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The famous words on the Statue of Liberty


“Give me your tired, your poor,


Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.


Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,


I lift my lamp beside the golden door!”


—Emma Lazarus





Prologue


Iwas failing kindergarten, which I’m still unclear on how that’s even possible, but apparently “they” thought I might have had a learning disability because I couldn’t cut with scissors or some such nonsense. So “they” sent me to a psychologist to be tested. I remember being intrigued with her beehive hairdo (this was in the ’70s) and irritated by her line of questioning. At one point she asked me, “What color is a banana?” To which I promptly replied, “White.” She leaned toward me, peered over her cat eye glasses, and triumphantly declared, “No. A banana is yellow!” Not to be outdone, I stood up and placed my hands on my hips and said, “No ma’am, a banana is white, the peel is yellow!”


That is how I view the world; I look below the peel. I engage with life by seeing statistical probabilities and analyzing the algorithms of everything around me. I’ve always had an intrinsic fascination with the study of human behavior, and I’d like to say that’s what led me to get my doctorate in psychology. The truth is, I pursued my degree simply because I had a high school teacher tell me that I would “never make it in college.” So . . . I went to college and upped the ante by earning a doctorate before my ten-year high school reunion just to prove to her that I could.


But I digress. I really want to tell you “how” this book came to be. It was twenty years ago, and quite by accident, that I stumbled into the most fascinating “human study” of my life, while sitting in the plush massage chair at my nail salon.


Twenty years ago, while I was sitting in the chair getting my manicure and pedicure, I did what came naturally to me—I observed the people around me: men and women, young and old, white, black, and brown, ranging across the socioeconomic spectrum. They were ordinary people, though some may have been extraordinary, I didn’t know. All I could say about them was what I saw—how some used the time in the spa as their quiet time, even sleeping. Others were oblivious to everything around them as they flipped through magazines and books. Then there were the talkative ones—some friendly and some, unfortunately, rude.


As I people-watched, I began to wonder about their lives and did so through my “statistical analysis” lens. I would start with a statistic and work my way around the salon. For example, one in three women will be victims of some sort of physical violence by an intimate partner in their lifetime. I counted the women in the salon; I studied their faces and wondered who would be the one out of three.


One in five women will be raped by an acquaintance in their lifetime.


I peered closely at the women, counting again, wondering who would fall victim to that statistic.


My “study” didn’t focus on the women (and many times, the men) alone; if there were children in the salon receiving services, I included them in my mental analysis:


The average age of entry for girls into sex trafficking is twelve to fourteen-years-old.


My heart ached as I wondered would any of these children become victims to that? That thought was almost too dark, even for my morbid sense of curiosity.


Week after week, I returned to the salon. Week after week, I asked myself the same questions, each time with a new audience of customers. Then one week, I had an epiphany. As I sat studying the men and women, I realized that I hadn’t included any of the technicians in these reflections that I did each week. It was almost as if my eyes didn’t see them, as if they weren’t in the room, completely invisible to my mind.


Why had I done that?


Looking around again, I noticed that I wasn’t the only one practically ignoring these women who were providing some of the most intimate of services to us. Even in many faiths, the washing of someone’s feet is considered an act of pure love. Yet, as these women washed and cared for my feet and hands, I had ignored them. Not on purpose, but the result was still the same.


That’s when my focus and attention shifted to the women who worked in the salon. Again, I thought about the statistics that I knew, but now my wonder was deeper than that. Now, I wanted to know who these women were? I was absolutely sure that most were not American by birth, so where had they come from? Of course, I knew that most were Vietnamese, but I wanted to really know where they came from? What had they been through? Why did they leave their homes to come here? Why were they in America?


All kinds of questions and stories swirled through my mind as I became determined to excavate the stories of their lives.


So, I began my research, casual at first. I opened a dialogue with them in the way that many therapists do: “So, tell me about your childhood.”


At first, the women were timid, as if they weren’t sure they should speak or that they could trust me. One woman said to me, “You are the first person to ever ask me about my life.”


With the passage of time, the floodgates opened. Soon, they began to tell me so much, the words pouring out almost faster than their thoughts. It was as if their stories had been dormant inside of them, waiting for a time such as this. As if with their release, they could relieve themselves of some of the sadness and burdens that they’d carried with them from their homeland.


Like Connie, whose story sounded almost like a major motion picture. All of the women who worked in the salon were Vietnamese. Connie however, spoke Vietnamese, but she was clearly African American.


