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 Chapter 1

Out of the crystal-clear waters of the Andaman Sea,
more than eight hundred islands emerged. They broke the endless
turquoise of the ocean with all the shades of green that tropical
rainforests offered.

Some of these islands were tiny and so steep
that only birds visited them. Others stretched for miles beyond
sight and provided quiet bays and snow-white beaches.

“So many islands to choose from, and I have
to stay here,” complained Lorac as he tried not to think about the
rocking of the boat.

Any other tribe would have settled on their
favorite island centuries ago. Lorac’s family, however, didn’t
belong to a common tribe. The Moken were sea nomads. For
most of the year it was impossible to find a Moken on land: each
family lived in a wooden boat that, for them, represented a magical
union between the forest, the sky, the sea, and the land.

This humble ship was called a kabang and was
hand-carved by any Moken man who intended to form a family. No
woman would accept a husband who didn’t offer one. Luckily for the
suitors, kabangs weren’t especially large; carved from a single
tree, they were very resilient, as they had no joints in the hull.
So the most difficult thing wasn’t to build the kabang itself, but
to find a tree big enough to become the home of an entire family.
The ideal Moken family comprised a marriage with five children, as
tradition associated each child with one of five particular animals
bestowed in age order. This was the first of Lorac’s misfortunes:
he was the sixth son of Saw and Ma Ma—the eighth member of a family
that should have been seven.

The first son, San Win in the case of Saw
and Ma Ma, was associated with the largest turtle on Earth: the
leatherback, unmistakable for the resemblance of its shell to
blackish leather. The giant turtle that San Win had tattooed on his
wide back clearly showed he was proud of his animal.

Thu Zar, the second child, wasn’t so proud
of her hawksbill turtle. The beautiful girl had such a strong
character that everyone said she was as sharp as the pointed beak
of her turtle.

The next daughter, Aye, was linked with the
loggerhead turtle, even though she was the smartest person Lorac
knew.

Next came Tun Tun, the fourth child, who had
the green turtle, the only herbivorous turtle on the planet. Tun
Tun, however, ate everything and in large quantities. On one
occasion, Khin—the fifth of the siblings—served him a plate full of
raw seaweed, and he ate the viscous delicacy—making everyone
laugh—and still finished his ration of fish. If Khin had served
that dish to Thu Zar, she would have taken the seaweed for a
hat!

Khin was a tender little girl who loved
nature more than any other Moken, which was really saying
something! Her animal was the dugong, the smallest sea cow that
exists, and she jumped for joy every time she saw one of these fat
marine mammals that look like a manatee with a dolphin’s tail.

Finally, there was Lorac, the youngest of
the siblings, with no animal to relate to as the sixth child. Even
before he was born, Lorac was already excluded from his community,
but believe me, this was the least of his problems.
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Mokens spent most of their lives aboard their
kabangs, sailing the waters between islands, so it was no wonder
many Mokens were born on board. Of Saw and Ma Ma’s six children,
San Win, Aye, Tun Tun, and Lorac had been born in the kabang, while
Thu Zar and Khin had been born on land.

Although the hull of the boat only had one
floor—the deck—it was wide enough to house seven people, plus
Lorac, in our story.

A triangular roof supported by two walls
that leaned to port side and starboard, respectively, sheltered one
part of the deck. This was all they had to protect themselves from
the sun and the rain. In that small space, Lorac’s family organized
themselves for their daily routine. Within minutes, they converted
those few square yards into a kitchen, a bedroom, a
bathroom—though, judging from the different types of makeup Thu Zar
had, one might call it a beauty salon—a dining room, or a tool
repair workshop. Although it should be noted that the Moken were
simple people. They didn’t want more than they needed, and they
didn’t need more than they wanted. They were peaceful people who
lived in harmony with nature.

The kabang was propelled by a single-square
sail, woven with the long leaves of the pandan tree. It had four
oars for when no wind blew, but they were barely used. The Moken
were in no hurry, because wherever they were with their kabang,
they were already home.

For Lorac, however, the kabang was torture—a
curse—or maybe he was the one who was cursed: Lorac couldn’t sail.
It was not that he didn’t know how, or that he didn’t show
interest, or that he didn’t get it quite right. None of that. He
was literally not fit to be a sailor.

As soon as he set a foot on the boat, he
felt the world fading under his weight, immediately losing his
balance as his head spun. If he tried to help with something—with
great effort, and only if he could stand without falling
overboard—he became sick, and had to stop doing whatever it was in
order to concentrate on not throwing up.

The only thing Lorac did successfully on
board was sleep. He could also simply sit or lie on the deck. These
positions made the rocking of the boat more or less bearable for
him, but he couldn’t do anything more. If he broke this fragile
balance with some activity—even eating—he felt ill at once.
Luckily, his ingenious sister Aye had made him a float, which was
how Lorac ate, outside of the boat, in the water.

“I think if you have most of your body
submerged, you won’t get dizzy,” Aye had said, right as usual.

When Lorac was a baby, his parents had
thought his condition was normal: babies spit up and sway back and
forth all the time. But when Lorac learned to swim before
walking—because when he stood up, his second step was always on its
way to the water—they didn’t know whether to be proud or alarmed.
They thought it would be a passing phase, even though none of their
other children had gone through it, and that eventually he’d get
used to the boat. As Lorac grew older, however, the situation only
got worse. He spent more time awake and, consequently, dizzy. He
sent things flying with his clumsy movements, fell into the water
every now and then, and spoiled everyone’s appetite—except Tun
Tun’s—with his vomiting. When Lorac was five years old, his parents
lost hope and assumed their sixth son had suffered a great
misfortune: like the musician who was deaf, the cook with no sense
of taste, the writer who lost imagination, or the artist without a
soul, Lorac was the Moken incapable of sailing. His family loved,
supported, and helped him in every way they could, but it was a
difficult burden Lorac had to carry alone.

Apart from the discomfort he suffered when
he was on board, Lorac felt useless for not being able to help, and
he feared disappointing his father. Not only was he the “leftover”
son, but on top of that there seemed to be something broken inside
him. Although his father would never tell him such a thing, Lorac
saw it in his eyes, and this saddened him.

Apart from Ma Ma’s unconditional love and
the affection of his siblings—especially Khin, his closest in age
and the one who best understood him—Lorac had only one consolation
in life: his skills underwater. That was the only thing that made
him think he truly was a Moken and not an alien from a distant
planet.

Moken people were famous for being great
divers. They spent a lot of time submerged in search of food, and
some even saw clearly underwater because their eyes had adapted
since they were little. As Lorac was the one who spent the most
time in the water—to avoid being on board—he had the best
underwater vision in the family.

In addition, most Moken were able to stay
submerged for at least three minutes, and Lorac excelled at this as
well. At the age of twelve, he was already holding his breath four
and a half minutes, thanks in part to listening to the logic of his
sister, Aye: “If you stay still, you will consume less oxygen and
last longer.” Lorac even hoped to beat the family record when he
grew up, currently held by Tun Tun at seven minutes.

The Moken—and sea people in general—were
also known to live in the present, day by day, without thinking
about what would come tomorrow. This was so ingrained in Moken
culture that their language had no word for “worry.” Although he
couldn’t express it for lack of the right word, Lorac was very
concerned that, as things stood, he would never fit into Moken
society. As much as his family loved him, he couldn’t help but
think this wasn’t his place, and that just made him feel even more
isolated. This was precisely what he was thinking about when his
mother called him.

“Lorac?” Ma Ma asked sweetly.

There was no answer. Lorac was immersed in
the water, and in his thoughts.

“Lorac!” his sisters Khin and Aye shouted
together.

Nothing. He was too comfortable. The silence
of the blue sea surrounded him.

“LORAC!” bellowed his oldest sister, Thu
Zar, with such force that even the fish at the bottom must have
heard her.

Lorac straightened and looked toward the
boat.

“You’ve got to get on the boat, sweetheart,”
said Ma Ma. “We’re going to set the sail.”

Resigned but obedient, he swam to the ship,
put one foot on the fork of the bow—made to serve as a step—and the
other on the deck. He sat down, grabbed the first thing he
found—the stout arm of his brother Tun Tun—and waited for the boat
to jolt forward.

The muscles of San Win’s back contracted in
such a way as he unrolled the sail that the leatherback turtle
tattooed on his back appeared to move. At just nineteen, San Win
was the strongest man Lorac had ever seen, even stronger than his
father Saw.

Tun Tun, next to Lorac, took one of the fish
reserved for dinner and used it as a puppet.

“Relax, Lorac,” he said as he moved the
fish’s mouth to make his little brother laugh. “Soon you’ll be back
in the water with us.”

Tun Tun was the friendliest in the family.
Lorac laughed as he pushed his back against the wooden walls of the
boat to try, instinctively and in vain, to counteract the annoying
movements of the vessel.

“Not with these,” said Khin, annoyed,
indicating the basket of fish.

Khin was very sensitive to animals and
thought the family ate too much fish. That’s why Lorac never
learned to fish: he didn’t want to disappoint her. And though
sometimes he believed fishing might be a way to be useful, he
preferred to sacrifice that opportunity rather than lose his
complicity with Khin. Worst of all, no one bothered to insist on
teaching him how to fish. It was as if no one expected anything of
him because, after all, he was Lorac—nothing more than Lorac.

Thus, although he was the first to spot
turtles, sharks, rays, and shoals of fish—and sometimes the only
one if they didn’t approach the kabang—he warned no one because he
wanted neither for the creatures to be caught because of him, nor
to disappoint Khin. Unless Khin were also in the water. In that
case, he would discreetly show her where to look for the animals.
It was a secret between the two youngest siblings.
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The kabang moved quickly thanks to the northeast
winds, and Lorac—sitting and half stunned—saw lost chances to step
on land in all the islands they passed by (each more beautiful and
paradisiac than the previous one). That wouldn’t happen until June,
when the heavy rains, the strong winds, and the rough sea of the
monsoon season made navigation dangerous, and consequently, forced
Moken people to remain on land until the dry season returned in
October.

Moken families only lived with each other
during the rainy season, as several families took refuge on the
same island. So that was the best time for adult children to find a
wife to accept them.

Lorac loved to be on land because, unlike
the boat, it didn’t sway and he could help with the village’s
tasks.

The first thing to do when arriving on land
was to collect wood and leaves to build the houses that would lodge
them during the four months of the monsoon season. They were
austere and simple huts: basically, a square cabin raised from the
ground so that it wouldn’t flood during the highest tides, and to
prevent snakes, crabs, or other animals from entering them.

As these houses were temporary, they didn’t
take much care in building them, and when a Moken received guests,
they didn’t ask if they could enter, but if the house would bear
everyone’s weight.

For Lorac, however, these huts were the
closest thing to a real home he had ever experienced. Therefore, he
put a lot of effort into its construction, and because of that, his
family’s hut was always one of the best in the village. This made
him feel proud of his work and a little useful. If Lorac hadn’t
been forced to put up with the other kids making fun of him (they
called him the dizzy duck and didn’t invite him to play with them
in case his seasickness was contagious), Lorac would have
been fully happy for four months a year.

San Win interrupted his dry land dreams.

“I’d like to spend the rainy season on Lampi
Island,” said the family’s firstborn. “Maggie told me she’d be
there, and I’d like to propose to her.”

San Win couldn’t help but giggle, and Tun
Tun, Khin, and Lorac laughed out loud at the sight of their brother
with his nerves on edge every time he mentioned Maggie.

“But you know there aren’t enough big trees
left in Lampi,” replied Saw. “She won’t accept if you can’t offer
her a good kabang.”

“I know. But if I wait one more year,
another will take her from me. Maggie is an extraordinary woman.
You know she won’t lack candidates,” said San Win as his face
flushed.

Saw frowned. The scar across his eye shrank.
He looked up at Ma Ma and she nodded.

“All right, but no son of mine will be
rejected for the lack of a kabang,” he said decisively. “We will
drop you off at Lampi in April and we will continue sailing
west.”

“In that direction is the edge of the
archipelago,” said Aye. “It’s dangerous! Trade winds could push us
into the open ocean.”

“That’s why it’s unknown territory. In its
waters, we’ll surely find an island with a tree for San Win’s
kabang, and once we find it, we’ll go to the nearest village to
take shelter from the monsoon season,” said his father. “When the
dry season comes, we’ll board again, pick up San Win and Maggie,
and take them to the tree so San Win can carve it.”

San Win was thrilled, and the turtle on his
back swelled when he stood up—freed from his agitation. Aye looked
thoughtful.

“Don’t worry,” said Ma Ma to her. “You know
your father would be the last person in the world to take a risk at
sea.”

Lorac’s father had an accident when he was
little. His family didn’t make it ashore in time before the monsoon
reached them, and they had to face a terrible storm with the
kabang. That’s how Saw got the scar over his eye.

“You’re right,” said Aye, waving her short
hair as she nodded.

In the meantime and as always, Lorac was in
his own world. Knowing that San Win would soon start a family made
him realize for the very first time that because of his condition,
he could never do so.

 


 


Days flew by between waves and salt, warm rays of
sunshine, and nights that refreshed with a gentle sea breeze. April
came soon.

Lorac was lying on the deck looking up at
the sky (the only thing that seemed not to move in that continuous
coming and going from the ship that troubled him so much), when Thu
Zar leaned over him with her angelic face.

“There you see Lampi, little brother,” she
said with a perfect smile.

Lorac recognized that when Thu Zar was in a
good mood, she made you forget all about her bad temper. As he
admired the giant island, a comforting sensation came over him that
caused his priorities to change.

“I want to go with San Win!” he blurted.

Though the idea of being away from his
parents, from Thu Zar—when in a good mood—and Aye’s conversations,
from the laughs with Tun Tun, and from his best ally Khin hurt his
soul, being on the ground was too appealing. He could be on land
before the rainy season started if he got off now! He wouldn’t have
to wait until June! This would save him almost two months on the
kabang. . . .

“San Win has already a lot to do and won’t
be able to take care of you,” said his father firmly.

“We’re your family and you have to be—and we
want you—here with us,” added Ma Ma, kissing him on the
forehead.

Lorac was disappointed, but Khin was much
more offended than he was. She couldn’t believe Lorac had been
willing to leave her!

Fortunately, Lorac made himself forgiven
with a big hug he had a hard time giving, as before reaching
Khin―who was at the stern of the boat for Thu Zar to braid her
hair―he fell one and a half times overboard (the half was because
San Win grabbed him in the air just before he fell into the
water).

 


 


When they arrived ashore, they didn’t say “goodbye;”
this word doesn’t exist in the Moken language.

“We’ll see you in October,” said Ma Ma.

“Come on, Lorac,” Saw told his youngest, who
was savoring his moment on land. “We have a lot to sail.”

In this way, Lorac boarded again, and took
one last look to see the turtle on San Win’s back became more and
more distant as his oldest brother entered Lampi Island.
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When Lorac reached his limit, he used to ask his
family to stop the boat so he could jump into the water. Immersed
in the sea, his dizziness would fade away as he admired the shoals
of fish. The perfect synchrony among each of them fascinated him,
with not a single fish uncoordinated. Sadly for him, these pauses
were getting shorter and shorter.

“To find the wildest islands, we must move
away from Lampi,” said Saw. “We’ll let the last blasts of the trade
winds push us southwest until we reach the westernmost edge of the
archipelago, which we’ll recognize by two small twin islands. When
we get there, the winds will ease—”

“Now I get it!” Aye interrupted. “Then we’ll
turn southeast, right? To keep moving away from Lampi while we
enter the safety of the archipelago.”

“That’s right!” said Saw, looking at Aye
proudly.

“This is why we can’t stop so long,”
explained Ma Ma to Lorac. “Because we have to keep up with the
winds.”

The ships that ruin my life have
doubled, thought Lorac, now it’s ours and the future
kabang of San Win.

“At least we’ll have to stop on land to look
for the fancy tree,” he said to himself in consolation as he
climbed the stern fork of the boat.

However, many miles went by encountering no
islands, which was very strange for Lorac, who was used to sailing
between them.

“Are you sure we’re going in the right
direction?” asked Thu Zar as she combed her long, shiny black
hair.

The whole family answered yes, even Khin and
Lorac, who had no idea; everything was valid to prevent Thu Zar
from getting angry! Soon after that, they spotted the Twin Islands
from the prow.

First, they saw the Twin Island North and
about ten nautical miles further south, they recognized its sister:
the Twin Island South.

“Let’s turn!” ordered Ma Ma.

Everyone—except Lorac—set out to tack the
ship and avoid entering the open ocean. This didn’t do Lorac any
good as he felt his stomach bringing back his breakfast. He
tightened his lips and wished to find an island with a leafy jungle
so his family would want to explore it in search of the perfect
tree.

The spirits must have listened to him
because the next day, they glimpsed a thin line of white sand
contrasting between a strip of wild-green above, and navy blue
below: the sea stretching from that island to the kabang
itself.

“Take the oars!” said Saw, for he and Aye
had predicted the winds well: they were weak since they had left
the Twin Islands behind. “Let’s see if this island is virgin
enough.”

At last, thought Lorac as he watched
Saw and Tun Tun each take one oar, Ma Ma and Khin another between
the two of them, and Thu Zar and Aye share the last. Once again, it
seemed that Lorac was doing nothing (if one thinks trying not to
vomit is to do nothing, of course).

 


 


When they got to the island, Lorac felt
terrible. The way the boat rocked from rowing made him dizzier—if
possible—and the intense heat of late April stressed by the absence
of wind wasn’t of much help. . . .

Usually, he’d dive into the water for a
while until his dizziness disappeared, but they had to prepare
dinner before night fell and he wanted to be useful after so many
days of sailing. Thus, he went to fetch firewood with Thu Zar,
while Aye and Khin collected fruit, Ma Ma prepared chili sauce, and
Saw and Tun Tun fished.

Taking action before recovering from
seasickness wasn’t a good idea. He tried leaning on the trees to
combat the imbalance, but in the end, he had to give up.

“A quick bath and I’ll be back,” he promised
Thu Zar.

She had already picked up several branches
and gave him a furtive look. Lorac left before she said a word.

When he reached the beach, the tide was too
low! It would take him a while to avoid all the shells, rocks, and
fragments of coral until reaching the sea. So as not to keep Thu
Zar waiting, he refreshed his neck a little in an intertidal puddle
and hurried back to the jungle.

That race wasn’t the best of the ideas
either. He arrived sweaty and certain that the fried rice from
lunch had traveled up to his throat. He pushed it back down and
carried half the branches that Thu Zar had prepared.

 


 


They all gathered at the beach a few seconds after
the sun had hidden on the west of the island.

“These mangoes are too small,” said Ma Ma as
she felt the day’s harvest in the sunset's twilight. “They’ll be a
bit sour but the chili sauce will fix it,” she added affably.

Saw spoke cheerfully as he lit the fire:

“We appear to be the first to set foot on
this island. I’m sure we’ll find a tree for San Win!”

“This island is so rich that we’ll find San
Win’s tree and the ones I’ll need for my many wives,” Tun Tun
joked.

“It’s small but it looks perfect,” said Aye.
“There is even a pond in the inside. We can get fresh water before
we go!”

“A pond? Where?” asked Thu Zar. “Take me
there! I’d like to make myself a mud mask.”

 


 


It was black night when dinner was ready. Lorac
glanced at his bowl by the light of the fire. It looked like mango
salad with grilled fish and chili sauce. Everyone hurried to eat,
hungry, but he had no appetite. He had pushed his limits too hard
that day.

“You’ve got to eat something,” his father
ordered him.

Lorac sighed and brought the food to his
mouth, but the moment he smelled the meal up close he had to put
the bowl back on the floor. All the discomfort he had retained
throughout the day revolted, climbed up his throat, and was
expelled into the nearest bush to which Lorac had time to arrive.
Saw squinted.

“Oh, leave him, Dad,” said Thu Zar in a good
mood because her skin was very radiant after the mask. “He insisted
on coming for firewood with me before his dizziness passed. He just
needs to lie down for a while.”

Ma Ma pushed back a lock of hair from his
face, Khin rubbed his back, and Aye gave him water to rinse his
mouth. Tun Tun had already finished his plate and continued with
Lorac’s.

“Can I go to sleep?” asked Lorac.

“All right, son. But tomorrow I want to see
you have breakfast,” replied Saw.

Lorac went to the kabang (anchored in the
bay) to do what he did best on board: fall asleep.

That night he dreamed he was swimming among
five turtles and a dugong, all very affectionate and cheerful. It
was a beautiful dream.

 


 


The next morning, there was no one in the
kabang.

I did sleep! thought Lorac, jumping
into the water. He looked in search of smoke to find out where on
the long beach the others would be—as preparing breakfast over a
real bonfire, and not in the bucket where they cooked on board, was
the only explanation that his family was already off the boat. But
Lorac saw no smoke; it was impossible to see because there was no
fire burning. No one on the beach could have lit one, ever
again.

When Lorac reached the white sand, he saw
his family was sleeping there. He tried to wake them up, but the
dream they had begun was an eternal one. He called them, seized
them, he even took Khin to the shore to splash her face with water.
Nothing he tried worked, but he kept trying until he collapsed and
screamed in agony. Lorac had never felt such pain before, nor had
he ever imagined there could be anything like it.

At nightfall, exhausted, he lay down beside
his beloved ones and spent his last night with them.

 


 


He dreamed again about the same five turtles and the
dugong, but this time they were in a current that kept them apart
because no matter how hard Lorac swam, he couldn’t get to them. He
moved with such impetus to reach them he didn’t realize that at
such a pace, he would have no strength to return to the surface to
breathe. Then the dugong approached him and pushed him up with his
fins until Lorac’s head emerged from the water. The kind marine
mammal smiled at him and returned to the depths with a quick
movement, where the turtles were waiting for it and where Lorac
couldn’t go.

When he woke up, he cried tearfully. His
family was gone forever, and he suffocated his grief one shovelful
at a time, burying them among the first trees of the jungle, close
to the beach.

[image: tmp_5b7ba7f774258131b52ffdd86ba94318_rub_nF_html_6448f686.png]

The next day, he carved the miniature of a wooden
kabang to place it in front of the first tree as a sign that Mokens
lay there. But he didn’t want to just leave it on the sand, so he
built a tiny house to shelter the tiny boat. It also helped him
make the time pass: first he cut the wood, then he lifted the base
of the house a yard above ground level, next he inserted four
vertical poles to support the triangular roof (which he made of
wood instead of leaves: his family deserved the best), and finally,
he covered the back and side walls, leaving the front open so that
the little kabang and the bunch of flowers he’d collected could be
seen within.

In the following days, he placed in the tiny
house his father’s cigars, the necklace his mother wore on her
wedding day and on special occasions, Thu Zar’s comb, the rope Aye
used to come up with complex and useful new knots, chewing leaves
for Tun Tun, and in honor of Khin: the two most beautiful braiding
cords he found in the kabang.

He needed to keep busy so as not to
think—thoughts did nothing but feed his sadness. So he decided to
build himself a hut to wait more comfortably for his brother San
Win to come and rescue him.

Only when Lorac finished his new home did he
find himself alone with his thoughts, and he didn’t like what he
found: what had happened to his family? Why had he survived? Had
they suffered? Why were they gone? Why them? Would San Win enter
the unknown territory to look for them, seeing that they didn’t
return to Lampi? But Lorac would find no answer to any of his
questions, not until the day he ran out of food supplies in the
kabang.

 


 


The morning when he finished the kabang’s provisions
dawned cloudy in resonance with his mood. Although he was starving,
he took a few minutes to observe his breakfast. That portion of
dried eel was the last piece of food he had left. When it was over,
he went deep into the jungle to collect something for dinner (he’d
been skipping lunch for days and thanks to that, the kabang
provisions had lasted longer).

After a long exploration and multiple
scratches from walking through the bushy jungle, he found the only
fruits that grew on the island were those small mangoes that Aye
and Khin picked the first day—too green for his taste. But with no
other alternatives, Lorac arrived at the beach with four of them
he’d leave in chili sauce until night to mask their sourness and
soften them. When he cut the first one in broad daylight, however,
it looked different from what he saw in the dim light of the last
bonfire his family lit. It was at that precise moment—when the
knife split the fruit into two irregular halves—that Lorac realized
the only thing his family did, and he didn’t, was to have dinner.
It must have been something they ate!

He looked at the green fruit he’d just cut
in disbelief. It wasn’t a mango, neither were those his family ate
on that fateful day; actually, they were the fruits of the suicide
tree. It turned out the only fruit that could be found on the
island was deadly poisonous!

“It’s not possible,” he said, staring at the
fruit plate. “It can’t be that this tiny thing has wiped my family
out!”

Could it have been the chili sauce?
Impossible, Lorac had used it during those days. The grilled
fish? Not that either, he himself saw his father and Tun Tun
come out of the water with a golden trevally, and they had already
eaten that fish before. Then it could only have
been. . . . Lorac hit his dinner plate with rage
and the fruit fell on the sand.

Now he had answers, but he had nothing to
eat.

 


 


The next day, he visited the family altar hungrier
than ever. He placed his hands on the roof of the tiny house and
said, “Khin, I’m sorry, but this is about survival. I hope you
understand.” Lorac’s lips twitched in a weak smile of
encouragement. “I know you too well. Surely you’d make me do it if
you were here, because I know how much I mean to
you. . . .”

He wiped away the tears that fell from his
eyes.

“Dad, please guide me. I don’t know if I’ll
get it right.”

He went to the kabang for a spear and dived
into the water. He knew what he had to do; he’d seen it a thousand
times. But the theory was one thing, and putting it into practice
was quite another. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t catch a
single fish. They were too fast and dodged the clumsy moves he made
with the spear. He returned to land exhausted and discouraged.
I’m useless, thought Lorac, who couldn’t help but feel
abandoned by his father.

That night, he ate a sea cucumber and went
to bed praying for his older brother to come and get him soon.

 


 


However, the days went by—groove after groove that
Lorac engraved on the wall of his hut—and he had to accept what he
already knew: nobody would come to rescue him. At least, not until
November.

He was in unknown territory, so even though
he spent most of the day watching the horizon in search of boats,
the probability of someone sailing those waters was very low. And
since San Win wasn’t expecting his family in Lampi until October,
he had no reason to look for them any sooner! There was no way he
could have imagined what had happened. He might even wait in Lampi
until November or December, figuring his family came from a long
way away and needed more time to arrive. Just then, San Win would
search for them, and once he started, who knew how long he’d take
to find Lorac. . . . It would be too late!

He reckoned it was mid-May. In less than a
month the monsoon season would start, and he knew he wouldn’t
survive alone. He had explored the island from top to bottom and
there was nothing edible (perhaps that was the reason it was so
virgin and exuberant: it had nothing to offer man); his fishing
attempts weren’t improving (fish hid within the corals); and
anyway, when the monsoon arrived it would be too dangerous to get
into the water. There was no other choice: he had to sail.


 Chapter 4

He visited his family before departing. He left them
fresh flowers inside the tiny house and threw away the old
ones.

“I will retrieve the kabang’s anchor from
the sea bottom,” he announced. “I can do this from the water,
without getting dizzy. Then I’ll get on the boat, set the sail, and
hold on to the mast. Will the winds take me to a safe place, Aye?”
Lorac sighed. “I wish you could answer me!”

He waited a while, leaning on the tiny
house, for some sort of signal. Nothing happened.

“I’ll take your silence as a ‘yes’—I miss
you so much!” he babbled.

He went to the kabang, which he had stocked
with water from the pond and some seaweed—he remembered Tun Tun so
much each time he had to eat those!

The tide was high. He took a big breath of
air and followed the rope that would lead him to the anchor. He
retrieved it successfully and was proud of it. The jump into the
kabang was amazing, if only Khin had seen it! Unrolling the sail
proved to be more difficult, but he succeeded. Now he had the
easiest thing left, something he was very well trained in: holding
on to the mast. He extended his hand and grazed it with his
fingertips before tripping over the anchor rope and falling into
the water.

With no crew on board, no one had coiled the
anchor rope so it wouldn't get in the way; no one rolled up the
sail to stop the kabang and give Lorac the chance to get on board;
and most important, no one changed the course so that the boat
wouldn’t pass over him. The hull of the boat hit his head, and for
a few seconds, he thought he would faint.

He swallowed plenty of water and almost
didn’t make it to shore—where he passed out as soon as his cough
stopped.

 


 


The sounds of the night woke him up. He was used to
them: the mysterious crows’ squawking, the crackling and crunching
of the ground leaves and branches under the weight of the crabs,
the irritating screeching of the bats . . . but
without a house to shelter him, he felt defenseless. Above all, he
feared the snakes, silent but present.

He arrived at the hut full of sand and with
wet clothes. His head still hurt where the kabang had hit it and he
wasn’t very sleepy, but curled up to force himself just to stop
thinking. Like most people, Lorac hadn’t really understood life
wasn’t forever until he had been at risk.

He was alone on an island where there wasn’t
any food, he couldn’t escape, and by the time anyone came to rescue
him—if someone came and found him—it’d be too late. But then more
than ever his life felt eternal: the waiting on the island began to
seem infinite.

 


 


The first rays of sunshine showed a deplorable
image. After the accident of the day before, Lorac found the kabang
stranded against the rocks. He tried to push it. Maybe if I try
it again, I could get out of here, he thought so as not to lose
hope. But the hull of the boat didn’t move a single inch and he
returned to the beach sweaty, starving, and furious at himself.

“What a fool!” he cursed, “I don’t know what
I expected. Me, sailing? This is impossible. Even if I had a
hundred kabangs, I’d never make it.”

He ended up where his family rested. He took
the miniature of the kabang and threw it to the ground in rage.

“I will not survive the rainy season! I’ll
never be a Moken! I shouldn’t even have been born.”

He dropped to his knees and rescued the
small kabang, which had half sunk into the sand.

“You were the only good thing in my
life. . .” he said to his family.

The moment he put the kabang back in its
place, he made a rash decision.

“Why should I wait for the monsoon to starve
to death?”

He wiped his tears and went into the jungle.
He didn’t follow any particular direction; he just made his way
through tree branches and roots, cactuses, shrubs, and lianas. What
he was looking for would cross his path no matter which one this
was. Indeed, he didn’t return to the beach empty-handed. He was
carrying with him one of the island fruits, and his guts were
roaring.

He’d never have believed his life would end
like this, and so soon. Before arriving on that island, he had
always imagined that in the end, he’d become a true Moken—maybe as
he got older—so that his father would be proud, and to shut up
those who had made fun of him. Otherwise, he’d have built a
permanent hut in the nearest sedentary village to be visited by his
family during the rainy season. He wished so hard he could see
them, hug them, and tell how much he loved them!

A little frightened, he cut the suicide tree
fruit and lifted a piece to his mouth.

“Wait!!” a strange voice cried
forcefully.

Lorac, startled, looked around. “Who’s
there? Show yourself.”

“I can’t get out. And if I did, you wouldn’t
see me either.”

Lorac had never heard anything like that. It
was like a single voice made up of hundreds of girls’ voices
talking at once.

“Where are you?”

A series of crackles under the trees caught
his attention, but it was only a monitor lizard that moved with the
usual clumsiness of a two-yard reptile.

“Inside you,” answered that plural
voice.

Yesterday’s hit must have been more
serious than I thought, Lorac assumed as he touched the bump on
his head.

“I have hallucinations.”

“No,” said the voice. “I assure you, I’m
real. My name is Zooxanthella, and you swallowed me yesterday when
you almost drowned.”

“What?!”

“I know. . . . It’s a little
long; call me Zoe if you want. Who are you?”

“Me? Lorac,” he replied, stunned.

“Lorac . . .
Lorac . . .” said the voice, thoughtful. “I
definitely don’t know any Lorac. Are you a new genre?”

He began to believe that his mind had found
new ways to make him fail in everything he intended.

“What kind of animal are you?” asked that
voice composed of so many voices in unison. “I’ve never been in a
body like yours.”

Lorac checked if he’d taken a bite of the
fruit, and that nonsense was nothing more than the poison’s first
effects, but none of the pieces had been bitten.

“I was a Moken child,” he decided to answer.
“Without much skills, but I think I was. Now I’m nobody, not
without my family. . . .”

“Oh my Sun!” said the mysterious voice.

“What kind of animal are you?” he
asked.

“I’m no animal! No, thank you. Doesn’t the
name Zooxanthella really ring a bell?”

He shook his head.

“For light’s sake! That’s new to me.
Everyone knows me: I’m a microscopic alga! To tell the truth, we’re
millions here in your stomach.”

Lorac didn’t know what to say, but he
certainly didn’t feel his tummy full.

“You’re hungry, aren’t you?”

His belly answered for him with a remarkable
roar.

“I can feed you,” offered the little
alga.

“Forget it,” said Lorac. “There’s nothing to
eat on this island.”

“The food I’m offering you, I’d
photosynthesize it myself right under your skin.”

“Hmm . . . maybe then I could
survive the monsoon and wait for my brother San Win to rescue me!
What do you ask in return?”

“Very easy. If you accept the Mutualism
agreement, I’d feed you, and you’d offer me refuge in your body and
give me the waste you release when you breathe out as well as
when . . . you go to the bathroom. Only before,
please! I’d take it long before you got rid of it.”

“Really? This costs me nothing.”

“That’s why Mutualism is the only symbiotic
relationship I work with: we all win,” said the alga.

“Whatever,” said Lorac, looking at the fruit
in his hands. “After all, I have nothing to lose. I accept!”

“Excellent decision!” exclaimed his
microscopic guest, happy. “Now, to make it official, you have to
invite me.”

“Invite you where?”

“To your body. The stomach is just the hall.
Give me permission to see the rest of the house.”

“All right, Zootan . . .
Zoexan . . . Zoxant . . .”

“Zoe, you can call me Zoe,” she
insisted.

“Zoe, you may come in.”

Lorac felt a wave of expansion amplifying
from his belly to all his extremities, and dropped the fruit of the
suicide tree as he saw his tanned skin taking a golden brown
tone.

“Wow!” he said. “Is that you?”

“Yes, now we are millions in every inch of
your skin,” answered the unicellular alga.

Lorac walked to the shore to see his skin
under the sunlight. He extended his hands toward the rays of light
and the golden shades became more noticeable on his fingertips. Zoe
had to be gorgeous.

[image: tmp_5b7ba7f774258131b52ffdd86ba94318_rub_nF_html_m4207ce5.png]

“Oh, oh!” said Zoe. “I didn’t foresee
this. . . . Why is it so hot in your body?”

“Hot?” Lorac replied.

“Holy chlorophylls! This is a sauna.”

“Well, I’m fine,” said Lorac, who plunged
into the water anyway to cool Zoe.

