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Sliding Shifting Ripples
 
The water is cold; bodies of water always seem to be. This is the Pacific and this is my first time standing in an
ocean and I am eight. It feels like the Lake Michigan of home, except I keep thinking about sharks and riptides and
whether one or the other will pull me away from land until the sky and sea melt together into one blue roiling mass,
filling the space around me.
            This is the beginning of three weeks in California. Without our parents, my brother and I are the figureheads
of our own voyaging ships. We have signed off our summer to be with relatives in Los Angeles, one grand adventure
for two intrepid children.
            My eyes sting because the waves pushing past my legs are salt water. I can’t touch my eyes because I’m
afraid the sand and salt on my fingers will only make the stinging worse. On land, my aunt has set up a tent where
there is cake for the birthday boy, Cousin Number Two.
            Minutes ago, I was there and we were all putting on sunscreen. Birthday boy’s friend needed help with his
back so my aunt commanded the bottle. The sunscreen rushed out of the plastic and created a dripping mess all
along the boy’s back.
            “You look so white, like a marshmallow,” we said and laughed. My harried aunt asked me if I had done my
sunscreen and I said yes.
            In the water, seaweed grabs at my ankles. I’m not with anyone and in the sky the sun is a blinding oozing
yellow. My brother has left with Cousins 1-4 to walk along the beach.
            In the van on the way back to my aunt’s house in L.A., I’m forced to sit in the row of seats with the
grandparents. My hands clasp shells, gifts my brother collected from the beach walk. I trace the grooves and ridges,
pressing the pads of my fingers to the water-worn edges.  
 
I went to the beach in North Carolina. I found it a contrast to my memory of the Pacific. That was after Hurricane
Florence. Where we were staying, the hurricane had dragged back the sand of the beach so the walkway was
boarded up. You had to climb over the nailed pieces of wood to get onto the path. The path then became stairs that
led into a short drop to the beach below, the drop being the aftereffect of the hurricane. 
            One morning, I got up early before it was light and made my way to the frothing waves. The day was cold,
so different from what you expect beaches to be. I remembered the Pacific to have been excruciatingly bright;
everything about it like the poster image of the beach, sun and scalding sand. 
            This time, I sat on a towel in the gray lit sand and shivered. Expecting heat, I hadn’t brought a sweater and
was overwhelmed in the breeze. I didn’t leave and soon others joined me, and my dad led us in yoga as the sun rose,
transforming the beach into my timeless memory of it.
 
The day after the birthday party on the beach, I wake up with sunburn all along my thighs. I don’t tell anyone. I
think about the boy with the marshmallow back and my multitasking aunt. I think about my brother, with all our
cousins, walking among sea-sprayed rocks. 
            No one notices my sunburn for days. I have a bottle of aloe so the beginning of each day starts with my
ritual of spreading the green goo on my thighs. Still, each time I dress myself, pulling pants over raw pink skin, is
agony.
            Cousin Number One, the eldest and the only other girl in the household, is the first to notice. I sleep on a
cot in her room, and when she sees my rose-colored legs, I have to beg her not to tell anyone. She breaks the leaf of
an aloe plant and I accept the gift because it makes me feel protected but the bottle of aloe sits by my sleeping cot.



 
I got sunburn on my cheeks last summer in Istanbul. It was only a faint blush underneath my eyes but I noticed. I
was so terrified of it becoming worse, that I walked around for two days with a hand cupped to my face to protect
the sunburn from further damage.
            “Why not use sunscreen?” my brother asked. I was too scared even of using lotions or sunscreens over
already pink skin, fearing the chemicals would dry the skin further.
 
Cousin Number One stops me in the kitchen. She looks at my wet spindly hair, drops of shower water dotting the
fabric of my pajamas. 
            “Have you used conditioner?” she asks. Her question makes me pause. I do not want to admit that I do not
know what conditioner is, that I think she is talking about the AC. There is a wriggling feeling in my chest like the
rising of a tide. 
            “After shampoo. There’s another bottle. Did you use the conditioner?” she continues. 
            “Yes,” I say. My voice is too slow, the sound of the “y’ drags and tumbles into the “e” and “s.” 
            Cousin Number One threatens to send me back into the shower. 
            What stops her, might be the different textures of our hair. Her hair is thick while mine is stringy and thin.
Perhaps she doesn’t quite know what to do with me. However, we are of the same blood, so she sits down to
explain conditioner to me.
            It is a rare moment when we are together like this despite sharing a room. For now, I have her attention. It
feels important that she has taught me something that my mother has not. It is why I am here. To see my cousins. To
be seen in return. And here we are, the only two girls in my aunt’s house.
 
