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Half-Fish, Half-Wish

Vietnamese people believe they are descended from the love-union of a sea dragon, Dragon Lord 
Lac, and a mountain fairy, the Immortal Au Co. One hundred eggs were the result. When 

the children were born, fifty of them followed their mother up into the mountains to live, and 
fifty followed their father down to the sea. They begat the tribes of the Vietnamese people.

I left Vietnam in darkness; I left a tiny seashell necklace there. On the dock, holding my sisters 
and me, my mother cried. “Tuyen! Where is the gold seashell necklace you were wearing? I was 
going to use it to pay for our passage!” 

In case we were stopped by thieves on the way to the boat, my mother had sewn the gold 
necklace into a hidden pocket of my shirt. In her desperation, she had demanded an answer 
from me when I was less than a year old and could give her none. Whether the necklace had 
slipped into land or sea, I couldn’t tell her. 

She used her wedding ring as payment instead, plus five ounces of twenty-four karat gold 
bars as a ticket for each person. She set my sisters and me down near the water for a minute to 
pay, and in that minute, I fell into the sea. Was I looking for the necklace? Was I searching for 
a fish? My parents never looked at any ocean the same way after that. 

And so I wasn’t born afraid of the ocean. My father was a sea dragon; in the years before 
the War, my home was a paper boat where my mother used to come down the mountain to 
the shore and meet him. When the War ended and we were exiled, a boat made of wood—the 
boat my mother’s wedding ring paid for—took us from the gentle waters of Biển Đông, the 
“East Sea,” to a place of jagged rocks like broken teeth, and waves that could knock someone 
into darkness. 

Living in the U.S., we never went to the beach as kids, except once, when I was six, in the 
middle of the night, to fish for California grunion. Night was the only time my father could 
talk about his imprisonment in the concentration camp at the end of the War. At the beach, 
while examining the fish in a world he didn’t recognize, he told me about the time he got to eat 
fish during the three years he was confined.

“Nothing about using guns or bombs makes people into heroes,” he said to me while 
my mother and sisters were chasing the grunion into huge plastic buckets. They used to hold 
Costco laundry detergent, and now they would hold midnight fish. “Heroes go to prison. They 
are starved and forgotten, become as filthy as cowards. I saved this man’s life in battle, and he 
called me a hero. Everyone did. And then we were captured, assigned to the same re-education 
camp.” He paused, knelt down to pick up a squirming silver fish. “They don’t feed you in those 
camps. Not enough to survive. If you don’t get outside support, you don’t eat. We ate nothing 
but rice, a few bowls a week. Some of the rice was rotten.” 
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“Can you die if you eat rotten rice?” I asked. I thought of all the times I had eaten 
suspicious looking rice in my life. 

“Yes,” my father said. “Some of us did die. There was no medicine. The man I saved, he 
almost died from eating rotten rice. And then, one day, I found him with a huge fish, fragrant 
with garlic and onions and herbs. And he was crying. I thought at first he was so happy to 
finally be eating. But when he saw me, he pushed the fish towards me. ‘You eat it,’ he said, his 
tears falling. ‘I don’t want it. Mai brought it. She brought it to say goodbye. She won’t wait for 
me to be released from the camp.’” My father walked farther out into the waves. “I ate that 
goodbye fish, wet and salty with his tears. I was released from the camp later that day. He never 
made it out.”

“He died in the camp?” I asked. I felt tears rising in my throat as my father swallowed. 
“Yes. He died of pneumonia. Mai married a week before he passed—to someone he had 

known in school. I saved his life, but what was the point? It was only for a year and some 
months. He was happier in battle, before I saved him, before Mai left him.” 

His sadness felt heavy on my shoulders. It was invisible; I couldn’t shrug it off. 
Suddenly, something huge and silver caught my eye in the distance. 
“Is that a fish?” I asked. “It’s huge!” 
Before he could answer, I left my father’s side and ran into the night, my feet pounding 

and splashing wet sand at my ankles. The whole shore was full of fish, but I had never seen 
anything as large as this one. I heard my father yelling.

“Tuyen!” he cried. “Not so far!” Then both my parents were calling my name. 
I wasn’t sure how distant the fish was in the darkness, but the silver glint entranced me, 

and I kept running. Broken seashells and pebbles bit into my feet, and I lost the sound of my 
parents to the ocean waves. 