Her story: her father was an African American soldier who left her behind after his tour of duty in Vietnam. So, she lived with her mother until she was ten. That's when her mother died. There were no other family members to help Connie or to take care of the final arrangements for her mother. So, she ended up carrying her mother’s body twelve miles to the place where bodies were “taken care of.”


Like Connie, the others began to share the most intimate and inspiring stories of family and faith, poverty and promise, tragedy and triumph.


There was Ket Nguyen, who called herself Kathy in the salon. (The women all took on American, more familiar names for their customers.) Ket was a thirty-seven-year-old salon owner who came to the United States from South Vietnam in 1989.


Hers is a story that told much about the history of Vietnam. Her grandparents escaped to South Vietnam from North Vietnam in 1954 and then, her parents grew up and prospered in the south until the fall of Saigon. Ket’s father, who had been a mechanical engineer, was suddenly at risk of being jailed, or worse being killed. The Communists were arresting anyone who’d worked for the previous government, were educated, or “artists”, and they searched the country for people like Ket’s father. He had to go into hiding, moving around often to avoid capture.


To provide for himself and his family, he ended up working in the fields of a farm during the day and then, using his engineering skills, building escape boats at night for people who lived in the village. Naturally, this was all done in secret and of course, this was all very dangerous.


It was a scary time for young Ket who, all of these years later, still had dreams of how the Communists would come at all hours of the day or night, pounding on the front door of their home, questioning her mother about the whereabouts of her father. But those door poundings were better than the bombs that would often fall on their village. During those terrifying times, Ket, her family, and all of their neighbors would run into the forest to hide, to save their lives.


Eventually, the Communists took over Ket’s family’s home and turned it into a police station. All along, the plan had been for Ket and her family to escape that Communist regime, and once they lost their home, leaving the country became their primary goal.


That happened when Ket was eleven. She, her parents, and her nine brothers and two sisters left the only place that she’d called home.


“It was in the dark of night when my mom put me in the boat, and I woke up in the middle of the ocean,” Ket told me. “It was such a scary thing.”


They had escaped Vietnam, but they were now facing a different kind of danger, stranded in their boat for three days before they were rescued by the Taiwanese.


Ket and her family were then taken to a refugee camp where they lived for a year and a half before they were transferred to another camp in the Philippines. “Living in the refugee camp was really hard. We slept in barracks with the barest of supplies. And the food was very limited.”


They lived in the Philippines for six months before they were finally able to travel to the US.


“I was thirteen by then and was excited to be starting our new life because my parents were happy, but it wasn’t easy here. We lived in a one-bedroom apartment, my mom, dad, and the eight younger kids. My dad had to start over. He worked whatever odd jobs he could get, while my mom washed dishes twelve hours a day at a restaurant. We were offered government assistance, but my parents wouldn’t take it.”


After speaking with many of these women, I found that fact to be a common thread. Most of these families would not take any kind of government assistance, preferring to work and make it totally on their own no matter how hard they were struggling.


That was Ket’s beginning and now, at the age of thirty-seven, she owned a salon after working in the industry for fifteen years.


Ket’s story of the terror her family experienced, and then their escape was both horrifying and uplifting as were the other stories women shared.


When I first spoke with Thieu, she made me laugh. Her birth name was Thieu Nguyen, but she chose the name Jeannie from watching I Dream of Jeannie on television. In fact, that show was much more than where she got her name. That show, along with other American television shows, taught Jeannie how to speak English.


But after sharing that laugh with Thieu, very quickly I began to experience the horror that I’d felt listening to Ket when Thieu shared her journey. Like Ket, Thieu’s father had been a professional in Vietnam. He was a police officer, but he didn’t have a chance to escape like Ket’s father. After the fall of Saigon, Thieu’s father was immediately arrested and jailed by the Communists.


He was held in the poorest of conditions, and each time Thieu and her family visited him (which was every six weeks and only after they bribed the officers) he was always very hungry, sick, and looked worse and worse.


During their visits, her father would admonish her mother to never come back. “The country is not safe,” he would warn. “You must escape with the children because I don’t want you to suffer.”


Even though her mother knew that his words were true, she didn’t want to leave him alone and behind. Finally, when Thieu was fifteen-years-old, she, her mom, her brother, and one sister escaped by boat. Her other sister stayed behind.


