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These tales are dedicated to my friend and mentor Dr. Burney LeBoeuf. Were it not for his help, I would have never met Sharkface.
*****
The old schooner floated on a flat, hazy sea, its sails flapping uselessly in the slow breeze. Three men sat around the stern talking. "My brother told me that a sea elephant was as long as the wharf at Pescadero and as tall as our house. He said the bulls were as fierce as grizzly bears and that their hides were tough as iron. How are we going to hunt them if they are so big?"
"Your brother is good at making up tall tales," the captain said calmly, trying to quell the fears of his young cook. "Sea elephants are taller than a man, but only when they are raised up on their hind quarters. When they’re lying down, even a young lad such as you could jump over their back. And they’re anything but fierce. Sometimes they won’t even wake up until you have stabbed them. I have never seen one charge. When they see a man with a harpoon, they will back up. They are easy to stab and easy to kill, but they’re not afraid. They will all stay on the beach until the last one is killed. I heard of a boat from Santa Barbara who filled their hold with barrels of seal oil in only two days. They killed all the seals on the beach and not one went into the water."
The captain could see that the cook’s fears had left him and that now he was eager for the hunt. "What does a sea elephant look like? Are they like those lions that lie around on the rocks off the harbor?" "No sea elephant could ever climb up on the rocks like the lions. They are clumsy on the land. They can’t even use their hind feet, they just drag them along behind them, but they are very quick in the water. I have seen them turn in the blink of an eye. In the sea, they are very graceful, but on the land they are almost helpless."
"I guess the most amazing thing about a sea elephant is his snotter." The captain waited for a response from the young cook whose eyes were now wide with excitement. "What is a sea elephant’s snotter?" the cook finally asked. "Let me tell you a story," the captain replied.
"Many years ago, even before I was born, some sailors pulled their boat up on the beach of an island far to the south. They were looking for water, as their barrel was getting low, when they came upon several very big sea elephants asleep on the beach. They were all snoring like a bunkhouse full of lumberjacks. One of the sailors turned to the other and said, 'Come look over here. Have you ever seen anything like the nose on this one? And look at all that snot coming out.' The other sailor, who was down the beach called out, 'Look over here. This one’s a real snotter,' and from that day on a sea elephant’s nose was known as a snotter."
"Now it is only the bulls that have a snotter, and I think it makes them about the ugliest thing I have ever seen. The cows do not have such a righteous nose. Theirs are thin and pointed. I think they are rather pretty, if you ask me."
"What about their babies?" the cook asked, eager to hear everything the captain knew. "They are all black at first and about your size. In fact they are about as skinny as you too, but they grow very fast. In a month, when their mothers leave them alone on the beach, they are fat as a hog. When they are weaned they shed their black hair to reveal their silver coat underneath and all gather together in heaps. Maybe you would put some meat on your bones with some sea elephant milk. What do you think?"
"I think their milk would taste like fish…but I would give it a try. Will you take me on shore? I really want to see a sea elephant for myself."
"I think any of us will be very lucky to see any sea elephants. I think they have all been killed. Last year a boat from San Diego went out in search of seals. The price of their oil is high right now. They searched all over Guadaloup and around the Benitos as well and did not see even a single one. Not a fur seal either. All the islands were deserted. They returned to port with empty barrels. I really don’t know why we are going down here, but the owner said he knew there were sea elephants left to kill. This time we are being paid to sail, and that is what we will do. We will search for seals and if we can fill our barrels, all the better. If we see any seals on the beach, you can come and have a look. We could use your help when we boil down their blubber. Now why don’t you go down and put on a pot of coffee."
The voyage from Pescadero to Guadalupe Island usually takes three days, but on day four of their trip, they were still far from the island. There was no wind to speak of and the sky was overcast and the horizon hazy. "There has been little spirit in the sea on this trip," the mate said as the smoke from their kitchen fire lingered above the deck. "I wonder if we shall ever make it to the island."
Gregorio had been sailing with Eduardo for most of his adult life. Sometimes he would be captain but on this voyage, Eduardo was in charge. "I think your talk with Carlito got his blood up. I think he is ready to kill some seals. I hope he is not disappointed, but I fear he will be." "I believe you’re right, my friend. I think the last of them has been killed. But if you are wrong, and if there are any at all, we will do our duty as hunters. Maybe we will have the honor of taking the last of their race. Maybe Carlito can taste the heart blood of the last of the sea elephants. God only knows."
