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The Aquarium

My mother barely spoke to me during our stop-and-go 
drive to O’Hare. Traffic was bad. She muttered a 
few profanities under her breath, frustrated. I real-

ized her anger was directed at the other drivers, but I also 
knew she was still pissed at me. Rightfully so. I remained a 
silent passenger, convinced if I opened my mouth, I’d say the 
usual wrong thing and add to the damage I had caused.

It wasn’t until she pulled up to the curb under a sign that 
read ‘Departures’ when my mother said, “I really hope you 
don’t screw this up, Leah.” To dig the knife in deeper, she 
added, “Your father didn’t have to agree to this, you know.”

I reached for the door handle, anxious to escape. “I know.”
Realizing this was the last face-to-face conversation I’d have 

with my mother for the foreseen future, I wrestled with the 
heavy need to say something more, but the words wouldn’t 
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come. What could I possibly say to her after what I’d done? 
I’m sorry you have such a screwup for a daughter. Forgive me 
for the fire and the Vodka. I don’t want to leave you. Chicago 
is where I belong. I promise not to be so awful to you. Please 
let me stay.

Once out of the car, she fished my suitcase from the trunk. 
I grabbed the handle of it and squeezed. Then, we stopped 
moving. My mother looked into my eyes. I tried my best to 
avoid her stare or the fact that she looked much older than 
she was in my mind when I replayed conversations between 
us, real and otherwise. “You need to make California work 
for you.”

I nodded. “I will.”
She leaned in, and we shared a very awkward, obliga-

tory hug. “Have a safe flight.” She turned back to the car. I 
watched her slide in behind the steering wheel and check her 
mirrors before inching out into the stream of airport traffic. 
Then, she was gone.

I wasn’t certain, but I could have sworn there were tears 
in her eyes.

Later, after checking in my suitcase, printing my board-
ing pass, and making it through security, I jumped in line at 
a coffee shop near my gate. I ordered a large, iced caramel 
chai latte, knowing I would regret doing so later on the plane 
when I would definitely have to pee.

Like an orphan, I walked alone to the gate, sipping on my 
drink. People moved around me, rushing to another scene 
in their lives. I found a seat in the waiting area that faced 
the glass. Through the window, I could see the plane being 
prepped by the ground crew. It was just a matter of minutes 
before boarding would begin. I plugged my phone charger into 
an available outlet but then felt dumb for doing so. Who was 
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I going to call? Who was going to text me? My mother? She 
was probably already back home, standing in the center of 
our apartment, relishing her newfound freedom. My father? 
Not likely. I suspected he was too busy stressing about my 
arrival and the years neither of us had made a solid effort 
to be a part of each other’s lives. My friends? I could count 
them on one hand.

Then, I drifted back to a memory I’d long forgotten. I was 
young, around nine. My mother had decided we were going 
to spend the day together, just the two of us. We started the 
morning with a big breakfast at a restaurant on State Street. 
Then a walk through Millennium Park. We finally made our 
way to the Shedd Aquarium, which instantly became my 
favorite place I’d ever visited.

We were standing in the Wild Reef section. I was in awe 
staring through the glass at the underwater world in front of 
me, wanting to join the fish and their aquatic universe.

“I need to tell you something,” is how my mother began 
the conversation. To my surprise, she reached for my hand 
and held it. “Your father and I…” It was a rare moment. My 
mother was at a loss for words. She had never seemed so 
affected by something. An immediate sense of dread hit me. 
I let go of her hand.

“Your father and I are getting a divorce, Leah.”
I don’t remember what my mother said after that. I pressed 

my forehead against the cool glass and begged for the fish to 
bring me home. They were my new family. My old one was 
broken.

After the gate agent made the boarding announcement, I 
unplugged my charger and shoved it into my front pocket. 
Now in line with the other weary passengers, I clung to my 
boarding pass like my life depended on it. Outside, the sun 
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was setting. The sky was a mixture of sherbet orange and 
pale pink.

Already, I missed Chicago – the girl I used to be. I knew she 
was still somewhere in the aquarium, hoping someone would 
find her, take her home, and teach her to swim.FOR PREVIEW ONLY 

NOT FOR RESALE



The Mermaids

“It’s dark, so it will be difficult to see,” my father said, 
“but I’m taking you to the ocean.”

His words floated between us in the car. They blended 
perfectly with the green glow from the dashboard lights and 
the occasional splash of passing neon signs. Both created the 
ambiance of a movie-moment. As my father drove us down 
a winding highway, it felt like someone tucked me inside of a 
kaleidoscope, with patterns, reflections, and shadows tiptoe-
ing across my skin. The road teetered near the edge of the cliff. 
I couldn’t see from the passenger window but saw pictures 
during an online search of the place two days ago in Chicago.

