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        For my son, Mickey — my hero.
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        “Conscience is the root of all true courage.”
      

      — James Freeman Clarke

      Many years ago, in my ninth grade social studies class, my classmates and I were given an assignment to write an essay entitled, “What Is Courage?” The next day, a few of the essays were read out loud in class, and then we debated the meaning of courage. Even the teacher was surprised at the many different definitions and examples of courage that we discussed. The one thing we all agreed upon was that courage comes from within — that it is conscience giving rise to positive action.

      Since then, I've learned much more about courage from many people whose brave deeds and heroic lives have provided innumerable lessons on the depth and breadth of courage. Some I've been privileged to know — like my grandfather, Frank Baum, a highly decorated veteran of three wars who went on to fight, and win, his own personal war with post-traumatic-stress-related alcoholism. I've never met many of the heroes who've influenced and inspired my life. Only a few are celebrated icons, like Katharine Hepburn, Jimmy Carter, and Martin Luther King Jr. Most are unsung, everyday heroes — like the child from the ghetto who rises above it; the brokenhearted widow who dares to love again; the senior who braves the wild, wild Internet; and the firefighter who rescues a family from their burning home.

      But my greatest lessons in courage began in 1994, more than three decades after my introduction to courage in my ninth grade social studies class. This time my teacher was my then eighteen-year-old son, Mickey. Nine years later, he continues to teach me the true meaning of courage, in all its manifestations, every day.

      Shortly after graduating from high school and just days before he was to begin his freshman year of college, Mickey sustained a serious brain injury that nearly killed him and that ended his life as he'd known it and the life he'd planned. Although his intellect remained intact, he lost virtually everything else — his mental and physical health, his friends, his independence, his dignity, his hopes, his dreams — all trapped in a cacophony of confusion, depression, anxiety, and, at times, psychosis. He could no longer work or go to school, play basketball or his guitar, drive a car or hold a conversation, read, watch television, or even hug. Over the course of six years, he spent a total of thirty-four months, nearly three years, in hospitals and residential rehabilitation facilities, growing increasingly sicker and more isolated, subjected to the rejection, poverty, and humiliating treatment so often experienced by people with severe neurobiological disorders.

      And yet, he persevered. He never gave in or gave up. He tried unceasingly to find his way back, to focus his tormented mind, to understand his illness, to be self-reliant, to be useful, to be kind. He tried treatment after treatment, even though none were effective, many made him worse, and most caused horrific side effects. And after five years of steady decline with no relief, when he felt that he could try no more and wanted only to be released from his living hell, he hung in there and agreed to try one last, very risky course of treatment.

      Within days of starting the new medication, Mickey started to improve. Two weeks later, he smiled, hugged me, and played his beloved guitar for the first time in years. Three months later he was released from the hospital and began the daunting task of rebuilding his life. One of the first things he did was to enroll in his first college class. He aced it. Three years later, he continues to attend college part-time, to live independently, and to make steady progress toward his goals.

      Mickey's journey to recovery isn't over and it still isn't easy; it probably never will be. He says that's okay, that he's just grateful for the opportunity to one day live a productive and meaningful life, to maybe have a family someday, to “be a good person.”He says that he's lucky. I say he's courageous.

      In this special collection, we share the amazing stories of several extraordinary, ordinary heroes. I hope they will inspire you — just as my son, Mickey Hansen Jr., has inspired me — to let your conscience be your comfort, your guide, and your strength.

      — Colleen Sell
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      The Australian summer sun beats on the thirsty bush. It burns my legs through the windscreen as I rattle over deeply corrugated dirt roads. It is mid-January in the central highlands of Tasmania, and I am here alone, recently single, recently in my thirties, and in need of physical and spiritual challenge. Over the next four weeks I will go into some of the remotest areas of the state, to walk and camp in the wilderness. In a few days I will join a handful of others on an eleven-day rafting trip down 125 kilometers (approximately 80 miles) of the Franklin River, in the inaccessible wilderness of Tasmania's southwest. But right now, this adventurer fears she may be lost. I long for the sight of a paved road.

      As I drive, my thoughts collide with one another and I am uncomfortably alone with them. The last year has been hell, and I am raw from many losses. I am a pilgrim here, searching for physical hardship, for risk to plunge into. I want hard mountains, drenching rain, and big, frightening rapids to shock away my numbness. I am here to feel alive again.

