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			Introduction

			When we first came together in 2017 under the Made in L.A. banner, Angelenos got excited. They asked us if our stories were set in L.A.

			Our responses were mixed: some of them were, others weren’t. 

			This set us on a path to create stories that would appeal to local readers. We couldn’t do it alone; we had to reach out to our writer friends to compile and curate a collection of stories set in and inspired by Southern California. Thus, Made in L.A.: Stories Rooted in the City of Angels was born. 

			When we debuted this anthology at the 2018 L.A. Festival of Books, it was our turn to get excited. Halfway through the second day, we sold out of all copies of the anthology! We were overwhelmed and humbled by the enthusiasm readers had for our stories.

			Spurred on by this win, we reached out to local booksellers, who supported us by stocking our anthology in their stores. Two bookstores — Stories Books & Café and Book Show — hosted readings for the anthology as well, and contributing authors participated at these events. We’re excited to have these new connections and would like to extend special thanks to Book Show, Stories Books & Café, Skylight Books, the Last Bookstore, and DIESEL, A Bookstore for their ongoing support. 

			As 2019 approached, we rallied ourselves for the next challenge: Volume Two. We brainstormed about preparing for a second anthology at local pubs, looking for inspiration from each other (as well as from our beverages). Our emphasis, this time, would be on the hopes and dreams of Angelenos, as well as the dark forces at work in our conscious and unconscious lives. We batted about phrases such as “living the dream,” “in search of the dream,” “California dreams,” and “mosaic of dreams.” Finally, we settled on Chasing the Elusive Dream. We figured that our fellow Angelenos would recognize how elusive dreams can be in this quirky, competitive, diverse, and unwieldy metropolis.

			For this volume, we strove to stay true to the tone and style choices of each writer. This allows us to present an eclectic mix of stories, while giving each writer the freedom to experiment with the short-story medium.

			This anthology begins with an otherworldly tale by Sara Chisolm, “The Serenade of the Gangsta.” In it, a gangster’s future is foretold by a mystical mariachi’s song. The dreamy theme continues into “Luigi’s Song” by Jude-Marie Green, in which a young girl’s best friend is a whale who brings her gifts from the sea. 

			Summaries don’t begin to do these stories justice. These, and those that follow, cover the gamut of love found and lost; life and death; right and wrong; freedom and slavery (and slavery’s close cousin, addiction). We present stories of fortunes, both on the rise and in decline. 

			Nick Duretta’s “Lucky and Carmela” takes a chance meeting in an unexpected direction.

			“Billboard Cowboy” by Axel Milens features a man in midlife who struggles with his position, both in the world and in his own family. 

			My own stories cover the Gen X experience, from the nineties until the modern age. A young college student gains assertiveness training from an unexpected source in “College Lessons,” while in “Letting Go,” a career woman learns to release her ingrained ideas about work, as well as her favorite colleague. 

			Cody Sisco’s “Face” explores L.A.’s underground world of psychic entanglement and seductive illusions. 

			C. Gregory Thompson’s “Two Kings” forces two men from vastly different backgrounds to solve the puzzle that is created when their paths collide. 

			Nolan Knight’s story “Mouth Bay” — a misnomer for the South Bay region because of all the gossip there — showcases the grime beneath the sunshine and glitter. 

			“For Hire” by A.S. Youngless follows a young werewolf who is pressed to figure out whom she can trust. 

			James Ferry’s “Burning Man” transports readers out of L.A. and into the desert for some soul searching.

			Finally, Abigail Walthausen’s “Edition of Ten” limits the main character’s soul searching to her own neighborhood in L.A. proper.

			We hope you will enjoy this new volume of L.A. stories. Some of the writers from the first anthology have returned, while others have joined us for the first time. We’re excited to present this new collection, to support our literary community, and to shine some light on more facets of the jewel that is Los Angeles. 