The escape was a very short-lived reprieve. For six days and seven nights, they were stranded in that boat in the middle of the ocean with no food and no water at all. However, that wasn’t the only clear and present danger. Pirates boarded their boat and raided their possessions, before raping many of the women. This was something that the Vietnamese were aware of and so many of the women on their boat were prepared. They wore pants and put blood between their legs before boarding, hoping to stave off the rapists.


Finally, Thieu and her family were rescued by an oil rig. They remained in an Indonesian refugee camp for seven months before she and her family finally were sent to the United States where her mother had to begin a new life with them, but without their father.


Thieu’s father remained behind in prison, his physical condition continuing to deteriorate. He was eventually released after being jailed for ten years and the tragedy is that he died one year after he was freed. Thieu never had a chance to see her father again.


Teresa was one of the oldest women that I spoke to, and she didn’t escape Vietnam until she was thirty-one years old, so she saw many of the challenges in her country that Karen, Ket, and Thieu missed because they were so young.


Teresa’s parents knew that their family wouldn’t be able to survive the new Communist government, but they were very poor and didn’t have the money to escape. So, they left the country one-by-one. Her three brothers made their escape first, and then her youngest brother sent money back home for Teresa to do the same. She was already married by this time, but it was still so dangerous and could have been deadly.


“I was working as a teacher and loved it, but with everything going on, there were threats all around us. The Communists were determined to find what they called ‘traitors’, so they turned friends against friends, neighbors against neighbors, family against family. They did whatever they had to do to get people to denounce each other.”


Teresa said this fostered so much mistrust in their village. “There was no safety, not even among the ones we loved. There was no freedom because we didn’t know who to trust, so no one said anything. I couldn’t tell anyone what my husband and I were planning to do.”


When Teresa and her husband finally escaped Saigon by boat, they left with only a backpack and their gold. They had gold hidden in their clothes and they even left without shoes.


Like Thieu, Teresa’s boat was attacked. Thailand fishermen came onto their boat, raped the women, and took their gold. Eventually, they were rescued and taken to a refugee camp in Malaysia. “Once we were there, though, we were not allowed to leave the camp. It was fenced in and it felt like we were in prison.”


The only thing that made me smile during Teresa’s story was when she spoke about their food. “We were able to keep our quarters clean, and we did eat; we had cantaloupe every day. Every single day. To this day, I cannot eat even a single slice of cantaloupe.”


But after that statement, her words turned back to the harsh reality of that journey. “We were so sad in that refugee camp. Many of the women, we would just sit and stare at nothing. We’d sit like that for hours because we really had no hope.”


While the Communists had made their country so dangerous, Teresa still remembers the beauty of Vietnam. “The only thing that people know about Vietnam is the war, but my country is really very beautiful. It’s just like Hawaii with tropical temperatures and gorgeous beaches.”


After two years, they were moved from Malaysia to a refugee camp in the Philippines. “It was much better there,” Teresa said. “Catholic nuns ran the camp and taught us how to speak English and how to cook.”


Not only was Western cooking a new experience for Teresa, but even how to eat was something that she had to learn. “In Vietnam, we ate with chop sticks. In the Philippines, they eat with their hands, so that’s what we did. By the time we came to America, we had to learn another way; we learned how to eat with forks.”


Teresa told me that while she shared these stories with me, she’d never shared them with her two American-born sons. “I’ve never told them how I escaped from Vietnam,” she said, shaking her head sternly. “That time is too sad; the stories are too sad. There is no need for them to know.” This was another “thread” I heard over and over. These women didn’t even tell their own American-born children about the brutality of their life in Communist Vietnam, their harrowing escape and their journey to capture the American Dream.


These are just four of the women (of many) who spoke to me and the more they shared, the more I began to see the totality of who they were, the depth of the challenges that they’d been through, and as women who influenced the nail industry across the country. And while their stories were so similar, I discovered that the technicians were as unique and varied as the many colors of nail polish on display.


Somewhere along the line, I decided that I wanted to tell their stories; I wanted to give others a chance to “look below the peel” and to see who these women really are. It was during the initial stages of preparing the book proposal that I fully grasped the enormity of the task. My “research” took me beyond my neighborhood salon of twenty years to a chance meeting with Charlie Vo. It was then that I decided to tell the collective stories of the “boat people” primarily through the complete story of one—Charlie, who arrived in this country in 1981, and two years later was a millionaire.


In the process of meeting and talking to these incredible women, I also discovered the fascinating history of the nail industry. Going back 3000 years, nail color has been integral to many ancient societies and in modern times, it still is.