      After many long, hot hours, I reach the west coast. Painted with dust and melting under the late afternoon sun, I pull into the tiny coastal town of Strahan, never before so happy to see cars and buildings. Some frontier woman I am.

      I check into my hostel, kick open the door to my bunkroom, and blink in the darkness of the musty room.

      Then I see her. Smiling, staring directly at me as though I am expected, she is perched like a doll on the edge of a sagging bunk bed. The sight of her face stops me at the threshold for a few moments. I am very surprised to see this stranger. She is terribly old. Her tiny, frail form reminds me of my late mother. Her smile is a bit unsettling.

      “My name is Vonny Helberg,” she says. “But you can call me Gran Vonny. Everyone does.”

      Beside her on the bed lies a fractured range of odds and ends, spilling from a well-traveled vinyl suitcase. Tiny crocheted flowers, shreds of notes and papers, tubes of antiseptic cream, bandages.

      “Hello,” I say.

      Polite conversation ensues as I search for swimming gear, uncomfortable in the presence of my unlikely roommate. I feel an overwhelming responsibility to take care of her. What on earth is this tiny old woman doing here in a youth hostel?

      I find my gear, smile a goodbye, and head out to explore. But I cannot shake the image of that expectant smile.

      When I return later that night, she is asleep. I creep up to my bunk and ease my exhausted body into the sleeping bag, fading into sweet oblivion.

      Sometime later, I am disturbed by the entry of two female backpackers. Perfumed with excesses of the local brew, they fall spectacularly over chairs and packs, swearing in German while trying to insert themselves in bed. Gran Vonny stirs. I feel anxious. Shut up, I think. Don't you know there's an elderly woman in here trying to get some sleep?

      This is absurd. Damn it. This was supposed to be a girl's own adventure. Instead, I am in a room with an old woman I feel responsible for. I don't even know her! It's all too close to the home I'm here to escape from.

      I fall asleep, dreaming dreams of my mother in her final weeks, pale and aged in her hospital bed.

      When I awake, the only sign of the old lady is her neat bags on the bunk. The German girls snore softly, faces crammed into pillows beneath tangled, sun-streaked locks. Their slumbering exhalation of last night's beer drives me out of the dorm and into the communal kitchen. Gran Vonny is there, writing in a small book. We smile our good mornings.

      “Are you a writer?” I ask, not expecting her to be at all, but wanting to make conversation.

      “Oh, yes. I'm writing about Sarah Island.”

      Sarah Island — one of the most brutal penal settlements in Tasmanian history, jutting from the wild waters of Macquarie Harbour, near Strahan. Convicts died in droves there, from brutal punishments, disease, and exposure. Now it's a historic site, the cells little more than crumbling ruins.

      “I've always wanted to write about it, about those poor convicts. I even spent the night there a few years ago.” She sips hot tea. “In a tree, as a matter of fact.”

      My face must be registering the thought that perhaps this lady is a bit mad. Her serene smile now suggests mischief.

      “The tide came in. I went over there for a week, so I could experience a little of what they did, to help the writing. I didn't take much with me. It rained terribly hard. Then a big flood tide came, so I climbed a tree for the night.”

      “When was this?”

      “Oh … let's see … hmm, about ten years ago.”

      
        Oh, my God. She was in her seventies. …
      

      “Do you write?” She fixes me with bright eyes.

      “Ah. No. Well, I do but I … I'm not a writer,” I stumble, feeling as though I've been caught out somehow.

      She's still smiling.

      “I've always wanted to be a writer.” I blurt it out, like a child's confession.

      “Well. You probably already are one.” And still she smiles.

      It is clearly time to shift the heat. I begin to ask her about herself, and a remarkable tale unfolds.

      Vonny has just returned from Indonesia, where she works voluntarily in the slums, treating orphans' scratches and sores with her tubes of antiseptic cream and bandages. It's not much, she says, but the children have nothing at all. There is no support for this venture. She does it all herself, living frugally and spending everything she has to finance her mission. he has no home, no possessions. I am gob-smacked. Clearly Gran Vonny is not the frail old lady I had taken her for on first sight.

      “What about family? Do you have anyone here in Tasmania?” I ask.

      “No, no one. I was engaged once, many years ago. But he was killed in the war, and when you've truly loved, you don't see the point in going for anything less after that. There's been no one else.”

