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CHAPTER 1

Tommy had called it “The Big Summer.” He never said things like that—things that were corny, optimistic, easy to disprove. They seemed juvenile. In my eyes, he was older than his years. His mind worked so quickly that it aged faster than the rest of him.

But Tommy could sense something coming.

“It’s almost like you’re on a roller coaster, climbing up toward something big at the top, you know?” he murmured one night. I turned to look at him on the other side of the room. He faced me from his bed. Moonlight slipped in through the window, cutting through the aisle that separated my side of the room from his.

“I kind of get it,” I said, yawning. “I just think you’re nervous about tomorrow.”

Tommy didn’t reply.

The next day, he graduated from high school. Ba, Mẹ, and I were stuck sitting on the bleachers in the high school gymnasium. We were trapped somewhere in the middle, crammed on the far edge of a row.

It was sweltering hot. The gym reeked of sweat, tobacco, heavy cologne, cheap perfume. There was body odor, too, some of it heady, some of it sour. And when one scent ended, another took its place, equally as strong. The smells made me nauseous.

I pinched my nose shut with one hand.

“Veronica, stop that,” Mẹ said loudly. “You’ll ruin your nose.”

“It stinks,” I hissed.

“Not that much,” Mẹ said. “You’re being dramatic.”

“I can’t breathe,” I hissed back.

“You don’t have to whisper. You’re fine.”

I rolled my eyes. Mẹ seldom whispered in public. She and Ba could say anything in Vietnamese and get away with it. Most people didn’t understand her. But I always had to watch my English around other people.

“What kind of school sets up a graduation like this?” said Ba. He had already taken off his blazer. It was eighty degrees outside, but Ba had insisted on wearing a suit. He said we needed to dress for the occasion. “This is garbage.”

Mẹ nodded.

“Like a third-world country,” she said. She fanned herself with a paper program that she’d been given.

On the floor, there was a raised platform with a few chairs and a podium. Metal folding chairs flanked both sides of the stage. The high school band played behind it. Even the music seemed weighed down by the heat.

Ba turned to me.

“How much longer?”

“Five minutes,” I said, annoyed.

“It better.”

But people were still filing in. Westbrook High School said only three relatives were allowed at graduation per student, but it seemed like most people had broken the rules. Like the town of Westbrook, the crowd was made up of mostly white families: grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who all added to the heat.

Someone propped open the doors and placed fans next to them. They tried to blow out the hot air, but it didn’t work. The minutes crept along slowly. Then the crowd stood up, and a wave of blue caps and gowns began streaming in, hazy and slow. Tommy was among them, tall and dark, his eyes focused on the stage. I felt feverish in the heat as we sped through the Pledge of Allegiance, the school song, the principal’s speech.

I gave up pinching my nose—I tried breathing through my mouth instead. But my tongue was parched. A bead of sweat had dripped onto my glasses. Ba had taken off his striped tie.

Then it was Tommy’s turn at the podium. He was the year’s valedictorian, and he had a gold honors stole around his shoulders and a gold tassel on his cap. Tommy was tan from his days outside, working for a landscaping company. Under his blue robes, he glowed like the sun.

Ba suddenly stood up. He had a camera in his hand, pointing it at Tommy. There was a flash as the camera snapped a picture.

“Ba,” I hissed, and I thought my cheeks were burning red. “Sit down, you’re being rude.”

The white man behind him glared, but Ba didn’t move.

From the stage, Tommy seemed alarmed for a moment, seeing our father rise from the bleachers. But when he spoke, his voice was clear.

“Greetings, everyone. I don’t plan to make this speech too long, but I just wanted to say a few words for the occasion. After all, this is a tremendous moment in the lives of this year’s graduating class of Westbrook High School.

“These past four years have moved so quickly and so slowly at the same time. We’ve all been busy: learning, playing sports, making art, performing, working, volunteering, hanging out with friends, making memories. Now I guess we’re at the end of it.”

Tommy paused, one hand brushing away the sweat from his forehead.

“Nothing’s certain in life,” he continued. “Some of us plan to go to college, others to work, others to the army. Some of us don’t know what we’re doing. All of us are still trying to find ourselves. There is no guarantee of how things will turn out—that’s the scary yet hopeful truth. But what is certain is today, our graduation, the here and now. And the fact that summer is… well, it’s here in this room.” He paused as a few people politely laughed. “So let’s all make the most of it, as we celebrate The Big Summer before the rest of our lives.”