“Oh my Sun! This is why you release heat!
Your body is equipped with a climate control system and you have
the full heating on.”

Lorac didn’t know if Zoe was impressed or
exasperated. After a few seconds of reflection, the microalga spoke
again, “Maybe we should set up some ground rules for living
together.”

“Okay.” He nodded. “I start: you’ll leave my
body as soon as my brother San Win finds me.”

“I’ll leave from where I came in as soon as
you say so,” assured Zoe. “It’s my turn: we’re going to lower your
body temperature by twelve degrees.”

“What?! That is way too cold for me.”

“But this heat is killing me!”

“You’re so touchy!”

“No more than you. . . .”

There was an awkward silence until Zoe spoke
again.

“How about this? We do lower the
temperature of your body for me to stand it.” Lorac wanted to
complain but Zoe didn’t let him speak, as she wasn’t done. “And to
make sure you don’t freeze, I promise I’ll take care
pluripersonally to accompany all your blood cells so they flow at a
good rhythm.”

The microalga’s deal sounded pretty fair to
Lorac.

“Okay, but I’m warning you: if I feel
unwell, I’ll have to kick you out.”

“Of course, it’s in the Zooxanthella code:
‘If you harm your host, the union must be undone.’”

“My turn,” said Lorac. “My mind is a private
space, don’t go in there.”

“Not even in an emergency situation? The
code states that in case of serious danger we can have unlimited
access.”

Lorac was surprised at the extent to which
Zoe could access his body and reaffirmed his condition.

“The code will say whatever, but if you want
to stay, you must be away from my thoughts. I’ll call you if I want
to talk to you.”

“All right, but only if you promise me quiet
nights. I’ll work all day to feed you, so at night I want to rest.
And you’ll spend part of the day in the water, otherwise, I can’t
prepare the food.”

“Perfect! I’m good at that.”

“That’s great. Dinner will be at dusk.”

“Very good. So . . . see you
later,” concluded Lorac, who, like most Moken, was quite an
introvert outside of his family group.

Zoe said no more and Lorac was all alone
again. The yellow hue of his skin was the only proof of what had
happened.

He dropped in the water and floated face up.
He needed to relax after experiencing so many emotions together:
the pain of missing his family, the adrenaline of a near-death
experience, and the surprise at meeting Zoe.

Part of him still suspected he’d gone mad,
and that everything was a figment of his imagination. Anyway, he
thought he might have been a little unpleasant to Zoe. He wasn’t
sure if the alga would speak to him again (perhaps she’d merely
stick to her part of the deal and would only feed him), but if she
did, he’d try to be nicer.

 


 


He lost track of time. He didn’t know how long he’d
been in the water because he didn’t feel cold as he normally did
during long dives. Maybe Zoe has already lowered my temperature,
and the water isn’t that cold to me now, he thought as he sat
under the trees to watch the sunset.

He waited patiently for Zoe to give signs of
life, but the hunger ended up loosening his embarrassment, and he
asked to the emptiness of the night, “Zoe?”

“Yes?” she replied at once so that she
startled him.

“I’m ready for dinner,” said Lorac, who
although he’d intended to be nicer was too hungry for formalities.
“Please,” he added to fix his rudeness.

“It’s about time! I thought you’d never call
me! I have a special menu for you. You’ve given me plenty of time
in the water and I’ve made a great opening dinner to celebrate my
new house.”

At that moment, Lorac’s hunger disappeared
little by little. Even if he wasn’t eating, it was a very
satisfying feeling. It felt like he was being filled with
primitive, pure energy. His mood improved, and he felt strong,
energetic.

“It wasn’t what I expected, but it’s been
amazing,” he said to Zoe. “Thank you. For the dinner
and . . . saving my life.”

“Merciful Sun! You’re welcome,” said Zoe. “I
have to admit I was saving myself too. An immortal alga is never
ready to die!”

“Immortal?”

“At least that’s what I think after half a
billion years. But don’t you dare to think I’m old. Not at all! The
secret lies in cloning myself every few days so that I’m born again
in the new cells. Photosynthesize that! And then people say we,
unicellular, are fools.”

“Unbelievable! I want you to tell me
everything. You must have seen a lot of things in all this
time. . . .”

“Of course! The first thing was the Sun,
which is the blessed ball of light that gives us energy. Then came
the water, the great mass that surrounds us, and in which we float
until a host finds us. The hosts are our home. I’ve already moved
several times in my life: I’ve lived mostly in corals, but also in
sponges, jellyfish, mollusks, worms . . . and now in
you. It’s the first time I’ve lived in a Lorac. I’m excited!”

“I’m not a Lorac! That’s just my name,” he
snorted. “But tell me, what was the world like before?”

“Blue,” she answered, giving no other
details.

“But you surely have seen more!”

“The truth is that I avoid leaving the
house,” admitted Zoe. “There are too many predators out there for
someone as small as me, or a current could drag me
away. . . . And since all my hosts have an extensive
deck with views to my beloved Sun, why go out then?”

“I see your point,” said Lorac. “So tell me
what your house is like, what’s inside me?”

“Sadness . . .” replied
Zoe.

Lorac was speechless. He had expected
something like guts full of mini-warrior cells that fight bacteria,
veins trafficked by all sorts of busy microorganisms, or a market
where oxygen was exchanged for carbon dioxide.

“. . . kindness, courage, and much
to offer,” Zoe continued. “Only you don’t yet know how.”

“You’re wrong,” he said. “I’m neither brave,
nor do I have anything to offer. Besides, I told you to stay out of
my mind!”

“And I haven’t entered!” exclaimed Zoe,
indignant. “This is what’s in you: it’s all over the place. Believe
me, a good Zooxanthella never lies.”

A cloud of mosquitoes interrupted their
discussion and Lorac had to go to the hut to shield himself a bit
from the bites. These insects seemed insatiable! During his time on
the island, he’d been bitten dozens of times, and now that he no
longer had hunger pangs, the itchiness and the urge to scratch had
taken the spotlight.

But at least he wasn’t alone anymore. Now he
had Zoe.


 Chapter 5

Lorac spent more and more time in the water. Fish
kept him company. The same ones that had shunned him so much during
his fishing attempts now approached and even pecked him on the
legs.

“They smell me,” said Zoe. “I hope your soft
body doesn’t break. . . .”

“What do you mean, soft?!” he
rebuked, offended.

When Zoe made those comments, Lorac was
afraid that she would go, that she might find another “house”—a
bigger and safer one—leaving him alone. But Zoe didn’t leave. She
served food every day on time and responded whenever he called her.
She was also surprised at things Lorac thought were the
simplest:

“Photosynthesize that! Do it again! Again!”
she asked him every time Lorac dropped something.

“Things fall so fast out of the
water. . . . It’s unbelievable! Throw it higher!”
demanded the alga when Lorac—seeing how impressed she was—threw
things into the air just to amuse her.

 


 


Days passed, and Lorac and Zoe became friends.
Thanks to his new partner, Lorac was livelier. Until the first rain
came. . . .

“The monsoon!” he gasped. “I won’t be able
to enter the water when the sea becomes rough. Is it enough for you
if I only wet my feet?”

“It depends. Is it enough for you to eat
once a week?” Zoe replied ironically.

“Oh, no,” Lorac lamented. “What shall we
do?”

“Actually,” said Zoe, thoughtful, “there’s a
way. But . . . no, I don’t think you dare.”

“Try me,” said Lorac. “Anyway, we don’t have
many choices.”

“Okay, how would you like to move into the
sea?”

Lorac gasped. Sometimes he thought Zoe knew
his body much better than he did, yet there were days when he
doubted she knew how the human body worked. This was one of those
days.

“I knew you wouldn’t dare,” she said. “But
let me explain before you refuse.”

Lorac nodded—as if Zoe could see him—but he
was sure nothing she said could convince him. What the alga
proposed was impossible.

“Do you know what my wastes are?” asked
Zoe.

“Do we really have to talk about how you go
to the bathroom?” said Lorac. “Considering you’re inside me, I’d
rather not know!”

“Oxygen!” she replied anyway. “Algae release
oxygen! It was us who made the atmosphere ‘breathable.’ But
if instead of releasing my oxygen into the sea, I left it in your
blood, then you wouldn’t be forced out of the water to
breathe!”

To Lorac’s amazement, it didn’t seem like
such a bad idea, but it was one thing to depend on Zoe for food,
and quite another for breathing. He didn’t know if he was ready for
such a big commitment.

Golden reflections sparkled on his arms,
which only happened when Zoe photosynthesized or was excited. This
peculiar unicellular alga had saved his life, kept her word, and
become his friend. So far she hadn’t failed him. He did trust her,
but his friend’s crazy idea still frightened him.

“Let’s say we do this madness,” said Lorac.
“We’d still have the problem of the waves. Have you seen how big
and dangerous they are during the rainy season?”

“We’d be at the bottom—the waves don’t break
there,” replied Zoe, more and more thrilled.

“What about water currents? What about
nocturnal animals?” insisted Lorac.

“Don’t you worry. You can find shelter in
the corals.”

“What do you mean, in the corals? Is
that safe? Will they want to help me?”

“Take me to the water,” she said. “I’ll
introduce them to you, so you’ll see for yourself.”

Zoe was eager to return to her natural
habitat, and in the end, she convinced him.

Lorac asked her for a few minutes alone
after giving in. He had something very important to do before
leaving:

“It seems I didn’t bid farewell last time,”
he asserted in front of the altar. “If I told you how I’m still
alive . . . you’d be amazed.” Lorac caressed one by
one the offerings to his relatives. “Don’t be angry about what I’m
about to do. I don’t have a choice. If it goes
wrong . . . I’ll only advance events, and if it goes
well . . . I could reunite with San Win.” He kissed
the roof of the house. “Love you.”

Without looking back, he ran to the
beach.

“Let’s go, Zoe!” he shouted before taking a
big breath of air and diving into the water.

“Photosynthesize that!” shouted Zoe as he
swam to the bottom.

Lorac tried not to think about anything and
concentrate on swimming. Then Zoe said, “Trust me. Breathe as deep
as you can; I promise you won’t run out of oxygen.”

“Breathe?!” bubbled Lorac, exhaling the
little air he had left.

“Yes, I need water in your lungs to enter
them,” she replied as if that was obvious.

Lorac, however, panicked. Zoe hadn’t told
him he had to drown when she proposed moving to the sea! And
because he wasn’t willing to do so, he swam back as fast as he
could. There’s got to be another way, he thought as he drew
closer and closer to the bright sunlight of the shallowest yards of
water.

For a moment, he even thought he’d make it.
He had almost reached the surface! But it was at this precise point
that his body abandoned him.

Against his will and to his horror, Lorac
began to swallow water.
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He was in perfect balance: he neither sank nor
floated. Am I dead? he thought, I don’t
know. . . . Maybe it’s all been a
dream. . . .

He opened his eyes and found a turtle right
in front of his nose, so close to his face it looked like a
dinosaur! He took fright and the turtle swam away.

“Lorac? For light’s sake! Are you all
right?”

It worked! he thought, back to
reality, I’m alive! Zoe has made it. He wanted to
answer her, but the words didn’t come out: he had no air!

“Tell me something, or at least, give me a
signal.”

Lorac tried to talk, scream, and even
whisper, but his voice made no sound. So he beat his chest with his
hand to answer Zoe. The blow rumbled dry and blunt.

“Thank Sun! Then can you hear me?”

Lorac hit again.

“Can you talk?”

This time, he answered with two hits.

“How is that possible?” exclaimed Zoe.

He started to get nervous.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know the Water
language?”

Lorac beat his chest twice. He had never
even heard of it.

“Oh my Sun! Well, it’s got to be somewhere
in your memory! Your origin and that of all animals is in the
water. Try to remember!”

Lorac struggled to think of words, sounds,
or anything that in his opinion could resemble that language, but
nothing came to his mind and he didn’t know how they could deal
with his muteness.

“There would be a way,” said Zoe. “The
Zooxanthella code would let me do it because it’s an extreme
case. . . . But I can’t do it. You forbade me.”

Lorac despaired. Was he going to stay
mute?

“If you let me into your brain,” said Zoe,
“I could get the Water language and take it out of the storeroom
for you to use. Would that be okay with you?”

He gave it a lot of thought. If he let Zoe
into his mind, his friend would know all his secrets, his fears,
his most hidden desires . . . she’d even discover
that although he appreciated her very much, he sometimes believed
she was a little strange. What if she gets offended and
leaves? he thought.

“I know you don’t want me to come in,” she
said. “But if you give me permission, I promise you I’ll just focus
on looking for the Water language, and I’ll get out of your brain
as soon as I find it and dust it off. If I open a drawer and see
it’s not there, I’ll slam it shut before I have time to nose
around. . . .”

A cornet fish, with such a long body that it
looked like a pipe, crossed in front of Lorac before Zoe
finished.

“Whatever you decide, I’ll respect it and
not judge you. When you’ve been around as long as I have, you don’t
waste time judging others.”

Zoe seemed really honest, and Lorac
considered he would rather give his friend that vote of confidence
than spend the whole monsoon season in silence. He beat his chest
only once.

“Is that a yes? Can I enter the ‘forbidden
room’?” Zoe asked, excited.

He confirmed with a single hit.

“Here I come!” said Zoe, happy. “Don’t
worry. I’ll leave everything tidy before I go; except for the Water
language, I’ll leave it in the middle so you can find it!”

Lorac waited silently suspended in the
water. His brown eyes took on a golden hue, and frequently, the
same turtle he’d seen before approached him and then left. On one
of those occasions, Lorac clearly heard the turtle ask him, “Do you
need help, buddy?”

“Wow! Can you talk?” said Lorac, first
surprised that the turtle spoke, and then, surprised to hear
himself. Zoe had succeeded once more!

“Of course!” the turtle replied. “The one
who didn’t seem to talk was you. I approached several times to ask
if everything was okay, but you weren’t
answering. . . .”

“Oh, thank Sun Tor is here!” said Zoe. “I’m
exhausted, Lorac! It’s not been easy. I didn’t expect you to have
such a mess in there. . . . I need to recover so
I’ll be absent for a while.”

“Don’t leave me alone,” said Lorac, whose
eyes returned to their innate brown color. “We have to find the
corals.”

“I only have the energy for one thing. Do
you want me to give you directions or to give you oxygen?” the alga
replied ironically. “Ask the turtle to guide you. He has a compass
in his head, surely you won’t get lost.”

“All right,” said Lorac. “Rest.”

“Take it easy, buddy. I can stay with you
and I need no rest,” said the turtle, who thought Lorac had spoken
to him. “My name is Tor. Where’s your shell?”

“Eh, sorry, I wasn’t speaking to you,” said
Lorac. “I was talking to Zooxanthella.”

I remembered her full name, thought
Lorac. He didn’t know it, but the microscopic Zoe had taken
advantage of the occasion to engrave her name in his memory. She
had also been tempted to erase the memory of his family’s
death—only for Lorac not to be sad—but the Zooxanthella code didn’t
allow it, and Zoe had never broken the code nor did she intend to
do so.

“Are you hosting Zooxanthella?” asked Tor.
“Now I get it! That’s why it looked like you were talking to
yourself! Send her my regards.”

“Can’t you hear her?” Lorac asked,
surprised.

“It’s inside you, only you can hear her! But
maybe if you opened your mouth, and I put my ear inside—”

“Could you help me?” Lorac said to make him
forget about that idea. “I need to find the corals.”

“Sure! Count on me. What do you want from
them?”

“I need to ask them for shelter.”

Tor laughed. “I’d do it too if I didn’t have
a shell.”

Lorac followed him.

“It will be hard to find a coral where you
can stay. Everyone wants to live here: prawns, crabs, fish,
turtles, jellyfish, dolphins . . . you want to move
to the ocean’s capital, buddy! Just to give you an idea: if we
divided the Earth’s surface into a hundred equal squares, coral
reefs all together wouldn’t even occupy a tenth of a single square,
and yet, they’re home to one in four marine species. Do you realize
that? It’s a constant party!”

As Tor spoke, Lorac was worried he wouldn’t
find anywhere to spend the night.

“No wonder we’re coming!” Tor continued,
unstoppable. “Corals construct the most formidable buildings in the
world! They’re full of nooks and crannies in which to hide and make
a home, and they offer many places to eat. That’s why it’s going to
be hard to find a place for you: on coral reefs there are already
more than a million species. The brain coral taught me these
figures, you’ll get to know him—the question is, will there be room
for you, buddy?”

Lorac was overwhelmed. He imagined himself
helpless and being dragged by strong currents. When Tor saw his
face, he tried to comfort him.

“But since you’re housing Zooxanthella,
maybe they’ll give you a hand. Corals owe a lot to Zooxanthellae:
the algae give them almost all the energy they need. Without them,
there would be no reefs.”

Lorac wondered if everyone who spoke the
Water language would be so talkative. Tor was not even silent for a
second.

“What do you do, buddy? Each reef animal
does a specific job: planktivores filter water, herbivores clean
the corals of algae, carnivores keep balance and order in the reef,
and detritivores recycle and return nutrients to the ecosystem.
This is the only way such a large city functions well: here we
reduce and reuse all our wastes!”

Tor swam quite fast, and Lorac had a hard
time following him. Fortunately, the turtle stopped before he left
Lorac behind.

“Here we are!” said the turtle. “This is the
oldest coral on the reef; it must be about seven hundred years old.
It reminds me of my grandfather.”

Lorac didn’t see it because a huge boulder
at least eight yards high was blocking his view.

“Tor? I do not—I don’t see it.”

But Tor was gone. The saying “Slow as a
turtle” wasn’t true underwater.

He circled the boulder—which looked pretty
soft and porous up close—thinking the coral would be behind it. But
he didn’t find it and leaned on the boulder to see if the coral was
hiding at its base.

“Ouch! No touching, please,” said an old
man’s voice.

Lorac startled and removed his hand.

“Much better!” exclaimed the voice.

What Lorac saw next, he’d never forget.

From each of the pores of the immense
boulder sprouted a sort of small anemone, a white filament ending
in a ring of tentacles that surrounded its mouth; it looked like a
jellyfish, only upside down and the size of a thumbtack. The
boulder had become a wall of thousands of tiny mouths!

“What’s the matter, son?” said the voice.
“Had you never seen the polyps of a coral? I know they’re naked,
but don’t be ashamed; it’s a natural thing! That’s why you
shouldn’t touch corals: our polyps are unprotected, so you could
damage them and you can hurt yourself too! You’ve been lucky that
I’m not very poisonous, as there are corals whose polyps can give
you a serious burn.”

Lorac looked at his hand and indeed, it was
a bit reddish.

“Sorry . . . coral, I didn’t
know.”

“Call me Porites,” he said. “Now tell me,
what might this old coral do for you?”

“I’d like to know if you could give me
shelter for a while.”

“I’m so sorry! Unfortunately, I’m too
compact and robust. . . . Too bad you aren’t
smaller! That way you’d fit through my cracks. But if you want, I
can show you my collection of colored worms: they make one’s day
brighter.”

“Thanks, maybe another time,” said Lorac.
“First I have to find a place to stay.”

“Very well, son! I’ll wait for you
here.”

[image: tmp_5b7ba7f774258131b52ffdd86ba94318_rub_nF_html_m7b3ff5f9.png]

The next coral he found was much smaller than
Porites, but with longer polyps that reminded him of a pretty
bouquet of daisies.

“How beautiful you are!” said Lorac to start
off on the right foot.

“You are not!” answered a sharp voice. “Why
did you come to bother me?”

Lorac made a great effort to ignore the rude
comment he had just received and said, “I seek refuge.”

“Actually, I could use an assistant,” she
thought aloud. “Being in fashion takes a lot of time—”

“What’s this about fashion?”

“From the way you look, something you’ll
never understand: you wear the same yellowish brown that most
corals wear. I, in contrast, belong to a select group
of corals that combine brown with other spectacular colors
of our own production. I am Goniopora! And my beauty is so majestic
that from now on, I’ll be your queen.”

Lorac preferred to be homeless than to live
with someone so vain, and left Goniopora alone with open-mouthed
polyps.

He hadn’t even given a couple of swim
strokes when Tor caught up with him.

“I see you’re still homeless,” said the
turtle.

“How nice to see you! Where have you
been?”

“I went to greet an anemone that lives
nearby! And I came up with a great idea in case you didn’t twist
your body to enter Porites’s crevices. Would you be willing to be a
bricklayer?”

“Of course!” said Lorac.

Tor led him to a sort of colorful
cauliflowers field.

“Hello, Pocillopora!” said Tor. “Are you
still looking for a laborer?”

“Anyone who can give us a hand is welcome!”
said in unison an infinite number of polyps that arose from the
bumps of these strange cauliflowers.

“Take him then. He’ll help you build in
exchange for lodging.”

“Do you have experience in construction?”
asked a pink Pocillopora to Lorac. “Because we have a lot to do and
can’t stop to teach you.”

Lorac was thrilled: building was one of the
few things he was good at!

“Yes, I made the best huts of the village,”
he replied proudly.

“Then you can start right away,” said a
brown Pocillopora.

Lorac, happy, looked around in search of raw
materials but found nothing useful.

“Where are the materials?”

“What do you mean materials?” said a
green Pocillopora.

“Don’t you make your own biomineral?”
inquired a yellow one.

“It’s very easy,” explained the pink one.
“Just combine the calcium and the carbonate that are in the water,
and voilà! You’ll get a tiny white brick of calcium
carbonate.”

“Then you put every brick you make on top of
your skeleton,” added the green one.

“And thanks to the teamwork of millions of
polyps that pile up bricks for many years,” continued the brown
Pocillopora, “it’s possible to form coral reefs so large that they
can be seen from outer space!”

“Like Australia’s Great Barrier Reef!”
exclaimed a violet one.

“I—” said Lorac, disappointed. “My bones
won’t grow much and I can’t produce more than I have.”

“Oh,” said the yellow Pocillopora. “That way
we can’t hire you.”

“Come back when you learn how to make
skeletons!” said the green Pocillopora when they left.

 


 


“You need a coral that doesn’t care—” said Tor when
they stopped to give way to a group of batfish. “I’ve got it! Be
right back, buddy!” And the turtle “flew.”

Without Tor’s continual distracting talk,
Lorac began to question his decision. The more he thought about it,
the more he realized the bottom of the sea wasn’t a suitable place
for a child. Then he saw distant hands that, although still,
reminded him of a greeting. They seemed friendly, and he shyly
returned the greeting.

“How is the refuge search going?” Zoe said
all at once.

“I think it’s just over,” he replied. “Look
at that coral; it’s made of skin just like me!”

“But we can’t stay with a soft coral!”

“What difference does it make if it’s soft?”
He got angry. “Do you know how hard it is to find a house?”

“Soft corals have no skeleton!”

“But at least this one has ‘hands’—”

“No!”

“Why not? Do you have something against the
soft ones?” he asked, scandalized.

“Of course not! Speak all you want: to hard
and soft ones, the more you know, the better. But for seeking
shelter, you have no choice but to ask a hard coral because only
they build reefs with their skeletons, and only the reef is big and
strong enough to protect you.”

“Okay,” Lorac agreed. “I just hope Tor finds
a coral where I fit in, and that it’s willing to host me—”

“I know the corals well,” said Zoe. “They
won’t set you aside. Trust me and don’t give up. Now if you’ll
excuse me, I’m going to prepare dinner.”

“Dinner?!” Lorac exclaimed, even though Zoe
no longer listened to him.

What time was it? How long had it been? And
most importantly, how much time did he have until nightfall? Lorac
was afraid to be in the water at night: the darkness at the bottom
of the sea was the most absolute and terrifying he could imagine.
He moaned just thinking about it.

“What’s wrong?” asked a delicate voice.

Lorac looked down and saw an accumulation of
orange bubbles. They looked like fish eggs, but he thought it was
impossible for fish not yet out of the egg to speak, so it was
probably another soft coral.

“I have nowhere to sleep,” he replied.

“Oh, how unfortunate you are!” exclaimed the
bubble coral. “But you can stay with me!”

Lorac took a good look at it: that coral
seemed even more delicate than he was.

“I’m sorry, but you soft corals can’t
protect me.”

“Why is it that everyone gets confused?” the
coral whimpered.

The crying caused it hiccups, and Lorac saw
its bubbles retract and disappear into a solid skeleton: it
was a hard coral!

“Why are you looking for a house?”—Its
bubbles swelled again.—“Don’t you have a family to stay with?”

“They’re dead.”

“What a tragedy!” it sobbed, again. “You
must be so sad. . . .”

Lorac had found a coral willing to host him,
but he had the feeling that staying with it would do him more harm
than good. Although the bubble coral did so with the best of
intentions, the things it told him weren’t what one needs to hear
when they’ve lost their loved ones. Therefore, and hoping not to
regret it, he looked for a way to refuse its invitation without
offending it.

“Thanks a lot, but . . .
first I have to see Tor because . . . he’s already
helping me, and if he’s found me a place . . . I’ll
have to take it, so as not to snub him.”

“You are so polite!” said the bubble coral,
moved again. “What a pity! Poor creature. . . .”

Lorac left before the bubble coral burst
into tears. He chose a random direction because he didn’t know
where to go. He wanted Tor to come back soon, and he got goose
bumps when considering the possibility of the turtle not returning.
Moreover, he could no longer tell if what was in front of him were
corals, rocks, or plants. Much less distinguish between hard and
soft corals. After the encounters he’d had, it seemed to him that
corals could have any appearance and size.

“Why are you so different from one another?”
he lamented aloud.

“Because unlike you, Homo sapiens,
who are a unique species, we corals are over eight hundred
species.”

He was in front of what looked like a giant
brain: that had to be the brain coral!

“But although we have different shapes,
colors, and sizes, if you look closely, you will see that we are
all the same: hard corals are part animal, part rock, and part
alga.”

The brain coral spoke without intonation, as
if it were a robot.

“How is that possible? You’re one thing or
the other,” Lorac disagreed.

“Each one of our polyps is a small ANIMAL
that builds a calyx of calcium carbonate at its feet called
corallite. This is the part that forms the ROCK, and the polyp uses
it as an anchor apart from being a good place to hide—”

“Could I hide in”—Lorac didn’t remember the
word—“that cup you’ve said?”

“Homo sapiens! Not because you call
yourself that, you know-it-all. Only one polyp fits in the
corallite. But when the corallites of billions of polyps join, then
huge coral walls form! Like rocks, these walls are
excavated by waves, currents, and organisms; and like
animals, they grow. For when we die, we leave room for our
descendants to settle on top of our skeletons, and they continue to
grow them.”

“Huge and excavated . . .”
Lorac thought aloud. “Just what I need! Wouldn’t you have a kind of
cavern out there, something like a nook, a crevice, or a ledge
where I could fit?”

“Yes,” said the brain coral. “And I will let
you in if you pass the test.”

“What test?” Lorac asked, hopeful and
nervous.

“A single question. What is a coral? And I
mean the one that forms reefs.”

“I know this!” said Lorac, happy. “A coral
is part animal, the polyp; and part rock, the . . .
corallite.”

“Wrong! You forgot it is also part ALGA,
since Zooxanthellae live inside the polyp.”

“But I got the rest right!”

“I am sorry, you failed,” it said with its
passive intonation.

Lorac left outraged. It was unfair that the
brain coral hadn’t let him repeat the exam with another question,
and very absurd to rely solely on the results of a test to make
such an important decision. Would he have been wrong to reject the
bubble coral?


“Moooonnn . . . tiiiiiiiiii . . .”
mumbled a deep voice in the distance.

He approached to see what it was and found a
coral made of various plates in the shape of gigantic brown
flattened roses, which formed a large mosaic of horizontal
spirals.


“. . . poooooo . . . raaaaaa,”
finished the coral.

“Hello?” Lorac asked.

“Heeeee . . .”—said the
coral, slowly—“. . . looooo.”

“I’m Lorac, I’m looking for shelter,” he
blurted because he didn’t have much time.

“Reeee . . . laaaax,”
murmured the coral. “Streeeess oooout.”

The Montipora coral took at least five
minutes to tell him she had room enough. Lorac recognized he’d need
a lot of patience to live with that calm coral, but realizing it
was getting dark and having no news of Tor, he was thankful he’d
found a safe place. When he was about to accept, however, he heard
a familiar voice in the distance.

“Buddy! Come with me, I’ve found you a
magnificent place.”

It was Tor! Lorac told Montipora he had to
leave urgently, and the coral replied she didn’t know what urgency
meant, and wished him little haste and much growth.

Tor was excited. “We’re going to the reef
crest. You’ll be with the most famous corals in the world!”

On their arrival, Lorac saw a beautiful and
vast hill of colored branches. Some were very large, while others
were just twigs, a few looked like deer’s horns, and others rather
like fingers. . . .

Lorac had seen that kind of coral before. It
was unmistakable because each branch ended in a bright-colored tip.
Khin had been convinced magic wands sprang from these mystical
tips, and she had always wanted one to cast a spell that would
protect animals from man’s hand.

Lorac noticed that the highest part of the
coral was exposed to the swell. The waves were breaking on the reef
crest, and thanks to that, he and everything from there to the
beach was protected from the sea beating. He decided he’d never
cross the crest.

“Welcome to the Acros!” said all the
branches cheerfully. “Tor told us you’re looking for a place, so we
thought, ‘Why not?’ It can be fun.”

“Acropora species are the main reef builders
on the planet,” said Tor. “But don’t worry. You won’t have to build
anything: the polyps at the tips of the branches take care of that.
Specialized work, buddy! That’s why Acroporas grow from four to
eight inches a year. This is high speed in the coral world! You
should keep in mind that some corals grow less than half an inch a
year. . . . The only thing you must do in return is
give them some of your food. What a bargain! You’ll do great
here!”

Tor said goodbye, and Lorac entered a tunnel
nestled among the Acros’s branches.
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There was a lot of hustle and bustle in the
tunnel.

Although hundreds of fish crossed his path,
none bumped into Lorac, and all—unlike him—seemed to know where to
go.

“You’re the new guy, huh?” said a beautiful
green Acropora with celestial blue tips. “Take it easy. In a few
days you’ll learn all the ways. The only thing to know is that you
shouldn’t go up on the roof: it’s dangerous and requires special
preparation. Now, I’d recommend you find a place you like and
anchor yourself before someone else takes it!”

Lorac went on his way in search of a wider
place. A difficult task, as the branches grew very close together,
and sometimes, the tunnel became so narrow that he had to recede
and choose another path. The coral didn’t joke about having the
site taken away!

“We’re covered!” said Zoe. “Who shall we
live with?”

“Acroporas,” replied Lorac.

“Oh my Sun! I’m not all keen on that, but if
you’re willing to take the risk, I’ll support you.”

“Risk?! What risk?” Lorac grew angry. Zoe
never told him everything he needed to know. “You said I’d be safe
with the corals!”

“And you will be,” she replied. “But just to
be sure: if you lose one arm, another grows, right?”

“Of course not! How is my arm supposed to
grow back?! I wouldn’t even grow a finger!”

“Really?” A violet Acropora with white tips
got into the conversation. “Don’t you fragment? That’s living on
the edge! Keep it up and we’ll make you leader. When one of our
branches breaks a new branch grows, and the broken fragment can
even form a new colony on its own if it’s not buried in the sand. I
don’t even remember how many clones I have over there!”

“In that case, you should ask yourself if
you want us to stay with them,” said Zoe. “Everyone knows the Acros
are a little . . . how should I put
it . . . reckless.”

“What do you mean?” said Lorac.

“To begin with, look where you are: the reef
crest. It’s very honorable to be here stopping the waves and all
that. After all, someone has to do it to protect the reef flat. But
do you want it to be you? And yes, Acros grow fast, but their
structures are easily damaged during storms. So do you want to be
in a house that will break occasionally?”

Lorac was confused. All the relaxation he
felt entering the Acros vanished like an ice cube in boiling
tea.

“What would you do?”

“Me?” said Zoe, surprised. “I’ve
never been asked for an opinion before.”

Lorac was puzzled. If he decided to stay,
Zoe would be forced to stay. It made sense to consider her say.

“You’d have fun with the Acros,” Zoe said
after some thought. “They’re usually the first to be up for
everything, and then, the other corals follow. But I wouldn’t stay
with them—you’re too delicate.”

Lorac was tempted to stay—the Acros were
very nice—but in the end, he decided to follow Zoe’s advice, and
left. A yellow Acropora with white tips showed him the nearest
exit, and when he came out of the dense tunnel, he recognized at
once he wasn’t on the reef flat.

To make things worse, he had no time to go
back because a wave came over him and he did what one must do with
waves: dive under them.

He plummeted, for that part of the
reef—unlike the reef flat—descended abruptly into the depths.

“That was the wrong exit. We’re on the other
side of the crest!”

“We’re on the fore reef,” Zoe announced.
“You’d better hurry, it’s getting dark. In fact, I’m going to get
ready for bed.”

“What?! No, Zoe! Not now.” Lorac was
outraged and regretted he had taken her advice. But Zoe didn’t hear
him, and Lorac couldn’t believe the microalga thought about
sleeping while he was still homeless and in the wrong place.

“You could live without her, you know that,
right?” said a low voice out of nowhere.

Lorac looked around. He had submerged so
much to avoid the waves that it was almost dark. Even so, he could
clearly distinguish the great wall erected in front of him: the
coral wall! The largest structure he had ever seen. It was even
full of corals, although not very large.

“Aren’t you tired of depending on her?”

This time he discovered who’d spoken to him.
It was a small orange coral with large polyps bearing yellow
tentacles. Like a portrait of the sun, only it didn’t shine.

“So picky about the temperature, always
asking for light, and on top of that, she’s not even there when
you’re lonely at night,” said the sun coral, apparently very upset
with Zooxanthellae. “Just because Ms. Minialga has to sleep
her hours. She’s more like a just hatched larva than an alga
millions of years old!”

“She’s just dumped me in a very difficult
situation,” Lorac let off steam.

“Well, if you want, I’ll teach you how to
live without her. Stay with me and I’ll show you how to be
independent.”

Lorac was so angry with Zoe that he showed
interest.

“You won’t need any more light once you get
rid of her. That’s why I can live so deep, protected from the
waves,” said the sun coral. “The only downside—if you want to call
it that—is that without Zooxanthellae you don’t have enough energy
to build reefs. But there are other hard corals up there that make
them, and while they work, I’m so cool down here.”

This might be Lorac’s last chance to find a
safe place before nightfall. Besides, he’d learn to fend for
himself. After all, he had spent his whole life depending on
others. . . .

“What do you say?” said the sun coral. “Will
you stay with me? Believe me, you don’t need those demanding tiny
algae.”

