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part one



How can the word “I” be put into the plural . . .
how can I speak of an I other than my own?


Maurice Merleau-Ponty,
Phenomenology of Perception










do you know the way to san josé?






 


When does memory begin?


What memory is it that I seek?


And where, on the thin border between


history and memory, can I re


member myself?


Memory begins with Ba Má, their images like photographs, their story like a movie, the kind found in the black box of a VHS tape, in an era when I have long ago gotten rid of my VCR.


All our parents should have movies made of their lives. Or at least my parents should. Their epic journey deserves star treatment, even if only in an independent, low-budget film. Beautiful Joan Chen in her prime would play my mother; the young heartthrob Russell Wong, my father.


So what if neither actor is Vietnamese?
We’re all Asians here.


Joan Chen did play a Vietnamese mother in the big-budget Heaven and Earth, Oliver Stone’s biopic about Le Ly Hayslip, a Vietnamese peasant girl caught in the whirlwind of a terrible war. Sexy Russell, with his chiseled cheeks and pouty lips, could have been a movie star if Hollywood ever cast Asian American men as romantic leads. His slicked-back hair reminds me of my father’s in a black-and-white headshot from the 1950s, his hair agleam. I, whose unending obsession with the styling and maintenance of my hair begins at sixteen, should have asked Ba, when he could still remember, what hair product he used. I could try to fix my own hair in that same fashion, the way I tried on my mother’s gray sweatshirt after she died and discovered that I could fit inside its void.


In this movie flickering in my mind’s musty theater, the songs are composed by the legend Trịnh Công Sơn and sung by his equally legendary muse with the smoky voice, Khánh Ly. Their collaborations constitute the soundtrack of nostalgia and loss for Vietnamese exiles and refugees, played on cassette tapes at forty-five minutes a side, filtered through a haze of cigarette smoke and accompanied by Hennessy VSOP cognac. Wong Kar-wai directs in his typically moody, seductive way. The lighting? Dim. The mood? Romantic. The color scheme? Faded Polaroid.


And the actor who plays me? A cute little boy with big black eyes.


After the movie comes and goes,
he is never heard from again.
No one remembers his name.


Perhaps Wong Kar-wai and his cinematographer Christopher Doyle could cast their cinematic spell on our house by the freeway in San José, stained a dark brown perhaps meant to evoke tree bark, built from wood and shingle, stucco and silence, memory and forgetting.


Imagine the realtor’s shock when my parents, refugees not fluent in English, paid in full with cash.


For most refugees and immigrants, life is rented rooms or rented homes, overcrowded apartments or overstuffed houses, extended families and necessary tenants. Cluttered rooms. Bare lives. This is how Fae Myenne Ng describes immigrant living in her novel Bone. Her setting is an unexotic Chinatown, but at least it’s in coastal San Francisco. Who has ever written about provincial San José, an hour’s drive away, or shined the light of cinema on it? At least Dionne Warwick celebrated the city with a song: “Do You Know the Way to San José?”


Of course it’s not as good as the songs about San Francisco.


Our street didn’t even possess a name, like the Mango Street of Sandra Cisneros. Just a direction and a number, South Tenth, black iron bars on the windows. Our countrymen from the old world must have installed those bars, since they could not be opened from inside, trapping us in the event of fire. I blame our countrymen, always taking the shortcut. When some of them pour a cement patio for us, they forget to smooth it, leaving a surface with the texture of the moon.


With a classic San José flourish, the people who buy the house from us later pave the lawn for more parking. My mother used to recline on that lawn, posing to have her picture taken by my father. Our American photos are almost always in color, unlike most of our Vietnamese photos, where a glamorous haze illuminates my parents. My mother, on a grassy slope by a church, is resplendent in one of her many áo dài. My father, slim as one of today’s Korean pop stars, leans with his hip against his Toyota sedan.
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His sunglasses have disappeared, dust blown away in all the lost detritus of our past. I could wear them now, be just as fashionable on Sunset Boulevard as he was with his automobile.


Most people owned only motorbikes, if they had even that much. Even today in the place where I come from, more people drive motorbikes than cars. As one joke puts it:


What do you call a Vietnamese minivan?


A motorbike.


In a black-and-white Nick Ut photograph on my living
room wall—not the one of Phan Thị Kim Phúc,
burned by napalm, running and screaming—
a man drives a motorbike, fleeing a battle,
two boys in front of him, wife behind
clutching another boy, two more
boys behind her, staring at
Nick Ut’s camera.