The crowd broke into applause. Mẹ was clapping her hands so hard that her palms turned pink. Ba was nodding, beaming. Tommy only smiled as his hands gripped the sides of the podium.

We had Tommy’s graduation party at the house. Like most parties, it doubled as a family event. The usual people came over: aunts, uncles, cousins, the children of cousins, and the other aunts and uncles who we weren’t sure were family or friends or family of friends. The men sat in the garage and on the patio. They smoked and drank cheap beer and ate whatever the women brought over—bowls of mì Quảng, trays of crispy pork belly and roast duck, eggrolls, and shrimp chips with mango salad. That was how they liked to nhậu in the summer.

The women stayed in the kitchen. Most of them sat around the kitchen table, nursing a few beers, eating, and gossiping. Their favorite subjects: their children, other people, and things that happened back home.

Meanwhile, Mẹ was on the move. She cooked, cleaned, and organized the food that people had brought us. Hair spilled out of her bun, her apron unspooling behind her back. Even at other people’s homes, Mẹ could rarely stay seated. She liked to stay busy. And while the conversations grew animated around her, Mẹ smiled politely, always too busy to talk.

I was stuck outside with the kids. None of my teenage cousins had come—they’d been lucky. The younger kids chased each other around: the oldest among them was about nine, and I’d never seen him before in my life. The two of us kicked a soccer ball in the grass, but it wasn’t much of a game. I kept blasting the ball right past him.

It would have been more fun to play with Tommy, but he was on the move with Ba. Tommy was supposed to greet each adult who came by. Those greetings usually became full conversations, where Ba was talking and Tommy was stuck standing there. I knew he hated it.

“Veronica!” Mẹ called. She waved from the patio. The men sitting outside turned to watch. “Where’s your brother?”

“I don’t know.”

“Go get him. He hasn’t eaten yet.”

“Can’t you do it?” I replied.

“Find him,” she said. Her voice was pleasant, but her expression said otherwise.

I sighed. I left the kid and followed Mẹ through the patio door. The men outside watched with interest. In the kitchen, the same thing happened: the conversation went quiet, and the women stared at me. It always happened at family gatherings. The adults gawked like children at a zoo. They were just as loud.

“You know, she’s bigger than they usually are at that age.”

“It’s the milk. The extra hormones in there make them huge.”

“Is that safe?”

“Why is she slouching?” asked one of the aunties. “God makes the girl strong and tall, so why does she ruin her posture? She walks like a water buffalo.”

There was laughter. Then Mẹ suddenly stopped.

“Veronica doesn’t walk like this normally,” she said to the women. Mẹ was both apologetic and embarrassed. “I don’t know why my daughter’s doing this now.”

Before Mẹ could lecture me, I rushed downstairs to the basement. The eyes were gone, the voices quiet. I knew Mẹ wouldn’t follow me. The basement was unfinished, but our parents had furnished it with the laundry machines and a secondhand sofa. An uncle was passed out on the sofa, his face bright red.

I circled the basement, preparing myself. Then I dashed back upstairs. I shot straight through the kitchen, past the women.

Outside, the garage doors were open. The air was cloudy with cigarette smoke. A few of the men glanced up as I walked by, but they were focused on Ba, who was talking at the end of a table. Ba had a cigarette in his mouth, burned halfway through. He’d quit smoking years ago, but he made an exception for nhậu. He said he liked to smoke with friends—that was tradition.

An uncle spoke, his voice low and gravelly:

“Hien’s son is ugly as sin. He’s stupid, too, so that’s even sadder,” said the uncle. He raised his cigarette at Ba. “I don’t know what you did, but you won the lottery. Your boy has the brains and the looks. And he’s tall.”

“Lucky bastard,” added another.

“But it’s only the mind that counts,” Ba said, exhaling a cloud of smoke. He leaned back in his chair, pleased. “He’s smart. That’s how he got into the Harvard of Missouri.”

“Harvard,” someone said, impressed.

“Not Harvard, but a school just as good in this state. That’s what the kids told me. Right, Veronica?”

Instantly, the eyes turned to me. I nodded slowly. When Tommy got into his private university, our parents were pleased, but they didn’t understand the prestige that came with it. They acted as if he were going to community college. So Tommy compared it to the one school that everyone knew. Only then were our parents impressed.

“Where’s Tommy?” I asked.

Without turning, Ba jabbed his thumb toward the driveway. I wandered outside as the conversation started up again.

“It’s sad that they don’t speak Vietnamese,” muttered an uncle.

“They’re busy with school,” Ba replied. “They only need English in America.”

“It paid off, if one’s going to Harvard.”