The voyage dragged on with little wind and a flat sea, the Ernestina barely making headway. On the fifth day the wind began to barely fill the two large, patched sails. Just as the sun set Carlito saw a black smudge on the horizon. "Is that Guadaloup?" he asked excitedly. Eduardo replied that indeed it was the island and they celebrated with a cup of wine. "If the wind and seas are still calm tomorrow, perhaps we can land at Northwest Beach. If there are any elephants left, that is where they will be. In all my trips to Guadaloup I have never been able to land there. The waves are monstrous. Even if you got on the beach, it would be hell to fight your way back through the surf, but it the waves are calm, we will give it a try. Gregorio, you have the watch tonight. Keep her on course and call me if the wind changes. Good night."
The wind continued gently from the north and the Ernestina made steady progress towards Guadalupe Island. In the morning they could see clearly the tall volcanic cliffs of the north end. The seas were still like glass and Eduardo turned to the west. After a magnificent sunrise, and a hearty breakfast they dropped anchor off Northwest Beach. The day was one in a thousand with only the tiniest of surf lapping the black sand. They hastily prepared to launch the rowboat.
Known today as Elephant Seal Beach, Northwest Beach is a narrow strip of black volcanic sand at the foot of cliffs that tower a thousand feet to the cloud shrouded peaks of Guadalupe Island. The beach itself is less than a mile long and only about a tenth that wide.
The small rowboat crunched to a halt on the coarse sand. Eduardo and Gregorio pulled in the oars and heaved the boat high up on the shore. In the morning the beach was still in deep shadow and appeared deserted but they could not see all the way to the south end. They grabbed their harpoons just in case and started walking awkwardly on the soft, sloping sand.
As they walked the sun rose and the beach lightened. About half way down they could barely make out a small group of seals on the far end of the beach. The excitement of finding seals and the anticipation of killing them made their hearts beat faster.
The big bull lay at the edge of his harem of about twenty cows. In between were a few black pups nursing their mothers in the early morning calm. The seals were at the very end of the beach, up against an angle in the cliff. The bull was lying as if to protect them from intruders. He stood up on his front flippers as the two sealers approached.
As Eduardo cautiously crept closer, the bull rose to his full height, towering over the small captain. Gregorio was standing off to one side. Both had their harpoons at the ready and both were eager for blood. Just as Eduardo was about to thrust his harpoon at the bull's chest, he spoke.
"Why do you still come here to kill us? Why cannot you just leave us in peace?"
The two hunters stepped back abruptly, as if they had been punched in the chest. They dropped their harpoons as they stumbled in the soft sand. "Madre Dios," they both said simultaneously. Then the seal spoke again.
"We seals have never done you any harm. Why cannot you leave us alone to live out our lives and raise our families? Our kinds are more alike than you know."
Eduardo and Gregorio were speechless. They could not believe that a sea elephant was actually talking to them. "Maybe this is the voice of God," Eduardo thought to himself, "telling us to stop killing the seals." They both stood there with their eyes wide, their mouths open and their arms dangling by their sides.
"Go back to your homes. Tell your people that we are all gone. Tell them that we are all dead and that there is no reason for any of them to come down here ever again. Now go!"
Neither of the men spoke as they walked back to the small boat. They launched it in silence and sailed away from Guadalupe Island without uttering a word, save for an occasional, "Madre Dios." When Carlito asked them what had happened they answered simply, "All gone. All dead. All the seals are gone and dead."
After two days they regained their composure and began to talk once again with Carlito. "There were no seals on the beach at all; no sign that they had been any seals there for a long time. All the sea elephants are dead. They are all gone. This entire trip had been a waste of time." By the tone of their voices, Carlito knew enough not to ask any questions. He was still curious as to why they left two perfectly good harpoons on the beach, but he did not ask. They sailed together mostly in silence. Back in Pescadero the word spread quickly that the Ernestina's trip had been a failure.
The owner was disappointed that he had nothing to show from the voyage but he was not surprised. When they were asked about their trip, all that Eduardo and Gregorio would say was, "All the seals are gone. They are all dead. There is no reason for anyone to make that long trip to Guadaloup ever again. They are no sea elephants left to hunt."
