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  PRAISE FOR TIGERFISH




  “TigerFish is a story of love, fear, and sacrifice in the name of family. Hoàng Chi takes you to her upbringing as the daughter of a Vietnamese Army Colonel and into the day to day activities of a young lady during war time. Her descriptions of the streets and landscape are so detailed that you see yourself in the story and the middle of the action. When the Vietnam war hits close to home, you can feel the danger and heartbreak Hoàng Chi and her family faced, including the difficult choice to leave their beloved country behind and move to the United States as refugees.




  Life as a refugee was tough but Hoàng Chi’s fighting spirit never gave up, and she now graces us with her story in this fascinating book.”




  Tatiana Froes, LLM. Reader and Blogger




  “I’m not one to read autobiographies or memoirs, but I am sincerely glad that I chose to read this one. Not only is this an amazingly well written ‘coming of age’ story, but it also provides, with excellent descriptive style, the challenges faced transitioning from the more strict, disciplined and tradition-based Vietnamese culture, to the free-flowing, opportunistic and ego-driven American culture. All during the tender, vulnerable, teenage years that are hard enough without these additional challenges.




  My praise to the author, both for surviving this turbulent and challenging time in her life, and for having the courage to tell it with passion, confidence, and respect.”




  Michael Chrobak. Author




  “Many parts of the world are suffering a refugee crisis as we speak and it is easy to forget that waves of forced emigration have been happening for years and even centuries, most predominantly in times of war. Trương reminds of us of the struggles faced by Southern Viet­namese families who were forced to flee death or imprisonment after the fall of Saigon, as the Vietnam war came to a close in 1975. Her memoir, TigerFish, is a fascinating tale of what it was like for Trương and her large family, to adjust from their privileged life in their home country, to refugee status in America, starting all over again. The story of the family’s assimilation, told through the innocent eyes of the young ‘Chi’, is an endearing one. No doubt it will resonate with many who have faced similar circumstances, out of their control, and survived to share their experiences.”




  Brydie Wright. Author




  “I found TigerFish to be fascinating! I loved how Trương was able to share her story in a way that was both moving and relatable, bringing together some of the horrors of war and the refugee experience, with humor and wonder in her coming-of-age story. Though originally written for her children, I believe Trương’s story is especially poignant at this time. Too often, it’s easy to label those of another skin color, country, or religion as “other.” Yet in sharing her story, Trương gives us a powerful reminder that beyond the labels, refugees and immigrants are human beings, just like us. Through this inspir­ing account of her experience as a refugee and building a new life in America, Trương thoughtfully reminds us that we (all of humanity) have so much in common, if we will only have the courage and com­passion to reach out and connect.”




  Becky McCleery, a reader




  “TigerFish is a wonderfully engaging, brave, and deeply personal story of a young girl’s childhood in wartime Vietnam, the refugee experience, culture clash, and the power of true love. Hoàng Chi Trương wants her story to benefit not only her children and larger family, but also the growing number of refugees in the world today. She hopes her experience can help humanize the dislocated, those compelled by war or want to leave their homelands with no promise of return. It is a very timely tale. Trương shows that a key in meeting the challenges facing refugees, and the challenges of negotiating cultural difference more broadly, is simple mutual respect, seeing humanity in otherness. Or, as she advises her daughter, treating people with compassion and love. Indeed, Trương’s extraordinary life and story are a testament to the power of compassion and love. What the world needs now.”




  Tad Ballew, Ph.D. Cultural Anthropologist, Translator




  “TigerFish is a detailed and heartfelt love letter to her children. Not only does this book feature her life, but it captures the sights, smells, fears and cries of innocence robbed. Trương shares historical and cultural details to the reader, to the point that we can travel back in time with her. TigerFish gives shocking, yet poignant details of how each family member survived the horrors of war. She was able to illustrate sympathy, empathy, fear, and love – not just for her family, but for everyone she met along the way.




  TigerFish invited me to question my beliefs about war, history, religion, culture clashes and loyalty while the author wove sacrifice, respect, commitment, unconditional love, and honesty throughout this book. Trương leaves no stone unturned as she pours out her heart and soul to connect her words to the reader.