In a flickering single frame of memory, a family employee drives me to preschool on a motorbike. You stood in front of him on his Vespa 50, my father told me a few years ago. I wish I had a photograph of me with the wind in my hair, a perfect shot for Wong Kar-wai to capture as we zoom past sun-browned men pedaling their xích-lô or driving three-wheeled Lambretta taxis. Seat belt? Car seat? Helmets? Ha! This was Việt Nam!


If I were to ask Ba now if he remembered this
memory, I’m afraid he would say
no. So I stay silent.


Ba is the family documentarian. His camera recorded our first house in a middle-class suburb of Harrisburg, where we lived for our first three years in the United States, but he did not memorialize our second house on a busy two-lane road in the middle of the city: redbrick with renters upstairs, white parents whose little girl plays with me on the couch the previous owner abandoned in the yard. My brother and I share a room, him listening to seventies hits like “Hotel California,” which Vietnamese males of his generation were required to memorize. I call the kitchen the “chicken,” making my father laugh during that brief interval when his English was better than mine.


South Tenth was the third house, another step toward the blinking red neon sign of the AMERICAN DREAM™ beckoning us forward across the dark plains of this republic. My parents crossed those plains by jet after hearing about San José, California, from their good friend Bác Quý, who had fled with my mother from our hometown. Warmer weather, better opportunities, many more of our countrymen. So, in 1978, we moved.


Thank God.


Just kidding, Harrisburg.


I don’t even believe in God.




No, I really am just kidding, Harrisburg. I was happy with


you—state capital of Pennsylvania!—but a seven-year-old,


so long as someone loves him, can be happy anywhere,


even if it is only fifteen miles from Three Mile Island,


site of the worst nuclear disaster in the United States,


the meltdown occurring a year after we left.




And so what if San José has a song and you don’t, Harrisburg?


No one needs directions to San Francisco.








Dionne Warwick herself admitted, It’s a dumb song and I didn’t want to sing it. Still, her song won a Grammy, sold millions, was a global top ten hit in 1968. While people sang along to their home hi-fis or in the comfort of wood-paneled station wagons, American soldiers commanded by a Mexican American captain murdered 504 Vietnamese civilians in Mỹ Lai, three years before my birth.


My country continues killing innocents.


On the day I first revise these words, the


“Pentagon Admits to
Civilian Casualties
in Somalia for Third Time.”


The victim is Nurto Kusow Omar Abukar, dead


five months earlier in the town of Jilib, in a strike


targeting members of the Shabab, an
extremist group linked to Al Qaeda.


Nurto Kusow Omar Abukar, eighteen-year-old


girl, initially reported as a


terrorist


by AFRICOM, killed by a GBU-69/B small glide


munition manufactured by Dynetics, which


provides responsive, cost-effective
engineering, scientific and IT solutions to the
national security, cybersecurity, space, and
critical infrastructure security sectors.


My brother says he knew one of the children, a


former classmate.


Years later I visit Sơn My, as the Vietnamese call the


village of the massacre. Cement pathways wind


through the village, marked with trails of footprints


symbolizing the absent dead, the living ghosts. I am


careful not to walk in their footprints.


A decade after Dionne Warwick’s song climbs the charts, I arrive in San José, watch a public service announcement about the city accompanied by her song, and think, This is so not cool, even if I myself was definitely so not cool.


Those who find their way to San José may drive through East Santa Clara Street, the digestive tract running through the city’s potbelly of a downtown. On a small, shady appendix of a side street, Bác Quý has opened the first Vietnamese grocery store, Bác Quý who never marries, who never has children, and who bestows on me hundred-dollar bills for Tết. Má helps her for several months while Ba works on an assembly line. Then Ba Má open the city’s second Vietnamese grocery store . . . two blocks away.


That must be the definition of friendly competition.


Located on East Santa Clara Street, the store is the belly button of the city’s potbelly. My parents call it the SàiGòn Mới, fusing the westernized “Saigon” and the original “Sài Gòn.” Not translating SàiGòn Mới must be an assertion that we are here because you were there. Not translating might even be a sign of defiance, but I do not understand this yet. I simply accept that this store is for us, for people who need no translation, yet who must exist only in translation every time they meet the Americans surrounding them.


When my brother graduates as valedictorian of San José High, the San José Mercury of 1982 profiles him and describes Ba Má’s SàiGòn Mới as a


miniature department store overflowing with
bolts of silk and Vietnamese books in
addition to Indochinese groceries
and American junk food.
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A miniature department store!


Why did I never imagine this humble


enterprise of my parents in this manner?