Lorac’s mind appealed for prudence: it was
better to stay there than risk resuming the search, but his heart
told him betraying Zoe was too high a price to pay. Even angry as
he was at her, he would never do this to her. So he refused the sun
coral’s offer and began to ascend.

He didn’t know how, but he had to cross to
the other side because beyond the coral wall began the realm of
sand—where there was no place to hide from the dangers of the
inscrutable open sea.

As he ascended, there was more light, but it
was very faint: the sun was about to set!

Lorac was looking for the Acroporas’s tunnel
through which he had crossed, when a brown and green coral
resembling a pineapple reprimanded him.

“You don’t belong here! You’ll put us all in
danger. Go away and leave us alone!”

Lorac became so astonished that he didn’t
see the wave coming. It caught him off guard and dragged him over
the crest.

When he got to the other side he had
scratches all over his back, legs, and arms. He’d also cut his hand
when holding on to an Acropora for dear life, which resulted in a
serious mistake because the branch broke. He looked at the white
skeleton of the broken fragment with horror. It was unthinkable
that the Acros would readmit him after damaging one of them!

He embedded the split branch among other
branches of Acros, hoping it would recover, and left as quickly as
he could before someone told him off.

 


 


The crest was no longer visible; in fact, many
things were no longer visible. The sun had set and Lorac was
unprotected and wounded—the cut on his hand was more serious than
he could see.

Defeated and frightened, he shouted, “Hello?
Is there any hard coral around here? I’m looking for shelter,
please!”

There was no answer. The scratches itched
and his hand hurt, but the worst of all was the fear of spending
the night alone.

When the last ray of hope left him, as did
the little light that remained, he heard a soft voice in the
distance.

“Hello? Who’s there? I’m not a hard coral
but I can shelter you.”

Lorac followed the voice, groping along, and
when he finally reached it, he guessed he was in front of a huge
coral. Everything looked dark and he could only glimpse her
silhouette.

“You’re hurt!” exclaimed the coral. “Come, I
have plenty of room for you. What’s your name?”

“Lorac.”

“What a beautiful name! I’m a blue coral,
but those who know me well call me Heliopora. Don’t stay at the
door. Please, come in.”

Lorac thought Heliopora was very nice, but
he couldn’t see the way in.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Heliopora. “I didn’t
turn on the entrance lights.”

The coral stretched out her thin grizzled
polyps, and moved them to shake the bioluminescent phytoplankton
that was around. These small organisms began to shine and dozens of
little green dots illuminated a cavity within the immense sheets of
Heliopora.

It was the best welcome Lorac could have
had: to see the plankton glow was like being able to touch the
stars.
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“Your cut doesn’t bleed anymore,” said
Heliopora.

Lorac looked at his hand and saw in the
green glow of the phytoplankton that a golden brown scab had closed
the wound.

“Better. Now make yourself comfortable and
rest; tomorrow will be another day.”

Lorac listened to Heliopora and huddled. It
was unbelievable that he would spend the night there: inside a big
coral under the water. But he felt safe with Heliopora and
abandoned himself to sleep.

It had been a tiring day, and he’d have
fallen asleep instantly, if it weren’t for his hurt over Zoe
leaving him alone in such a difficult situation.
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Lorac observed Heliopora in broad daylight. She was
at least two yards high and extended widely across the reef flat.
She had an infinite number of smooth vertical sheets―like a stone
lettuce with its leaves open. What surprised Lorac the most,
however, was her color.

“Last night you told me you were a blue
coral, but I see you rather brown.”

“I am blue inside, which is what counts,”
she replied. “It’s one of the things that makes me a ‘freak’: I
have a blue skeleton because my polyps add iron to the calcium
carbonate.”

“I think I also heard you say that you
weren’t a hard coral, but I must have misunderstood you!”

“It’s . . . complicated,”
said Heliopora, “and another reason that makes me different from
the other corals.”

“No, it’s very easy,” explained Lorac. “You
build reef, therefore you’re a hard coral.”

“I wish! But coming from a family of soft
corals, nobody accepts me as a hard one.”

“This seems silly to me. In my tribe, they
say absurd things too. Like how the ideal Moken family has to be of
seven. But in my family we are”—a twinge of pain made him
rephrase—“I mean, there were eight of us, and it was the best in
the world.”

Heliopora had the tact to refrain from
asking what had happened to his family.

“The point is that I’m all related to soft
corals, but I’m too sturdy and hard to fit with them. They’re so
slender! And with much more delicate shapes than mine—I see myself
better in the group of hard corals. . . . Ah! It’s
like I’m out of place!”

“I understand you,” confessed Lorac. “I
neither feel like a Moken on the surface, and under
it . . . yesterday a pineapple coral made it very
clear to me that I’m not from here. It’s obvious.”

“You know what?” said Heliopora. “We don’t
have to listen to others. We’ll be what we want to be! Not what
others want or tell us to be.”

Lorac had the feeling that in the end, he
had chosen a great coral to stay with.

It wasn’t until later that he heard from
Zoe.

It turned out that once the microalga had
everything ready to go to sleep the night before, she went to see
how things were going for Lorac to find that he was losing a lot of
blood from his hand cut. At that moment, she sacrificed part of her
cells to help Lorac’s platelets cover the wound and stop the
bleeding—that’s why Lorac’s scab was golden brown. After that, she
got so weak that she slept at once. And the next morning, she was
so busy recovering energy and cloning new cells to replace the lost
ones that she couldn’t talk to Lorac until noon.

He felt terrible for having mistrusted her.
She would be a bit of a strange microalga, but so far she had
always been there for him.

Once he made peace with Zoe and was safe
inside Heliopora, Lorac felt happy—something that hadn’t happened
for a long time.

 


 


That same afternoon, a gray reef shark approached
Heliopora.

Lorac had never seen a shark so close
(whenever he had encountered one, it had fled like a torpedo), and
even if he knew that reef sharks only ate small prey—squid,
octopus, or crustaceans—he squeezed himself as much as possible
into his “room.”

The gray reef shark was over two yards long
and brought its broad, rounded snout closer to Heliopora’s
entrance. Lorac held his breath but only as a reflex, for he didn’t
breathe underwater—Zoe took care of it.

“Good afternoon, I’m Agent 111,” said the
shark.

“Good afternoon, Agent,” said Heliopora.
“Anything I can do for you?”

“I’m investigating a case of broken
Acropora. It wasn’t natural, and I smelled blood near the crest
yesterday—”

“A bleeding fish? I’m sure they’ve already
eaten it.”

“It wasn’t fish blood. It was human, and
it’s my duty to scare them away to make it clear no one should roam
my reef with such behavior. If you see the suspect around send me a
messenger fish, please.”

“Sure, Agent. Thanks, Agent,” said
Heliopora, a little nervous.

Once she was sure he was out of earshot,
Heliopora told Lorac that sharks were the guardians of the sea:
“When the very first shark appeared four hundred million years ago,
it became a guardian and all its descendants followed the trade so
that they perfected themselves generation after generation. Just a
hundred million years ago they became agents—the best guardians the
world has ever conceived—which are sharks as we know them
today.

“Have you seen his teeth?” said Heliopora.
“I don’t think anyone wants to mess with them. Sharks are essential
for keeping order and balance in the oceans.”

Lorac was afraid.

“It’s me he’s looking for! I promise it was
an accident!” he confessed, anguished.

“Calm down, Lorac, I believe you. You just
have to stay hidden until we celebrate your Welcome Ceremony.”

“Ceremony?”

“Certainly,” she replied. “I know that when
the time comes, you’ll return to your brother San Win. But for your
safety—and mine, it’s better that in the meantime you don’t just
stay on a visit, but become part of my family. Guardians can’t harm
anyone who belongs to the reef because their mission is to protect
it. Do you see where I’m going?”

“Yes! But I’d appreciate if you give me the
details,” said Lorac, who didn’t want to run into any unpleasant
surprises as he did during his move to the sea.

 


 


The ceremony comprised reciting a song in front of
your family, a guardian agent, and at least four witnesses.

The agent was to officiate, while the
witnesses had the duty to announce in each of their respective
habitats who the welcomed was. That’s why it was an important
requirement that the four witnesses belonged to different kingdoms:
to give the greatest diffusion.

“A song?” said Lorac, who was ashamed to
sing in public. “Couldn’t it have been mime or drawing?”

“Songs penetrate our mind in an enigmatic
way,” said Heliopora. “They reach deeper than knowledge,
experiences, and even more than our loved ones. Songs that are
meaningful to us are the last thing we’ll remember in this world.
This song will accompany you and help you for the rest of your
life. When you’re happy, you’ll sing it; when you’re desolate or
lost, you’ll sing it; when you’re preparing for danger or need
concentration, you’ll sing it. Because the song you choose doesn’t
define you by your appearance, your knowledge, your origins, or
your future, but by your actions. You’ll be what you do.”

Therefore, there were different songs
according to the function that each one performed, and one could
even have several songs throughout their life if they wanted
to.

Although Lorac was to join Heliopora’s
family, that didn’t mean he had to choose the same song she chose
at her time. But since what he most wanted was to help her build,
he chose her same song, that of the architects of the reef.

Heliopora’s family was one of the most
dominant in the times of the temperate waters of the Tethys Sea (a
primitive ocean that existed long before the Indian and Atlantic
Oceans were formed). All of her relatives, however, became extinct
because of the cool waters of the last Ice Age. Only Heliopora
survived, sheltered at the equator.

Thus, Heliopora was very happy to have a
family again; even if only for a few months, she would enjoy
it.

Over the next few days, Lorac, Zoe, and
Heli—as he affectionately called Heliopora—were busy preparing for
Lorac’s Welcome Ceremony.

All this, of course, behind Agent 111’s
back.
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They arranged the ceremony to be held on a day when
Agent 111 was not on duty. It was about to start and everyone was
ready:

Heli had groomed and spread her polyps;
Agent 596—a fairly young whitetip reef shark—was reviewing the
ceremony protocol; diatoms had come as witnesses for the algae;
Tor—who despite being male, didn’t have to return to the land to
lay eggs—had volunteered as witness of the coast, and would visit
beaches, mangroves, and marshes to spread the news; a parrotfish
would spread the message in the vast water column, nobody was more
appropriate than it to repeat over and over the same thing! And
just the day before, they had met a vagabond sea cucumber willing
to attend as a witness to the inhabitants of the sand.

“Dear friends,” Agent 596 began the sermon
with a sharp but kind smile, “we have come here today to the house
of Heliopora, to celebrate the Welcome Ceremony of”—she looked at
the inner flank of the fin, where there was a hidden
reminder—“Lorac, and if he passes it, to spread the word that we
have a new member in our sea.”

Suddenly, Lorac got nervous. If he passes
it, the shark had said. Did that mean he could fail? He hadn’t
conceived of that possibility. His stomach twisted as the agent
finished the speech.

“To make sure that your intentions are
honest, the time has come for you to sing. Do it with your heart,
and you’ll prove the sincerity of your purpose; try to deceive us,
and you’ll return to the land; harm us, and you’ll fear me.”

Lorac was too nervous to sing! He had this
horrible feeling that he would go blank.

“Sing it as if we weren’t here,” Heli
advised him. “Let your heart vibrate with it, as we have
rehearsed.”

Everyone was looking at him. It was hard to
imagine that he was alone, so he closed his eyes and got ready to
sing. But he didn’t remember the lyrics! How could it be?! A few
hours ago he knew it by heart. It had to be the pressure of the
test. . . .

“It’s your turn,” Zoe reminded him.

“I’ve gone blank,” Lorac whispered so that
only Zoe heard him.

“Oh my Sun! Well, don’t worry. Just follow
me, we’ll sing it together.”

Lorac opened his eyes with joy and
exclaimed, this time so loud that everyone heard him, “Have you
learned it?”

“No,” said the young shark, thinking Lorac
was talking to her. “This is what you were up to. Or have you
rethought it?”

“For light’s sake! Of course I’ve learned
it. You’ve been singing it every day,” replied Zoe.

“Thank you!” Lorac said when he heard that.
“I mean . . . No, thank you!” he said to the agent.
“I haven’t rethought it.”

He looked at his audience once more—Agent
596, Heli, Tor, the parrotfish, the sea cucumber, and the
diatoms—gave them a short bow, and began to sing.

 


We’re corals, the most diverse ecosystem,

the nursery of the sea.

Our algae give oxygen you breathe,

just like trees. Thank them!

 


We work under the sun to feed millions of beings,

families, communities, the world!

We’ve medicines will treat your achings.

You’re welcome! It’s our humble work.

 


Hold on corals!

All to the corallites.

Together as brothers,

we save you troubles.

Hold on corals!

Pretty architects

whose worthy fight,

many will protect.

Hold on corals!

Love and celebrate

our diversity

that is your safety.

 


We stand day and night to guard land and lives:

we stop the impact of winds,

storms, and tides no matter at what price.

Besides, we are famous artists.

 


So many find peace in our delightful display.

We’re the foundations of paradise,

even dream beaches are made when we wear away.

You’re welcome! That’s our proud sacrifice.

 


Hold on corals!

All to the corallites.

Together as brothers,

we save you troubles.

Hold on corals!

Pretty architects

whose worthy fight,

many will protect.

Hold on corals!

Love and celebrate

our diversity

that is your safety.

 


Everyone applauded. Singing with Zoe had
made him comfortable and confident. It had been like singing with
the radio—in his case, Zoe—turned on at full volume. But as he was
the only one to hear her, no one ever knew that Lorac had not sung
alone.

“Very impressive,” said Agent 596. “Let’s
move on.”

It was Heli’s turn.

“I, Heliopora, daughter of the Helioporidae
family, accept Lorac into my family to help, value, and protect him
in prosperity and good times, as well as in adversity and tempests.
Respecting and loving him until my song is silenced.”

Now it was his turn.

“I, Lorac, son of Saw and Ma Ma, agree to be
part of Heli . . . opora’s family to help, value,
and protect her in prosperity and good times, as well as in
adversity and tempests. Respecting and loving her until my song is
silenced.”

“Welcome, Lorac! From this moment on, the
agents will also look after you,” proclaimed the shark officially.
“Now, algae, guest of the coast, swimmer, and inhabitant of the
sand, leave! And spread in your kingdoms what you have just
witnessed. Let ignorance not endanger the one we have agreed to
welcome today!”

The fastest to leave was Tor, followed by
the parrotfish, or so Lorac thought as he wasn’t sure if the
diatoms were still there—because like Zoe, they couldn’t be seen
with the naked eye. The slowest was the sea cucumber. It left at
the same rate as it ate sand: slow but steady—it took two days
before they lost sight of it.

 


 


When Agent 111 went to meet the newcomer, he knew
who he was as soon as he smelled Lorac up close. That gray reef
shark never forgot an unsolved case.

“It was you,” he said with his big jaw
opened.

Lorac’s heart began to beat so hard it was
impossible for the shark not to hear it—that drumming in his chest
couldn’t go unnoticed.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to reopen the
case,” said Agent 111. “Now you’re one of us. That means I’ll
protect you with my life if I have to, but don’t forget you should
protect the reef too.”

Lorac nodded and learned that agents would
never harm him as long as he treated the reef and its inhabitants
with respect.


Chapter 10

As days went by, Lorac
realized how comfortable he felt with Heli and how many things they
had in common. Both had lost their families, had the feeling that
they didn’t fit in their respective groups, liked fish, and hated
boats.

“You’ve earned my trust,” Heli said. “You
may connect to the network.”

“What network? And for what?”

“The coenosarc” she replied as if it were
the most normal thing in the world. “It’s a tissue that connects
all the polyps in the colony. That way we share food, but the best
thing is that it allows you to communicate with the other
polyps!”

“Isn’t that the same as talking to you?”
Lorac asked.

“Yes, but I can’t tell you everything! If
you’re not in the coenosarc, you miss a lot of stuff. For example,
right now I’m getting from the polyps at the top that a manta ray
is surpassing us. Oh! And we’ve got two cuttlefish on a blind date
on the east side.”

Lorac connected himself to the network in a
blink of an eye. It was just what he needed to amuse himself!

Through the coenosarc, he kept abreast of
everything that was going on throughout Heliopora, he discovered
that the polyps in the same colony considered themselves siblings
to each other, and he felt special every time he was told, “You are
the most original of us!”

 


 


With Zoe inside his body and opening his mouth at
night to swallow zooplankton just like polyps did—since building a
reef takes a large amount of energy, and Zooxanthellae only worked
daytime—it turned out Lorac was a better coral than Moken.

He even found a way to take part in the
construction work without producing skeleton of his own: he poured
his extra energy into the coenosarc, and the polyps used it to make
calcium carbonate bricks. So, even if indirectly, he got to
contribute to the formation of the reef!

For the first time in his life he felt
useful, well integrated, realized.

So much so, he considered whether or not to
return to land. Of course, he was dying to see his brother San Win
and tell him everything! But what would happen next? He’d have to
live as a Moken again, which would not only make him feel useless
and excluded, but would also force him to be in a place where
everything he saw and did would remind him of the family he
lost.

His parents’ words in Lampi when he wanted
to stay with San Win resonated again and again in his mind: “San
Win has already a lot to do and won’t be able to take care of you.
We’re your family and you have to be—and we want you—here with
us.”

He didn’t want to be a burden to San Win! He
was tired of being just Lorac, the Moken who couldn’t sail. Under
the sea he had found his place, he was somebody there, and even had
a new family and his close friend Zoe.

A familiar melody interrupted his thoughts
and touched him deeply.

“Is there a ceremony today? That’s our song,
but many are singing.”

“It’s the Acros,” answered Heli. “A storm is
coming.”

“Do they think the song will stop it?”

“No,” said Heli. “But it gives them the
courage to face it. The Acros are on the reef crest, they are the
ones to stop the strongest part of the storm. Many of them will
die. . . . It’s a risk you have to take when your
vocation is to watch over the safety of others.”

“Whoa . . .” muttered
Lorac.

He admired the bravery of the Acros and was
relieved that he hadn’t remained with them. He’d never been brave;
Lorac believed it was not in his instincts. He was rather the boy
who hid safely while the others—usually his older siblings San Win,
Thu Zar, Aye, and Tun Tun—solved the problem.

“Sing with them if you want,” said Heli.
“Knowing that the rest of the reef is with them helps them.”

So, the Acros, Heli, Lorac, and little by
little the whole reef and its inhabitants, sang together to the
rhythm of thunders and the beat of the waves.

 


 


In mid-September, Lorac asked Heli if he could stay
permanently with her. Although it hurt his soul to give up on
seeing San Win—in case his brother looked for him, and if he found
the island—he didn’t want to leave his new underwater life.

Heli was so happy that she wanted to
celebrate with a big party and sent messenger fish all over the
reef to announce the event.

Lorac was very flattered to have a party in
his honor, but he couldn’t shake off a lurking feeling that he was
betraying his brother San Win—his own flesh and blood.

“Your human family would approve of your
decision and support you,” Zoe, his most faithful confidant, had
told him. “They loved you, and I’m sure they’d be pleased to see
you happy.” But he couldn’t avoid feeling like this, not until he
had an extraordinary encounter with one of the party guests:

Lorac was talking to a pufferfish when he
saw it. It was a bottlenose dolphin, so he shut up at once, because
for the Moken, dolphins symbolized a link between the world of the
living and the world of the dead. Thus, whenever they saw one, they
kept silent as a sign of respect.

The dolphin approached and Lorac felt as
though his insides had turned into ice: it had a scar on its eye
identical to his father’s!
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At first, he thought it was a strange
coincidence, but the cetacean looked at him in a very intense human
way, and Lorac knew his father was trying to tell him something.
Only then, the dolphin nodded and looked at him differently this
time.

Lorac knew that look very well, even though
he had never received it before. For he had seen frequently how his
father looked at San Win, Thu Zar, Aye, Tun Tun, and Khin in this
way. It was a look of pride. His father was proud of him!

Lorac smiled, and the dolphin smiled back
before leaving.

“Oh, boy! That was a long silence,” said the
pufferfish. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” said Lorac. “Better than ever.”

And he gave the sea tears of joy.


Chapter 11

Lorac lived many years.
More than any other human has ever lived.

One reason was his diet. Zooxanthella
provided most of his food, and the nourishment of that pure
energy—photosynthesized within his own body—is one of the secrets
of the longevity of trees and corals. Something from which Lorac
also benefited.

The other secret for living so long was the
peace and tranquility with which corals live. Without rushing, you
do everything in a more relaxed way, and the present moment doesn’t
run through your fingers as you think about tomorrow; instead, you
enjoy it. The more you live in the “now,” the more time the future
will take to arrive. That’s why Lorac, who started living with
Heliopora at the age of twelve, appeared to be barely twenty years
old even though more than a century had passed.

Interestingly, while time was slower and
slower for Lorac, the opposite happened for the rest of humanity.
It seemed that men wanted to do everything faster.

The invention of the funniest means of
locomotion that ever existed—the bicycle—and the coziest—the
train—wasn’t enough for them. They had to go faster, so they
created cars, motorcycles, and passenger planes. And although it
may seem contradictory, the faster they went, the less time they
had. They invented screens to entertain themselves, get to know the
world, and communicate faster, but paradoxically, these screens
took up more of their time than what they saved. They also lacked
time to grow or collect food, so they had to buy it. Some got to
the point where they didn’t even have any minute to devote to
cooking, and almost every day, they got takeaway food or
prefabricated food. Factories! Men reinvented these buildings to
produce everything faster and have billions of the very same
products. Then they wanted to speed up the buying and selling of
all these products. So they invented a new form of money in which
coins were made of cheap alloys, and bills were pieces of paper—and
they believed in their worth, only because they had a number
engraved on them and the promise that this was their value.

This money was governed by the laws of a
market obsessed with growing fast and endlessly in a world that is
finite. An impossible thing to achieve! But money had to please the
market, and thus tried to convince men to help it reach that
unworkable goal.

In this way, although money may seem
harmless, with its round and bright coins and its colored and
patterned bills—both so small they fit in the pocket—one doesn’t
have to be tricked by appearances. For money has almost all of
humanity working for it. Sometimes, it is even so powerful that it
dominates the conscience and will of men, and leads them to do
crazy things to possess it.

Rumors say that some people are more likely
than others to succumb to the power of money, and that the more one
has, the easier it is to fall into it.

Take Donald Coalman, for example.

Donald was fortunate enough to be born into
a middle-class family. This meant—even if he didn’t know it at the
time—that he had at his fingertips the means to become—with great
determination—whatever he wanted. His parents loved him very much
and gave him the best within their possibilities. Donald was a
happy child surrounded by friends and family. But the child grew
up, and influenced by society and advertising—invented to sell more
and faster—he came to the idea that if he were rich, he’d be
happier.

Like so many others of his time, he wanted
to have plenty of money. This is not a problem for people who
underestimate the power of dreams—which although hard to believe,
are the majority—but it was a problem for Donald. Because he
believed in dreams, and therefore, he was willing to fight with all
his might to make his come true.

And you may wonder, what’s wrong about being
a millionaire? Nothing! As long as you’re not just a
millionaire. Because people who want to be rich to give the best to
their family and friends don’t truly dream of being rich, but of
the happiness of their loved ones; those who dream of being
millionaires to fix some problem actually dream of a better world;
and there are always those who dream of a lot of money to fulfill
many other dreams. Well, they’re also safe because what they really
dream of is a means of fulfilling their many other hopes.
Unfortunately, this was Donald’s mistake: he had discovered how the
power of dreams worked, but he had the wrong dream.

Donald only dreamed of being rich, and
little by little, he became a calculating and unscrupulous man to
achieve it. Donald confined that happy child in the deepest part of
himself and turned into Mr. Coalman. He was a slave to his dream
and went ever further to get more and more.

The first thing he sacrificed was his
family. He was too busy to visit his parents—it was better and
quicker if his assistant sent them a postcard from time to time.
Then he lost his girlfriend. He had met her in college and they had
been together for five years. She couldn’t bear that he was at home
so little, either because of his constant business trips to the
Middle East, or for his endless meetings in Houston—where they
lived together and she always waited for him until late at night in
a cold, empty bed. This was a very hard blow, but not enough to
make him react and realize that love is more important than money.
He thought that once he was a millionaire, everything else would
come to him. Thus, the last thing Mr. Coalman sacrificed—and that
led him to become immensely rich but to lose himself—was his
conscience. Unlike other people who carved out their success
honestly, he did immoral things to get where he wanted—a path one
can’t take along with their conscience.

Donald Coalman is a clear case of how men
may succumb to the power of money. But it must be said that the
effect of money is an uncertain science, and for better or for
worse, what is valid for some doesn’t have to be for others. So, we
must prevent money from manipulating us by choosing our dreams with
caution, and never forgetting or confusing what’s really important
in life for each one of us.

Lorac’s grandmother had a trick for it: “The
truly important things are those that make you happier if you share
them, than if you keep them for yourself.” Kisses, hugs, smiles,
feelings, knowledge, or stories are obvious examples. Discerning
among everything else is more difficult. So, “If you are in
doubt”—this caring and wise grandma would say—“ask yourself, will I
be happier if I share this?” If the answer is no, then
Lorac’s grandmother would tell you, “This shouldn’t be your
top priority because it’s not what really matters in your life—what
makes you happy.” If only Donald Coalman had known!


Chapter 12

As this story has told,
Lorac was very content and safe on the reef for over a hundred
years.

By the law of life, he had to say goodbye to
many of his friends who didn’t live as long as he did. This was
especially difficult with their neighbor—the clownfish whose
talent to be drawn into nonsensical situations made Lorac
laugh so much—and with Agent 111—with whom he established a lasting
friendship despite starting off on the wrong foot on the
broken-Acropora case.

Luckily, he still had some of his old
friends, such as Tor the turtle, the ancient Porites coral (with
his colored worms that looked like tiny Christmas trees, and which
fascinated Lorac), the bustling Pocillopora corals, the sensitive
bubble coral, more soft corals than they could count with their own
“fingers,” the calm Montipora, the brave Acroporas, the solitary
mushroom coral . . . and of course, Heli and
Zoe.

He was fortunate enough to meet several
generations of fish and the most extravagant underwater creatures.
By spending time with them, he got to discover each one’s own
attitude and personality.

He had a great time with the romantic
butterflyfish, so brightly colored that they looked like little
angelfish; with the damselfish, who didn’t need the help of any
Prince Charming to defend their homes; the cordial surgeonfish who
were actually dedicated gardeners; curious barracudas as toothy as
Count Dracula; crustaceans that insisted on having many legs even
though they’d never beat the millipede record; sea urchins whose
spines you could count if you couldn’t sleep; multi-armed stars
equipped with suction cups; sea cucumbers of every size; dancing
slugs; sponges that looked like strange musical instruments; the
agents squad; and many others.

But from the moment the “ghosts” appeared,
there was less and less life in the sea. No one had ever seen
anything like it, and not even the brain coral knew where they came
from. Like the origin of the Universe, those “ghosts” were another
great unsolved mystery.

Although Lorac had never seen a ghost
before, it was he who called them that, because they reminded him
of the spirits that starred in the horror stories his brother San
Win told him when he was little—and that so many nights had caused
him nightmares. He was convinced they had to be ghosts, for what
else could they be?

They roamed the sea without being alive;
they were indestructible (if you tried, you only got to turn a big
ghost into several small ones); though they appeared in various
shapes and colors, when you saw one you recognized it with no
doubt; and above all, they were feared, as the big ones caught or
entangled fish, turtles, and even mammals, and the little
ones—impossible to see with the naked eye—sneaked in your stomach
when you ate and damaged you from inside.

It was also Lorac who warned his friends not
to approach ghosts, for he had observed that like jellyfish, they
wandered at the mercy of the current, and therefore couldn’t chase
you. Unfortunately, many accidents happened when swimmers got
distracted and bumped into them, or when the current brought ghosts
to the sessile animals, which having no mobility, were helpless to
avoid them.

Thanks to his hands, Lorac had the ability
to free the animals from the ghosts’ “claws,” but not everyone
arrived in time to be rescued. . . .

 


 


Lorac was playing hide-and-seek with octopus Manuel
when Agent 3004, a blacktip reef shark, approached in a hurry.

Lorac covered his head instinctively. The
last time he’d seen such an upset shark was when Agent 111 saved
Heli and him from an anchor that a careless sailor had thrown over
them, many years back. “Hey, don’t you dare to harm my corals!” the
shark had shouted furiously, as he’d intercepted the anchor at just
two inches from Lorac and dropped it on a sand patch.

The problem that had alerted Agent 3004,
however, was much more serious than an anchor.

“For all my teeth!” shouted Agent 3004.
“It’s here! I don’t know what to do!”

Octopus Manuel was so surprised to see an
exalted agent, that he stopped camouflaging and Lorac saw he’d been
right in front of him the whole time—copying in detail the colors
and texture of Heliopora so that he didn’t seem to be there.

“Calm down, Agent,” said Heli. “What
happened?”

“I failed as guardian agent,” lamented the
shark. “It’s too late, we can’t stop it!”

“What are you talking about?” asked
Lorac.

“Bleaching!” shouted the shark.

Lorac knew that happened when Zooxanthellae
had to leave the coral for a maximum emergency situation. That was
where the name “bleaching” came from: without the algae, polyps
lost their color, and through their transparent tissue, you could
see the white skeleton beneath them.

“What has triggered it?” asked Heliopora, as
there were several factors that could cause it.

“An increase in water temperature,” answered
the shark.

“Don’t worry,” said Lorac. “You just have to
wait for the temperature to go down again.”

“You don’t understand,” replied the shark.
“Whole reefs are completely white! And it’s happening in many parts
of the world!”

Lorac began to understand why the agent was
so agitated. Bleaching was not a new phenomenon, but mass bleaching
was: he’d never heard of anything like it.

“Worst of all, most of them don’t recover,”
continued the agent.

Now, Lorac was nervous too. A bleached coral
wasn’t dead but very weak, and it usually rested in that state
until water conditions bounced back to normal, which allowed
Zooxanthellae to return “home,” and the coral to recover little by
little from the aftereffects of this affliction. But if
environmental conditions weren’t restored—and that was what the
agent had insinuated!—then there was no way for the coral to
recover its microalgae. In which case, the coral became seriously
ill or starved to death!

“We already knew it. . . .
Agents from other regions warned us, but we didn’t want to sound
the alarm until we knew how to fight it. We didn’t think it would
get to our reef so soon, and now it’s here and we still don’t know
how to fix it. No agent knows! Shark numbers are dwindling, and the
millions of unresolved cases of missing fish that have accumulated
in recent years are not of any help—”

“Please focus,” said Heliopora. “We need you
more than ever. Who is bleached? In our reef, who’s been
affected?”

“Pocillopora,” replied the agent, sadly.
“And Acroporas start having symptoms.”

There was a glacial silence. Lorac had never
thought seriously about bleaching. It had always been something
uncommon, but now his friends were affected and Heli and he could
be next!

“Something’s wrong. Something’s very wrong
and we don’t know what it is,” mumbled Agent 3004.

“Pull yourself together!” said Heliopora.
“It’s not helpful to unleash a wave of panic. The less stressed we
are, the better we’ll fight it.”

“You’re right. I’m sorry, I guess I needed
to get that off my chest,” replied the shark.

“Don’t be sorry, that’s what friends are
for,” she said. “But now you must warn the whole reef: report the
situation, keep calm, and tell the corals that Lorac will visit
them one by one tomorrow to prepare a plan. Is that all right with
you, Lorac? You’re the only coral that can swim.”

Even in the midst of that confusion, he
couldn’t help but experience that pinch of happiness he felt every
time he was called coral. For someone who had had so much trouble
fitting into his other life as a Moken, it was a source of pride to
be considered a true coral.

“Of course it is,” he replied.

“I’ll be off, then,” said Agent 3004, who
seemed to have recovered now that he had a goal.

 


 


That same afternoon, after planning the next day’s
itinerary with Heli, and before Zoe went to sleep, Lorac bombarded
the microalga with questions.

He was afraid of losing her. He didn’t want
to lose her! He’d only let her go if she asked him, or if they
decided to separate by mutual agreement, not because something or
someone forced them to! That’s why he wanted to know better what he
was up against.

“Have you ever left one of your hosts?” he
asked.

“Oh my Sun!” exclaimed Zoe. “I’d rather not
talk about that, it saddens me.”

“Please, it’s important.”

“Okay. But first of all, we don’t leave our
hosts, they expel us. Second, I don’t know why you want me to tell
you this. Your body can regulate its own temperature, don’t you
remember? The rise in water temperature will not affect us.”

Lorac was relieved to know that he wouldn’t
bleach. But all the other corals and those who depended on them
were still in great danger!

If he didn’t know Zoe was a little irritable
when she was sleepy, he’d have argued with her for her selfish
comment. But instead, he calmed down and asked the microalga about
this terrible phenomenon.

“It’s not that we want to leave,” said Zoe,
“nor that the coral wants to throw us out,” she added. “What
happens is that when the environment becomes hostile, we produce
substances that harm our host. It’s like when you told me you had a
fever when you caught the flu: just as you couldn’t avoid having
that fever, we can’t avoid producing those harmful substances
either. Merciful Sun! You can’t imagine what it’s like to find
yourself in a place unlivable for you, and on top of that, to harm
the creature you love the most.”

Zoe was really afflicted. It must have been
a very difficult situation for her. But also for the coral that
had to expel her, thought Lorac, who put himself in that
coral’s shoes and realized how much he loved Zoe. What would scare
him the most wouldn’t be losing his main source of livelihood—his
best friend—or even dying if she didn’t come back. His worst fear
would be for the little alga not to survive in the open sea.
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Shortly after the first ray of sunshine crossed the
waters, he left Heliopora and headed to the reef crest.

As was usual whenever he hadn’t moved for a
long time—corals live so long that what we perceive as days feels
like hours to them—he was a little stiff at the beginning, and that
made him swim slower. But he finally arrived, and what he found he
didn’t like at all.

What a few days ago was a splendid mosaic of
colors, now was a white canvas: empty, sad, a shadow of what could
be. Lorac didn’t know that bleaching could advance so fast. The
Acros were totally white!

He approached the weakened colonies and
wished they could survive without Zooxanthellae—just like the
little sun coral on the other side of the crest. The reef builders,
however, had such a deep bond with their tiny algae that it was
impossible for them to survive a long time without them.

“Thank you for coming,” whispered one.

“Go see the others,” said another,
discouraged. “We no longer have hope.”

“No!” said Lorac. “Everything will be fixed,
you’ll have your Zooxanthellae back, and you’ll be building again
before you know it.”

“All we needed now is for you to talk to us
about building,” lamented one of the Acroporas.

“Why?” asked Lorac.