  Everyone can benefit from reading this book. You cannot remain unchanged as you partake in her journey. TigerFish shares the past and reveals the present. It allows us to use tragedies as springboards to the future. The book makes it possible to discover our own ‘TigerFish,’ and it has encouraged me to feel pain, move on, never forget and to continue to love.”




  Phyllis Banks, a reader




  “Trương has written a wonderful story, emotional at times, and I shed tears as she shared her family’s experiences leaving their beloved homeland to escape the war and make America their new home. It wasn’t easy, and Trương and her family are remarkable in how they stayed together, persisted through many trials and eventually thrived!




  The author’s descriptive phrases discussing the bakery and the pastry her father bought made my mouth water and piqued my sense of smell. I could almost see the “soft wrinkles from a lifelong kindness” used to describe a relative. I hope there is a sequel to TigerFish.




  TigerFish made me think and see the Vietnam war from a different perspective. I thank Trương for sharing with us this treasure she’s written for her daughter.”




  Denise Gildon, a reader
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  Nghĩa mẹ như nước trong nguồn chảy ra


  Một lòng thờ mẹ, kính cha


  Cho tròn chữ hiếu mới là đạo con




  Father’s labor is as extraordinary as Thái Sơn Mountain


  Mother’s love is as sacred as water flowing from the source
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  To uphold my family honor while fulfilling my duty in our family name




  (Thái Sơn Mountain or Taishan Mountain, Taishan, Tai'an, China)
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  I wanted to write my story, so those who lived through it won’t feel like you went through it alone, although your experience may have been more painful. For those who are going through the acculturation process right now, have hope, and know that it will get easier. For those who are waiting to get accepted by a new country, please have hope that good will win over evil, and that the land of opportunity may just be in your grasp. Never give up.




  PROLOGUE




  I originally wrote this memoir for my children to pass down our family history. I wanted to describe how vastly different my life had been in comparison to theirs. I wanted them to know how I survived the war and successfully fled the communists at the Fall of Vietnam in 1975. My ultimate goals are to describe and portray my ensuing journey in acculturating and assimilating in America, and how I eventually met their father.




  Little did I know I would continuously revise my memoir as time went by, addressing the story to my daughter when she began kinder­garten, through junior high, high school, college, and again as she graduated.




  Now I know it can no longer wait as my daughter will soon be married. My story will be the ultimate and eternal gift to her and her brother, to their children, grandchildren, and for many generations to come.




  I must tell my story. It tugs at my heart, my soul and all the fibers of my body. It’s not a “want” to tell this story, but a “need” and a “must-do” life goal of mine.




  In the following pages, as a letter to my daughter, I will recount and share my childhood, coming of age, and the challenges I eventually overcame with humility, loyalty, and grit. I hope that my lessons learned will inspire others to overcome their life’s obstacles as refugees or immigrants.
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  With love and gratitude, I dedicate this book to my selfless Mother




  PART ONE




  CHAPTER 1




  Our Woven History




  Dearest daughter,




  I was born in the year of the Tiger, 1962, an inauspicious birth year for a girl in Vietnam because people still believed in the Chinese astrology from their one thousand years of domination. According to this belief, women born under this sign were stubborn and strong-willed, taking control of domestic matters and not submissive to their husbands in the traditions of Confucianism.




  Given the education you’ve had, the way we raised you, and the books that you read from my bookshelves—such as Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique—I know it will be difficult for you to fathom. I accepted being labeled the Tiger Girl at such a young age. I’ve been self-conscious ever since and aware of others beliefs about me. Older relatives fervently cautioned my parents to keep a watchful eye on me. They lowered their voices, furrowed their brows, and with a well-rehearsed, quiet sophistication, shook their heads in disappointment and disapproval. They found me guilty of my potential wrongdoings before I even reached puberty, when one was supposedly capable of such bad behavior. I grew used to the stigma and almost always expected this premature judgment.




  Don’t feel bad for me. This stigma didn’t make me sad or bitter; instead, it strengthened me, the same way an old cypress anchors its roots deeply to stand up to the relentless, seaward wind. Do you see how beautifully this hardship has shaped and formed the stretching branches and foliage, like long slender fingers pointing toward the sea?