      All of this has been said so simply, as though the decision to be alone for her whole life was as simple as choosing a brand of soap. My own recently broken heart, which had reduced me to near ashes, now seems trivial when I consider what Vonny has been through. She is so alone, yet she claims not to be lonely — she has her Indonesian children. How can anyone be this generous?

      I finish my breakfast and excuse myself, explaining that I am taking a flight over the Franklin River this morning, to see it from the air before I begin my rafting trip.

      “You'll see Sarah then,” says Vonny, looking wistful. “I would love to see it — and the Franklin.”Her face animates. “I protested that dam you know, back in 1983.”

      I remembered the campaign. The Tasmanian government had planned to build a dam that would have flooded the entire valley, destroying one of the world's greatest rivers. It was a fierce fight, with “greenies” on one side, camping in the wet forests for weeks on end, enduring assaults and arrest, and the furious hydro workers on the other, enraged at the prospect of losing their jobs should the dam be stopped.

      The conservation movement won, and the Franklin Dam was never built. The river was declared a World Heritage Wilderness Area, forever protected. And Vonny was part of its preservation.

      As I drive to catch my flight, I imagine her among the bedraggled greenies in the forest, chatting and drinking hot tea in the rain, affixing bandages to bruised protesters. And resisting arrest. How many more surprises does this woman have for me?

      Soon, I am soaring above the river, looking with growing excitement at the site of my impending adventure. But I am also thinking of Vonny: Giving her life to begging children in the streets of Indonesia. Writing her stories and sleeping in trees and rainforest. Devoting her life to something real. I realize that I'm here on a joyride. A week ago I had been boasting to my friends about the dangerous adventure I was about to undertake, lapping up their admiration at my courage. In reality, I am buying my adventure, paying other people to take me through it safely and making sure I get my money's worth. It is beginning to feel hollow.

      I have lived completely for myself, and still I want more. More fulfillment, more experiences, more recognition, more love. Selfless acts are a rare thing in my life. I have plenty of opinions about what is right, but I have never taken those values any further than heated discussions at dinner parties.

      When I first saw Vonny I felt sorry for her — a lonely old lady with nothing in her life, I'd thought. But now I admired her and felt humbled. There was no need to pity Gran Vonny.

      When we land, I walk toward my car, the hollowness not quite faded. Then, on impulse, I turn and quickly go back to the wharf.

      The next day Vonny and I exchange addresses. Time to drive to Hobart and meet up with my group for the Franklin trip. I hug her gently, her tiny bones feeling like bird wings in my embrace. Before I leave, I press an envelope into her hand. “Something you need to do,” I say.

      As I drive, I wonder what this big adventure of mine is really all about. I feel changed by the past two days, challenged. Certainly, I no longer feel like the strong, brave woman I had assumed myself to be. Not like her.

      Weeks later, in my apartment in the city, I open my first letter from her. She tells me all about the flight I had surprised her with, how she had seen all the beauty and history she had loved and fought for. She saw yellow rafts far below and wondered if I was in one. I was. She congratulates me for my adventuresome spirit. But for all the rapids in that beautiful river, I never really had to be brave. I did learn something about courage in Tasmania, but from a tiny woman in her eighties, over cups of hot tea in the kitchen of a youth hostel.

      That trip was years ago now. I've since moved to Tasmania. For a while, I worked in the wilderness, guiding bushwalks. I fell in love with the place and found my own beloved. I think I understand a little of what Vonny meant about true love now. Yet, in my life, I still strive to discover my own real courage. I'm still challenged to make the choice to really live for something beyond myself. I'd like to think that I am closer than I was before. I'd like to think that the strength of spirit I witnessed in that tiny, extraordinary woman will inspire me to live in true, selfless courage.

      We have lost contact, and I wonder whether she has died. I wish I'd told her what she did for me, thanked her for showing me what it means to be truly courageous. But perhaps, if she is in her Heaven, the convicts of Sarah Island are sitting beside her, telling her just that.

      — Maura Bedloe
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      Christmas morning, I heard technicians dismantling the machines that had kept Sofia, my neighbor in the burn unit for twelve days, alive. I closed my eyes, wishing Sofia well on her journey. I added a prayer for me, to whatever spirits were listening, to heal my own burned face and without the skin grafts a physician had already indicated might be necessary.

      Two weeks before Christmas, I'd been at home, preparing an article outline, when my electricity went out during a snowstorm. I lit several candles and sat at my kitchen table, trying to finish the outline.

      I woke up in the emergency room of the local hospital.