			— Gabi Lorino

		


			
			

		


			
			

		


			
			

		


			
			

		


		
			The Serenade of the Gangsta

			Sara Chisolm

			The new Gold Line subway system serves as the backbone of our community, allowing gringos access to Mariachi Plaza. All the good musicians lumber around here with guitars, trumpets, and accordions resting beside them in their cases. Boyle Avenue and First Street box in the oxidized statue of the mother of Ranchera music, Lucha Reyes. The stoic statue has its hands placed on its hips with its back towards a few shops that have colorful murals painted on their sides. Tables and sun-bleached umbrellas line the front of the stores. Lucha’s prideful gaze rests on the stone symmetric mirador, the circular pattern of red and white cement ground, an affordable housing complex, and mainly, her fellow musicians: the mariachis. 

			The mariachis advertise well. Boyle Ave is stitched together with cars, rusty vans, parking ticket-draped hoopties, and even a few lifted trucks emblazoned with logos, phone numbers, and decals of Mother Mary receiving a serenata. Most of the time, black-suited mariachis yell out to subway patrons, soliciting buyers for their band’s services. “Who wants a romantic serenade by a live band for their one true love? Or perhaps the person that is just for now?” A few times a week, one of the mariachi singers will belt out a tune, allowing the pedestrians an opportunity to hear a serenata of foretold love and doomed lovers. 

			When you grow up around here, the serenata is all you hear about. At your family gatherings, you will hear about how so-and-so got engaged and how perfect the serenata had been. Within your school, amongst your friends, someone will bring up how so-and-so is learning to play an instrument so that he can present some girl with a serenata. Or you will hear about how much so-and-so’s mariachi band costs for a serenata, so you better save if you want one. 

			The romantic lures of the serenata never captured my attention. I have always been too busy hustling on the streets to give a damn about romance. I make a lot of money through extorting local businesses and dabbling in drug sales on the sly. My gang is ambitious. We have carved out our territory through savagery. No one is immune to the cruelty of our reign, except the mariachi. They are untouchable. 

			I’ve made it no secret among the mariachis that I operate in the select business of “party favors.” Everybody knows the true blood of the plaza flows from the lips and fingers of the mariachis. However, you could also say that the blood flows a little easier with the help of the drugs that line my pockets. Manuel, the leader of our gang, is always hesitant about the drug trade. I am different. I am not a pussy. I have a budding rap career. I have to pay for my studio time. I can peddle my goods among the mariachis and not think twice. If a mariachi wants to buy some drugs, then at least it should be from me.

			I wasn’t surprised when an elderly mariachi dressed all in black velvet approached me. The old man had been standing near the entrance to the metro station where colorful tiles of glass within the metal overhanging canopy looked like broken pieces of stained-glass windows when the sun shined through them. The mosaic of light reflected onto a mounted bust of a woman with upraised hands and a child cradled underneath her. 

			Now, as he tinkered towards me like some busted wind-up toy, the mariachi’s arms waved in the air, giving the illusion that the fingertips of the statue and his own were brushing against one another. The moaning of the lower-level escalator sounded like cries of repentance. His left leg dragged while his guitar case bounced at his side. More than likely he was drunk or high from the last gig’s payout. In this area, the promises of Hollywood became no more than a lingered whisper. Where the residents mainly survive on meals of beans and rice, you have to be careful. If he touched me or tried to take my stash of dope, I’d have to put him in his place. Revered or not, if you aren’t about this Los Angeles gangsta life, then you better be careful in these streets. 

			I dug in my pocket. Slipped on some brass knuckles as easily as a new pair of underwear. I propped my hand up on the pocket of my jeans, letting the gleam of the brass greet his arrival. 

