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The Veins of the Ocean

The Veins of the Ocean is the profound and riveting story of a
young woman’s journey away from her family’s painful past
towards redemption and a freer future. Reina Castillo’s beloved
brother is serving a death sentence for a crime that shocked the
community—a crime for which Reina secretly blames herself.
When she is at last released from her seven-year prison vigil,
Reina moves to a sleepy town in the Florida Keys seeking
anonymity, and meets Nesto, a recently exiled Cuban awaiting
the arrival of the children he left behind in Havana. Through
Nesto’s love of the sea and capacity for faith, Reina comes to
understand her own connections to the life-giving and
destructive forces of the ocean that surrounds her, as well as its
role in her family’s troubled history and their crossing of the
Caribbean to make the United States their home.

Set in the vibrant coastal communities of Miami, the Florida Keys, Havana, Cuba, and Cartagena,
Colombia, The Veins of the Ocean is a wrenching exploration of what happens when life tests the
limits of compassion, and a stunning and unforgettable portrait of fractured lives finding solace in
the beauty and power of the natural world, and in one another.

Patricia Engel is the author of 2021’s Infinite Country, a New York Times Bestseller, Reese’s
Book Club pick, Esquire Book Club and Book of the Month Club pick, and more. Her other books
include It’s Not Love, It’s Just Paris, and Vida, a finalist for the PEN/Hemingway Fiction Award and
the Young Lions Fiction Award.

She has been awarded fellowships from the Guggenheim Foundation, the National Endowment
for the Arts, the Florida Division of Cultural Affairs, Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference, Hedgebrook,
and Key West Literary Seminar among others, and is the recipient of an O. Henry Award.

Born to Colombian parents, Patricia is a graduate of New York University and earned her MFA at
Florida International University. She currently teaches at the University of Miami.

*Book and author description from patriciaengel.com

https://patriciaengel.com/about/


Discussion Questions
1. Isolation is a major theme throughout Veins. Nesto says, “There is not an animal on this

earth that if given the choice between freedom or captivity, would not choose to be free.”
The novel embodies this statement for all creatures, most notably for Carlito and the wild
dolphin. How does their isolation and self-isolation impact other characters? How is that
relationship mirrored or complicated through representations of animals and the natural
world?

2. Alongside the isolation theme is the idea that humans know best when it comes to the
health of animals and the earth. Mo, Reina’s aquarium boss, says about the dolphins:
“They love to perform. They love to make their trainers happy. And we love to look after
them. It’s in the good book, Reina. Genesis 1:26. ‘God gave man dominion over animals.’
We know what’s best for them and the animals are so smart, they know it too.” Defend or
refute Mo’s argument.

3. Considering Mo’s argument, American recreation (like aquariums and zoos) and food
systems (factory farms) often defend their practices with similar logic. It would seem this
logic is readily accepted; evidenced by their popularity amongst consumers. At what point
do we consider these situations problematic? What methods can we use to push against
systems that potentially overextend human dominion over nature?

4. Dr. Joe tells Reina, “It doesn’t have to be violent for it to be torture.” This statement strikes
a chord within the novel: the normalization of how we treat creatures viewed as inferior,
namely inmates and animals in this novel. What influences us to accept this behavior? In
what other situations do we accept this kind of behavior in our society?

5. A grand arc within the novel is the perception of the ocean. In the beginning it represents
death. By the end of the novel the ocean is named Yemayá and viewed as nurturing,
life-giving, and is highly revered. What does your culture teach you about the ocean, if
anything? Does this breed a positive or negative relationship to the ocean?

6. While Engel herself is an academic, she takes swipes at academia throughout the novel.
As Reina starts to question methods used by the aquarium, Engel writes, “Leave matters
to the people who really know about this stuff; the vet techs with their diplomas, the
trainers with their slick wetsuits and chirpy voices reciting a litany of facts about the
species to visitors while the dolphins wait at their feet for a mouthful of dead fish.” What
point is Engel trying to make with this statement? How does academia influence society,
for better or worse? Relate these sly asides to our current management of the climate
crisis, which relies on the dissemination of expert opinion.

7. Reina’s coworkers tell her, “Sonny’s a full-blooded Seminole, raised not to trust the
government, so I shouldn’t listen to any of his theories.” Why is Sonny so easily dismissed
by other characters? Is Engel dismissing Sonny? Are Americans indoctrinated to dismiss
Indigenous beliefs and culture? How does this neglect impact our society? Think about
physical repercussions around the climate and environmental stewardship, and also how
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American relationships to the environment are impacted due to an education that
dismisses Indigenous teachings.

8. Consider this conversation between Reina and Nesto:

“‘You don’t think they lose their instincts?’

‘No animal does. That’s why they’re called instincts. Everything that is learned can
be unlearned.’

‘Even if they’ve been captives for years and years?’

‘….Even after generations have passed and their ancestors were the last ones to
taste freedom.’”

Put this conversation within the context of generational trauma. Consider the Seminole
and all Indigenous peoples. Consider animals in captivity. Discuss.

What to Read, Watch, and Try Next
● Infinite Country, fiction by Patricia Engel
● Transcendent Kingdom, fiction by Yaa Gyasi
● Indian Horse, fiction by Richard Wagamese
● Cantoras, fiction by Carolina De Robertis
● Appleseed, fiction by Matt Bell
● Rising: Dispatches from the New American Shore, nonfiction by Elizabeth Rush
● The One Straw Revolution, nonfiction by Masanobu Fukuoka
● Blackfish, documentary about orca whales kept in captivity, blackfishmovie.com
● Ologies, podcast hosted by Alie Ward, “Take away a pocket full of science knowledge and

charming, bizarre stories about what fuels these professional -ologists’ obsessions,”
alieward.com/ologies

● The Red Nation, podcast and blog and other media by Native and non-Native activists,
“dedicated to the liberation of Native peoples from capitalism and colonialism,”
therednation.org
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