  Year of the Tiger




  To tell you as complete a story as possible, I’m gathering a few precious documents and photos on the dining room table that survived our exodus to America. Studying my birth certificate, yellowed and brittle to the point of crumbling between my fingers, brings me closer to my parents. It is the same piece of paper my mother and father once held in their young hands on a bone-chilling cold and rainy day in January so long ago.




  I imagine they gave a few crumpled paper notes to a half-asleep official behind the counter. Perhaps he was an indifferent man with a smoldering cigarette haphazardly dangling from his thin leathery lip, reluctantly pecking on typewriter keys. He awarded them an official red stamp, proof of authenticity, squinting his cloudy veiled eyes as he typed my parents’ names and professions on the preprinted form. Father: Soldier. Mother: Housewife. My mom restlessly comforted her infant whose red face contorted from endless crying. That was me, squirming in a tightly bound bundle.




  My father shifted uneasily in his starched, military, olive-drab colored uniform, alternating left to right, feeling the urgency to return to his post in Kôn Tum. My mother’s high mandarin collar stiffened as she leaned down to my face and softly hummed a lullaby. Sitting amongst the bus passengers on the way home, my parents discussed ways to get more help for my mom with the new child.




  I met my six siblings and paternal grandmother later that day. They cooed and caressed my pink cheeks, marveling at my tiny fingers and curled toes. They called me “Bé Chi,” or Little Chi. Every day I learned a bit more about each sibling. Kim Chi wore a long ponytail and lovingly watched my mother sponge bathe me for the first time. She sat securely in a wicker chair, and my mother plopped me squarely into her arms. She swayed me while singing a French lullaby, “Frère Jacques.” The cream-colored ceiling fan whirred overhead in witness to our first exchange of sibling tenderness. My brothers on the other hand, only whirled about in my outer orbit, barely recognizable or registering in my stratosphere. Their syncopated and sometimes shrapnel-loud voices ricocheted sharply off of the walls and resident geckos.




  Rain insistently shrouded Nha Trang, like the ubiquitous leeches in the rice paddies, cleaved tightly on farmers’ ankles and calves. The days were long and cold, and my siblings were fidgety inside, which made my grandmother increasingly impatient. I kept them awake at night, crying from wet diapers and bouts of hunger. My family woke up markedly ill-tempered and perhaps didn’t know why. Grandmother found comfort in criticizing my mother and siblings, but my mom continued making the cooing sound to soothe me, as she unpinned my cloth diapers and bottle-fed me. During the days, she wrapped me up tightly and paced on the veranda when I cried. Her sublimely gentle world of rain deepened the charm and grace of the drenched bougainvillea and intoxicating jasmine flowers. The scented earth quietly nodded off. Drip, drip, drip.




  In my protected and sheltered days, I could only hear the peaceful orchestra of rustling leaves, poetic raindrops and the melodic rushing of the rain-swollen creek. My beginning years possessed an almost ethereal and dreamlike quality, acutely punctuated with vivid colors and sharp, pungent scents.




  Nha Trang




  Nha Trang sat modestly between dark blue-green jungle to the west and the blessed beauty of the Pacific Ocean to the east. A group of brightly painted fishing boats gently rocked on the tide, their painted eyes coming to life, eager and poised for their nightly seaward trek, hoping to sustain their kindred owners. On the pale salmon-colored sand, women and men rocked casually on their heels while mending nets, and barefoot children ran serpentine laps between the basket-boats and their parents. Some chased the surf and burst into a delighted sort of frightened laughter, a seemingly rehearsed pande­monium.




  All roads led to the beach. All homes respectfully devoted their prized windows eastward, properly greeting the sun rising over the ocean, whose rays gave infinite hope to the life-lusting residents. Randomly-sized homes nestled amongst narrow streets, creeping lazily towards the distant mountain ranges. Generations shared these households; loneliness was a hard-pressed notion. Life spilled out onto the streets, children played in front, and adults chatted with neighbors and friends. Public displays of domestic spats erupted and extinguished as quickly as they became aflame. Privacy was a novel concept.