“Maybe that’s the trick,” someone said.

The men chuckled.

I walked past the cars crammed into the driveway. A few others were parked on the street.

Across the road, there was a steep hill of grass. A chain-link fence sat on top of it, separating our neighborhood from the highway. Cars thundered above us. Tommy and I were used to the constant hum.

We were forbidden to go near the fence. Our parents said it was dangerous to stand behind it, only mere feet away from the speeding cars. They made it sound as though a car would smash into us the second we got up there.

But that only tempted us as kids. We snuck up the hill anyway. I think we were let down the first time—there was nothing special about a chain-link fence by the highway.

And then one day, on the drive home from church, we saw a three-car collision. The cars had been smashed together, front to back. There was an ambulance and a police car and a crew of first responders. The collision was on our part of the highway, right next to our house.

“You see that?” asked Ba. “That’s why you don’t drive like a crazy person. Insurance won’t pay for that.”

As soon as we got home, Tommy and I ran across the road. We ignored our parents’ shouts as we climbed the grassy hill. Then we stood behind the chain-link fence, our fingers looped in the wire.

Tommy and I saw the wreck right in front of us. We saw the bits of metal and glass that sprinkled the road. The flashing blue and red lights. The cars crumpled together like origami paper. And the stretcher that squeaked by. Then Tommy flinched as I grabbed his arm.

The two of us had seen it: the blood. It stained the white sheets of the stretcher, red like church wine. There was a live body under those sheets, its chest rising up and down as it struggled to breathe.

Later, Tommy and I could recall nothing about the victim—not even the color of their skin. We’d been fixated on the blood, though we didn’t know why. Blood looked different when it wasn’t ours. It was thicker, more alien. More alive.

We never returned to the chain-link fence after that. We’d seen more than enough.

But at his graduation party, Tommy was looking at it. He sat on the edge of our lawn, his neck craned upward as he looked across the street, up at the fence on the hill. To his left, there was the clear line where the neighbors’ yard began—their grass was dark green. Ours was tinged with yellow.

I sat down next to Tommy. His cheeks were rosy. He had a bottle of Heineken in one hand.

“How’d you get that?” I asked.

“They gave it to me,” he said, shrugging. “They said I earned it.”

“Can I have a sip?”

Tommy gave me the bottle. I’d had church wine before, but not real beer. We sat in broad daylight in front of the house, though Tommy seemed unbothered. No cars were down the street. The men in the garage were preoccupied.

I took a quick swig.

The beer tasted of bitter metal and acid. It burned down my throat. But after a moment, I took another long sip. Then I gave it back.

“You like it?” Tommy asked.

I shook my head.

Tommy smiled and polished off the rest. Then he sat there, staring out at the street. I could tell he was thinking about something. Tommy was often quiet, but when he was thinking deeply, you could feel it around him. The air would grow viscous and heavy. And there was a slight hum to it, a faint current of energy. When he got like that, Ba said he looked like a French philosopher. But it worried our mother. She said if Tommy was thinking too hard, he’d hurt his head, perhaps ruin his eyes. The latter scared her—Tommy’s eyes were healthy. Unlike the rest of our family, he didn’t need glasses. Mẹ said he didn’t need to think so hard in everyday life—things weren’t that serious.

But that was Tommy. His mind was restless.

“You’re not very excited today,” I said.

“I’m not. I feel like I’m being gawked at by every Viet person in the state.”

“But they’re giving you money,” I said, punching him in the arm. Tommy didn’t flinch. “You’re loaded now. Think of all the booze you can buy.”

“That’s uplifting, Ronny, thank you,” he said drily. But a smile had crept onto his face.

“You can spend your money on other things. Like me. We can go to the mall and you can pay.”

Tommy laughed.

“Yeah, that sounds fun.”

“I can even help you pick out furniture for school,” I said, but my voice faltered.

It was a mistake.

“Aw, are you gonna miss me?” he mocked.

I shook my head and launched a middle finger at his face, but Tommy leaned back, laughing.

“Aw, is Ronny gonna be lonely without her big brother?”

I launched a second middle finger at him, but Tommy dodged it. Immediately, he shot back his middle fingers at me. The two of us were trying to flick off the other’s face. Tommy was bigger, stronger, but I was faster. I put him on the defensive as he tried to block my arms. Unlike in those childhood fights over the remote, I actually had a shot at winning.

Laughter roared from the garage. The two of us stopped, turned, but none of the adults were outside. They weren’t looking at us. They were laughing about something else.