In Knoxville, Tennessee, I had my hair done for an uncle’s wedding when I had just started my last year of middle
school. Cousin Number One was there— it was her uncle too— and she had flown from university in California. We
sat side by side in the hair salon and I listened to her talk to her hairdresser.
            “Hair spray is used much more here than California,” she said. She laughed. “You’re drowning my hair.”
            Again, so knowledgeable about hair. I didn’t feel like I could talk to my hairdresser. I gave her artistic
license and in between her commands to close my eyes or tilt my head, I watched Cousin Number One. I had only
seen her a handful of times in the past five years and she seemed impossibly old and impossibly effervescent. It
wasn’t until the hair spray was used, mist consuming my thin curled hair, that I looked back into the mirror and
watched the gradual transformation of my appearance.
 
I stand in the bathroom and cry. My parents sent me a postcard from home and I want to see them so bad my chest
aches. In front of the mirror, I watch my face puff up, tears sliding down my cheeks.
            “Do you feel homesick?” I ask my brother the next night.
            “No,” he says. I don’t think he’s quite focused on me so I keep quiet about the incident in the bathroom. I
don’t feel like it’s necessary to bother him when he is distracted. Though perhaps, this is unfair. Three years distance
between our ages is no easy gap to bridge. 
 
My brother went away to boarding school when I was in eighth grade. Every time he came home, he was itching to
go back to his school. He never seemed to get homesick, not in California, not when we moved, and not even when
he spent most of his year away in another state. I was the opposite. I could never let anything go.
 
My cousins do competitive swimming, so my aunt signs my brother and I up as guests of the swim club for the
summer. Several days a week, my mornings begin before the sun is up. I force my body into a skin tight swimsuit and
pack my swim bag. My aunt puts bread into her toaster, the one she picked because it was large enough for six
slices at once.
            I cram a piece of sourdough into my mouth and hold it between my teeth. With my free hands, I pull myself
into my aunt’s white van. I sit down and eat the dry toast. We aren’t allowed anything else to eat these mornings. I
am told I will puke in the pool if I consume dairy before swimming.
            At the pool, we prep ourselves and stash our bags on chairs. Our instructor is a stern woman and, once she
starts to count, we know we have ten seconds to jump into the deep end. The idea is that it’s better to submerge
yourself quickly, the cold catching you in one instant. I close my eyes and step off the sun warmed concrete into
blurry depths, my hand touching slick tile.
            We go to the pool even when we don’t have practice. I am a slow swimmer. Normally for practice, I
borrow flippers from one of my cousins to make me faster. On days like today, our non-practice pool days, they see
no need to lend me anything and my weak swimming does not make me confident.



            I stay in the shallow end, three feet deep. My brother is in the deep end with our cousins and I look for
them constantly. I play games with myself. I test how far I can swim from the pool’s edge in one breath underwater.
When I tire of this, I emerge gasping into the chlorine-scented air and spot the others crossing to the shallow end.
            I kick and splash in the water after them. They don’t linger, their real destination is the splash pad for the
very little kids, where water sprays in arcs and collects in depths of a foot or so. It is deep enough that they
alligator-walk with their legs afloat and their arms sturdy. They race each other and then they are gone and I’m left
as my own alligator. I try to replicate what they were doing, what fun they must have been having — but there’s not
much point. I suddenly feel silly.
 
I went to a summer camp when I was ten with kids from my church, all of us similar ages. There was a pool and
everyone clamored to go the first day. When we went, the others paired up quickly with their friends and I ended up
skirting the edges, flipper-less feet churning the water. I watched a girl and boy from my church doing handstands,
flopping forwards and backwards in the pool like giant starfishes. They came near me once and the boy turned to
me. 
            I knew this boy, at least a little. When we had arrived at the camp, I stood near him while we watched bus
after bus pull into the parking lot. The counselors were chasing after the buses with enthusiasm. They ran alongside,
shouting and waving to the windows, a terrifying greeting.
            “Is that even legal?” I had said. It was just a dumb joke about the craziness of the spectacle but the boy
laughed. He told me it was the funniest thing he’d heard. The boy, here in the pool, faced me with unfriendly eyes.
            “Why are you looking at me like I’m crazy?” he asked, mouth an unhappy line. I hadn’t realized that I had a
look on my face at all.
            “I wasn’t,” I replied. He squinted at me but his friend was calling and so he left. That summer, I hated camp
so much that I refused to join the youth group at my church. I told my mom that I knew none of the kids.
 