Creaking accordion gates protect the storefront, protesting every time they are opened and closed. Long tongues of sticky yellow paper dangle from the ceiling, studded with dead flies. White rice in fifty-pound sacks is stacked to the rafters. In the back, a butcher hacks at fish and meat while I stamp prices in purple ink on cans of grass jelly and lychees in syrup. Soy sauce, oyster sauce, nước mắm, and mắm ruốc in a sickly shade of purple. Coco Rico coconut soda in green cans. A machine for grinding coffee, whose aroma mixes with the rice. JVC stereos with cassette players in boxes behind the counter, which my parents send home to our relatives, who sell them for cash.


Why do they need cash?
And why can we not just
send cash if they need it?
My life with Ba Má
defined by questions
I never ask.


Under the glass counter are Chinese martial arts paperback novels, translated into Vietnamese, which my brother can read but I can’t (and never will). I am eight. I can (and do) eat all the Chinese doughnuts and fried sesame seed balls I want, as well as Danish butter cookies in blue tins and sugary ladyfingers and chocolate-covered cherries that pop and ooze in my mouth.


I have not tasted any of them again since the
days of the SàiGòn Mới. What would
happen if I ate a chocolate-covered
cherry now? Would I remember
all I have forgotten or
tried to forget?


I have everything I need but almost nothing I want. I don’t want Catholicism, but my parents enroll me in Saint Patrick School a few blocks south, a Vietnamese boy wearing Irish-green corduroys and an Irishgreen cardigan with a shamrock on its pocket.


I have never worn corduroy or Irish green since.


Every morning, after the Pledge of Allegiance, we recite a Hail Mary and the Lord’s Prayer. I know the Lord’s Prayer by heart and never imagine I can forget it, though as I try to recite it now, I realize I can get only so far as


forgive us our trespasses as we
forgive those who trespass against us.


I have forgotten the second half.


In another Polaroid of memory, I receive First Communion in Harrisburg. All children look cute receiving this sacrament, the little boys with clip-on ties, the little girls in white frocks. I must have been pretty adorable, walking solemnly down the aisle, cupped hands extended to the priest for the sacred Styrofoam, eager to wash down that morsel of Christ’s Body with my first sip of Christ’s syrupy Blood.


The red wine
fails to seduce.
I turn out an atheist.


Don’t tell my father, who
gifts me a bottle of monk-made
sacramental wine every Christmas.


Ba’s Catholic name is Joseph, same as mine. My mother’s, Maria. Like many other immigrants and refugees before them, Ba Má become human sacrifices, throwing themselves onto barbed wire so I can walk across their backs into this strange new world. They work relentlessly, almost every waking hour, almost every day of the year except for Easter, Tết, and Christmas.


Every day their own
station of the cross.


One way I know, now, that they loved my brother and me is that they only occasionally made us work at the SàiGòn Mới. This is why, one Christmas Eve circa 1980, when I am nine, my parents are at the SàiGòn Mới while my brother and I stay home.


At the SàiGòn Mới, Ba would be dressed in shirt and slacks; Má, in blouse and slacks or knee-length skirt, perhaps with a matching jacket. In the world outside our home, they are always neat, presentable, semiformal, with no trace of their rural origins. Superheroes in disguise as parents, they are saving us, not with the Hollywood derring-do of helicopters and fast cars and supposedly witty repartee, but from a secret headquarters disguised as the SàiGòn Mới.


Soon they will come home, to a kitchen with a dishwasher they never use and a dining room with a linoleum floor and a chandelier with six glass shades for lights, one of which I break on the first night we move into the house because I am so excited I run around the house screaming and bump into the low-slung fixture. My brother sweeps up the broken glass, and my exasperated father berates me. Tonight my brother and I wait for my parents in a house that had been perfect and new until I broke that shade. I am watching television.


Through the windows of my sandcastle of memory,
I can hear the ocean of amnesia, perpetual, invincible.


When Ba Má come home, exhausted but perhaps pleased that they are, once again, their own bosses, they will prepare dinner for their waiting children. In later years, my father describes my otherwise dutiful brother as a picky eater, in contrast to me, who eats everything my parents make. Perhaps being a picky eater is my otherwise responsible elder brother’s way of resisting his obligations. Perhaps I intuit that to prepare a meal is to show love without ever saying I love you.


If they return home in the blue cargo van that Ba uses to fetch goods for the SàiGòn Mới and that he parks in the driveway, they will enter through the front door. If they return in the white Ford sedan with its burgundy top and trim, they park in the garage and enter through the garage door. They take off their shoes at the door and change into their casual clothes, a white T-shirt and shorts for Ba, a nightgown for Má. Too tired to care what they look like, too pressed to have the time to shop for tracksuits or sweatpants or whatever else American working parents are supposed to wear at home. Their sons are the only eyewitnesses to their vulnerability, to their flesh, to their occasional short tempers.