“There’s
something . . . ,” whispered another, with
effort, “that is stealing the carbonate we use to make our bricks.
It’s getting harder and harder to create and maintain the
reef.”

“Hasn’t Heliopora told you?” one of them
muttered.

“No, but don’t worry, I’ll investigate that
too. Now you must hold on. Hold on, corals!”

He let the Acros rest and went to see the
oldest of his friends.

“I’m glad to see you,” said the ancient
coral Porites as soon as he saw him. “There’s a story I want to
tell you.”

“I don’t have time for stories today,
Porites.”

“Haven’t you come to work out a plan?”

“Yes, that’s why we shouldn’t lose time
with—”

“Son, the answer we are looking for is in
the story.”

“Okay, but don’t take too long, I still have
to—”

“This”—Porites started right away—“is what
rocks would tell if they could speak; it’s the story that the most
ancient animals keep until we tell it to the next keepers—with a
new chapter added each time it’s passed. This is the oldest story
in the world.”

Lorac was going to protest. What part of
“don’t take too long” hadn’t Porites understood? To his relief, the
coral clarified everything before Lorac said a word.

“However, you don’t have time to hear
everything properly. That’s why I’ll only tell you the part that
concerns us most urgently: that of the ‘Big Five.’”

“The big what?”

“Five,” answered Porites. “Because
throughout the history of life on Earth, it has happened five
times.”

“The what?” asked Lorac.

“Be patient, son. The Earth hasn’t always
been as we know it. There had been several worlds very different
from today’s: one in which the only form of life were bacteria,
another where the dinosaurs dominated, there have been glacial
periods . . . The Earth, like everyone, has had to
overcome great crises throughout its life, and that’s what has
changed it so much. Climatic alterations, changes in the
atmosphere’s and ocean’s composition, the impact of a meteorite, or
whatever the reason behind these crises, the result was always
highly destructive to life, causing what’s known as mass
extinctions.”

“Is that what the ‘Big Five’ were?” Lorac
asked.

“Yes, real disasters. In each of them, at
least three-quarters of all the species on the planet died. And
after each one of them, millions of years had to pass for new
ecosystems to form. . . .”

“I don’t understand why you’re telling me
this,” Lorac reproached him.

“To let you know that the history of the
reefs hasn’t always been continuous: the periods of reef formation
have been interrupted by the ‘Big Five.’ I want you to understand
that the mass death of corals has always preceded these massive
extinctions.”

“What are you hinting at?” Lorac suspected
something, but he was afraid that saying it out loud would make it
more true.

“The lesson learned is that coral reefs are
doomed to suffer first. We are the alarm announcing the approach of
the great crises, the first to notice the changes because we’ve
evolved to live in very narrow limits: we only grow in shallow
waters—”

“To let the light reach Zooxanthellae,”
explained Lorac.

“The water has to be salty and clean—”

“Because if it’s cloudy it blocks the
sunlight,” Lorac added.

“And it must be warm—”

“But not hot.”

“Exactly!” exclaimed Porites. “And what
happens now?”

Lorac had never heard the old coral speak so
vigorously.

“The temperature is too high and corals die
massively!” Porites answered himself. “Which is the same thing that
happened on other occasions in history when the climate changed
rapidly, and”—he pointed out—“exactly what happens before it’s
triggered. . . .”

“A mass extinction!” Lorac dared to express
his suspicions, so terrifying that he wanted to deny them. “But it
can’t be. That can’t be true!”

“Facts don’t lie,” Porites contradicted him.
“We’re experiencing things that preceded the ‘Big Five.’”

Lorac had no words. What Porites had told
him was catastrophic.

“But it’s not all bad news,” continued the
coral. “There’s still a lot of diversity to save. If someone knew
how to stop it, we would be in time! We could rectify the course
and prevent many losses.”

“How?” asked Lorac. “Who?”

“Have you ever talked to the open brain
coral?”

“What?! Don’t tell me you believe that
nutcase?”

The open brain coral was a coral that looked
like a brain cut in half. The cover was missing and maybe that was
the reason he was half gone. He always said that the day would come
when a single species could change the fate of all the organisms on
the planet.

“Listen to me,” said Porites, solemnly.
“Sometimes lunatics tell truths that no one else can see. I
understand it may be hard for you to believe—I had my doubts too.
But from the moment I saw you free that grouper from the ghost, I
began to have faith. It was extraordinary, Lorac! You’re the only
one who can protect us from the ghosts. Who knows what else you
could do! Maybe your species is . . . the chosen to
save us all.”

“You’re wrong,” he snapped.

Lorac didn’t like to be branded as something
he didn’t mean to be. Porites had seen him free a grouper one day
by chance, and now he believed Lorac to have superpowers or
something. If Porites had hands, he would realize that it was
actually an easy thing to do, and he’d have never made such a
statement.

Lorac didn’t expect such naivety from
someone so old. Maybe the aged Porites was starting to talk
nonsense. . . .

“I respect your opinion,” said the coral.
“But just because you don’t believe in yourself doesn’t mean I’m
going to give it up. I trust you and I know you’ll do us good.
Maybe you still don’t know how, but you’ll find the way.”

“I should go now,” said Lorac. “To work out
a real plan and not one based on the chitchat of a nutcase, and the
faith of an old coral. I’m sorry—I’m sorry I’m not who you think I
am.”

“Don’t try to do it alone, son,” said
Porites as Lorac left. “Remember that the key is in your
species.”

Lorac knew where he had to go now. He needed
someone rational.

“Homo sapiens,” said the brain coral
in its robotic tone. “I was waiting for your visit.”

“I need answers,” Lorac hastened to say.

“And I need you to use your manners.”

“Oh,” exclaimed Lorac just to add,
“Please.”

“Excellent, what do you want to know?”

“Everything you know about bleaching.”

“That would take days. I am afraid you have
to be more specific.”

“Hmm . . .” Lorac didn’t know
where to start. “How bad is it already?”

“Only in the last thirty years, we have lost
half the world’s corals that build reefs. If things continue like
this we will not survive this century—”

“Okay! Very bad. No need to follow. How much
time do we have?”

“I calculate that we have twelve years
before reaching a tipping point, after which catastrophic
consequences could no longer be avoided.”

“Twelve years?! That’s very little,” Lorac
lamented. “We need to act now. . . . What are
we fighting against? What’s changing the climate?”

“I have tested all possible factors,” said
the brain coral. “By common sense, I thought it was the sun, but
neither its direct nor indirect effects explain the significant
temperature rise we have suffered in the last hundred years. Then,
I studied the movements the Earth makes around the sun and over
itself, since they affect the amount of solar radiation that
reaches the planet, and have caused the climate to change in the
past, but neither is that the cause. Obviously, no meteorite has
fallen, nor is it the movement of the continents: they are in the
same place since—”
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“Ahem,” said Lorac. “I want to know the
cause, not a list of what cannot be.”

“All right, how impatient! It is the
greenhouse gases—especially carbon dioxide—they have dramatically
increased over the last hundred years.”

The brain coral observed that its great
revelation hadn’t caused any effect on Lorac.

“I know it is not new,” he added. “These
gases have been implicated in almost all the climatic changes of
the past: the planet cools down when they decrease and warms up
when they increase.”

“I don’t know what a greedhouse gas
is,” said Lorac, who was stuck in that part of the discussion.

“There is no way you have never heard of a
GREENHOUSE gas,” remarked the coral. “Water vapor, carbon dioxide,
methane, ozone . . . Don’t any of them ring a bell?
They are the planet’s blanket: they keep part of the heat that the
sun sends us. Without them, the Earth would be frozen and
lifeless.”

“If so, how can they be a problem?”

“Very simple. These atmospheric gases have
been in balance with oceans, living beings, and rocks and
sediments. Each time there has been an alteration in the planet,
their concentration has varied, causing a change in the global
climate and the oceans. The problem is that a planetary alteration
too big and too fast is capable of breaking this delicate
balance—as has happened now. And everyone knows that an unbalanced
system is bad for life. In some cases, even mass extinctions have
occurred.”

“The ‘Big Five.’” Lorac hissed. “We have to
know where these gases come from!”

“In most cases of the past, they were
released into the atmosphere by huge volcanic eruptions. But the
Earth’s interior has had more than four billion years to calm down,
and today’s volcanoes emit ridiculously small amounts of these
gases. They cannot be the cause of the current levels.”

“So where do they come from?” Lorac wanted
to know.

“I do no—no—no—”

The brain coral had become blocked.

“Not know the answer,” it managed to say
with great effort. “There is no record of any natural phenomenon
that could have caused such a carbon increase in the atmosphere.
Sorry.”

The brain coral hid all its polyps in the
corallites. It was the first time Lorac saw it showing a
feeling.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to know
everything,” he said to comfort it. “But the fact that the climate
changed because of natural causes in the past doesn’t rule out that
now it’s changing from another cause, does it?” Lorac had an idea.
“Do you think it could be because of something not natural?”

“This is a very innovative thought,” the
coral recognized. “But what is there in this life that is not
natural, Homo sapiens?”

Lorac couldn’t think of anything and started
to get discouraged. Luckily, he still had an ace up his sleeve.

“Wouldn’t it be possible for us to adapt to
these changes?”

“It is true that life has this capacity, but
you have to remember we depart with a handicap. Just now that we
need all our strength, we are weaker than ever because of those
nasty ghosts, the decline in water quality, the mysterious
disappearance of over ninety percent of the big fish in the
ocean—”

“Could we adapt or not?” Lorac insisted.

“I am sorry, but the pace of change is key
to nature’s ability to adapt, and climate is changing so fast that
the way species adapt is not working. Compared to the history of
life, one hundred years is not even half a hundredth of a second in
a day’s time span. And you already know how things ended up when
there were carbon emissions that fast in the past.”

Lorac wished he had never heard of the “Big
Five.”

“If carbon dioxide had increased slowly, the
ocean would have gradually absorbed it and diluted it in the deep
waters. This would have given animals enough time to adapt to the
new conditions. But the reality is that the ocean is absorbing such
quantities of this gas that it saturates, and consequently, it
becomes acidic. On top of that, this sacrifice is not enough to
restore the equilibrium, because whatever the source of carbon
dioxide is, it emits much more than the ocean can absorb.”

“Wait, I didn’t understand about the
acidification of the ocean,” said Lorac, although he wasn’t sure he
wanted to know the answer, as everything the brain coral had told
him so far was bad news.

“It’s a chemical reaction in which carbon
dioxide makes carbonate disappear from seawater.”

“So it is also the carbonate thief!” Lorac
just found out what was hindering the construction of the reef.
“Tell me how to fight it. Tell me what we have to do.”

“As long as carbon continues to be emitted
into the atmosphere, the global climate will warm up more and more,
and the oceans will continue to acidify in a suicidal attempt to
balance the system. It is a self-destructive loop. If carbon
emissions do not stop, all we can do is wait for the very lucky few
who survive the cataclysm, to repopulate the Earth when conditions
are favorable again, perhaps millions of years from now.”

“What sort of solution is this?!” Lorac
snapped. “Most would die, so you fix nothing!”

“This is how life has moved on after the
‘Big Five.’ Only a few champions manage to adapt, and these are the
ones who rebuild the planet in their image and likeness. What was
known ceases to exist and a new Earth is created.”

“No,” spat Lorac. “What we have to do is
find the source of gases and shut it down! That’s how we’ll end
this crisis before the ‘Big Six’ is spoken of!”

“Never has a crisis been eradicated before,”
said the coral while Lorac was leaving, and when he was out of
earshot, it added, “It is not in my nature to believe in fate, but
good luck . . . Lorac.”

 


 


Of the next visits, the most decisive was to
Montipora coral.

The rest of the corals told him their
concerns and opinions, whereas with Montipora it was the opposite.
She wanted to know what Lorac thought because, after all, he was
the only one who had spoken to everyone else without
intermediaries.

He explained how Porites thought Lorac
belonged to a species chosen to save the world, and that the brain
coral opined that this whole thing wouldn’t be solved until
millions of years later.

“Aaand wwwhaaat doooo yoooou thhhiiink?”
asked Montipora.

“I think they’re both wrong.”

“Wwwwhyyy?”

Lorac had expected to receive a slow-motion
reprimand for contradicting two of the wisest corals of the reef,
and that question caught him off guard. He couldn’t have imagined
how much his answer would change his life.

“First of all, I’m Lorac, just Lorac. So
don’t expect more from me. Let alone for me to be part of some kind
of super elite or something like that. I can’t, don’t want to, and
don’t have to bear that responsibility! Second, I don’t think
there’s nothing to do, and not because I’m stupid: of course I know
one can’t fight nature, but that’s why I’m hopeful. The brain coral
has said this isn’t caused by a natural phenomenon—that’s the key!
It has to be something else, and that’s the reason we could have
the chance to fight and win.”

At that moment and for the next fifteen
minutes she needed to tell him everything, Montipora gave Lorac the
best suggestion of the day. She told him that in life, you regret
more the things you don’t do than the things you do. So she advised
him that if he really believed there was a chance to stop that
disaster, he had to go and find out. Otherwise, he’d
spend his whole existence wondering what would have happened,
tormented by the possibility—even if remote—that he could have
saved his family and friends.

“But where do I have to go to find out?”
Lorac asked, for he hadn’t figured it out.

“Uuuup theeeere. Iiiit’s tiiime foooor
yoooou tooo gooo baaaack toooo youuuuur
oooo . . . riii . . . giiiiiiin.”

 


 


He arrived home disconcerted and exhausted.

He hadn’t thought of returning to the
surface for a long time. There was nothing there for him anymore!
His world, his family, and friends were underwater.

“It’s your choice and yours alone,” Heli
said. “Whatever you decide, no one will reproach you. Do what you
want to do.”

“I want to stay here with you,” said Lorac
before going to sleep.


Chapter 14

He recognized those five
turtles and the dugong, and observed them still. He was thrilled to
see them again and didn’t want to scare them by getting too
close.

In a matter of seconds, however, something
pushed him toward them: a giant leatherback turtle that had
approached him from behind! Luckily, the animals didn’t leave.
Instead, they surrounded Lorac and played with him.

After a while, the six turtles and the
dugong began to swim, and he followed them. They were not moving
quickly; it was a leisurely pace.

At a given point, the leatherback turtle
pushed him to the bottom.

Lorac had been so distracted that he hadn’t
noticed how the landscape had changed. But now that he had it under
his nose, it was impossible not to notice—what was in front of him
was impressive for its ugliness. The reef was so degraded that it
was nothing more than an accumulate of limestone and algae, covered
with mud and slime. The oasis of life had become a cemetery!

He swam upward to get away from that viscous
mass, didn’t see the ghost on top of him, and crashed into it. His
arms and one of his legs were entangled, and he couldn’t free
himself.

“No,” he shouted as the turtles and the
dugong moved in to help him. “It will trap you too.”

“You’ve got to open your eyes,
sweetheart!”

Lorac’s heart did a somersault as he
recognized his mother’s voice coming from the smallest green
turtle.

“We don’t have much time.” That was his
sister Aye’s voice in the youngest loggerhead turtle.

“And there’s nowhere to run or hide,” said
his brother San Win, the unmistakable leatherback turtle.

“There’ll be nothing to eat here,” announced
the other green turtle, which could only be Tun Tun.

“Show them what a coral is capable of!” said
Saw, his father, the largest loggerhead turtle.

“You’ve finally found your animal!” spoke
the dugong with the voice and the smile of his sister Khin.

“Wake up, Lorac!!” shouted Thu Zar with all
her genius from the beak of the hawksbill turtle.

Such was the cry that Lorac woke up at once,
still trying to shake off the ghost.

“What’s the matter, love?” asked Heli. “Have
you had a nightmare?”

He waved the plankton to look around, and
was relieved like never before to see the reef was alive.

“I had an omen,” he replied.

Then he realized something he already knew,
but hadn’t accepted until that moment.

“I have to go,” he said to Heli and himself.
“I must go back to the surface.”

 


 


“Have you lost your mind?!” said Zoe, who didn’t
like the idea at all. “What you’re saying is utter madness. If
we’re out of the water I won’t have enough energy to give you
oxygen, and with your lungs flooded, you won’t be able to breathe
either. You’ll kill us both! For light’s sake, I ask you to
reconsider your decision.”

“I’ve already told you: I’ll get out of the
water when I’m sure a person sees me, so that they reanimate me and
I can use my lungs again.”

“Not even for a thousand chloroplasts! I’m
not going to put my life in the hands of a stranger. What if they
don’t revive you?”

“I know people well enough,” said Lorac.
“They’re not going to let us down. Trust me.”

“How can you be so sure? Do you know them
all?”

“No, but it doesn’t matter whoever they are
or how they are. What counts is that inside they’re just like me.
Haven’t you seen goodness in me?”

“That’s easy for you because you are
mortal,” she snapped. “You’re going to die anyway, but I’m not!
You’ll never understand what you’re asking me to give up.”

“You are the one who doesn’t
understand!” Lorac got angry. “I can’t lose my family again—I
couldn’t bear to go through that another
time. . . .”

He had to pause so as not to break into
tears. The rage, the sadness, and the impotence were flooding his
eyes.

“If you don’t want to come, don’t come, but
I have to go,” he said to the microalga. “I am, by pure chance, the
only one capable of returning to the surface. I can go out there
and see what’s happening, try to fight! And I’d rather die trying
than sit on my hands and survive without my family.”

“Well, if you want to die before your time,
it’s on you. But it won’t be because I didn’t warn you.”

Lorac and Zoe had had arguments before, but
this was by far the most serious. As for Heli, she took it better
than he had thought:

“When you joined my family, I knew it was
only for a short time. You have no idea the joy you gave me when
you said you wanted to stay with me! Although there was a part of
me that always knew I would have to let you go. Now that moment has
come, and I’m just thankful it’s today and not a hundred years
ago.”

“It’s only temporary, I’m coming back,” said
Lorac, touched by what he’d just heard.

“I only ask you to be careful and to wait
until the safest night of the year for leaving.”

That was the night of the coral spawning,
and as there was little time left for it, he couldn’t refuse her
petition.

Once a year, at exactly the same time, an
extraordinary event occurred.

All the reef corals released eggs into the
water to form the larvae of the future corals: their sons and
daughters. This process depended on a perfect synchronization of
thousands of polyps along the entire reef. The cycle of the moon,
the sunset, and the water temperature guided them to know when the
time was right.

Lorac had witnessed it several times and
would have never imagined that, like those larvae, he too would
leave the colony. The truth was he was a little relieved to know
that, when the time came, he wouldn’t be alone. He would be
accompanied by several thousand baby corals.

And if they could do it, so could he.
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Old Tor didn’t swim as fast as he used to. When he
reached Heliopora, Lorac had been waiting a while for him. It was
the eve of his departure and Tor came to say goodbye.

“Hey, buddy! Come with me, there are others
who want to see you too.”

Lorac followed him to the honeycomb coral,
which was a green dome at least three yards in diameter totally
covered with bee-like cells.

“Zzzo—you’ll find out what’s going on, won’t
you?” asked the honeycomb coral with a continuous, rough buzz.

“That’s the intention,” replied Lorac.

“In that case, in one of my back zzzells
you’ll find a zzzea urchin spine. I want you to keep it.”

Lorac surrounded it and saw that it was
bleached at the back. A brown spine, which in better times would
have been hard to find, was now the only noticeable thing on that
white side of the coral.

He went to take it carefully so as not to
break it. But then he saw it was quite thick and spotted a white
ring at its calcified base. He knew it was a burrowing urchin spine
and grabbed it with confidence to put it through his ponytail―as
those spines were very tough.

“What’s it for?” he asked, since he imagined
it wouldn’t only be good for holding his hair up.

“It contains the poison of a zzzea slug, but
don’t worry, with this quantity it will just act as a zzzedative.
If you find yourself in trouble, uzzze it.”

Lorac shuddered. Now that his departure was
so close, he began to regret his decision. Especially because when
it came time to get out of the water, he’d be alone. Zoe had made
it clear that she was staying in the sea, and the worst of all was
that he couldn’t tell anyone how he felt, because he’d let them
down.

“I wanted to ask my most faithful shrimp to
inject it to me when I bleach completely, but I think it will be
more uzzzeful to you.”

“I can’t accept it,” replied Lorac.

“Pleazzze,” insisted the coral. “You’ve
brought us hope; this will comfort me more than the tranquilizzzer
I’ve given you.”

 


 


Lorac and Tor took a long swim around the reef.
Everyone encouraged him and he received two more gifts: a handful
of dazzling pearls and a fabulous shark tooth.

“I’m afraid of failing you,” he confessed to
Tor as they returned.

“You shouldn’t be afraid of this, buddy. If
you have to fear something, fear what will happen if coral reefs
disappear: the Polar Regions, mangroves, and mudflats will fall
after them. And the kelp forests, seagrass beds, and even the open
sea and land ecosystems will follow the same path.”

“This doesn’t help at all, Tor.”

“Why not? This should activate your survival
instinct. What do your guts tell you?”

“That I should go,” replied Lorac without
thinking, “because the only thing I know for sure is that if I do
nothing, things aren’t going to be fixed.”

“Then you can only fail us if you do
nothing.”

 


 


“Everything will be fine,” Tor said as he left Lorac
with Heliopora. “My friend Nika will wait for you at the end of the
current at dawn. She’s an expert in humans; she’ll know where to
find them.”

Lorac was always surprised that Tor knew
everyone.

He spent his last underwater afternoon with
Heli and, just after sunset, he saw the first larvae leave. They
were small pink spheres—some more shapeless than others—that gave
the impression it rained upwards because they departed from the
reef and ascended toward the surface.

“It’s your turn,” said Heli.

“I’ll miss you so much,” said Lorac, feeling
a lump in his throat as he realized for the first time how absurd
his plan was.

“Me too, but remember we’ll be together
every time you sing our song.”

“I’ll never forget it,” said Lorac. “I
promise.”

“I know, love. Now you go, your siblings
await you.”

Lorac pushed himself upwards, his gaze fixed
on the full moon so he didn’t have to see Heli get smaller and
smaller as he moved away. He stopped near the surface, where the
crystalline water was darkened by the number of incoming larvae―for
corals had to produce many because only a few survived to become
polyps.

He drifted along with them all the night
until the current of water slowed and the larvae dispersed in
search of a place to anchor.

Lorac, however, had a very different
destiny.


 Chapter 16

“Nika?” he asked an otter who was watching him from
afar.

The little mammal swam sinuously toward him.
Her long, slender body was covered by a brown fur that lightened on
her head, neck, and chest. But it was her round, expressive
whiskered face that awakened Lorac’s instinct to caress her.

“Lorac? If I don’t see it, I don’t believe
it. I thought Tor made it up.”

Nika was devoted to the study of human
beings. They fascinated her and obviously, she was very interested
in Lorac.

“An aquatic man? Are you sure you want to
get out of the water? You must be the only specimen with this
quality.”

“Let’s do it as soon as possible, please,”
said Lorac, who didn’t want to give it a second thought.

Nika led him toward the coast of Jar Lann
Kyunn Island, where the nearest village was. The otter guaranteed
him that they would find people there.

They swam for so long that Nika spent part
of the way on the surface to rest a little. She floated on her back
and used her paws and tail as oars―as if she were a small hairy
boat.

“We’re almost there,” she said as she
plunged back into the water.

“How do you know?” Lorac asked. The
underwater visibility had become quite poor.

“I smell it,” she replied. “Besides, cloudy
water is an indicator. I recommend you blink often—we may encounter
irritating or oily products when humans are around.”

Lorac began to blink wildly.

“Let’s see . . .” said Nika,
looking at him from top to bottom. “Last time I checked, humans
weren’t like you. There’s something that doesn’t match. If you go
out like that it will be suspicious. . . .”

Lorac didn’t know what Nika meant. It was
impossible for people to have changed so much.

“I’ve got it!” she said as she tore an
oyster from his back.

“Ah!” he complained.

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Now you’re
presentable.”

Nika took a stone out of the skin pocket she
had under her paw and used it to open the oyster’s shell. She’d
have a snack while Lorac had a moment alone with Zoe:

“I guess it’s time to split up.”

“Wait!!” Zoe cried forcefully.

Lorac had that indescribable sense of
familiarity one gets when think they’ve lived through that same
situation in the past. Without knowing why, it cheered him up.

“I’m not going to leave you like this,” said
Zoe. “Let me help you first to heal the wound. Nika’s pulled a bit
of your skin out when she took the
oyster. . . .”

That comment made Lorac discouraged as fast
as he had cheered up, and once his wound was covered by that
characteristic scab, he set out to tell Zoe to leave, to break the
Mutualism agreement he had with her—when she interrupted him.

“I can’t do that.”

“I know you can’t come. That’s why I have to
kick you out,” Lorac muttered, reluctantly.

“No,” Zoe clarified, “I can’t leave
you.”

“What?”

“Believe me, I’ve tried. I thought I’d make
it when the time came, but I just can’t.”

“You have to stay at sea,” said Lorac
against his will. “Because I can’t guarantee we’re going to survive
out there.”

“And do you think I don’t know?” said Zoe,
angry. “What’s up? Do you assume I’m stupid just because I do
photosynthesis?”

“Zoe, please. I don’t want arguing to be the
last thing we do.”

“It’s your fault!” shouted the microalga.
“If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have lived the best century of
my life, I wouldn’t have met the best friend I’ve ever had, and now
I could go and find another host as I’ve always done.”

Lorac had an inner conflict. Half of him
knew what he had to say. It was just two words: “Zoe, leave.” Then
she would have no choice; she would go the way she came because her
code dictated so. That was the right thing to do; that was what
heroes did. But the other half of him was frightened, the coward
Lorac who didn’t want to be alone in the face of danger.

“That’s why I insisted so much that you
shouldn’t leave, and that’s why I can’t leave you now: it wasn’t
about my immortality, it was about our friendship,” said Zoe,
making this harder for Lorac than it already was. “It wasn’t fair
of me asking you to give up who you are. This nonsense you’re going
to attempt is what makes you special: your heart is warmer than my
beloved Sun. And I know now that the best thing I can do is go with
you.”

“No!” Lorac fought to do the right thing. “I
won’t let you risk your life.”

“This is my decision to make.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t consider your
opinion on this.”

“For light’s sake! You’ve always trusted me,
you’ve even put your life in my hands. What’s changed now? Let me
go with you.”

“I’m doing this because I’m your friend,” he
said in a trembling voice. “You’ll move on, find a host even better
than me, and eventually you’ll be grateful I kicked you out.”

“Not if everybody dies.” Zoe used her
cleverness as a last resource to convince him. “And you know you
have a better chance of solving this if I go with you.”

The little tenacity Lorac had left to defend
his position crumbled after that comment, and the half of him
attracted by the idea of not leaving Zoe won.
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Nika was still licking her whiskers when she plunged
after her snack.

“Let’s go for the last stretch,” she said.
“If we don’t see humans, leave it to me. I charm them! As soon as
they see me, they’ll follow me, and I’ll lead them to you.”

From here on, everything went very
quickly.

On the second time Nika came to the surface
to breathe, she saw people on the shore and told him to get ready.
Lorac started to sing his song to gain courage, but before he
finished it, Nika said goodbye and told him to emerge.

The positive side of how quickly everything
occurred was that he had no time to reflect on it—for what he had
to do, it was better not to think about it.

He reached the surface and tried to breathe.
At the same time, Nika emitted a loud shriek that alerted the
people on the shore, and since she dived immediately, they assumed
it had been Lorac asking for help.

Lorac couldn’t breathe. He tried to inhale a
couple more times, but only felt a tightness in his chest and an
intense feeling of burning inside. Desperate, he submerged and
begged Zoe to give him oxygen. The microalga, however, stood firm
on the promise Lorac made her give not to help him, not even if he
implored it. As he knew how tenacious Zoe could be, he hurried back
to the surface: his only hope was to be seen and rescued.

He used his last strength—for his eyes had
become used to the underwater vision and now he saw everything
blurred—to try to see if anyone was coming for him. After several
forced attempts to focus his vision, he saw a beach, trees,
and . . . a girl with abundant reddish hair swimming
toward him. Lorac, who had never seen a redhead before, thought
that people might have changed more than he had imagined. But he
didn’t care. The important thing was that they helped him.

The pain of suffocation tortured him from
inside, and keeping afloat was wearing him out. He let himself sink
as soon as the girl was close enough not to lose track of him. If
he could have raised the hand up to his ponytail, he would have
injected himself with the tranquilizer contained in the sea urchin
spine without hesitation, but his stiff limbs no longer obeyed him
and he cursed not having done so before.

After what seemed an age, the girl caught up
with him and dived to get him.

The moment he saw her heroine’s face—who
knows if for the lack of oxygen, not having seen another human for
so long, or whatever the reason—he got a little giddy and then lost
consciousness.
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Chapter 17

Lorac felt some lips
against his own. When they retreated, he had the urge to cough and
the water burst out of his throat to make room for the air.
Although it was with spasms, he was breathing! He searched for his
savior with his gaze; however, it was not she who was crouched over
him, but some guy with dark skin, eyes, and hair.

Everything turned dark before Lorac
fainted.

 


 


He woke up in a gloomy room. The same guy was
sitting next to him, holding a device Lorac had never seen
before.

“Where am I?” he asked.

His carer was happy to hear him and put his
phone aside to answer.

“How are you? I was about to think you’d
never wake up.” His tone was friendly. “This is my house—we didn’t
know where to take you.”

“Who are you?”

“My name is Djodjo, and yours?”

“Lorac.”

“Nice to finally meet you, Lorac. You gave
us a good scare, you know? When Carol pulled you out of the water
you were unconscious, and we didn’t know how long you’d gone
without breathing.”

You’d never guess, Lorac thought.

“Where’s the girl?” he asked instead.

“Carol?” said Djodjo. “She lives in the
touristy part of the bay. She’ll stop by later: she has come to see
you every afternoon.”

“Wait . . . How long have I
been here?”

“Three days. Looks like you needed a good
rest.”

“Oh, no!” Lorac was alarmed. “I have to get
out!”

He noticed it was daytime by the light
filtering through the window slits and the spaces among the wall’s
boards. Djodjo didn’t have time to say one more word before Lorac
got up suddenly, crossed the room at lightning speed, knocked the
wooden door over, and ran to the beach. He needed to get
sunlight!

“Zoe? Zoe?! ZOE!!!” he shouted as he
stumbled along the path.

All the huts in the village were close to
the shore, so it didn’t take him more than a few seconds to get
there.

He was so weak that a small wave was enough
to knock him down. Dazzled by the sun and sitting with the water up
to his chest, he raised his hands and looked at his arms in search
of a golden gleam, a yellowish hue; any sign of Zoe would do.

Someone put a hand on his shoulder.

“I’m sorry,” said Djodjo. “We didn’t find
anyone else. You were the only one—”

“Leave me alone, please,” said Lorac. He
needed to talk to Zoe!

Djodjo gave him some privacy to handle the
news.

“Okay. But just ten minutes, then I’ll come
and get you. It’s not good to get so much sun in your condition. I
don’t even know how you’ve run so fast.”

Lorac nodded and Djodjo went to the other
side of the beach, where he could still see Lorac but not hear
him.

“Zoe? Zoe, if you’re there, please
answer.”

Silence.

“If this is a joke, it’s not funny.”

Lorac put his hands down to hold on because
a small wave destabilized him.

“Okay, I take it back. You win: the joke is
very funny. Come on! Now you can get out.”

Lorac’s skin showed no sign of the
microscopic alga. He recalled the sequence of events from the
moment Nika said goodbye until he fainted: he had heard Zoe at no
time. What if, frightened, she’d left a house that was falling
down? What if Zoe was at sea?

He pushed himself to fall to his side, and
lying completely into the water, shouted, “ZOEEE! Zoe, where are
you?”

He wished with all his might that Zoe had
abandoned him, because he didn’t even dare to imagine the
alternative.

He summoned the otter, for he knew the Water
language could be heard from a great distance under the water,
“NIKAAA, have you seen Zoe?”

It was a stupid question—Zoe couldn’t be
seen with the naked eye—but before he could ask anything else,
someone pulled him out of the water.

“I think that’s enough,” said Djodjo. “Or
I’ll have to revive you again. Let’s go, you’ve got to eat
something.”

Lorac had consumed all his energy to get to
the beach, and Djodjo had to carry him because he was too weak to
stand.

Although Djodjo was taller than him, he was
also thinner and needed to stop halfway to rest and pull back his
sweaty bangs from his forehead.

“You’re heavier than you look!”

But Lorac didn’t listen because he was lost
in thought. He feared the worst and felt terrible. What if I’ve
killed Zoe? he wondered. I shouldn’t have let her come with
me!

Although he didn’t know for sure what had
happened to Zoe, a bitter feeling of guilt was gaining strength
within him.

 


 


They arrived at the house. It was a wooden hut
pretty much like the ones Lorac used to build, only bigger and a
little better constructed―designed to withstand more than one rainy
season. The roof was the most distinct element for Lorac, which
wasn’t covered by leaves, but by grayish corrugated sheets made
from fiber cement.

The literally “high street” comprised boards
placed side by side forming a footbridge elevated from the ground
by several pivots, so that the higher tides wouldn’t flood it.
There were houses attached to the footbridge—such as Djodjo’s—and
others that were apart, which were accessible through narrow boards
that communicated with the “high street.” Then, there was a second
row of houses farther from the beach and in better shape (many of
them having a parabolic dish), whose main street was an irregular
paved road much wider and more stable than the aforementioned
footbridge. The bar was there, together with several messy shops
that sold all kinds of things―especially products from the sea.

The inhabitants of the village, several dogs
and cats, and the chaotic electrical wiring crossed at will between
one area of the village and the other.

On the porch of Djodjo’s house there were
three women squatting. The one with the white hair was a skinny old
woman who was pouring rice and lentils into a rice cooker; the
youngest and smallest—with long, smooth hair and a traditional
dress of loud colors—was chopping garlic and chili peppers; and the
third, a tough woman with early wrinkles, stopped cutting
vegetables to help Djodjo with Lorac. They sat him in the only
sunny corner so that he could dry, and in the time he waited for
the food to be served, he convinced himself that Zoe was dead.

The dish prepared by Djodjo’s grandmother,
sister, and mother was delicious and although Lorac’s stomach only
admitted a small ration, he regained strength. Lorac felt, however,
that not even all the energy of the universe would have been enough
to bear the heavy burden of having killed his best friend.

He sat in his corner again, silent and
thoughtful. Only Djodjo’s mother interrupted his lethargy to rub
thanaka on his face, a natural cream that refreshed and
protected him from the sun. The only words he uttered throughout
the afternoon were to apologize for having broken the house door
when he’d shot off to the beach. Curiously, he had no pain or
bruising; perhaps he was so overwhelmed with guilt that he felt
nothing else.