Instantly, I took my chance:

I struck Tommy’s left cheek with my middle finger.

“Got you,” I said loudly.

“Fuck,” Tommy blurted, a hand flying to his face. He looked perturbed for a moment, his eyes wide with shock. I thought I’d hurt him.

Suddenly, his other middle finger flew out and struck my right cheek.

“Dammit,” I blurted.

“Don’t throw shit if you can’t take it,” said Tommy with a laugh.

I readied myself, my hand about to strike back, but then I stopped. Tommy froze as we both stared at the house to our left. The neighbor’s front door had just opened, and the neighbor’s wife had stepped outside. I called her Gigi, a name of glamour and mystery. She was a white lady who often wore sunglasses and long dark clothes. We’d lived next to Gigi and her husband for years, but we had never spoken to them. They never said anything to us. And we’d reached a point where it was too late—a simple wave would have been too intimate.

Gigi stopped in the driveway. Even with her sunglasses on, I knew that she’d glanced at the street and all the strange cars that now lined the block. She’d seen our garage, observing the cigarette smoke and the men’s laughter that poured out of it. And then she’d seen me and Tommy.

Immediately I felt guilty. I put my hands back in my lap. I realized how bad it looked: an empty Heineken bottle at our feet, the two of us fighting outside of the house, swearing.

Our parents were firm about behaving in public.

If you make a scene, they’ll call the police, and what’ll you do then? Do you want to deal with that? Do you want to pay a fine, go to juvie?

The answer was no, always.

Tommy and I stayed quiet, our hands to ourselves. We waited for Gigi to get in her car and drive away. Her window was open. I caught a whiff of her perfume, a heavy dose of citrus.

By the time her car had disappeared, Tommy and I had reached a stalemate. His shoulders had relaxed, and I’d leaned back into the grass.

More laughter exploded from the garage. Someone guffawed in quick bursts, nearly half screaming. It was followed by more laughter. I closed my eyes, the sun on my face, and inhaled the fresh scent of grass and the faint burn of cigarettes. I caught a whiff of the heavy salt-shrimp smell of mắm ruốc. It was the most potent sauce in the house, something that our parents used once in a while. The odor was so bad it made me cry as a toddler.

But I realized I didn’t hate it anymore. It smelled distinctly of home.

In that one moment, everything was right. I was warm, and I was full, and the world smelled nice. It was a good day.

“We’ll do a lot of stuff, okay?” I said out loud. “Before you go.”

“We will,” Tommy replied.

Though, when I opened my eyes, I saw him staring up at the highway.






CHAPTER 2

I was fourteen that summer, too young for work and too old for cartoons. A boredom seemed to fall over everything I did—watching TV, playing on the computer, going on bike rides. I liked to sit in the plastic lounge chairs in the backyard, listening to the radio and flipping through magazines. I often fell asleep in the warm weather until Mẹ woke me up.

“Veronica, you can’t sleep out here,” she said, swatting my arm with one hand. Her other hand was held over her eyes like a visor. “You’re getting dark.”

“Not really,” I said, groggy. But when I looked down at my arms, they had already turned light brown.

“Why are you looking at bikini pictures?” asked Mẹ suspiciously. I glanced down at the magazine in my lap, spread open—I had left off on a page of half-naked celebrities at the beach. They were paparazzi photos.

“I don’t know. It’s like the summer issue,” I said.

“You don’t want to be seen looking at that.”

She shook her head in disgust as she walked away.

And I was embarrassed—I could barely watch kissing on TV without Mẹ or Ba making a snide remark. Tommy and I had learned to flip channels on cue before they could catch us.

Later that day, Mẹ took me to the library. I usually borrowed magazines, everything from the gossip rags to the interior design catalogs to National Geographic. I loved looking at the pictures, and sometimes the ads were interesting, too.

“You should try reading a book,” said Mẹ. “Your brother reads a lot. He loves it.”

I rolled my eyes.

Tommy was smart, and he liked to read. Our parents believed that it was books that had made him so smart. And if they’d helped Tommy get a scholarship to a nice college, then surely books would help me, too.

But Tommy was a reader. I was not. It was his gift—I knew it even as a child. Tommy and I could run screaming around the house, chasing each other, but when he got bored of me, Tommy would immediately crash onto the couch with a book in his hands. He would lie there for hours. I’d hear him giggle or groan as he quickly flipped through the pages, enrapt. And he digested everything—the words, the characters, the themes. He would tell me all about them, his books that included a possessed car, a vampire rabbit, a lion that reminded him of Jesus.