      “You've had a seizure,” a doctor told me, “and burned yourself … badly.”

      I was sent that night by ambulance to the nearest burn unit, in a hospital about fifty miles away. I have epilepsy, and having had epileptic seizures previously, I was no stranger to emergency rooms. But I'd never seriously hurt myself before.

      When I have a grand mal seizure, I lose consciousness. My limbs shake, but I'm unable to feel my body's spasms. After I have a seizure, I get an un-me feeling: I don't feel like myself. What day is it? Where am I? How did I get here? Then the memories come floating back, like things tossed upon the tide that return to shore with the next wave: It's Tuesday; there's a storm and the lights go out; I light candles; I'm writing an outline for an article on local farmland protection; I stop for a moment to look at the candlelight flickering on the tablecloth.

      Now, I felt like I was in a bad dream I couldn't wake from. My head and neck were in bandages. A nurse told me I'd suffered second- and third-degree burns on the left side of my head and on my right hand. Nearly two-thirds of the left side of my face and scalp had been burned, from the tip of my nose to my ear. All my hair on that side of my head was burned off. My burned left eyelid was swollen shut. My skin smelled like a rotting hamburger. When I chewed or yawned, my left temple felt like it would come apart.

      Why me? I have photosensitive epilepsy, and my eyes are very sensitive to sudden changes in light patterns, like blinking lights. I realized that the flickering of the candles must've triggered the seizure. Still, I asked, Why me?

      The next day, Michael, my boyfriend, drove nearly sixty miles to the burn unit. I was so glad to see him, yet ashamed.

      “I must look horrible,” I said.

      “I almost lost you,” he said, squeezing my hand.

      “You mean more to me than ever.”

      I felt very grateful for his words.

      “I still don't know how I got here.”

      Michael sat next to me on the bed. “Your upstairs neighbor, Ray, told me that he smelled hair burning. He said he recognized the smell from his days in the Army. So he ran downstairs, broke through the back door, found you, and called 911.”

      How kind of him, I thought. We had only a nodding acquaintance. Yet, I was angry, too — at myself.

      Regardless, the nurses, the doctors, and Michael told me I was lucky. Lucky that Ray had been home. Lucky that my right thumb had somehow escaped injury and, though my four fingers were bandaged like a snowball, I had enough dexterity to write, brush my teeth, and eat with a fork. Lucky that the vision in both my eyes hadn't been impaired. Lucky to be alive.

      “Lucky in my unluckiness,” I'd mutter.

      It would take a while for me to see it otherwise. One afternoon after Carol, one of my favorite nurses, had given me pain medication, I said, “I can't decide whether my body's reaching the flames during my seizure was just bad luck, or whether my karma, my mind-set, caused it, and this mess is essentially my fault.”

      Carol was blunt. “If you keep blaming yourself,” she insisted, “you'll just waste your life. Instead, why don't you ask yourself, ‘What's next?'”

      A week after I'd been admitted, I forced myself to look at my bandaged head in the chrome paper towel dispenser next to the bathroom sink. (No mirrors handy there.) My face appeared to be very swollen and very red. My left eyelid looked like a tiny balloon covered with scar tissue. Why me?

      The only time I was actually in pain was during the showers I took twice daily to prevent infection. An anonymous poet once called pain “the monster with a thousand teeth,” and I can't describe any better the stinging, reverberating sensation of stubbly washcloth rubbing against exposed nerve endings. When a nurse scrubbed away the damaged tissue on my eyelid, ear, or forehead, I'd usually jerk my head away like a helpless animal. The Demerol injected into my buttocks before each shower wasn't enough to assuage the pain.

      “Try screaming,” one of the nurses suggested. “A lot of the men do.”

      But I couldn't. I strove to absorb the pain, to move toward, not away from, it. I'd repeat, “It's healing, it's healing,” over and over to myself during those showers. I'd imagine I was underwater, watching sea fans gently sway and clownfish glide by.

      When Dawn, the youngest nurse in the burn unit, washed me, she'd say, “I'm going to do your ear now,” or “I'm at the top of your head.” I loved her for telling me this. Somehow, knowing where her hand would land next, I could better brace myself for the pain.

      On my way to and from the showers, I'd pass Sofia's room. There were several other patients in the burn unit, but we didn't see much of each other. Sofia was the only one I knew anything about or even saw. She was eighty years old, Carol told me, and had burned herself horribly in her kitchen.

