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i.‌ ‌ 

We‌‌tried‌‌to‌‌make‌‌your‌‌favorite‌‌dish‌‌today,‌‌Bà.‌‌Drunken‌‌rice-field‌‌eel‌‌diced‌‌into‌‌small‌‌squares,‌‌boiled‌‌into‌‌a‌‌                                     

stew‌‌with‌‌lotus‌‌roots‌‌and‌‌dried‌‌red‌‌dates.‌‌It‌‌was‌‌Mā‌‌and‌‌I‌‌who‌‌had‌‌attempted‌‌to‌‌do‌‌the‌‌dicing‌‌tonight,‌‌and‌‌it‌‌                                             

is‌‌because‌‌of‌‌us‌‌that‌‌this‌‌dish‌‌was‌‌merely‌‌an‌‌attempt––our‌‌clumsy‌‌gashes‌‌along‌‌its‌‌underside‌‌and‌‌numerous‌‌                                   

cuts‌‌on‌‌our‌‌own‌‌fingers.‌‌The‌‌live‌‌eel’s‌‌skin‌‌was‌‌slick‌‌with‌‌mucus,‌‌and‌‌when‌‌faced‌‌with‌‌disembowelment‌‌it‌‌                                     

flailed‌ ‌erratically,‌ ‌thrashing‌ ‌about‌ ‌from‌ ‌cutting‌ ‌board‌‌to‌‌counter‌‌to‌‌floor,‌‌as‌‌if‌‌to‌‌intimidate‌‌its‌‌captors,‌‌to‌‌                                   

make‌‌a‌‌last‌‌stand.‌‌As‌‌we‌‌tried‌‌to‌‌grasp‌‌the‌‌floundering‌‌animal,‌‌I‌‌couldn’t‌‌help‌‌but‌‌feel‌‌bad‌‌for‌‌it.‌‌Plucked‌‌and‌‌                                           

planted‌‌a‌‌million‌‌miles‌‌from‌‌its‌‌homeland,‌‌brought‌‌to‌‌a‌‌market‌‌of‌‌hands,‌‌of‌‌wads‌‌of‌‌crumpled‌‌green‌‌bills,‌‌of‌‌                                       

fish‌ ‌tanks‌ ‌the‌ ‌size‌ ‌of‌ ‌coffins,‌ ‌it‌ ‌now‌ ‌sputtered‌ ‌last‌ ‌words‌ ‌at‌ ‌a‌ ‌final‌ ‌destination:‌ ‌some‌ ‌pseudo-American‌‌                                 

family’s‌ ‌kitchen‌ ‌counter,‌ ‌right‌ ‌beside‌ ‌the‌ ‌Lao‌ ‌Gan‌ ‌Ma‌ ‌and‌ ‌the‌ ‌frozen‌ ‌tater‌ ‌tots.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

Mā‌ ‌told‌ ‌me‌ ‌how‌ ‌often‌ ‌you‌ ‌had‌ ‌this‌ ‌dish‌ ‌back‌ ‌in‌‌your‌‌home‌‌village.‌‌She‌‌recounted‌‌how‌‌when‌‌you‌‌would‌‌                                       

catch‌‌the‌‌scaleless‌‌fish‌‌with‌‌bare‌‌hands,‌‌hold‌‌them‌‌by‌‌whatever‌‌grip‌‌you‌‌could‌‌force‌‌upon‌‌their‌‌slimy‌‌bodies,‌‌                                     

and‌ ‌carry‌ ‌them‌ ‌home‌ ‌for‌ ‌dinner.‌ ‌You‌ ‌were‌ ‌always‌ ‌determined‌ ‌to‌ ‌provide‌ ‌something:‌ ‌spending‌‌countless‌‌                             

hours‌‌in‌‌the‌‌paddy‌‌fields,‌‌you‌‌searched,‌‌even‌‌when‌‌all‌‌the‌‌other‌‌kids‌‌had‌‌gone‌‌home,‌‌for‌‌eels‌‌in‌‌the‌‌umber‌‌                                         