I never had that same magic with books. They took too much time and energy. The words could never stay still, and neither could I. The stories were never worth the effort. Pictures were more interesting—I could make a whole drama out of them.

But that day at the library, I decided to humor our mother. I went straight to the adult fiction books. And I looked for a book that Tommy had recommended: Blood Meridian by Cormac McCarthy. It looked like a cowboy book. On the same shelf, there was a black paperback lying next to it. The paperback had a rose on its cover and flowery pink and white script. I took both books home. Mẹ was beaming in the car.

When Tommy came home that night, he saw the books on my desk and stopped.

“You’re reading?” he asked. Tommy sounded surprised.

“Of course I am.” Meanwhile, I had a magazine in my hands.

“Cormac McCarthy’s great,” said Tommy. “He really digs into the concept of human morality. And the complete lack of it. Like he’s not afraid to peer into that darkness and put it out on paper. It’s intense stuff, you know?”

“Sure, yeah.”

Cormac McCarthy was a serious writer, someone whom people would talk about until the end of time. His writing sounded ancient, serious, deep. I got bored after the first page.

Tommy wrinkled his nose as he glanced at the romance paperback.

“This shit’s trashy.”

“I know,” I lied. “Sharon told me to try it.”

“Only bored housewives read them,” said Tommy.

“I know.”

I had finished three chapters that day. It was a slow process, and every page took effort, but the book was worth it. The sex was flowery and graphic—the woman kept arching her body beneath the man whose manroot throbbed with desire. Tunics were ripped and bodies were licked. The main characters acted like they hated each other, yet they kept banging anyway.

After that day, I learned to hide my romance books in my underwear drawer. Tommy never looked there. I only read them when he was at work. And I made sure the door was locked and a blanket was over me.

The paperbacks weren’t Cormac McCarthy. The characters were never in perilous situations. I didn’t learn anything important about the universe or the struggle of existence. But the stories made my heart race and they warmed me up all over. Everyone fell in love at the end and they had a lot of good sex.

But as scintillating as they were, the romance books couldn’t fend off the boredom. It was like the sweat that always came back, no matter how much I tried to wash it off.

I was used to it most summers. Mẹ and Ba never took us on vacations or signed us up for summer activities. Tommy and I never questioned why—it was all the time, money, and effort that our parents simply didn’t have for us. So we made do with what we had in the house and the backyard. When Tommy had gotten his driver’s license, the world had expanded for us. We could suddenly go to the movies, McDonald’s, and the community center pool. I liked it when Tommy drove the car—he played good music and he didn’t nag.

But this was an especially boring summer. It was my prelude to high school and Tommy’s prelude to college. It seemed significant—I had to do something special to mark the time. I knew everyone else did. Hannah had her church retreats down south, which she loved. The other girls had sports teams and cruise vacations and family road trips. And Sharon was at summer camp in New Jersey.

Sharon had even sent me a postcard. It showed a quaint lake, a dock, green trees in the background, and fluffy white clouds in the sky. It looked like a scene out of a movie. Sharon had written a message in her big, loopy handwriting:


Hi Ronny,

Sorry I haven’t written—been super busy! I CAN’T WAIT to tell you about my summer (and you tell me yours)!! Can’t believe it’s going by so quick. Kind of excited for high school but also… EW! I miss you!

XOXO,

Sharon

P.S. plz don’t write back, I won’t get it in time!



It was my only correspondence with Sharon during the summer. At camp, they had no Internet access, and phone calls were only for family members.

Her message was all excitement, no details. The news was good, something she couldn’t share around prying eyes. It was something to be discussed in person, and it could have been anything—a summer romance, a taste for cigarettes, a crime committed. Maybe in New Jersey they let kids start driving early, and it was illegal to do that past state lines. For all I knew, she could’ve lost her virginity.

Meanwhile, what did I do? Nothing. At home, I had no friends, no job, no excitement.

I barely even saw my own brother. His landscaping job had bumped him up to full-time hours. Most days, he was gone before I woke up. In the evenings, he came home tired, his shirt damp and soiled from his days under the sun. Tommy stank up the room with his sweat: he reeked of grass clippings, sour fish, and mold.

“You smell like shit,” I said, pretending to gag.

Tommy threatened to chuck his sweaty baseball cap at me.

During the week, he fell asleep right after dinner. He missed our nightly TV shows. On the weekends, Tommy either slept in or joined the family for church. Then he was gone for the rest of the weekend with his car.

I once tried to hold his keys hostage.

