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There is no life that does not contribute to history.

—DOROTHY WEST








Prologue

I did not know how to love or miss my niam tais, my mother’s mother. My mother had left her long ago in Laos. I knew that their parting was not by choice; there was a war, and the Hmong, our people, were forced to flee into the jungle to escape persecution for having helped the Americans in Southeast Asia.

Growing up, I heard Niam Tais’s voice on old cassette tapes she’d sent from Laos to us in the refugee camps of Thailand. In each recording, she said the same things, her voice trembling across the scratches of the used and reused tapes: “Me Kablia, I am your niam tais, your mother’s mother. Although you don’t know me, I love you.”

My mother asked me to record my voice for Niam Tais, saying, “My mother would like to hear your voice, I’m sure.” I never knew what to say. I didn’t want to tell my mother that her mother was a stranger to me, so each time, I’d say, “Tell me what to say.” In each recording we sent back to Laos, I ended up repeating the words my mother offered me. I said, “Niam Tais, this is Kablia. Although you don’t know me, I am your daughter’s daughter. I am three, four, five, six years old now. I’m only saying a few words so that you’d know the sound of my voice.”

In each recording, I was afraid to say that I loved my niam tais because I didn’t know what that would feel like, and my mother, even if she wished for me to love her mother, did not want me to say things that I didn’t mean. Still, each time I heard my mother’s mother’s voice telling me she loved me, I wished I could return her words in a way that was serious and true. I had no way of imagining her place in my life.

I grew up with only one grandmother, my father’s mother, my pog. Both of my grandfathers had died when my parents were children. My pog was a force to be reckoned with. She had many grandchildren. We only had her. We raced each other to be by her side, to hold her hands, to sit at her feet, to be bathed in her scent, Tiger Balm and medicinal herbs. I knew the feel of her hand, dry like paper, fingers strong and straight, blue veins like rolling vines soft underneath her skin. I knew her voice, too, rough and low, steady and slow. And so, I thought it was enough—to have one powerful grandmother, to live in a life where the other was a scratchy voice coming from the turning of circles in a small rectangular borrowed box.

It was not until…

… I was thirty years old. I had lived with my parents right up until then, except for stints at Carleton College, Columbia University, and the University of Wisconsin–Eau Claire. I had known that all three departures were temporary ways of bringing me more fully back to Mom and Dad and the dreams we shared for my goal of becoming a writer, learning how to teach, and living within that combination in the world. In my late twenties, I met a man, felt comforted by his presence and sleepy by his side, and so in the run of my life, I thought I should find a reasonable way of resting beside him. We agreed to marriage.

One summery evening, in the thirtieth year of my life, shortly after my marriage, I visited my mom and dad. Dad was at work. Mom was in her garden in the backyard of the house in Andover. It was a fenced garden my father had made for her, a patch of dug prairie where he had devised a system for watering so she wouldn’t have to drag the heavy hose from the house each time her plants grew thirsty; he’d threaded the uneven plot with a long stretch of hose and pricked it at different points with a hot needle so that when the water was turned on, water leaked left and right. He had hoped that it would spray forth like a sprinkler but that is not what happened. Still, it was as romantic as my father got. That summer’s eve, my mother stood among her Hmong cilantro, grown wiry and old with little white flowers bursting in clusters about her thigh.

When my mother saw me, she smiled, delighted by my impromptu visit. She started talking and I started weeding close by. A cool evening wind blew. The horseflies and black gnats were few and far between. The scent of mint and basil mingled with the cilantro in the air. My mother, wearing a loose long-sleeved shirt, looked at the earth in front of her as she bent at the waist, pulling at clumps of grass and the fat purslane stalks in between her beloved mustard greens. I followed her example as I had countless times before.

I saw how humble our hands were: small hands, small fingers, middle finger and ring finger bending toward each other like old friends with secrets to share. My mother’s movements were sure and fast, unlike my own. My hands tangled unproductively against the deep-rooted dandelions. I wrapped my fingers tightly around the base of the green plants right where the white roots were showing and pulled hard. When the earth gave way and I held the broken roots, I knew that they would sprout again in a couple of weeks. I sighed quietly to myself but did not complain or voice my observation. Instead, I listened as my mother told me stories of how she’d once, long ago, weeded alongside her own mother.

She talked and talked, more than she’d ever talked before, keeping me close, keeping me listening until the cool breeze turned colder and small goose bumps appeared on my arms as the sun disappeared, leaving in its glow a tangerine sky. The cicadas in the nearby trees sang their high-pitched songs, like the buzz of electricity but louder and alive. Alas, I told her that I had to leave. I felt her presence holding me still. I knew my new husband waited in the house, probably eager now to go home and start dinner. I had learned he was a man secured by simple routines, but I lingered, helping her with the harvest: Hmong cucumbers the size of newborn babies, young squash with warts the size of my thumbs all over their skin except for the damp parts that rested on the brown earth, bundles of mustard greens with stalks as thick as leeks, gallon buckets filled with green beans, ropes of snake beans, handfuls of spicy chili peppers, and an assortment of green and purple eggplants.

At the driveway, beneath the old oak trees, my mother filled brown paper bags with produce for me and my new husband as we headed back to the home we now shared. The weight of the bags grew heavy in my hands. It was too much for the both of us to eat, but I did not know how to stop her hands from pushing the vegetables in mine. I accepted them all knowing we would never finish them. I understood them for what they were: a wish for my marriage, for my life ahead, one in which she would not be at the same table sharing my meals.

In that moment, I missed my mother. I didn’t want to leave her. My heart lingered even as my body moved away from hers. In the car home, looking out the window at the expanse of prairie grass by the side of the road, I began to understand how hard it was for my mother to leave Niam Tais that other evening, lifetimes ago. As my husband turned on the music, jazz, one of his favorites, a collaboration between Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie, I was swept into a space where the wind inside my own chest felt constricted. It tickled the back of my throat. I swallowed what I thought was breath but knew as tears in the dark of expanding night, as the tires of our car rolled further and further from the house of my mom and dad.

… I had just delivered my dead baby into the world. I was thirty-one years old. Baby Jules was nineteen weeks. He was my first pregnancy. He died suddenly inside me somewhere in Alaska. My husband and I had been on a trip to see Denali. On the peak of a minor hill, breathing in the glory of the surrounding mountains, looking down at earth that looked scorched, upon rivers flowing like veins, I felt his last kick. I pressed a hand to my belly. I told him, “Breathe, Baby. The air here is so light it can lift you.”