Many children and adults from the village
came to see him. Such news didn’t go unnoticed in a community of
just three hundred people: a boy appears out of the blue and shouts
for help; the foreigner of the island sees him, rescues him, and
with the help of those on the shore, takes him out of the water.
Finally, he is reanimated by Djodjo, who’d had to learn how to
perform mouth-to-mouth resuscitation because of his new job. The
boy survives but falls into a deep sleep, wakes up on the third
day, and runs to the sea in an attempt to find the other castaways
who traveled with him. But there was no one else: the village
fishermen hadn’t seen any boats in distress or anyone in the water
the day Lorac appeared.

Everyone assumed Lorac belonged to the few
Moken groups that were still sea nomads, and that for some reason,
his family’s boat sank and he alone survived. A version that wasn’t
so far from reality if one thinks of the events that occurred more
than a century ago, and not the most recent ones.

The important thing was that nobody asked
many questions, nobody suspected. The village children simply went
to smile and wave at him, while the adults visited him to see how
he was doing, to find out if he needed anything, and because they
thought they could reunite him with a relative if they recognized
him―since they sometimes bumped into Mokens when out to sea. But
despite all the commotion formed around him, Lorac didn’t react at
all. He was in his mind, reliving the mistakes he had made over and
over again.

At dusk, however, something did distract
him. The girl with the reddish hair appeared and he couldn’t help
but look at her. Beneath that flame-colored hair was a girl just as
tall as Djodjo, wearing a baggy T-shirt and a pair of tight
trousers that revealed the width of her hips. She spoke to
Djodjo―in a strange language―and then crouched right in front of
him.

“Hi, tough boy! I’m really happy you’re
alive!”

Lorac had no idea what she had said; he
didn’t understand her language. But surely it wouldn’t be as
interesting as figuring out why that girl had such white skin. It
wasn’t a white of disease—like bleached corals—it rather seemed
that she was made that way; just like her hair, which was of the
color of fire but was not in flames. Yes, she was different, but it
didn’t matter if she was of another color. The important thing was
that her radiant smile allowed him to feel something other than
guilt.

“I’m Carol,” she said, pointing to
herself.

“Hot!!!” shouted a plural voice.

“What?” said Lorac.

“Carol,” vocalized the girl.

But Lorac had already run away, propelled by
a suspicion he hoped to be true.

He jumped into the water without fearing the
sinister look of the sea surface at night. He swam until it was
deep enough for him not to touch the bottom, plunged his head in,
deflated his lungs, and lay on the bottom, where the water was
colder. There he stayed still to hold on longer without having to
go up to breathe. He didn’t spend any energy to count, but if he
had, he would have known that he broke his own childhood
record.

After six minutes, he heard that voice so
unique and yet so repeated, like hundreds of girls talking at the
same time.

“Don’t you ever do that to me
again!”

Lorac rose in every sense: physically in the
water, and spiritually in mood.

“Me?! You are the one who made me
suffer all day long,” he replied after he had taken a big breath of
fresh air.

“Holy chlorophylls! I had to watch you drown
without intervening! How was I supposed to photosynthesize that?
And if that wasn’t enough, you starved me of light for three days.
I’ve barely survived! So ‘excuse me’ if I haven’t been very
chatty.”

“I’ve missed you so much, Zoe!”

“Thank Sun we haven’t died,” she
replied.

A small canoe caught up with him. Djodjo
rowed in the back while Carol pointed a flashlight to the water
from the front.

“Again, Lorac?” he said. “You’re still too
weak to swim, let alone at night! We had a hard time finding you,
we passed by a while ago and didn’t even see you. We happened to
pass again by chance. . . .”

“I’m sorry,” said Lorac. He should have been
serious after causing them headaches, yet couldn’t help but smile:
he had Zoe back! “It won’t happen again,” he added while leaning on
the canoe. The race and the swim had left him exhausted.
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When they returned to Djodjo’s house, his father had
arrived but didn’t speak to Lorac because being Burmese (originally
from Myanmar), he didn’t know how to speak Moken.

Djodjo’s father was a slightly scruffy man
with a harsh expression who spoke Burmese to his wife and children.
But Djodjo’s mother, who was Moken, had taught their two children
her mother tongue, so they were fluent in both languages.

Lorac slept between Djodjo and the
grandmother. It reminded him of when he was little and spent the
monsoon season on the land. Evoking his family wasn’t as painful as
he had expected. It made him happy to think of the moments he’d
shared with them! Something that one imagines will never come when
at the worst moment, but such peace is achievable with time. And
Lorac had had plenty of time during his period with the corals.

 


 


The next day, he wanted to amend things with Djodjo.
He’d saved his life and Lorac, apart from not having thanked him
yet, made him go into the water—not once, but twice on the same
day—to take him out and carry him home. He started with something
easy: fixing the door.

“Don’t worry, this door is almost always
open,” said Djodjo. “All I need is for you to stay out of the sea
until you’re well. . . .”

But Lorac insisted on fixing it, and when he
finished with the door it looked better than before the whack.

Zoe focused on repairs too. She wanted to
check why Lorac’s climate control system had failed the day
before.

“Besides, it happened when I was in deep
sleep! I woke up from the heat,” the microalga had said. “You know
I can’t stand to interrupt my hours of rest. But yesterday with all
the more reason! I was so tired recovering from the three days of
fasting, that I went to sleep without ever telling you a
word. . . .”

“It must have been a side effect of
returning to the land,” concluded Zoe. “Functions you hadn’t used
in a long time are active again, and this will have caused the
climate control system to reset momentarily. By the way, thank you
for rushing into the water to cool down.”

“Don’t mention it!”

 


 


Lorac was grateful he’d been able to breathe. He
valued walking again, and he saw the world he inhabited years ago
through different eyes: living with the corals had taught him to
pay attention to the simplest things―those that many times we don’t
consider special and yet enrich our lives so much.

He was lying on a hammock that got half
submerged at high tide. His belly got wet every time a wave came.
It was nice and a way for Zoe to photosynthesize a little.

Since Lorac was eating, Zoe only had to
generate the energy that served her, which was much less than what
she produced when she also fed him. For that reason, just a little
time in the seawater was enough for her. This was noticeable too on
Lorac’s skin―Zoe’s yellowish reflections were now too mild to be
distinguishable in his dark complexion.

 


 


With Zoe back and more and more appetite, Lorac
began to regain his strength.

He felt it the most for walking: no longer
surrounded by water that held him, his steps grew heavy and
exhausting, as if his body were made of lead. But with time and
practice, his pace became lighter and his legs started to move with
ease out of the water.

During those days of recovery, he met nearly
all the inhabitants of the village, who always had a smile ready to
offer; he played with the village dogs (all of a similar cinnamon
color, dark snout, and half-raised ears), something he couldn’t do
with the cats because, strangely, they were scared of him; and he
discovered the origin of the ghosts.

Yes, that great unsolved mystery. At first,
he didn’t believe it either. . . .


 Chapter 18

They didn’t look like ghosts on the beach: lying
motionless on the sand and, if anything, moved from time to time by
the wind. They didn’t resemble the same aberrations that wandered
wherever you went in the ocean.

Lorac’s attention was drawn to a red dot
moving in the distance. After walking in that direction, he
realized it was Carol with her hair tied up in a bun above her
head. She was dragging a large net in which she imprisoned the
ghosts she found. Is she a ghostbuster? wondered Lorac, who
soon rejoiced at having something in common with her.

Whatever it was, he decided to help her, and
without talking, they spent the morning together cleaning the
beach.

 


 


When he explained to Djodjo what he’d done, he
understood nothing because he didn’t even know what Lorac was
talking about. Then, Lorac left the house and returned after a few
seconds with several ghosts he found on the street.

“These aren’t ghosts!” said Djodjo, as he
examined a plastic bag, a bottle, a fishing net, and three
cigarette butts. “It’s rubbish, most of it plastic. And Carol is no
ghostbuster, she’s a scientist.”

And that’s how he learned where ghosts came
from: they were generated, used, and thrown away by people. He had
to warn everyone that throwing this garbage on the ground was not
like throwing peanut shells!

“It’s impossible to contact everyone,
Lorac,” said Djodjo. “But if you’re interested, Carol will give a
talk this afternoon. She’s asked me to be her translator, so that
everyone understands her. You can come if you want.”

 


 


The talk took place at the school: a brick
building—the first one Lorac had ever entered—quite large,
decorated with colorful drawings made by the students, and full of
old chairs, tables, benches, and desks.

Lorac arrived first because he didn’t want
to miss it, and he was a little upset that Djodjo hadn’t told him
before. Something so important should have been announced to the
four winds, he thought as he watched Carol turn on the
computer.

After a few minutes, more people arrived,
especially women and children. And when the time was right,
Carol—with Djodjo by her side—started the speech.

The closest thing to a talk Lorac had
attended were the stories told by the old Moken around the bonfire
during the rainy seasons of his childhood. It was there that one
learned such important things as, for example, predicting the
advent of a tsunami. But Carol didn’t have a bonfire. She started
with the projection of a film fragment in which a giant monster
destroyed cities and frightened everyone.

“I had always thought humanity would unite
in the face of a common enemy,” said Carol to be translated by
Djodjo. “As the saying goes, ‘There is no evil that for good does
not come.’”

Lorac looked around to see if the others
were as lost as he was. Did that monster exist? He hoped not! He
wished for it not to be the source of greenhouse gases he was
looking for, as he was sure he had not the slightest chance in the
face of that enormous creature, to which Lorac wouldn’t even reach
the toenail!

“Don’t worry, monsters don’t exist. At least
not for us, who are at the top of the food chain: we have no
natural predator. I’ve shown you these images to compare them with
these others.”

Now Lorac saw a large ship dragging a
monstrous twenty-five-mile net across the ocean floor, devastating
a thriving marine habitat to leave a desert
behind. . . .

“It’s not so different from what we’ve seen
before, is it?” Carol said as they watched machines cut down huge
expanses of forest and some orangutans run for their lives. “We’re
lucky to have nothing above us that destroys us, but we’ll reach
the same result as if we did, because we are demolishing the base
that sustains us. Either in an obvious way—”

The small screen showed some excavators
destroying the natural environment to build huge gray rectangular
blocks linked by grayish roads, and covered by an ashen fog that
stained the sky.

“Or by poisoning it day after day.”

Now a pipe pouring dirty water into the sea
took the foreground and darkened everything.

“It’s not immediate: the change is not from
today to tomorrow, and that’s why it doesn’t scare us and we don’t
react.”

The screen showed tons of plastics floating
on the sea surface, how they were ingested by whales, fish, and
birds, and how, on a journey through the food chain, there were
some plastic micro-fragments that managed to get to our dishes.

“But it’s real and our lifetime is enough to
realize it. For example, we have all noticed that the climate is
changing and there are much fewer fish in the sea.”

Lorac paid the most attention when he heard
the word climate. Maybe at some stage of the talk, he would get a
clue to where to look for the source of gases!

“Well, you’re in luck!” Carol added.
“Because you can change this situation.”

The images showed a boat fishing exorbitant
quantities of fish—with nets so large that they caught even turtles
and dolphins—and then, throwing an immense quantity of dead fish
overboard because, according to Carol, those were species that they
didn’t want to bring ashore since they weren’t worth much at the
market.

“You can teach the world an example of
traditional and sustainable fishing. You can draw attention to
fishermen who use destructive practices.”

As if that hadn’t been enough, Lorac watched
with great sorrow an underwater explosion that destroyed the coral
and made the fish float lifeless on the surface, to be easily
picked up by those responsible for the explosion.

“It’s the same as if you were collecting
coconuts and someone cut the palm trees to collect them comfortably
from the ground. That day they’d fill their baskets, but the next
day they would have no more—and neither would you.”

Lorac had to close his eyes when he saw the
fragment of men catching sharks to cut off their fins and return
them to the sea, where they sank to death.

He knew better than anyone how harsh nature
could be. He had seen many animals devour each other in his century
as a coral. But what Carol had shown in her presentation was the
cruelest thing he had ever seen in his long life, and the reason
fish were disappearing from the ocean!

“If there were infinite palm trees,
there would be no problem,” Carol continued, “but the resources of
this world have a limit, and we have no other home. That’s why we
must take care of it instead of destroying it.”

The screen went black, and for a few
moments, nothing happened. Everyone remained silent while they
digested the information.

“May I finish it, please?” Carol asked a
child in the first row, this time in Burmese because it sounded
different.

The kid nodded and Carol took his can of
soda, drank it off, and threw it on the floor.

No one freaked out. They had understood
contamination was a problem but hadn’t yet assimilated it. Most of
the village children had learned to walk on rubbish-filled grounds
and didn’t perceive it as an alarming situation. They conceived
those wastes from the “developed” world as part of their
landscape.

“But apparently, instead of uniting to
combat the threats we’ve imposed on ourselves and our planet, we
unite to ignore them.”

People looked at Carol in surprise. Everyone
had believed the speech was over when the screen had gone off. A
man from the back row had even stood up and put a cigarette in his
mouth, ready to go.

“Just because others don’t make the effort
doesn’t mean it’s not worth it. It’s precisely what each individual
does that will make the difference.”

Lorac had the urge to pick up the can from
the floor, but he didn’t dare to embarrass Carol.

“So, what’s happening to us?” Carol placed a
finger before pursed lips to indicate silence. “Shhh, don’t you
hear that?”

Everyone listened carefully, but no one
heard anything.

“It’s the noise of extinct animal skeletons
shuddering in the museums.” Djodjo stressed that it was irony when
he translated it. “Who wouldn’t give anything to avoid their
misfortunes? Well—we have the opportunity to do so, and we don’t
seize it.”

Lorac didn’t resist his urge. He got up,
picked up the can from the floor, and returned it to Carol with
determination. She accepted the can and applauded him.

“Thank you! That’s the attitude! We can all
be part of the solution and, like Lorac, help in whatever way we
can. Every action counts! It all depends on what you want to do and
whether you start doing it.”

Carol spoke with passion and an intelligent
expression that mixed with a certain wild edge. Djodjo translated
her the best he could, but he wasn’t half as intense as she
was.

“I assure you that if we all collaborate,
the Earth will return us the favor plus interest.”

Carol pressed a button on her computer and
it projected very nice images: a leafy forest full of singing
birds, emerald green lakes stretching to the horizon, penguins
slipping on ice, coral reefs like Lorac’s in its glory days,
giraffes crossing a golden savannah, impenetrable shoals of fish,
mosaics of flowers and fruits, microorganisms so fascinating they
seemed to come from other planets, several people hugging each
other in front of the enchantment of a
glacier. . . .

“It will give us an abundant and beautiful
nature, a treasure to share with all of humanity and with your
descendants―to whom you can leave nothing better than a habitable
world.”

When Lorac sat down, many people squeezed
his shoulder to congratulate him for his action.

“Do it for yourselves, for our planet, for
your children, or at least so that you can look your grandchildren
in the eye with pride when you grow old, and tell them you didn’t
stand idly by, but worked to leave them a better place to
live.”

Carol took Djodjo’s hand, and they
acknowledged their audience. That was the end of the talk and
everyone applauded.

Lorac also wanted Carol to hold his
hand.

The man in the back row discreetly picked up
the cigarette he had thrown on the floor.


Chapter 19

After answering their
audience’s questions, Carol and Djodjo engaged in a lively
conversation in English, and as Lorac didn’t understand a word, he
went for a walk.

He left the school and went up to the
monastery. He hadn’t been there yet. Maybe because it was strange
for him to be “so” far from the sea―although the temple was about
four hundred yards from the beach―or perhaps because it was a
Buddhist monastery (most Burmese were) and Lorac, as a Moken, was
an Animist.

From the outside, the monastery already had
an extravagant design: a swan-shaped ship with a temple on top
which, in turn, had a huge Buddha sitting on its roof. So, the
inside couldn’t be less than an infinite number of meticulously
decorated columns, walls loaded with gold and red motifs erected on
a mosaic pavement, and several statues of Buddha meditating in
front of landscape paintings.

Lorac left the monastery and used the
occasion to visit a nearby and much more modest palace, which had a
bell dome crowning its roof. But he didn’t enter because when he
reached the courtyard that preceded the small building, he realized
that in its very center―with his back to the palace and facing the
sea―there was the statue of a Moken. It was a young man, very
strong, and . . . with a large tattoo of a
leatherback turtle on his wide back! It was his brother San
Win!

Lorac remained more petrified than the
statue itself.

“Praise San Win the explorer!” said an old
man sitting on the courtyard wall.

“Did you know him?” asked Lorac,
surprised.

“Not me. I’m not that old! But my
grandfather did. He was one of the Moken who helped San Win found
this village.”

“What?! Was he the founder of this
village?”

“Sure! But that’s not why he became famous;
it was because he was the first to draw a map of the archipelago.
No one has sailed these waters as much as him.”

“Really? Would you tell me more,
please?”

Like most elders, this man loved to tell
stories and was very pleased with Lorac’s request.

“It all started in Lampi,” he said without
further ado, “when San Win decided to postpone his marriage to
search for his family. They’d promised to pick him up the following
dry season, and after a month of delay, he suspected that something
had happened to them.”

Lorac didn’t believe his ears. He had
wondered so many times how things would have gone for his brother,
that he couldn’t believe he’d finally learn the truth.

“He sailed several months on his own,
exploring all the islands he encountered in his path. Until he
arrived at a small island where he found . . . the
grave of his relatives. They had died under unknown circumstances,
all of them”—the old man made a dramatic pause—“except one. Not
only did he have the evidence that someone must have buried them,
but there was also a missing offering on the altar that marked the
point where they lay. Besides, he recognized the style and details
with which both this altar and a small hut within a short distance
from it had been built.”

Lorac was impressed.

“San Win knew his little brother was alive
and spent all that dry season on the island, installed in the same
hut in which his brother would have slept.”

“On the island? Why did he stay there?”

For Lorac it was unthinkable for his brother
to spend the dry season on land.

“Because he hoped that his lost brother
would appear eventually to visit the grave he must have dug
himself.”

Lorac caressed the face of the statue while
the old man went on with the story.

“Unfortunately, his brother didn’t show up,
and the only good thing San Win got out of his long wait was a
splendid kabang that he built with his own hands. He finished it
just in time to return to Lampi before the monsoon arrived.
Oh!”—exclaimed the old man—“In Mergui there is still talk of San
Win’s kabang. He had to have found the perfect tree to obtain such
a boat.”

Lorac smiled; at least his family’s last
wish had come true.

“In Lampi, he told everyone what had
happened and proposed to his future wife again, who, despite having
had other suitors, had waited for him.”

Lorac imagined his brother red-faced and
more nervous than ever.

“And since they married, he and his wife,
first alone and then with their children, only devoted themselves
to one thing.”

“To what?” asked Lorac, curious.

“To explore every corner of the archipelago
in search of his lost brother. That’s why San Win drew up a map.
With so many islands it’s normal to get confused, and he needed to
know where he had been and where he hadn’t. What he didn’t know was
that those maps would become a very useful navigation element for
these waters!”

The old man pointed to the statue’s right
arm, and Lorac saw that the stony hand was holding a rolled-up
map.

“San Win spent the rest of his life focused
on the search, and there was not a single day of his existence in
which he gave up the idea of finding his brother.”

Lorac pretended to look at the other hand of
the statue so that the old man wouldn’t see the tears slipping from
his eyes.

“That’s what made him famous. He was an
unstoppable, strong, and good-hearted explorer who lived great
adventures, met each one of the archipelago’s islanders―whom he
asked repeatedly about his brother’s whereabouts―and even
discovered new islands, and founded his own village. This is the
closest inhabitable island to the tomb of San Win’s relatives,
that’s why he chose it.”

Lorac noticed that the other stony hand was
holding a miniature of a kabang identical to the one he had carved
on the island and left on the altar. This was the trigger that
definitely convinced him the story he had just heard was true.

“Was he happy?”

“Excuse me?” said the old man.

“Your grandfather knew him; did he remember
San Win as a happy person?”

“He was a much-loved man. Not only for his
wife and children but also for the whole community, since he was
always willing to lend a hand wherever he went—and he went to many
places! So yes, he was happy. A bitter man couldn’t have left this
imprint on people.”
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Lorac thanked the old man for his kindness
and continued the walk. He was both happy and sensitive because
he’d never have thought that his brother San Win—with whom he had
the greatest age difference and the weakest relationship—would have
loved him so much.

He promised himself to show his feelings
more often.
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Lorac felt he had recovered enough strength to face
his mission and thanks to the earlier speech, he already knew what
his next step would be.

“I need to talk to Carol,” he told
Djodjo.

“I’m sorry, but now I have to go to
work.”

Lorac didn’t understand that work
obligation. He had always taken from nature what he needed―and no
more. That had sufficed. But it seemed Djodjo liked his job, and
that in exchange for his time, he earned a thing called money that
helped him to get food and, as soon as he had enough of it, to pay
for his sister Oshin’s studies. But although Lorac didn’t
understand it, he respected it, and if Djodjo couldn’t translate
for him, he had no choice but to learn himself. It was very
important that he talk to Carol.

“How did I learn?” Djodjo laughed.
“Practicing a lot! Look. . . .”

He showed him a few comics of a certain
Sherlock Holmes that he kept under his pillow.

“Some tourists left them on the island. I
got to look at the illustrations over five times a day. Vignette
after vignette, page after page, paying attention to every detail
because it was the only way I had to guess the plot. It captivated
me so much that I needed to know more―I wanted to understand what
the characters said, what was described in the text.
. . . And when I asked the school teacher for help, he
advised me to use this”—Djodjo took the phone out of his pocket—“to
learn English. I listened to him, and little by little, I unraveled
the clues to solve the mystery behind each comic, just like
Sherlock! Finally, if only with the help of the dictionary, I no
longer looked at the comics, I read them!”

Djodjo put his phone aside to flick through
the worn pages of the comic with both hands. He seemed entranced by
another world, and Lorac was curious about reading―it had to be
something fantastic.

“Then I started talking to the tourists,”
continued Djodjo. “Almost no one here knows English, so they always
call me to translate for them. At first, I didn’t comprehend
everything, but if two people want to understand each other, in the
end they do it. Besides, I wasn’t ashamed to make mistakes because
that’s how I learn the most, so I progressed very quickly. That’s
how I got my job,” he added, happy, “which allows me to practice
and improve a little more every day.”

Djodjo worked as a local guide on a small
vessel for tourists. He accompanied them on trips of several days
and, since he was so friendly and warm-hearted, everyone was
delighted with him. He had the same effect on the inhabitants of
the village: all of them appreciated that sweet boy who, once a
grown-up, helped his mother run the house because his father spent
long hours in the bar, wasting much of the little money he earned
on drinks and card games. Djodjo was such a good person that he
didn’t judge him. He thought his father was just a good man who
didn’t know any other way to deal with the frustration of knowing
the only thing he could do—traditional fishing—wasn’t enough to
support his family (they no longer caught as many fish as they did
when they were young, although they invested more time and effort).
The positive side was that Djodjo ran the house much better than
his father did, so in that sense, his family won.

“Now I have to go,” said Djodjo. “See you in
six days, okay?”

“All right.”

Lorac took one of the comics, looked at it,
and turned it around with a face of incomprehension.

Djodjo sighed and pointed to his phone.
“I’ll leave it to you while I’m gone. Enter the language learning
application and memorize the sentences from the first lessons. This
is all I can do.”

“How are you going to leave me your phone?
You always carry it with you. . . .”

“I’ll be working almost all the time, and in
route there is no cell service. Besides, I already have a more
interesting way to spend my free time.” He took a book out of his
backpack that, unlike the comics, had more text than images.

Djodjo was so generous! Proof of that was
that he had welcomed Lorac―a perfect stranger―into his house as if
they were lifelong friends. Indeed, none of Djodjo’s friends lacked
a plate of food or a roof as long as he had something to cook and a
place to stay―even if it was small. This honesty and kindness made
him and those around him contagiously happy. His parents were also
very hospitable, his grandmother didn’t seem to know how to say no,
and his younger sister Oshin was pretty much like him, only very
shy, and as Djodjo used to say, “I’m just smart, she’s the
intelligent one. When I can afford to pay for her degree, she’ll go
to Myeik University”—about two hundred miles north of
Kawthaung—“she’ll graduate as a teacher, and return to become the
best educator on the island.”

Djodjo left and Lorac looked at the phone.
The LED on the device winked at him. He took it and gently touched
the screen with his finger as he’d seen Djodjo do so many times.
The phone did nothing. He tried two more times. Nothing. His finger
began to tap faster and faster on the screen. The phone did
nothing! He pressed a button on the side by chance, and the screen
turned on. He didn’t understand a single character that lit up and,
frustrated, left the phone facedown.

 


 


When Oshin arrived home, she found him with one of
Djodjo’s comics in one hand and the phone in the other.

“I’m supposed to learn English with this,”
said Lorac. “But I think it’s broken.”

Oshin left the potatoes she had brought on
the floor and explained to him how the phone worked.

Lorac could memorize the buttons he had to
touch to get to the application he wanted, but once inside,
everything was chaotic for him: he couldn’t read!

“The sentence above, the blue one, is in
Burmese. There aren’t applications in Moken,” Oshin clarified. “And
the red one is its English translation. As I know Burmese, I can
explain to you what it means, and then, you just have to touch the
speaker icon to hear how we pronounce it in English.”

“Would you do that for me?” Oshin had just
offered him the opportunity to learn even if he couldn’t read.

“Sure, and so I practice my English. Because
I know the basics but when it comes to speaking, I don’t get more
than two sentences in a row.”

Lorac was thrilled that Oshin helped him to
be able to talk to Carol, and he was even happier to know that it
would be useful to her too.

 


 


Oshin had what it took to be a teacher. She
explained things to him in a variety of ways if he didn’t
understand them, was very kind, and had patience and the
willingness to teach.

The problem was that Oshin had told him
learning a language was a fascinating but long and complex process,
and Lorac was in a hurry to talk to Carol because he had a hunch
that she could tell him where to start his search.

Lorac, however, needed four days of intense
study to actually realize how slow learning was, and that it would
be quicker to wait for Djodjo to return. Since the greatest
conversation he could have with Carol when they crossed paths was
as follows:

“Hello.”

“Hi, Lorac,” she was glad he greeted
her.

“How are you?”

Now Carol was surprised. “I didn’t know you
spoke English! Fine, thank you, and you?”

“Fine,” he replied. “It’s hot.”

“Yes, it’s definitely hot in the tropics.
Let’s go to the shade.”

“Why me should learn your language
and you mine don’t learn?

She laughed. “You’re right about one thing,
but you’re wrong about another because my language is French.”

“What is French?”

“It’s the language spoken in France and some
other places.”

“France?”

“My country. I come from a region in the
north of France famous for its high cliffs, although in the city
where I live, we have brown sandy beaches.”

Lorac only understood that she lived in a
sea city.

“We are neighbors,” he said.

Carol smiled. “Why do you think so?”

“Your city has a beach and I’m from the
sea.”

Carol looked at him tenderly, and Lorac felt
such a stabbing pain on his side that he had to bend.

“Are you all right?”

“No.”

“I’ll get you a glass of water.”

When Carol came back with the glass, Lorac
took a first sip and then found himself pouring the rest over his
body. Curiously, this relieved his pain. It was nice to feel the
wet T-shirt against his chest.

“I need to ask you something,” he said.

“Tell me.”

There was a silence.

He started sweating, helpless because he
couldn’t express himself. Carol thought he was very nice even
though he did weird things sometimes.

“I don’t have the words.”

“Don’t worry,” she said with a supportive
smile, for she knew very well that this happened to everyone who
learned a foreign language.


 Chapter 21

“Sorry, Lorac,” said Zoe after a long absence.

“Why?”

“Didn’t you notice?”

“What?”

“Your temperature went up again!”

“When? And why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I was busy. The best time to find
the breakdown is when things don’t work, but I focused so much on
looking for the problem that I didn’t realize I had exceeded my
limits. It was too hot for me. . . .”

“Yikes! That stabbing pain from
yesterday . . . was that you?”

“Of course not! I’d never hurt
you. . . . But it was caused by the substances I
produce when the temperature gets too warm.”

“Zoe! Tell me these things immediately so
that I can do something to cool us. Did you at least find out where
the problem is?”

“Not yet, but I know where it isn’t if it’s
any consolation.”

Lorac smiled as he pictured Zoe patrolling
his body like a technician. He was also glad that the alga had been
absent because she needed to recover and not because she was
disappointed with him: he hadn’t yet made any progress with the
mission!

 


 


Djodjo returned from his trip to rest one day and
leave again the next morning. He would spend the whole dry season
like this.

He went to see his friends, visited Carol,
and spent time with his family. Lorac wanted him to do everything
he needed before asking him to come along to see Carol. It was very
important to translate everything accurately, without haste, as
there was a high probability that the key to knowing where to look
for the source of gases hid in a small detail—or at least, this was
what Lorac had sensed when trying to read Sherlock Holmes’
comics. Therefore, Djodjo had to be focused.

When Djodjo finished the last of his chores,
he promised Lorac they would go see Carol after he checked his
phone, but it was late, and he fell asleep. Lorac didn’t wake
Djodjo up because he looked exhausted, and Lorac cared for him. But
he was hurt Djodjo had given preference to a gadget over him:
because of the phone he hadn’t talked to Carol!

The next morning, Djodjo apologized before
leaving and assured him he’d do the favor next week. Until then,
Lorac would continue studying with Oshin, who not only helped him
with his English, but also explained concepts that he didn’t know
and that amazed him such as country, motor, internet, and so
on.

 


 


After a couple of days, Lorac had an idea that would
make him talk straight to Carol. How come it hadn’t occurred to him
before?!

“Zoe, could you go into my brain and
activate English, as you did with the Water language?”

“Holy chlorophylls! That’s funny,
Lorac.”

“I’m serious.”

“Ah, I thought you were kidding: this can’t
be done!”

Lorac’s mood went down and Zoe explained
herself.

“It was different for the Water language
because it was hidden in your essence, but for
English. . . . There’s nowhere to get it because
it’s not there: you’ve never known it and you still haven’t learned
it. I’m afraid you’ll have to study it word by word.”

“But that’s too slow! And the next day I
don’t even remember half the things I’ve learned.”

“Hmmm, maybe I can help you
here. . . .”

“Really? How?”

“If you’d let me into your brain, I could
lend a hand to your neurons. Specifically, I’d put several million
of my cells at their disposal to help them memorize.”

On this occasion, Lorac accepted at once. He
was so sure of his relationship with Zoe, that he knew she wouldn’t
get into the places in his mind that didn’t concern her.

That day went on the same way as the earlier
ones until night fell: lessons with Oshin in the morning, a break
to run to the sea and let Zoe photosynthesize, lunch with Djodjo’s
family, the afternoon study session (with a tea break), dinner, and
finally, an evening review in which Oshin asked him what they’d
learned during the day.

“Merciful Sun!” exclaimed Zoe before going
to sleep. “The brain is your most complicated organ by far. I’m
exhausted, and today was only the first day and I’ve done
almost nothing—I’m telling you as of now: I’ll need extra energy to
do all these additional tasks.”

“No problem, Zoe. I’ll shorten the afternoon
lessons to take you to photosynthesize.”

To tell the truth, he was happy to skip
classes. Oshin was charming, but it was hard for him to study so
long.

 


 


The next day, Oshin remained impressed when they
reviewed after dinner.

“Do you realize you’re a genius?” she asked
Lorac.

“What?”

“You remembered everything we learned today,
everything!”

“Uhh . . . I really liked
this lesson,” he said, not knowing how to justify the change in his
learning abilities.

Later on, he wanted to consult with Zoe, but
the microalga didn’t feel like giving advice.

“Oh my Sun! I’ve been all day in the
registration phase, helping to filter what you receive. You’re not
aware of the amount of data your senses capture because you don’t
retain most of it. There’s the work! I had to select what
passed into short-term memory and what was forgotten, and since
information kept coming in, it’s been overwhelming! Thank Sun I’m
done for today!”

At night, as Zoe warned him, he dreamed the
English lessons. Repetition was fundamental to move information
from short-term to long-term memory—that’s learning. And dreams
were the fastest way to relive lessons over and over again.

 


 


The next morning, Oshin chose a particularly boring
subject. She wanted to know if Lorac could remember concepts that
even she found tiresome.

To her astonishment, her student got all her
questions right.

“Unbelievable,” she exclaimed in wonder. “How do you
do it? And this time don’t tell me you liked the lesson because
even I was falling asleep.”

“Maybe you’re right and I’m a genius,” he
replied with difficulty, as he didn’t like to take credit for
things that weren’t his own merit.

But for some reason that partly offended him
a little (even if Oshin was right), she didn’t believe him.

 


 


Obsessed with testing him, Oshin took the
English-Burmese Dictionary to the next day’s lesson and, one
by one, made him understand the English words from the first
pages.

Hours went by until it was question
time.

“This is too much!” broke out Oshin when he
got all of them right. “How is that possible? Even a genius
would have failed some. . . .”

“You’re a great teacher,” replied Lorac.

“No! Well—yes.” She smiled. “But your
improvement is so prodigious. . . . Do the spirits
help you?”

“Eh . . . no.”

“Then how?! Tell me the truth, I promise I
won’t tell anyone.”

“Okay,” he said, feeling he could entrust
his secret to her. “I have a microalga inside me that helps me
learn much faster than normal.”

Oshin looked at him seriously for one
second, then blinked several times with a surprised face, and
finally burst out laughing so hard that she made him laugh too.

“This is absurd!” she replied.

For the rest of the night, they went on to
see who talked the most nonsense.

It was the funniest evening Lorac ever spent
in the village. Oshin said things ranging from “My father is an
orca” to “I have a flower meadow inside that makes my farts
perfume.” Lorac confessed he couldn’t sail, and for the first time
in his life, he learned to laugh at himself. This helped him to
accept himself as he was, with his virtues and flaws.
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The day Djodjo came back, Lorac had a terrible
headache.

“Your neurons work nonstop to form new
connections for you to learn,” Zoe had told him. “I think there are
too many electrical impulses in your brain. Just yesterday, I took
a few shocks during my shift. . . . Maybe we should
slow down the study rhythm a bit.”

He agreed, and going back to bed instead of
studying hard felt great. It also helped that Djodjo put a pillow
under his head.

“A tourist gave it to me,” he said as soon
as Lorac woke up. “I already have one, so this one is for you.”

“I don’t know how to thank you for
everything you do for me . . .” confessed Lorac.
“You, Oshin, your whole family!”

“Where there’s room for five, there’s room
for six. Stay as long as you need to put your life back
together.”