I reached the shiny silver creature and realized that it wasn’t a trick of my imagination; the 
fish was the biggest grunion on the beach. Its lower body was buried; its head moved above 
the sand as the ocean washed over it. It looked as though the moon itself was half-buried on 
the shore. I thought, If I could capture this fish, my father could eat it and forget about the 
goodbye fish soaked in tears. His sadness could disappear in the darkness here. I reached my 
hands to cup the fish’s glistening face, accidentally freeing it, and it jumped out of its strange 
burial. I chased it but my hands were too small to capture it. As it swam, it left a trail of 
reflective light, like an extended tail, like a soul in the water. For a minute, I forgot about my 
father’s sadness. And I don’t know why, but I made a wish. 

It wasn’t even a grand wish but it was the first thing I had thought of. 
“I wish I could swim, too,” I said. 
I tried to follow my fish and the last trace of light its body granted the water. I pushed 

through the waves until they finally accepted me, embracing me from above—my mouth, my 
nose, my eyes. My memories. I thought of my father’s friend and the tears that had soaked 
his goodbye fish, and how his beloved Mai had left him to die in a place so terrible, my father 
could only speak of it at night. 

And then my parents found me. I recalled their angry voices in my darkened, sleepy state. 
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“You let her run away!” my mother yelled. “You have gotten too complacent here. This is 
not our home! You have no command of the sea. It’s dangerous!”

“You don’t know anything about the sea or what I command,” my father responded. 
“I should have never left the mountain and followed you to the sea,” my mother said 

bitterly.
“Give me the fish buckets,” he said, ignoring her regret.
“What are you going to do?”
He didn’t answer, but took the three buckets and dumped the fish out into the waves. She 

looked on in horror, as if he were murdering their children. 
“There are at least a hundred of them in there!” she protested. 
“The fish here is poison,” he said. 
We never went back to the beach after that night.

I came back to the beach without my parents. I came back against their wishes, the year 
I turned twenty-one and told my mother I wouldn’t marry Hieu, the Vietnamese medical 
student she had chosen for me. The first time my parents and I had paid his family a visit in his 
home, I searched all the windows of the house and could see nothing but high stone walls and 
long shadows. He lived so far inland, the sky, hardly visible, had lost all memory of the water. 
And so I could do nothing but leave. 

I left the same way my mother had left the heavens, and my father had left the ocean. I 
left the way my parents had left the end of a War. I came back to the only place where Au Co 
and Lord Lac could build a life together (a mistake, my parents later called it), the in-between 
place of land and water: imprecise and rambling, it was doomed from the beginning. It was 
the place where I met Lorelei. 

The first time I saw Lorelei swim, I thought of the silver fish I had found that night. The 
ocean moved around the pull and pulse of muscles, and I thought of how similar fish and birds 
were. She moved as if she and the water were the same, with the same desires and the same 
power. She moved across the water like her whole body was listening to it. I stood there on the 
sand and watched her against the early morning horizon, swimming back and forth through 
the waves until the sun began to warm my back and Lorelei came out of the water. 

She was the strongest woman I had ever seen. She hardly seemed human. When she 
approached me, I could feel the heat radiating from her body. I took a step closer to take the 
edge off the chill of the morning. 

“You look like you’re flying across the ocean,” I said, even before hello. 
She smiled. “I’m training as a triathlete for the U.S. Olympic Team,” she told me.
“I’m watching the sunrise,” I said, and she laughed. 
“It’s behind you.” 
“I know,” I said. “The sun rises in the east where I used to live.” 
“Where was that?” she asked. 
“Vietnam.”
“How long has it been?”
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“My entire life.” 
She looked puzzled. “You speak about it as if you just left.” 
“The time away doesn’t matter,” I said. “I left. That matters.” 
“Now you sound like you’ve broken up with someone.” 
“I wouldn’t know.” I wondered if Hieu counted. I doubted it. 
She offered me her hand and I took it. We exchanged names.
“Tuyen,” she said slowly, trying out my name like unfamiliar food. She tried several times 

to pronounce it in Vietnamese. She gave up. “Twin.”
“Lorelei,” I said, and she laughed again because her name was easy for me. 

She told me about her training routine. She devoted her strength to those early mornings, 
when she could bring her mind to focus on nothing but her body and its relationship to the 
ground or the water. She biked, she ran, and she swam in the ocean at sunrise. 

I looked down at my feet, tiny creatures that only remembered how to walk. I looked at 
my hands, too. Had my body forgotten the enchantment of the old world?