In the hospital back in Minnesota, a week after our return, I was afraid to see my dead baby, scared to feel the weight of him in my arms. My husband, as nervous as I was, caught up in his own grief, his own sea of sorrow, shook beside me. It was my mother who reached first for our son. When I could not bear to look, it was her voice, even and straight, that said, “He’s so cute.”

In these words, my mother gave me the courage to turn toward the sound of her voice, to look at the little baby wrapped in a blanket in her arms. In the crumpled cloth I looked upon the face of my dead child and I saw some version of myself: eyes closed, mouth open, little nose, the slight brow, a fine chin. My mother’s words released me from my fear. I reached for the baby. She offered him to me with both hands. I pulled him to my chest, a baby born so light he could never have held me down. The whole time, my mother crooned behind me, “Baby, you are so cute. You are so cute.”

In that hospital room, now aglow in the embers of memory, I learned the power of my mother, not only over me but over the lives that would emerge from me, however their stories would go. Awash in waves of her fearless love, I was able to say goodbye to Baby Jules, send him off to a world beyond the one I breathed in, knowing that he would be cradled already by those who’ve loved my mother, her mother before her, so on and so forth.

… I heard in the background a cry so loud and piercing it cut through the chattering of my teeth. I was thirty-two. I had just given birth, a living birth to a slippery baby, her hands fisted on either side of her head. My placenta had not come out the way it should have. The doctors had decided to do a manual extraction. I lay on the hospital bed, teeth hitting each other so hard and uncontrollably, my body shook in response. I heard my mother’s voice, once again, even and straight, saying “Seeyees, my Seeyees. You are here. Your niam tais loves you so much.”

It was then in that other hospital room, streaked by the early morning light, depleted of strength, that I knew what I had been missing my whole life, the power of my niam tais’s love, contained by a war waged before I was born, a war that severed not only my relationship to her but my own mother’s.

… I heard nothing but the silence of a clock that should have been ticking, that was clearly working fine for the nurses and doctors moving quickly around me in the operating room. I was thirty-four. I had just delivered a set of twins into the world. Once again, the placenta had not detached, and a manual extraction had been completed. Only this time, it had all taken too long and I could feel myself leaving.

I asked my nurse, I said, “Jen, am I going to die?”

She said, “No, sweetheart. The hard part is done. I’m going to clean you up and then we’re going to wheel you out of here to join those babies.”

I nodded.

The clock on the white operating wall was still not moving for me. It stared silently back at me, its hands frozen between two and three in the afternoon.

Jen cleaned me up. They wheeled me out of the operating room.

In the hallway, the wheels slowed. I saw my mother above me.

She placed her hands on my heart. My heart stopped beating. I coded.

I woke up after the chest compressions so that I could throw up.

I woke up again in the intensive care unit. I woke up to the figure of my mother at the foot of my hospital bed. She was speaking quietly.

My mother was begging, pleading, bargaining for my life with her own.



Somewhere after all of this, I told myself that when I could, I would take something back from that war for my mother. I would travel on the winds of her memories and together we would sift through the pieces of her life, salvage the loves whose stories were buried in the debris of everything, find the moments of light and laughter, confront the hurt and confusion, the not knowing and forgetting. I would flee with her to Thailand as a young mother with an infant in her arms, and then we would leave for America as refugees together, hands holding fast to each other. Here I would stand with her along the assembly lines, rushing to keep up with the machines. Here we would stand in the grocery store with the WIC vouchers in our hands to buy milk and bread for the children. Here we would wait on Christmas day in a long line of mothers outside the Salvation Army on the east side of St. Paul so that before the day was over, those same children could say that they had gotten something from Santa, too. I wanted to claim the legacy of the woman I come from, the women who had to define for themselves what it meant to live in a world where luck was not on your side.

Where Rivers Part tells the story of Tswb Muas, my mother, the daughter of Ntshuab Thoj, my grandmother, two women who lived quietly, loved fiercely, and raised daughters who carry and continue their stories and the lessons of their lives across oceans, continents, and generations. I have taken on my mother’s voice in the telling of her story. These pages, like the long-ago tapes of my childhood from the grandmother I never got to meet, are a message from my heart to my mother’s, my way of saying: although time will not hold us close together forever, our feelings for each other will live on long after we are gone.

Niam, I am sorry that I never got to meet your mother.

Niam, I am lucky that I get to be your daughter in this lifetime.

Niam, in all the lifetimes to come, if I get to choose, let me be your daughter again.





There was once a Hmong house that sat where two rivers met.

The house was made of wood.

There was a shingled bamboo roof on top.

Out back, there was a garden filled with herbs and spices.

In my memories, the house fills my heart.

Remembering it makes me weep.

One day, I will return.

This Hmong house will be full of people again.

Mother will sit among the flowering mint in the garden.

Father will stand by the door underneath the overhang of the roof.

My brothers and sisters will abound.

The living and the dead will be together,

at long last.

There was once a Hmong house that sat where two rivers met.






Tswb’s Family


	The family she came from:

	Tswb’s mother

	Tswb’s father

	Tswb’s father’s seven children from previous marriages (including Maiv and Npib)

	Tswb’s three brothers (Vaj, Looj, and Soob)

	Tswb’s four sisters (Huab, Nplooj, Little Cucumber, and Xis)

	*The five siblings who died without names, whose names have been forgotten.




	The family she married into:

	Npis (husband)

	Npis’s mother

	Npis’s six older brothers (including Eev)

	Npis’s nine sisters-in-law

	All the nieces and nephews with their colorful names.




	
The family she made:

	Tswb and Npis

	Dawb and Kablia (first set of daughters)

	Txuj and Sibhlub (second set of children)

	Zuabli and Ntxhais (third set of children)

	Hwm (the last born)

	*The seven miscarriages, all unnamed.








Pronunciation Note


	Tswb is pronounced “chew.”

	Npis is pronounced “bee.”



All the names in this book are spelled in Hmong. Some names have been changed in accordance with Tswb Muas’s wishes.






A Map of Tswb’s Life in Laos


[image: Map: nplog teb, 1961–1979]
Because the places where she lived cannot be found on any map of Laos, because the country’s maps changed after the communist party came into power following the wars in Southeast Asia, this one was made in discussion with Tswb and Npis with the help of Google Earth.