			The usual baby-blue sky and flecks of cruising white clouds were suddenly subdued. The sky was blotched with looming heather overcast. The sun’s rays beamed down through gaps in billowy canopy. Cockroaches scurried from every orifice of the plaza, some huge ass ones, skinny ones, and even some with eggsacs bending out of their backsides. My body shivered as if I had felt the sting of my old man’s belt. I hated bugs. I shifted my feet and couldn’t help but step on some. The crunch of their bodies permeated the slow drawl of the mariachi’s throatful hum. I bobbed my head for a second, creating words to his beat in my head. So many gangstas dreamin’ about a rapper’s life, I ain’t ever given up, I’m get mine, I got a wad of cash so fat you could flatline. Then the bugs climbed up his legs and disappeared within his black uniform.  

			He smiled, and a feeling of doom washed over me. He was a man that was gray. You could see his teeth were partially transparent. His smile opened up the world; placid steel-colored saliva tainted his mouth. His face was clean-shaven, with patches of flaky eczema that were as dull in color as dry toothpaste on your favorite sweater. He had strands of regal metal-wire hair sticking out from the corners of his tilted black sombrero, embroidered with silver thread.

			I blinked a few times and squinted. My eyes searched for the bugs then found them hanging on his suit like decorative buttons. They shined in the absence of the sun. 

			“Una serenata?” he called out to me. 

			I took off my baseball cap. My highlighter-bright dreadlocks fell onto my tattooed forehead and eyelids. I flexed the bill of my cap and put it back on. I was not in the mood for the tricks and trade of a drunk. 

			“Nah man,” I barked. I remembered how to say that I didn’t want something in Spanish. But long ago, I gave up the polite sing-song words of my home language, replacing it with street slang and thug talk. 

			“Do you want a serenade?” his melodic voice rung out. 

			I blinked and shook my head.

			“Whatcha want?” I dipped my head low, avoiding his light-grey gaze. I had to make a thousand more dollars if I wanted to pay for a day’s worth of studio time. I thought about exit strategies if he attempted to rob me. 

			He stomped and ground down the heel of his boot, staining the red cement with a splatter of gray bug bits.

			I leaned in and said, “You want some weed, pills, trippies … What?”

			“Do not worry. I am quite good. Even for the likes of …” He waved his hand up and down my body. “Even for members of the community like you.” His Spanish accent drew out. He fumbled with his guitar case. “I can do elderly birthday parties. They usually don’t want me for weddings.” 

			I stared hard at him before saying, “Look, old man …”

			“Yes, I can see,” the mariachi said while nodding, “you are missing the attendance of a good girl’s company. Let me put your mind at ease.”

			“I told you, I am not into that type of shit,” I stated. I put my hand on the pocket filled with baggies of drugs. “If you need to party, though …”

			The mariachi frowned slightly before explaining, “I am just saying that you are all alone in this world, just as a man is in his own death.” 

			The mariachi lifted a silver-gray guitar out of its dilapidated case. Back in the day, this guitar was beautiful. Now the strings curled up like cat whiskers, but the neck was elegant and sturdy. If I took off with it, I wondered how much money I could’ve gotten for it. The edges of the instrument’s body were blurry, as if you couldn’t focus your eyes on them. 

			“Of course, I do play funerals. I am good there. Sending the dead off to their own personal purgatory.”

			I hadn’t held one since I was a little boy, so I yanked the guitar out of his hands and then held it with affection while I examined it, trying hard to pull the blurry edges of the instrument into focus. I must have been imagining shit. I mentally reminded myself to lay off the weed. Memories of my old man sitting in the living room and strumming his guitarra filled my head whenever I was high, because there are only two things that a man grows up to be if he lives in this neighborhood long enough. You can turn to the streets or pick up an instrument.

			“Then perhaps a music lesson or two so that you can become a mariachi?”

			I almost laughed in his face, then bit my tongue. “I already told you, old man. I’m a gangsta.” I shoved the instrument towards the mariachi.

			“You can find redemption in anything,” he said.

			This time, I laughed and waved my hand by his chest to dismiss him. I turned my back, and he grabbed my arm. “Help an old man out with something to eat?”