What other “luxury” is shared by just about everyone we meet? I’ve talked to men and women, and we always seem to have at least two things in common. 1. Jury duty 2. Experiencing a mani/pedi in our lifetime. Now that would be an interesting statistical analysis and rather easy to conduct. It would simply go like this, “Raise your hand if you’ve ever had a mani/pedi?”


Have you ever wondered about the women who are cutting your cuticles and scrubbing your feet?
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The first time I met Charlie, we embraced like new friends. She was so eager to tell me her story, because she understood that she had a unique experience that could inspire so many. I asked her where she wanted to begin, and she told me—on the boat. The boat that began her journey to America.


“I will always remember that boat,” she said. “I will remember everything about it, especially the sounds of the boat.”


The boat was significant because so many referred to the Vietnam refugees in those days as “boat people”. And on that boat that began her journey, her name wasn’t Charlie. She didn’t change her name until she came to America. Back then, she was known as Hieu Vo.


Like she said, her story begins with the boat, and the ropes. The ropes on the boat that didn’t squeak, they screamed. With every bob of the water’s waves, the ropes twisted and stretched, squeezing out water that returned to the ocean below.


Hieu sat, gripping her children close, just staring, not daring to get close to the ropes. She and her children had already seen a man blown away to sea; she didn’t want to put her toddlers any closer to danger than they already were.


Bringing Khoa and Giulai even closer to her chest, Hieu raised her head a little to see beyond the bow of the boat, beyond the ropes to the bing that was in the water behind them.


The ropes that connected the smaller boat to the larger fishing vessel that carried Hieu and her children were taut, were strong, and those ropes that had terrorized her also gave her a great sense of peace. Because it was those ropes that were keeping her husband, Tien, safe.


Her eyes stayed on the bing behind them as it flew out, then dropped back down into the water, violently bobbing and weaving at the mercy of the waves that the larger ship left in its wake. Had the bing moved that much during the two weeks when she and her children had been on it? She didn’t remember that. Maybe it was because the bing had been heavier with the more than one hundred people who had filled the small boat that was meant to carry no more than twenty. On that night when they had left the coast some seventy miles from Saigon, they had jammed into that small space, tightly together, men, women, and children, crammed shoulder-to-shoulder, taking up every last inch of space and air, this their only shot at freedom.


Hieu couldn’t see any of the forty men who’d been left behind on that boat, but she imagined them being knocked from their feet, then holding on for dear life. It was a brutal ride, but the men were strong, especially Tien. He’d been through so much already, having a couple of encounters with death—including the day his brother died from bombs that fell on Saigon. Tien had been there that day and had he not left his brother and cousins so that he could use the bathroom, he would have died in that bombing, too.


So, Hieu knew that Tien would live. He would hold on because they’d given up so much for freedom. There was no way they would give up now when they were so close. Freedom was their destiny.


That’s what she kept telling herself.


Taking her eyes away, she turned her focus to her children. She and her husband were doing all of this for them, to make sure her son and daughter would never have to live under the Communist rule and would always be free. Hieu always knew this trip would be hard, but even with all that she imagined, this trip was nothing like she thought it would be.


“The voyage from the Vietnam coast to Thailand will be short and it is very safe.”


That’s what her mother had told her as she was planning the trip for Hieu and her family.


“Don’t bring much,” she had added. “There won’t be room on the boat.”


That had been fine with Hieu and Tien. They were following the plan that her mother had put together for so many before: Once she and Tien got to Thailand, they would use their gold to buy the food and supplies they needed. Their plan was like everyone else’s. No one came aboard the boat with much . . . just the gold they wore and what they could carry.


Already every part of that plan had been destroyed. The trip had not been short. They were on day seventeen and Thailand was nowhere in sight. And now, all of their gold was gone, too. That was the price they had to pay for their rescue.


It had been the crew of the Saipain that had pulled them from danger after they’d been adrift in the middle of the South China Sea for more than two weeks, lost, dying, and full of fear.


The rescue had been one of mercy unlike what had happened to others on previous voyages. This crew were not pirates. They didn’t board their ship to rape their women and steal their gold. The crew of the Saipain were trying to help; but there was only so much they could do.


“Only women and children on our vessel,” the captain of The Saipan told the refugees when they came upon their boat. “The men stay here.”


“Why?” Hieu’s husband, Tien cried. “We can work. We can be part of the crew.”