Many, many years later, on a beach on the other side of Guadalupe Island a large elephant seal bull was swimming just off shore when he came upon a shark. This was no ordinary shark but a great white shark and it was swimming slowly back and forth in front of the beach where he and the other elephant seals lived. Actually she was a very great white shark because she was almost as big as the big bull.
As he swam slowly the bull kept his eye on the shark and the shark kept her eye on him. I said that she kept her eye on him because the very great white shark was a lady very great white shark. She was also a hungry very great white shark. After a while it became clear that although the bull wanted to return to his home the lady shark had other ideas. She wanted to eat him.
As long as the bull kept his eye on the shark, he could avoid her deadly jaws, but he could not get past her to the safety of the shore. He needed some time to think. He needed time to devise a plan. He thought maybe he could distract her with a story or two and then make a run for the beach. Maybe he could tell her about his recent trip through the Panama Canal or about helping out a turtle in the Caribbean. Surely he would be able to tell the tale in such a way that she would become spellbound and he could slip by. But then he remembered that he didn't speak a word of shark, nor did he expect that the shark could understand his elephant seal language either.
Now the language of sharks is a very old and very difficult language. While some sea creatures speak using sounds and some talk with bright colors, sharks use electricity to speak to one another and only sharks can talk to sharks.
The old bull was proud of the many sea creatures he could converse with. He could even talk with some land dwellers, but he couldn’t even hear the shark’s electrical language and so it was impossible for him to chat with her. Even if he had been able to tell his stories, she would probably not be interested; she was only interested in him as food.
The old bull and the great white shark had been circling each other for a long time. Sometimes he would dive down to get around her but she would not let him get past. Sometimes she would charge at him but he would get out of her way at the last second. They were both getting very tired of this dashing about, but neither one of them was ready to give up. Finally as they came face-to-face and looked each other in the eye, the bull had an idea.
They were both near the surface and he stuck his snotter above the water and take in a deep breath. All the time when he was filling his huge lungs he kept an eye on the shark. She was caught off guard by his strange posture and didn’t try to bite him, but looked at him curiously instead. When he brought his snotter back under the surface she was just about to make a lunge at him when he suddenly blew out all his air, making a gigantic cloud of froth and bubbles and began to make a dash for the beach.
The great white shark had never seen anything quite like all the bubbles and snot coming out of elephant seal’s nose and she was surprised and distracted. The only problem with his plan was when the bubbles frightened her, she opened her mouth and the poor bull swam right into it. She immediately snapped her jaws together and sunk her sharp teeth into his face. He now had his head completely inside her mouth. She was just about to start shaking him back and forth, which would have been very unfortunate for his head, when he let out his last burst of bubbles. The shark opened her mouth wide and the now bleeding seal quickly swam for the shore. He had finally made it past the hungry shark to the safety of the beach.
Because of his bubbles, he had not become her meal, but he did not escape without a scratch.
The shark's teeth had cut into his head but they had not touched his snotter. She had bitten so deeply that his left eye was mangled and blinded. There was a huge wound from the top of his head through his eyeball and onto his chest. It was just the size and shape of the great white shark's lower jaw. Where his skin was cut a thick white layer of blubber was exposed, but the muscles beneath were not damaged. The injured bull lay still on the beach for many days. His shark bite wounds would eventually turn into the scars that would give Sharkface his name. It took him several weeks but when he finally healed he was as strong and vigorous as ever. The only problem was he could only see out of one eye.
When other bulls saw all the scars on Sharkface's head and the pink flesh where his eye used to be, they said to themselves, "If he could survive all that, he must be about the toughest elephant seal in the whole world." When the female elephant seals saw all his scars, they would think, "Wow, what a tough guy Sharkface is. I want to get to know him."
After her encounter with Sharkface the lady great white shark swam away from Guadalupe Island. Never in her life did she want to see either an elephant seal or a bubble again.
*****
*****
After nearly three months on the beach, Sharkface's wounds had completely healed. His left eye was gone and he had a large scar almost completely around his right. He had made some short trips and found that he could get along quite well with only one good eye.
He was rested and well fed and looking forward to his next adventure. He wanted to visit his elephant seal cousins on the other side of the world. He was sure they would have tales to tell about strange creatures from far away and he wanted to hear them all. He knew that during his journey he would encounter creatures that had fascinating stories to tell and that he would find exotic seafood delicacies to satisfy his gourmet palate. He was very excited about his upcoming expedition and was ready to get started right away.