Ba Má will share the kitchen with its Formica countertop and fluorescent lights. Ba is unusual for a Vietnamese man, doing half the housework and cooking, as well as the mending, sewing, and alterations, having once been a tailor. He makes the curtains and hems my jeans, while Má irons creases into them. My classmates tease me for being so fresh off the boat as to wear creased jeans.


Ba deserves credit for doing much more than most Vietnamese men while also declining their vices—smoking, billiards, alcohol, mistresses, whiling away time with male buddies in homosocial cafés where the patrons suck on both cigarettes and nostalgia. But Má deserves even more credit just for doing what is expected of her as a Vietnamese woman, the triple shift of working outside the home, doing the chores, and bearing the children.


Má is not a great cook, but it is not for lack of talent, just lack of time. In her retirement, she masters a few elaborate dishes, like the jumbo shrimp in garlic sauce that appears every time I visit for dinner. But at the end of 1980, her repertoire, and my father’s, is simple. The meal they would have made that Christmas Eve would have had three courses, as always: a vegetable side, like stir-fried rau muống or sliced cucumbers in a vinaigrette; a simple soup, most likely canh cà chua, the tomatoes blistered by the hot broth, flavored by a handful of tiny dried shrimp; and a meat dish, oftentimes the boiled organ meat of cows and chickens, served with a weak dipping sauce of nước mắm, diluted by water, or salt and pepper floating in a puddle of lemon juice.


I chew and chew without protest, perhaps because I know no better, but I probably do. I can see the meat loaf and roast beef and casseroles that white people eat on TV. I chew and chew because I love my parents and know no other way to repay them than to eat what they cook and to attempt to be what they say I must be at nearly every meal: good, obedient, respectful. I interpret these commands to mean: Do as I am told. Be quiet. Ask no questions.


When Ba Má have the time, they will fry a half dozen or more pork chops in caramelized soy sauce and sugar, my favorite. My father makes sure I eat two or three or four, more than he takes for himself. The centerpiece of the meal and table is the squat, capacious National one-button rice cooker that does only one thing, make white rice, unlike the fancy Zojirushi I own now that also makes sushi rice and porridge. The cute Zojirushi with its smart chip belongs in an anime cartoon and breaks down easily. The analog National endures like everything else Ba Má own. Like Ba Má themselves.


Perhaps, because it’s Christmas Eve, Ba Má will bring home a bottle of $3.99 Cook’s Champagne from the Lucky supermarket a couple of blocks from the SàiGòn Mới. The Champagne gives me a headache and makes me think for decades that I do not like Champagne. But Christmas Eve dinner never arrives. Instead of the pop of the Champagne bottle, the phone rings in the kitchen, and my brother leaves me where I am, watching cartoons in the living room. I am laughing when my brother reappears.


Ba Má have been shot, my brother says.


Perhaps I laugh the way my
nine-year-old son does now
when watching cartoons:
uproariously,
enraptured.


Ba Má have been shot, he says again.


I




What’s the matter with you?





stop




Why don’t you say anything?





laughing.




Don’t you feel anything?





Honestly, no.
Is numbness
a feeling?




Your brother, seven years older, is crying.





You keep your gaze fixed
on the television, saying
nothing, which you
will excel at.


You have no memory of how you sleep that night, or of how or when Ba Má return from the hospital the next day, but you know they soon go back to work. Mere flesh wounds cannot stop them, or so you think at the time. Ba Má are inevitable. Ba Má are immortal.


Easier to think of them in this way, or not to
think of them at all, than to imagine them lying
on their queen-sized bed on their return home,
nursing wounds, maybe even weeping, terrified
of the next day and night at the SàiGòn Mới.


Your family never speaks of this incident, just as you will never speak of so many things, just as you never cry for the stigmata you do not ask to see and Ba Má do not show, wounds awash in the red neon light of the movie of their lives that no one will make.


Too bad you become a writer instead of a filmmaker.


Now you live in Los Angeles. When you


tell people you’re a writer


no one cares.










hello, hollywood?






 


You are refugees, not exiles.


You are refugees, not expats.


You are refugees, not migrants.


You are refugees, not immigrants.


You are many, not few.


You are many, not one.


But though you are


a horde, you are also


nothing. You


refugees.


Perhaps some of the refugees of World War II received the Hollywood treatment, but very few Hollywood movies feature you, the refugees of the last few decades, though your lives have everything Hollywood desires: Drama! Tragedy! War! Romance! Separated lovers! Orphaned children! Divided families! Impossible odds! Heartwarming stories of reunion and success! (Ignore the ones not reunited, the ones not successful).


