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For Amerasians and their family members who shared with me their personal stories and who inspire me with their courage. For the millions of men, women, and children who were pulled into the vortex of the Việt Nam War. For anyone whose life has been touched by violence. May our world see more compassion and peace.









During the Việt Nam War, tens of thousands of children were born into relationships between American soldiers and Vietnamese women. Tragic circumstances separated most of these Amerasian children from their fathers and, later, their mothers. Many have not found each other again.









This book is a work of fiction. Though major historical events are real, the names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the writer’s imagination. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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Child of the Enemy


Hồ Chí Minh City, 2016


“Life is a boat,” Sister Nhã, the Catholic nun who had raised Phong, once told him. “When you depart from your first anchor—your mother’s womb—you will be pulled away by unexpected currents. If you can fill your boat with enough hope, enough self-belief, enough compassion, and enough curiosity, you will be ready to weather all the storms of life.”


As Phong sat waiting at the American Consulate, he felt the weight of hope in his hands—his visa application, and those of his wife Bình, his son Tài, and his daughter Diễm.


Around him, many Vietnamese were waiting in chairs or in lines for their turn to speak with one of the visa officers who sat at counters behind glass windows. Some Vietnamese cast curious glances toward Phong and he felt the heat of their eyes. “Half-breed,” he imagined them whispering. Throughout his life, he had been called the dust of life, bastard, Black American imperialist, child of the enemy. These labels had been flung at him when he was younger with such ferocity that they had burrowed deep within him, refusing to let go. When he was a child living in the Lâm Đồng New Economic Zone with Sister Nhã, he once filled a large bucket with water and soap, climbed inside, and rubbed his skin with a sponge gourd to scrub the black off it. He was bleeding by the time Sister Nhã found him. He wondered why he had to be born an Amerasian.


“Don’t worry, be confident and you’ll do well, anh,” Bình whispered, reaching for him, the calluses on her palm brushing against his arm. Phong nodded, smiled nervously, and took his wife’s hand into his. This hand had cooked for him, washed his clothes, and helped to mend the broken patches of his life. This hand had held him and his children, danced with them, yielded new seasons on their rice field. He loved this hand and its calluses, as he did every part of Bình. He had to fulfill his promise to bring Bình to America. Away from the rubbish dumps where she worked, collecting plastic, paper, and metals.


Sitting next to Bình, Tài and Diễm waved at him. At fourteen and twelve years old, they were nearly as tall as their mother. They’d both inherited Bình’s large eyes and her radiant smile. Their skin color and curly hair had come from him. “Remember that you are beautiful,” he’d told them as they got ready for the five-hour bus ride here. He’d often said that to them, knowing how they were often looked at with disdain by the Vietnamese, who almost always preferred fair skin.


Tài returned to his book, his crooked glasses sliding down the bridge of his nose, the metal frame held together by pieces of tape. Phong reminded himself to talk with his neighbors again and offer a higher price to rent their paddy field. He would grow mung beans for the New Year, the harvest of which would enable him to buy new glasses for Tài and a dress for Diễm. Diễm was wearing Tài’s old clothes; the pants were too short, revealing her ankles.


At a counter in front of Phong, an American visa officer was giving a young woman a blue sheet of paper. Phong knew the color well. Blue meant non-approval. As the woman left the counter, something like panic rose up in Phong.


He tried to recall the interview practice sessions he’d had with his family. He had carved the right answers into his memory the way carpenters carved birds and flowers into wood, but now his mind was blank.


“Number forty-five, counter three,” the loudspeaker called.


“That’s us,” Bình said. As Phong made his way toward the counter together with his wife and children, he told himself to be calm. As long as he had his family, he would not let himself be intimidated. He would fight for the chance to give Bình, Tài, and Diễm a better life.


Phong nodded his greeting at the visa officer, who looked just like the American women in movies he’d seen: blonde hair, white skin, high-bridged nose. The woman didn’t acknowledge him, her eyes on the computer. Phong studied the machine, wondering what mysteries it held. When he got to America, he would work hard and buy a computer for Tài and Diễm. His children had taken him to town, to an Internet café, to show him how computers worked. They said perhaps one day he could send words to his parents via the Internet. But would he ever have that chance? He didn’t even know if his parents were dead or alive.


The visa officer turned to him.


“Gút mó-ninh,” Phong said, hoping he’d pronounced “good morning” correctly. Years ago, he’d learned some basic English but his knowledge of the language had disappeared like droplets of rain evaporating during a drought. “Chào bà,” he added, not wanting the American to think that he was fluent in her language.


“Cho xem hộ chiếu,” she said.


Her Vietnamese was good, but her Northern accent bothered Phong. It reminded him of the Communist officers who had beaten him at the reeducation camps in the mountains almost thirty years ago.


He carefully took their passports from a folder and eased them into the box under the glass window. He and his wife had given Quang, the visa agent, all their savings to get these passports made and their visa applications completed and submitted. Quang had convinced them that in America, they wouldn’t have to worry about money: a monthly allowance from the government would help them survive.


The woman went through the documents, typing on the computer. She turned away and called someone. A young Vietnamese woman appeared, talking to her in English. Phong cocked his head but the sounds were slippery fish that darted away so quickly, he couldn’t catch a single one.


“What’s going on?” Bình whispered. Phong placed his palm on his wife’s back, knowing it would help calm her. Bình had been so nervous about missing this interview, she’d insisted that they catch the bus from their hometown, Bạc Liêu, the day before and wait outside the consulate at four o’clock this morning.


The Vietnamese woman looked at him. “Uncle Nguyễn Tấn Phong, you’re applying for a visa under the Amerasian Homecoming Act?”


How nice that she’d addressed him with a respectful title and given him hope by stating the name of the program he was applying for. Homecoming! The word was sacred, the sound of it fluttering in his heart. He was entitled to go home, to his fatherland. Heat gathered at the back of his eyes. And how nice the woman referred to “Amerasian” as “trẻ lai.” Phong had never felt comfortable when people called him “con lai,” since con means “children,” “small,” or “animal.” He was no animal.


“Yes, Miss,” he said.


“You’ll be interviewed by another officer. In the room over there.” She pointed toward his right. “The rest of your family should take a seat and wait outside.”


Bình leaned forward. “My husband can’t read. Can I please accompany him?”


“I’ll be there to help,” the woman said as she walked away.


The room was spacious, lit by fluorescent lights. It had no window and Phong felt sorry for anyone who had to work here. His home wasn’t much, but it was rich with fresh air. Air that rushed through open windows all year round, bringing with it the scent of flowers and bird songs.


The person he felt sorry for happened to be a plump, white man who sat behind a square brown desk, dressed in a blue shirt with matching blue tie.


The woman stood next to the desk, and Phong sat down on a chair opposite it. On the wall to his right was a large picture of Mr. Obama. A few years ago, Phong’s children had rushed home, calling him to come along. They ran toward their neighbors’ house, stood outside the fence, and peered through the open window to watch the TV reporting about Mr. Obama becoming the first Black president of the United States. “America is the nation of immigrants,” Mr. Obama was saying as people around him cheered.


For years Phong had wanted to go to America, but at that moment getting there became his life’s mission. A country that voted for a Black president had to be better than here, where Black people were sometimes called mọi—“uncivilized” or “savage.” Once, an owner of a food stall had laughed at him when he applied for a job as a dishwasher. “Look at your skin,” she sneered. “My customers would run away because they’d think you make the dishes dirtier.”


