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1

A DAY AT THE BEACH

I
F ONLY HE HADN'T ACTED SO RASHLY
. B
UT THEY
were going to murder the shark. Tristan sat on his bed and stared at the aquarium. The tropical fish stared back knowingly, shaking their headsâ€”just like his dad had. Sea Camp was going to start in a week. No way his parents would let him go back now.

Tristan's foot thumped nervously on the floor as he waited for their decision. He thought about his science teacher, Mrs. Hawk, and when she announced they were going on a field trip to the beach. He'd been so excited. Tristan hadn't been near the ocean for months. His parents were still kind of freaked out about the whole Sea Camp thing. They acted like he'd turn into a mutant seaweed monster if he went anywhere near seawater. Now he'd probably be banned
from going close to the ocean until he was really old, like thirty or something. Looking back, the day started off only slightly horrible, basically like normal.

The bus arrived at the beach parking lot mid-morning. As soon as it stopped, most of the students jumped up, anxious to get off. Tristan remained seated, trying to get a glimpse of the ocean. He knew that technically it wasn't called the ocean. Since Sarasota was on the west coast of Florida, it was actually the Gulf of Mexico. But he still thought of it as the ocean, not really sure what the difference was anyway. Stretching his neck giraffe-like, Tristan searched for the water from where he sat. Just the thought of the ocean made him long for his days at Sea Camp. Sitting in the classroom throughout the school year had been torture. Not to mention all the exams they had to take. Tristan wondered if grown-ups took so many tests. At career day, no one talked about the importance of being an expert at multiple choice or fill-in-the-blank questions.

When it was finally his turn to get up and file down the aisle, Tristan was still trying to get a glimpse of the sea. He was so distracted he didn't hear the group of hulky boys in back snickering or see the foot shoved out into the aisle in front of him.

At thirteen, Tristan Hunt was still an outsider at school. With his gangly limbs and habitual klutziness he'd always been an easy mark for practical jokes and a target for bullying. Last fall, things had been different, betterâ€”for a while. With the confidence he gained during the summer at Sea Camp, he was less apt to trip
over his own feet or stumble in whatever athletic torment was that day's gym class. He was still a klutz, just a little bit less of one. Tristan's improved self-esteem, however, came with a new, but sort of old and recurring problem. He was ever more frequently the victim of blurt mouthâ€”an affliction that caused words to spew from his mouth without any prior thought or consideration of the consequences. His rapid-fire remarks had gotten him grounded more times than he could count.

At school, his biting comebacks incited his schoolmates' wrath and inspired them to find new ways to make him look and feel like an idiot. Two boys loosened the screws of the chair Tristan always sat in for math class. It wobbled noisily and then dumped him gawkily onto the floor in front of his classmates. At lunch, if he didn't spill his drink or splatter himself with something, someone else always seemed at the ready to make sure Tristan left the cafeteria wearing more food than he managed to consume.

Tristan tried to ignore the pranks and name-calling by thinking of last summer and his friends at Sea Camp. But having to keep all the cool stuff that happened a secret made him feel even more isolated and alone than ever. He e-mailed and texted his best friends from camp, Sam Marten and Hugh Haverford. But it wasn't the same as seeing them in person or being together. Besides, they had to be careful about what they wrote. Things had a way of getting out on the Internet.

Tristan walked distractedly down the aisle of the school bus. Almost immediately, one of his long spindly legs caught on the outstretched foot. He careened headfirst into the line of students in front of him. Like teenage dominoes they went down, one on top of another. Howls of laughter erupted from the brawny football players waiting to be the last off.
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