Someone should film this, I thought. This was our first form 
of father-daughter bonding. At least, that’s what I think this is.

He continued his thought. “I know you’ll love the water 
as much as I do. That’s why I moved here…really. There’s no 
other place like Seaside Heights.”
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His words made me smile. For a moment, I wondered if 
I imagined them. I was exhausted. No, it was worse than 
that. I was on the edge of insanity. I had been for the last 
six months. But the flight had done me in. It didn’t help that 
I couldn’t make out much from my view in the moving car 
despite a bright moon. Yet, a part of me didn’t even care. 
I had no choice. Whether I liked Seaside Heights or not, it 
would be home now until I turned eighteen. Then, I had no 
idea where I would end up. At least for now, it wouldn’t be 
a juvenile detention center in Illinois. I needed California to 
give me a second chance. Otherwise, I was doomed.

“Now?” I asked. “We’re going to the beach right now? 
Isn’t it late?”

My father nodded. His smile and excitement illuminated 
the space between us. I loved his expression—a boyish grin 
mixed with what was left of his legendary, rebellious youth. 
It made me love him even more. It gave me hope that my new 
life might not be so bad.

Unlike the radical skateboard-riding poet he used to be, 
my father owned a used bookstore now and looked the part, 
down to the black-rimmed hipster glasses and thinning hair. 
We were complete opposites. I was the only brunette in our 
family, the unofficially elected black sheep. I’d been doing 
my best to live up to that silent expectation, unintentionally, 
of course.

I looked at him again, trying to imagine what he was like 
at seventeen. If I wasn’t his daughter and he was just some 
cool guy I knew from school, would I talk to him? Would we 
be friends? See each other at the same parties? Have classes 
together?
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I bet you were so fun when you were young. How in the 
hell did you ever end up with such a hyper-critical bitch like 
my boring mother? No wonder you left her.

“I promised you that seeing the ocean was the first thing 
we would do when you got here,” my father said, reminding 
me about a phone conversation we’d had less than forty-eight 
hours ago when my parents had decided my fate for me.

“You remembered,” I said, still searching for anything 
revealed by the moon. A palm tree. A sleeping seagull. A 
late-night surfer. Nothing.

“Of course, I did.” He almost sounded hurt.
I tried to muster up as much excitement as possible. “I’ve 

really been looking forward to this.”
His grin was back. I could hear it in his voice. “I might 

even walk down to the water with you.”
His revived energy was contagious. I couldn’t help but 

smile, despite my tired state. “Are you always this adventur-
ous?”

He shrugged and continued to beam.
For a second, I imagined us with the windows rolled down, 

wind in our faces, sharing a bottle of century-old tequila, 
laughing at some cheesy song on the radio, exhilarated by the 
fact we were both badasses born to break every rule.

“I don’t remember you being this daring,” I said. “What 
happened to the well-behaved father I saw two years ago?”

“Strange,” he said. “I’ve been thinking the same thing 
about you since we left the airport.” The mood shifted. The 
magic I was sensing disappeared. Some evil force snuck inside 
of the car and killed it.

That sounds like something mom would say. Did she put 
you up to this?
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“Airports are overrated,” I said. We pulled into a space in 
an empty parking lot facing the horizon. I stared in awe. Sand 
and waves. The moon on the water. It took my breath away. 
“But this isn’t.… Holy shit, Dad. This is incredible! This is 
where I live now?”

My father turned off the car. The sudden hush made me 
anxious. Silence freaked me out. It always had.

He slid the key out of the ignition and closed his hand 
around it. “You messed up,” he said.

I kept my eyes on the shore. I nodded. “I know.”
More silence. The seat belt suddenly felt tight against my 

body.
“Your mother doesn’t know what to do with you,” he said.
“And you do?” I asked. “We haven’t lived together since I 

was nine. Why now?”
“You almost went to jail.” As if I needed one more person 

to remind me of my not-so-distant past. “You’re all out of 
options, Leah.”

A lifeguard stood in the near distance, tall and white, 
snagged my attention. It looked like a wooden soldier. I won-
dered if I had the energy left to climb it to get a great view 
of the water. I locked my eyes on it, staring at it through the 
windshield. I imagined some hot guy up there, waiting for 
me in red board shorts and a white tank. Maybe he was the 
answer to all my problems. Or maybe he could just teach me 
how to become a better swimmer.