			I pulled back my fist and swung at him. The brass was my paintbrush as the mariachi’s blood decorated the pavement. I saw the glint of the silvery guitar and luminescent shells of the bugs descend to the ground in a clatter. The mariachi’s instrument looked more like toy car parts than splinters of wood from a broken guitar. The cockroaches scurried over the splinters and strings, and when they touched the mariachi’s broken guitar, they turned into a lucid gray. The old man hunched over his instrument and the bugs scattered, revealing a newer version of the metallic guitar. 

			The cockroaches climbed over my new Cortez shoes. I kicked at them and stomped, relishing the sound of their exoskeletons succumbing to the weight of my foot. They scattered to the far reaches of the plaza, snatching up all the surrounding color. The bright blue hue of Lucha Reyes’s benevolent face, the tan stone of the mirador, and all the buildings in the plaza became a striking, lifeless gray.

			“You dropped something,” the gray mariachi stated while pointing down. 

			My inventory of drugs had fallen out of my baggy jeans and onto the concrete. The arrangement of scrunched-up bags of chalky crystals, colorful pills, and green herbs looked like a forbidden garden growing out of the curb. I quickly picked up my stash. I looked around the square at its inhabitants. This was the time when the gangstas on the block targeted the local businesses. With the usual lunch crowd tucked back into work, the businesses were easy, witness-free targets for the picking. We frequented the small wheeled carts, fruit stands, and shops, threatening to put them out of business if they didn’t pay up. I saw an associate or two of mine out of the corner of my eye. 

			A couple of homies walked by; they leaned toward me and gave exaggerated grins. One held out his index and middle finger in my direction, pulled back on the fingers of his other hand, and winked: the universal warning sign of the streets.

			“I only wanted to serenade you,” the old man bellowed. “So few men are allowed such beauty at a time of devastation and death.”

			The gray mariachi stood up. As if he had pulled on a string, his hand commanded the neck of the instrument to him. He held the instrument. The old man began to strum his guitar. The instrument vibrated as if it had a pumping heart. 

			I jumped back out of confusion and fear. I looked around the plaza, checking to see if other people saw what I saw. But the time of the day was all wrong. The middle of the afternoon, when the real gangstas took their gang’s cut in the profits of the local businesses, had somehow dissipated to later on in the day.

			Midday was in the middle of its natural escape as the sun dipped a little bit lower behind a tower of gray clouds. This was the time when the commuters packed up their backpacks, briefcases, and purses, getting ready to flood the square. Most of the mariachis were setting up for practices, weddings, birthday parties, or the sentimental performances of the surprise serenatas. 

			I stared at him. His eyes glowed an unearthly sea green. The dullness of his skin was blossoming into a rosy brown tint. 

			“I wonder what I shall call this one?” He rubbed his chin. “Oh yes. The serenade of the gangsta.”

			“I — I’m outta here,” I stammered. 

			“It is all the same,” he whispered. “The serenata and your death have already begun.” 

			With that said, he began to robustly pluck the guitar strings while he tapped his foot. I ran off, the trail of disgusting cockroaches always a few yards ahead. Their small opaque bodies bleached the neighborhood a monotonous gray. 

			I ran to the end of the block. The cars whizzed by. The sound of barking dogs could not hide the beauty of the mariachi’s voice as it reached my ears. 

			He didn’t sing in English or Spanish but still I understood it. The song soothed me as I rounded another corner to collide with Manuel. My body slammed against the ground. My black baseball cap flipped off. The cheap hair dyes that I had used in the cracked porcelain sink of my mom’s house blended to produce a marsh-gray sweat that dripped from my brow.

			“This is the end, little brother,” the melodic singing of the mariachi stated. 

			I looked up at Manuel. He was a big guy. The people in our high school said that back in Mexico, Manuel’s uncle was a kingpin. When Manuel frowned, his entire face crinkled up like a used brown bag. 

			“I was just on my way to see you,” I laughed nervously. 