Map source images by Aaron R. M. Hokanson and Maxwell Hwm Yaj; map illustration by Alexis Seabrook.








– Part I – TRY TO IMAGINE







CHAPTER 1 Bad Luck Woman


When Mother married Father he took her home to a house full of people. He had been married twice before her. His first wife, the true love of his life, had given him five children, four boys and a girl, but he had not been faithful to her. As a provincial leader, he traveled frequently across the mountainous villages of Xieng Khouang Province. In his travels, he’d met another woman, gotten her pregnant, and made the decision to take a second wife despite the protests of his first. His second wife gave him two more daughters but could not give him the rest of her life. She divorced Father shortly after her second child was born. She left both girls with him. After her departure, he remembered his love for his first wife, but by then the heartache had taken over her body. She lost her appetite, grew frail, turned away from his offerings of rice and soup. She lost her ability to pull her children in her arms and hold them close to her beating heart. That heart, which had been loyal and true, torn asunder. She died on a quiet morning, surrounded by my weeping father and his children. After her death, Father was full of sorrow and remorse. But his feelings of loss, as strong as they were, could not bring her back to life nor could they attend to the house filled with children. His oldest sons were already married at the time. His youngest ones still cried for a mother’s breasts. A year after her death, Father decided he would marry again. He was in his early forties by then. Mother was seventeen.

Mother, like Father, had been married twice before. Her first husband, in a practice of old, had kidnapped her against her will to be his bride. He was the son of a relative. They had played together as children. In their early teenage years, he’d professed his love. She’d denied it. In a fit of frustration, he’d gathered his family and clan. They caught her alone on her way down to a village stream and carried her home, like a pig to the slaughter. By the time her parents were informed, there was little to be done. The sacred chicken had been flung above their heads, her spirit had been severed from her ancestral home and welcomed into his. Mother fought him for four months, turning away from him in their marriage bed, sitting as far as she could from him at the dinner table. In a fit of despair, the young, unwanted husband left the mountain village where his family lived to go buy salt from the lowlands. There, he contracted a sickness and died upon his return. She was a fifteen-year-old widow.

Her circumstances were not unique. It was 1932. Laos was a French protectorate. Mother and Father and their families lived in the high villages surrounding the peak of Phou Bia Mountain. Once a year the French levied taxes on the farming families. In order to pay the high taxes, the families worked hard, tilling the land. Numbers mattered profoundly. Young girls and young boys married in the name of love and in the name of family, but more often than both, they married in the name of survival. Fate was in the hands of the rich and powerful. Widows abounded, and there were practices that had been created to continue the possibilities of life.

When the young man died, his family decided to marry Mother off to another of their sons. In the time she’d spent with them, they had learned that she was not only beautiful but also a most determined and hardworking young woman. They believed that she would give the family strong children. She protested once again, but to no avail. In her heart, she was able to recuse her second husband of any personal wrongdoing. He had nothing to do with her first marriage. In fact, she wondered if he had any say in his own marriage to her. Despite the budding affection between the two, her second husband, a healthy young man with an easy laugh, fell suddenly ill after six months of marriage. He died quickly and painfully. She contracted whatever illness had befallen him but did not die. His family grew afraid of her: now a thin young woman full of sorrow and sickness. When news of her health and the family’s fear reached her father, he came to collect her, knowing his daughter was now considered a Bad Luck Woman.

Grandfather was not a typical man of his times. He was a humble man who had married an unexpectedly beautiful woman, a woman who was smart and able though rumored to be promiscuous. There were vicious suggestions that their oldest, my mother, was not his biological child. Village folk wondered out loud, close to his family and friends, how such a short man with no bridge on his nose to speak of could have conceived of a child as lovely as her? Her hair was the color of the winged birds that sat high on the tall trees, so black it appeared blue in the bright light of morning. She had eyes to match, deep and dark, open wide and unafraid. Her slender body was long and strong. There was a grace in the curve of her neck, a refinement in the turn of her head. The villagers worried that my mother looked more like the child of the village chief than the poor farmer who raised her with devotion. Grandfather didn’t care. He was committed to his daughter, his firstborn, his champion. From a young age, whenever Grandmother lost her patience with him, it’d always been their firstborn who would silence her: “Mother, do not speak to my father in that fashion.”

As a child, Mother often accompanied Grandfather into the fields when the striped-chested, yellow-beaked migratory birds flew into the mountain villages on the east wind, announcing, “Pob kws ua kauv kaus, pob kws ua kauv kaus.” She walked in front of her father, carrying a small woven bamboo basket that he’d fashioned just for her, marveling at how the birds were speaking in Hmong, letting all the farmers know that it was now corn planting season, singing, “The corn has rooted, the corn has rooted.” Mother had always been Grandfather’s dearest companion.

When Grandfather took his oldest child home by the hand, her few belongings in that same woven bamboo basket from her childhood, he did not stop to look at the villagers who gawked as he walked by with his daughter. Her feet meandered behind his own, her head bowed low. She who had always walked a straight line did not know where to place first one foot and then the other. She was not yet sixteen, and yet in the eyes of the villagers she was a full-grown woman, led home by her father, the weight of multiple tragedies on her shoulders. At home, he tucked her into the warm bed of her youth. He called shamans from far and near to find her frightened spirit and return it to her body.

Mother spent a year living happily with her parents and siblings in the house where she had been born. During the day, she tended to her younger brothers and sisters, helping with the hard work of subsistence farming, feeding the hungry pigs in their pen and giving corn and rice grains to the chickens in the yard. She had no desire to marry again. Neither her first nor her second marriage had been her choice. Being home with her family after the ordeal of both, hearing her mother’s sharp voice call with the rooster’s crow early each morning, was a comfort. At the family field, her father offered her the tenderest ends of the sweetest sugarcane stalks. Mouth full of fiber, throat sweetened with its juice, she told her mother and father that she would never marry again. The elderly couple accepted her words as a matter of course. Who would want to marry again after all that she had been through? Their love of her and support softened the bite of the gossipmongers who suggested that something more ominous had happened to Mother in her time away from the village.