water.‌ ‌You‌ ‌told‌ ‌me‌ ‌that‌ ‌you‌ ‌came‌ ‌from‌ ‌a‌ ‌family‌ ‌of‌‌fishermen,‌‌a‌‌family‌‌that‌‌spent‌‌generations‌‌alternating‌‌                                   

between‌ ‌the‌ ‌river‌ ‌and‌ ‌the‌ ‌sea,‌ ‌each‌ ‌child‌‌drenched‌‌in‌‌the‌‌saline‌‌wash‌‌and‌‌murky‌‌beds‌‌of‌‌water‌‌hyacinths.‌‌                                     

Wooden‌ ‌boats‌ ‌held‌ ‌tight‌ ‌by‌ ‌the‌ ‌wild‌ ‌push‌ ‌of‌ ‌uncaring‌ ‌water,‌ ‌birthing‌ ‌generations‌ ‌of‌ ‌pitiless‌ ‌storms,‌‌                               

blood-hardened‌ ‌rope,‌ ‌hands‌ ‌made‌ ‌coarse‌ ‌under‌ ‌the‌ ‌brutish‌ ‌sun.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 
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ii.‌ ‌ 

And‌ ‌now,‌ ‌here‌ ‌you‌ ‌are,‌ ‌an‌ ‌ocean‌ ‌away‌ ‌from‌ ‌your‌ ‌homeland,‌ ‌still‌ ‌selling‌ ‌fish.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

iii.‌ ‌ 

You‌‌taught‌‌me‌‌how‌‌to‌‌debone‌‌salmon‌‌when‌‌I‌‌was‌‌ten.‌‌A‌‌skill‌‌that‌‌to‌‌you,‌‌was‌‌inconceivable‌‌to‌‌live‌‌without.‌‌                                         

We‌ ‌had‌ ‌been‌ ‌in‌ ‌our‌ ‌family‌ ‌restaurant‌ ‌for‌ ‌twelve‌ ‌hours‌ ‌already:‌ ‌you,‌ ‌behind‌ ‌the‌ ‌sushi‌ ‌bar,‌ ‌face‌ ‌lax‌ ‌with‌‌                                     

exhaustion,‌‌as‌‌if‌‌you‌‌didn’t‌‌even‌‌have‌‌the‌‌energy‌‌to‌‌keep‌‌your‌‌face‌‌taut,‌‌and‌‌I,‌‌in‌‌the‌‌kitchen,‌‌shelling‌‌shrimp‌‌                                         

and‌‌washing‌‌dishes.‌‌We‌‌had‌‌already‌‌closed‌‌shop‌‌for‌‌the‌‌day.‌‌The‌‌dining‌‌room,‌‌a‌‌space‌‌so‌‌usually‌‌packed‌‌with‌‌                                       

people‌ ‌swimming‌ ‌about,‌ ‌bickering,‌ ‌gossiping,‌ ‌eating,‌ ‌enjoying,‌‌living,‌‌was‌‌now‌‌empty—turned‌‌inside‌‌out,‌‌                         

left‌ ‌vacant.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

You‌ ‌invited‌ ‌me‌ ‌to‌ ‌your‌ ‌station‌ ‌behind‌ ‌the‌ ‌glass,‌ ‌to‌ ‌your‌ ‌yellow‌‌cutting-board‌‌where‌‌you‌‌had‌‌spent‌‌years‌‌                                   

perfecting‌‌a‌‌single‌‌knife‌‌stroke,‌‌a‌‌single‌‌dish.‌‌You‌‌put‌‌stainless‌‌steel‌‌tweezers‌‌in‌‌my‌‌hand,‌‌held‌‌my‌‌hand‌‌over‌                                       

the‌‌pink‌‌flesh‌‌of‌‌the‌‌fish,‌‌and‌‌ordered‌‌me‌‌to‌‌pull‌‌some‌‌invisible‌‌obstacle‌‌out‌‌of‌‌its‌‌body.‌‌A‌‌salmon’s‌‌bones‌‌are‌‌                                           