Lorac hugged his friend.

 


 


Lorac’s new schedule to keep his head from exploding
included some mid-morning free time that he spent with Carol.
Although he wasn’t yet ready to ask his question, he could now hold
more complex conversations. Thus, he would practice while enjoying
the company.

They met at the beach because she had
offered to teach him to use the fins:

“They allow us to swim faster,” Carol
explained, “but just as when people learn to bike, they don’t ride
down a mountain right away, neither should we swim with fins on the
reefs until we’ve got the hang of it.”

“Why?” Lorac asked.

“Because if you misuse them, they’ll tire
you out instead of propelling you. You don’t know how many people
I’ve had to pull out of the water! So tired that they didn’t think
they could make it to shore. And last but not least, because you
can damage corals by flapping the fins against them.”

Lorac loved how considerate Carol was.

“What brought you to this island?” he asked,
curious, as he put on the diving mask.

“I came to restore corals. When I got here,
however, I realized it was pointless to start this project, if I
didn’t first eliminate the causes that degraded the reef.”

Lorac couldn’t be happier that Carol, like
him, wanted to help the corals.

“Is that why you give talks and clean
beaches?”

“Not only that. I also report to the
authorities when someone employs destructive fishing techniques,
teach tourists and locals to respect the environment, I’m designing
a wastewater treatment plant—”

“What a strange plant!”

“It’s a place where the wastewater is
treated, so that when it’s released into the sea it doesn’t harm
it.”

He got distracted by the faint freckles of
her cheeks. They were more evident under the sun and looked funny
to him.

“Water! Water!” shouted Zoe on the spur of
the moment.

Lorac left Carol on the sand and ran to the
shore.

“You forgot the fins!” said Carol, going
after him.

She was standing with the water above her
knees, whereas Lorac sat with the water to his neck to cool
down.

“Excellent! It will be easier to put them on
if you sit down,” she said as she handed him a pair of fins.
“Another thing I do is implementing ecological agriculture among
the peasants.”

“I don’t understand,” said Lorac, who had
already sheathed a foot in one fin.

“Sorry, it’s a farming style that makes use
of natural resources instead of adding chemicals to the crops,
which besides damaging our health, reach the sea when they’re
washed away by the rain and harm marine—”

“Watch the wave!” Lorac interrupted.

Both of them ducked and swam under it. Lorac
wanted to make sure his temperature dropped, so he propelled
himself to the bottom with light flutters so as not to produce any
more heat.

“Very well! Gentle,” she told him when he
pulled his head out of the water to breathe. “You just have to
stretch your legs a bit more.”

For the next dive, Carol swam by his side
and helped him correct the position by subtly pressing on his knee
and ankle. At that very moment, however, Zoe urged him to speak
alone. So he had to return the fins to his instructor and ask her
to continue another day. Carol watched him swim fast into the sea
instead of going back to the beach, and although she already sensed
Lorac liked the sea as much or more than she did, she couldn’t help
but be surprised. Any other person would have rested ashore, but
Lorac . . . he had done just the opposite.

 


 


“I think I know what’s happening to your climate
control system,” said Zoe once they were alone in the middle of the
farthest bay.

“Cool! What’s wrong with it?”

“I can’t tell you because it would condition
you, and since it’s something that can kill me, I prefer to get to
the exact root of the problem.”

“Then why are you telling me anything?!”
replied Lorac, annoyed that he had interrupted his training with
Carol in vain.

“To inform you that I’ll do one last test.
If it confirms what I suspect, then I’ll tell you.”

Lorac snorted and gained a yellowish skin
tone while Zoe photosynthesized.

 


 


In their second finning session, they went to the
water from the very beginning.

“You’re great at it,” said Carol.

After a while, he swam with such skill that
she suggested going to see the corals.

“Yay!” he replied, excited.

“But remember, don’t touch nor stand on
them.”

“I would never do that,” he said, offended.
Then he understood that Carol meant well and added, “Please, don’t
ever give up on them.”

They swam for about twenty minutes. The fins
made them advance very fast, and they arrived at a spot in which
Lorac hadn’t been in any of his daily visits to that sea.

Lorac’s reef was prettier than the one in
front of them—maybe because it was much farther from the village,
so much that he couldn’t visit Heli and his friends—but he was glad
to see a reef again.

Though some of the corals were bleached, and
there were old fishing nets hooked on the reef, he plunged in to
appreciate the bits of beauty that this mistreated work of art
could still offer.

“I’ll do everything in my power to help
you,” he whispered.

Carol didn’t hold her breath as much as he
did, and while she watched him from the surface, she thought he
moved in the water as if he were in his element. There was
something distinctive about him. He seemed surrounded by some
primordial energy that radiated from every inch of his
skin. . . . Likewise, the moment she saw him cutting
the nets which clogged the corals with a sharp object he took from
his waist, Carol realized they shared the same passion and
descended to help him with her diving knife.

 


 


When they got back to the beach, Carol hugged
him.

“Thanks to people like you, my work makes
sense.”

Lorac, however, didn’t hear her because of a
loud beeping that echoed in his head. He dropped the fishing nets
on the sand, and saying nothing, he instinctively got back into the
water. This time, Carol wasn’t surprised—she had gotten used to his
eccentricities.

“Go to the bottom!” Zoe shouted. “We need to
cool.”

Lorac immersed himself for as much time as
his lungs allowed him.

“Have you found out where the problem
is?”

“Yes,” said Zoe. “But I don’t know how
you’re going to take it. Look, uh . . . there’re these substances
called hormones, which serve to send messages from one part of your
body to another. And, well . . . the messages from your
hormones”—Zoe hesitated before saying it—“each time you speak to
Carol, they say something like ‘Skimp on nothing! Raise the
temperature, the energy levels, and the will to talk. Let’s impress
that girl!’”

“Why would I want to impre—?” He knew the
answer before finishing the sentence. “No!!! We’re just
friends!”

One of the first feelings he had, however,
was guilt because he suspected Djodjo liked Carol.

“Can’t you deactivate these hormones, or
change their message, or mislead them to make them go the wrong
way?”

“Hormones are uncontrollable. They always
get away with it! If there were a prize for stubbornness, I’d bet a
thousand chloroplasts they’d win it.”

It seemed that Zoe had already tried
everything to fix that hormonal mess.

“I’m sorry, but the only solution is for you
to avoid Carol.”

Lorac was shocked by how little he liked
that. What if Zoe was right? What if he liked Carol? How could he
know? He had never fallen in love!

 


 


After giving the matter a lot of thought, he decided
that whatever his feelings for Carol were, he’d have to keep them
at bay. He had to see her again for the sake of the mission! So he
convinced himself that now that he knew, he’d be prepared to keep
his temperature under control.

As soon as he finished learning the
dictionary, he would meet her and prove to Zoe that he was above
his hypothetical impulses! In the meantime, he decided to put
distance between them in the hopes things would cool down. Thus,
he’d avoid Carol until the lessons were over.

 


 


For the next few days, she went to see him a couple
of times to lend him a pair of fins. Luckily, he wasn’t home and
although he was dying to see her, he didn’t do a thing to find
her.

The biggest problem was that the less he saw
her, the more he thought of her, and this distracted him from the
mission. Even Oshin found him less attentive and suggested
finishing the class outside, for him to get some air and brighten
up.

They sat at the beach, and after a few
pages, Oshin shouted in the middle of an explanation, “A sea otter!
How beautiful!”

Lorac opened his eyes wide: it was Nika!

Would she bring news of his reef? Before his
mind finished the question, his body was already in the water.

“Let’s go somewhere quiet,” said Nika.
“Before my fans crowd us.”
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“What happened? Do you know anything about Heli and
the others? Did Tor send you?” he bombarded her the moment they
reached a safe place.

“Breathe, Lorac,” said the otter. “Last time
we met we didn’t know if you would make it, so you should value it
more.”

Lorac took a few seconds to breathe
consciously and asked, “Why did you take so long to come and see
me?”

“Interesting,” observed Nika. “In your
little time with the humans, you’ve already assimilated their
perception of time. Please don’t absorb too some people’s habit of
getting caught up in their own thoughts, or the next time we meet,
we won’t be able to talk.”

“Why?!”

“Because then you’d live in your mind,
realizing nothing else, and one cannot communicate with other
beings if unable to perceive their essence.”

Lorac realized that he had been perceiving
his environment in a more superficial way for the last weeks: he
didn’t devote himself to observing its fullness, he wasn’t taking
notice of other living beings as much as when he was underwater,
neither was he paying too much attention to what he heard, nor
stopping to figure out the smells. . . .

“Human language is so complete and
sophisticated that you can fall into the vice of leaving aside what
your words cannot express—like the Water language. This is why you
people are the animal that has forgotten it the most.”

Lorac couldn’t afford that! How else would
he talk to Heli when he came back? Zoe had trouble finding the
Water language inside his brain back in the past, so he imagined
that now that he had much more information in his head, it would be
very difficult to locate it again if he lost it.

“How are Heli and all my friends?”

“Holding on,” replied Nika, “and proud of
you. Tor told everyone you breathed again, and it was great for
them to get good news for a change. Heliopora wanted to meet me to
give me thanks. She’s very nice; she showed me your room—”

“Tell her I love her.” Lorac was moved. “Ask
everyone to hold on. Explain to them I’ve been preparing all this
time to go after a clue I think will take me to the source. And
tell the brain coral—”

Lorac wanted him to finally know where the
ghosts came from, but suddenly he was ashamed. He was afraid his
friends would no longer see him in the same way if they found out
that humans were responsible for that. So he changed his mind.

“Say I also fight against ghosts.”

Nika said goodbye and promised to visit him
more often.

 


 


When Lorac returned, he did something that had never
occurred to him before: he “spoke” to one of the village dogs in
the language he’d used for so many years under the sea. But neither
did it understand Lorac, nor did he understand the dog. So he
deduced that humans weren’t the only ones who didn’t remember the
Water language.

Just as he was leaving, however, he felt
that the dog conveyed its gratitude for having kept it company, in
what Lorac would have sworn was a very primitive Water
language.

He would soon learn that there were certain
basic emotions—such as love, compassion, sadness, or fear—which
terrestrial animals still expressed in a very ancient variant of
the Water language, and that paying attention to these traces of
language would make it easier for him to connect with them.

 


 


That evening, he prepared his famous noodles with
vegetables and sesame, so that Oshin would forgive him for having
stood her up at the beach. Even the grandmother, who didn’t eat
much, left her plate empty.
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Days went by between classes, the sea, and Djodjo’s
returns and departures.

Lorac managed to avoid Carol, even though
the only moment of the day he didn’t think about her was when he
slept, since the billboard of his dreams was already full of
English lessons. Sometimes, he even regretted Zoe had told him,
because knowing he couldn’t be with her made him want it even
more.

Despite this setback, the big day came and
Lorac was ready to have the conversation he had put off for so
long.

He left home and came across a white cat
almost at the end of the footbridge. Lorac was so focused on
keeping his hormones under control that he got scared and then,
something unusual happened: the cat approached him and for the
first time since he had returned to the land, he stroked a feline.
The animal assumed that Lorac, startled by so little, might not be
as dangerous as its instincts told it.

After the caress the cat received from him,
it even licked him with its raspy tongue and followed him to the
other side of the bay, where the houses were white, the windows of
glass, and the roofs of a uniform cyan blue reminiscent of the
color of the sky on a cloudless day.

Lorac stopped in front of a blue wooden door
of one of the houses and knocked. After a few seconds, the door
opened and Carol appeared behind it, even more beautiful than he
remembered.

“What a surprise,” she exclaimed. “I haven’t
seen you in days. Don’t stay in the doorway, please come in.”

Lorac’s lips twitched in a weak smile that
he brushed aside to focus on his goal.

“I’d like to ask my question.”

“It’s true! I had forgotten it. Would you
like a cup of tea as well?”

He accepted; he didn’t want to be rude.

“Let it be an iced tea, please.”

 


 


He waited in a small dining room until Carol came
back with two cups. One was smoking, and the other had condensed
water droplets around it. He chose the cold one and brought it to
his chest.

“Do you know where to find the source of
greenhouse gases?” he asked, to Carol’s astonishment.

She hadn’t expected such a question.
Sometimes, she thought the boy knew nothing about how the world
worked, and yet other times, he would surprise her with an
unbelievable knowledge for someone who hadn’t attended school.

“It’s us,” she replied.

“I don’t get it.”

“Humans. We’ve transformed the planet.”

“How?”

“We’ve cut down forests to replace them with
urban areas and intensive farming which, mostly, is used to feed
industrial livestock that pollutes and does us no good; we’ve dug
into the bowels of the Earth; we’re depleting the life of the
oceans; we’ve changed the course of rivers and even created
islands. And all of this, all of our civilization, has been
propelled by fossil fuels.”

“I still don’t see where the source is.”

“Fossil fuels, Lorac.”

“What are these fuels?”

“They have that name because they formed
from the remains of plants and animals that lived in remote times.
They are oil, coal, and natural gas.”

“Ah, these I know. . . .
They’re burned for energy.”

“And what happens when something burns?”

“It releases smoke.”

“There you have it,” she said.

“No,” said Lorac after some thought. “This
can’t be the source. It has to be bigger, like a super volcano or
something similar.”

Carol looked at him with her fervent dark
eyes.

“We are seven billion people. If you add up
all our transports, industries, homes . . .”

Carol knew such exorbitant numbers were very
difficult to imagine and got up to look for a world map. He took
the occasion to ask for more ice.

 


 


Carol laid the map and the ice bucket on the table,
and concentrated for a few seconds on locating a particular point
on the face of the Earth. Lorac took advantage of the situation to
slide a couple of ice cubes through the neck of his T-shirt.

“We’re here,” she pointed out with her
finger.

“There’s only sea here,” he said.

“Because this island is such a small point
on the map that at this scale it’s impossible to draw it. We’d need
to enlarge the map to see it. But whatever, this is just to give
you an idea of the dimensions we’re talking about.”

Carol pointed to a great mass of land which
seemed divided into two parts, and which was so long that it
narrowly missed joining the two poles. “Do you see this
continent?”

“Sure.”

“It’s America,” she said. “Imagine it were a
gigantic forest from one end to the other. North to south, west to
east.”

“That’s easy.”

Lorac remembered the time he was on his
lonely island, the same one to which San Win arrived months later.
Carol looked at him tenderly, believing that Lorac thought most of
the continents were green, just as they were painted on the
map.

“Okay, now imagine that ALL the forest
burns: a mega fire that releases a lot of smoke.”

“See? That’s what I would call the source,”
he said.

“Well, these flames would release the same
carbon dioxide as we humans emit from fossil fuels in just one
year. So imagine such a fire every year!”

Either Lorac imagined it too well or his
hormones took over, because he felt so much heat that he had to
excuse himself to the bathroom.

 


 


He got under the shower without a second
thought.

“What are you doing, Lorac?! I told you to
stay away from her. You’re hurting me—you’re hurting you!”

“I know, Zoe. I thought I’d control
it. . . .”

“Holy chlorophylls! I told you it was
impossible. If you want to be with her go ahead, but return me
first to the sea.”

“Could we stop talking about Carol? I’m
trying to get cold here!”

“Then go outside and look for that source of
gases instead of chitchatting with the redhead!”

“For your information, that chitchat
has made me find the source.”

“Really?” Zoe changed to a more cheerful
tone. “Have you shut it down?”

“Not yet,” said Lorac. “First I need to talk
to Carol again—”

“Make up your mind! You just told me not to
talk about her. . . .”

 


 


When he came out of the bathroom, he was soaked from
top to bottom.

“What happened?” Carol asked.

“I’d never seen a shower
before . . . I couldn’t resist trying it
and . . . let’s say the buckets for bathing at
Djodjo’s house are more intuitive to use.”

Carol struggled to suppress laughter.

“Do you want to put on dry clothes?”

“No thanks, but if you could turn on the
fan, it would help me dry.” Another lie: what he really wanted was
to be as fresh as possible.

“I have to ask you one last thing,” he said
as she switched on the fan.

“Anything.”

“I need you to tell everyone what you’ve
told me so that they stop using fossil fuels.”

Carol looked at him skeptically.

“I promise I won’t ask you for anything
more,” he said.

“Most people already know that,” she
replied. “Scientists have said it for years and it has appeared in
all the media.”

“So why do they still use fossil fuels?
Maybe they didn’t get it right. Explain it to them as you’ve told
me.”

“Believe me, Lorac, solving this issue is
much more difficult than you think.”

“No! It’s much easier. I thought the source
would be a giant dragon or the spirit of fire in an eagerness to
conquer the world because it had gone evil.”

Carol laughed. Lorac made her smile even
when they talked about complex subjects.

“Think about how you felt when you had to
change something in your life,” she asked. “Weren’t you afraid at
first? Maybe you wouldn’t even have done it, if you could have been
fine as you were.”

Lorac thought about when he decided to move
to the sea only because otherwise, he would have starved to death
on the island.

“It’s true,” he confessed, uncomfortable
with the feeling that Carol had read him like an open book.

“The same thing happens to society. The only
thing people want is to be well, and most of them feel safer with
what they already know than with a new and unknown option for
them.”

Lorac remembered when he discovered the reef
was in great danger and his first reaction was to continue his life
as usual, with Heli. He only returned to the surface when he
realized that this was the only way to save his loved ones.

“Our nature doesn’t incite us to change if
we can be happy just as things are,” Carol concluded.

Porites’ words came to life in Lorac’s mind:
“Coral reefs are doomed to suffer first. We are the alarm
announcing the approach of the great crises.” Maybe an alarm wasn’t
enough for people to start battling. . . . It was
possible that they would only react when they suffered it in their
own flesh. But then it would be too late! Not only for the reefs,
but also for all humanity.

“There must be something we can do!”
exclaimed Lorac. He was starting to feel hot; he was almost
dry.

“Sure, you can adopt a sustainable life so
that those around you see what it’s like and they no longer feel it
as something unknown and unreliable. Choice is the greatest and
most underestimated power we have!”

Lorac remembered when he moved to the sea,
and Zoe told him that to receive oxygen he had to flood his lungs.
He refused, and when he finally breathed water, it was against his
will. But if he had seen someone else do it before
him . . . then he would have accepted.

“If people see it’s possible with no need
for major lifestyle adjustments, they’ll be encouraged to do it
too,” Carol added. “And when enough of us change, the market will
adapt to this trend and offer more and more sustainable options.
This will make the transition easier and faster.”

Lorac looked at the map.

“Where in the world do more people
live?”

“Why?”

“To go and live there sustainably! The more
people see me, the more people will change and the faster we’ll
solve this. The clock is ticking!”

Lorac heard Zoe asking him to stay away from
Carol, but he was so close to the solution. . . . He
just had to hold on a little longer.

“Yeah, sure, and what are you going to do?
Stand in the middle of the main square and shout: Wow, how tasty
this banana is! There’s nothing like buying LOCAL products! Hey,
people behind me, have you seen how firm my ass is? It’s because I
move ON FOOT whenever I can. Oh, my NATURAL fibers T-shirt washed
with BIODEGRADABLE soap bought in BULK smells so
good. . . .”

“Yes!” Lorac got up. He had to get out of
there. “As soon as you tell me which city to go to!”

“I was being ironic!” Carol stood up too.
“Transforming society is a gradual process that takes its course.
You can’t just show up in one place and expect strangers to listen
to you.”

Lorac uttered a cry of pain. Zoe had begun
to generate the substances that harmed him! He rushed to the door,
opened it wide, and hurtled off to the pier. Once at the edge, he
threw himself into the water like a trampoline jumper.

He didn’t return to the land until
nightfall.

 


 


When he got home, Oshin told him Carol had been
looking for him.

“She wanted to know if you could meet her at
the pier. She’s asked me to tell you that she’ll be there at eight
o’clock,” Oshin said as she handed him one of his brother’s
T-shirts for him to get changed.

Lorac checked Djodjo’s phone impatiently for
the first time in his life. It was twenty to eight—the time to dry
up and leave.

 


 


Carol was sitting at the end of the pier with her
feet hanging two yards above the sea. Lorac was thrilled. She was
there for him, waiting just for him.

He fanned his face with his hands and took a
deep breath before sitting next to her.

“I’ve been a fool,” Carol said as soon as
she felt him by her side. “I should have supported you instead of
discouraging you. Now more than ever, we have to unite our efforts
and not criticize those who try to do something. Do you forgive
me?”

“Sure,” said Lorac, glad to see how much she
cared.

Then he jumped into the water. It was the
second time on the same day, but he couldn’t risk the heat waking
Zoe up, because the poor microalga had already been through enough
earlier at Carol’s place.

“What happened?! Are you all right?” Carol
said, worried.

“Yes, in my culture you have to throw
yourself into the sea to . . . forgive someone,”
Lorac made up a reason.

Carol wanted to talk to him, but it was
awkward for her to talk down from the top of the pier.

“Do you have to stay in the water long?”

“The idea is that it purges you of any trace
of a grudge you may have accumulated,” he replied. “That’s the only
way to truly forgive someone.”

Carol didn’t insist because she didn’t want
to meddle in his traditions, but she did ask him to go to the
stairs. They would speak more comfortably there.

She took off her flip-flops, sat on the last
wooden step, and submerged her legs down to her knees. Lorac, by
her side, stood afloat resting his arms on the board.

“So, you’re willing to do whatever it takes
to speed up the change, huh?”

“Exactly,” he replied.

“Then I can only think of one
option. . . . But I can’t promise you any guarantee.
In fact, the odds are against you.”

“A good friend taught me that you can only
fail if you do nothing. So if there is the slightest chance of
success in that plan of yours, I have to try it.”

“It’s not going to be easy
either. . . .”

Lorac knew he could hint at the truth. He
trusted her.

“My life is at sea. Corals have given me a
home. They are all I have and they are being taken away from me.
Please tell me what I can do.”

Carol looked at him intensely. Although she
believed he was only a few years younger than her, Lorac was naïve
and trusting as a child, and at the same time—except for matters
relating to modern life, which he seemed to ignore—he possessed
exceptional wisdom, unusual for his age. That boy definitely had
something special. . . .

She sighed deeply for Lorac’s fate, and
under the moonlight and the caresses of the sea, she told him what
he would have to do.
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He put the last of his few belongings in the
backpack when Djodjo announced they had to go.

He crossed the village once again, but on
this occasion, the women stopped cutting meat, cleaning fish, and
chopping vegetables in front of their houses to say goodbye and
give him an assortment of fresh fruit for the trip. The men who
hadn’t set sail that day squeezed his shoulders as a sign of
affection, the children smiled at him, and the dogs followed him as
usual, oblivious to what was about to happen.

Oshin was waiting for them at the pier. She
was quick saying goodbye to Djodjo—he’d return in six days. With
Lorac, however, the farewell was more intense. They didn’t know
when they’d see each other again.

“I was serious about you being a great
teacher,” said Lorac. “Not only have you taught me with
determination and eagerness, you’ve also stood by me, showing me
how to support others. I hope you get your degree soon because I’m
sure you’ll help many people.”

“Lorac . . .” she gasped.
“Don’t let them break your innocence, remember—”

“Yes, I’ll think for myself,” he finished
for her.

Oshin hugged him, one of those hugs that
last long enough to reach the soul. He held her fondly in his arms
and looked at the white, blue-roofed houses one last time before
getting into the canoe with Djodjo. He was looking for Carol but
there was no sign of her, and he felt a bit stupid for expecting
her to come. After all, she had visited him the day before to give
him the backpack and had mentioned she didn’t like goodbyes. Thus,
he convinced himself that it would be better this way, and
obviously, Zoe agreed.

 


 


When they arrived at the barge they moored the canoe
next to a kayak. Lorac’s heart skipped a beat when he thought who
might have paddled there, and he almost fainted when he saw
her.

“You didn’t think I’d let you go without
saying goodbye, did you?”

“Thanks for coming! And for all the things
you’ve taught me.”

Carol smiled, and Lorac tried to memorize
each aspect of that beautiful image.

“Let’s say we are even,” she said. “You’ve
helped me understand that poor aren’t those who have little, but
those who need much.”

Carol wished him luck and kissed him on the
cheek. Lorac knew at once what he had to do.

He walked toward the boat, looking back and
waving at her; he pretended to have reached the little gangway that
would bring him on board—even if he had seen from the corner of his
eye that it was a foot more to the right—and then, with his head
turned toward Carol to give her his best smile, he took a decisive
step forward.

He fell right between the barge and the
ship. Everyone laughed and joked about how clumsy he was, but he
didn’t care. Even if he was soaked, he still felt Carol’s soft lips
on his face and would have jumped again just for another kiss.

 


 


On the low deck of the boat there were two beds, and
Lorac fell asleep right away because he had spent the whole night
awake, reviewing the plan in front of San Win’s statue. He didn’t
wake up until they reached Kawthaung five hours later.

“And I thought you’d go up on the main deck
to enjoy the sailing!” said Djodjo. “Hurry up. I have little time
before the tourists arrive.”

Lorac took the backpack, made sure he had
the shark’s tooth on his waist and the sea urchin spine through his
ponytail, and disembarked. It was his first time on the mainland
and he had the impression that there was too much noise, and so
many smells that anyone who tried to sense them all would go mad.
He found it quite chaotic too, especially because he had to pay
attention to cars and motorcycles, whose gray smoke reminded him at
every moment of the purpose of his mission.

Djodjo took him to the market, where they
exchanged Lorac’s pearls for the money everybody talked about so
much, and that Lorac found not at all impressive. His pearls,
however, did impress the salesman, who said it was unusual to find
them so big. Then they went to a friend of Djodjo’s to run a couple
of errands, and finally, they returned to the port.

“Don’t lose it,” said Djodjo as he handed
him a small booklet with a dark red cover. “You’ll have to show it
every time you cross a border.”

Lorac kept the booklet in his backpack and
when Djodjo gave him the money from the pearls, he wanted his
friend to keep half of the wad of bills.

“Use it to pay for Oshin’s studies, buy new
books, or whatever is needed in the village. Maybe you could hire a
doctor to see the villagers once a month.”

“No,” said Djodjo. “You don’t know how long
you’ll be there, nor do you know the unexpected things that will
come your way.”

Lorac insisted in vain.

“Keep it,” Djodjo said, winking at him. “And
if you have any left over, then invest it yourself in the village
when you come back to see us again.”

Djodjo had no more time. He spoke to one of
the boatmen and before Lorac knew it, he found himself on a
long-tail boat—he barely had time to say goodbye to Djodjo!

“The boatman will take you across the river
to Thailand,” shouted Djodjo over the noisy engine of the boat.
“Take care, Lorac!”

With that noise and the adrenaline of
knowing that from now on he would be alone, it was impossible for
him to sleep, and he realized his dizziness had withstood the test
of time. He got so dizzy on the boat, that he felt those scant
forty minutes of navigation as the longest part of his two-day
trip.

 


 


On the many trains and buses he had to link, he
entertained himself by looking through the window. He hadn’t
realized the land was so extensive: those terrestrial means of
transport were much faster than any of the boats Lorac had ever
boarded, and yet the land didn’t end. It was also very strange for
him not to see the sea, but he handled it rather better than
Zoe.

“I think I’m having an identity crisis,”
said the microalga. “I feel lost and I can’t even
photosynthesize!”

“Don’t worry. I’ve already told you that as
long as we don’t get into the water, I will give you energy.”

“Oh my Sun! Now you make me feel like a
burden.”

“Don’t talk nonsense! I do it with
pleasure.”

“The thing is that I’ve been doing
photosynthesis all my life. . . .”

“For that very reason, don’t you think you
deserve a vacation after so many centuries of hard work?”

“I guess . . . But I feel
worthless if I can’t photosynthesize—”

“I don’t value you for your ability to
photosynthesize, but for how you are! Circumstances have changed
and now you can’t do it anymore? Then find something else you can
do. That’s not going to change who you are or how I feel about
you.”

At other times, the landscape from the
window faded away and the memory of Carol’s red hair in contrast to
the turquoise of the water blinded him for hours. He also thought
of his reef. The last time he saw Nika, he asked her to tell
Porites that the open brain coral was right: a single species, man,
had been able to change the fate of all the others, but not to
solve the crisis—as Porites had predicted—but to create it. Then he
told her his whole plan. That was the message of hope that the
otter would have to spread. Finally, he said goodbye to her. They
wouldn’t see each other again for a long
time. . . .

 


 


After many miles, several new stamps in the booklet
Djodjo gave him, and much less money than what he started with,
Lorac arrived at his destination.

The first thing he did was to find a public
telephone. Next, he looked for someone who knew how that strange
device worked. Last, he showed the telephone number he wanted to
dial to the kind man who had stopped to help him.

Of the three numbers written on the wrinkled
sheet of paper that he pulled out of the backpack, he pointed to
the one next to the doodle of a slant-eyed guy’s face. He couldn’t
be wrong because the other two doodles had round eyes—one was the
face of a ginger girl, Carol, and the other the face of a
dark-haired guy, Djodjo.

When he finished the call, he only had to
wait for Jon.

He sat in front of the station and watched
people come and go. He had never seen so many persons in his life.
Most of them, like the drawing of Jon, had slanted eyes, but there
were also people with round eyes and a skin color similar to
Carol’s—which didn’t stop him from thinking she was special. Zoe,
for her part, wasn’t so sure about this and feared he’d find
someone else to revolutionize his hormones in the midst of so many
people. Lorac’s body temperature, however, didn’t rise a shred.

Carol had said he’d have to learn certain
rules of social life. He imagined them to be similar to the codes
that had to be respected at sea if one didn’t want to end up
dead.

Jon had told him he couldn’t pick him up
until nightfall, and Lorac wondered if, like at sea, the city would
become more dangerous after dusk.

Carol met Jon during an internship he did in
France, and they had been very good friends since then. He was one
of the reasons Lorac was there: Carol wouldn’t have sent him to a
place where he didn’t have any support.

But what was that place?

It was a vibrant metropolis with an
important worldwide influence, a city on the Asian coast where one
could handle themselves in English and which, generally, enjoyed a
high level of freedoms and rights. Simply put, Hong Kong.
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Jon arrived punctual as a clock. He wore glasses,
had a very subtle mustache, and hair dyed blond. It wasn’t hard for
him to find Lorac: he was the only one who, instead of leaning over
his phone, looked curiously at people.

“I see you’re light on luggage,” he said.
“So much the better! Because my house is a sardine can.”

Jon told him that since Hong Kong had so
many inhabitants and the rents were extremely expensive, most of
the population could only afford to live in tiny houses.

Half an hour later, when they arrived at his
apartment, Lorac saw he hadn’t exaggerated: it was a single room
with one bed, one desk, a small kitchen, and a sink. Then, there
was a sliding door that communicated with a tiny bathroom where
just the toilet and a washbasin fit, and whose floor—together with
the extendable faucet of the washbasin—was the shower.

Jon showed him the apartment in thirty
seconds, but his explanation of how everything worked lasted
several minutes.

In such a small space it was very important
to be tidy, to learn to open and close all the folding items, and
to know that many objects in the house had at least two utilities.
The most curious of all was a puppet located right next to the
door, which also was used as a hanger. The wooden boy wore Jon’s
cap on his head, his camera on one arm, a checked foulard on the
other, and his nose—of exaggerated length—served as a perfect key
hanger.

Jon crouched beside his bed to unfold—it
couldn’t be otherwise—a narrow extra bed. He was a little worried
that Lorac would be uncomfortable, but Lorac assured him it was the
first time he would sleep in such a soft bed.

 


 


Jon’s alarm rang at seven o’clock. Lorac got up
half-asleep and folded his bed for Jon to have space at home. Jon
explained to Lorac how to move around the city. Lorac, however, was
still exhausted from the trip and when Jon left for work, he no
longer remembered half of what his host had said.

He made tea while studying the map of Hong
Kong that Jon had given him.

By the time he finished the second cup of
tea he still didn’t know where to go, so he just folded the map and
went for a walk around the very same neighborhood. But of course,
this wasn’t as easy as it seemed.

Hong Kong was a city vertically built and
for a person who was looking upwards, impressed by the towering
skyscrapers, it was difficult to walk through the crowd without
bumping into the others.

Lorac felt he was walking in a jungle where
the trees—which grow very close together and very high to get
sunlight—had been replaced by buildings, and the ground by
concrete. A place with as much hustle and bustle as in a coral
reef, only the fish were people about the same size as him.

Indeed, he felt like he had his first time
in the Acros: everyone crossed his path and all—unlike him—seemed
to know where to go. So every time he found a park, he would come
in to take a break from the rush of the crowd, and relax watching
several groups of people practice harmonious martial arts in the
shade of the trees.

 


 


“Why not start now?” Lorac asked to Jon’s computer
screen.

“Because you can’t change something you
don’t know,” said Carol, on a video call from Jar Lann Kyunn
Island. “And I don’t mean the walk you took this morning, but to
integrate, to let modern life embrace you.”

Lorac snorted and agreed because this was
the only chance he had, and he wanted to do things right. He had no
choice but to arm himself with patience and follow Carol’s
advice.

 


 


Jon worked as a journalist for a large corporation
and didn’t have much free time. Although they saw each other only
at night, they got along very well and both were grateful to have
the other. Jon found Lorac’s company very pleasant—despite having
the house invaded—and he loved the food his guest prepared. Lorac
was happy to have a friend in that city where sometimes, he felt so
lonely despite being constantly surrounded by people.

Jon had a lot of passions and friends, but
he struggled to juggle them with his work life. That’s how Lorac
realized he had to work if he wanted to integrate into a society
that was so alien to him. Thus, he bought a few secondhand tools
and some wood, and opened a sidewalk workshop where he carved
sculptures that he would later sell on Temple Street Night
Market.
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In a matter of weeks, he acted like a regular
citizen.

He moved in public transport and worked
efficiently. In a short time, he went from sculpting only kabangs
to making miniatures of fish and corals. He even learned to recycle
trash to incorporate it into his sculptures.

In his spare time, he enjoyed with Jon and
his friends all sorts of activities that the city offered. His
favorites were visiting the islands or the mountains around Hong
Kong—surrounding himself with nature kept him in touch with
reality.

He understood the satisfaction of earning
money. It was a reward for the effort invested. What he didn’t get
at all were the queues of people that formed in certain shops on
Nathan Street.

“What’s here?” he asked one person in the
line.

The gentleman ignored him and when Lorac
insisted, he replied, “Can’t you read? This is a luxury brand
business.”

“And what’s so special about these
brands?”

The man got disconcerted and didn’t know how
to give an answer that would convince Lorac.