“Swimming is my favorite part,” Lorelei said. “I’m a good biker and runner, but I have to 
work hard at it. I work hard at swimming, too, but it’s something my body wants to do anyway. 
When you train that way, it’s power instead of labor. Offense instead of defense. Swimming 
feels more like moving forward to me.” 

“I almost drowned a couple of times,” I said. “Once when I was a baby. Once when I was 
six.  It felt a lot like moving backwards in time.” 

“That must have been scary when you couldn’t swim,” she said. 
“I still can’t swim.”
She was stunned by my comment. “You don’t know how to swim?” 
“No one ever taught me.” 
“Vietnam’s entire east coast is water,” she protested. 
“I don’t live in Vietnam anymore,” I said. 
Even as I said it, I felt its half-truth catch in my throat. Sitting between the land and water 

was proof of the memory I had inherited, of the world I lived in still. But something was lost 
in my journey from the old world to the new one, something more than the ability to swim. 
She didn’t understand it and I couldn’t articulate it. 

“Why don’t you compete as a swimmer instead of a triathlete?” I asked, moving around 
the conversation a little. 

“Indoor pools are too silent for me,” she said. “It’s eerie when I’m training there without an 
audience, when I’m swimming there alone. The ocean is quiet, too, but it isn’t silent. So much 
happens out here.” Lorelei met my eyes. 

As I watched her, I strained my ears to listen to the water, as if I might hear something 
more by holding her in my gaze. I heard the waves as it came rhythmically to shore, like 
something breathing in and out; I heard the seagulls and the wind, and the cars and airplanes 
in the distance. What did she listen to out there that I couldn’t hear from land? What did she 
hear under the surface of the water?

“But whether you swim indoors or out, every inch of your body matters,” she said. “If 
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you don’t focus and stay inside your body, if you can’t keep everything else out, then you lose 
everything.” 

What did it mean to stay inside a body? Which body? 
Sometimes I forgot that my body was even there.
My body hid behind the length of my hair, a tradition that originated from the school 

grounds of an ancient Vietnam. Girls grew their hair down to their waists, a reminder of the 
shape of our land and the way that water flows through its river-veins. If I pulled my legs into 
the inward curve of my body as I sat, my hair could curtain around me almost completely. And 
if I closed my eyes, it would be night. 

I sat down on the beach to do exactly that. Lorelei followed me. But when she tucked her 
legs into her body and turned her gaze seaward, I didn’t think of night at all. I thought of what 
sand used to be: a boulder as old as the earth. I slid slowly backwards until I was lying down 
and facing the sky. She followed me again. I couldn’t tell if the warmth I felt came from her 
body or the land beneath me, or if something inside of me had begun to stir. The wind picked 
up and blew sand over my skin like a breath. And then, as if she had done it for a thousand 
years, Lorelei reached for my hand for the second time that day, except this time, she didn’t 
let go. We laid there, side by side, talking. She held my hand for hours; we stood up to walk 
along the shore and she held my hand until the sun rose higher and it was noon and, still, she 
didn’t let go. 

“Will you come back tomorrow morning?” she asked when it was time to go.
“I will,” I said. 
I didn’t know how to swim, but after that day, I kept coming back to the beach like a 

bewitched changeling. Lorelei and I had that in common, this crazy desire to be beside the 
ocean, like we couldn’t breathe without it. The ocean’s sun turned her skin sand-golden, almost 
brown. Her hair was the color of sand and sea foam against her neck. The sun there changed 
me, too, but no matter how dark my skin got, my eyes and hair were always darker. Once, I saw 
her smiling at me while I was leaning over my knees, examining pyrite in the sand between my 
toes. The ends of my hair were drifting in the ocean water, darkness lost in darkness.

“You look just like a mermaid,” she said.
We never brought up words of intimacy or enchantment. We never brought love or longing 

out into the open, because beaches are such strange places: accidental incantations can change 
everything; the wind and waves can steal a word from our lungs and our eyes, and leave us 
with loneliness and loss. We never spoke it, we never called it by its name, but we lived it and 
breathed it and felt it. 
       “Swim with me,” she would ask me every time I reached the shore, just as the sun was 
beginning to change the color of the water. “I’ll teach you.”
       But I always said no. I wasn’t brave. I came to the beach to watch the waves, to breathe 
salt, to think about a home, distant and lost. Vietnam was on another shore, a world I didn’t 
remember. And yet it filled my lungs each time I thought about drowning.