almost‌‌clear,‌‌hidden‌‌under‌‌layers‌‌of‌‌fat,‌‌hinted‌‌only‌‌by‌‌geometric‌‌white‌‌dots‌‌lined‌‌along‌‌its‌‌tissue.‌‌Although‌‌I‌‌                                     

couldn't‌ ‌see‌ ‌them,‌ ‌when‌ ‌my‌ ‌hands‌ ‌caressed‌ ‌its‌ ‌body,‌ ‌all‌ ‌I‌ ‌noticed‌ ‌were‌ ‌sharp‌‌things.‌‌Each‌‌jagged‌‌edge‌‌of‌‌                                     

bone‌‌built‌‌to‌‌be‌‌felt‌‌and‌‌pulled‌‌like‌‌spring‌‌onions‌‌out‌‌of‌‌the‌‌ground.‌‌We‌‌were‌‌at‌‌this‌‌for‌‌hours,‌‌this‌‌dance‌‌of‌‌                                             

touch‌ ‌and‌ ‌steel,‌ ‌until‌ ‌we‌ ‌tired,‌ ‌hands‌ ‌greased‌ ‌with‌ ‌fish‌ ‌oil.‌ ‌I‌ ‌ended‌ ‌up‌ ‌moving‌ ‌to‌ ‌the‌ ‌dining‌ ‌room‌ ‌and‌‌                                       

dropped‌‌head-first‌‌into‌‌one‌‌of‌‌the‌‌booths,‌‌my‌‌arms‌‌sprawled‌‌across‌‌the‌‌torn‌‌leather.‌‌I‌‌closed‌‌my‌‌eyes.‌‌You‌‌                                     

continued‌ ‌into‌ ‌the‌ ‌night.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 
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‌ 

iv.‌ ‌ 

We‌‌had‌‌our‌‌first,‌‌real,‌‌big‌‌argument‌‌the‌‌summer‌‌you‌‌asked‌‌me‌‌to‌‌apprentice‌‌as‌‌sushi‌‌chef‌‌at‌‌the‌‌restaurant.‌‌I‌‌                                         

had‌‌been‌‌working‌‌there‌‌for‌‌a‌‌while,‌‌but‌‌always‌‌in‌‌the‌‌back,‌‌running‌‌the‌‌radishes‌‌through‌‌the‌‌prep‌‌machine‌‌                                     

or‌ ‌chopping‌ ‌carrots.‌ ‌This‌ ‌time‌ ‌though,‌ ‌you‌ ‌wanted‌ ‌me‌ ‌behind‌ ‌the‌ ‌glass‌ ‌case,‌ ‌on‌ ‌display‌ ‌for‌ ‌the‌ ‌patrons‌‌                                   

looking‌‌for‌‌an‌‌exotic‌‌experience‌‌at‌‌the‌‌sushi‌‌bar,‌‌mesmerized‌‌by‌‌some‌‌disciplined‌‌Eastern‌‌technique‌‌and‌‌far‌‌                                 

flung‌‌fish‌‌with‌‌unique‌‌Asian‌‌names.‌‌After‌‌two‌‌days,‌‌I‌‌was‌‌horrified.‌‌It‌‌was‌‌summer,‌‌and‌‌I‌‌had‌‌nothing‌‌else‌‌to‌‌                                         

do,‌‌but‌‌I‌‌could‌‌not‌‌imagine‌‌spending‌‌the‌‌whole‌‌of‌‌my‌‌break‌‌getting‌‌cuts‌‌on‌‌my‌‌fingers‌‌and‌‌making‌‌rolls‌‌that‌‌                                         

fell‌‌apart‌‌at‌‌the‌‌faintest‌‌prod‌‌of‌‌a‌‌chopstick.‌‌I‌‌was‌‌older‌‌then,‌‌and‌‌I‌‌had‌‌my‌‌permit‌‌but‌‌could‌‌not‌‌drive‌‌alone‌‌                                             

yet.‌ ‌But‌ ‌driving‌ ‌away‌ ‌was‌‌exactly‌‌what‌‌I‌‌promised.‌‌We‌‌were‌‌on‌‌our‌‌lunch‌‌break‌‌and‌‌I‌‌told‌‌you‌‌that‌‌I‌‌was‌‌                                           

going‌ ‌home,‌ ‌to‌ ‌a‌ ‌friend's‌ ‌house,‌ ‌to‌ ‌anywhere‌ ‌I’d‌ ‌never‌ ‌have‌ ‌to‌ ‌see‌ ‌a‌ ‌fish‌ ‌again.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