  My parents had a modest home on Nguyễn Trung Trực street, several streets west of the beach and within walking distance to the open-air market. Our house was painted white with a red tile roof that grew mossy green from the torrential monsoons. The matching green shutters that graced the front windows were only a coincidence but looked well planned. Our parents kept us protected behind the stucco half wall, topped with decorative wrought iron spires, a sharp silhouette dramatically softened by the climbing vines of bougain­villea with their vibrant blooms.




  Inequity abounded throughout the town and the country. Mustard-colored walls and wrought iron gates segregated the French villas and their parked Citroens from the noisy, communal streets. Colonists were now long gone, but traces of their existence remained. They bled and robbed their subjects, driving many to their eventual deaths. They erected grand buildings and furnished them with the finest imports from France. “Blood wealth,” I heard my relatives murmur.




  Bitter reminders of French brutality were etched in these buildings where the wealthy Vietnamese resided behind elaborately designed gates. They employed servants who might not see their families for months at a time. Servants were not only for the well-offs, as even middle-class families were accustomed to having at least one or two, and sometimes even children were servants. They wore ragged clothes that, like their lives, had been patched by a potpourri of colors and textures. They might never set foot in school and might someday be turned out to the streets to peddle trinkets or sell lottery tickets. They would later marry, then repeat the vicious cycle, if the war did not kill them or they were not lured into drugs and prostitution.




  The quintessential street vendors, food and nonfood alike, dominated the landscape. Steamy hot peanuts, barbecued corn slathered with a chive sauce, and the silkiest soybean with warm, ginger caramel syrup were only a few of my childhood favorites. The women, straining under the weight of their baskets full of goods, walked in a rhythm that enabled them to endure the excessive burden. On so many levels, these were strong women, and I was mesmerized by them.




  In those days, we lived apart from my father, because, as military personnel, he had to live full-time on the base near the dangerous battle zone. For our safety, we lived in Nha Trang and out of harm’s way. Occasionally, he received home leave to see his family, and this was one of my first and most treasured memories of my father. During one visit, he took us to the French bakery to get my favorite pastry called Choux à la Crème. My oldest sister skipped and bounced around my mom and me while I was being spoon-fed the last taste of sweet, white sand dab and steamed rice. She buried her face into mine with her big brown eyes and sung, “Dad eees taking uh us to the bakerry!” then bounced and skipped around the room with unabashed excitement.




  I was only three, but I remember riding on my dad’s gleaming, aquamarine Vespa. I recall the sensation of the wind brushing my face and of the inertia when he took the curves. The pastries were a gastronomic pleasure indeed, but that wasn’t what made us giddy. We crammed ourselves in the Vespa, giggling, and filling up our reserve tanks of “Daddiness” before he left again. The anticipation of being at the bakery with my father far exceeded the actual act of being there, or of eating the exceedingly sweet vanilla creme. Viscously and generously, it oozed over every single one of my taste buds. The happy moment with my father soon disappeared just as quickly as he appeared, like the mountain clouds west of Nha Trang and just as unpredictable. We filled up our reserves and returned to our normal life, fighting back the hot tears that welled up when he left by running to the backyard to play.




  My mother and aunties raised us while my father fought far away battles in Kôn Tum. In those days, adults didn’t think about causing concerns or worries for their children. They didn’t conceal their thoughts or their frustrations, and continually showed their disapproval of the corrupted government, making tsk-tsk sounds, like the mischievous sand-colored geckos that lurked in the dark. The women looked concerned and whispered in a huddle, so as not to be heard by the secret police. Later in life, I learned that they worried and speculated about the direction of our country, as there were rumors of a possible coup against President Diệm and his brother in 1963, but back then, I worried because of their tone of voice, though I always quickly drifted into a slumber and felt safe that the adults would protect us no matter what happened.




  Đà Lạt




  “I will drop by and check on grandmother while you are gone,” my auntie convinced my mother the day we left Nha Trang for Đà Lạt, the central highlands where we lived while my father attended the military academy. Just like that, we moved, without my grandmother. A small family suite in an old French hotel became our new home, La Catina, as far as I could decipher from my mother’s accent. This hotel housed the military cadet families. The young wives, like my mom, gathered and folded their home-sewn cloth diapers, told their secrets, and watched their toddlers play together. Here, my mother met Auntie Xuyến, who became her lifelong friend. She, perhaps, was the only friend my mom ever had, and they became very close as their husbands climbed the ranks together.