BUT—


and this is a big


BUT


—you refugees lack one crucial
element Hollywood needs:


You. Are. Not. White.


You own a house or rent an apartment. You live with your family or by yourself. You wake in the morning and drink your coffee or tea. You drive a car or a motorbike, or perhaps you take the bus. You go to work and turn on your computer. You go out at night and flirt and date. You watch movies and television shows and fantasize about seeing yourself on-screen. You live in a small town or big city, or maybe in the countryside. You have hopes, dreams, expectations. You take your humanity for granted. You still believe you are human when catastrophe renders you homeless. Smoke and fire shroud your town or city or countryside. You drive, run, walk, or catch a bus to the border or the sea. Only then, having fled, hoping to leave, or making it across the border or the sea, on foot, on boat, on raft, on truck, do you understand that those who are not refugees see you refugees as the zombies of the world, the undead rising from dying states to march or swim toward the borders of the living in endless frightening waves.


Those on the other side do
not see you as human at all.


This is the dread experience of joining the world’s 103 million forcibly displaced people, as the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees calls them. The refugees from Russia’s invasion of Ukraine receive a more hospitable welcome because they are a rarity: they are white. Perhaps Hollywood might even make a movie about the odyssey of Ukrainian refugees fleeing to Mexico and claiming asylum at the U.S. border, starring Angelina Jolie as a bedraggled but still beautiful refugee. But Hollywood will probably not make a movie about the African refugees fleeing from Ukraine, abused at the Polish border, or the Central American refugees kept waiting at the U.S. border while white Ukrainians pass on through.


The nation of the displaced looms larger than New Zealand or Ireland, Norway or Denmark, Singapore or Hong Kong, Switzerland or Austria, Portugal or Greece, Belgium or the Netherlands, Taiwan or Australia, South Korea or the United Kingdom, Saudi Arabia or Spain, Italy or France, Cambodia or Thailand, Germany or Iran.


Why even compare yourself to a nation?
People hate you, define themselves against
you, no longer part of a nation, reminder
of the fragility of homes and nations,
a threat to the existence of nations.
Even if they do not hate you,
they see you as a crisis.


You refugees.


This nation of displaced persons is a little larger than Việt Nam, ninetyseven million people, the world’s fifteenth-largest nation. Despite their demure appearance, your people really enjoy procreating! But as much as they might be driven by Eros, perhaps Thanatos also haunts them, shadowed as they are by three million war deaths and the hundreds of thousands or maybe millions of dead who preceded them from the other conflicts, famine, and colonization of the previous hundred years. You are proud of your lustful, fertile people, you who were one of them until you were


Dis-placed.




Dis place.







Dys-place.







This place that is no place that is still your place.




The forcibly displaced include the internally displaced and asylum seekers, as well as 32.5 million refugees (as a nation, larger than Malaysia, smaller than Angola). The countries sending forth or forcing out the most refugees are the Syrian Arab Republic, Venezuela, Ukraine, Afghanistan, and South Sudan. Force and violence beat refugees into existence. Fear and terror shape refugees. Things are done to refugees before they do things like flee. Escape. Say please. And thank you.


As for the European Jews who survived the Holocaust and became refugees, Hannah Arendt wrote:


We were told to forget; and we forgot
quicker than anybody ever could imagine.


You have done your best to


forget. You have become very good at


forgetting. And now it is difficult, having


forgotten so many parts of yourself and those you


love, to re member your many disremembered pieces.


The countries hosting the most refugees are Turkey, Colombia, Germany, Pakistan, and Uganda. Until the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022, the West had not welcomed most of the world’s refugees since World War II, despite the cries of some Westerners that too much is asked of the generous, liberal, cosmopolitan West, which has, among other civilized accomplishments, invented the fork—so much easier to use than chopsticks, so much cleaner than one’s hand—as well as the napalm dropped on Phan Thị Kim Phúc, the camera and the film that recorded her burned and naked, and the entire apparatus of mechanical reproduction that etched her into people’s memories all over the world, to the point that her face and body now stand in for Việt Nam, country of war, country of victims, deserving of pity from the West and most of the rest.


Are you a Westerner?
You must be a Westerner.
San José is in the West, and
you know the way to San José.


You were born in Ban Mê Thuột, now spelled Buôn Mê Thuột or Buôn Ma Thuột, its name changed by the victors, along with many other things. Get rid of French influences, restore some Sinicized roots, or just rename after new heroes. Sài Gòn becomes Hồ Chí Minh City, and if you land at the airport and call it phi trường instead of sân bay, or if you call a bank nhà băng instead of ngân hàng, people will know you left in 1975. As for your hometown, Buôn Ma Thuột is closer to Ƀuôn Ama Thuột, the name used by the people who first lived there, the Ê Đê.