Behind the table, the visa officer picked up a passport. “Nguyen Tan Phong,” he called. He’d left out all the rising and falling tones in Phong’s full name and when he said it, the name meant “a dissolved gust of wind,” and not “strength from thousands of gusts of wind,” as Sister Nhã had intended it to be when she’d named him.


Phong rose to his feet. The man started to tell him something. Phong tried to catch the sounds but once again, they wafted away from him.


“Raise your hand and swear that you are a mixed race person of American descent and that you won’t lie,” the Vietnamese woman interpreted.


Quang, the agent, had prepared Phong for this. He raised his hands. “I swear that I’m a trẻ lai. I swear that I don’t lie and that everything I say today is the truth.”


“How do you know for sure that you are an Amerasian?” the man asked via the woman’s translation.


“Sir, the color of my skin . . . Since I was little, I was called Black American.”


“But you could also be of Khmer decent?”


“No, Sir. Khmer mothers had no reason to abandon their children. I was . . . I grew up in an orphanage.”


“You have proof that you are the child of a U.S. serviceman, then?”


“I don’t know who my parents are, Sir. I’m an Amerasian, Sir. Khmer people are short. I’m one meter eighty. And my beard . . . Sir . . . Khmer men don’t have beards like this.” He touched his thick hair, which ran from his ears to his chin, covering most of his cheeks. Even though the itching was sometimes unbearable, Quang had insisted that he let his beard grow for at least two weeks before the interview.


“Did you previously apply for an immigrant visa with our consulate?”


Phong blinked. Damn it. Quang had told him they wouldn’t dig it up.


“Did you previously apply for an immigration visa to the United States?” the officer repeated.


“I . . . I can’t remember.” Phong gripped the folder of documents. Sweat dampened his palms.


“You can’t?” The white man shook his head. “Then let me refresh your memory. Your visa form says this is your first time applying, but . . . I have here your previous application.” He held up a paper.


A cold feeling slithered down Phong’s spine. The paper had turned yellow, but he recognized the young man in the photo attached to it. It was him, back when he thought he’d found himself a good family. It was him, looking eager and full of hope. Just before Mr. Khuất had snapped that picture, he’d wiped away a tear of happiness from his face.


“This is your former visa application, isn’t it?” the white man asked.


Phong rubbed his sweaty palms against his pants. “Yes, Sir . . . It was many years ago.”


“More than twenty years. Tell me, why weren’t you granted a visa at that time?”


Phong studied the desk’s surface. Smooth and shiny like a mirror. The person who made it did a fine job. If Phong could go to America, he’d learn to perfect his craft as a carpenter. He’d use his monthly allowance to buy the wood needed to build all types of furniture, to be able to send his children to the best schools. He loved the smell of cut lumber and the feeling of accomplishing something. He’d heard that in America people could achieve whatever dreams they had.


If he revealed the truth, he’d never get to go to his dreamland. “I don’t know why I didn’t get a visa, Sir. I guess . . . I didn’t have all the papers.”


The man shook his head. “We didn’t ask for a lot of papers at that time. Immigrant visas were granted for Amerasians based on their looks. Your facial features alone could have gotten you a visa. Tell me the real reason.”


Phong’s throat was dry. He wished he could snatch the yellowish paper out of the man’s hand and tear it up. Tear up the crook Khuất’s writing on it.


The man frowned. “You might think that we don’t know . . . but according to our records, you tried to bring other people along last time. You claimed strangers as your family members.”


The words nailed Phong to the ground. He couldn’t move. Couldn’t lift his head.


“Uncle Phong, you need to say something. Explain yourself,” the Vietnamese woman said.


Phong clutched the folder of documents against his chest. The ache for his wife and children throbbed inside of him. He had to fight for his right to bring them to America. “Sir . . . I’m illiterate. The Khuấts prepared those documents. They promised to help me in America if I brought them along. I was young and foolish, Sir, but at that time, many Amerasians were doing the same thing.”


A lump welled up in his throat.


“By trying to bring nonfamily members along, you took advantage of our government’s goodwill. You broke the law.” The man looked him in the eye. “For us to reconsider your visa application, you need to show us solid proof. Facial features are no longer enough.”


“Proof . . . Sir, what kind of proof?”


“Proof that you are in fact the child of an American serviceman. The military service records of your American father, for example, and matching DNA results of you and him.”


“DNA?” Phong asked. The word didn’t sound Vietnamese. Perhaps the woman hadn’t translated it correctly.


“There’s a type of test called a DNA test,” the woman said. “It can tell who your biological parents are.”


Phong had talked to many people about finding his parents but no one had ever mentioned DNA testing. He was about to ask where he could take the test when the man added, “If you have an American father, your father and you need to find each other, then you two submit the results of your DNA tests to show that you’re related.”


“You say that I need to find my father first, Sir? If you let me go to America, I can find him.” He knew America was a large country, but he’d also heard that everything was possible in America.


The foreigner reached for a blue sheet of paper.


“Sir . . . my children don’t have friends at school. Kids in our neighborhood don’t talk to them. They have no chance here. Please . . .” Phong showed the man a photo of his children, taken in front of their home. Tài and Diễm were smiling shyly, their heads tilted toward each other. It wasn’t completely true that they didn’t have friends, but Phong had to make his plea more convincing.


The man ignored the photo. He signed the blue paper and gave it to Phong. As Phong stared at the many printed words, he winced and turned away. Sister Nhã had tried to teach him to read, but written words only brought him fear. He closed his eyes, shook his head and gave the woman the paper. “Please, what does this say?”


She cleared her throat. “The U.S. Consulate in Hồ Chí Minh City regretfully informs you that, after a personal interview, your application for admission to the Amerasian program has not met the criteria identified in Section 584 of Public Law 100-202, amended by Public Law 101-167, Public Law 101-513, and Public Law 101-649, the Amerasian Homecoming Act. If at any stage in the future, you are able to submit new evidence to support your claim to Amerasian status, your case will be reviewed. To qualify for an Amerasian visa, you must prove to the Consular Officer that your father was in fact a U.S. soldier. Being of mixed ancestry in itself does not automatically make you qualified.”


The woman returned the paper to Phong.


“The fact that you falsified your application might disqualify you for any future application,” the man said. “I’m not sure about your chances . . . but in the case that you have proof, send it to us. Goodbye.”


Goodbye? No, not yet. Phong stepped forward. “Sir, I’m sorry I made a mistake, but I’m a different person now—”


The man held up his hand. “Once you have proof, send it to us. Goodbye.”
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Returning to the Land of Fear


Hồ Chí Minh City, 2016


“Ladies and gentlemen, as we start our descent, please make sure your seat belt is securely fastened and all carry-on luggage is stowed underneath the seat in front of you or in the overhead compartments.”


Dan took a deep breath and pressed his nose against the cold window, looking down.


“See anything?” Linda asked, leaning over.


“Too cloudy,” Dan sat back to give his wife a better view.


“We’ll be there before you know it.” She smiled, squeezing his hand.


Dan nodded and kissed Linda’s hair. Its peach scent gave him comfort. He couldn’t have done this without her. He had sworn he would never return to this place.