  Dark roasted coffee permeated our modest apartment every morning as my father routinely readied for school. He patiently waited for his coffee while rustling and reading the newspaper. The static of the BBC station transmitted over the Philips shortwave radio filled our kitchen with a sense of connectedness to the rest of the world. On the table, the one-serving tin coffee press primly perched on his cup, slowly dripped one drop at a time, keeping rhythm with the tick-tock of the grandfather clock. I watched and listened to my father’s collective morning sounds and the occasional dialogue between my parents.




  In the evenings, upon my dad’s return, he methodically and gingerly slipped a shiny black record from its sleeve and placed it on the phonograph. We listened to a tête-à-tête of a Parisian man and woman. My father repeated the phrases while eyeing his book and occasionally making notes. My mother regarded him with remote deference as she quietly set the chopsticks and rice bowls on the dinner table. She promptly glared at us and raised her index finger to her tight lips to hush us so that he could rehearse his French lessons.




  Đà Lạt was a picturesque highland plateau and a romantic place for lovers to rendezvous and exchange their courtship croons, and a famously popular choice for honeymooners from the cities. In my two-year-old memory, I could only recall being kept mostly inside, spending hours observing the world through the window. I stood on the squeaky vinyl chair, captivated with people and vehicles many stories below us, insignificantly small and inconsequentially moving about on the streets below like scattered ants. At times, I could see my mother emerge from the hotel then fold into the crowd to board the market-bound bus. Men clung to the sides like monkeys, bouncing rhythmically over each pothole. Baskets of fruits and vege­tables were tied to the roof, pigs noisily squealed, and ducks flapped their wings, leaving fluffs of downs in their wake. Diesel fumes thickly enveloped the air, then dissipated as the bus swayed and roared its way over the pothole-filled terrain called roads. I often worried whether I would see my mother again, much the same as I felt whenever my father had to return to work on his army base where it was unsafe for civilians.




  The world was infinitely vast when I was two, especially when separated from my mother on the hotel grounds while she collected laundry from the communal clothesline. Once, as the sun was going down, I watched as my mom unpinned and gathered the last dry diapers. The next time I looked up, she was gone. No one was around, and I could only hear the crickets and their mocking strings section. The damp, cold air descended as I called out for my mother. Suddenly, the hotel’s ghost story came alive with an image of a woman who hung herself on the hotel’s landing. As I said, adults in those days wouldn’t think twice of talking about things that would traumatize children, unlike the way most modern parents would shield their kids from scary stories. They didn’t filter for children because children were invisible little human beings, in waiting to become adults. There I was, at the landing, where I could vividly imagine the display of the unhappily departed. I stood on that stairway landing and cried, my legs paralyzed, not knowing how to find my way home. It seemed a recurring theme, as a child, the fear that I wouldn’t see my mother and father again.




  CHAPTER 2




  Ancestral Land ~ Ninh Hòa




  We moved back to Nha Trang after my father graduated from the Academy. Two years had passed, and political unrest continued to mount. Protesters flooded the streets armed with banners and raised fists. Passionate and idealistic youth, their necks swollen with raised blue veins, shouted anti-government slogans. Some crackdowns sent Buddhist monks, as well as high school and college students, scattering in the streets like bees disturbed from the hive. Some ran through our neighborhood and climbed through our side fences to escape civilian and military police. I was merely four years old but felt a rumbling thunder beneath the surface of my security. For the first time, I felt unsafe and unprotected by my parents. I visualized the faces of Communists, like the elusive monsters under my bed that were capable of assuming multiple shapes and forms. I feared they would eventually consume my secure childhood and home.




  My father became an officer and received a transfer to the First Division Infantry in Đà Nẵng, a locale of strategic and vital political interests. He left for his new post while my mother made arrange­ments to rent our home in Nha Trang. Until my father found a place for us in Đà Nẵng, our interim home was in Ninh Hòa, an hour bus ride from Nha Trang. We lived with my maternal aunt’s family at their ancestral home.