He planned to head for Alaska. He had traveled up there many times before and he knew the route by heart. The fish and squid in those cold northern waters were so abundant that he could eat them forever and they would give him the energy he needed for the long trip. From Alaska he would continue north, then turn east and eventually swim into the Atlantic Ocean. At least that was his plan.
Once he heard a tale of a walrus who swam all the way to England and back. He said that it was a very difficult and dangerous journey and that there was quite a lot of ice but that didn't deter Sharkface. "If a clumsy walrus can do it, I can certainly make the trip with ease," he said to himself. After having survived his encounter with the lady shark he was feeling pretty full of himself. "If such a large shark can’t do me in, what harm can a little ice do?" he thought. Once in the Atlantic, he would head south, to the island of South Georgia where his relatives lived. He had not yet figured out how to get back home but there would be plenty of time for that.
Then one sunny day, Sharkface left his warm comfortable beach on Guadalupe Island and began his journey. As he headed east he ran into his beaked whale friend, Cuvier and they had a long chat. Cuvier gave him some messages to give to his relatives in the Southern Ocean and told him some stories about things he might encounter along the way.
Cuvier was a worldwide traveler. They had been friends for a long time and when Sharkface was young, the stories he told had so fascinated him that he wanted to see all the oceans of the world for himself. They were both excited about his upcoming journey. After their talk, they said their good-byes and Sharkface gave him a hearty slap with his flipper and continued to the east.
He swam all day and all night close to the Mexican coast. Just past Cedros Island he saw a gleaming white shoreline and hills piled high with salt. For the last few hours he had been hearing the gray whales in the distance as they talked to each other. He was not paying much attention to what they were saying until he heard one of them mention the word Alaska. They were talking about how good the feasting had been and how many clams they had eaten and how fat they had gotten. Then one of them told a story that made Sharkface stop and listen carefully.
"Did you hear about Rita? She nearly lost her baby to a pack of killer whales last year. They were headed back up north when they were attacked. She tried to push him towards the shallow water because she heard that Orcas like to have a lot of water under their bellies, but as she moved him towards the beach, the pack got between them. She got a bad cut in her lower lip and the baby was bitten on his flipper, but old Rita put up quite a fight. She tried to ram them but they were too fast; she thinks she hit one with her tail." "I knew Rita from Mexico. She is very feisty," another whale chimed in.
"They kept attacking until Rita heard a loud clicking sound and the killers all left in a big hurry. Have you ever heard of anything like that before?" No one answered and the whale continued her story. "After they left, Rita and her calf were bleeding pretty bad, but they kept swimming north. I saw them this year in Alaska and they were doing fine." Two or three other whales said "Good for her." As their voices faded, Sharkface could hear that they were still telling their stories but he could not make out any of the words.
Early in the evening of the sixth day Sharkface passed the lights of San Diego. He was just about to start a long dive when he ran into a bottlenose dolphin. Well he didn't exactly run into her; he heard her coming from a long way off. She was constantly chattering to herself as she swam in his direction. He decided to stop and hear what she had to say and she was only too happy to oblige him with her stories.
Her name was Topsy and she had spent many years jumping in the show at Dolphin World until one day she got tired of it all and bit her trainer. The Dolphin World people decided that she was too dangerous to keep and Topsy was unceremoniously thrown into the harbor. She now hung out off the breakwater in San Diego, talking to anyone who happened to swim by. After all the attention she got at Dolphin World, she was now on her own and she was lonely. When she saw Sharkface she immediately swam up along side him and didn't stop talking for a second.
She told him about her time at Dolphin World and about the other performing dolphins and Shamu and his clique of killer whales, but most importantly of all, she taught Sharkface how to understand human talk.
Humans talk to dolphins all the time and after a while they begin to think that dolphins can understand them, but this is mostly a fantasy. Topsy knew of one other bottlenose dolphin at Dolphin World who understood a word or two of human speech but most of them just wanted to get their daily meal of fish and squid and chat among themselves.