What‌‌I‌‌really‌‌meant‌‌to‌‌say‌‌was‌‌that‌‌I‌‌couldn’t‌‌stand‌‌what‌‌you‌‌did‌‌for‌‌a‌‌living.‌‌The‌‌notion‌‌of‌‌decapitating‌‌fish,‌‌                                           

of‌‌carving‌‌out‌‌silver‌‌skin,‌‌of‌‌standing‌‌for‌‌ten‌‌hours‌‌a‌‌day,‌‌wet‌‌and‌‌hungry‌‌and‌‌hands‌‌sticky‌‌with‌‌dried‌‌tuna,‌‌                                         

for‌‌an‌‌entire‌‌summer,‌‌was‌‌so‌‌impossible‌‌to‌‌me,‌‌that‌‌I‌‌had‌‌forgotten‌‌you‌‌had‌‌done‌‌it‌‌for‌‌almost‌‌three‌‌decades.‌‌                                         

That‌‌you‌‌had‌‌done‌‌it‌‌every‌‌day,‌‌every‌‌week,‌‌every‌‌month,‌‌every‌‌year,‌‌since‌‌you‌‌had‌‌arrived‌‌in‌‌America.‌‌And‌‌                                       

you‌‌were‌‌thankful‌‌for‌‌it.‌‌And‌‌here‌‌I‌‌was,‌‌throwing‌‌a‌‌tantrum‌‌because‌‌what?‌‌Because‌‌I‌‌didn’t‌‌like‌‌the‌‌feeling‌‌                                       

of‌ ‌fish‌ ‌fat‌ ‌on‌ ‌my‌ ‌hands?‌ ‌Because‌ ‌I‌ ‌thought‌ ‌I‌ ‌was‌ ‌supposed‌ ‌to‌ ‌be‌ ‌living‌ ‌some‌ ‌idyllic‌ ‌American‌ ‌teenage‌ ‌life?‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

v.‌ ‌ 



Daniel‌ ‌Liu‌ ‌4‌ ‌ 

Every‌‌single‌‌one‌‌of‌‌these‌‌moments‌‌with‌‌you‌‌is‌‌haunted‌‌by‌‌the‌‌ghosts‌‌of‌‌dead‌‌fish.‌‌Carcasses‌‌outline‌‌all‌‌of‌‌my‌‌                                         

memories.‌‌Every‌‌birthday,‌‌I‌‌had‌‌waited‌‌for‌‌you‌‌to‌‌come‌‌home‌‌after‌‌work,‌‌and‌‌by‌‌midnight‌‌it‌‌wasn’t‌‌even‌‌my‌‌                                       

birthday‌ ‌anymore‌ ‌but‌ ‌I‌ ‌wanted‌ ‌to‌ ‌see‌ ‌your‌ ‌face‌ ‌so‌‌badly‌‌that‌‌I‌‌didn’t‌‌even‌‌care.‌‌The‌‌odor‌‌of‌‌slaughter,‌‌of‌‌                                         

organs‌‌hollowed‌‌out‌‌of‌‌fish‌‌was‌‌unmistakably‌‌strong,‌‌strong‌‌enough‌‌to‌‌cover‌‌birthday‌‌cakes.‌‌I‌‌didn’t‌‌care.‌‌It‌‌                                   

was‌‌only‌‌when‌‌I‌‌got‌‌older‌‌when‌‌I‌‌started‌‌to‌‌wonder‌‌about‌‌these‌‌things,‌‌why‌‌your‌‌jeans‌‌were‌‌always‌‌stained‌‌                                       