News of my mother’s return to her family home traveled with different people as they trekked from one village to the next, visiting family, attending funerals and weddings, spirit releases, and hand-tying ceremonies to bless those in need. It did not take long for the news of the beautiful bad luck woman to reach Father’s village. One of Father’s relatives knew Grandfather and thought highly of him. He brought up the possibility of a union between Father and Mother, saying, “Her father is a kind and thoughtful man. I understand that she has these same qualities, this bad luck daughter.” At first, Father was not interested in marrying a seventeen-year-old. She was younger than his oldest child by five years. What did she know about the responsibilities of a mother? She’d barely been a wife. And then he heard a detail about her that he kept coming back to: she was stubborn, refusing to look the villagers in the eyes. Some felt it was an act of resistance and not shame.

Father agreed to visit Mother’s village with a marriage contingent. He was not a poor man. He made the trip with two male relatives, each of them pulling the reins of a horse, all three walking in a line. When they entered the edge of the village, the children ran to different houses, speaking quickly: “There are men in our village with horses!” The little ones did not know what this meant but the elders understood it was a formal visit, one that would end in marriage. Old folks peeked out of their doorways as the men passed. Some called out greetings, others asked questions about how far the men had traveled and if they needed water for the animals or a place to rest for the night. Father responded, “No, we are fine. Thank you for your hospitality. We’ve come to visit with the Thoj Clan.”

There were no surprises when the men came to Grandfather’s house. In fact, Grandfather and Grandmother both stood in the open doorway waiting to invite them inside. The men were offered water to quench their thirst and wooden stools to sit on by the family’s fire ring. They talked of people they knew in common, of the weather, the coming harvest, and then Father broached the topic of marriage.

Mother was aware of the commotion in the village. She had observed the group of men walk into her family’s home, and yet she was surprised by the formal proposition of marriage. She was taken aback by the heavy satin of Father’s clothes, the soft-soled shoes that he wore on his feet. She was a farmer’s daughter. They walked the earth with their feet bare. Father, no longer a provincial leader, had established himself as a respected merchant. Although never formally educated, he spoke four languages: Hmong, Lao, Mien, and Mandarin Chinese. He was over twenty years her senior. Though such marriages were not unheard of, it was clear to her that there was a gulf between them beyond the years that separated their births.

When her mother called her to the fire ring, she kept her head low though her eyes did not remain on the hard-packed floor of her family home. On a wooden stool beside her father, she looked at the aging man across the family’s fire without reservation. She was surprised when he dropped his eyes and granted her space to study him. He was a slender man, tall enough, but thin faced, fine boned. She’d always favored men with a bit of meat on their bodies, men whose hands were strong and fingers long. My father had a merchant’s hands. His hands were small and elegant. His fingers were delicate, tapered at the tips. Those fingers moved over the satin of his pants, nervous before the young woman’s gaze.

Mother had grown comfortable with her reputation as a Bad Luck Woman. Who was this person, and didn’t he know of her past? She was certain he would run once her father told him the truth of her history. She was wrong about him. When Grandfather told the wealthy merchant of her two dead husbands, he accepted the words with a gentle nod of his head, communicated an understanding beyond fear. He said, “I believe then that your daughter and I are well suited. I also know what it is like to have bad luck in love.”

Grandfather meditated upon these words. In the end, he decided that two bad luck individuals could perhaps neutralize each other, and maybe, just maybe, they could even foster good luck. When he spoke, it was directly to his daughter. He said, “Here is a man who has gone through a lot in his search for partnership. He can care for you while you care for his youngest children. Unlike your first marriages, this time it could be a marriage without pretense or protestations.”

Mother shifted her gaze to the low flames of her family’s fire. She looked at the flickering light, chased the yellow sparks with her gaze, listened to the crackle of the burnt wood for long moments. As the flames of the fire danced higher with each piece of new wood Grandfather fed into its center, she listened to Father’s honest conversation with her parents. He told them that he had a total of seven children at home. He gestured in her direction and said that his oldest sons were older than she was. Three of them were married and two had children already. He extended both hands toward the heat of the fire, palms up, as he explained that the remaining four were young. The youngest child was just a baby, still hungry for breast milk. Mother looked at his open palms, tried to read the spread of the lines across their surface, but to no avail. The lines on his palms were too faint to read. In her search for some direction in his hands, she found herself making a decision, telling herself that if she could not be a good wife, then she could perhaps learn how to be a good mother. Unlike his palms, her own were etched with deep lines, an indication of a long life. She clasped them tightly when she looked up at the two men before her, her father and the stranger in the satin outfit.

On the first night of her marriage, Mother found a baby at her dry breast, sucking hard for comfort. She winced from the pain of the child’s hold on her tender flesh but dared not push the infant away. The baby girl’s hungry hands held her body fast, clung to her as if she were a lost mother. Throughout the course of the long night, she endeavored to become one with small, steadying breaths to control the throbbing pain in her breasts.

Beside her, the slender man slept on his back, still and silent. Together they listened to the sounds of his large family falling asleep across the connected houses, welcomed the deep, even breathing of the child in their bed and the chirping crickets from the other side of the wall. A strong wind blew and seeped in through the cracks. A chill entered the room, and the two adults in the bed shifted closer together. A heat grew where their bodies met. Outside, the clouds grew heavy with moisture. They covered the light of the moon and rain fell in the dark night. Inside, hushed breaths filled the room.

Mother’s eyes were wide open before the early-morning rooster’s crow announcing the new day. She untangled herself from the sleeping child. In the gray, she studied the straight line of her new husband’s nose, saw the shadows beneath his cheekbone. There was no room to be angry, no feelings of betrayal or hurt. Here was a man she had agreed to marry. Here was her husband. Her heart thudded in her chest loud as the rooster crowing from outside.

On her first day as Father’s wife, Mother chose to wear a sensible outfit. She wore the traditional black wide-legged pants and the black shirt of the White Hmong, pulled the fabric together in front to cross above her breasts. She tied red and green sashes around her waist with a firm grip. She pulled her long hair back and secured the heavy bundle with a clip. On her feet, she wore her only pair of shoes, blue flip-flops. The only aspect of her body that she adorned were her ears; she wore the heavy silver hoops her parents had gifted her.

In the main part of the house, Mother started the fire for the morning meal, a routine she knew well. Once the scent of smoke filled the house, her new daughters-in-law each entered one by one. There were three of them, all shorter than her. The youngest looked her age. The oldest, a baby tied to her front, looked older. Each was shy before her, calling her Niam and asking questions about how much rice to rinse, if they should butcher three or four chickens for their first meal together. Mother told them, “It will take me time to learn how much rice this family eats and how much meat is needed to feed everyone. You will each show me what you know and together we will make this family work.”