			“Do not fear, little brother,” the mariachi sped up his playing as his voice raised in pitch.

			Manuel growled. He grabbed me by the collar and lifted me to a standing position. “You know how much I hate it when people arrange their own side deals on my turf. I even heard you punched a mariachi!” Manuel let go of the collar of my shirt, and I greedily choked on air. 

			Manuel leaned over until the pupils of his eyes clouded my vision. His jacket moved slightly, and I felt him rubbing the barrel of his gray gun against me. 

			“It won’t happen again,” I said, my voice quivering. My heart pumped to the fast-paced rhythm of the gray mariachi’s guitar. My lips trembled as I gathered the courage to speak. “You know I am working on a mixtape. I am good, Manuel. I can make it out of these streets. I just need a little more. Just a little more. Take it. Take it all.” I shoved a stack of bills and bags of drugs into his face. 

			Some of the bills came loose and fluttered to the sidewalk like empty bubblegum wrappers. My eyes dropped to the green and white money that lay on an unkempt gray lawn. Two hundred bucks. Two hundred dollars was more money than my father ever brought home to us after a serenata. 

			“You think I just care about the money, payaso?” Manuel threw the money and baggies of drugs to the ground. “You really are a clown, huh? When you mess with the mariachi, you lose respect in the community. They turn against you and me.” 

			I looked down at the ground while I shook my head. A gangsta talking about respect? Respect for the mariachis? Manuel wasn’t as tough as I had originally thought.

			I looked Manuel in the eyes. I couldn’t back down now. The streets would ring with word of my cowardice. If you wanted to hustle, you had to sacrifice. I was prepared to do the things that my father never did. Rest my father’s tireless soul from the cancer. I was willing to pray to the high heavens for Manuel’s bluff. I stuck out my chest. “Do it then. Kill me. Pussy.”

			“Let’s go,” he growled.

			“Death is like a lover that we sleep next to.” The mariachi’s voice penetrated the stagnant air.

			The community had welcomed the presence of night and its chill too soon. I walked in front of Manuel until we reached an abandoned building, an old drug house boarded up and wrapped in caution tape. 

			Manuel hit me square in the back with the handle of the gun. “Move,” he shouted as I hesitated for a moment.

			I walked past the giant weeds that peeked above the overgrown grass on the lawn. The dandelion’s ghostly spores looked like comets in the sky as they pulled apart and dispersed as we trampled by. Manuel practically pulled the door off its hinges and pointed the glistening gun into the dark-gray room. 

			“Death’s lingering embrace.” The mariachi’s voice filled the house up.

			We stood in the center of the room. Manuel pointed his gun at my chest. He stepped closer, and I felt a cold circle against my diaphragm. I closed my eyes and flinched in anticipation. 

			“When death has you, little brother, your fateful lover …” The mariachi’s voice penetrated my clammy skin. I felt the hum of his words as they coursed through me.

			The gun was cocked back. I grabbed Manuel’s hand and pulled the gun, attempting to tug it from his rough, beefy-handed grip. 

			“Little brother, kiss your lover, gently hold her close, embrace the death …” The mariachi’s voice kept time with the beating of my heart.

			Manuel squeezed the trigger. His body jumped back when the gun fired. I felt the bullet as it ripped through my abdomen. 

			“Dear little brother,” the mariachi’s tempo slowed down, “this pain is worse than any broken heart a woman can give you. The way you suffer is the way your last breath escapes you, the way that your skin pales as warmth leaves it, the way that your mother leans across your open casket.”

			I stepped closer to Manuel. I twisted the gun from his grip. I cocked the gun and fired.

			I stared into that bright orb and watched Manuel’s pupil shrink down until it was a tiny lifeless mirror of my future. He fell to the ground, taking me with him. I stood up, slipping on blood. I tripped over the steel-gray gun. I sat there, staring at his body for a moment. As a cold sweat began to form over my body, I thought to myself, that is supposed to be me. 

