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      Biologist Juana Salazar, PhD, believes seaweed the cure to world hunger, and gets the funding to build on-land tanks in Western Africa.

      But when her research takes a terrifying turn, she faces heartbreak…and a choice she never thought she’d have to make.

      Tangent Online included “Acceptable Losses” in their 2019 Recommended Reading list, saying,

      Fully developed characters make the tragedy at the heart of this story seem very real. The moral crisis facing the protagonist is an important one. … [T]he author forces us to contemplate vital ethical issues concerning the welfare of the many and the sacrifice of the few.

      “Acceptable Losses” originally appeared in Pulphouse Fiction Magazine, Issue 7, Summer 2019.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acceptable Losses

          

        

      

    

    
      Her answer to the interview question would haunt Juana to the end of her days.

      “Dr. Salazar,” the reporter had said, “how did you come up with the idea?”

      “My partner was vegan and trying to convert me,” she’d said. She’d even laughed a little as she said it. “She made miso soup and sushi with brown rice and vegetables, and over dinner kept telling me about all the health benefits of seaweed. And it got me thinking…”

      If she hadn’t thought, none of this would ever have happened. If she hadn’t fucking thought, she wouldn’t be in this terrible position, with this agonizing decision to make.
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      Seaweed. Nori, with its amazing amount of protein. Wakame, with ten times more calcium than milk. Kelp, chock full of iron. All of it low in calories and high in minerals and many vitamins.

      Easy to harvest, to soak, to dry, to transport.

      “Why don’t more people eat seaweed?” Juana wondered aloud to her partner.

      They’d rented a condo on the beach in Channel Islands, California, for the week, cheap at this time of year because the marine layer blanketed the coast in lowering grey clouds, keeping the area a good ten-plus degrees cooler than Los Angeles until mid-afternoon. The fog had finally burned away, and they’d settled on the deck to enjoy the sun and growing warmth.

      Because of the weather the beach was almost empty, and a stiff breeze still blew in off the ocean, snapping the nylon flag hanging over their heads and bringing the sharp scent of the sea.

      Juana had had seaweed on the brain ever since that dinner, and now, watching their adopted son, Nathan, drag a piece of bull kelp five times longer than himself along the beach like a pet on a leash, she was obsessing.

      Susan shrugged, closed whatever she’d been reading on her tablet, and took off her glasses. Juana sometimes wondered if Susan really needed reading glasses, or if she wore them to get people to take her seriously. Her delicate Asian features and tiny stature made her look more like a manga character than a director of award-winning documentaries about food, nutrition, and farming practices.

      “Some people think it sounds weird or disgusting,” Susan said. “Part of the problem there is the name; it would be more correct to call it sea vegetables. Anyway, in some areas, like Great Britain, it’s actually considered a delicacy, so it’s expensive. And then there’s the problem of availability.”

      “The oceans are vast,” Juana said.

      “Seaweed is as photosynthetic as any other plant,” Susan said. “So it can grow only in the strip between the shore and where the ocean floor gets too deep. Japan has a lot of coastline for its size, which is why their diet is primarily fish, and seaweed’s a big part of that. Populations of larger continents where it was easy to develop farming—both growing crops and herding animals—had less need of the ocean.”

      Juana nodded slowly. “Plus, not enough coastline to feed the bulk of the people, who live inland.”

      “Exactly,” Susan said. “Nathan Njau Salazar!” she bellowed suddenly in a commanding voice she’d practiced to project across soundstages, again something unexpected given her stature. “Not so far!”

      Nathan turned and headed back their way across the hard-packed sand near the gentle waves, his body language belying his birth name, Njau, which was African for bull. His shoulders hunched and he stomped his toddler displeasure at being reined in.

      Juana closed her eyes for a moment, remembering the circumstances of adopting him as an infant. The drought and subsequent famine had nearly destroyed everyone in his village in Kenya, and his family had offered him for adoption to save him from starvation.

      That had been three years ago. She and Susan had tried to keep in contact with his family, but they’d failed. She didn’t know if they were still alive.

      She couldn’t get the memories of his parents, his older brother, the villagers, out of her head. Their sticklike arms and legs, their gaunt faces making their eyes look huge, the children’s bellies distended. She and Susan had donated food, money, whatever they could, but it hadn’t been enough.
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