  My aunt Dì Năm was a sweet-natured woman who was quick to smile. She wore soft wrinkles from a lifelong kindness, so one could never tell the hardship she had endured. Her husband left her and five young children for another love interest in Sài Gòn on one of his many buying trips. He never looked back except to write that he wouldn’t be sending home any more money. “City living is too costly,” he relayed through a relative.




  To save her honor, she didn’t display her pain but forged on, raising her children on the ancestral land the best way she knew how. The villagers didn’t scorn or pity her. Instead, they loved and protected her and her children for her enduring sacrifices. As a child I worried that my father might leave us as my uncle had left her. I was reprimanded for asking if he would, my mother noting that it was disrespectful and might bring this situation upon our family. It wasn’t my mom’s fault that she was so harsh. It was the time in which we lived when daily lives were full of superstition and folklore.




  My mother’s family was the third generation in Ninh Hòa, and the elders in the village knew my grandparents well. Smiling family friends and relatives dropped by continuously, carrying baskets of fruit and deliciously homemade treats for my family. I’ve never seen my mother happier than when she was in Ninh Hòa with her relatives and friends. She smiled and often laughed, even with the prospect of facing uncertainties in Đà Nẵng. Some days, my mother and relatives spent hours under the shade of the mango trees polishing the brass urn and candelabra for the ancestral altar. They polished the amber gold sheen to a mirror-like perfection. Other days, they shucked corn, plucked duck feathers, or gutted and scaled fish.




  We barely saw our mother and aunties during our stay there. Our cousins showed us hidden groves to spy on grownups as they winnowed the rice hulls from the chaff and where to pick the best fresh fruit in the village. We sprawled out under the shady, ancient Banyan tree, spreading out our loot and gorging on sweet ripe papayas, mangos, and dragon fruit. We spent hours wading and splashing in the shallow river, scooping up handfuls of clams to steam with lemongrass for snacks later in the day.




  At dusk, the frogs hopped out one by one until the front porch was dark with their bodies. My uncle gave me piggyback rides so I wouldn’t have to touch the frogs with my bare feet, and we dined outdoors under the feeble light of an oil lamp, flickering to and fro. Crickets chirped, geckos clicked their tongues, and a melody of full-throated tenor frogs echoed off some distant riverbank. My auntie let me lie in her lap and rubbed my back after dinner while she talked, and there I stayed listening to their soothing voices, retelling their childhood stories.




  “You don’t remember because you were too young,” an older relative said to my mother, “but your father had to fire his hunting rifle to scare the elephants away. Otherwise, the whole herd would come and trample the crops and rice paddies.” He paused for effect and leaned toward her face, “And you know what? They can run fast. They could pick you up with their trunks and carry you away if they’re mad at you!” I envisioned the elephant chasing after our grandfather and neatly tucking him underneath its tusks and trunk as it ran off with him into the thick jungle.




  My grandfather retired from the Civil Service with a generous pension and acquired many hectares of land in Ninh Hòa. He put in rice paddies and built a house for his wife and children. They also had fruit orchards of citrus, mangos, papaya, and a generous vegetable garden. They raised chickens, ducks, geese, and pigs. The villagers respected my grandfather, and they often came to him for advice, bringing tea and cakes to show their gratitude and appreciation. The government granted him the rare permission of owning a rifle for hunting game, and he occasionally hired a hunts­man for deer and other wild game for food.




  My maternal grandmother died at the young age of forty-one, shortly after the birth of her last son. Western medicine was not available then, and no one knew the cause of her death, although most suspected that it was due to childbirth complications. My grandmother’s death necessitated the hiring of nursemaids in the village for the newborn until he could digest rice soup.




  My grandfather faced more tragedy shortly after his wife’s de­mise. One of his sons got shot as he emerged from the jungle by the South Republic Army on suspicion of being a communist sympa­thizer, and it was unclear what activities he’d engaged in to be killed this way. From this allegation, they demolished my grandparents’ home, leaving only the concrete foundation. They seized my grand­parents’ sacred, ancestral altar, made of beautiful mahogany and inlaid with mother-of-pearl, and everything else of value.