      Sofia lay nearly comatose in her bed, mouth open, eyes closed, IV in her arm, tubes in her throat and rectum, a dialysis machine running next to the respirator.

      “A few days ago,” Carol told me, “Sofia had almost no heartbeat, but the doctors raised it with medication.”

      Sometimes, I'd stand at Sofia's door, thinking of my mother, who'd been surrounded by the same daunting equipment after a stroke that eventually killed her.

      “Sofia,” I whispered, “why can't they let you go?”

      A few days before Christmas, new skin had started to replace the scar tissue on my hand; my knuckles now looked only severely sunburned. I eagerly worked with the hospital's occupational therapist, doing exercises — making fists, picking up pennies, using a power grip — to make my hand flexible as new skin grew in.

      Yet, not much I did seemed to affect my face's healing. While I was exercising my hand one morning, the occupational therapist told me about the rigors of skin grafting.

      “You might be bed-bound for days afterward,” she said, “and you might have to undergo more than one skin grafting.” To keep the new skin from growing in puffy, she explained, I'd have to wear a pressure garment, a nylon-spandex glove, on my hand and a pressure garment mask, resembling the stockings bank robbers wear, on my face twenty-three hours a day, for at least six months.

      I thought about foregoing the skin grafting. After all, it was expensive and I had no health insurance. Maybe the doctor was wrong when he'd warned that the left side of my face would never again look like my right side. Maybe my skin would heal on its own. And even if my face was red, bumpy, and grotesque-looking, perhaps I should accept ugliness as my inevitable fate.

      Michael was horrified. “We're not talking about blacktopping the Long Island Expressway,” he chided me, “or doing an aluminum siding job. This is your face.”

      By Christmas Eve, I could scratch the back of my ear. By then, the nurses would let me undo my hand and head bandages by myself; I unwound them slowly, millimeter by millimeter, the anti-bacterial ointment coming off like taffy. During my evening shower on Christmas Eve, I hummed “I'll Be Home for Christmas” as Carol rubbed scar tissue off my forehead. She told me how much I'd improved.

      “Honey,” she said, “the night you came in here, you looked like a prizefighter.”

      Later, I saw several doctors gathered around Sofia. “Her blood gas is awful,” I heard Carol say, “and her lungs are full of fluid.”

      I lay down on my bed and turned out the lights. Carols and madrigals from the radio at the nurses' station played softly. The music brought me the soft reminiscences of childhood Christmases: helping my mother bake chrushik (Polish pastries), opening our presents on Christmas Eve, going to midnight mass wearing my new red boots. That night as I fell asleep, I longed to feel balanced and held, like a yolk that is simultaneously buoyed and contained within an eggshell.

      I awoke hours later. The burn unit was quiet, except for Carol in the next room, talking to Sofia. I strained to hear her words.

      “Sofia,” Carol said, “you have to make a choice between living and dying. We love you,” Carol assured her, “and whatever you choose, everyone will help you.”

      Then Carol sang to her for several minutes, a gospel tune, in her sweet soprano voice. It was the voice of love, of grace and protection. I'm sure Carol didn't mean for anyone else to hear her, so I felt like an intruder, yet somehow I also felt loved.

      Sofia died before dawn. I never saw her body; I just heard people moving equipment and disinfecting the room, readying it for an infant burned in a house fire. Michael arrived at noon, with gifts. We hugged and kissed. I felt very grateful for his kindness, his love. We discussed living together, of perhaps moving to upstate New York or Vermont. Slowly, I could feel myself regaining my equilibrium. Suddenly, my life felt full of possibilities.

      But my Christmas wasn't over; there were still more gifts to come. The following morning, the plastic surgeon, a vibrant, sympathetic woman I instantly trusted, examined my face.

      “The skin on your face is growing in nice and pink,” she said. “It won't need a grafting. Neither will your hand.”

      Cautiously hopeful, I said, “But the doctor sounded so sure.”

      “Most doctors are so eager to close things up,” she said, “but even though it takes longer, it's always better if the skin grows in itself.” She assured me that if she was wrong and I did need grafting, it could always be done later — and I wouldn't have to wear a mask pressure garment on my face.

      My unlikely prayer had been answered. Astonished and buoyed by her pronouncement, I telephoned Michael with the good news.

      “Didn't I tell you?” he said. “You are lucky!”