The plane rumbled through a thick bed of clouds. Linda flipped through the glossy pages of the Việt Nam Airlines Heritage in-flight magazine, scrutinizing photos of lavish villas built on top of lush hills, surrounded by white sandy beaches and rolling blue oceans. They’d both grown up in small, cramped homes, and he understood her obsession with beautiful houses, a mindset that had led her to become a real estate agent. Instead of just chasing money, though, Linda often searched out people or projects who’d help veterans with down payments on new homes. Or affordable places for vets to rent. Việt Nam vets. Afghan vets. Iraq vets. “Too many are homeless,” she’d told him. He loved her for that.


Outside, clouds still surrounded the plane, closing in. Their darkness stirred something deep inside of Dan. The old fear. His body tensed. He eyed the emergency exit. Two steps away. One step if he leapt.


At the airport, he had approached the check-in supervisor. “Please, I need to sit by the emergency exit.”


“Excuse me, Sir?”


He showed his disabled veteran card. Still, the manager shook his head. “All seats next to the emergency exits have been taken.”


He moved closer to the guy, whispering through gritted teeth, “Listen, I need to be close to the exit or I can’t fly.”


He was glad he fought for it and the exit was in front of him, not behind him.


He took a deep breath, telling himself to calm down. After a few long inhales and exhales, he saw clearly how ridiculous it’d been, the whole scene he’d made about the exit. Why was he always playing the stereotypical deranged vet? What was he going to do, kick out the door and jump out of the plane mid-flight?


He was putting on his headset, wanting to listen to some soothing music, when the plane lurched. Passengers around him murmured. The chair underneath him seemed to have disappeared and he threw his head back, hands gripping the armrests. The Airbus was losing altitude. Too fast. Heat surged through his body. The plane made a thundering sound when it bucked in the turbulence. The cabin shook violently.


The captain spoke over the loudspeaker, advising passengers to fasten their seatbelts.


The plane continued its violent shaking.


Inside of Dan, the old fear twisted, a serpent coiling and uncoiling.


He closed his eyes and suddenly he was back in the cockpit of his wartime helicopter, the clouds outside replaced by Vietnamese canopy jungle. The jungle was swirling wildly around the windshield. “We’ve only got about a foot and a half tail rotor clearance on the right,” Hardesty was screaming into his headset. Flashes of AK-47 fire blazed from the forest floor. Rappa returned fire with his M-60, his shoulders shaking. AK-47 bullets were hitting the aircraft. A hole appeared in the plexiglass just above Dan’s head. “Receiving heavy fire. Nine o’clock! Heavy fire! Nine o’clock! On the north perimeter!” McNair yelled into the VHF, the copilot’s voice high and panicky and then softening. “Dan?” A hand patted his cheek. “You okay?”


He opened his eyes. Some passengers were laughing in relief. The turbulence had passed. Dan blinked, his face hot with anger and embarrassment.


He shook his head, trying to chase away the images of his crew. But they were alive in his mind: his door gunner, Ed Rappa, making the sign of the cross, kissing the ground after their every mission; his crew chief, Neil Hardesty, chewing gum with his mouth open; his copilot, Reggie McNair, checking for the lucky, hole-filled socks he always wore when flying. Dan wished he could tell them he was sorry.


Why had they died while he survived? He’d asked himself that question countless times during the last forty-seven years.


“Hey . . . you need your pills?” The lines on Linda’s forehead deepened. He had added many more years to her appearance during their forty-five years of marriage. His rages that quickly gave way to uncontrolled weeping. His blackouts. His nightmares. The ghosts of his war.


“I’m okay, thanks.” Tears welled in his eyes. He wrapped his arm around Linda, pulled her to him. She was his rock.


“Your pills are right here if you want them.” She gestured at her handbag on the floor under the seat in front of her.


He nodded, looked out of the window, yearning to see the ground. He wished for nothing more than to get off this plane. A long time ago, he’d loved the thrill of flying, the sense of immense freedom and unlimited possibility.


At nineteen, he joined the army and applied to be a pilot even though he didn’t think he had much of a chance. Many of his friends had either been drafted or had gotten their notices, so it was just a matter of time before he’d get called up anyway. And he’d figured that going into the army would give him the chance to travel, as well as the opportunity to attend college after his enlistment. When a letter arrived, telling him to get ready for eight weeks of basic training, a month of advanced infantry training, and then nine months of flight training, he’d shouted with joy so loudly that his mom dropped the colander filled with pasta she was making for dinner. She asked him what was wrong and he read the letter to her. He told her he’d taken many aptitude tests and to his surprise he’d passed. The recruitment officer had said the army urgently needed helicopter pilots in Việt Nam, but he’d thought there’d be many people applying.


When his mom said that she didn’t want him to go, that he could be killed, he told her not to worry, that God would keep him safe. Like many nineteen-year-olds he thought he was invincible. It had taken him about a month in Việt Nam to lose that illusion. He was only twenty-three when he left the army, but he felt sixty. The knowledge of death had robbed him of his youth.


An announcement came from the plane’s loudspeaker. The female voice spoke Vietnamese. He closed his eyes, concentrating on its rise and fall. So lyrical, it sounded like a song. Like the lullabies Kim used to sing to him.


Something sounded familiar. “Xin vui lòng.” Did that mean “please”? Before this trip, he’d tried to reacquaint himself with the language, but it didn’t seem to help much.


Linda unzipped her bag, took out a jar of cream, lathered it onto her face. She put on pink lipstick. Her favorite color. She was turning sixty-six this year, but whenever he looked at her, he could still see the woman he’d fallen in love with. They’d gone to the same high school, and he’d started to notice her during his junior year. He could still picture her racing up the basketball court, her face red with determination, her tanned legs flying as she dove for a ball. He’d always been glad his younger sister Marianne was on the team. Going to Marianne’s games gave him a chance to watch Linda.


“Enough,” Linda had told him several months ago, after he’d wept watching the news about the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. “In fact, more than enough, baby. We went way past ‘enough’ years ago.” She showed him the commission check she’d received from selling a condo. “With this money, I want us to go and deal with your issues, once and for all.”


We went way past “enough” years ago. She didn’t need to say this trip would determine if their marriage would survive; he sensed it in her voice. He knew she deserved to be happier, yet he also knew it’d be hell to be back. All his bad memories would come alive. But he owed it to Linda to face his ghosts. They were engaged by the time he left for Việt Nam and she was waiting for him when he returned. She’d stayed with him in spite of everything. But what if she knew the truth about Việt Nam? And about Kim?


He took his passport from Linda’s handbag and went through the pages. His fingers began to tremble. “Where the hell is it?”


“What?”


“The visa.”


She showed him the page with a brilliant red stamp. “See? Still here and still valid.”


He shook his head. Việt Nam unnerved him in ways he couldn’t control.


“Oh, I nearly forgot.” Linda winked as she pulled a twenty-dollar bill out of her purse, slid it between the pages of his passport. She explained that her Vietnamese friends Duy and Như told her to do it. They hadn’t been back to Việt Nam, saying that they’d lost their country to the Communists, but apparently they knew.


Duy and Như went to church with Linda, the same church that had gathered blankets, clothes, toys, and food for Vietnamese refugees when they’d first arrived as “boat people” in the late 1970s. Linda saw them every week at mass, but Dan hadn’t gone in years. Việt Nam had made him believe that God had little power over a world that was so in love with war.


