in charge.

The shark, still on the line, nosed closer to the chum 

bag near the motor, then sunk out of sight. For several 

seconds no one spoke.
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“There it is,” Luke said, pointing again.

A moment later, the bull shark surfaced beside the 

boat. It was close enough that Maribel could have touched 

its tail if she hadn’t resumed shooting video.

“Now,” the biologist said.

With Sabina’s hand on the pole, and a single jab, he in-

serted a tag behind the shark’s dorsal fin. The needle made 

a crunching sound when it pierced the rough skin. Again, 

the water exploded. The rod buckled with the shark’s 

weight . . .  then the fish was gone.

“The hook bent,” Luke said when he’d reeled in the 

line. “Just like you said.” He held up the straightened hook 

for them all to see.

“Excellent job, guys, all of you.” The biologist was grin-

ning. “Teamwork, that’s what shark tagging is all about. 

I’m impressed.” After sharing some high fives, he became 

serious. “Big sharks are rare in this bay, so it probably won’t 

happen again. But you will never try to tag an animal that 

size. Understood? You’ll leave the rod in the rod holder and 

tighten the drag until it breaks free. I’ll show you how.”

They all nodded. Maribel began to fill out a data 

card that matched the number on the tag they’d inserted 
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behind the dorsal fin. The tag would accompany the mon-

ster shark wherever it traveled.

“Filling out the card is the shark tagger’s job,” Dr. Ford 

informed the older sister with a sly smile. “And Sabina? 

Write in English or Spanish— it’s up to you. This is an in-

ternational research project.”
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