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      As I was writing another book, my brain became a scene from a 90s rom-com: a wedding planner rushing, clutching an overstuffed planner with multi-colored tabs, stray papers, and torn-out magazine articles as memos and bits of vision board fly out everywhere and trail behind her like petals from a flower girl.

      What I’m saying is, it was chaotic, overwhelming, and overflowing with possibilities. Though in my case, it was burnout and ADHD, not so much running late for a cake tasting.

      I needed to stop, collaborate, and declutter my creativity.

      This is now 62 stories, poems, advertisements, or drabbles that were once just notes, scribbles, doodles, phrases, flickering lightbulbs, incoherent midnight thoughts, blurry photographs, or half-written pieces that begged to be completed. Whether sweet or dark, filled with longing or love or violence, each comes with a miniature, an assemblage, or a room box that turned them into the tactile things they were apparently meant to be.

      *Despite the odd materials in some of the photographs, I did not harm Mother Nature in the making of this book. Promise.

      Thank you for joining me on this wild ride. I hope you enjoy the unusual nature of We Used To Be Different!
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      Kids’ screams around me fade to a background noise as I approach the tank. Their parents’ calls to slow down or stop doing that become quiet.

      I think of them as the soundtrack to my peace.

      The low hum of the air conditioner reminds me of my apartment. It’s sparse and undecorated, save the 200-gallon tank against the wall, the plaid couch set facing it, and an old round table with a conch shell in the center.

      Every day, after a long day of work, I pour myself a glass of wine, slink into the couch, and watch. Seven discus soothe and breathe life into the small box I can barely afford as they swim in a small school through driftwood.

      But it’s not enough.

      Eventually, I have to come here. It’s a five-hour drive, though some days it seems like nine. Once I pull into the parking lot, tension eases from my shoulders, and the drive becomes just a quick drive to the coast.

      I explained it to each and every one of my discus. It’s not them.

      I need to be surrounded, engulfed, swept up in the majesty of the sea.

      The aquarium’s tank is floor to ceiling. It hardly feels like a tank, so much as a chunk of ocean just hovering in stasis for me to savor.

      Schools of fish draw my eye first and always. Their behavior can be seen in all species, but their movement is never so beautiful as underwater with glittering scales. The space they have makes me sad for my school.

      Roaming stingrays seem out of place in the preternaturally blue water. They look as though they belong in the shark tunnel, despite that being a death sentence for them.

      I picture them floating around tourists as they wander through in amazement, never giving one thought to what would happen if that tunnel were to collapse.

      The ocean is a dark place, even in the brightest of areas.

      Today, the aquarium has a moon jelly exhibit. I’m not often one to stray away from my wall tank, but jellyfish can tug me away for a moment.

      I still have two hours before the aquarium closes.

      I’ll come back and say goodbye, I tell my friends.

      I’m sure they recognize me now. A tang of some kind comes to the glass every time I arrive. I call them Lei. Their type is yet-to-be-identified, as I refuse to ask the incompetent tour guides that drone about clownfish and never once mention the wrasses and their symbiotic purpose with the reef behind me.

      Making my way to the new exhibit, I pass under the sharks. I smile and wish them a good afternoon. Unlike the average person, I do imagine what would happen if the glass shattered.

      Oceanic predators and saltwater rush against me, and I’m pinned to the ground. A hammerhead flails on me. No one can help us. They die. I die. We make the news. My discus fish go unfed for two days until my neighbor stops by to check on me.

      At least I’d be with friends.

      The jellyfish tank touches the ceiling, though it’s slimmer than I’d hoped. Tiny fingers press against the cylinder and breathy spots fog between them.

      Luckily, moon jellyfish aren’t bottom dwellers. Lava lamp lights change the color of the tank, so the three nearly invisible layers of the jellies go from blue to purple to pink to red. Their tentacles seem to leave streaks of color behind them as they bounce through the water.

      I am unsatisfied. This exhibit is not meant for purists like me.

      “Attention: The aquarium is closing in twenty minutes,” a disembodied voice announces.

      No. I have two hours. I look at my watch, only to see that it’s stopped. It could have even stopped this morning.

      All but running, I make my way back to my tank. I must have a few more moments of bliss before I leave.

      I’m swimming upstream as people are heading my way to leave.

      It takes much longer than expected to get back. By the time I catch my breath, the voice says I only have ten minutes.

      I forgo my bench and do as the children do.

      So close to the tank I can practically smell the saltwater, I speak with my friends. No, I purge, really—absolving myself of my sins, the sins of those around me, and ask for help to get through the next few weeks without them.

      “Attention: The aquarium is closing in five minutes,” that disembodied voice interrupts.