“I want to go to the movies,” I said breezily, the keys hidden in the crack of the couch. “Matinees are cheap.”

“I can’t. I made plans to see people,” said Tommy.

“It’s only two hours. You can see everyone else the rest of the summer.”

“I have to see them,” said Tommy. He scratched his head, and I could tell he was getting annoyed. “It’s going to be a lot harder to do that when I’m away.”

I’m here, too, I wanted to say. But it sounded corny, so I shut up and tossed him his keys.

That summer, I was lonelier than ever. The boredom made it worse.



Then came the early morning of July fourth. There was a heavy thud. I suddenly jerked awake, drool sliding down my chin. The room was still dark. To my left, I saw something in the shadows, hulking over the nightstand.

I nearly screamed.

But the shadow gently climbed down, murmuring, “Chill, Ronny, it’s me.”

“What the fuck are you doing?” I hissed.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Tommy. He slid the window back into place, locked it shut, and straightened the blinds. Then he slipped into his bed.

“Tommy?” I murmured.

He rolled over, turning his back to me.

I couldn’t fall back asleep after that. Tommy had snuck out of the house, and I hadn’t noticed. I wondered where he’d gone, what he had done. And I wondered if this had been the first time he’d snuck out. Or if it was one instance out of many.

Nobody in our family worked on Independence Day, so Mẹ decided to barbecue in the backyard. She set up the old charcoal grill, the one with the black lid. She prepared a tray full of raw drumsticks and pork ribs and drenched them with bottles of barbecue sauce. Ba mowed the lawn and picked at some weeds. Tommy slept in until midafternoon. I let him sleep, even though I wanted to smack him awake with a pillow.

I was pissed off. Tommy had snuck out without telling me. And he’d neglected to take me, his own sister, who was bored and trapped at home. I thought I deserved an explanation.

But Tommy was silent when he woke up. He took a shower and read his Philip Roth book until Mẹ called us for dinner.

“Don’t bring it up, Ronny,” he said as we left for the kitchen. “Don’t be a snitch.”

“Don’t be a dick,” I replied, annoyed.

Ba was already sitting at the table, freshly showered. As Mẹ hurried in and out of the house with the barbecue, our father cracked open a beer. He gulped it down like water.

“Can I have one?” Tommy asked.

“No, you’re too young.”

“You let me drink after graduation.”

“That was a special time. But you shouldn’t be drinking like it’s normal. You’re too young.”

Tommy frowned. Ba stared at him, sipping his beer.

“You kids should help your mother set the table,” said Ba. “Veronica?”

I got up, sighing.

We ate the barbecue and canned corn with the patio door open and a fan blowing next to us. But the kitchen stayed hot. Our parents refused to turn on the air-conditioning most days. It was only for dire situations, when the heat rose above a certain level that Mẹ and Ba couldn’t stand. Volcanic conditions, Tommy once muttered. I watched as beads of sweat appeared around Ba’s forehead. A bead of sweat dripped down Tommy’s cheek.

“Do you wanna go see fireworks?” Tommy asked me. “They’re shooting them off at the park.”

“Sounds fun,” I said. And my anger at him quickly disappeared.

“Why?” asked Ba. “You can see them from inside the house.”

Tommy rolled his eyes.

“It’s not the same as being outside under the sky.”

“But it’s not safe,” said Mẹ. She looked worried, her eyes darting from me to Tommy. “You don’t know who’s launching the fireworks. There’s a lot of reckless people. The sparks could fall, cause a fire.”

“Why are you so afraid of everything?” asked Tommy. He looked at our mother, half exasperated, half pleading. “Everything’s a threat with you two.”

“It’s too dangerous,” said Ba, and that was that. He scooped another helping of corn onto his plate. “You can watch from the backyard. It’s all the same thing.”

Tommy shook his head, incredulous. He picked at the food on his plate. His legs jittered under the table. And I knew what was about to happen: Tommy was going to say something snarky and then Ba was going to get mad.

We had the occasional fight in our family, but lately there was more bickering between Ba and Tommy. They argued over trivial things: the rap music that Tommy played on the radio; the way Ba left no space in the driveway for Tommy’s car; the ripped holes in Tommy’s socks; the way Ba spoke with food in his mouth. They kept swiping at each other, and neither of them knew when to stop.

It was partly Tommy’s fault. He was getting antsy, an adult ready to leave for college. But time didn’t move fast enough, so he grew restless at home, chafing under our parents’ rules and concerns. He wasn’t a little boy anymore. Yet the more he resisted, the more irritated our father got.