My mother and father lived in the original structure, a wooden house set into the edge of a village of split bamboo huts. Connected to their house were others, the houses of my father’s grown sons and their families. While each tended their own fire, the main fire pit was in Mother and Father’s house. Each morning and evening, the large family gathered for meals together around their long wooden table. It was Mother’s job to supervise the preparation of the meals, the youngest girl strapped to her chest, her new daughters hanging on to either end of the red sash at her waist, her daughters-in-law moving around her in accordance with their age and place in the family, teaching her the norms of the family she had married into. Although she was young, Mother’s voice did not contain the uncertainty of girlhood. She spoke with the experience of one who had been a daughter-in-law, as someone who understood the fragility of the situation. Her voice rang with a somber confidence that afforded her respect. The oldest sons looked at her from the corners of their eyes, unsure of this young woman who they were to call Niam but ceding to their father, who had married her. Father watched her movements silently, without judgment or malice, only patience.






CHAPTER 2 The Unlikely Sisters


Mother inherited three daughters. The oldest one, a ten-year-old, was named Maiv. She was short and round, slow in her walk and talk, soft in her features and gestures. She was Father’s first wife’s only daughter. The second girl was Npib. The three-year-old was named after a silver coin the Hmong used both as a currency for goods and decoration on their clothing. She was the oldest of Father’s second wife’s children. Then, there was the baby. Everyone called the child Me Mos with her pale skin and round eyes peaking from light brows. The two older girls, half sisters, were as unlike as two sisters could be in the speed of their movements, their temperaments, and their regard for themselves and others, but both took to Mother immediately. They accompanied her everywhere like personal guards, holding fast with their hands and eyes, afraid she’d leave if they freed her up to go to the bathroom in the nearby jungle or down to the wide river to bathe.

Their fear pulled at my mother. She found opportunity for them to be with her throughout the day. In fact, much of her days were spent with the three sisters. One on her back, secured by a child-carrying cloth, while the other two were weights by her side, anchors to the big life she now occupied, continual reminders that hers was a position carved out by the women before. In her previous relationships, my mother had been expected to play the role of a young daughter-in-law, to show deference and to serve as an asset to a family. She found herself, as my father’s wife, a matriarch, the one to set the tone for the group, to serve as an example to the young girls eager for her embrace.

In the dawn, when it was time to feed the pigs, it was Maiv who helped Mother cut down and carry the young banana trees from the grove behind the house. Together, they peeled away the tougher, reddish purple outer skin of the banana trunks until they got to the creamy white center, its sap like spiderwebs on their fingers. The girl watched as Mother wielded the big Hmong knife, one hand firmly holding the wooden handle, its dark metal blade long as a child’s arm, the other holding fast to the banana trunk. The knife was heavy. Maiv closed her eyes each time the knife sliced through the air. The wooden block they chopped on was old, marked by the bites of uncountable years of blades. The sound the work created was hypnotic. The swoosh of the knife through air, the kwush of the blade slicing through the banana trunk, the motions repeated time and again as the pile of chopped banana trunk grew in a heap on the chopping block and fell off the sides. The tight closing of Maiv’s eyes, her face round as an egg, charmed Mother.

Near dusk, when it was time to do the dishes after the family’s meals, Mother carried the big bowl full of dirty plates and bowls to one of the two rivers that surrounded the village and set them on the flat rocks for Npib to wash along with her. Unlike her older sister, Npib was fast, her eyes following Mother’s motions while her hands mirrored them, her palm moving in a circular pattern at the bottoms of the enameled plates. Every few minutes Mother smiled at the child in an encouraging way. Often, Mother had to take hold of a little hand to show her how to use her fingers to feel for the hard bits of dried food off the edge of a spoon or at the center of a rice bowl. Each time, Mother was patient because she could see that the girl was already impatient with herself, her thin chest rising and falling in the exhalation of her breath.

Mother had no tender words for her new daughters, no motherly wisdoms to bestow. Denied a constant motherly presence, the three girls made few demands on my mother beyond their physical needs and their hunger to be loved. Day by day the girls and the woman learned how to move and behave like a team. When the heavy Hmong knife slipped and nipped Mother on a finger, it was Maiv who searched the house to find a piece of clean cloth to stem the flow of blood. When Npib slipped on the high incline up from the river back to the house, it was Mother who lifted her off the ground, pulled up the fabric of the girl’s Hmong pants to inspect the scrape, to wipe it clean with a soothing leaf, and to blow cool breath on the heated skin. Across the stretch of the loneliest nights when she heard Father search in his sleep for the figures he’d lost to the past, it was the baby, Mos, who held Mother fast as my mother tried to find sleep and enter into the space of her own dreams.

In the early years of their marriage, Mother discovered that Father was a gentle man and a dignified person. He spoke softly, the hint of a tremble in his words. He ate slowly, lightly, paying close attention to his food, gravitating toward freshly boiled vegetables and away from the oily meats. He was abnormally clean despite their lives close to the hard ground. His clothes carried no crumbs or smears of dirt. His breath was scented by the smell of red bark tree and fresh coffee. He carried a flowery thermos filled with the dark liquid from dawn till dusk, offering cups to his merchant friends who visited the house frequently. In the beginning of their marriage, he had offered her sips but she refused, unsure of the components of the hot, murky water. Mother had never met anybody who drank coffee before, never known a healthy person who took hot sips of the bitter brew slowly through the unfolding day, savoring it as if it were precious, necessary medicine. She found herself in an arrangement that was unlike anything she’d known of marriage, her parents’ or her own brief and tumultuous ones. Father conducted himself with a measure of dignity and expected the same from her. For all the things she had been offered in her young life, dignity was not among them. Before she learned how to love him, he won her respect.

In fact, the whole of the family treasured him. His sons ensured he didn’t have to do the heavy work of managing a household, the cutting and stacking of firewood or the carrying of water from the rivers. His daughters-in-law were full of praise for his kindness to them and his patience with their children. His youngest daughters raced each other to carry the evening bowl of warm water to wash his feet before bed each night. Both his children and grandchildren clamored close to hear his songs around the family’s evening fire, hushing themselves so he would not have to raise his voice.

Father sang in the fashion of his generation, his voice holding the quivering notes of his past. A song he sang across the span of his life, documenting his own story as an orphan goes like this…


Every year the world collects its taxes,

It’ll take three bars of silver,

This year the heavens collect its tax, it will take Mother,

Father will accompany her.