      Right then, I felt the courage to look at my bare head in the chrome towel dispenser. I actually recognized myself. My left ear looked a little chewed up, and the side of my face was nearly orange and ridged with scar tissue, but new pink skin was peeking through. The hair on my left side had grown to Schnauzer length, and on my unburned side it lay shaggy on my earlobe. Though half of my left eyebrow was burned off, my left eye was now fully open.

      As soon as I get out of here, I thought, I should tattoo the skin where half of my eyebrow is missing: a grapevine, perhaps, or a mermaid. Maybe dye one side of my hair green, the other side purple or magenta. Maybe even get a nose ring.

      “All right,” I said aloud. “Maybe I am just a little bit lucky.” And though I had no immediate answer, finally I could ask, “What's next?”

      — Patricia A. Murphy
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      Neither the deep-set brown eyes, the girlish giggle, nor the imperfect but sincere smile suggest that her life has ever been anything less than happy and secure. To hear her tell her story — sitting across from me at an upscale salon in San Marino on a Saturday morning — the events of nearly a quarter century ago seem as far removed from the present as the very jungles of Malaysia in which they transpired.

      The other clients — silver-haired and bejeweled women whom I have nicknamed “The Mavens” — pay little attention to our twice-monthly chats. They are there strictly for the upkeep of their fingers and toes, dismissive of the notion that the staff of hard-working, black-haired foreigners in pink smocks would have anything of merit to contribute to a conversation. To these well-heeled patrons, the sound of the Vietnamese language is offensive, a condition that some equate with stupidity or a willful stubbornness against embracing American ways. Only a handful among the stylish clients, most of them younger, look beyond the smock and the job and the shyness to see the courage and determination that brought these women so many miles from the country of their birth.

      She was only twelve at the time, living in her native Vietnam with her mother and a younger brother. Her father, exercising his responsibility as the family breadwinner, had taken leave of them six weeks before to join a brother in Indiana who had promised him work as an entry-level machinist at a factory.

      Minimum wage. Maximum hope.

      “You couldn't all go with him?” I ask, finding it disconcerting that nuclear families couldn't be kept together for what had to be a harrowing journey.

      She shakes her head, offering the carefully measured response of one who still finds English a flummoxing way to communicate. “It was not done that way,” she explains.

      The daunting expense of four people starting a new life all at once was further compounded by her uncle's reluctance to sponsor more than one relative at a time in his newly adopted community. Resentment against Vietnamese immigrants had not abated in the years following American withdrawal from their homeland. Already, she tells me with a blush of self-consciousness, her uncle had moved twice until he'd found a neighborhood that was tolerant of his origins.

      “My father would send for us as soon as he could,” she says. “Until then, the only thing we could do was wait.”

      It is one thing to wait to be reunited with a loved one in the same house, which you all once shared as a family. It is quite another to be displaced from your home while the family is still separated by thousands of miles. Her father had not yet been gone three months when financial conditions stemming from her little brother's need for emergency medical treatment forced them to move into another relative's cramped apartment just outside of Saigon.

      The second night, she awoke to find a male cousin, seventeen, trying to get in bed with her. The screams that brought her mother running in from where she slept on the kitchen floor elicited only laughter from their host. “She should get used to it,” he said, mincing no words that prostitution was her inevitable destiny.

      “Get your things,” she remembered her mother telling her. “We leave tonight.”

      Even if she hadn't been too frightened to ask where they were going, she understands in retrospect what her mother would have replied: “I don't know.”

      In the weeks that followed, they moved from one place to the next. She explains with a pained giggle, “It was good I did not have too many possessions.”Her remark reminds me of the envy I used to feel in my twenties for fellow actors who could seemingly transport all of their worldly possessions in a backpack. Even a backpack, I think, would have seemed a treasure in itself to this young woman.

      Her changing preteen body frightened her, and her mother was too embarrassed to explain why. She was not the only one, however, whose changing body brought feelings of fear and anxiety. Her mother's waist had begun to thicken, a condition that seemed curious in light of what little food they ate. One day, her mother asked her to mind her little brother while she went to see someone. When she came back, she was pale and sickly. It would not be until many years later that she revealed to both of her children that it would have been a cruelty to bring a third child into the world when she could hardly provide for the ones she had.

      “What about your father?” I ask. “Was he writing letters?”

      She shakes her head. Not only was English difficult for him but he had to rely on his brother to both translate what he wanted to say and take the letters to the post office for him. The friction between them increased, especially when their mutual employer deemed her father a more productive worker than the relative who had sponsored him. Though this recognition brought with it an increase in pay and responsibility, the first thing he had to do was put it toward a different place to live, one on a bus route, because the jealous uncle also refused to give him a ride to work anymore.