  After the upheaval and deaths in the family, my grandfather sold most of his land. Without his wife and son, he no longer had the desire to farm. His health declined, and he passed away ten years later. My oldest aunt, Dì Ba, was married and lived away and had since returned home to care for my mother and the youngest uncle. My mom lost her mom when she was seven years old, then her father when she was seventeen. She frequently commented that she was very fortunate to have my aunt and her kind husband who was very loving and hardworking. They fulfilled their duties and raised my mother until she was properly married to an upstanding soldier.




  My aunt Dì Ba and her husband were very protective of my beautiful, young, eligible mother. They shielded her from the Re­public soldiers and their harassment. The country folk like my mom’s family had two enemies, the Republic government in the daytime, and the Việt Minh, or the communist sympathizers at night. The whole family fled on foot at night with their bedrolls, food, and water to their “safe house” or camped in their hiding places in the woods to prevent a possible kidnapping of her or worse, like possible sexual assaults, bringing dishonor to the family.




  When my mother talked about education, she had a longing look and wished she could have attended school and become a teacher like her younger brother. “Education,” she would say, “I want this, first and foremost for you and your sisters so that you can make a living should your husbands ever leave or die.” She wanted this impossible and unattainable goal to be within our grasp — a dream she couldn’t achieve due to the constraints of her circumstances, culture, and generation.
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  My parents in Đà Lạt, 1956. Left to Right: Father, Bá, Thảo, Tâm, Mother holding Kim Chi




  Consequently, my mother stayed home and learned embroidery, knitting, and sewing. She mastered the art of domesticity, shopping, cooking, honoring and caring for her husband’s three sons, mother, and his younger siblings while he worked in faraway battle zones. My mother earned a modest living by sewing and embroidering intricate designs for ceremonial matrimonial pillows, baby pillows, clothes and handkerchiefs – all prized possessions. She also became a highly skilled knitter who took in assignments for sweaters, caps, and baby booties. While she stayed home and honed her skills, her younger brother, not faced with similar threats or challenges because he was male, finished high school and college and became a high school math teacher.




  My mother was born in 1935, the year of the Dog, in Bình Thành, Ninh Hòa, a farming village in central South Vietnam. She was second to the youngest of five surviving children in her family. At eighteen, my mother was a beautiful lady who had many admirers. Young, eligible bachelors discreetly admired her, but very few had the courage to obtain courtship permissions from my uncle and aunt. My mother fondly recounted her earliest admirers, one of whom was a young officer who conceded when he discovered that his friend, my father, was about to approach her for courtship. My dad was bold and determined, which served him well in the end. My uncle and aunt gave him the blessing to court my mother, which consisted of two chaperoned visits at their home. Shortly after that, my parents wed in 1955.




  In his brief courtship with my mother, my father revealed that he was a widower with three young sons, all under six years old, and inquired if my mom objected to raising them. At eighteen, my mother was full of confidence in her ability to raise the boys. She’d been looking after her nieces and nephews and consented to my father’s proposal. My mother immediately gained the responsibility of three kids after my parents were married and with the bittersweet sentiment, my mom moved to Kôn Tum with her new husband.
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  My parents in their first home in Kôn Tum, 1959




  CHAPTER 3




  New Life in Đà Nẵng




  As I mentioned earlier, my father became an officer and received a transfer to the First Division Infantry in Đà Nẵng. Since this development came suddenly, my parents only had a short time to find housing for the family at the new location. My father scrambled and exhausted all his connections, only to find a small two-room apartment in a large, two-story colonial French building. This building had provided military housing before the French had been soundly defeated in 1954 in the battle of Điện Biên Phủ and had high tailed back to France.




  We begrudgingly said goodbye to our relatives in Ninh Hòa and headed for the unknown, faraway territory with trepidation. It was a short flight on Air Vietnam. The simple green dragon logo, emblazo­ned across the belly of the plane, contrasted with the beautiful flight attendants, seemingly floating in the aisles, hypnotizing everyone with their silky, bright blue áo dài uniforms.




  They offered small clear glasses of fizzy Tiger orange soda, and we drank it for the very first time as children. The carbonated beverage made us burp, to our complete surprise, and we laughed heartily, choking on the gaseous bubbles. My siblings sipped the drinks, again and again, trying to repeat the new sensations, each time cackling, until our mother put an end to our silliness.