When the world collects its taxes,

It’ll take three bars of gold,

When the heavens collect its tax, it will take the spirits of Mother and Father,

Dissipate them like the shells of rice in the wind.

When the world collects its taxes,

It’ll take money to fill its coffers,

When the heavens collect its tax, it will take the spirits of Mother and Father,

Disappear them into the air like the fumes of opium.

Mother and Father will be dressed in the garbs of death,

They will climb the shiny stairway to its twelfth step.

Mother and Father will leave their bodies cold on the earth,

As their spirits climb the blue-green sky,

Their orphaned children will wander from house to house without a home.

Mother and Father will leave their bodies stiff in the ground,

As their spirits climb the bright, sun-filled sky,

Their orphaned children will keen from kin to kin, unable to make a family.



His tears soaked his words and created a tickle in the throats of the children listening, made them feel for their parents and themselves, the lives they had and the lives they knew others lived. In these evening songs, Father was vulnerable, a man who inhabited the wisdom of grief.

Father had raised himself and five of his younger brothers into manhood. On this journey he had learned, among other things, to be careful in his speech, slow in his feelings, and steady in the places where others might shake. He garnered a reputation for the way he treated others and held himself. Beyond the immediate family, relatives and acquaintances visited the long house throughout the day, seeking his perspective and insights, asking for his counsel.

Though he did not push, Mother knew that he anticipated more children. Although older, he was not yet too old to raise more sons and daughters. He was wealthy enough to do so. She herself had never been pregnant. After two marriages, she was concerned that she might not be able to conceive. But within the first two years of their marriage, they gave birth to their firstborn together, a son. As each old year departed and a new one arrived, a bounty of children came to them. In total, Mother delivered eleven children in her marriage with Father, four boys and seven girls. One of the boys and four of the girls would die, and the rest of us children would learn how to live without them. Each pregnancy gave Mother more stability in her place at Father’s side, gave her the time and experience to be his third and final wife.

The girls grew under my mother’s care. Maiv became a young woman, her features soft and round. The halt in her speech and her actions as a child exacerbated with the years. Her eyesight and her hearing were poor. When she became a young woman, there were a few offers for her hand in marriage, but none of them were acceptable. All the men who came knocking at our door for Maiv had first and second wives. Many of them were as old as Father and needed a maid more than a matron for their homes. Father understood their needs, but he refused to let his daughter fulfill it. He turned down their offers. He had all his sons promise that they would care for Maiv always. Even Mother gave him her word. She told him that when he was gone, she would love Maiv for the both of them. Npib though was a separate issue entirely. Young men and their parents clamored at Mother and Father’s door with marriage proposals for Npib. Before they could reach Father, she waved them aside herself. She was not interested. They need not bother her parents with offers. Npib had grown into a practical beauty. She wore her dark hair pulled back into a clean scarf without nonsense. The bones in her face were strong. Her tan skin was smooth and clear. She spoke to people with unabashed intelligence. She was unafraid of other people and the world, and it showed. Npib felt strongly that she had a life purpose and a vision, and she would do everything to live it.

At the dining table, she jokingly told the family, “One day I’ll marry a man worthy of my time or else I’ll never marry at all.”

Npib was a wonder to Mother. Npib, unlike Maiv, unlike Mother herself, was proudly and openly defiant in a culture that liked the appearance of obedience. Npib delighted my mother and scared her at once.

A bite of rice at her mouth, she told Father, “I’ll arrange my own marriages. You don’t have to.”

The soup he’d just taken down came out. He gestured for a cloth to wipe his mouth.

He said, “Marriages?”

She ate the rice slowly and said, “Yes, the expectation that the first one goes well seems unrealistic to me considering who you and Mother are and your failed marriages.”

Short of talking about good and bad luck, they could not deny her truth.

Late at night, Mother asked Father, “Do you think Npib will really do it? Marry herself off to someone?”

Father sighed and said, “We’ll see.”

They didn’t have to wait long. Npib really did arrange her own marriage.

The war effort had reached the high mountains of Laos. General Vang Pao and the Americans had started recruiting Hmong men. There were now Hmong men who earned their living not from farming or trade, but war. Npib found herself such a man.

One day, a warplane came to our village and unloaded more soda than any villager knew how to dream of: there was orange soda, yellow soda, green soda, brown soda, and white soda. All of them fizzed with bubbles when the children snuck close, grabbed a bottle, and shook it. A Hmong man in a uniform stepped down from the plane with two soldiers at his back. They walked straight to the wooden house on heavy boots, called at its open door. When Father approached, the man spoke stiffly, letting his words fall, one at a time, not to Father but to the village at large. He announced that he was going to be Npib’s husband. She and he had agreed to marriage. They had already settled the details. The soda was for the ceremony. She’d requested as much for the children in the village. Father and Mother had no choice but to accept their new son-in-law. Npib was the first girl in our village to wave happily from a plane as she took off into the air with her new husband.

Unfortunately, Npib did not like her new husband’s sense of entitlement. He refused to accompany her to visit our parents. He felt that life on an army base was far more exciting, the people so much more worldly. After just a few months of marriage, Npib arranged her own divorce and returned home as a passenger on a smaller plane. Though the villagers had gathered at the sight of the plane, there were no sodas to unload. Npib climbed down from the plane and walked herself home, returning with just the simple woven basket on her back, hands swinging at her sides. She announced she was now a divorced woman to all who gathered. Some of the villagers were in awe. Others were scandalized. Npib could not have cared less.

Mother was quiet. She offered no judgment, made no criticisms. When asked about Npib, she offered only a wish in response, a mother’s wish that her daughter find certain love in this life. Father asked if she’d done anything disrespectful in her marriage, given her husband cause to let go of his commitment to her, to which she replied, “I’ve not done anything wrong. He was simply wrong for me.”

Out of deference to the fact that she had arranged her own marriage and it had failed, Npib did not ask to return to our familial house. She made herself a little hut behind the main house, on the edge of the back garden near the banana grove. She kept it clean and free of pests. She made her own meals and invited her nieces and nephews to join her at her modest table. She said by way of explanation, “This house is temporary. If I want to, I might marry again.”