As much as he loved his wife, Dan wondered if it was a mistake to take this trip with her. The year before, Bill and Doug had asked him to join them when they went back. He just couldn’t do it. Now he realized it might have been better to return with his veteran friends. They’d understand his emotions, his fears. Now that he was about to arrive, he was sure he hadn’t prepared enough for the trip. He’d visited the Seattle Public Library and his local bookstore and brought home piles of books written by Vietnamese writers. Over the years, he’d read books by American veterans, to try to understand his experiences, to know he wasn’t alone. Still, Vietnamese literature opened his eyes. The book that had affected him the most was The Sorrow of War by Bảo Ninh, his former enemy. Reading it was like looking into a distorted mirror. He could easily have been Kiên, the Northern Vietnamese veteran in the novel. The title said it all. When he told his vet friends, they were surprised he chose books written by people who had once tried to kill them. Whom they had once tried to kill. But he needed to understand the people he’d dehumanized during the war. In searching for their humanity he was trying to regain his own.


During the first few years after he got back, Linda had tried to ask him about the war, how it’d been and what he’d seen. He told her he didn’t want to talk about it. Then one summer night in 1983, he’d dreamt about the Việt Cộng attacking him. Several VC jumped him. He was wrestling with a man, strangling him, when he heard Linda coughing and choking. He woke up to see his hands clenched around her neck.


Linda would have left him if he hadn’t phoned a psychiatrist the following morning to make an appointment. Until that incident he’d refused to see a shrink because he hadn’t wanted to be diagnosed with any mental health issue that could lead to him losing rights, even getting his driver’s license taken away. Dr. Barnes had pointed out to him that he wasn’t the only veteran with problems and then asked him to attend what he mysteriously called Group 031, a name intended to protect the anonymity of its members. Dan appreciated that nondescript name; he didn’t want others to know he was attending a PTSD group. That was where he met Bill and Doug. After a lot of counseling and meetings with the group, he felt better, but for years Linda wouldn’t sleep in the same bed with him.


In their joint sessions with Dr. Barnes, Linda had learned a few things about his time in the war—but not the most important things. Not about Kim. Not about his dead crew members. Not about the schoolkids whose blood he had watched seep into the earth. On his best days, Dan had even been able to convince himself that none of it had ever happened.


Recently, through a veteran spouse support group, Linda had become friends with Dr. Edith Hoh, herself the wife of a Việt Nam vet. Dr. E., Linda called her. Linda insisted that they see her before this trip. At the meeting, Hoh was encouraging. She said she’d visited Việt Nam with her husband and it helped. She asked them to discuss their feelings and their expectations for the trip. She advised them to give themselves time to process their emotions once they arrived and not to rush into too many activities. She wrote her home phone number on her business card. “Call me in case there’s a crisis,” she said. “It doesn’t matter how late or early it is, just call.”


The plane continued its steep descent and once the clouds cleared, Dan peered down. Rice fields. It had been a lifetime, but those fields hadn’t lost their emerald color. When the sunlight hit the checkerboard mirrors of water-submerged paddies, they still glinted like knives. And those rivers that slithered through all that green still looked like venomous snakes.


Linda sneaked a look. “Oh, so pretty.”


Sài Gòn, now Hồ Chí Minh City, gradually came into view. Once familiar like the palm of his hand, the city’s skyline had become totally strange, punctuated by tall buildings gleaming with glass, and streets clogged with traffic.


“Look at all those high-rises.” Linda’s voice was full of excitement.


He wanted to tell her about the columns of smoke that used to fill the sky, the whistling sound of rockets as they approached the city, the flares that lit up the night, the street beggars who’d lost arms and legs, but he feared bringing up the memories.


He craned his body, looking for the sight of Tân Sơn Nhứt Airport, now called Tân Sơn Nhất, where he’d been stationed, at first just ferrying big shots and celebrities on what could be regarded basically as sightseeing jaunts. “Many are called but few are chosen, young Warrant Officer,” the First Sergeant had told him. “You were first in your class and look good in photos, just the way they like it. Be grateful.” One time he’d even flown a well-known Hollywood star out to a firebase. His aircraft commander and the other crew members were awestruck. But he found the presence of the visiting actor reinforced the odd sense he was having of playacting, being in some movie about the war rather than the real thing. While he was grateful not to be in combat, he also felt guilty and a need to test himself under fire. He thought that was the whole point of being there.


Eventually he was assigned as pilot and aircraft commander to the company’s slick platoon. Flying his Huey, a Bell UH-1D/H helicopter, he’d engaged in combat assaults and resupply missions, carrying rations, ammo, or live soldiers in, and sometimes dead or broken soldiers out. He had no way of knowing how those missions would change his life forever.


Tân Sơn Nhất Airport spread out before his eyes. It looked unfamiliar, and a weight lifted from his chest. The place had changed. He shouldn’t worry so much. He was just a tourist now. A flabby American with a fanny pack accompanied by a woman with a selfie stick. No one needed to know he was a vet.


As he watched a flight attendant across from him lean back in her seat and adjust her áo dài, he was again flooded with memories. Kim had often worn the same type of dress, with a high collar and soft cloth flowing from her neck down to her knees. One day many years ago, he had admired her in her white áo dài getting ready for a Buddhist ceremony at a neighborhood pagoda. They’d just moved into the apartment he rented for her. She was standing by the window, her hand moving the comb down her river of hair. He was on the bed, astonished at the irony of his host country: the beauty and grace amid the horror.


“We’re here. Yay!” Linda said as the plane rolled to a stop. Dan squeezed his forehead. He’d tried to erase Kim from his life. He’d burned all her pictures. He’d tried to convince himself that she was just a dream, a ghost. But she had remained stubbornly real in his memories, and now she was rushing to him as he returned to the city where they’d met.


Again, he saw her beautiful eighteen-year-old face. Her brown eyes. Her tears.
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An Impossible Choice


Phú Mỹ Village, Kiên Giang Province, March 1969


Trang lifted the hoe’s wooden handle high, swinging it down with all her might. As she drove it into the field with a phập sound, breaking away a large chunk of earth, a sharp pain dug into her right palm. Her blisters must have burst. She clenched her teeth.


A few meters away, her seventeen-year-old sister, Quỳnh, bent low, uprooting wild grass. Her face was hidden under her nón lá conical hat. One year younger than Trang, Quỳnh had failed to pass the tú tài exam, just like Trang, and was unable to obtain her high school diploma. Trang had always believed her younger sister would pass, but everyone knew that only about a third of all students would make it through each year.


Trang longed for a breeze, but heat clung to her like a second layer of skin. Her shoulders ached. Four rice seasons ago, when she’d started working full-time in her family’s fields, she’d thought the constant pains in her body were caused by a serious illness, probably cancer. When she told Hiếu, the boy she adored, he laughed, saying that if they had a buffalo to plow their land, their bodies wouldn’t have to suffer. Hiếu knew because he’d also become a rice farmer.


Trang and her younger sister had been working since sunrise, but more than half of the field was still filled with wild grass that they had to uproot and clear away. Then they’d have to scoop water into the field and plow the soil again and again, until it became loose and aerated, ready to receive rice seedlings.


When the shortness of her shadow told Trang it was nearly noon, she picked up a dry bottle gourd and poured water into her mouth. She gave Quỳnh some. “Still so much to do.”


“We’ll get there.” Quỳnh wiped sweat from her long, tan neck. “Có công mài sắt có ngày nên kim.”


Trang nodded. There was so much wisdom in the proverb Quỳnh had quoted: Persistence turns a bar of iron into a needle.