And I thought about drowning every day.
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“We are all born knowing how to swim,” Lorelei told me. “We just forget. Or maybe it’s 
easy for me to say, since I was almost born in the ocean. In this ocean.” She gestured to the 
waves. 

“A hospital close to here?” I asked.
“No, on this beach. My mom was swimming,” Lorelei said. “She knew I was coming. She 

walked as quickly as she could towards the parking lot, but she didn’t make it past those sand 
dunes. I knew where I was, and I wanted to be out. I wanted to be here.”

Golden, turquoise, almost-brown Lorelei. Earth and ocean and sky. Water embraced her 
as fully as it rejected me. Of course. Of course she belonged to this ocean, to this sand, to this 
time. I felt so transient looking at her, like I belonged to the wind, just passing through, from 
sea to ocean—displaced, born in a doorway of time. Here, my feet would never grow roots; 
my body would never find land. 

And then one morning, she decided not to swim. She plopped down next to me while I 
was stretching my limbs and digging feet and hands into the sandy puddles of the shore. 
       “Let’s run,” she said.
       I almost told her that I didn’t know how to run, just like I didn’t know how to swim. But 
then I saw myself running with her, stretching the horizon of where water met land, a merging 
of memories and home and rhythmic breath. A rushing of water, a movement of bones. If I ran 
far enough in those quiet mornings, would I find the one hundred eggs, the fish that had been 
returned to the waves? If my heart beat fast enough, would it leap out and fly before me as I 
ran, a thing no longer exiled, a thing the entire morning could see? We had spent months at the 
beach together, but it was still a wonder to me to be standing there on the shore, looking at her 
while she looked at me expectantly. Like we were never strangers. And so, where the morning 
began to stir, halfway between night and day, at the beach, Lorelei and I ran. 

And then one day, something strange happened. She and I started running down the 
beach, as we always did, but towards the end of the second hour, our bodies felt like they were 
disconnecting from our legs. She turned to me with a question in her eyes.

“I feel it, too,” I said.
“Let’s keep going,” she said, and I nodded.
We picked up speed, going faster and faster along the shoreline until I could hardly hear or 

feel the beat of my feet against the sand. We ran until the beach ran out, and then we swooped 
our path around and ran the other way. We ran for hours, as if the day would never end, as 
if it were the first day when Lorelei had taken my hand. We ran until the sun rose and it was 
noon. When we finally stopped, we collapsed into the waves, and I dared to float on my back 
with her. 

As we drifted, we faced the bright noon sky with eyes closed. I suddenly was reminded of 
my birth.

“I was born at this hour,” I said. “During the hottest season, at the time the sun was 
highest in the sky.” 

She sat up in the water, and so did I. The waves moved waist-deep around us. 
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“Which city were you born in?” she asked.
“Vinh Long,” I said. “It’s the southernmost city in the country.” 
Her turquoise gaze searched across the water. “It’s on the other side of this ocean, isn’t it?”
I nodded. “More or less.” 
“I can tell,” she said. “You’re always there.” 
I felt the words she didn’t say: you’re never here. 
“I can’t follow you when you go there,” she said. Her hand found my waist and she pulled 

me closer to her. 
“You don’t have to go there with me,” I said. “I just need you to be here.” 
Au Co cried a river of tears because she couldn’t go home to the heavens. It was her tears 

flowing into his ocean that led Dragon Lord Lac to find her. The land was the in-between place 
where they could be together. 

Lorelei didn’t answer. Her quiet amplified the sound of the waves and the seagulls calling. 
My heart sank. I extracted myself from her embrace and lay myself down into the water, 
turning my ear into it. I closed my eyes. I tried to listen. 

The water sounded deep into the hollow of my ear. I let it wash over me. It flooded every 
part of my body. Still, I couldn’t hear what she could hear. 

“You can’t do it from here,” she said. She took my hand. “You have to be out there. Let 
me teach you how to swim and I’ll show you what I mean. I won’t let you drown. I promise.” 

I shook my head. It was the same ocean. It was the same ocean my family and I had to 
cross to get here. It was a boat made of wood, turned to paper, from which countless others 
had fallen out of and drowned. Biển Đông was the Pacific. It was the same ocean I’d almost 
drowned in before. I felt the sting of tears behind my closed eyes. She couldn’t see them. The 
ocean washed them away. 