Topsy learned to speak human in Long Beach when she was a part of a dolphin gang called the Mighty Gangsta TTs. Her teacher was a lonely sailor named Mike who hung around the dock and thought Topsy was his long-dead wife, Vicki. Mike talked for hours and often repeated his mutterings over and over. Eventually Topsy began to pick up a word here and there. She found she could make the sounds easily, although at first they were pretty squeaky. After a few weeks of listening to Mike, Topsy began to answer him back with a few words of her own and he was convinced that Vicki had been reborn as a dolphin.
Topsy and Mike continued their strange dialog for a couple of years until she could pretty well hold her own in any human conversation. In the meantime she used her newfound ability to distract fishermen while her fellow gang members robbed their nets.
When Topsy was at Dolphin World she could understand everything the trainers said and could even talk back to them in her high, squeaky dolphin voice, but she chose not to do so very often. There was one trainer she occasionally chatted with but when he told his friends that he was talking with a dolphin who answered him back in human speech, they just laughed and bought him another beer. She eventually stopped talking and just listened and soon she knew everything that was going on at Dolphin World.
She heard about the killer whale star, Shamu and how he was getting more and more full of himself every day. When he first saw the stuffed Shamu doll in the gift shop, he wanted more squid for his dinner and when he saw the crowds lined up for one of his shows, he refused to perform one day out of every week. He was becoming a real pain when one day another killer whale named Winston came to Sea World. Although he was a newcomer, Winston was a hard worker and he knew how to get the crowd up on its feet. From the very beginning he could jump higher than Shamu and he mastered the double twist in half the time. Pretty soon Winston began to steal the show. Instead of the one day off a week that Shamu had demanded he now found himself with two or three days off. The trainers even began calling Winston, "Shamu" during the show.
Needless to say Shamu was not very fond of Winston. One day when they were in the same show together Winston showed him up by jumping all the way over the "Hoop of Fire". The next day Shamu took a bite out of Winston’s tail and, since Dolphin World was not interested in a damaged killer whale, no matter how high he could jump, Winston’s career was over. The next week Shamu was on a flight to Orlando and yet another, less arrogant killer whale became the famous star, "Shamu of Dolphin World".
Topsy had her problems with the Dolphin World experience too. She performed the same show three times a day, the same monotonous jumps and twirls and splashes. She had to fly out of the water and lie on the hard concrete next to the pool in every show and look like she was begging for a dead fish. To add to this indignity, the other bottlenose dolphins in the show were all prima donnas from Florida while Topsy had grown up in the gritty waters off Long Beach. They did not get along very well at all. Topsy really didn’t care if her jumps were just right or if she appeared warm and friendly to the crowds. All she wanted to do was to get the shows over with, get her daily allocation of awful frozen squid and listen to all the human gossip.
One day she had had just about enough of her boring life and, instead of jumping in the air with the other "Florida pretties" as she called them, she splashed the crowd at the other end of the tank and made a little boy cry. When she didn’t get her frozen squid that night she knew it was all over. The next day, when a trainer was giving her a limp herring, she gave him a good nip and the next day she was swimming in the harbor.
Another reason they got rid of Topsy so fast was that she knew just about everything that was going on at Dolphin World and this made everyone uncomfortable. She knew where all the trainers went after the shows and who going to which party with whom. She knew the night watchman was usually asleep and the kitchen staff was stealing hot dogs and so everyone was glad to see her go.
Sharkface listened to Topsy’s stories about all the goings on at Dolphin World for hours without getting a word in while what he really wanted was to know was how to talk to humans. "I think this could really come in handy some time," he thought to himself. One time when Topsy had stopped for a break, Sharkface convinced her to tell her tales both in dolphin – which he could understand – and in human.
For days Topsy regaled him with stories about her days with the Gangsta TTs off Long Beach and about some of the pranks she pulled on the other dolphins at Dolphin World and eventually Sharkface began to learn the human language. He would tell Topsy’s stories back to her and she would correct his pronunciation. After two weeks he could both understand and speak human quite well.
They spent another few days together and Sharkface told Topsy how he swam through the Panama Canal and about his visits to Alaska and she told him more tales about her gang days. They compared their scars and told long, elaborate stories about how they had gotten each one. They both enjoyed their time floating on the sunny sea near San Diego. As far as Topsy was concerned, Sharkface could spend the rest of his days lolling about listening to her stories and once in a while telling one of his own.