Quỳnh squinted her eyes against the sunlight. “Last night, once again, I dreamt that we were attacked by helicopters. Right here!” She scanned the fields that stretched out to the green rim of their village. The scene was almost empty, except for a few farmers bending low above the soil. A flock of storks rose up, their white, fluttering wings resembling mourning headbands.


“Remember the most important thing? If they come, stand still. Don’t run.” Trang watched Quỳnh drink. She’d been praying to Buddha for protection. A few days ago, American soldiers had pursued some VC suspects through the fields of a neighboring village. Rumors had it that American helicopters had shot three farmers.


“Ha, if something happens close by, I bet you’ll be so scared, you’ll pee in your pants, chị Hai.” Quỳnh finished the water and picked up her hoe. She called Trang “sister number two,” even though Trang was the eldest sibling. People in their region believed that evil spirits often went after the eldest children, hence the traditions of calling the first child “second.”


Trang didn’t know how she’d react if troops stormed their field. She’d managed to survive her encounters with helicopters. Some of them had flown so low that the wind they generated threatened to fling her through the air like a leaf. But she didn’t dare duck. She’d stood there, surrounded by swirling dust, her eyes tightly closed, her prayers silenced by her sealed lips. Her parents had taught her many survival lessons, one of which had to do with helicopters: they shot and killed anyone that ran.


“Buddha will watch over us. Live or die, Heaven will decide,” Trang told Quỳnh, then stepped up onto the field’s bank. Grass tickled her feet, chasing away the worries that had clouded her mind. A grasshopper sprang up, disappearing into a clump of touch-me-not plants. The plants’ leaves curled up in an instant, leaving their purple flowers open like delicate cotton balls. She wondered if it was a farmer who’d first given the plant its name: cây mắc cỡ—the sensitive plant.


Quỳnh wiped her feet against the grass. Her cheeks were pink. Strands of hair that had freed themselves from her ponytail framed her oval face. Trang felt a pang of jealousy. How did Quỳnh always manage to look so pretty? She had so many admirers.


“Má really needs to cook more rice. I can’t work hungry like this.” Quỳnh slipped on her plastic sandal.


Trang’s stomach rumbled. The night before, her mother had eaten less than half her usual amount, saying that she was full. Quỳnh scraped and scraped the rice pot with a spoon, but there were no grains left. Later on, as Trang went out to the water well to wash the dishes, she saw her mother standing in their front yard, completely still as if Heaven had planted her into the earth, staring across the yard at their former brick home. The home they’d lost.


Trang and Quỳnh left the field. Along the village road, thatched houses stood silent under tree shadows. Several farmers were carrying baskets, their footsteps quickening under the noon heat. A group of soldiers from the Army of the Republic of Việt Nam, the ARVN, passed them, and Trang was thankful for the sight of their rifles. Less than twenty kilometers away, the VC guerrillas had gained partial control of some villages.


At school, she’d been taught that the aggression of Hồ Chí Minh and the Communists had caused the war. But she knew the seeds of the conflict had been sown many years prior, when France occupied Việt Nam. It was Hồ Chí Minh who defeated the French and now his government was controlling the North.


In the South where she lived, the Việt Nam Cộng Hòa government and its army, the ARVN, were in charge, and American troops were also supposed to help protect them. But the VC—Northern Communists who had infiltrated the South and Southerners who supported Hồ Chí Minh—were lurking everywhere. They might be men in black clothing carrying guns, or innocent-looking girls with hand grenades under their shirts.


She didn’t understand why people had to fight but the war seemed to be getting worse. The Americans, who supported the Southern government, had been bombing the North. Revenge would surely follow. The thought made the hoe feel heavier on her shoulder.


She followed Quỳnh, her eyes fixed on her sister’s long hair, the same hair she’d woven into thick ropes as they sat in the shade of their banana plants, waiting for their father’s return.
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Four years earlier, when he was drafted into the ARVN, their father brought home two baby banana plants to grow in the garden.


“I’ll be back the day they bear fruit.” He scooped water with a coconut bowl, pouring it onto the soil.


Trang clung to her father’s strong, muscled arm. “Please . . . don’t go, Ba.”


“You know he has to.” Quỳnh pushed Trang away. “Don’t you dare cry. Your tears will bring him bad luck.”


Their father dropped the bowl and pulled his girls into his arms. “I’ll be fighting alongside the most well-trained soldiers in the world. They’ve been sent here all the way from America, imagine that! They have advanced weapons, and they’ll keep me safe. Don’t you worry.”


During the following months, Trang begged the banana plants to grow fast. She fed them the buffalo-dung compost their mother had prepared for the rice plants. She and Quỳnh jumped up and down, clapping their hands when the first plant flowered. The second plant followed soon after. The flowers grew huge and hung like the red lanterns that filled their village during the Mid-Autumn Festival. Layers of the lanterns opened and fell away, revealing rows of bananas. Every day after school, Trang and Quỳnh would sit under the bananas, looking out at the gate. To pass the time, they wove each other’s hair.


New banana plants grew, replacing the old ones. One rainy day, Trang came home and saw her mother sitting next to a strange-looking man. His face was haggard, half-covered by a rough beard, his eyes tired and distant. When the man whispered her name, Trang dropped her bamboo basket, scattering the white so đũa—vegetable hummingbird flowers she’d picked for their sour soup.


Trang’s father was physically whole, but he no longer laughed. He didn’t want to talk about what he’d seen or done. Later, she would find out that he’d been released from the army because of his mental issues.
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“Do you think it’ll rain soon? It’s so hot,” Trang asked Quỳnh, who walked ahead of her. Quỳnh shifted her hoe onto the opposite shoulder and looked up. “Oh, is that Hân?”


Trang squinted. From the opposite direction, a cyclist was leaning forward, pedaling hard, pulling a cart on which Hân and her mother sat. Hân used to be Trang’s best friend. A year before, she’d left their village for Sài Gòn, for a job her uncle had helped her find with an American company. She sent so much money home, her mother had built a brick house.


“Hide.” Trang tugged her sister’s arm, looking around for a bush. Hân was a rich girl now, she shouldn’t see them in ragged peasant clothes carrying mud-caked hoes on their shoulders.


Quỳnh broke free. “Chị Hân, chị Hân,” she called toward the bicycle rickshaw. “When did you get back?”


The rickshaw screeched to a stop. Hân looked glamorous in a flowered shirt and silky black pants. “Oh, hello . . . Did you two just come back from work?”


Trang nodded, wishing she could disappear into the crack of earth next to her feet.


“Chào cô,” Quỳnh greeted Hân’s mother, who smiled at them.


“Má, you go on home.” Hân jumped down from the rickshaw.


“Don’t forget your grandma is coming for lunch,” called Hân’s mother as the rickshaw drove away.


“You look good, Sister . . . much chubbier.” Quỳnh eyed Hân up and down.


“Oh, not good to be chubby.” Hân patted her stomach.


“How come?” Quỳnh asked.


“In Sài Gòn it’s trendy to be skinny.” Hân laughed.


Trang shook her head. How could it be? Being chubby meant being rich. Only poor people were skinny.


Quỳnh, Hân, and Trang made their way toward a trứng cá—a Panama berry tree—which stood tall on the village road, its branches reaching out like a mother hen spreading her wings to protect her chicks. From the green canopy dangled hundreds of tiny fruit, some of them red, ripe like tiny stars. Each was packed with perfumed sweetness, Trang knew. She wanted to roll up her pants, swing herself onto a branch, and keep climbing until she could reach them.