			For a moment, the world went silent. 

			I looked down at my white T-shirt, now stained with blood. My shaky hands fiddled with the warm hole in the center of my chest. 

			A thin layer of dust had already claimed Manuel for the sake of the earth and the life that may spring from it. I reached in my pocket, took out a wad of bills, and placed them at the center of his chest. The money bloomed and brightened in his blood. I folded his stiff graying hands onto his crisp money, a bouquet worthy of his maleficence. 

			I ran with the low humming of the mariachi’s voice in my heart. I ran even more when I felt as if my lungs were about to burst. I ran to the bright man in the black sombrero. When I stumbled into him, I saw that his face had smoothed out to a creaminess that was reminiscent of an avocado. When he smiled at me, his white teeth glistened. He stooped down to put me and his guitarra onto the ground. 

			“I don’t know how you saved me, but you saved me,” I panted. The mariachi laughed, and it was as if the whole world shook in joy.

			“I told you that that serenata belonged to you, my friend.”

			“I don’t believe in saviors and know very little about redemption, but from this moment on, I pledge to change my life.” Sweat was dripping off my chin as the last push of the recent adrenaline rush hijacked my body. I stood up on my shaking legs.

			I felt strong and determined to spend this second chance at living a life for the betterment of the community. Maybe I could learn to play the trumpet and be a mariachi, like my old man. I imagined myself in the same black velvet getup as this mariachi. 

			“Will you teach me? Teach me how to save lives, Mariachi?”

			He frowned for a moment, then his face settled into the complacency of contentment. 

			“Save lives?”

			My energy was spent. I licked at my dry lips as I collapsed onto the hard concrete. I stared up at him, enamored. I was dazzled by his charm as he lifted his guitar and pointed his index finger at me while winking. 

			“Who would say that someone like me saves lives? Taking wayward souls to their rightful place brings life to these old bones of mine.”

			I blinked up at him, the smell of incense and rot curling into my nostrils. I coughed while inhaling the poignant aroma. Gray cockroaches swarmed the plaza. Like beacons of light, they shined down into every orifice of the square, birthing color back into the world. 

			“You have to excuse my insect problem. They are just so attracted to the scents of death and the promise of a good meal.”

			I felt as if I were about to faint. I looked down at my ashen hands.

			“You see,” the mariachi continued, “you are about to die.” The mariachi waved his hands in the air dramatically as the heart-pumping guitar played on its own. “You are seeing the final moments of a life not worthy of living flash before you.”

			I blinked again, taking note of changes. The pizzeria, the hip bone of our community, reflected the evanescent white glow of the moon from its dark windows. The absence of the gringos who laughed and tilted their plastic champagne cups too high pierced the night. The neatly packed cars were no longer boxing in Boyle Avenue. I had a sensation that without the cars, the very concrete that I sat upon could unravel at any moment, and that we could be floating upon nothingness. Lingering commuters who would be looking at their watches or dispersing into the streets to catch a bus or walk home were nowhere in sight. The most noticeable change was the missing mariachis. The mariachi bands who would have ended their night early and were looking to get lucky with last-minute serenatas had not claimed their spaces on the wrought-iron public benches. The mirador with its tan stone and moderately tilted side was neatly fixed up, looking as foreign to me as a dollhouse. There wasn’t even a drunk lingering in sight. The Lucha Reyes statue, with her back turned to the whitewashed walls of the shops, appeared different. Lucha’s gaze rested on me. Her face knotted into a scowl of pity or anger as her red rose-petal eyes made contact with mine.

			“Where is this place?”

			The mariachi strummed his guitar gently as if he were tickling a baby. His melodic tone continued. “Purgatory, Purgatory.”

		


		
			Luigi’s Song

			Jude-Marie Green

			Saturday night in Southern California. On the beach. Near the pier. The famous one you’ve seen in movies all your life. I’m sitting on this damp mound of sand, perched a few feet above the surf line, waiting for the grunion to bring me a gift. From Luigi. Luigi’s a whale.