      Meanwhile, the homes of relatives with whom his family could stay back in Vietnam diminished. With multiple generations residing beneath one roof, the presence of three more was not welcome. In desperation, her mother sought help from a man who was rumored to have connections to “safe houses” where they could await word from her father in America. For the equivalent of sixty American dollars — “a fortune,” she describes it — he would take them to Malaysia, promising the mother a job and both of her children a place in school.

      Though he kept his word about getting them into Malaysia, he disappeared shortly thereafter.

      “At first my mother thought our savior had come to harm,” she says. Her mother soon realized that she and her children were the only ones who had been harmed.

      Literally cast adrift in a country that was not only bewildering but hostile, they had no idea how they were to survive, much less how her father would ever find them now that they had left the borders of Vietnam. She remembers her mother waking her up after only a few hours of sleep in an alley. “We will go to the jungle,” she said. “We will be safer there.”

      As someone who has always lived in large cities, I find this decision confusing and say so. “What about wild animals?” I ask. “What about venomous snakes? Weren't you afraid?”

      Her dark eyes sparkle as if keeping a secret. “There was more to fear,” she says, “if we stayed where we were.” In the city they were at risk of exploitation, violence, and disease, and they had heard terrifying rumors of “organ harvesters,” which suggested that their value as human beings was regarded as much higher if they were dead.

      Her mother, she went on, had been raised in the countryside prior to her marriage at age fourteen. Nature had been her only classroom, teaching her which plants and insects were edible, how to build a makeshift shelter in bad weather, and how to recognize the warning signs of trespass. For however long they might have to keep themselves hidden in the jungles, she would teach these skills to her children.

      They were not alone in choosing this route of survival. Others — many from their own country — hid there as well. Nor were all of those in hiding innocent victims; some preyed upon the other refugees, stealing from and even killing them.

      “Some left a trail of blood and would leave more if they knew you were alone,” she tells me. She and her brother were taught to run fast and to never, ever return to the lean-to if they thought they were being followed by someone who might kill them and take all of their things.

      Nearly a year and a half passed. Only when she shared her story with another girl she'd met — a few years older — did a new anxiety set in.

      “She laughed at me,” she says. “She told me my father probably had a new woman in this place called Indiana and was keeping her belly full of babies he cared about more than me.”

      Sadly, the convenient lack of a paper trail and the temptation to disavow one's prior life are not uncommon among Third World immigrants. When family members have no way of learning the breadwinner's fate and no means to acquire a sponsor so that they might immigrate themselves, they are consigned to remain in their homelands forever.

      “I knew my father would not do that,” she declares with a sparkle of pride. “He would keep his promise to us.”

      “But how?” I ask. Regardless of the man's honorable intentions, how would he know where to locate them?

      She stops working on my nails a moment to try to express something with her hands, her slender fingers splayed. “It is a bridge of lace,” she explains, “one thread connected to all others and yet its own design.”

      I find myself wondering if the word she is seeking is “network,” but I'm too enchanted by her mimed description and poetic choice of words to interrupt.

      “If one means to hide in the jungles forever,” she continues, “they will not be found at any price.”Those who do have a need for discovery and let those wishes be known, however, become part of a primitive communications system that predates cell phones, pagers, and e-mail. It is a fragile system of messaging that relies completely on the trust and accuracy of others. In the case of my dark-haired friend at the salon, it is also a system that works.

      Nearly two years to the very day that her father left for the United States, word finally came that he had saved enough money to send for them. Six months later — via the Philippines, where the trio underwent quarantine and a requisite orientation to American ways — the family was once more reunited. Indiana — as magical to her young eyes as Oz — was in the middle of its worst winter.

      “My mother cursed the snow,” she says with a laugh. “She told my father that if we didn't move to California, she would take us back to Vietnam!” Too overjoyed to deny his wife's wish, he set in motion a plan to relocate them to an equally mythical place called Hollywood a few months later.

      I compliment her on the courage that kept them going for two years of living in limbo and jeopardy, having no idea what their future might hold. She shakes her head, denying that their bravery was anything special.

      “You cannot have courage unless you have faith,” she says. “And faith alone — the dream of coming to live in a place called Indiana — is nothing until it is all you have left.”

      — Christina Hamlett
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