“If your things end up in our room, we’ll tear them to pieces.” This is what Cousins 2-4, the boys, tell me. I don’t
have to worry, I say to myself, because I’m staying in Cousin Number One’s room and I never ever go into the
boys’ room. Their room is a den of lions, hungry for my stuffed animals. I observe and conclude that only other boys
have permission to enter, and, unfortunately, this includes my brother.
 
When my brother was off at boarding school, I often used his room. My bedroom was always cluttered so while he
was gone, I spent my evenings lounging on his carpet or sitting in his game chair.
            Sometimes, with my brother away for so long, I forgot about him. Even when I was reading in his room or
writing at his desk, I didn’t think much about him or his absence. Whenever he came home, it felt like he had
pressed play and resumed his place in my life. Then I would sit in my room and hear his music through our shared
wall or his yelling as he played video games. I would think, how could it have been any different, the wall between us
and all his distractions?
 
The boys, Cousins 2-4 and my brother, are watching Jaws. I wanted to watch with them but they told me it was too
scary and I wasn’t old enough. So, I’m lying on my sleeping cot in Cousin Number One’s room. She seems to like
horses as I do, and I notice a book on her shelf titled Misty of Chincoteague with a horse on the cover that
demands my attention. I take it down into my hands and start to read.
            When I become hungry, I set the book aside and venture out of the bedroom to find the kitchen. The boys
are still watching Jaws. Remembering that I am eight and too young to watch, I avert my gaze from the television as
I pass through the living room. On the way back, hands sticky with peach juice, curiosity wins me over, and I dart
my eyes over to the movie. On the screen, there is a wide shot of a boat in a large and lonely sea.
            I find my brother after the movie is over and wait for him to speak. He has a pinched look on his face but
nevertheless, he’s vibrating with some kind of energy.
            “It wasn’t even scary. The sharks looked like they were made of rubber,” he says. I don’t know where our
cousins are but I don’t care. I revel in the little bit of the movie that my brother has snuck me, thrilled that he is still
looking out for me with this small kindness.
 
It was December in sixth grade when my grandparents had to be moved from Memphis to Los Angeles. I spent a
week of my Winter Break with an assortment of cousins, helping to pack the house. Out of the California cousins,
only Cousin Number Two was there, but for a long time I had felt displaced from any of the cousins. I had a new
Kindle and I sat on an inflatable mattress reading.
            My mom found me eventually and told me that my brother and cousins were watching Storks in the master
bedroom. I already knew this but my mom still nudged me to join them. When I did, the movie was over, but in the



fashion of kids who want to milk their free time, they insisted on watching it again. People may change but habits are
like lint. They accumulate in little pieces, impossibly difficult to remove, and always lasting.
 
This is the last day of my three weeks in California. My brother and I are at the airport with our mom who flew in a
week ago. Our mouths still taste like the In-N-Out burgers we ate for lunch when my aunt forces our cousins to say
sulky goodbyes, a final farewell to the West Coast. 
            We fight through lines in LAX, even bypassing a German Shepherd held by security. However, when we
pass through the x-ray machines, we are stopped. A man in a uniform has my purple backpack in hand and
humiliation lights up my face. I can’t even leave properly.
            The man unzips my bag, exposing my belongings to my family. He pulls out my stuffed rabbit, digging deeper
until he unearths a small plastic bottle filled with water. Inside the bottle, there is a toy figure and a ring. It’s a game.
You’re supposed to tilt the bottle back and forth until you can get the person in the ring. My brother and I had both
made one during our trip. I realize then, that my brother must have thrown his away.
            The man in uniform asks if he can toss the bottle. I don’t even think before answering. I tell him yes,
realization and embarrassment mixing in my brain.
 
I am not always sure of the narrative, perhaps because memory is continuous. Time has stretched since California, a
layering of all the beach trips and pool days I’ve lived. But this is what I know:
            Salt water always gets in my eyes, little crescents of clear liquid sloshing in the bottom of my goggles.
Sometimes it’s tissues that I press into the corners of my red eyes, nose stopped up and runny. Once, when my Dad
was showing me around a gym, he pointed at the pool and said, “There’s salt water in it.”
            I looked at the rectangle of sliding shifting ripples. “I don’t like salt water,” I said.
 
 