I turned away from the imaginary lifeguard and my father. 
I stared out my window at a blue and rusted metal garbage 
can covered in what I assumed was seagull shit. “You’re my 
last resort?”
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My father cleared his throat before he spoke. “You’re going 
to be eighteen in less than a year.”

“Then you’re setting me free?” I asked, wondering if he 
was counting down the days.

He let out a deep breath as if he’d been holding it in since 
we left the airport. “I want you to use this year to get your 
shit together.”

“At the beach?” I couldn’t help myself. I was known for 
picking the wrong moments to be a complete smart-ass. It 
was just a talent I’d been born with. One that irritated every-
one I knew.

“You’ve got one more shot,” my father said. His words 
sounded firm. “That’s all I can give you.”

I shifted in my seat, hoping the seat belt would show me 
some sympathy. “Dad, I know you didn’t plan on having me 
come live with you.”

He shrugged, tense. His body was rigid like a filing cabinet. 
I already missed the moment between us that had just passed. 
“It was the only way the school board would agree not to 
press charges.”

Frustrated, I freed myself from the seat belt and reached 
for the door handle. “I’ll try to stay out of the way.”

My father touched my arm gently. He was trying to stop 
me from moving, from jumping. “You’re not in the way,” he 
said. “I just know…you’re better than this.”

It was the first time in over a month anyone had shown a 
sliver of faith in me. I thought of my former English teacher 
back in Chicago and how much I had disappointed her. 
“You’re such a smart girl,” she said to me in September, when 
she decided I was destined to become the future winner of a 
Pulitzer Prize.
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Clearly, she was wrong. Smart girls don’t get sent off on a 
late-night flight to the West Coast like some illegal drug being 
smuggled across borders.

“You should think about becoming a writer,” Miss Rebecca 
Olivares said, right before I did the stupidest thing I’d ever 
done in my life. “You have a lot to say…you seem to have a 
real handle on poetry.”

I’m pretty sure the only reason why she said this is because 
I was the only student in eleventh-grade English who actually 
knew who Emily Dickinson was – not because I was some 
poetic prodigy. Besides, my father was the real poet in our 
family. Or at least he used to be.

“Just because I know a lot of big words doesn’t make me 
a writer,” I said to her.

“No,” she said, “but your love of language does.”
Miss Olivares was right about that. I was once addicted to 

reading anything I could get my hands on. When I stopped 
reading, I got into the worst trouble I’d ever been in.

As my punishment, I now stood barefoot in the sand, shoul-
der to shoulder with my father, staring out at the surface 
of the Pacific, complete with the reflection of the brilliant 
January moon.

“It was worth it,” I said to my father. “Getting into trouble. 
I’d do it all over again.”

“Why, Leah?” he asked. He sounded exasperated. His 
words were heavy and hopeless. I was disappointing him 
without even trying.

“So, I could be here,” I said. “With you.”
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At first glance, I could tell my new stepmother was a woman 
who desperately wanted to be on a cruise ship – or maybe 
a game show. I knew just by looking at the ridiculous smile 
plastered across her fake-tanned face that she did not want 
me anywhere near their comfortable seaside life.

She stood when my father and I entered the all-night diner – 
the kind of place with sad country music playing in the back-
ground and heartbroken waitresses clutching the handles of 
coffee pots like they’re still holding on to a back-burner dream.

Barbara Mae took one look at me and said in a Southern 
drawl, “Honey, I hope you weren’t expecting lobster.” This 
was followed by an awkward hug, my near-suffocation by her 
potent perfume, and a surprise kiss on my cheek that I knew, 
without looking in a mirror, had left behind a smudge of her 
candy apple red lipstick permanently stained on my skin.

She was a walking, talking cartoon character. I looked to 
my father for an explanation.

This is the woman you’re in love with? Please tell me why.
“I’m fine with a salad,” I said.
Awkwardness set in immediately. She towered over me in 

her stripper high heels. She was a bronze Amazonian, hiding 
her desire to kill behind a not-so-convincing shaky smile. At 
once, I knew this woman and I would never be close. We both 
looked at my father, waiting for a clue from him as to what we 
were all supposed to do now. He seemed oblivious to the fact 
my stepmother and I looked like a before and after picture.

He slid into the booth, followed by a still-smiling Barbara 
Mae. I sat on the opposite side. They stared at me like I was 
a magician, wide-eyed with anticipation. They were waiting 
for me to amaze them with some sort of trick only I could 
perform.