Ba could be moody. He was calm most of the time. Then one day he’d come home from work, thunder roaring beneath him. Ba never talked about the auto factory, but we could tell when the work got stressful. He snapped easily at us on those days, complaining about our noise, our behavior. Tommy and I had learned that in those moments, it was best to leave him alone. We just had to wait until bedtime, when Ba took one of his sleeping pills. He dealt with his stress by sleeping it away, completely knocked out and undisturbed. Then, the next day, Ba would be calm again.

It was the natural rhythm of his life. He didn’t throw tantrums, and he didn’t hit us—he just needed to sulk a little bit. They were the stormy days of an otherwise calm sea. And I liked the days afterward, when Ba was nicer to us. It was a fair trade-off in my mind.

We just had to leave Ba alone.

Yet we were all sweltering in that humid kitchen, Tommy boiling on the inside, ready to burst. I didn’t want him to set off our father.

I knew it was my duty to step in. And I could be a very bratty, annoying sister.

“Maybe you should take another shower, Nasty,” I said, and I pointed at the sweat on Tommy’s forehead.

“Why don’t you worry about yourself?” snapped Tommy.

“But I don’t smell like Satan’s ass crack,” I said sweetly.

Surprised, Tommy burst out laughing.

“Don’t be vulgar, Veronica. That’s disgusting for a girl to say,” muttered Ba.

I shrugged, unbothered.

“I think she can say whatever she wants,” said Tommy suddenly. Ba turned to glare at him. “In America, it’s called freedom of speech. You’re infringing on it.”

“I know what it is,” Ba snapped.

“You don’t have to be so sexist either.”

“Sexist,” Ba repeated. Even if he didn’t know the word, I was sure the mere mention of sex only made him angrier. “You think you’re so smart with your big English words?”

“No, I’m actually very stupid. Same as you.”

“Don’t use that word.”

“Stupid? It’s not a swear word—”

“Don’t say it.”

“Tommy, stop it,” said Mẹ.

“Jesus, it’s a word.”

“Don’t say the Lord’s name like that,” said Ba.

“You don’t have to be this angry—”

“Where’d you learn how to speak with all that shit in your mouth?” Ba snapped.

Mẹ stood up.

“You kids are eating outside,” she said. In one fluid movement, she reached for our plates of barbecue and glided toward the sliding door. “You two can sit in the backyard and eat and watch all the fireworks you want.”

“We’re already eating here,” complained Tommy.

I caught the dark look on Ba’s face. I quickly stood up, flicking Tommy on the shoulder until he followed me outside.

We ate at the plastic table under the outdoor lights. Mẹ brought out a bowl of corn, the ketchup and sriracha, an extra plate of barbecue, and a fresh roll of paper towels.

“I’m sorry you have to do all this,” said Tommy.

Our mother sighed. Then she ruffled the hair on Tommy’s head.

“You’re too stubborn. Like a monkey,” she said. Then she walked back into the house.

Tommy and I ate without speaking. We watched as fireworks exploded in the distance. At the back of our yard, there was a fence and a thin stretch of woods that separated our property from the house behind us. Through the trees, we could see the tiny sparklers that other families had lit.

“Tommy?”

“What?”

“I wish you weren’t such a dumbass,” I said. Tommy’s eyebrows furrowed together, but he said nothing. “And I wish you’d shut up sometimes. You get to leave soon, okay? Can’t you just… try around them? Please? Just for the summer.”

Tommy ignored me. When he finished eating, he wiped his hands on a paper towel. There were still barbecue sauce stains on his fingers. He wiped his hands even harder.

“Ronny.”

“What?”

“I’m trying,” he said, and there was a force in his voice. “I am. I have. But you can only try for so long. That shit beats you down. Then one day you don’t have the energy to try anymore. Everything just kind of… spills out. But instead of spilling out, it’s actually a flood. And then you see. You realize that it’s so—”

A door slid open. Tommy immediately shut up. But it was the neighbors who stepped outside into their backyard: Gigi and her husband. I’d never given her husband a name—he had a forgettable face. He always frowned when he saw me, as though he could smell something foul.

We glanced at them, they glanced at us. Then we pretended not to see each other. Tommy and I cleaned up the outdoor table. Our parents had already disappeared into their bedroom, though I could hear Ba’s loud ranting in the house. Tommy only scowled.

When we came back outside, lights were already bursting in the neighbors’ yard. Gigi’s husband was hollering. He lit one firework after another, sprinting away as the tiny rockets crackled and shrieked, exploding into bursts of light in the sky. As Gigi laughed, her husband yipped like a cowboy. They sounded very drunk.