			So what if I’m just about eighteen and don’t have a boyfriend? My best friend’s a whale. I watch the waves and imagine a night dive, which I can’t do as my regular dive partner’s busy.

			“Alone again, naturally,” I almost sing. I never sing. Not even karaoke. Look, my name’s Daisy. How’s that for lame? I hate it, but I guess I don’t have much in the way of imagination cuz I can’t think of anything I’d rather be called. You ever see that movie with Barbra Streisand, On a Clear Day You Can See Forever? The main character is psychic, talks to plants, has been reincarnated, and sings really corny Broadway numbers, and her name is Daisy, too. 

			I guess “Daisy” suits me well enough. I don’t sing, but that psychic thing? Well, here’s the story.

			When I’m nine, my ’rents take me to an aquarium. That’s like a zoo for fish. A habitrail for humans snakes under some enormous tanks full of swimming and floating creatures. We walk underneath the killer whale exhibit.

			I hear them talking to me.

			“What is your name?”

			I hear this, sounding distant and vibraty.

			At first I think the ’rents are messing with my head, cuz ’rents like to do stuff like that. Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, Mr. Ed. Talking whales are not a big leap, if you get my drift. I play along.

			“Daisy. What’s yours?”

			The ’rents jump a little.

			Mom says, “What’s our what?”

			I grin at her and wait for the game to continue.

			“We’re the whale,” that voice says again. I’m staring at my ’rents and their lips don’t move, except to form skinny frowns. I’m surprised, but I hold it in pretty well — at least I think I do.

			I look up and above me are a couple big black and white bullet-shaped hulks. The nameplate says killer whales. They twirl around and seem to be looking right at me.

			I whisper, quiet as I can, “I can’t talk right now. Will you be here later?”

			Though I guess that’s kinda stupid, cuz, where could they go?

			Some happy humming, but no words. I’m grinning like a kid with a secret cuz I’m a kid with a secret and a plan.

			Now that I’m older, I wonder that I accepted so easy the idea that the fish could talk to me. Or that I could actually understand them, cuz fish talk to everybody, all the time. Noisy little souls. It’s just us, we don’t hear them. Except me. I hear ’em fine in my head.

			The ’rents haul me along through the rest of the displays in the aquarium. We see flat sole, snaky eels, and stringy coral. Now and again I say something like, “How are you today?” but no one answers, at least none of the fish. Once an old lady in a pink hat turns around and says back to me, “I’m fine today, young lady. How are you?” 

			My ’rents can’t believe how sweet I’m being; not that I’m not usually, but usually I’m a lot less outgoing. They worry about that at night when they think I can’t hear ’em discussing me. Maybe I should make an effort to be more outgoing all the time. I’m scoring points.

			I use the points when we sit down in the fishy-themed restaurant for lunch.

			“Can I — I mean, may I go to the bathroom please?”

			One big hard-and-fast rule of parenting is Don’t let the kids go anywhere alone. They’re afraid of rapists or something, maybe just the evening news. But we’re sitting right next to the restrooms. They exchange glances, Mom worried, Dad startled, but they agree in that silent parental way of theirs.

			“Okay, go ahead,” says Dad.

			“Come right back,” Mom adds. She watches me until I push open the bathroom door and go through.

			As I expect, they aren’t watching for me to come back out right away. I wait for an older woman to leave, and I slip out behind her. The ’rents don’t see me return to the aquarium.

			They find me about an hour later; that is, the security dude finds me. He uses the black walkie-talkie thing on his shoulder to call in the code that I’ve been found safe and sound, talking to myself.

			Of course I’m not talking to myself. I’m chatting with the killer-whale kids.