You remember nothing of what the New York Times called a


sleepy, charming highlands town


where the last emperor, Bảo Đại, once had hunting lodges. By the time you are born, American military advisers occupy those lodges. American-made jeeps and trucks rumble through paved two-lane roads and streets, driven by southern soldiers. Ban Mê Thuột has changed, for when President Ngô Đình Diệm visited in 1957, around the time Ba Má moved there, the town was little more than a village with dirt roads, known for its coffee, its waterfalls, and its ethnic minorities, including the Rade who


padded barefoot through its streets
or rode on hulking elephants.


The Rade are now the Ê Đê. You, an ethnic minority in the United States, are the majority, the Kinh, in Việt Nam.


The Kinh are an imperial, warlike people, who marched
south from China to seize the lands of the Cham, the
Cambodians, and dozens of Indigenous highlander
peoples whom the French called Montagnards.
You called them Mọi. “Savage.” You, the
colonizer now colonized by the
French, staff the French
colonial bureaucracy,
almost white but
not quite.


If a movie was made of your family’s epic refugee journey, most likely a low-budget passion project by a Vietnamese filmmaker with a diasporic history like yourself, it would begin with a quiet prelude in early March 1975, when your handsome father boards a plane for Sài Gòn on business. He carries a briefcase with gold and cash to buy a house in Sài Gòn. The plan is for you and your brother to be educated there instead of your provincial hometown.


Perhaps Má takes you to the Phụng Dực airport with its burnt-orange control tower and small terminal the length of two or three railroad cars. Perhaps Ba hugs you in farewell, for you have just turned four and are still in need of hugs. Perhaps you wave bye-bye and watch his plane take off from the red earth runway, soaring past the military helicopters and transport planes. You return to your home to the west of the airport on Ama Trang Long street. Your family’s quarters are above the family business. This one sells jewelry and auto parts and evolved from the original business with which Ba Má began their ascent: a one-stop shop where Má sold cloth and Ba did the tailoring, a first-of-its-kind innovation in the local economy.


You are unaware that you are about to enter History. Not far away, the communist army is assembling nineteen divisions to launch its decisive surprise invasion of the south. Its first target: Ban Mê Thuột.


You are grateful for all those things you do not remember. You do not remember the artillery barrage that begins at 3:00 A.M. on March 9, the sapper attacks on the Phụng Dực airport, the gun battles between northern and southern troops, the latter armed with M16s and protected by American helmets. The sounds of war would be familiar to Má, parts of town having been burned down almost exactly seven years before in February 1968, during the Tết Offensive.


Decades later, at a stranger’s suburban party in San Gabriel
Valley, California, the host pulls out an AK-47 and shoots into
the ground to ring in the New Year. The clamor is deafening.
You can feel the impact of the bullets on the ground as the
gunner empties his magazine. Multiply by a thousand to generate
the volume and the velocity of flying metal and the fear your
mother felt. You leave the party as fast as you can after the
twentysomething host walks around with the AK-47, shaking
hands. Your friends tell you he frowns as you leave, but you
don’t care. You’re a coward. You intend to stay that way.


An image of northern soldiers in olive-green uniforms and pith helmets sitting on tanks flashes out of your ocean of amnesia, but no picture of your mother, frantic as she is unable to call your father, all lines of communication cut. Má makes a decision. She flees with Bác Quý, your ten-year-old brother, and you, leaving behind your sixteen-yearold (adopted) sister to guard the family property. Your mother believes your family will return. The war has gone back and forth for years. Why would it end now?


When you are sixteen, you are a high school student working your first job, at Great America amusement park. Your major concern: finding a girlfriend. Your sixteen-year-old (adopted) sister faces a different coming of age. She watches her mother and brothers abandon her. Was it daylight? Most likely it was the dark of night, to evade communist patrols. She shuts the door, locks it. Her heart beats fast. She cries alone. A child facing an immense and terrifying future.


You do not know that any of this happened, but what else could have happened? You do not know whether you cry when you leave her, but you hope so, giving her a sign that she would be loved and missed.


You do not remember this moment or your (adopted) sister at all.
Your parents will not see her again for nearly twenty years.
You will not see her again for nearly thirty years.


This is a war story.