FOR PREVIEW ONLY 

NOT FOR RESALE



Marijuana Mermaid

18

Barbara Mae broke the strange silence at our table with an 
observation. “You don’t look much like your Daddy.”

Her accent can’t be real. No one really talks like that, do 
they?

“She takes after her grandmother,” my father explained. 
“My mother.”

“God rest her soul,” Barbara Mae said. She clasped her 
hands together in prayer, glanced up to the fluorescent lights 
above us, and said to Jesus, “Please let Granny Cassels know 
that her grandbaby is safe in our care now.”

Um…my grandmother has been dead since I was two. Not 
once has anyone ever referred to her as Granny.

I couldn’t take my eyes off Barbara Mae. I was fascinated. 
She was a one-woman show, complete with a white peasant 
blouse that showed off her freckled, tanned shoulders, a 
thigh-clinging black vinyl mini-skirt, and gold hoop earrings 
that were large enough to be satellites. Her hair was a bouf-
fant mixture of peroxide and dark roots. She was part cave-
woman and part former beauty pageant contestant. I knew 
this was a proud moment from her past without even asking.

She lowered her voice to her version of a whisper. “We’re 
all about forgiveness in this family. Ain’t that right, Paul?”

My father nodded. I continued to stare, wondering when 
I’d stumbled into another dimension.

Barbara Mae leaned in. “So, all that sinning you did is 
behind you now.” She snapped two long, red-polished fingers. 
The sound made me jump. “It’s gone! Just like that. God has 
given you a fresh start, Leah Cassels. You’re a very lucky girl.”

I smiled and repeated the words back to her. “I’m a very 
lucky girl.”
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“You must be starving. Look at you. Why you’re nothing 
but a piece of paper. Don’t they feed you out there in Chicago?”

“I don’t eat much, I guess.”
“What you need is some country-fried steak and gravy,” 

Barbara Mae decided. “Want me to order you some, sugar? 
And maybe a milkshake to wash it down? You like choco-
late?”

I held her gaze. “Vanilla.”
She touched my father’s arm. “Darlin’, will you ask that 

nice waitress to come here so she can take our order? I’m 
worried this baby girl might starve to death if we don’t get 
her some nourishment right this second.”

I opened the menu and scanned the salad section. Not 
much to choose from.

“Cobb salad for me,” I said when the waitress who looked 
like an older red-haired version of Barbara Mae arrived at our 
table with an order pad and stubby pencil in hand. “Dress-
ing on the side. Water with a slice of lemon.”

Barbara Mae looked shell shocked by my dinner choice. 
She turned to the waitress and said with desperation, “You 
better bring her some biscuits.”

I closed the menu, folded my hands in my lap, and looked 
at the two adults sitting across the table. It was difficult not 
to laugh. They were a comedy team waiting to happen.

“So,” I said, “how in the hell did you two meet?”
“In prison,” Barbara Mae said, with a little too much pride.
I was too tired to hide the shock on my face. “What?”
“We were both there volunteering our time,” she told me. 

“I was providing easy-to-do beauty tips for those sad inmates, 
and your daddy was there donating some books. Although I 
reckon not all of them know how to read.”
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Amused, I couldn’t help but smile. “And it was love at first 
sight?”

Barbara Mae giggled for both of us. “Not exactly, sugar. I 
made your daddy work for this, as any woman would.”

“Good for you,” I said, hoping Barbara Mae couldn’t tell 
I was mocking her.

“Oh!” She reached for her straw beach bag of a purse, 
complete with an embroidered pink magnolia on it. She dug 
inside until she found a folded piece of paper. She slid it across 
the table to me. Apparently, the information was top secret. 
“This is for you.”

“What is it?” I asked, unfolding it with reluctance.
She clapped her hands together a few times and bounced 

in the booth with a ridiculous amount of excitement. “It’s a 
permission slip,” she announced. “I signed it for you so you 
can go tomorrow morning. After you get registered at school, 
of course. Bright and early.”

“A permission slip?” I repeated. “For what?”
“For a field trip, honey,” Barbara Mae said. “The entire 

senior class is going.”
“Where exactly am I going?” I looked to my father for help.
Barbara Mae leaned in like she was posing for an imagi-

nary camera and said in a breathy, movie star voice, “You…
are…going…to…Neptune’s…Cove.”

The next morning, the scowling woman behind the counter at 
the school office refused to make eye contact. She was already 
irritated, and it wasn’t even nine.

I was in a daze, overwhelmed by palm trees, ocean breezes, 
salty air, and more surfboards than I knew existed.
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