She released my hand.
The next morning, Lorelei wasn’t swimming. I saw her walking ankle-deep into the water. 

Knee-deep. I followed her. She kept her eyes on the liquid horizon while something in my 
stomach began to stir uncomfortably, an animal dark and hidden. 

“Do you see that cliff in the distance, with the tree on top that looks like a bonsai tree?” She 
pointed to the edge of the horizon, off to the right, as I squinted against the light shimmering 
on the water. The cliff rose above the water in huge, beige-on-cream blocks, dotted in green 
sand verbena, California meadow grass, and island pink yarrow flowers. The tree at the top of 
the cliff was wind-carved and soaking in the spray of saltwater through its dark green needles. 

“Yes,” I said.
“That’s a Torrey Pine. I’m going to swim to it one day and jump from the top to the water 

below.” 
I blinked. “It looks to be about ten miles out.”
She nodded. 
She turned to embrace me. I stood on tiptoe to be enfolded by her quiet. She held me 

longer than a hug, so I didn’t know what to call it. It was something into which we both 
breathed deeply. 
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Night came, and I had a dream about the silver fish I had found years ago. Its great, shiny 
head, like a mirror, like a half-moon, emerged from the dark ocean and blinked turquoise eyes 
at me.  Its voice sounded like the wind.

“My love left with the first wave,” it said. “I must follow when the water surges next. Our 
children are invisible. I’m not sure when they will follow us. I’m going to lose them; they will 
look like everyone else, they will die like everyone else.”

“Let me help you,” I said to the fish. “Teach me how to swim. I will bring them to you.” 
“Impossible,” said the fish. 
“Then I will take a boat,” I said. 
“What if the boat tips over? What if you drown?”
“My mother is a mountain fairy; my father is a sea dragon. I won’t drown.”
“It’s lonely out here,” the fish argued.
“It’s lonely here on land, too.”
A paper boat appeared. It was silver in the moonlight, with the branches of the yellow 

Hoa Mai running like veins through its fibrous body, the blossoms dotting each end in kisses. 
I stepped into the boat, and the ocean carried me away from land as the sun rose. 

But there was no boat when I got to the beach the following morning. 
I sat down by the water. Lorelei wasn’t in the ocean, swimming, or on the sand, running. 
I was the only person on the beach. On the shore, where the sand was wet, where my left 
hand always printed itself lightly into the ground, I discovered a circle of seashells, carefully 
arranged, meticulously chosen. Each shell was perfectly formed, golden stars and spirals, pink 
and brown, ears of the ocean, eyes from the sun. Like a necklace once lost, or words never 
spoken. Perhaps it was the goodbye Lorelei’s voice never found. A wave crashed over it, taking 
the seashells in pieces back into the water. And I knew, then, that we would never run along 
the shore again. She would never teach me how to swim. 

In the distance, where the ocean met the horizon, I could see a tiny figure swimming out 
towards the cliffs where the Torrey Pine tree waited.

For weeks after that, I came to the beach when the morning was still dark. Sometimes I 
sat with my eyes closed; sometimes I ran. I listened to the sound of my breathing. I watched 
the way the sun filled the land as it rose, losing count of days and weeks under the pounding 
of my feet, against the sunlight on my body, thinking that this must have been how my father 
felt when he didn’t know when he would be released from the concentration camp. Or how my 
mother had felt on the open sea after leaving Vietnam, abandoned, trapped, free.  
 
And then one night, there was a grunion run. I went back to the beach to watch the run, the 
first time since I was six years old. I took off my shoes and walked barefoot, feeling seashells 
and pebbles, each one a memory or a word. I approached the edge of the wet sand. I watched 
the fish as they came thickly to shore, glimmering under the moon. I sat down. Fruitlessly, I 
searched for a giant silver fish among the thousands of others all along the coastline. 

There is this ocean that no one can cross. There is this silence that goes on forever. I curled 
up on the sand as a grunion did, saltwater surging in my lungs. My body, now made of water, 
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was sinking into the land. My parents had been afraid of the ocean, afraid it would drown 
their children. They had thought the shore was safe. But whether in this world or the last, they 
forgot that if you dig deeply enough into the land, your body will still find water.  

Had I drowned in Biển Đông, searching for a golden seashell necklace, before the boat 
had even left for the journey to this unfamiliar world? Then I remembered how my mother had 
brought me here, with the grit of her voice and the strength of her teeth, across an ocean that 
almost drowned us, breaking the dream of Lorelei. 