Your brother remembers dead paratroopers hanging from the trees, although you do not. You also do not remember whether you walked the entire 184 kilometers to Nha Trang, or whether your mother carried you, or whether you got a ride on the cars, trucks, carts, motorbikes, and bicycles clogging the road. Perhaps she does remember, but you never ask about the exodus, about the tens of thousands of civilian refugees and fleeing soldiers, the desperate scramble to get on a boat in Nha Trang, some of the soldiers shooting civilians to clear their way, using American M16s rather than AK-47s.


Má hired strangers to carry you, your brother says.
Má strapped gold to your brother’s legs, your father says.
But forty-five years later, Ba also says,
I really don’t know what your mother underwent.


You do not remember the weather, but in the months of March and April it must have been good, not too hot, not too wet. You do not remember finding your father in Sài Gòn, or how you waited another month until the communist army attacked the city, or how terrified your parents must have been, or how their days were spent trying to find ways to leave the city, and how, on the last day before the city’s capture—or liberation, depending on one’s point of view—you tried to get into the airport, then the American embassy, then somehow fought through crowds at the docks to reach a boat, how your father became separated from the rest of you but decided to jump on a boat by himself anyway, how your mother did the same, both trusting themselves to God but also, as always, taking their lives into their own hands, and then how you were reunited on a larger ship, how you floated for three days, how your family is a part of THE FALL OF SAIGON with the picture of the helicopter on a roof, a line of human beings who are becoming refugees climbing up a ladder.


Are you a witness to history
because you were there?
Can you be a witness to history
if you do not remember it?


You remember a kind man sharing milk with your mother for you, or perhaps you just remember Má telling you this story. Perhaps the milk is rotten. Or perhaps, even if the milk is good, you associate its taste with a crowded boat, frightened people, a sea you have never seen before. In the future, Má mixes sugar into milk to get you to drink it, but you never overcome your distaste of milk and cheese, gagging even at the soft, bland wedges of Laughing Cow that Ba likes to eat with bites of banana. You think you might have been six feet tall if it weren’t for your allergy to dairy, one minor consequence of being a refugee embedded into your taste buds and your body.


Or perhaps you’re just lactose intolerant.


You remember the blue sea. You remember soldiers on your boat opening fire on a smaller boat of refugees trying to approach.


Your brother says, That never happened.


What if he is wrong?


New Life—this is the name of the haphazard American operation to rescue American allies from the Republic of Việt Nam, a country that no longer exists except in the imagination of its global refugee diaspora of more than five million people, a country most of the world remembers as South Việt Nam. After a war that kills three million Vietnamese people; several hundred thousand Laotians, Cambodians, and Hmong; more than fifty-eight thousand Americans; some five thousand South Koreans; and hundreds more from other countries, perhaps this is an appropriate name.


Or is it?
AMERICATM,
a pro-life nation,
indivisible, under God,
has watered its dark fields
with blood spilled from
colonization,
genocide,
slavery
& war.


Born in the Year of the Pig as Nguyễn Thanh Việt, reborn in AMERICA™ as Viet Thanh Nguyen. History performs your caesarean, as it does for all refugees to AMERICA™, delivering you as that mythological subject, the amnesiac, rootless, synthetic New American.


Contrary to sentiment and compliment, newborn
babies—purple, slimy, and screaming, eyes
screwed shut against the alien light—
are generally kind of ugly.
You are no exception.


The sandcastle of your memory really begins to rise after your stops at a chain of American military bases in the Philippines, Guam, and, finally, Pennsylvania. From bases in the Philippines and Guam—as well as Thailand and Japan—the United States launched bombing strikes on Việt Nam, Laos, and Cambodia with B-52 Stratofortresses manufactured by Boeing, the same company that makes most of the airplanes you now fly on as you jet around the world. But by the time you stumble onto those bases, confused and dazed, they have taken a pause from death-dealing to giving New Life to refugees fleeing from countries once colonized by the imperial French. You are escaping to


AMERICATM


(Cue song of the same title by Neil Diamond,
son of Jewish immigrants from Poland and Russia,
whose birth name really is Diamond and
whose lyrics you cannot afford to reprint.)


America the Great!


America the Exceptional!


A country
fundamentally
opposed to
imperialism and
colonialism!


Except when AMERICA™ colonized the Philippines, Guam, Hawai‘i,
Puerto Rico, Samoa, the Virgin Islands, the Thirteen Colonies,
and pretty much the western three-quarters of what is now
the United States of America, which did buy 828,000 
square miles for $15 million from a French dude,
the world historical equivalent of you buying a
really cheap, brand-new Sony PlayStation
from the trunk of some guy in
a parking lot who says,
It’s all legit, bro.