Her second marriage happened as suddenly as the first. It, too, did not work out. Npib agreed to be someone’s second wife, another wealthy man, except this one wore gold rings across his fingers and no fewer than two watches around his left wrist. While the husband treated her fine, his first wife did not. Npib found herself more servant than wife in the busy home they kept. While she understood the disrespect from the first wife, she could not help but notice how little control the husband had over the household, how little attention he paid to everyone under his roof, including her. He entertained one minor dignitary after the other. Each time, he wanted her to be the one to serve the drinks and stand by to fill them. His first wife relished seeing the younger woman, the one who came to them with such assurance, positioned in such a manner. One day, around the six-month mark, Npib decided that her new position had no room to grow. Just as she’d left by herself, Npib came home on her own. Again, with hands swinging at her sides. Neither Father, nor Mother, nor the villagers were surprised the second time around. They did not approve of her choices, but she had made it clear that her decisions were not theirs.

It was not until her third marriage that Npib found a man and a love that she truly believed was worthy of her time. He, too, was a military man. He came to our house in a respectful way to ask Father for Npib’s hand. He shared that he had never been married before and that his father had died when he was just a boy. He was raised by a strong mother. He liked Npib because he sensed in her the same kind of strength that his mother had, an ability to raise children on her own if need be. Like Npib, he was smart. He knew the helicopters that carried the dead to the air base in Long Tieng. He knew that the life of a soldier could be a brief one. He wanted a woman who could survive with and without him. He was proud of the fact that Npib was pursuing a life and love she wanted and not what others thought she should have. Npib nodded her head as he spoke. Father and Mother were moved by the accuracy of his perceptions of their rebellious daughter, filled not with judgment but with approval. They were sad to see Npib travel once more a long distance from the village to begin her married life but were assured at the doorway when Npib held both their hands tight and said, “I have good feelings about this one. He wants from me what I can happily deliver.”

Far away from the village, in a place where the warplanes flew across the skies like flocks of birds, Npib and her husband created a home for themselves, along with his strong mother. In that home, they had three healthy children. They lived for a time in a life of Npib’s choosing until the war took that choice away.

It was a cool, sunny morning. The man Npib loved had a meeting with General Vang Pao and his men about a special assignment for an impending mission. He was going to wear his officer’s uniform, but Npib insisted that he wear instead the new Hmong outfit she had made for him. It was of the finest, heaviest velvet she could afford. He was bashful in the finery, but she insisted that being the love and the pride of your wife’s eye was nothing to be ashamed of. Unable to argue with her, he agreed to put on the outfit.

From the house, Npib heard a series of gunshots around noon. She didn’t think much of it with the day spreading out before her, her young children calling attention to their hunger for the afternoon meal. She spooned out fresh rice into bowls, mixed in chicken broth and meat, settled down to feed them. Near evening, it was her mother-in-law who wanted to know what was taking her son so long to return home. What kind of meeting lasted hours and hours if there was no fighting involved? General Vang Pao did not have that kind of time. Npib was not concerned; often one meeting bled into another.

When her husband did not return by nightfall, Npib started worrying. She told her mother-in-law to stay home with the children. She visited several of her husband’s friends and colleagues with inquiries. In the last house she visited, one of his friends was distraught, full of tears and nerves, incapable of speech, pointing only toward the edges of a field.

It was a moonless night. Npib knew that field to be empty but for a few posts on the outer edges. The local boys and girls liked playing on the even ground. The boys chased a ball. The girls held stretches of rubber band braided together and jumped across varying heights in teams. A sinking feeling filled her heart, but she knew what she needed to do.

Npib returned to the house to put the children to bed. Once the youngest had fallen asleep, she untangled herself from the hold of her child, not yet six months old. In the quiet house, lit only by kerosene lamps, Npib called her mother-in-law close and whispered that she feared the worst had happened. In a louder voice, she asked the older woman to accompany her to the open field.

The two women had one flashlight. Npib walked in front of her mother-in-law. The batteries were nearly at their end and the weak beam of light kept going out. Each time it went dark, Npib slapped the plastic against her open palm. Beneath the heavy cover of clouds, the women walked the dirt road to the field. On the stretch of grassland, they stumbled over mole hills and craters as they made their way toward its edge. Once there, they found that the earth was soft, freshly dug around the wooden posts. Without talking, they started digging with their hands. The women worked quickly, the night closing in around them, nearby crickets and frogs singing their tunes. The beam from the flashlight gave out. Underneath the weight of a lowering sky, they heard each other’s breathing grow loud with their exertions, the muscles around their throats tightening as their hands crawled deeper into the hole in the ground. It was Npib who first felt the thick velvet with her hands, clenched it tight with her fingers. It was her cries that erupted into the night. Lights came on in the houses closest to the field, but no one came out to help.

Npib told Mother and Father that she buried her husband, the love of her life, with her own hands on the very same night that she dug him out of the makeshift grave. His mother watched and wailed. The old woman sat in the dark of the dirt, beneath the moonless sky, holding her child in her arms, as her daughter-in-law dug his grave. Npib’s voice grew thick with her tears, but she did not allow them to fall. She sat rigid on the stool close to our fire ring. Her hands held fast to the sleeping child in her lap, her youngest. She told Mother and Father that she finished burying his body with the rise of the sun. She told them that this time she was home to stay.

A new day, a dark day had dawned. There would be no more marriages for Npib. She and her children had returned to the village for good. In the coming seasons, her children died one by one, all taken by diseases no one had a cure for. Their spirits had wandered too far for a shaman to call back home. The villagers labeled her—just as they had Mother—a Bad Luck Woman.

In the end, Npib was a widow. She was an example for Mother and Father and everyone else who had witnessed her defiance, her journey, her effort to write her own story of what happens when a woman takes on love, marriage, and war. Npib was filled with a grief so deep and a loneliness so thick that even those who loved her were afraid to get close to her, unsure how to penetrate the fog of sorrow that held her captive; she had walked the world with a brave heart, and now that heart was rotting away day by day. Though her body remained in our world, it was obvious to all that her spirit had chased her dead children and husband to the land of the ancestors.

It was Maiv who comforted and cared for Npib in her final days. It was the older, slower sister who made sure that her heartbroken little sister died peacefully despite the tumult of her life. Npib died before Father. Her death reawakened in both Mother and Father something they had feared from the beginning: that their union couldn’t produce anything but bad luck. Neither could voice this to the other. Unable to speak their fears to each other, they harbored them alone.

In the end, Npib existed only as a ghost sister to all of us younger ones. The only person who spoke of Npib often was Maiv, who remembered her as the bravest and most courageous of individuals. It was Maiv who told us of Npib’s life and marriages not as a warning but as a reminder, who shared the details of her sister’s life not as a tale of woe but as a wondrous gift to those who knew and loved her.