  The attendants smiled and winked as though they were in complicity with us and brought more trays of colorful candies, inviting us to go ahead and grab a handful. We were never offered this much candy when it wasn’t the New Year’s celebration, and before now we were never allowed to have soft drinks. Emboldened by this service, I asked if they had Choux à la Creme, but their eyes widened as they said they didn’t. I knew then in my four-year-old mind that this was going to be the beginning of many disappoint­ments if they didn’t have my favorite treats where we were going.




  We arrived in Đà Nẵng on a workday, and my father was not there to meet us. There were nine of us in our not-so-small family: my mother and her five children, two stepsons, and my female cousin, who was my mom’s temporary helper. My oldest brother Thảo stayed behind in Nha Trang to finish his senior year at Võ Tánh High School. We felt lost on the tarmac, standing in the blazing hot sun. Within a few minutes, my mother scanned the area and located an army guard station where we clumsily lugged our bags, and my mom borrowed a phone to call my father. He couldn’t meet us, he said and advised her to take the bus instead. The soldier overheard her conversation and waved a soldier nearby in his Jeep to take us to the station. “This is Captain Trương’s family. Please bring them to the bus station.”




  When we arrived, the crowded bus was pulling away, and we all plopped down our bags, eyeing my mother for further directions. No one was talking. We were tired. The city was dusty, and the bus exhaust spewed indiscriminately, shrouding nearby pedestrians, peddlers, motorcyclists, and cyclists. We were all quiet when we finally boarded the bus and sat in awe, watching the unsightly new city we now called home. Stretches of concrete light poles and over­head power lines untidily crisscrossed the streets. We looked forward to seeing our father at the end of the bus ride, and found him stand­ing in the front of the apartment buildings. We couldn’t run up fast enough to say our respectful greetings, “Thưa Ba!” That was the silver lining for me. I finally got my stay-at-home father, which meant he’d be home every night instead of being at an outpost for extended periods of time.




  I didn’t like Đà Nẵng. None of us did. There was no ocean breeze, and you could smell the muddy brown Bạch Đằng, the river that dissected the city. The locals made fun of our southern Nha Trang accent, but I knew it wasn’t us or the way we pronounced our words. Quite the contrary, I was sure they had an odd way of speaking and an even more bizarre vocabulary. Surely, they were the strange bunch. We didn’t know how long we had to be in this godforsaken place, but hoped it would be temporary and that we’d return home before school started in a few months. We didn’t know we would stay there for a very long time, right to the bitter end!




  Catholic School Days




  Since our family was not Catholic, my parents worked hard at every angle and connection to enroll Kim Chi and me at Sacred Heart. Allegedly, it was an excellent school, and therefore, we must receive our education there. To this day, I’m not sure why my parents started me in kindergarten so early, as I was only four years old. I believe I had so many troubles at Sacred Heart because I was much younger than the other students to learn the school’s religious rituals.




  On my first day of kindergarten, my father later told me, he stayed outside the classroom all morning to make sure I would be all right. I couldn’t help staring at the nuns who wore peculiar white gowns and black leather sandals that crisscrossed their white-socked feet. Most of them looked like they’d eaten something very sour which made their faces pucker up, perhaps the unripe starfruit.




  There were even rumors that they were love-spurned and joined the convent to escape the loss, and when that didn’t work, they took their frustration out on snotty-nosed children like us. I worshiped the older students and believed their story. I noticed something else about the nuns, they all had the same squeaky-clean scent of Ivory soap. Not that this was bad, but I always equated that smell with being smacked on the knuckles.




  Kindergarteners didn’t wear white uniforms like the rest of the student body. We wore regular clothes. I remember vividly, proudly wearing the new blue jeans my father gave me the night before school. My dad thoughtfully chose these pants and bought them from the Sears Roebuck catalog that an American officer had given him. He had ordered a red peacoat for Kim Chi and a pair of the button-fly blue jeans for me. I remember them so well because almost imme­diately upon seeing me, the kids pointed and laughed that I was wea­ring boy pants. Didn’t I know that only boys wore front button-fly, so they could, you know, pee the way boys do? Apparently, in those days, girls only wore pants with side zippers or buttons. I quickly convinced myself the other kids didn’t know anything about Ameri­can fashion, but still, I was humiliated and wished I could run home.
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