Hân tiptoed, then jumped, but could only grab a pink fruit, half-ripe. She popped it into her mouth. “So . . . how are things with you?”


Quỳnh and Trang dropped their hoes. Quỳnh hopped onto a low branch, her feet dangling.


“So-so . . .” Trang took off her nón lá, fanning herself and her friend. The conical hat, woven from palm leaves and bamboo sticks, was a gift from her mother. Trang had stitched her name in red thread onto the inside of the hat, together with the opening verse of Nguyễn Du’s The Tale of Kiều: “A hundred years—in this life span on earth/ talent and destiny are apt to feud.”


“I met a couple of our friends this morning . . . They told me some people were at your home yesterday, shouting?” Hân asked.


Trang bit her lip. Why were her friends gossiping like this?


“Our lenders,” said Quỳnh, “they can go to hell.”


“Yeah, they can fucking go to hell!” Trang spat out her words. It actually felt good to swear. The lenders had started coming to their home last year, when her parents’ childhood friend ran away with the money they’d lent him. The man disappeared with not just her parents’ life savings but an amount equal to hundreds of gold taels that they’d borrowed and loaned out to earn a difference in interest rates. The lenders had been polite at first, but over time they’d lost their patience. Couldn’t they see that her parents were victims and had no means of repaying them?


Hân signed. “My mother told me about the con man who cheated your family. Apparently he convinced many people about a so-called lucrative partnership with a bank. I hope the police will catch him.”


“He’s been gone for more than a year now, I’m not sure the police are still looking. And the lenders, they’re threatening to take away our field and our home, not that it’s worth much.” Quỳnh picked a fruit and threw it so hard it bounced across the road.


Trang thought about the long trips her mother had made with the other victims to search for the con man. The last time her mother returned, she’d banged her head against the rock-hard clay jar that stored their water and said that she wanted to kill herself for her mistake.


“I know how hard you two have tried to find a job,” Hân lowered her voice, “but have you looked beyond our province?” She waited for some villagers to pass before continuing, “I’m telling you this because you’re my friends. . . . You two could make money in Sài Gòn.”


“But you have your uncle there, we know no one.” Trang gazed at Hân’s hair. Why did she have it cut so short? And her skin, she’d done something with it, it was so fair it glowed.


“You don’t need to know anyone.” Hân smiled. “You just need to look . . . you know . . . pretty. Both of you are beautiful. I’m sure you’ll do very well.”


“But do what exactly?” Quỳnh asked.


“Drink Sài Gòn Tea.” Hân laughed.


“Tea?” Quỳnh jumped down from the branch.


“Yeah . . . Sit in a bar, drink Sài Gòn Tea and earn good money.”


“Bar? What’s that?” Trang asked.


“Oh, a place where they sell liquor to American soldiers. We call them GIs.”


Trang shuddered. How could Hân suggest that they drink with those foreign men? Some of them had blood on their hands. Blood that often haunted Trang in her dreams.


Hân scanned their surroundings. The village road was empty, yet she still whispered. “You swear not to tell anyone? Not even a ghost?”


Quỳnh and Trang nodded.


“My job . . . it’s not with an American company. I work in a bar. I go there, drink Sài Gòn Tea and earn money.”


Trang brought her palm to her mouth. “But I thought your uncle—”


“He found me a good job, right? Wrong! I gave him some gifts so he would keep my secret. A distant cousin had done the same and told me.” Hân winked.


“The rest of your family, they know?” Quỳnh asked.


“Certainly not. You’re the only ones I’ve told.”


Trang stared at Hân. If people in the village found out, they’d surely call her “me Mỹ,” a prostitute for Americans. Here, women were never allowed to drink with men, even at parties.


And what would Hiếu think if Trang drank with American men? The night before, in the moonlight, Hiếu had reached for her hand. The warmth of his touch had sent her fleeing from him.


“Look, it’s not as bad as it sounds,” said Hân. “I don’t have to work under the hot sun, and I earn about fifteen thousand đồng per week.”


“Get out of here! Sister Trang and I only made twice that much from the entire planting season last year,” Quỳnh gasped.


“I know.” Hân nodded. “You’re prettier than me, so I’m sure you’ll make more.”


“We’re not prettier than you. And I don’t think we can do it, you know . . . work at the liquor place.” Trang shook her head. Her mother had taught her and Quỳnh the four virtues of a good Vietnamese woman: hard work, beauty, refined speech, and excellent conduct. For sure she wouldn’t allow them to drink with men.


“Didn’t you hear her?” Quỳnh turned to Trang. “Your friend is making fifteen thousand đồng per week. Imagine if we earn half of that. We could help Ba and Má repay their debts.”


Hân nodded. “With the money I’m sending home, my Má can take care of herself and my siblings better.”


Trang recalled how Hân’s mother had fainted during her husband’s funeral. He’d gone away a soldier and come back a corpse. But she looked so well now. Trang wished she could do the same thing for her mother. And for Quỳnh.


“See? It’s only Sài Gòn Tea.” Quỳnh pulled Trang’s arm then turned to Hân. “It’s tea that you drink, right?”


“It’s mostly tea . . . Trust me, you’ll do fine.”


“What do you mean ‘it’s mostly tea’?” Trang asked.


“I mean it’s only tea.” Hân waved her hand. “Listen . . . if you want to help your parents, think about what I’ve said. The bar where I work, they’re looking for new girls.”


Quỳnh pinched Trang. “This opportunity is gold, chị Hai.”


Trang shook her head. “Our parents, they wouldn’t let us work there.”


“You think my mother would?” Hân smirked. “She’ll never find out, that’s for sure. But with this damned war getting worse and worse, we need to save some money . . . for the future, you know.” She lifted her wrist. Her golden watch dazzled Trang. “I need to go. Grandma must be waiting.”


“Xe lôi, xe lôi,” Hân shouted toward an approaching rickshaw and turned back, whispering: “If you want to know more, come to my house tonight. And remember: not a word to anyone.”


“Sure. See you tonight,” Quỳnh said, as if she was the older sister who could make decisions for the two of them.


Hân climbed onto the rickshaw. The driver jingled the bell and started pedaling, pulling her away. Trang stood under the tree’s shadow, watching the flowers on Hân’s shirt blaze like flames on the village road. She’d dreamt about Sài Gòn, the big city with prestigious universities and office jobs. But this was different. She couldn’t imagine bars and American “GIs.”


“She looks happy and she’s rich. We can be like her.” Quỳnh stared at the cracks on her feet and at her toenails, yellowish due to their long and frequent contact with muddy soil. She reached for the hoe and resumed their long walk home.
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“Về rồi đó hả? Nước chanh đó, uống đi con!” Their mother called, telling them to drink the fresh lemonade she’d made, as soon as Trang and Quỳnh stepped inside. They’d washed themselves at the well in the garden, and water droplets still lingered on Trang’s face, arms, and legs. She savored their cool kisses.


She squinted her eyes to find her mother squatting in the corner of their hut, cooking.


“What’s for lunch, Má?” Quỳnh downed a full glass of lemonade.


“You asked for this last night.” Their mother held up a piece of golden rice crust.


Quỳnh took it, crunched it between her teeth. “Delicious!”


Trang’s mouth watered at the sound of chewing. She loved how her mother could command the flames of her stove and her clay pot to turn her rice into different textures: crusty rice to be enjoyed with fried shallots; tender rice to be eaten with dry fish; soft, melt-in-your-mouth rice to be devoured with tiny shrimps caught in streams and ponds and cooked with fish sauce and pepper.