In a halting voice, hand to her mouth, touching her lips then her throat, each time Maiv spoke of Npib, she began, “Npib was the smartest of us all. She learned quickly of the world. She didn’t wait for people to tell her what they thought or what they wanted. She knew her own mind. Her whole life was fast because she was faster than the world we lived in.”






CHAPTER 3 Little Cucumber


Me Dib, Little Cucumber, was Mother’s third-youngest child. She had light brown hair and light brown eyes. Her eyes were huge on her thin face. The sides of her mouth tipped up, in a perpetual smile. When she learned to talk, the family discovered that her words came out in songs, the words trailing each other, no pauses in between.

    From the bed, for she was often bedridden, she’d say, “Niamthiabtxivkuvnconebos.” MotherandFatherI­missyoutwooooo.

Her voice was a song everyone loved, old and young. Mother and Father would come running at the sound of her voice. It was a voice that came from far away, this girl who was here now but all feared would not be for long.

    Little Cucumber suffered from ear infections. Often, one side of her ear, the right side, would stink. By the time she turned four, she knew of its stench. She said often, with a hint of laughter in her words, “I’drunfrommyselfif­therewasroomtorunfromyourself.”

Nothing Mother or Father did could cure the infected ear. Father traded bars of silver for Western medication, but nothing worked. Mother, who had become a reputable medicine woman in the hopes of curing her daughter, tried all the herbs and medicinal brews but none of them could cure the sick child. At their best, the medicines eased the girl’s pain for a week or two, then the horrible itching would commence, followed by the stench of rot in her ears.

    Because of the fragile state of Little Cucumber’s health, both Mother and Father did everything they could to bring her joy. They savored the sound of her singsong voice saying, “Oh,thismakesmesoveryhappy,­thehappiestlittlegirlever.” It was for these words that Mother sewed Little Cucumber the jacket.

The jacket was intricate and far too ornate for a child. It consisted of the familiar designs found on the outfits of young men and women, usually worn during the New Year’s festivities. Unlike the jackets that most children wore, simple black cloth with a few jingling coins for decoration, my mother spent months sewing the jacket with bright red and green threads, depicting the swirl of snail shells, the burst of flowers.

Mother made the jacket by layering fabric so it would keep Little Cucumber warm across seasons. The thin girl was perpetually cold, shaking even when others were sweating. Mother made the jacket long. It covered Little Cucumber from her neck all the way to her knees. The girl often wore both the jacket and a blanket in her place on the bed, a bed she’d requested be kept like a nest, surrounding herself with a mound of clothes and spare blankets. The little bird at its center only wore the jacket through a single monsoon season.

    Little Cucumber, in the very last days of her life, asked all who loved her to hold her close. She said, her voice no louder than a whisper, “Pleaseholdmetightforawhileignorethe­smellofmyearandletmerestinyourarms.” Everyone held her, soaking the top of her thin hair with their tears, filling her ears with words of love and gratitude for the time she’d given them. She blinked her understanding with those large eyes in that sliver of a face.

When Little Cucumber died in her nest after a series of long days and sleepless nights, Mother could not bury the jacket with her. Most Hmong mothers would have used the jacket to soften the bottom of the coffin for their child. But Mother could not bear the thought of a life in which there would be no keepsakes of her little girl. She folded the jacket up and stored it at the bottom of a chest Father had traded for, a place where she kept only the family’s most valuable possessions. Mother buried her daughter in a nest made of the girl’s other clothes, pieces of embroidery she’d sewn so that one day the girl would know how to look for and find the mother who would miss her always.

I was born two years after Little Cucumber’s death. At my birth, as is customary, I was given a name. No one alive now remembers my first name. Whatever it was, it was most certainly an ugly name. Ugly names were common. Babies were given ugly names in the hopes of tricking evil spirits from coming after them. An adorable baby girl would be called “Spoon” and a handsome little boy would be called “Table,” a child whose eyes darted quickly after words and images might be called “Stupid.” By the time I was born, Mother and Father were both on alert for all the possible dangers in the world around me. They had lost too many children.

Mother and Father did everything they could to keep me healthy and well. They were afraid I might catch colds. They worried evil spirits might come for me. They were concerned about the rivers that flowed on either side of our village, the only way out a single dirt road. When it rained, they kept me indoors. When the mountain winds blew through our village, they tucked me into warm blankets and held me by the blazing flames of the family’s fire. Father, a much older man by the time I came along, had been recused from most of his duties; I became his main responsibility.

When I turned two, Mother got pregnant again. It would be her last pregnancy. She found that unlike her earlier pregnancies, this final one was far more difficult. Her body struggled to hold the life inside her. By day’s end, she could barely walk on her swollen feet. Each time the pressure shifted, she felt pain low in her back. Even at the start of a new day, she found her head was light with exhaustion. Her thoughts were scattered and impossible to chase down. Even the names of her children were hard to remember, let alone her grandchildren. Through the whole stretch of the hot season, she could not muster the energy to sew me, her toddler, a jacket—even as the weather was turning. The rains had begun to fall. The rivers on either side of our village surged over their banks. Families whose houses were close to the rivers prepared to flee to higher ground.

On a particularly dreary and windy day, Mother searched deep into her small pile of clothes but could not find anything suitable. Suddenly, she remembered Little Cucumber’s jacket. A hand to her swollen belly, Mother reached up and grabbed the key from the high shelf off the bedroom wall she shared with Father. She knelt down carefully to unlock the chest. Her hands trembled as she made her way deeper into its contents, through her formal Hmong dress, the heavy silver necklace that Father had made for her, the precious bar of silver her mother and father had gifted her upon her marriage. At the very bottom, she found Little Cucumber’s jacket carefully folded—as precious as her little girl had been. Mother put the jacket on me to keep me warm.

My older brothers and their wives were at the fields taking in the last of the harvest. Even Maiv had gone with them that day to see to their children. The house was empty but for Mother, Father, and me. That day, Father was sick with a cold and stayed in bed. Mother was making lunch for me at our fire. She had me playing by the opened door with several wooden tops. She moved slowly, a hand supporting her large belly, so things were taking longer than normal. Mother said that she’d just turned away for a few minutes to wash some mustard greens. When a cold gust of wind entered the house, she turned toward the door to see that I was gone.
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