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  Akiko can't wait to get out of her bathing suit.




  The day had been long, the sun sunk in the sky, and soon the clouds would turn golden amber colors. Then it would be time to go ashore. She counts the minutes in her mind.




  All around her women dive below the water. The noise of the splashing is astonishing, their flippers slap the water as they dive, but there isn’t a single word said. Akiko and the other women do the same thing all day without speaking.




  The pattern is simple. Dive. Enjoy the cool water caressing your body as you plummet into dark waters. Grope along the bottom of the sea. Find oysters. Swim to the surface as quickly as you can in order to avoid suffocating, even though your lungs burn from lack of oxygen. Splash. Give the men the oysters and catch a wheezing, whistling breath of air. Repeat.




  Akiko had been practicing her pearl diving ever since she was a teenager, and when she turned 18 they let her dive in the deep water with the other women. All the adult women in town were here now. Even her grandmother. This is all they do, all they know.




  Her grandmother would tell her stories of the old days.




  “Akiko,” she would say, “you are so lucky.” Then she would begin her tale.




  Back then they would dive naked, or nearly naked. They had no fins. No flippers. Just groups of women in the water together, slipping under the waves like dolphins. Her story always ended the same way.




  “Of course, you couldn’t do that now. It’s not safe,” she would say. Somehow, grandmother always seemed sad when she said those words.




  Akiko wanted to go back to those days. She wanted to feel the water flowing over her skin, giving her goosebumps. She wanted the midday sun to warm her back when she came up for air, tanning her skin light brown. Akiko knew these were just romantic dreams. The new way is safer, easier.




  Back in the old days women would just disappear. Some women would say that they went diving far out in the water by themselves and they were attacked by some creature. All of the stories were the same. Tentacles came to grab them out of nowhere and they almost drowned. They always seemed reticent to say more about their stories than that. Like there was something else that happened too.
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