Another thing he didn’t comprehend was the
fact that there were very expensive cars parked on the same street
where people lived in deplorable conditions. Social inequality was
present in the city, and even though Lorac spent almost everything
he earned on helping the disadvantaged people he encountered, there
seemed to be no solution.

Jon, who was very active on these issues,
had told him that the modern world’s waste culture was frittering
away the planet’s limited resources, which was causing there not to
be enough for everyone. This incited people to compete, and as in
all championships, some won and others lost. Not only had this
competition been born of an erroneous approach, but it had ceased
to be fair since the moment that the misery of many had to pay for
the luxuries of a few.

For Lorac—who came from a community where
sharing was commonplace—this was difficult to accept, and he needed
to escape to the beach from time to time to reconnect with his
origins and not to despair. Besides, if he went far enough away so
that no one saw him, Zoe got the chance to photosynthesize.

“The truth is that I like this vacation
thing,” said the little alga. “But it feels good to exercise the
chloroplasts from time to time!”
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The city woke up immersed in a mist that replaced
the sky.

This phenomenon happened often, and Lorac
could only think that he needed to take action. He already believed
it every time he saw the traffic jams, or each night he came home
from work and turned on the light—a light fed by electricity
produced from coal burning. There were reminders everywhere! But
that pernicious fog which clouded the tops of the skyscrapers was
such a clear signal that even the Hongkones themselves worried.

That day, he didn’t go to work.

Perhaps he still didn’t quite understand
modern life, but there were two things he was sure of.

The first was that although people were in a
constant hurry, there was always that moment when Lorac’s eyes met
those of the person who crossed his path. Those few seconds—short
enough for prejudices not to get in the way—where both felt the
things that united them were greater than those that divided them.
It didn’t matter if they were men or women. It made no difference
the color of their skin, their age, their tastes, their way of
dressing, moving, or even what they thought. That moment of
connection was real.

The second was realizing the basic functions
of a city and a reef were very similar. In both, each “citizen” had
a goal, and performed a specific task that helped the metropolis to
function. The only difference was the inhabitants of the reef did
it in a way that had allowed them to live on this planet for
billions of years, and humans didn’t.

That was enough for him. He was not willing
to wait any longer.

 


 


He sat in front of the imposing building and
waited.

Although he was there all day, only one
person paid attention to him: a woman who asked if he wanted
anything to drink. Lorac thought a fresh beverage would cheer him
and gave her his cup to fill it up with dragon fruit juice—no
straw. The problem was that the lady left just after handing him
the full cup. She didn’t even ask why he was there. The day had
been a total disaster!

 


 


Back home, Jon saw Lorac so discouraged that he
organized an event on social networks to help him.

“Try it again next Sunday,” Jon said as he
put one of the spring rolls they were eating in his mouth. “Until
then, tell everyone you know.”

In this way, Lorac resumed his routine as a
wood craftsman and explained to all his acquaintances what he
intended to do.

When Sunday came, he made his way down Tim
Mei Avenue to the government headquarters. There he sat down as he
had done the earlier week, only this time he had a banner Jon had
written for him, and he was with the friends who showed up to
support him. As a result, he attracted the attention of many
passersby, who stopped to inquire about his purpose, and some even
stayed.

He had certainly taken a step forward, but
he had to go further. So every Sunday, Lorac sat in the same place
and attracted a few more people week after week.

 


 


After one month, fate wanted a young chubby girl
with a shaved head to notice Lorac’s banner:

Stop climate change. For a future with
dignity.

The following Sunday, the same girl returned
to join the cause and brought with her a large number of students,
along with a giant banner that read:

Solutions exist! We won’t pay for your
lack of will.

This was key to Jon’s intervention (after
pulling a few strings at his work). The student mobilization had
increased the number of people so they become news!

When Jon launched the scoop in several media
outlets, Lorac remained in “his place” every day from morning until
night. As more and more people—sometimes even entire families—came
to see him, he felt the need to receive each one of them. When
someone new arrived, he greeted them; when he saw anyone alone, he
approached and spoke to them. . . . Although Lorac
was introverted in nature, he had the ability to connect easily
with others.

 


 


One sunny morning after fifteen days in a row
punctually attending “his place,” he found it cordoned off. The
police refused to let him in, alleging security reasons.

Lorac didn’t know what to do and asked one
policeman if he’d let him make a call. The officer hesitated, but
after a few seconds lent him his phone. He just had to stop Lorac
from sitting there; nobody had told him to be hostile to the poor
boy—yet.

“Hello, Jon speaking,” his best Hong Kong
friend and one of the mainstays of the demonstration replied on the
other side of the line.

Lorac informed him of the situation.

“It’s no surprise,” Jon said. “The
government responds for the interests of a few companies and not
for those of its people. Don’t worry,” he added with resolution,
“above all, don’t lose your nerves. Thank the agents for their
kindness and sit in the square across the street. I’ll update the
new location on social networks.”

After a few hours, the students arrived at
the new position and pitched several tents. They didn’t want that
area to be cordoned off too, so they would occupy it day and
night.

 


 


The authorities reacted harshly. They tried to kick
them out in the middle of the night, when there were fewer people
and almost everyone was asleep. Lorac was even dragged and beaten
by several police officers. His companions were ready to defend
him, but Lorac ordered them to stop.

“Please be quiet! Don’t give them a reason
to arrest you—I need you here. They’ve already given up their
freedom and do as they’re told. Let’s keep ours!”

His resilience surprised the cops, who had
never seen anyone put up with the beating so cold-blooded. Lorac
simply rolled up on the ground, as protected as a polyp could be
inside its corallite. His back received most of the blows.

“Lorac,” Zoe shouted, “we have a
problem.”

“I know,” he whispered. “These agents have
forgotten their song.”

When the cops left, he stayed there a little
longer, just in case. Then he got up slowly, and helped by his
companions, he went back to the tent. They wanted to take him to
the hospital, but he refused. He was afraid the doctors would
discover Zoe and hurt her unintentionally, or worse, get rid of
her. Besides, the blows didn’t hurt him so much. He felt more
betrayed than wounded.

 


 


The hard hand of the police inspired thousands of
citizens to join the protests and produced more media coverage than
Jon had achieved. The result was just the opposite of what the
government would have wanted. At night, the protests were still
more or less the same, but by day, an avalanche of people went out
into the street to claim what was fair and meet other people who
had felt too that collective solidarity that gives goose bumps.
Retirees, small entrepreneurs, technicians, stay-at-home parents,
graduates, artists, educators, the unemployed, and others joined
the students.

Best of all—apart from the beauty of the
united people—the authorities could no longer act by force, because
they were now in the sights of the international community given
Hong Kong’s status and reputation as a global city.

It seemed that Lorac was approaching his
secret target. Because although he claimed his purpose was to
demand changes to the government, this wasn’t his real intention—he
was just pretending.
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It was late. She was lying in bed, protected under
the wing of the mosquito net. Although she had finished her
project—and most importantly, the villagers had adopted it as their
own—she was still on the island.

She wondered what was keeping her there. Was
it such a simple but peaceful way of living? The wild nature around
her? The warmth of the villagers? Was it Djodjo?

She cleared her mind by consulting news
about Lorac on the phone. She had become addicted. There wasn’t a
day she didn’t feel the need to navigate the network in search of
any trace of him—a piece of news, a comment, a photo—anything would
do it now that Lorac didn’t go back to Jon’s house and so, made no
more video calls with her.

She almost dropped the phone when it began
to vibrate at the alarm rhythm as a notification blinked on the
screen.

“It’s today!” she exclaimed.

How could she have forgotten? Since living
on the island, she never knew what day of the week it
was. . . . She sat up and searched for the website
where the exclusive story was broadcast as fast as she could. This
was the day of the premiere she had so eagerly waited for!

“Come on, come on,” she begged the browser,
which took an eternity to load.

At last! The video began to play: Jon had
just finished talking and was about to interview one of the
demonstrators. Carol read on the image that it was a Hong Kong
physicist.

“In the last five years alone, we’ve already seen
the effects of climate change,” the interviewed woman said.
“Hurricanes are more intense, storms more devastating, and there
are severe droughts and fires in some parts of the planet, while
historic floods are elsewhere. Don’t you see the climate is going
crazy? Lives, natural heritage, property, and crops have already
been lost. I don’t even want to imagine what a little more warming
will bring to us. . . .”

Jon handed the microphone to a girl who had
won a scholarship to study in Hong Kong.

“My country comprises several atolls in the middle
of the ocean. The highest point is three feet above the high tide.”
The girl pointed under her chest. “If the polar ice caps keep
melting, my whole nation will be flooded by the rising sea.”

The image froze, while the audio
continued.

“In Mauritius, several beaches have disappeared
because of the sea level rising,” said a man’s voice. “I used to
run a bar in front of a wonderful beach that no longer exists.
That’s the reason I had to close it.”

“Many people will be left homeless and will have no
choice but to emigrate,” said another woman as Carol moved the
phone over her head to get a better signal. “It’s predicted that
there’ll be two hundred million climate refugees in the next few
years. We are not ready. That’s why everything we do now to
mitigate global warming will save us from serious conflicts in a
future that isn’t far off.”

Carol was standing in the middle of the bed,
her phone very close to the top of the mosquito net. It was a bit
of an awkward position, but the video resumed! It showed Jon next
to the owner of a fish market.

“If coral reefs collapse, the fishing industry will
fall with them. The price of fish will skyrocket and the one
billion people who depend on the reefs for food will go
hungry. . . .”

The video came to a complete stop.

“No!” exclaimed Carol. “Not today!”

The village connection was usually slow, but
sometimes it didn’t work at all, and unfortunately, this was one of
those moments. She opened the mosquito net, got out of bed, and
grabbed the laptop bag and the flashlight in a hurry. Jon had told
her how the story ended, and she wouldn’t miss it for the world.
She wanted to see him that same night.

 


 


As she ventured into the dark path, the audio was
restored.

“The giants of the dairy and meat industry destroy
the environment,” said the voice of a woman with a North American
accent. “Seventy-five percent of our farmland is used to feed
cattle. That’s nonsense! I’m not saying we all become vegan today,
but reducing the amount of meat we consume is a step we can
take.”

The image was back! And Carol stumbled upon
a branch while reading that it was now an engineer who spoke.

“We must support ecological farmers and rural
herders and ranchers. All public money invested in intensive
farming should be redirected to small producers to help them create
jobs and markets for local products.”

She had to put the phone in her pocket to
hold on to the railing of the narrow bridge across the lake. Night
gave its brownish waters a sinister look, and Carol rushed to the
other side. Once at the foot of the hill, she picked up the phone
again: a doctor was in the foreground.

“Burning fossil fuels has adverse effects on health,
and we have already found microplastics inside the human body. All
the crap we put into nature ends up hurting us.”

The uphill climb began. There was no signal
under the trees. She recovered it when she reached the first
clearing of forest. The broadcast gave way to a biologist.

“Climate change affects species distribution and
anticipates the arrival of spring. This will tend to spread
typically tropical diseases to other places and decrease crop
production.”

“Aaaah!” Carol shouted in horror, the phone
on the ground.

She had just gone through a spider’s web!
She shook compulsively until she determined the bug wasn’t upon
her, then got rid of the sticky threads, retrieved the phone, and
went on. This time paying attention to the light beam of her
flashlight and not to the phone screen.

“Let’s show them we know the truth and that we don’t
want them to steal our children’s welfare,” shouted an old man who
had taken control of the microphone.

Carol was startled. After bumping into the
spider’s web, her nerves were on edge.

“I’m not here because of climate change,” another
man differed. “It just bothers me to have to breathe polluted air.
The government must prioritize people’s health over any other
interest.”

At last, Carol reached the top of the hill!
The antenna that received internet via satellite stood in front of
her, and she hurried to turn the laptop on while listening to an
economist.

“We have the technology to replace fossil fuels, and
the costs wouldn’t paralyze the global economy. What’s more, new
jobs would be created and we would save lots of money by avoiding
climate disasters whose costs are incalculable. It’s undeniable
that the longer we wait to reduce our emissions, the more expensive
it will be.”

Carol pulled a wire from the metal box under
the antenna and connected it to her laptop while Jon spoke again.
Once connected directly to the antenna, she would no longer have
any interruptions.

She was online! Relieved, she gave herself
the luxury of taking a few seconds to turn a stone, check it had no
scorpions underneath, and place it as a seat in front of her
laptop. As soon as she sat down, Jon said his closing words.

“The science is solid, the technology exists, and
the money spent will be a useful investment. So what’s stopping us?
As we reflect on this, I invite you to listen to the person who
brought us here today. Jon Yin, Hong Kong, good night
everyone.”

The screen darkened for a second before
Lorac showed up, and Carol sat up straight on the uncomfortable
stone as soon as she saw him.

He was standing in a park and it was
daytime, two requirements Lorac had asked Jon for. He seemed a
little nervous but his gaze was sincere and warm. Carol missed him
looking at her like that. She drew her face unconsciously to the
screen when Lorac parted his lips to speak.

“My name is Lorac and I come from a group of sea
nomads called Moken. My home is among the corals and I have spent
more time in the water than on the land.

“Today I’m here to represent the voice of the ocean.
The message is clear: without a healthy ocean there can’t be a
healthy planet. What’s happening underwater I can only describe as
the loss of paradise. You can’t easily see how big the problem
we’ve got ourselves into is because its surface remains an
unaltered blue. But I assure you the disease is inside, and
time . . . is running out.

“There are people who believe it’s useless for a boy
like me to address a subject that is spoken about too little, and
about which many don’t know what to say or how to approach.
‘Imagine an illiterate,’ they tell me. But they don’t offend me.
They just give me an excuse to explain The Greatness of
Corals.”

Lorac smiled so authentically that Carol’s
lips drew a smile beyond her control.

“Corals are made up of tiny organisms, some smaller
than the head of a pin. They are one of the simplest animals in the
world and yet, they have built reefs that are seen from space, and
all the fauna of the ocean is linked to these oases of life. They
show us you’re never too small or too insignificant to make a
difference, to make something great.

“This is the first time I’ve ever left my
archipelago, and I’d never have imagined that the outside world
would seem so different to me. You’ve built a matchless world. What
surprises me the most, however, is for a civilization that has
achieved so many things not to see what is happening: climate
change is here, and we have already witnessed its first signs.”

Lorac gulped and took a deep breath.

“We Mokens know that when the sea retreats quickly
from the coast, it’s because a ‘wave that swallows people’ is soon
to follow. So, although you don’t yet see it coming, you must run
in a hurry. Even though the sea may seem calm, run! Because if you
wait, the giant wave will engulf you.

“In the same way, catastrophe will be unavoidable if
we keep waiting to combat climate change. We must act now in the
face of this crisis, together! Because rich or poor, we all depend
on the planet.

“I insist, you’ve come a long way, so far as to know
what we have to do to fix this. We only need the determination to
achieve it.”

Lorac’s eyes took on a special gleam.

“It works for me to think of my family. If I’ve come
this far it’s for them, because I want them to have a future. Don’t
you?

“Look for your motivation, find everything you can
do, and don’t be afraid to cooperate with others. The Greatness
of Corals only exists because they partnered with algae very
different from themselves. I’m sure they had a hard time getting
along at first, but they made it, and their collaboration was key
to their lives and to our planet as we know it.”

Carol would swear she’d seen a golden
sparkle on Lorac’s hands, but she thought she had imagined it.

“The solutions are in your hands; there’s no reason
to doubt or be afraid. This wonderful planet is all we’ll ever
have.

“For everyone’s sake, it’s time to become the heroes
of our history!”

The broadcast ended. Carol dropped back and
leaned on the ground. The sky was clear, and she had mixed feelings
while looking at the stars. She felt insignificant and small, yet
at the same time special and powerful.

She sighed deeply at Lorac’s kindness, his
energy and determination, that gaze which seemed to see right
through people. . . . She had no choice but to
accept that Lorac had awakened something in her.

When she came home and went to bed, she was
still thinking of him.
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The next day, she packed and left the island. The
moment had come, and she knew where she had to go.

 


 


When the plane landed she was very nervous. She had
done nothing so impulsive in all her life.

She had always been a planner, someone who
didn’t take risks, and many times, her best friend had reprimanded
her for being too prudent. Lorac’s words, however, had made her
understand that science and logic weren’t driving the world, but
love and passion. That’s why she had followed her heart there: she
had to be by Lorac’s side, to support him. And she would risk it
although she didn’t know the outcome because it was something worth
being brave for.

 


 


As she arrived in front of the government building,
she sat down and waited. She awaited full of life and emotion for
the act of love she was undertaking. Yet when the sun hid behind
the palace and its vast shadow hovered over her, only loneliness
and helplessness had come to meet her.

Fortunately, the company didn’t take long to
arrive, and the magic of Paris became real that very night.

 


 


Now, not only Lorac appeared in all the articles,
reports, and publications on the subject; Carol was there too.

As a result, many followed what Carol was
doing in Paris and stood in front of the governments of their
respective cities with banners just like Carol’s—a picture of Lorac
that read:

I’m with Lorac!

Thus, the image of Lorac showed up in
London, Tokyo, Moscow, Buenos Aires, Sydney, Lagos, New
York. . . .

It went viral.
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He was inside the sleeping bag. His tent buddies
were already asleep, but he was thinking about Carol. He had never
felt this close to her and yet they were farther than ever—one in
Paris and the other in Hong Kong.

Besides, since Carol was in the French
capital she had a much better phone signal than in Jar Lann Kyunn,
and when Jon came by the demonstration and lent him his phone,
Lorac could call her without the phone line going out constantly.
He didn’t like to talk on the phone, but hearing her voice was
worth a fortune and distance communication had the advantage of not
driving his hormones crazy.

He also saw her every time one of his fellow
demonstrators played videos on their devices in which she appeared.
There was one that he’d never forget because Carol had been
particularly emotional, and Lorac had sensed that she was
addressing him.

What Carol had done not only worked well for
the mission, it also made him feel more intimate with her than what
they could physically be.

Knowing Carol was by his side gave him an
even more primary and pure energy than Zoe’s in photosynthesizing,
and it grew with each person who joined the cause from different
corners of the planet.

 


 


The next morning, he received a very mysterious
envelope with the following note:

I have something that will help you. Meet me
at seven at Deep Water Bay Beach.

The messenger who delivered it—and read it
to Lorac at his request—didn’t know who sent it. There was no
return address on the envelope and the note was only signed with
the initials “D. C.” The only thing Lorac found out was
that Deep Water Bay ranked among the richest neighborhoods in the
world.

Just two days before, Jon read him the case
of a multimillionaire who donated the needed capital to build a
renewable energy plant that would supply her entire city. The woman
said it had been one of the best investments she had ever made
because apart from improving the environment, people adored her for
creating jobs and for what they’d save on electric bills when the
plant was ready. “I’m with Lorac,” the multimillionaire had stated.
“And I hope to encourage others to do the same.”

This led Lorac to think that his mysterious
message might come from someone very rich interested in
collaborating with the cause.

 


 


On the bus that would take him to Deep Water Bay, he
recalled the words Carol had told him at the pier of Jar Lann Kyunn
Island under the dim moonlight:

“There have been countless conferences,
meetings among heads of state from all countries to reach
agreements, unanimous statements from the scientific community,
celebrities and activists appealing for measures to save the
environment. . . . All with little result. The
government has ignored us in the past and will do so again. Ask
them to view climate change as a real critical problem to be faced
by all nations, ask them not to sacrifice humanity so that a few
will continue to grow rich beyond measure, ask them to carry out
measures that work for real rather than doing the slightest action.
Ask them whatever you want! After all, they’ll never listen.

“Your real mission is to reach people. If
you get enough persons to listen to you and get them to put their
differences aside to fight for the common good, then you’ll return
the power to whom it really belongs: to the people! And the rulers
will have to accept the change whether or not they like it.”

Lorac believed he was on the right track. He
was certain that those around him got informed, cooperated,
changed. And he knew that many of those who stayed at home and
seemed to do nothing at least gave some thought to it, began to
become aware of the problem; and that was the beginning of
progress.

 


 


When he reached the beach, the sun had set and
hardly anyone was there. He soaked his feet on the shore, and as he
admired the hills around the bay, a light in the sky caught his
attention. It was a plane that reminded him of his last
conversation with Carol. She had asked him if they’d see each other
again and he had answered, “When planes fly clean or a whale wants
to take me to France.” The call had ended with laughter because she
thought Jon had told Lorac the tale of Pinocchio, for she
knew very well it was the favorite story of her Hongkonese friend,
and that its protagonist traveled inside a huge sea creature in one
of his adventures.

After a few minutes, two huge men in black
suits arrived at the beach and asked him to approach. They greeted
him formally and led him into a limousine.

The tinted windows of the vehicle prevented
him from looking out the window, and neither was he invited to talk
to his escorts since they engaged in a Chinese conversation with
each other. So, he entertained himself by visualizing the limousine
route in his mind. He missed that exercise. It was something he had
done many times to move around the reef on days that sea conditions
restricted underwater visibility.

The car stopped and one of the men opened
the limousine door for Lorac to get out. They crossed an impeccable
garden and reached a white mansion.

One of them introduced a security code in
the reader of the mansion’s portal, and the door of the house
opened. Inside, there was a large hall with an elegant marble
staircase ahead and a room on each of its sides. They led Lorac to
the one at the left, knocked on the door, and at the appropriate
order, they showed him in and closed the door behind him.

Lorac found himself alone with a big man in
his fifties who was looking at him from behind a sturdy desk. He
wore a gray vest over an immaculate white shirt, a gold watch shone
on his wrist, and his hair looked perfectly combed and
polished.

“Come on in, have a seat, please,” he said
in a relaxed voice.

Lorac crossed the wide office and sat in one
of the two chairs that were in front of the desk, ostentatious but
much more modest than the armchair where his interlocutor was. The
man took two glasses and a bottle of liquor from the cupboard
behind him and offered Lorac a drink.

“No, thank you,” replied Lorac.

The man looked at him apathetically and
turned one glass while pouring whiskey into the other.

“It must be very difficult to be in front of
all these people. Too much responsibility, a lot of
pressure. . . . I understand you want to stay
sober.”

Lorac looked at the pictures in the office.
The man in front of him appeared in all of them along with others,
always in a bureaucratic atmosphere. There were no portraits of
family, friends, pets, or any other evidence of non-formal
relationships.

“There’s nothing better than top-quality
things,” said the man as he returned his emptied glass to the
table. “My name is Donald Coalman.”

“I’m Lorac.”

“I know who you are. Apparently, half the
world knows.”

Lorac noticed a tense tone in his voice, but
he didn’t want to give it any importance.

“Let’s talk about important things, shall
we? Like the fact that if I’ve called you here today, it’s because
I want to help you.”

Lorac was glad he didn’t mistrust him.

“I understand you’re upset,” continued Mr.
Coalman. “You come from a poor archipelago, don’t have resources,
are worried about your family. . . . It’s
understandable you’ve organized all this. But you’ve really stirred
things up, boy! I take my hat off for everything you’ve
accomplished. Tell me, who’s helping you?”

“The people,” he replied plainly. “All those
who have turned to me or offered me a supportive gesture.”

Mr. Coalman found it hard to believe that an
ignorant young man was such a charismatic leader. He wanted to find
out who was behind Lorac.

“I mean if someone’s told you what to say
and how to behave to mobilize people, or if they asked you to do it
for them.”

“Nobody asked me anything. I do it because
it’s the only sensible thing to do. And I don’t see why anyone
would put words that aren’t mine in my mouth. That wouldn’t be
honest for either of us.”

Mr. Coalman rolled up his shirt with
excessive rigor to keep it from wrinkling and leaned over to a
guest who turned out to be more insightful than he had thought.

“Because, honestly and with no offense, when
you imagine the leader of a revolution, the last thing that comes
to mind is a young indigenous man from a minority tribe.”

“I am no leader. The only thing I’ve done is
to awaken a distant memory of the Water language in those who
listen to me.”

Mr. Coalman smiled for the first time since
Lorac had entered. He had just heard what he wanted.

“You’re right, my friend,” he lied. “You are
not a leader. Notice that you are here right now, but the
demonstration continues without you. You’ve done all you had to do;
now it’s your turn to go back to your archipelago and save your
family.”

Mr. Coalman handed him a check on which he
had written a number with so many zeros that it would have been
difficult to interpret even for someone who could read.

“If you accept my help, you’ll be able to
buy an entire island in safe territory and take all your people
there. Your problems would be solved and I’d only ask you in return
to stay there, living a quiet life with the ones you love.”

Lorac looked at him with raised eyebrows.
Was this man asking him to give up everything he had achieved in
the last few months?

“You can’t do more than you’ve already
done,” stressed Mr. Coalman. “You’ve seen that they can go on
without you, so you have nothing to worry about by leaving. The
only reason I’m asking you to remain anonymous is my own security.
If people found out I’ve helped you so much, they’d want it too,
and unfortunately, I can’t help everyone. You’re lucky that I chose
you.”

“No—not this way.”

Mr. Coalman grew restless. After he’d been
so generous to Lorac, this was not the answer he had expected.

“Are you sure? I don’t know if you’re aware
of who I am.” He ran his fingers through his thick gray hair
nervously. “Maybe you didn’t understand me
right. . . .”

“No, Donald. Honestly and with no
offense, I think it’s you who don’t understand what I stand
for. My family doesn’t want your money; all that matters to them is
to abandon fossil fuels. And I don’t want it either, not if it
means giving up my place in this fight. Each and every one of us
counts, so if you want to help me, come with me.” Lorac gave him
back the check. “At the demonstration, you’ll find real leaders
who’ll tell you how to use this money so that you can help us
all.”

Mr. Coalman leaned on the back of his
armchair. He was furious, but he didn’t want Lorac to notice
because that would be a sign of weakness.

He wanted to tell Lorac how wrong he was.
First, no one, absolutely no one, called him Donald. Second, he
knew perfectly well what Lorac stood for: a danger to his empire.
Third, Lorac was the leader whether or not he wanted to accept it;
and once the leader was eliminated, the demonstration would
gradually dissolve and that nightmare would fall into collective
oblivion. Finally, Lorac had no idea of the power of the enemy he
had just forged. There wasn’t a man on Earth who could reject him
without consequences!

Mr. Coalman, however, was a clever man and
instead, he told Lorac, “You’ll have news of me. Now my bodyguards
will accompany you to Deep Water Bay.”

He pressed a button on his watch and the men
in black suits came in instantly and took Lorac away.

Mr. Coalman walked around his spacious
office, and by the time he sat back he was ashamed to have
considered—even if only for a few seconds—that this boy was a rival
to him.

He was the fossil fuel magnate. His industry
was the largest in the world and had more money and influence than
any other. Lorac was no problem for someone like him. He just had
to make a few calls and the boy would be history.


 Chapter 29

Jon couldn’t believe his voice had been
silenced.

Denial puzzled Carol.

Everyone was confused.

Mr. Coalman had paid a multi-million dollar
sum to hire the best.

The lies his team devised were so meticulous
that, when imposed all over the media, they pushed the news that
said the truth to the background. Even the clear scientific
consensus was denied, and the political leaders were bribed and
threatened so that the fossil fuel industry could dictate a science
and a policy that would allow it to continue business as usual.

They had done their job so well that most
people believed them without the slightest suspicion that they had
fallen victim to Mr. Coalman’s disinformation campaign. Moreover,
the few who realized the deception couldn’t prove who was
responsible because Mr. Coalman had made sure to cover his
back.

For his part, Lorac continued with his
claim, even though his voice was drowned out in the midst of
disinformation like a hoarse cry in a mass concert.

“Hold on, Lorac!” Carol encouraged him on
the phone.

“I’m okay, don’t worry. I’ll be
fine. . . .”

It was his family that worried him, and
Carol didn’t need to see his face to guess his distress.

“You know you can tell me anything,
right?”

Lorac wanted to tell her how much he needed
to go to his reef and see his family at that difficult time, but he
didn’t do it.

“My place is at sea. I’m dying to get
back. . . .”

She wanted to tell him to go just to see him
happy, but she didn’t do so either.

“Remember you’re here to save it. We’ll make
it together!”

“And then I’ll be back,” said Lorac,
regaining his spirits as he imagined the moment. “Although I have
to admit that it’s going to be very difficult to say goodbye—”

“Don’t do it,” she said in an outburst. “I
couldn’t—I can’t say goodbye to you.”

“Me neither,” he whispered. “I guess we’ll
always have the island. . . .”

When they hung up, they both sighed with
heavy hearts.

 


 


A woman called Anna watched Lorac from a discreet
place, breaking the promise she made to herself not to become
personally involved in any of her work projects.

She wondered if the boy was extremely
optimistic, very ignorant, or if he really had nothing to lose.
Anna was sure that no matter how hard Lorac tried, his results
would be trivial. She herself had helped design Mr. Coalman’s
campaign and knew it was excellent.

That morning, however, something changed. A
new conscience had been born in her, and she had felt the urge to
go see the boy she was destroying. But what was keeping her there?
Why didn’t she go home now that she’d seen him?

“Good morning! Take this, it’s a gift for
your little one.”

Anna was startled. In the few seconds she’d
been lost in her thoughts, Lorac had approached her and was
offering her a seahorse carved from wood.

“I hope you like it. My name is Lora—”

Before he finished introducing himself, a
small group of people interrupted them.

“Look at him! There he is!” voiced the man
who was leading them.

“Climate change is NOT real!” cried
another.

“Get out of here! If you want to live like a
savage, go ahead, but don’t expect us to do the same,” said a
woman, clearly not aware of who was being the uncivilized one.

They grabbed Lorac and dragged him away from
Anna and the group of demonstrators—each day less numerous. They
only let go of him when one of Lorac’s companions threatened to
call the police.

“That’s it! Call and have him beaten up
again so he learns not to disturb public order,” said the first man
hypocritically as they left.

Lorac caught up with Anna when she was about
to leave.

“Thank you for coming to meet us. Every
person is important.”

Anna marveled that Lorac could smile just
after being treated so offensively.

“I’m sorry your welcome was messed up. I
swear there weren’t conflict situations around here a few days ago.
Please don’t hold it against them. Although they don’t do it in an
appropriate way, they only fight for what they think is the
truth.”

Tears welled up in Anna’s eyes. Since she
was pregnant, her senses sharpened and she was more sensitive.
Luckily, the sunglasses were hiding her eyes.

“Are you all right?” Lorac asked, holding
her hand kindly. “Wait for me here. I’ll get you something to make
you feel better.”

Anna was surprised; it was as if Lorac had
guessed she was about to cry. . . .

Surrendered to the strange magnetism that
had attracted her there, she sat with some of Lorac’s companions
and watched in silence how he moved.

Had she not known who he was, she’d never
have said he was the head. He didn’t behave or talk like a leader,
he had no pretensions, and he was willing to do any of the
necessary tasks to keep the campsite clean and tidy. Actually, he
was like one more participant.

Those who knew him not only respected him,
they also appreciated him. He was attentive to everyone and had the
ability to create a harmonious and inclusive atmosphere in the
group. Anna would have signed at that very moment to have a boss
half as kind, and she caressed her round belly thinking the world
would be a better place, if people like her didn’t devote
themselves to taking down people like him.

When Lorac returned to offer her a fresh
coconut ready to drink, she was seized by an impulsive outburst and
asked him to speak alone. Lorac accepted and led her to a big tent
where they stored water and food.

“I know who did this to you,” she said
bluntly.

“What?”

Anna covered her belly in a reflexive
action. She hoped the boy wasn’t so naïve.

“Silence the press, distort science, repress
entrepreneurs. . . .”

He made her understand he was aware of the
situation, and Anna was glad she didn’t have to go on.

“Everything you’ve done is against the
fossil fuel industry,” she whispered. “They’ve been in power for a
long time, and you, by giving voice and face to the environmental
crisis we’re going through, woke people up to fight for their
future.”

“I’m having fewer followers every day,”
Lorac confessed, sadly, “The fossil fuel industry knows how to
appeal to the crowd much better than I do.”

Anna felt both flattered and guilty.

“The secret lies in convincing people that
everything goes well so they don’t have to change. Although a lie,
it works because deep down it’s what we all want to believe. We
only make what they want to hear seem true.”

“Who are you?” asked Lorac. The woman hadn’t
introduced herself, and her face was hardly visible beneath the
sunglasses and the scarf on her head.

She took a few steps back.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to intimidate you,”
Lorac reassured her. “Don’t tell me if you don’t want to.”

Anna took off her sunglasses to look him in
the eye.

“I work for them. I’m sorry for what I’ve
done to you. . . .”

Lorac approached her and put the glasses
back on her, covering this mysterious woman’s blue eyes.

“Then why did you risk coming? If they find
out you are here. . . .”

She wanted the earth to swallow her. She had
hardly spent ten minutes with him and he had already captivated
her.

“Because this is what I can do. It’s my way
of trying”—Anna hugged her belly—“to do something for my son.”

She left the coconut next to the other
fruits and told him, “The man I work for is called Donald Coalman.
Please don’t tell anyone we’ve talked.”

That name triggered a series of reactions in
Lorac’s brain, and suddenly, everything fell into place. He knew
who Donald Coalman really was and why he’d invited him to his
house.

“So, what do you think I can do with
this information?” he asked, still in a trance about the discovery
he had just made.

“I don’t know. But if anyone can do
something, it’s you. I’ve studied you thoroughly, and what you’ve
achieved worldwide, I’d never seen before. We had a hard time
convincing people to believe us.”

Even though he no longer saw her sorrowful
blue eyes, Lorac felt Anna wasn’t proud of what she and her team
had done.

“I imagined that telling you would allow me
to feel a bit of optimism. It’s very difficult to feel positive
with the work I do and when I see how the world works.”

This time it was Anna who took him by the
hand.

“I can’t bring my baby into a hopeless
world.”

 


 


Lorac stayed alone in the tent for a while. He
couldn’t go out there in the state he was in—he had never been so
indignant, and it wasn’t a pleasant feeling at all. He couldn’t
believe that the man who had pretended to be a friend was to blame
for his failure. He was so angry that he felt poison building up in
his blood.

 


 


When he came out of the tent, he was just as furious
but at least he had a plan. Thanks to his anonymous confidant, he
knew who was behind this farce and on top of that, he knew him
personally. Now he had the opportunity to put things back on track,
to break the false wall Mr. Coalman had erected to retain the
change.

Time was running out and his family needed
him; he had to act now!

He crossed the campsite in a hurry because
he didn’t want to talk to anyone in that condition. Right at the
exit, however, someone called him.

“Where are you going?” said Jon, who had
just arrived carrying with him different schemes to discuss in
order to improve society.

“If I tell you, you’re not going to let me
go,” replied Lorac.

“Now I want to know even more,” complained
Jon.