The captain, a tall man with sunburned skin and a hard face, stood strong, his arms folded across his chest. “No,” he told them. “Women and children do not try to take over boats. They can stay on the ship. You and the other men will be towed behind.”


“We will capsize!” the owner of the smaller boat said, as his girlfriend clung to him. “Your boat will surely toss us in the waves that you will leave in your wake. We will die!”


The captain shook his head. “We will give you food and water,” he told the men. “You will not drown. Your women will be safe.”


“How do we know that?” Tien asked.


The captain was not insulted by his question. He was well aware of the stories they’d been told and what so many refugees faced. “I told you before, we are fishermen,” he said. “Not pirates or savages. You pay us, give us your gold, and we will feed you our fish and take you to the Hong Kong harbor.” When the men at first stayed silent, the captain added, “If you refuse this offer, you will die. That is your choice.”


There were some who balked at the idea of giving up their gold, but not Hieu. She had lost gold before and now, after two weeks, her children needed food. She could see how skinny they’d become. She glanced at her husband and after a moment, he nodded, agreeing with what she was thinking. They had no choice really; they had to do as this man said or they would surely die. And they had come too far to die at sea. So, she handed over her gold and then watched Tien hug their children, before he kissed them, then said, “Goodbye.”


He handed them to Hieu, first their daughter, Giulai, and then their son, Khoa. “You will be fine,” Hieu told her husband. “We are going to America.”


She lifted her children and then herself into the arms of the sailors and onto the deck of The Saipan.


“You will be fine,” she yelled those words once again, and she looked back at Tien. She wasn’t sure if she really believed what she was saying; at the beginning of their journey, she’d been filled with so much hope and now, the hope had been displaced by moments of doubt and hours of fear. She needed to hear those words. Perhaps if she spoke them enough, she could get her heart to believe that they were true.


In the end, all of the refugees had given up their gold in exchange for food and the hope of getting to safety. She stood at the edge of the boat, watching and feeling helpless as the sailors passed canned food down to the forty men left behind before they secured the ropes to the stern of their ship.


It was the squirming of her son in her arms that brought Hieu back to the present. Her three-year-old was restless; Khoa wanted to run and play. It wasn’t safe to leave him alone, so Hieu stood, held her daughter in her arms, then grabbed her son’s hand. She walked to the side of the boat.


The strong sun of the South China Sea had browned her children’s skin. They were so little, just babies, really, but they had already seen so much in their young years.


At the side of the boat, Hieu stopped at the rails so that Khoa, with his shock of coal-black hair could watch the seabirds dive for prey. He could spend hours doing this, asking questions, always the inquisitive one. Even now, he fidgeted, trying to release himself from her grip so he could be free. She refused to let him go. She’d lost so much, she wasn’t about to lose her son to the sea.


“Where’s Daddy?”


His sudden question took Hieu’s breath away, but then, she gathered herself. She twisted him and her daughter around and pointed. “Look, there he is, towed behind us.”


The children squinted as if that would help them to see better, to see their father.


She said, “He is safe. He’s on our old boat with the other brave and strong men. They have plenty of food. And if you wave, maybe Daddy can see you.”


As the children waved, Hieu’s heart ached for the life that her children had lived. Even though they were young, she could tell that her children were intelligent, especially, Khoa—he was a smart boy with sharp eyes who was growing up so differently than the way she’d been raised. She’d grown up in South Vietnam, always feeling loved, always feeling safe, always feeling satisfied.


It had not been that way for her children. They had been born into a different country and neither of them knew what it was like to eat until their bellies were full. Neither of them knew what it was like to always feel safe. The entirety of their young lives had been filled with fear.


They were tenacious, though, especially Khoa. Hieu saw her own strength in his eyes. She worried about his safety, but she never worried about his spirit.


For long minutes, the children stood and waved, and Hieu wondered if Tien could see Khoa and Giulai from the deck. She wondered how he felt and if he was well. And she prayed that he still had the hope he’d had when they’d left the shore of their homeland seventeen days ago. All he had to do was remember that they were doing this for their children and they had already been through so much. Now, they were finally going to America.
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Six Months Earlier


The knock on the door was strong and hard and even before Hieu opened it, she knew who stood on the other side of the front door of her parents’ home. Her heart pounded, the way it always did when she came face-to-face with the Communist soldiers.


She held her breath as she approached, but she had no choice—she had to open it. Even though she was afraid, she had more fear of not opening it, knowing what they would do to her if she didn’t.