with‌ ‌guts,‌ ‌why‌ ‌you‌ ‌spent‌ ‌so‌‌much‌‌time‌‌at‌‌the‌‌restaurant,‌‌why‌‌you‌‌couldn’t‌‌just‌‌sell‌‌the‌‌business‌‌and‌‌get‌‌a‌‌                                         

white-people‌‌job,‌‌like‌‌a‌‌real-estate‌‌agent‌‌or‌‌a‌‌businessman.‌‌Eventually,‌‌I‌‌thought‌‌to‌‌myself,‌‌was‌‌that‌‌it?‌‌Was‌‌                                   

fish‌‌guts‌‌our‌‌destiny?‌‌I‌‌asked‌‌all‌‌these‌‌questions‌‌because‌‌I‌‌couldn’t‌‌face‌‌what‌‌I‌‌really‌‌wanted:‌‌to‌‌not‌‌be‌‌expats‌‌                                         

on‌ ‌foreign‌ ‌land,‌ ‌to‌ ‌not‌ ‌go‌ ‌somewhere‌ ‌and‌ ‌be‌ ‌the‌ ‌imported‌ ‌entertainment.‌ ‌I‌ ‌wanted‌ ‌so‌ ‌desperately‌‌to‌‌be‌‌                                   

American‌‌that‌‌I‌‌couldn’t‌‌even‌‌face‌‌you,‌‌my‌‌own‌‌Bà.‌‌I‌‌knew‌‌you‌‌tried‌‌to‌‌accommodate‌‌this,‌‌singing‌‌along‌‌to‌‌                                       

the‌ ‌cheery‌ ‌pop‌ ‌idols‌ ‌in‌ ‌the‌ ‌car,‌ ‌learning‌ ‌to‌‌hide‌‌your‌‌accent‌‌as‌‌much‌‌as‌‌possible.‌‌When‌‌people‌‌talk‌‌about‌‌                                       

guilt,‌‌they‌‌talk‌‌about‌‌some‌‌warm‌‌feeling‌‌that‌‌rises‌‌to‌‌your‌‌head‌‌like‌‌a‌‌small‌‌flame,‌‌tenderizing‌‌your‌‌thoughts.‌‌                                     

But‌ ‌this‌ ‌guilt‌ ‌is‌ ‌so‌ ‌much‌ ‌sharper,‌ ‌so‌ ‌much‌ ‌more‌ ‌angular––like‌ ‌a‌ ‌knife‌ ‌finding‌ ‌an‌ ‌entrance‌ ‌into‌ ‌the‌ ‌soft‌‌                                     

underbelly‌ ‌of‌ ‌a‌ ‌live‌ ‌eel.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

vi.‌ ‌ 

The‌‌offspring‌‌of‌‌freshwater‌‌eels‌‌swim‌‌out‌‌to‌‌sea‌‌to‌‌grow,‌‌and‌‌when‌‌they‌‌return,‌‌they‌‌do‌‌not‌‌return‌‌to‌‌their‌‌                                         

familial‌‌rivers‌‌and‌‌streams,‌‌but‌‌instead‌‌ones‌‌determined‌‌by‌‌the‌‌currents.‌‌Random‌‌bodies‌‌of‌‌water.‌‌Away.‌‌Bà,‌‌                                 

I‌ ‌am‌‌sorry.‌‌I‌‌am‌‌sorry‌‌that‌‌I‌‌am‌‌still‌‌coughing‌‌up‌‌this‌‌unrelenting‌‌narrative,‌‌wet‌‌with‌‌saltwater.‌‌Bà,‌‌we‌‌are‌‌                                         

fishermen‌ ‌still.‌ ‌This‌ ‌new‌ ‌homeland‌ ‌and‌ ‌its‌ ‌jaws‌ ‌will‌ ‌not‌ ‌change‌ ‌that.‌‌ ‌   

‌ 

‌ 