      My palm is against the glass, but I don’t know when it got there. “I’ll see you soon, Lei. You too, Charles, Carol, Grace, Renetta, Jess, and the rest of you!”

      Quickly, I glance around me. The tour guides haven’t come to sweep this room yet. I press my lips to the glass, and a tear streaks down my face.

      I turn and walk towards the exit, feeling hollow. I have to go back to my life of nothingness tinged with violence. So lost in my thought, I barely notice that I’ve made it back to the shark tunnel. The lighting changes, and my mood levels.

      Until I hear nails on a chalkboard. It’s so quiet it would have been lost if I wasn’t the last to leave.

      I could run, tell someone what I think I heard. The panic would be almost instant.

      Or, I could stand still.
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      Beams from my headlights illuminated the darkness. Alone on the deserted asphalt, my radio blared through the silence.

      Something used and forgotten rested on a small strip of grass between lanes. It would have many stories to share, if only it could. Shoppers used and abused it, throwing cheap treasures in its hollow space. Strangers borrowed it in the night for games and mayhem.

      We were both alone.

      My drive had led me far from the city—too far for a stray cart to have wound up by itself without help.

      I slowed as I drove past it, maybe to see if at midnight, with no one around, it would move on its own. Instead, the empty metal shell sat on broken casters as it waited for someone to take it away from the road it ended up on.

      My heart ached as I drove the rest of the way across the states over the next few months, because I, too, had just been looking for someone to offer me a new home.
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      The credits are nearly done, and I feel her eyes on the back of my head. She’s swept everywhere but the row I’m in.

      “I think I’m going to go get another ticket,” I say, tears drying on my face.

      Part romance, part adventure, part slice-of-life, What A Rush may be the most incredible film I’ve ever seen. Not a second of wasted time—every scene, every breath had a purpose. There was only music when it called for it. And even that was perfect. Each note of the soundtrack moved in time with the emotion on-screen.

      “That good, huh?” She sounds skeptical.

      Voice thick, I say, “You know when something hits you at just the right moment? I guess that’s this.” My eyes are still locked on the scrolling names.

      “Just sit tight. Don’t worry about getting another ticket. We won’t sell out. But you gotta take your own trash out. Deal?”

      I turn to look at her for the first time as the lights begin to come up. She has a round face with a strong jaw and green eyes. Dark hair is pulled into a hastily made ponytail. Instead of traditional work clothes, she’s wearing a striped white and black tank top with a bright green skirt.

      “Thank you. I can do that.”

      

      Only a handful of people join me in the 9 o’clock showing. They seem unaffected as they leave, discussing the actors, but not the meaning behind the words of the script. They debate the realism of the love story instead of the gushing over the adventurous spirit of the characters as they fall into each other, the fact that the whole film had a washed-out color palette rather than the sweeping cinematography that turns a sleepy town into a character unto itself.

      Clearly, they are not my tribe.

      The song that plays as the credits roll means more the second time, somehow. Lyrics about loss and love hit me differently, as if they are new to me.

      I hear her voice before I see her. “Are you staying through the credits again?”

      “If I could.”

      “Of course.” I imagine her nodding but don’t turn around to see. “I have to let them play either way.”

      “Thank you again for this,” I say, shifting in the uncomfortable push-down velvet seat. I’d complain about my tailbone aching if only I wasn’t lost in emotions I haven’t felt since my mother died.

      “Glad you enjoyed it. I see why now.”

      Now, I turn. “You watched it?”

      “We didn’t have anyone come in for the other film, and only one person bought popcorn and a soda, so it was either read or watch this movie. Your recommendation won out.” Maybe she shrugs, I’m not sure. “There are bonuses to having only two screens.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      “More than enjoyed it,” she says, her voice growing closer. “It was the little things that blew me away—like the town basically being its own character. I mean, just wow. Only film nerds are even allowed to say the word cinematography, but…”

      We talk until the credits are nearly done, then she takes off running out of the theatre.

      Stunned, I start to collect my things. I put my jacket on and pick up  my candy wrapper and empty cup of wine. But before I can make it to the exit, she is rushing back out with an apology on her lips—those lips.

      Seems she has to shut off the projector or it can cause problems. I don’t fully pay attention to what problems, but I like watching her talk.

      She says she just needs a few more minutes, asks if I can wait that long. I can, though she doesn’t tell me why I should.

      It’s more like ten, but she has her purse and a bundle of keys at the ready. She holds her empty hand and wiggles it.

      “Want to go on our own adventure tonight?”

      I nod and follow her.

      The sound of the lock clicking into place feels like the gun at the start of a race. I slide my hand in hers as we walk into a chilly night of possibilities.

      Something is starting.
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