When she pulled the door open, she was met with two men with hard stares and no smiles, just like all the others. “An invitation,” one said as he shoved a paper into her hand.


She didn’t have to look down to know what it was. An invitation was what they called it. An invitation to a town meeting. It wasn’t an invitation, though, it was a demand to attend. No one had a choice. It was an invitation that could not be refused.


That night, Hieu, her sisters, and all the other women who lived on their block were crammed into the school hall, wilting in the heat and wondering what the news would be. The only one who was missing was Hieu’s mother, Thi Ba. She never attended the meetings, always finding some reason for not attending. Tonight, she told the soldiers that she had a headache.


The meetings were all the same, the room filled with women since the men attended their meetings in the afternoon. The evenings were always reserved for the women, after taking care of their families.


The women waited, wondering what this meeting was going to be about. There was always a different subject, but what they were about to be told was shocking to them; tonight, they were the news.


A soldier stood at the front of the room, on an old stage where Hieu remembered children performing plays and concerts before the fall. Like the soldiers who’d come to her door, this one stood erect, hard, his glare so piercing, he filled everyone with fear even before he spoke his first word.


“We know all of your secrets,” he said in a calm voice that made most of the women in the room tremble.


He was a tall man, taller than the average Vietnamese. He spoke with a slight accent that Hieu couldn’t place. He moved in what looked like a slow march, from one end of the stage to the other.


“If you tell us what we already know,” he paused, turned around, and walked in the other direction, “you will not be punished.” Again, he stopped, turned around, then continued, “Now is your time to wipe your slate clean and start over.”


He stopped again, but this time he faced the front and glared at all of them.


There was nothing but silence in the room.


“You know who is planning to escape. You know who is working in the black market.”


Those were the words that finally even made Hieu tremble as she thought of her mother.


“You know who is hiding their connections to the pigs of the West. There are rewards for you if you tell us what you know. You and your family will not suffer.” Another pause. “And remember, we already know.”


The room was almost as silent as before, except Hieu heard the shuffle of nervous feet as the women tried to figure out what the government knew. Then suddenly, a voice came from the back of the room.


“My neighbor has a boat.” It wasn’t loud, wasn’t soft, though Hieu could hear the way the woman’s voice quivered.


“Good. Good,” the soldier said, though he still did not smile. “You make your nation proud.”


That was all it took. Within seconds, the rest fell like dominoes.


“My auntie. She plots against the government.”


“My brother. He is trying to brainwash my children.”


“I think my friend works for the CIA. They keep secrets from us.”


The school hall became a minefield of information as women who were supposed to love their families, sacrificed even those they loved. Hieu stood there so afraid. It would be only a matter of time before her mother’s name was thrown into the fray. Then, her mother would disappear, too, just like the men and women who were being exposed at this meeting.


Nowhere was safe.


And that was only the first problem.


The major challenge was that the Communists followed an old Roman tradition. The government knew that the only way to quell revolt and to indoctrinate an angry populace was to use the power of love and family. After the unification of the country under Communist rule, the government encouraged good Communists from North Vietnam to marry men and women in the south, and then together have and raise good Communist children. The theory was that if the angry citizens of South Vietnam could fall in love with the enemy, the southerners would be far less likely to revolt against the government. Loving a Communist husband or wife and having faithful Communist children would quiet and possibly even convince the staunchest supporter of the West.


Never treat the conquered as “other.” Make them a part of you.


Hieu didn’t want that for her children.


It was time to leave to leave her home country.


[image: Image]


“There’s a boat,” Hieu’s mother whispered one evening not too long after the town meeting. They were sitting on the floor with her younger sisters and her children, eating dinner.


Hieu froze at her mother’s words. For a moment, she glanced around the modest Saigon home her parents shared with their family, including Hieu and her children. Hieu had been living with her parents since Tien had been sent away to work in the countryside. With her husband gone, staying with her mother and father was the only way Hieu could feed and take care of her children.


“There’s space for your family,” her mother continued, in a hushed tone. “There’s space on the boat and it’s your time. You, Tien, the kids. It’s your time to leave.”


This was how it had been since the fall of Saigon and those town meetings. Always hushed conversations, even between parents and children, because you never knew who was listening, you didn’t know who you could trust since even family members were turning each other in. You had to be careful when discussing any kind of escape plans and leaving this Communist rule because there was always a high price to pay if you were caught.
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