“Trang, I can’t stop looking at this. You’re so talented.” From his bamboo bed, her father held up a notebook, a broad smile lighting up his gaunt face.


“Where did you find that, Ba?” Trang reached for her drawings of the human body. Biology was her favorite subject. She’d always wanted to be a doctor.


“Your mother was looking for scrap paper to sell . . .”


“When your father saw your notebook, he insisted on making frames for your drawings and hanging them up.” Trang’s mother put steaming bowls of rice and spinach onto a bamboo tray.


Trang looked around at the dried coconut leaves that made up the walls of her home. If her drawings were to be hung, they’d look much better in the brick house her parents had been forced to sell to pay off some of their debts.


“Mr. Ánh visited today. These are from him.” Her father gave Trang a stack of paper. Exercises for tú tài exams. Trang nodded and felt grateful toward her former teacher. Like her parents, he believed Trang and her sister were still capable of passing the exams and continuing on to college.


“We’ll practice tonight, Ba.” Trang flipped through the exercises. Most students had private tutors. She and Quỳnh had to try extra hard but their bodies were always drained of energy by the time they lit their coconut oil lamps and sat down at their bed to study.


She checked the bandages on her father’s legs. The war was so cruel: it had spared him during his years as a soldier but found him later in the town market when he was buying seedlings for the new planting season. Mortars exploded near him, killing dozens of people. Pieces of shrapnel were still buried deep in his legs and he’d need more operations. Medical treatments were free for veterans, but with Ba bedridden, a few months of salary payment provided by the ARVN upon his release from the army was a grain of salt in the ocean of their debts. He had no pension at all.
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Back at their field, Quỳnh launched her hoe into the earth. “I want to go to Sài Gòn. I want to be like Hân.”


Trang threw a lump of grass onto the field’s bank. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.” She sensed her best friend had changed; there was something mysterious about her.


“So you want to stay here and rot on this rice field?”


When Trang couldn’t answer, Quỳnh dropped her hoe. “Those nasty lenders have threatened violence, chị Hai. On top of that, they’re bringing our parents to court. I’ve heard the judges will likely order our parents to pay interest on the loans. Backdated until last year. If we can’t pay, our parents will be thrown into prison!”


Tears stung Trang’s eyes. A few months ago, she’d told her parents that they could pack up and disappear, like their debtor had. But both her Ba and Má shook their heads. They were Buddhists and wouldn’t cheat. Besides, where would they go and how would they survive?


“I hear what you’re saying,” Trang told her younger sister, “but I don’t want to become a me Mỹ.”


“Yeah, you’re afraid of being called an American whore, but it’s you who cry when the lenders shout at our parents. . . . I don’t care what you decide, I’m leaving.”


Trang looked at her sister, her feet sunk into the soil, sweat streaming down her face. “I’m the oldest child . . .” She sighed. “It’s my duty to help Ba and Má. I’ll go. You stay.”


“If one of us is to leave for the big city, it should be me.” Quỳnh gave her hoe a hard kick. “I’m the one who can’t wait to get out of here.”


“I can’t let you go alone. Sài Gòn is a dangerous city, em.”


“And you think it’s safe here?” Quỳnh pointed in the direction where gunshots were echoing. “We might actually survive this war if we go to Sài Gòn, chị Hai. With so many Americans there, the VC won’t dare to make trouble. Come with me!”


“But we can’t leave Ba and Má—” As Trang debated with herself, she felt as if she was making an impossible choice.


“Shouldn’t grown-ups be able to take care of themselves? And don’t forget it’s them who got us into this mess.” Quỳnh picked up her hoe, swinging it down so fast she narrowly missed her own foot.
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That evening, Trang stood in Hân’s garden, eyes wide, listening to stories about Sài Gòn: its movie theaters packed with fashionable people, its wide boulevards filled with American cars, its French-style villas cleaned and dusted by teams of servants from the countryside, and its American men. “Those men who return from the battlefields are so wrecked,” Hân whispered, “we just need to make them laugh, and they’ll fill our pockets with American dollars.”


“American dollars. That’s what we need.” Quỳnh grinned, rubbing her palms.


“The good thing is that we don’t use our real names at work,” Hân giggled. “I call myself Mai, and I tell others I’m from Cà Mau.”


“That’s so cool.” Quỳnh clapped. “A fake name, I like that!”


“A name easy for Americans, with a flat tone, like Lan, Mai, Hoa. Or you could pick an American name. Suzy, Tina . . .”


“That doesn’t sound bad at all.” Trang admitted. “But do you feel safe in Sài Gòn?”


“Are you kidding me? It’s the safest place right now. I live near Tân Sơn Nhứt Airbase. It’s so well protected, a VC would pee in his pants if he got close.”


“Tell us more about the bar—”


“Dinner’s ready!” Hân’s mother poked her head out of the open window. “Trang, Quỳnh… come eat with us.”


“Thanks, Auntie, but we need to go home,” Trang answered with a smile. From where she stood, she could see a beautiful sofa and a radio. When would she be able to buy such things for her parents?


“Wait.” Quỳnh reached for Hân’s arm. “I’m going to Sài Gòn with you. When will you leave?”


“Five o’clock in the morning, the day after tomorrow. From the bus station.” Hân turned to Trang. “I know you’re worried, but there are tens of thousands of girls like me there.”


Trang bit her lip. In The Tale of Kiều, the beginning verse of which she had stitched onto the inside of her hat, Kiều sacrificed her own happiness to help her parents and younger siblings. Kiều’s struggle and courage were so remarkable that countless people, including Trang, memorized sections of the 3,254 verses about her life. Could Trang be half as brave as Kiều?


Sài Gòn sounded exciting. Trang wanted to see the paved streets and the movie theaters. She’d pick a new name and no one would find out. “If we don’t like the work, we can leave at any time?”


“You got that right.” Hân nodded.


Walking home with Quỳnh, Trang agreed that both of them would give Sài Gòn a try. They passed Hiếu’s house and her heartbeat quickened. She poked her head over the fence, hoping to see him, but also fearing that he was there.


“Let’s go.” Quỳnh pulled her away.


“Should I tell him?” Trang whispered.


“Don’t be so dumb, he’ll change your mind.”


Hiếu’s square face, tall nose, and full lips filled Trang’s mind. She wondered what it’d be like to kiss him.


She didn’t know how Hiếu felt about her, so a few months ago, when her mother and Quỳnh took her father to the hospital, Trang dressed up in her best clothes and solemnly said a prayer while holding The Tale of Kiều high above her head. Her right thumb opened to a page of the book and when she looked, it pointed at the passage starting with line 3095, which said:


It’s priceless, chastity—by nuptial torch,


am I to blush for what I’ll offer you?


Misfortune struck me—since that day the flower


fell prey to bees and butterflies, ate shame.


For so long lashed by rain and swept by wind


a flower’s bound to fade, a moon to wane.


After reading the passage, Trang had clutched her chest and cried out. Many people around her believed in the fortune-telling magic of this epic poem, but she no longer wanted to. She didn’t know what this prediction for her future meant, but it sounded grim.


She knew, though, that virginity was everything. In her village, if a girl didn’t bleed on her wedding night, her husband had the right to walk out of the marriage, leaving the girl and her parents ashamed for the rest of their lives.