Tommy and I turned off the outdoor lights, and we sat outside in the dark, watching the neighbors.

“At least they’re having fun,” said Tommy.

“You think we should join them?” I asked.

“Yeah, let’s just go on over there,” he replied. Even in the dark, I knew he smirked, too.

As it got late, the sparklers died down in the neighborhood. Families had gone to sleep, and even Gigi’s yard had grown dark again. Tommy and I yawned.

Then there was a yelp. It was Gigi’s husband. He’d lit one last firework. There was a crackle, a high-pitched shriek. And a burst of light barely skimmed over the trees behind the yard. Red sparks showered down like rain. They continued to glow as they landed on the tree branches.

“That can’t cause a fire, right?” I asked slowly.

“It shouldn’t,” said Tommy.

We broke into a run across the backyard.

I could feel his creeping panic, same as my own. It only took one spark to start a fire, and one fire to burn down some woods, some grass, a house. I didn’t know too much about money, but I knew we had little of it. We couldn’t afford to lose our house. Suppose our parents were right all along. And we’d let a firework take it all. The fear was ingrained in us.

Tommy opened the gate. As we left our yard, Gigi’s husband went back inside his house. The lights went out from his windows, and Tommy and I were left in the dark. I trailed close behind him, the woods to my left and the houses to my right. My eyes strained to see.

But there was nothing in the trees—no smoke, no sparks, no faint licks of fire.

“I think it’s okay,” Tommy muttered.

His sandals made a crunch in the grass. I heard the hum of the highway just outside the neighborhood. Yet these sounds seemed so faint in the quiet. The lack of noise was overwhelming, and it only seemed to grow with the darkness on my left. Every fear that I’d had seemed to linger in those woods. I had to break the silence.

“So when you sneak out, where do you go?” I asked. My voice was too shaky, too loud. “Are you doing something illegal out there? Is it fun?”

Tommy snorted, his back still in front of me.

“You can sneak out, too, you know. It’s actually really easy.”

“That doesn’t answer my question—”

There was a bark.

My skin prickled.

“Tommy?” I squeaked. I reached out, grabbing onto his shirt. He stopped walking. I saw nothing on our left, no big shapes in the shadows. But the barks burst out again and again. They sounded a bit like a dog, but I sensed it was something else. And these barks were angry, flowing out in one long stream of noise.

Tommy stepped forward. He barked back.

There was an abrupt silence.

Then the barking grew frenzied—it was shriller, louder, enraged. And I knew it came from the woods.

It was coming for us.

I yanked hard on Tommy’s shirt, and I let go, running back through the dark. I ran to the pale of our wooden fence. By then, I couldn’t hear the barks anymore, but I didn’t feel safe. Not until I was back in the house, with the patio door locked tight behind me and Tommy.

“You didn’t have to run,” he said to me.

But he was as breathless as I was.






CHAPTER 3

Tommy woke me up early the next morning.

“Come on,” he said. His hair was messy—he hadn’t slept much that night either. When I wasn’t turning back and forth in bed, I heard him moving around. “Let’s check it out before I have to go to work.”

We didn’t change out of our pajamas. In the kitchen, Mẹ was poking at a large chunk of meat in the sink.

“Still frozen inside,” she mumbled. Then she began to boil water in the kettle. “Veronica, why are you up so early?”

Tommy unlocked the sliding door as we slipped on our sandals.

“You’re going outside? Why?”

“We heard something last night,” I said quickly. “Near the trees.”

“It was just a dog,” said Tommy, and he gave me a look to shut up. “It didn’t seem to have an owner.”

“The dog’s gone by now,” said Mẹ. “You don’t want to deal with it—it’s dirty.”

“Mẹ, sometimes you don’t even wash your hands after touching raw meat. Isn’t that actually disgusting?” asked Tommy.

Mẹ sighed, exasperated. “You talk like this until you try cooking for a family.”

Tommy and I quickly left through the patio doors. We tramped through the backyard as she called after us: “Don’t let it bite you! It’s dirty!”

We traced our path between the woods and the backyards. The sun had barely come out, and the air had a slight chill. I kept pace with Tommy. I felt braver in the morning, and for some reason I liked knowing that Mẹ was awake in the kitchen. If either of us happened to scream, she could hear us.

The woods were sparse, and I saw nothing in them. There was no dog or deer or scary animal hiding among the trees.

“I think we scared ourselves,” I said out loud.

“Nah, you did.”
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