			See, these killer whales grew up here. They aren’t whales, by the way; they’re kinda like dolphins, and they call themselves The One Tribe. Their mothers told ’em the stories of The One Tribe, about chasing seals and eating penguins and fighting battles with other dolphins. The One Tribe seems violent to me. PG at least. The moms told ’em how they’d rather die than live cut off from the world below, the world of the ocean. So the moms died. But the kids stayed and they like it here.

			“Heaven,” they call it, this aquarium.

			But they’re forgetting the stories their moms told ’em and they’re happy to tell me: a new audience, right? I promise to come back when I can.

			My mom grabs me up in a hug. When she finally lets go, I say, “Mom, don’t die.”

			“What? What do you mean?” She’s about to cry, I can tell.

			Dad smiles in that fakey parent way and says, “Are you worried we’ll leave you alone for running away and scaring us?”

			I grab him into a hug, too, and wonder if he can talk himself into dying, like the killer whales’ parents did.

			And they, the killer whales, the orcas, are happy to be here. I stop talking while the adults buzz around me, crying and thanking and apologizing and everything.

			I’m thinking on what the orcas told me.

			Show and Tell in school on Monday, and I talk about my trip to the aquarium.

			Some kid from the back row says, “My mom says aquariums are bad because the whales are kidnapped from the ocean and put into a prison and ’sploited for our fun.” He sticks his tongue out at me, so I have to respond.

			“Nuh-uh, the orcas told me they like being in the aquarium. It’s clean. And they get lots of food.” At least I try to say that. But the kids laugh and the teacher claps her hands to shut them up, and I don’t even know what’s going on. I look at the teacher and say, “What?”

			“Now, Daisy,” she says in a super-tolerant voice, “I’m sure that animals did not talk to you. You must mean your parents told you the aquarium is a good place. Whales don’t speak.”

			I see where this is going, so I agree with her and sit down soon as I can. The kids only tease me for a day or two, calling me nuts and inviting me to the loony bin before my mistake is forgotten.

			I twig pretty fast that I better not tell anyone else about this, this talent, skill, whatever it is. I never try to share this power of mine, though sometimes it’s lonely. Eight years I’ve kept the secret. But I’m not stupid. No loony bin for me, thank you.

			Though I feel pretty silly sitting here on wet sand waiting for the grunion. The night is one like Persian poets would wax lyrical about: scented breezes, crashes of waves, the fat full moon luminous above.

			I read The Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam one summer, while waiting for Luigi to return. Those Persians had sand, and I have oceans, but it’s the same vast expanse that casual people assume is empty.

			I sit here on the sand and wait for the flood of silver bodies. I’ve done this before, years ago, as a little kid: the midnight run of grunion, tiny fish washed ashore to spawn, laying eggs and spewing sperm before the next wave washes them off to sea again. I remember the creatures thick on the ground, us kids capturing a fleeting few: look Ma, no hooks. Then we’d toss them back into the waves as soon as we were bored. Did I hear them back then? I don’t remember. Probably whatever I heard I ignored. Little kids are so accepting.

			Tonight I see a few silversides flash, a few dozen perhaps, not the waves of fish that I expect. That I remember.

			Grunion are small fish with simple minds. They’re thinking about spawning. I sure hate bothering them during sex. Still, they’re supposed to have the thing for me.

			Luigi’s gift. The one he promised me.

			So, I talk to them, in Human-speak, which they understand perfectly well even if they don’t want to hold a conversation with me right now.

			“Do you have it? Where is it? What is it?”

			They respond, group voice, annoyed and distracted. For some reason I’m thinking about tiny condoms (hey, I’m a teenager, it’s only natural), not about the floating encrusted glass globes that the grunion bring with them and deposit like fist-sized eggs on the wet sand, their little bodies pushing the floats above the surf line.

			I step carefully around the silver bodies; no one wants their sex lives disturbed, right? A stack of globes, a bunch, lots. Maybe two dozen. He promised a gift. I only expected one.

			The first time I saw one of these floats was the first time I met Luigi. Had to do with a high school project, learning to scuba dive so I could participate in Clean the Ocean Day.
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