She didn’t like the idea of being around American men, but Hân appeared to be happy. In Sài Gòn she and Quỳnh would be drinking tea, nothing else. No man would be allowed to touch them.


They passed their former home. Its brick walls gleamed in the sun. Trang had loved every corner of this house: the cool, spacious living room where she’d played hopscotch with Quỳnh; the bedroom where her hammock dangled between her bed and the window; the kitchen filled with the aroma of her mother’s cooking. She had to help her parents get their house back.
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Quỳnh wanted to tell their parents right away that they were leaving, but Trang needed one more day to think. She still had questions. The next evening, they went to Hân’s house again.


When they returned home, thunder tore open the sky. Heaven dumped torrents of rain onto their two-room hut. Trang ran to the wooden cabinet—their most valuable possession. Inside were her tú tài practice papers and her beloved books: The Tale of Kiều, The Tale of Lục Vân Tiên, The Tale of Phạm Công and Cúc Hoa, all of them novels written in the lục bát poetic form, alternating lines of six and eight syllables. The cabinet had already been covered by a raincoat, but she wrapped it in another layer of plastic. Then she passed Quỳnh bowls and buckets. They arranged them around the house, catching the water that leaked through the roof.


Trang looked at her father, who was on his bed, staring up at their family altar. His hands were clenched into fists. He was in pain, but didn’t utter a sound. Sitting next to him, their mother was mending Quỳnh’s shirt, which Quỳnh had torn while climbing their guava tree. Trang thought about the many years her mother had tended the field, taken care of her daughters, cooked, and cleaned. She’d been the pillar for her injured husband to lean on. A proverb said that rough seas make better seamen, but Trang knew wars made tougher women. Despite the challenges, her mother had always been determined that her two daughters be brought up properly. “Just like your banana plants, you need good soil,” she’d said. “And your soil is your education.”


Her parents had embedded their dreams and hopes in the names they’d given their daughters: Quỳnh was a rare flower that bloomed only at night—the night-blooming cereus; its white petals radiated a beautiful, pure scent. Trang meant “graceful, gentle, virtuous.”


Trang and her sister had wanted a virtuous life filled with knowledge. They’d sat underneath their mosquito net each night studying long after all the other oil lamps in their village had been extinguished. Each morning they got up before any rooster threw its song into the darkness. How unfair that the war had disrupted their chance for a better education.


Quỳnh elbowed Trang. “You tell them about us leaving. You’re the older one.”


“No, you should. You’re the smart one,” Trang said.


Quỳnh shook her head but cleared her throat. “Ba, Má . . . remember our friend Hân? The one working in Sài Gòn? Well . . . she helped us find a job. Chị Hai and I are leaving for the city.”


“What kind of a job?” Their mother looked up.


“Secretaries for an American company,” Trang said. Hân had given her the idea.


“But Sài Gòn . . . it’s too far away.” Their mother put down the shirt.


“Just 250 kilometers, Má,” Quỳnh said. “We can be home in a few hours on the bus. We’ll visit as often as we can. And our salaries will be good.”


Their mother looked at their father, as if begging him to stop the girls.


Their father turned. His eyes were tired, his skin as pale as paper. “I remember Hân, she used to come by, but not since a long while. Why would she help you find a job?”


“Because she’s my best friend,” Trang said. “She visits her mother often, and we just saw her.”


The lines on her mother’s face deepened. “I don’t want to talk bad about anybody, but some neighbors have been whispering about Hân. A young woman like her, earning quite a bit of money in Sài Gòn . . .”


“People are jealous.” Quỳnh laughed. “Hân earns well because she’s smart. She can speak English as fast as the wind.” She wiped her hands and reached into her pocket. “Here, see for yourself.”


Quỳnh showed their parents a photo of Hân in her long pants and long-sleeved shirt, sitting in a whitewashed room behind a desk. Several Vietnamese people stood behind her. An older American man, wearing a suit, towered above them, smiling. Hân’s mother displayed a larger version of the same photo, in her newly painted living room.


“Will you two be working here as well? What sort of an office is it?” Their father scrutinized the photo.


“We’ll be working at another office. For an American shipping company,” said Quỳnh.


“I don’t like the idea of you being around American men,” their mother said. “I’ve seen some of the things they’ve done around here.”


Their father coughed. “Not all American soldiers are bad. Some of my former comrades were actually kind.”


Trang recalled the occasions when American soldiers had distributed sweets to the children in her village. Once she’d seen two soldiers teach a kid how to ride a bike. As each soldier ran along each side of the bike, cheering the kid on, she realized they were just young boys themselves.


“We won’t be around American men, actually,” said Quỳnh. “The boss in our office is a woman, the rest of the team is Vietnamese.”


“As long as our girls work in an office, it should be fine. American companies are known for being professional,” their father said.


“Please, don’t worry.” Quỳnh massaged their mother’s shoulder. “Chị Hai and I won’t have time to make trouble. We’ll have to learn lots of new things.”


“But the war is spreading.” Their mother sighed. “I don’t want you out of my sight.”


“Má, if the Communists reach Sài Gòn, we’ll run home,” Trang said, though she wasn’t convinced herself.


“Má, please,” said Quỳnh. “We can’t just sit still and watch the lenders coming every day to threaten you. We’ll be careful.” She turned to their father. “Ba, you know Sài Gòn, tell Má we’ll be fine.”


He looked away. “I wish I could go and work instead.”


Their mother reached for his hand. “You’ve done your part. If you leave, who’ll keep me company, huh?”


“Má is right,” Quỳnh said. “We need you home, Ba. As for chị Hai and me? We can overturn buffalos.” She flexed her arm muscles, then laughed. “Don’t worry, please . . . Haven’t you taught us that young birds leave their nest when they’ve grown enough feathers? We need to see the world and will take care of each other. And we’ll be staying with Hân and her friends.”


Trang’s father said nothing. That meant he agreed.


Trang gave her mother an envelope swollen with money. “We’ll return this to Hân when we get our first salaries. Her bus is leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll be joining her.”


Her mother put down the envelope. She picked up the shirt but didn’t start to sew. She stared at it. After a long while, she stood up, stepped toward the altar. She lit three sticks of incense, bent her head, and offered silent prayers to Buddha and their ancestors. With incense sticks in her hands, Trang knelt down.


When she finished her prayer, she joined her sister by her father’s bed. “Come on, Ba,” said Quỳnh. “Help us practice English. We need it for our job.” They’d learned English at school, but Trang hadn’t spoken it in so long, and English was one of her worst subjects.


“Let’s see . . . What do you say when you greet your American boss for the first time?”


“Hế lô,” Quỳnh said.


“Hế lô is too casual. Say ‘hao đu du đu.’ ”


“Hao đu du đu.” Quỳnh and Trang said in one voice.


“How about ‘My parents send their thanks?’ ”


“No need.” Quỳnh waved her hands. “We need to practice more useful words.” She tapped at her forehead. “Words like salary, bonus, hungry, thirsty . . .”


“Sá-la-ri, bố-nợs, hấng-ri, thớt-sờ-ti . . .” Their father said.


Quỳnh and Trang repeated.


“That’s good, but for ‘thớt-sờ-ti,’ you need to say the ‘th’ better. Stick out your tongue and blow on it.” He showed them.


Quỳnh and Trang followed what their father did. The next thing they knew, they were clutching their stomachs, doubled up with laughter.
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