My mother brought me back out of the sea.
On a morning when it was still dark out, my mother went with me to the beach. 
“I want to see the sun rise,” she said. “I have never seen the ocean here during the day.” 
She had coated herself in sunscreen and wore a huge, cone-shaped non la, trying to hide 

her pale skin from the sun. I watched her as she moved her feet through the sand, her eyes 
never leaving the ocean before her. The huge expanse of the beach made her tinier than I had 
ever seen her, her body built like a sparrow’s. But her hair haloed her like a powerful rain cloud, 
sparkling in silver, and her eyes… I could see them, facing weeks, pirates, monsoons on the 
open sea. 

Something bumped my left foot. I lifted my foot to pick up a golden seashell. It looked 
like one of the seashells that had formed the circle of seashells I found the day Lorelei left. I 
picked it up. My mother looked at me, then looked curiously at the seashell. 

“Do you know what made your father and I decide to leave Vietnam?” my mother asked.  
I shook my head. “You. We had been discussing the possibility of leaving for months, but we 
were afraid. There were so many stories of people dying, getting caught, boats attacked by 
pirates. Everything stolen, people cut to pieces and thrown overboard. You and your sisters 
were so small. Then one day, driving to the village where we were going to make the secret 
deposit to secure our spot on the boat, there was a motorcycle accident.  

“I was watching the rain beat against your skin, and the next thing I knew, we were flying 
out of our seat. I couldn’t hold onto you. We found you underneath an elderly lady’s legs. But 
here’s the magical part.” She learned in to whisper, as if the spell might be broken with her 
voice. “Everyone else was injured. Your Dad broke his arm. My legs and arms were bloodied. 
Someone’s head was bleeding red in the rain. The old lady picked you up, holding you with her 
gnarled arms, and smiled like she knew you. ‘She is made of stone, not bones,’ she said. ‘Look, 
she is not hurt. She isn’t even crying. She flew. I saw her.’”

I let my mother’s memory seep into my mind as I listened, with the rain like little, warm 
drums on my skin, and me, a tiny snow baby in the hot jungle storm of Vietnam, encircled by 
the tree branch arms of an enchanted old witch. 

“We took it as a positive sign and made the deposit that day. My daughter, if you can fly, 
then you don’t have to worry about swimming. You would never drown at sea, in this world 
or the next.”

I embraced my mother, wiping the tears of her memories away.  I looked up. The sky was 
getting dark instead of light. 
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My mother’s eyes swept along the coast. “We’re here because of you. I know this place is 
strange, and cold, and maybe being free doesn’t mean what we thought it would mean. But the 
Vietnam we left… it’s gone.” 

“The Vietnam you left isn’t gone. You built your children with your memories. But we’re 
half one thing, half another.”

“And so the dragon and fairy can’t be together,” she said wistfully. “And the children must 
be divided.”

Thunder sounded in the distance. The sky stung with lightning and, quite suddenly, rain 
began tearing out of the heavens. They pounded against the jagged rocks of the beach, the 
broken teeth of the morning. 

 “I came to see the sunrise here,” she said, laughing. She shivered. “The rain here is so 
cold.”

 “After all this time, why now?” I asked.
“I wanted to know what was making my daughter so silent.” She took the seashell from 

my hand. “But the sun didn’t rise. And you’re like your father. He only talks at night. I think 
you only talk at sunrise.” 

I explored my silence, touching every moment I remembered of my parents’ memories, no 
matter how brief, the same way the wind moves through every leaf in search of the tree.  My 
parents had met on a shore, by the sea, and then gone to war. They had children. They crossed 
seas and oceans and continents. They were washed ashore here, in this strange world, where 
fish came to sand to spawn and bury their children by moonlight.   

I drank salt. I breathed silk. My soul was made of paper boats. I inhabited a world this 
world couldn’t imagine, and loved a home I couldn’t remember—a home I would never return 
to.

 “I’ll take you back here again, when it isn’t raining,” I said.  She nodded. 
We walked away from the ocean, our arms around each other, soaked by rain. My mother’s 

hair curled in the water, just like mine did, but hers glittered silver and black, as if a charmed 
hand had threaded its fingers through her strands. The wind picked it up, and for a second, it 
looked like she had wings. I squeezed her hand and found she was still holding the seashell.  

I gently took the seashell from my mother and placed it in the wet sand. The rain buried 
it there.


