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The Wakayama Sea That Taught Me

Nguyen Thi Hai Ha

Japanese Language and Culture Student Vietnamese

My first memory of Wakayama’s sea was not quiet. It was laughter, footsteps in the sand, new
names tumbling in the wind like seashells. WIN Concord took us - a bunch of new and nervous
international students - to Kataonami Beach. I remember thinking I’d probably sit on my own, as |
always did when visiting new places. But something unexpected happened. I was not left alone.
People waited for me. People asked me questions. People smiled like they already knew me as a
dear friend. I didn’t understand it at first - how could strangers be this kind, this open? And just
like that, Wakayama became the first place that gave me courage to open up like never before.

After that, the second beach in Wakayama I went to was Kada Beach. It was two months into my
new life in Wakayama, This time, I wasn't alone, or even gently guided by a group. Long, Nhi,
Anastasia, and I had set off that afternoon, but like true amateur explorers - we got lost. I stared
down the road. It looked long, maybe too long. My mind said turn back - dinner time, train schedules.
I could feel the weight of every old instinct pulling me back to safety - the version of me who plans
precisely, avoids detours, never bets on uncertainty. But then I turned to Anastasia and said, quietly
but surely: “Let’s keep walking” No plan. No Google Maps route. Just a strange feeling - that the
road ahead might lead to something beautiful. We kept walking. Through quiet hills. Past shuttered
houses, through the stillness where only the sea wind spoke. And then suddenly, it appeared. A
small beach tucked away from everything. It was as if Wakayama had quietly opened a secret drawer
and said, “Here. This is for you.” That day rewrote something in me. Before, I had lived like a
tightrope walker, every step deliberate, rehearsed, calculated. But Wakayama was teaching me to
trust that sometimes, the path that makes no sense might lead to the most unforgettable places.

The third time I was at a beach in Wakayama was months later, at Shirahama Beach, This time, I
was with someone who had known me from before - someone who knew me from back home in
Vietnam. She looked at me - and said "You seem different here, in Wakayama. Happier. Lighter.".
I didn’t know what to say at first. Because I hadn’t noticed it. Maybe it was because I had started
to slow down. To pause. To breathe. In Wakayama, the sky open above the sea, the green outlines
of mountains in the distance, the quiet breathing of forests. The landscape didn't just surround me
- it held me. It gave me the gift of softness and peace. Not as a reward for hard work - but something
you’re allowed to feel, even when everything is imperfect.

And as [ was writing this, the realization hit me. I came to Wakayama thinking I was here to study
abroad. But instead, Wakayama didn’t lecture me. It listened. It simply stood beside me, letting me
arrive at my own lessons, again and again, like waves returning to shore. Someday, when I return
home, I know people will ask me :“Why Wakayama?” And maybe I’ll still smile and say: “Because
I love the beach.” But in my heart, I’ll remember the truth: Wakayama was the quiet, unexpected
place that unmade the version of me that was afraid to live freely, and gave me back someone softer,
braver. Here, in this calm, ocean-kissed prefecture, I found myself. And I found that sometimes,

the most unexpected place becomes the one that feels most like home.
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