He told her about his plans to swim around the frozen top of the world to the other ocean and visit his cousins on an island far to the south. He talked about the new creatures he hoped to meet and some friends he was going to visit and quickly, before Topsy could start another story, he said that he had to be on his way.
Sharkface wanted to give Topsy a gift for teaching him how to talk to humans, so he told her about one of his favorite places near the Coronado Islands where there were large schools of tasty shrimp. They said their good-byes one more time and vowed to meet again at his home on Guadalupe Island when he returned from his adventures.
Finally, after three weeks in San Diego, Sharkface headed north up the coast and Topsy swam off in the direction of the Coronados, looking for a great feast…and someone else to talk to.
*****
*****
As Sharkface traveled north of San Diego the sky gradually became a dirty yellowish brown. As he passed the port of Long Beach he decided to swim farther out to sea to find cleaner air. When several bottlenose dolphins approached him he remembered the first time he heard Topsy’s chattering voice coming towards him from far away. Her constant talk had irritated him at first, but eventually they had become good friends.
The dolphins were clicking and squeaking urgently among themselves and they didn’t sound very friendly. As they got closer they began to talk directly to Sharkface. "Hey, You! You look pretty tough for a seal," the largest and meanest-looking dolphin said in a taunting voice. As they got closer he could see that the dolphins were covered with scars. "What are you doing so far away from home, seal? How come you are swimming here in our hood, seal? Do you know who we are? Have you ever heard of the Mighty Gangsta TTs of Long Beach? Do you think that maybe you are in a lot of trouble? Huh, seal?" There was a long pause.
"Well as a matter of fact, I do know about you Mighty Gangsta TTs of Long Beach," Sharkface said confidently in reply. The dolphins were irritated with his apparently arrogant tone and were getting quite agitated when Sharkface spoke again. "I learned about you from a friend of mine named Topsy."
At the mention of Topsy’s name, all the TTs stopped talking and came in closer to Sharkface who was now floating motionless on the surface of the calm sea. One of them swam a bit ahead of the others. "What do you know about out sister? The last we heard she was caught in a net by some fancy boat up near Santa Barbara." Sharkface began to tell the story of how he had met Topsy and about her time in Dolphin World. He told them about how she was thrown out after biting a trainer and was now hanging out around San Diego. The Mighty Gangsta TTs were glad hear that Topsy was all right and began to tell Sharkface some stories about her when she was with the gang.
In one story Topsy began speaking to a man who worked at the fish pier. She called out to him one day when he was unloading a boat all by himself. "Hey you. I know you are having an affair with the woman who drives the forklift. I saw you kissing her the other day." The man dropped the salmon he was carrying and turned around. "Who was that?" he asked, a touch of panic in his voice. "It’s me, the dolphin in the water. Didn’t you know dolphins could talk? They also have very good eyesight. I know your wife comes down every Friday to bring you a hot lunch and to get your paycheck. Unless you throw me that salmon, I will tell her all about the fork lift lady." The stunned dockworker immediately threw the salmon to Topsy and she left without another word. Now she knew where she could get a fresh salmon for her gangster brothers any time she wanted without any questions asked.
The TTs told many stories about Topsy and about the gang’s criminal exploits and how they were the toughest dolphin gang in the Santa Barbara Channel, but eventually it was time for them to get about their gangster business. They told him that they were sorry they had threatened him and asked him to give their regards to Topsy when he saw her again. All the TTs clapped their flippers together underneath their bodies three times and blew bubbles out of their blowholes three times. That was the secret signal of the Mighty Gangsta TTs and Sharkface would be recognized as a friend if he were to make this sign. They said their good-byes and Sharkface continued his journey to the north, away from the brown skies of Long Beach and away from the gang of criminal bottlenose dolphins known as the Mighty Gangsta TTs.
The trip north was mostly uneventful. Sharkface could hear the gray whales in the distance, chatting and gossiping, but he didn’t pay much attention. When he was near San Francisco he thought he would stop by several small islands off the Golden Gate known as the Farallons. He knew that elephant seals often lie on the beaches there and he wondered if any of his friends from Guadalupe were around. As he got closer, he got a tingling sensation in his snotter. He had felt this once before, when he was face to face with the lady white shark and he knew that there must some of her kind around. Maybe he was feeling the electricity that sharks use to talk to one another. He decided to forget about his visit and continue his journey.
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