From the bases of the American empire in the Pacific, 130,000 of you are flown, probably on Boeing planes, to temporary digs in Fort Chaffee, Arkansas; Eglin Air Force Base, Florida; Camp Pendleton, California; and Fort Indiantown Gap, Pennsylvania. From these domestic military bases, the apparatus of government and charities disperses you throughout the country, diluting your refugee intensity so the American body politic can more easily swallow your strangeness and bitterness. The Hmong, fellow refugees from Laos, land in the wintry states of Minnesota and Wisconsin as well as sunny California. Your family arrives in Pennsylvania. You refugees, who say Cali for California and Los with a long oh for Los Angeles and Chick-ah-go for Chicago, must have looked at the name of Ben Franklin’s state and sighed one long, long sigh.


Your parents, Joseph and Maria? Refugees twice.
Joseph and Mary of the Bible? Refugees once.


You and 22,000 other Vietnamese and Cambodian refugees get to the unpronounceable state in early summer 1975. Instead of the stable that Joseph and Mary found, you are housed in one of the fort’s many two-story barracks, marked T for “temporary” though they were built in the 1930s.


Each barracks can house sixty soldiers or ninety-six refugees in bunk beds. Seventy-two square feet per soldier, forty square feet per refugee. No partitions for privacy. The one common bathroom features a row of exposed toilets and a cramped, dark shower room with no windows or stalls. You see these details when you return for a tour forty-seven years later, but you remember nothing of the camp, certainly not the lessons in pronunciation and vocabulary that the comedian Richard Pryor says are taught there:


You got all the Vietnamese in the army
camps and shit, takin’ tests and stuff,
learnin’ how to say “nigger,”
so they can become
good citizens.


Your people are good at taking tests. Have you passed this one?


Pryor isn’t wrong, except that some refugees already know the difference between Black and white. Your Americanization starts in Việt Nam, where the Americans exported everything, including their racism, like the French before them. This is why so many Vietnamese despise the Amerasian or Eurasian children of Black fathers much more than the Amerasian or Eurasian children of white fathers.


Although you are semi-Americanized, you need American sponsors to leave the camp. Families and churches throughout the country take in refugee families. No one wants your entire family. One sponsor takes your parents, another your brother. A third comes for you. You are four.


Go where it hurts,
the writer Bharati Mukherjee, your teacher, once told you.
Cut to the bone.


This . . . is where it hurts.










memory’s beginning






 


That classic Nietzsche line you quote over and over because it is true:




If something is to stay in the memory it must be burned in:
only that which never ceases to hurt stays in the memory.




A handful of bad memories can be more indelible than a lifetime of good memories or mediocre ones. We notice the scar, not the skin. Being taken away from your parents is burned in between your shoulder blades, a brand you do not usually see until you examine yourself with the mirrors of your own writing.


You do not remember being taken away the first time, but your sponsor brings you to see Ba Má one night, then inevitably pulls you away again.


You howl and scream. You are four.
You think Má is crying, too, but perhaps
you are only hoping she cried.


You remember the howling and not the room or house or apartment in which it took place, nor the sponsor who brought you there and took you away. You are the physical sound and feeling, the essence of yourself, a scream, the reverse of Munch’s famous painting, so that instead of seeing the silent scream you can only hear it. The sound makes you grateful you cannot remember the journey out of Ban Mê Thuột, Nha Trang, and Sài Gòn. But if you did remember . . .


. . . that would be incredible for your writing!


Think about it—
if only you could remember enough, you could be
A VOICE FOR THE VOICELESS.


The writer’s dilemma:
be scarred enough to be a good writer,
but not so scarred as to be truly fucked up.
You have achieved the magic balance!
Congratulations!!!


Your first sponsors are a young couple. By couple, you mean man and woman. By man and woman, you mean white man and woman. They live in a trailer or mobile home. They seem kind, but your stay is short. Maybe you are not that cute, unlike the orphans of Operation Babylift, not all of whom are actually orphans, seventy-eight of whom die when their transport plane crashes in Sài Gòn. But the survivors must have been supercute, as Richard Pryor implies:


It was funny, man, pleadin’ for the orphans and shit.
[mimicking white woman] God, we’ve got to do something. The
little orphans, oh my goodness. Bitch almost had me goin’ gettin’
an orphan. People in Mississippi, white folks in Georgia and shit,
adoptin’ babies. Shit gonna last about a year. And that racism
gonna come out. [mimicking white man] Goddamn. What in the
hell we got here, Margot? Ain’t your eyes ever gonna round out? Look
like one of ’em neighborhood coons. And I’m for orphans, now, you
know, don’t get me wrong. I like orphans, but shit, they got ten
million niggers here need to be adopted.
[applause]
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