But Lorac had already slipped away. He was
in a terrible mood and didn’t want to make his friend pay for
it.

“Don’t let the spirits drop during my
absence!” he shouted from afar. “The demonstration must regain
strength!”

Jon remained a little surprised but soon
thought Lorac was probably heading to the beach. He knew it was
hard for his friend to be surrounded by so many people, and how he
relaxed going to the sea and swimming until he was all
alone—something Jon disagreed with because he found it
dangerous.
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Jon was right to think Lorac had gone to the beach,
but this wasn’t his final destination—it was his starting
point.

Once he stood on the sand of Deep Water Bay,
he closed his eyes and tried to remember the sensations he had had
in the limousine the day he went to see Mr. Coalman. In this way,
he began to move in the direction his instinct told him. Although
twice he ended up at the wrong house, the third try took him in
front of a large fence that surrounded a carefully maintained
garden. As he approached the gate, he distinguished a white house
behind the trees. He had found it!

He rang the bell and waited. One bodyguard
approached in person because he didn’t believe what the intercom
screen showed him. It wasn’t easy to find the house, and it was
impossible for the boy to have seen the way through the tinted
windows of the limousine the day he himself had driven Lorac
there.

The bodyguard’s stupefaction allowed Lorac
to speak first, and he requested to see Mr. Coalman. The man came
to his senses and told him to go away and never come back because
his boss had nothing to say to him. Lorac insisted, and the guard
warned him he’d unleash the dogs if he stayed any longer.

Lorac had no choice. He went back to the
beach and asked Zoe to gather as much energy as possible. When the
alga asked him why, he replied they would win the modern world’s
war that day—the carbon war.

 


 


After sunset, Lorac’s golden reflection stopped
shining, and he came out of the water. This time he knew the way,
and when he arrived in front of the gate, he backed up for a
running start instead of ringing the bell.

The fence had been designed not to be easily
climbed, but he was very agile and surpassed it. First, he took a
big leap that saved him quite a lot of height and then, he clung
tightly to the bars with his whole body, and continued his ascent
to the top of the fence. From there, he jumped into the garden,
making the ground shake under his feet as he landed on the grass.
Before he reached the first trees, the dogs had gone to meet
him.

Two imposing Dobermans with an unpleasant
slime under their sharp teeth were looking at him angrily. Lorac
stood still and tried to stay calm so as not to provoke them, but
these animals had been tenaciously trained to attack and didn’t
hesitate to jump on him. He had no chance to escape. He threw
himself to the ground to dodge them, and instinctively took his
hand to the ponytail and reached for the sea urchin spine as he
rolled to turn around.

Once on his back, he smelled a strong fishy
breath. He had a dog on him! Lorac closed his eyes and raised the
hands to protect his face. One holding the sea urchin spine in a
fist, the other pressing flat against the first for it not to give
way when the spine—in the Doberman’s attempt to tear Lorac’s throat
apart—sank into the animal’s chest.

The dog collapsed instantly, and at the very
moment Lorac stood up—still holding the spine tightly—the second
Doberman attacked him.

Lorac defended himself by driving the spine
into one of its paws. The animal limped for a few seconds before
losing its balance, and Lorac held it just in time so it wouldn’t
hit the ground.

He laid the now-relaxed Doberman on the
grass, checked that the other one was breathing, and left the
anaesthetized dogs behind him to continue his way to the house.

 


 


He had an adrenaline rush when he reached the portal
of the great white mansion. It was open because the bodyguard who
had received him earlier was out to check why the dogs had
barked.

“I told you not to come back! This is
breaking and entering.”

He called through a transmitter and two of
his workmates came as reinforcements. One was even more corpulent
than the rest, and the other had a dagger tattooed on his face.

“You’d better run to the exit now, because
we won’t be as lenient as the police.”

“Let me in, please,” said Lorac, using all
his courage to step forward. “I have to speak to Donald
Coalman.”

The tattooed man looked at him in a menacing
way.

“It seems to me that the boy is shouting for
a lesson,” said the largest man with an odd, twisted smile.

The three bodyguards acted with military
timing and speed. Before Lorac could react, two of them grabbed him
and the tattooed man hit him.

Lorac felt he was exploding with rage. He
was sick of being mistreated! This time he wouldn’t give in, but
instead used all his strength to free himself from the grip and to
headbutt his aggressor. The latter fell backward and the other two
looked at each other’s hands, stunned.

Lorac took advantage of the confusion to
enter the house, where he found two more bodyguards—one on each
side of the office door.

When the other three entered behind him, one
of the office's escorts gave them a sign of silence and the other
whispered, “The lord is busy.”

Then, the two men who had held him before
took off their jackets and wrapped Lorac with them to push him to
the room on the right, while the tattooed man covered Lorac’s mouth
so the altercation wouldn’t disturb his boss.

As soon as the other two escorts entered the
living room and closed the door behind them, the tattooed man moved
away from Lorac and screamed in pain. His hands were red and his
forehead bloody from Lorac’s earlier headbutt.

“You’re going to pay dearly for this!” he
said, furious.

The guard went to strangle Lorac, but when
Lorac tried to loosen his wrists, he let him go.

“Ah! It burns!”

The men who had guarded the office went for
Lorac, but the result was the same. It was as if Lorac secreted
urticating substances, just like the polyps of a coral.

The other two repeated the jacket technique,
but Lorac had sensed his power and put his hands on their faces.
They couldn’t stand the stinging and released him.

The man with the tattoo tried again,
incredulous that this was even possible. The farthest he got before
he had to get away from Lorac, however, was ripping his T-shirt.
This gave Lorac an idea.

He climbed up the wine-colored curtains to
the living room’s ceiling and pulled the shark’s tooth from his
waist to cut them. They fell to the floor and Lorac jumped over the
largest man, knocking him out.

The man with the tattoo ran toward him with
a dagger, but Lorac dodged him and the knife ended up stuck in the
solid oak table. As the guard pulled the dagger in vain, Lorac
charged at the other bodyguards and used the curtains to immobilize
two of them back to back. Just as he had finished knotting them,
the two remaining men counterattacked.

Lorac grabbed the tattooed man’s hands and
used him as a shield. He hit Lorac over and over against the
wall—desperate to get rid of his grip—but that only helped Lorac,
since the blows didn’t hurt him and the wall prevented the other
man from attacking him from behind.

After a few minutes, the man with the tattoo
began to tremble in pain, and Lorac decided to let go. The
bodyguard found, in anger, that his hands were full of wounds and
blisters. He then took a run to give Lorac back the headbutt he’d
given him in the garden, but as soon as their heads hit, the
unhinged tattooed man became unconscious.

Lorac rubbed his sore forehead before facing
his last opponent—the same who that afternoon couldn’t believe
Lorac had found his way to the house, and who was now totally
stunned—but he didn’t need to do anything, because the man raised
his hands in surrender.

 


 


He made sure his five fighters were well tied and
gagged before leaving the room. Then he crossed the wide hall and
finally entered the office.

On this occasion, Mr. Coalman was at the
other end, alone, sitting on a leather sofa in front of a
high-resolution screen that occupied almost the entire back wall.
He was in the middle of a meeting by video conference, since the
big screen was showing a group of people sitting at a table full of
disposable coffee cups—what a waste.

Lorac felt more powerful than ever. He had
just knocked down five men. It was impossible to fail just with
one!

He slammed the door, and Mr. Coalman was so
startled he almost dropped the wireless headphones he was wearing.
The look on his face was priceless, but in the blink of an eye, he
faced back to the big screen and announced that the video
conference was over. Next, he stood up and lowered the headphones
down to his neck.

On the screen, a blue-eyed woman lifted her
head from her notes. Anna was one of the attendees at the virtual
meeting, and Lorac would have recognized her if Mr. Coalman hadn’t
turned off the screen so quickly.

“How stupid they are!” he lamented as he
left the remote on the bookcase shelf and pressed the button of his
gold watch. “I told them I had nothing more to say to you. I don’t
even know how they let you in. Incompetents!”

“I think we do have a lot to talk
about,” replied Lorac.

Mr. Coalman pressed the button on his watch
harder, but no matter how loud the alarm sounded in the ears of his
bodyguards, they couldn’t come to his aid.

“I’m afraid your employees are indisposed.
Maybe they don’t like you insulting them.”

Mr. Coalman thought the watch must have
broken and approached the door to call his men himself. After all,
he was taller and heavier than Lorac. . . . But then
he noticed the boy was disheveled and his T-shirt was torn.

Maybe he wasn’t alone! He might have come
with more people, and his bodyguards might have been knocked
down. . . . A spot of blood on Lorac’s forehead
hinted at a recent fight, so Mr. Coalman changed strategy and
headed for his desk.

“Come, Lorac, sit down. Forgive my manners,
I get very upset when I’m interrupted.”

“I don’t want to sit down,” said Lorac,
blocking his way.

Mr. Coalman tried to dodge him, but Lorac
didn’t let him pass.

“So what do you want?”

“You already know that.”

“I’m sorry, but it conflicts with my
interests. This is the real world! If you don’t like it, go back to
your isolated island.”

Lorac hit the bookcase with rage and a few
books fell.

“You lied to me, you sabotaged me, and
you’ve deceived half the world!”

“I’ve done what I had to do to defend my
territory, just like you,” replied Mr. Coalman as he picked up the
books and left them in precarious equilibrium on the shelf.

Lorac didn’t like the comparison at all. Mr.
Coalman was afraid Lorac would harm him and tried to calm him
down.

“I promise I’ll invest part of my capital in
research funds, all right? So we both win.”

“I’ll tell you one last time. The only way
for this to end well is for you to ease the transition to clean
energies.”

“That’s enough!” Mr. Coalman overtook Lorac.
“We’ve competed and I’ve won, accept it. You can’t just show up
here and expect me to give in. That’s ridiculous.”

Lorac followed him closely as he stepped
back to the other end of the office.

“What’s ridiculous is for you to try to save
a sinking ship. Fossil fuels have become a liability for society.
The sooner you get rid of them, the sooner we can take off.”

Mr. Coalman’s hip bumped into the edge of
the desk. He caressed the smooth wood with one hand and wiped the
sweat from his forehead with the other. He was almost there!

“It’s all I’ve got,” he said, putting on his
best pity face as he skirted the desk very slowly. “My industry is
the great thrill of my life. If I give up on its continuous growth,
I’ll have nothing left to dream about.”

“That’s not true,” said Lorac; this was his
chance to open Mr. Coalman’s eyes. “You can change the world for
the better. Join us and you’ll be remembered as a great
person.”

Mr. Coalman was right where he wanted to be.
He opened the desk drawer with a quick movement and wielded a
revolver. Lorac tried to stop him, but as soon as his fingers
touched Mr. Coalman’s hand, he jumped from the pain and hit Lorac’s
chin with the butt of the gun. Then he cocked the revolver and
pointed it at Lorac.

“Drop it!” he shouted. “Drop it now!”

“What?” answered Lorac, his hands up.

“Whatever you tried to stab me with. I felt
its burning tip on my skin.”

Mr. Coalman was very agitated. Lorac sensed
that he would get shot unless he gave him something, just about
anything.

“All right,” he said. “It’s on my
waist.”

Mr. Coalman told him to take it slowly and
put it on the floor.

“I’ve done everything so I don’t have to
hurt you,” Mr. Coalman muttered. “I tried to help you but you
rejected me, and yet, I did you the favor of making you invisible
to the world instead of eliminating you, and how do you thank me?
You break into my house and attack me—”

“Do you really think I could do much with
that?” Lorac pointed to the shark tooth that he had put on the
floor. “I didn’t come here to hurt you. My family and I do the
opposite: we protect, feed, and charm people, we care for them!
What I’ve come to offer you is the opportunity to do things
right.”

Mr. Coalman laughed.

“Have you seen this mansion? I don’t think
one can do any better than this.”

Lorac had lost control of the situation. He
had to take the gun! He tried to approach, but Mr. Coalman fired
the weapon high above his head.

“Don’t come any closer! Or the next bullet
is in you.”

Lorac’s heart almost stopped in shock.

“Wait, please. I’m the hope of
many. . . .” He thought of Heli, the Acros, Porites,
Montipora . . . and all those who depended on
them.

“You’re wrong! After my campaign you are
nothing. When you’re wiped off the map, people won’t even remember
what you’ve done.”

“We’re many,” Lorac insisted, getting a
little closer. “Many more than you think. Although you consider us
insignificant, together we shape the world.”

A glimmer of doubt invaded Mr. Coalman. If
it was true that the crowd supported Lorac, then it was only a
matter of time before his industry closed.

He could do nothing in front of a population
determined to change. . . . If the boy was right,
there would be no alternative! Maybe the best thing to do was to
start over and become a visionary—hire more people, invest in a
product that would adapt to modern concerns. Something clean,
intelligent, infinite. He had the wealth, resources, and influence
to do it successfully.

Lorac saw that moment of lucidity in his
eyes, that instant in which one awakens to reality. But something
went wrong, and Mr. Coalman’s gaze returned to the usual while he
began to chuckle.

“You aren’t many,” he said when his laughter
calmed down. “If that were the case, you wouldn’t have come alone.
Tell me, has anyone come in to help you when I fired?”

Mr. Coalman pretended to look around without
taking his eyes off Lorac.

“Of course not! No one has come because
people no longer follow you.” Mr. Coalman sighed. “Oh, boy! I have
to admit you almost fooled me.” He grabbed the gun with both hands
to aim better. “That’s why I can’t let you go.”

One yard from death, Lorac only thought of
his family. He had to leave them, at any cost, a planet on which
they could live. But what could he do?

“You’re too convincing. That’s how you’ve
got into my house! You’re a born leader, and I can’t afford for you
to go out there and attempt another revolution. You’ve left me no
choice, Lorac. I’m just defending myself. . . . Do
you have any last words?”

Lorac had to do something now!

“Hold on corals! / All to the corallites.
/ Together as brothers, / we save you
troubles. . . .”

“A song?! Really?” exclaimed Mr. Coalman
with a raised eyebrow and a grimace. “Couldn’t you have insulted me
or attacked me? Pulling the trigger isn’t as easy as it seems if
you are fairly intelligent. . . . That should be
done by those five fools whom I’ll dismiss for letting themselves
be deceived by you.”

That spark of anger at having to do things
for himself was what drove Mr. Coalman. Lorac noticed it in the
eyes of his opponent and jumped behind the desk just in time. The
bullet only grazed his arm.
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Mr. Coalman circled the desk and fired
again, but Lorac ran to the other end of the office, and missed.
The next bullet, however, went through his thigh.

It was more heartbreaking to realize he
couldn’t afford another shot, than to suffer the searing
palpitations that were spreading from his leg.

He refused to accept this was the end; not
like this! He needed to take cover, but the limp from his wound
slowed—and exasperated—him. This made him an easy target, and Mr.
Coalman pointed straight at his heart.

Lorac felt the impact in his chest. He held
on in vain to the bookcase and fell to the ground like a dead
weight.

Several books collapsed on top of him.
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Mr. Coalman had done it. He’d given up the little
humanity he had left to keep his stupid dream, and now he had
nothing.

He didn’t want to look at Lorac. He turned
and went to pour himself a whiskey to calm his nerves.

He left the gun on the desk, turned the
armchair to face the window, and sat down. The headphones were
still resting on his shoulders, so he tuned in the classical music
channel and put them on. He thought—very ignorantly—that the view
of his beautiful garden, the good music, and a strong whiskey would
be enough to restore his serenity.

 


 


Lorac lay buried under books of finance and
economics.

Zoe had seen none of her former hosts perish
like that. It had all been so fast. . . . She’d
barely had time to plug the bleeding in his leg before she already
had another wound to deal with in his chest, and suddenly, the
pleasant music she had always heard inside Lorac’s body ceased to
sound. His heart had stopped and Zoe couldn’t fix it.

Through the torn part of Lorac’s T-shirt, a
golden circle could be seen on his chest. It was Zoe, who had
concentrated in his heart and was more upset than ever.

“LORAC! For light’s sake, don’t do this to
me. Live, live! LIVE!”

It was useless. Lorac was dead, and Zoe gave
up. She would die there too, huddled inside the biggest heart she
had ever known.

She’d never have imagined that the thought
of dying would be a consolation to her. Grieving and desperate, she
did the same thing she’d seen from those who had to face death.

“Hold on corals! / Pretty architects /
whose worthy fight, / many will
protect. . . .”

Zoe sang with all her energy to drown the
grief. She was so focused on the hymn that she didn’t come to hear
another sound. That music which, although it still sounded too
weak, was so familiar to her.

Lorac’s heart had stopped beating since the
impact of Mr. Coalman’s shot, not because the bullet had passed
through it, but for the hard blow of the projectile against his
rib. A rib which—like Lorac’s other bones—was reinforced by
numerous layers of calcium carbonate. His body had accumulated this
mineral on his bones one fraction of an inch at a time during the
last decade he lived underwater. Even if Lorac didn’t know it, he
had become a true coral over the years! This made his skeleton
incredibly hard and heavy, capable even of stopping a bullet.

Zoe hadn’t been able to fix anything because
there was nothing to fix. Lorac’s heart was intact. It just needed
to be reactivated, and thanks to the intensity with which Zoe sang,
it began to vibrate to the rhythm of the music.

Initially, they were very soft pulses,
almost imperceptible. At the climax of the song, however, a major
heartbeat started, and Zoe was pumped through the bloodstream.

“Oh my Sun! Lorac, is that you?”

“Photosynthesize that, Zoe,” he whispered
weakly.

“Thank Sun! I can’t believe it!”

“You better not, because everything hurts.
I’m not sure if I’ll last much longer. . . .”

Lorac felt he was at the limit of his
strength.

“Don’t say that! Show that maniac what a
coral is capable of, and let’s go home.”

“What good will it do? The next one on the
list would take his place, and we’d start over.”

“I want him to suffer all he’s made me
undergo. . . .” she muttered.

Lorac sat up slowly, putting aside the books
that covered him.

“Sometimes I wonder why I survived. Why
me. . . .”

“What are you talking about?”

Lorac’s revelation at that moment was
dazzling. Suddenly he understood everything and realized what his
destiny was.

“But I was wrong. It’s never been about
me. . . .”

Lorac had never believed himself to be a
leader, nor a true coral, nor a fisherman, nor a navigator. He was
just Lorac.

“It’s you, Zoe! It’s always been you.”

“Come on, Lorac. The sooner you get up, the
sooner we’ll return to the sea.”

It was too hard for him to tell her it
wouldn’t be like this. Besides, he had to invest the little energy
he had left in his goal.

“Listen to me. This goes beyond an emergency
situation. You have to take control, do you understand? I need you
to take the reins. For once in your life, you must break the
Zooxanthella code. Do it for me, for the corals, for the
world.”

He stood up and advanced toward Mr.
Coalman.

“I survived for you. To give you the
opportunity to save us all.”

Zoe didn’t understand anything.

“This is how it should be. It’s what you’ve
always done for me: you’ve saved me, Zoe, in every way.”

Lorac had almost reached the armchair.

“This is what I want, but to achieve it you
have to let me go. You must do it, otherwise I’d never forgive you.
You know I couldn’t bear to lose my family again, and this is the
only way—”

“What on earth are you saying?” Zoe
interrupted. “We’ll always be together.”

“Sure! I want you to remember that whenever
you sing our song, I’ll be with you.”

Lorac sang for courage, “Hold on corals!
/ Love and celebrate / our diversity / that is your
safety. . . .”

One verse became so intense that Mr. Coalman
heard it, took off his headphones, and turned to check something
that, in theory, should have been impossible.

Terrified and in an instinctive action in
the heat of the moment, Mr. Coalman punched Lorac in his already
wounded chest. He shrank from pain, and when he straightened up,
Mr. Coalman shot him in the shoulder.

Mr. Coalman was looking at him over the gun
as if he were a ghost. He didn’t comprehend how he had survived.
This time I’ll have to make sure he’s dead, he thought as he
shot him, again, in the heart.

Lorac only heard Zoe’s chilling scream. He
heard nothing else because there was no detonation. The revolver’s
cylinder could hold six projectiles, and Mr. Coalman had used them
all. The only thing that came out of the barrel was a breath of
air.

Mr. Coalman lunged over the desk drawer for
more ammunition, but Lorac grabbed him and made him drop the gun:
Lorac’s hands burned against his skin like fire.

“What are you?” Mr. Coalman asked, trying
not to groan in pain.

“I’m Lorac.”

Next, Lorac let go of his hands, but only to
grab his face.

“Don’t hurt me, please,” Mr. Coalman
implored.

“I told you I didn’t come here to hurt
you.”

It was true—Lorac’s hands weren’t harming
his face.

“So what will you do to me?”

Lorac brought his face closer to Mr.
Coalman’s. He tried to free himself but gave up when he found that
in each try, Lorac’s hands “lit up.”

“I’ll give you the best of me.”

He thought of Carol; it was a nice last
thought, and it would help him do what he had to do.

He looked into Mr. Coalman’s dark eyes and
imagined they were Carol’s when he said, “Zoe, leave”—the two most
difficult words he had ever spoken.

Then he kissed Mr. Coalman on the mouth—an
intense kiss long enough so that every last one of Zoe’s cells had
time to pass into Mr. Coalman’s body.

When the kiss was over, they both fell to
the floor.

 


 


Lorac was very pale. He had lost a lot of blood and
had just expelled Zoe. Now he was a bleached coral.

Meanwhile, Mr. Coalman underwent a series of
changes, the strongest of which was Zoe’s revenge.

The little alga got inside his mind and
showed him all her sorrow. She began with the death of the corals
and ended with her separation from Lorac.

Mr. Coalman—whose eyes had gained a golden
hue—felt as if his chest was opened and his heart squeezed in
search of something. He wanted the pain to stop. He would have
given all his money to stop it. . . . Or not?

“Of course not,” he said, overcoming the
pain.

He was just going through a moment of
confusion; that was all. In a little while he would get over it and
think clearly again. All he cared about was Lorac, he would give
him his own life if necessary. . . . “No, no!” he
corrected himself: the only important thing was his wealth, making
sure his empire was safe. Lorac’s fate wasn’t his fault; the boy
had brought it on himself for breaking into his
house. . . .

“You’ll never be able to justify yourself,”
said Zoe. “What you’ve done is terrible.”

Mr. Coalman was frightened by having strange
thoughts and hearing voices. He leaned against the desk and rubbed
his temples to recover.

What happened next was unbelievable and
occurred very quickly, although it was like being there for
centuries.

Zoe knew how to make Mr. Coalman accept his
guilt. There was no point in inflicting on him a sorrow that wasn’t
his—which he didn’t understand. He had to remember the meaning of
love to realize all the evil he’d done, and suffer for real!

In this way, the little alga showed him life
in all its glory: an interconnected web so strong, yet so fragile,
of which he was also a part, and that reminded him of the value of
family.

Then she revealed to him how much she loved
Lorac, and although Mr. Coalman had never been so cold—twelve
degrees cooler to be exact—he experienced warmth for the first time
in too many years. Donald’s love resurrected and melted the chains
that held his conscience prisoner!

He was overwhelmed by the avalanche of bad
decisions he had made in life, and to make matters worse, Zoe
showed him too how millions of beings who belonged to that web of
life—to his very web!—died or even became extinct.

In the end, Donald burst into tears and felt
wretched for what he had done. His eyes regained their usual
jet-black color and reddened with the crying.

 


 


Zoe had done it. She’d gotten her revenge. But
contrary to what she expected, she didn’t feel any better.

Then she remembered the last thing Lorac
told her and understood there was one very important thing she
could do for him—something that would really help her move forward.
She had to save Lorac’s loved ones, and for
that . . . she had to save Donald! That miserable
man could do a lot of things; he just needed to be given something
that was really worth dreaming about.

But he doesn’t deserve it, thought
Zoe, who refused to save the man who had separated her from her
best friend.

“Lorac!” she shouted, unashamed that Donald
would hear her. “Don’t leave me! Come back, please!”

She was desperate and clung to Lorac’s
unconditional love so as not to sink. She thought of the time she
was with him on the island, the day they moved to the sea, the best
century of her life, and the moment she decided to accompany him to
the land in the greatest adventure a Zooxanthella would ever have.
Finally, she imagined him happy, pleased to have fulfilled his
mission. . . .

This was it! That was how she wanted to see
her best friend and for that, she couldn’t fail him. She had to
save the corals! Save the world! And she swore to Sun she would do
anything to succeed.

 


 


Buried in his anguish, Donald heard again those
gusts of voices which in unison, resulted in a voice as clear and
serene as a ray of light crossing the darkness:

“You still have time to make things right,”
said Zoe. “Only then will you regain your sanity and have the
chance to be happy.”

“Are you my conscience?” Donald asked.

Zoe didn’t know what to say. It was against
her code to lie, but she sensed that breaking the rules would be
the only way to save the Earth.

“Yes.”
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Donald woke up before dawn.

He felt different. When he looked in the
mirror after washing his face, he even thought his skin looked
better than the day before, despite the fact he had hardly slept.
As if it had a slight golden tan. . . .

He drove his red convertible to Deep Water
Bay Beach, took the precious cargo resting in the back seats, and
walked to the shore. There, one of his workers was waiting for him
with an inflatable dinghy.

“Thank you,” Donald said after his employee
had helped him accommodate his companion on the dinghy. “Now go
home and rest, it’s been a difficult night for everyone.”

The bodyguard left at once, lest his boss
changed his mind, or worse, fired him because of the earlier
night’s events.

Donald drove the dinghy to his yacht, which
rested near the Middle Island. He moored the dinghy and carefully
rested his passenger on the white deck of the sailboat.

 


 


Feeling the breeze in his hair and on the sails,
Donald realized he didn’t remember how long it had been since he
had sailed or taken a day off.

He sighed as he watched the seagulls glide
over the vast ocean. He knew that after everything he’d done, he
would have to live with a life sentence, and that contact with
nature helped him experience little moments of peace.

The sun started to warm. Now he saw it with
different eyes. A part of him adored it, and it would be as well
one of the fundamental elements for Donald to carry out his new
dream: to help build a better world.

He didn’t want to be remembered as the dark
Mr. Coalman—the man of the coal—but as Donald—just Donald—someone
who changed before it was too late.

 


 


The time had come. He kneeled beside Lorac and took
him in his arms.

He heard a voice inside saying he had to
return Lorac to the sea. Though he didn’t understand why, he knew
he had to. So he let Lorac rest gently on the water, kissed him,
and swore he would spend the rest of his life honoring him. Then he
released him and, expectantly, watched him sink.

The sun’s rays drew a series of small golden
circles on Lorac’s skin by scattering their light in the water.
Donald was under the impression that Lorac would move at any
moment, but the only thing he saw was a majestic whale shark that
swam elegantly under the boat, and after which Donald lost sight of
Lorac.

He squeezed the railing of the sailboat
hard, disconcerted and confused. When his hands got stiff, he let
go of the railing, took a deep breath, and concentrated on the
murmur of the sea to calm himself.

It was pleasant, almost like a melody. A
familiar melody. . . .


Epilogue

 The conference room filled
up. It was the first time that Donald Coalman spoke in public, with
none of his representatives doing it for him:

“‘To err is human; to forgive, divine; to
rectify, wise.’ I’ve erred so much that I don’t even have the right
to ask for forgiveness. If I’ve gathered you here today, it’s to
rectify.”

Without further ado, Donald openly confessed
that he had created a disinformation campaign to deny climate
change. His statement caused a wave of stupefaction that silenced
the entire room until one attendee shouted, “You lied to us! How do
you expect us to believe you now?”

The organizers of the press conference
caught his attention for not having waited for question time to
open.

“I understand you’re angry, you all have
reason to be,” Donald excused the upset attendee. “I’ll just ask
you not to go any further. I neither expect nor deserve to be liked
as a person, but please don’t hate me. Hate always leads to a dead
end, and we don’t have time for this.”

Donald noted that his audience was outraged
and he hurried on, making clear the message that urges us all.

“Like it or not, we need to join together if
we’re to overcome the worst crisis humanity has ever faced. To give
you proof of my commitment, I’ll close my industry and create
renewable energy plants.”

He had just announced the radical change his
company had taken. It was sensational news, worthy of being the
headline of every newspaper, radio, television, and internet
channel. What caught the most attention at the time, however, was a
blue-eyed pregnant woman who crossed the stage and covered the
company logo behind Donald with a banner that showed a picture of
Lorac.

This caused a stir in question time.

“Did Lorac have anything to do with this
decision?” asked a journalist in the front row whose flushed cheeks
gave her a friendly expression.

“Lorac has awakened many of you, and yes,
he’s awakened me too. Thanks to him I am the person you see
now.”

“Where is Lorac?” said a reporter from the
back of the room.

“Maybe it’s better not to know,” replied
Donald solemnly. “So that we don’t commit the irresponsibility of
placing the weight of the world on his shoulders. He himself once
told me he had achieved so much thanks to the people who helped
him.” Donald pointed to the banner behind him. “While he’s the face
of this movement, we mustn’t forget that the movement is all of us.
I couldn’t tell you his whereabouts, but I can assure you that a
part of him is with each of us who supports him. Together we are
Lorac, and we must stay united to continue what he started!”

“I’ve investigated Lorac, and he seems to
have come out of nowhere,” said a bald reporter with a white
goatee. “There are no records or documentary evidence of his life,
and since you’re an almost inaccessible man, I’m suspicious that
Lorac contacted you so easily. . . . So tell me, did
you think up Lorac’s character to win the public’s favor in this
new strategy you presented to us today?”

There was a commotion in the room.

“Of course not,” replied Donald while the
din of voices calmed down. “If this had been my idea, I guarantee
you that Lorac wouldn’t have had such an impact on people for the
mere reason that only someone genuinely authentic is capable of it.
Besides, no one’s said it was easy to contact me. To tell the
truth,” added Donald, melancholy, “I think that opening my eyes has
been the hardest thing Lorac has ever done. Finally, I would
appreciate if you’d judge me for my actions from now on, rather
than for the prejudices you may have about my past.”

“Will you really leave fossil fuels on the
ground to combat climate change?” asked Jon, who had followed the
press conference attentively from the fourth row.

“In fact, we have already started, and I
hope my actions will inspire many because no one can make the
change alone. It’s not just about investing in renewable resources;
there are a lot of things to change, and the real power is in you,
who are seven billion people. The key to securing ourselves a
future on our planet lies in your collaboration.”

The organizers announced that there was only
time for one last question. A blonde correspondent made it.

“Are the rumors true that Lorac has returned
home?”

Donald drank a long sip of water from his
glass bottle to have time to think through the answer.

“What we needed from Lorac, we already have.
He planted a seed in the people who listened to him and has
remained with us until it’s taken root. Now it’s our turn; it’s the
responsibility of each of us to make it grow, just as it will be
our reward to see it bloom. I don’t think it’s such a far-fetched
idea that he’s back in the sea. After all, they both need each
other. Lorac deserves to be home, if only because he didn’t give up
on me until he made me change for the better. I didn’t make things
easy for him, nor for you. . . . and I promise I’ll
pay for it.”

Donald left the stage, and for a few
seconds, some of the attendees were agitated.

“Would that be it? Without saying goodbye?”
lamented a woman in a strident yellow dress, who wore orange
glasses and a headband that held her frizzy hair together.

“Moken people don’t have a word to say
goodbye,” replied the bald reporter with the white goatee who had
studied Lorac’s origins.

“He’s a sea nomad; if we love him we have to
let him go,” said the friendly-looking journalist in the front row
as her cheeks went from pink to bright red.

On hearing all this, Jon tried to remember
if the last thing Lorac told him was a farewell and wondered if he
would see him again.

 


 


Confusion reigned in the room. Some were euphoric
about Donald’s announcement, others were sad for Lorac’s absence,
several were moved by the statements heard, a few still doubted
Donald’s true intentions . . . but there was one
thing on which everyone agreed: the feeling of being part of
something more urgent and bigger than themselves. Something that
was captured in the motto on the banner that had been at the head
of the room for half the meeting. Which with large, clear letters
and determined strokes proclaimed:

I’m with Lorac!

Three words that would soon flood
cyberspace, and the streets of every city in the world.

 


 


~~~ ~~~

 


 


Thank you very much!

If you want to help Lorac build a better world,
please leave a review at your favorite book retailer and at
www.ImWithLorac.com.
You’ll win Lorac’s curiosities as a book supplement and
will inspire others to read this novel.

With my best wishes and encouraging you to share
this story,

Neus Figueras


 Note to the
Reader

Although this is a work of fiction, the Moken exist
and all the data collected in this book has a solid scientific
basis.

It is the events here narrated, and the characters
described in these pages that have been the product of the author’s
imagination. So, for example, don’t try to eat Zooxanthellae
because that wouldn’t give you superpowers. There are, however,
other things you can do that would make part of this story a
reality.

“Choice is the greatest and most underestimated
power we have.”

You can make a powerful impact just by changing your
attitude and buying behavior. Here are some immediate actions that
you can take for a better world:


	
Value what you have. If gold came out of
faucets, we wouldn’t let a drop of it go down the drain. As water
is more valuable than gold, we shouldn’t waste it. Remember to turn
off the faucet while showering, washing dishes, or brushing your
teeth. The same goes for electricity, food, or any natural
resource. Turn off lights or appliances that you are not using,
manage your food to limit waste, cover the pan with a lid when
boiling water, etc.



	
Don’t impulse buy and buy only what you need.
Think about the shelf life of the product and whether the product
will really serve your needs. Try to buy second-hand.



	
Reduce meat and animal product consumption or go
vegan. Think of how this can improve your life through the
discovery of new dishes, ingredients, and flavors, and most
importantly, how a vegan lifestyle can be better for your health
and the planet.



	
Buy local and seasonal produce. You can help
boost the local economy and save money.



	
Avoid excessive packaging and buy in bulk or opt
for biodegradable packaging. There are many
environmentally-friendly alternatives that are kinder to your body
and overall health and well-being.



	
Use sustainable transportation as much as
possible. Cycling or walking can keep you fit while taking
public transport not only has environmental benefits, it can save
you money.



	
Support pro-nature groups and companies, and
encourage people around you to reduce, reuse, and recycle. The
more people with shared values, the more pressure on society to
facilitate change and progress.



	
Lobby the government for measures in favor of the
environment. Supporting grassroots movements and voting the
right people into office will help pass legislation that allows us
to fight the corporations that oppose the change we need.





The possibilities are endless. It all depends on
what you want to do. Don’t look for perfection in yourself or in
others. Do the best you can and don’t let anyone bring you down
when you are trying to change for the better. They are only afraid
of the unknown and little by little they will realize that what’s
scary is not changing the course, but not doing so.

“We have it in our power to change the world
over.”
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