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PRAISE FOR BECOMING GHOST



“Cathy Linh Che’s Becoming Ghost is a new masterpiece of American love lyric, in the vein of Rita Dove’s timeless Thomas and Beulah or Ilya Kaminsky’s Deaf Republic. Love: ‘To misunderstand / each other, but to stick around.’ Love: ‘I mapped our escape.’ Love: ‘I knew you in your bowl cut, the red car in the driveway, the lens of your father’s eye.’ I’m getting goosebumps just typing. Che is a mighty poet, nimble across a variety of forms and voices, with a dazzling instinct for how one image, line, photograph, might illuminate the next. Becoming Ghost is an indelible reminder of all the people, known and unknown, who loved us enough to survive.”

—Kaveh Akbar, author of Martyr! and Pilgrim Bell

“Cathy Linh Che’s Becoming Ghost magnifies how the golden shovel form both buries and unearths a poem’s roots. Sentences unfold down Che’s line breaks, generating shadow scripts and ghost dialogues in a language hidden ‘like gold poured / into a molar / or cotton gauze / stuffed into a cheek.’ These poems reconcile myth and history, inheritance and upheaval, reconfiguring family memoir as a vehicle for empathy, experimentation, and recovery. Becoming Ghost is a marvel of form and spirit.”

—Terrance Hayes, author of So to Speak and American Sonnets for My Past and Future Assassin

“ ‘Dance is a body’s refusal / to die,’ writes Cathy Linh Che in this gorgeous and searing second collection of poems, the culmination of a long-anticipated multivalence project—one that vivifies her parents’ experience being recruited as extras in the Coppola film Apocalypse Now. The poems in Becoming Ghost stun—they affirm and recenter those exiled from the rusted foundations of American mythology, they refuse to back away as they build new structures to reckon with not just our history but our present. These poems don’t just sing: they break my heart and reaffirm life in the same long and glorious breath.”

—Sally Wen Mao, author of Ninetails and The Kingdom of Surfaces

“Cathy Linh Che’s poetry vibrates with the rage and ache that accompany revisionist history work. The way she takes Coppola and the exploitative Apocalypse Now to task left me agape—these poems break the grammars of male and white-centric narratives.”

—Diana Khoi Nguyen, author of Root Fractures and Ghost Of
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Becoming Ghost


I stand behind a one-way mirror.

My father sits in a room

interrogating himself.

Bright bulb shining

like the idea

of a daughter.
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It looked just like the real

thing. The helicopters,

the fields, the smoke

which rose in colors,

the bullets blank,

but too real.

Coppola yelled, Action!,

and we dragged slowly

across the back of the screen,

miniature prisoners of war

to Robert Duvall’s

broad naked chest.

What you’ll never see

written into the credits

are our names.
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Ghost of a daughter,

specter, spectator,

from a future

we could only dream of.

I’d never dreamt

that one day

you’d be my age

and too bitter

to talk to me.

I who gave every peso

to your mother,

who sewed coins

into the linings

of my pockets

so that you could eat

enough food

and grow taller

than either one of us.

I am asking you

to look me in the face

and say, Father.

I am

asking you

to see me.
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Morning yawns and today

my father has deleted a daughter.

Today he’s blessed with two sons.

Today he may be haunted

by the grip of a friend

who died in his arms

but not the scent of a baby girl

he held years ago. Women,

he says, and spits.

There is plasm, he says,

and shrugs—and then

there is ectoplasm. What is a father

who has two sons? Happy,

he says with a toothpick pressed

between his thumb

and forefinger. Happy, he says,

looking into the mirror

and seeing no reflection.








Becoming Ghost


In Sài Gòn, I wore

my áo dài sidesaddle

on my husband’s xe Honda,

the atmosphere a slurry

of exhaust

and humidity.

My hair dragged

like a black curtain

through traffic.

Engines riled,

multiplying.

Already, it’s early.

Here, Coppola

dresses down,

shirtless, less

fancy director,

more man of the people

gone jungle wild.

Gray waves zipper

along the shore.

Coppola says, I want it to smell

like the real thing.

I want to tell him,

The real thing

is a landscape

of work and death,

the names of our ancestors

slack in our mouths,

just the art of loving

your family line enough

to reproduce it.








Zombie Apocalypse Now: The Walking Dead


Dawn crows, and I shave

the ache from my face.
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The wind, a susurration of flocks.

My love keens,

it calls. Guttural, it weeps.

An elegy. Another elegy.

We arrow our way

through the present. Sometimes

it’s all we have.

The morning rising

boldly again. I open my mouth

to forget getting soaked.

I let it hammer down.
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The tectonic universe shifts,

and we are forced to move

like birds fleeing the seasons.

I will not move,

not today.

Scrum of the afternoon,

loud bark in the distance.

If I must tessellate this aloneness,

it is this I most crave,

to be done

with aubades.

I want to stay here,

with you,

our backs against the water,

starlings blotting out the sky.
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I press my palms to my eyes

and imagine a bloodless world.

What moves through me

is just wind and your breath.

I hold it as we march toward

our own lives,

toward a stillness

quilted with leaves.
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I was used to surviving

on scraps.

I was afraid

of losing sentience,

losing myself

to an other.

You became

another life

I could lose.
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They asked me to follow

the script.

My death written

before I was born.

When the director yelled Cut!

a whole life evacuated me.

I stepped out of the skin

of a man I played for seven years,

into the sunshine of a life

called Steven Yeun.

Left my pregnant TV wife behind.

Left the heat of the South behind.

Like a door I shut,

I leave that world behind.

My downfall

for someone else’s rise.

Classic love story.

Sacrifice.

I rip the spine in half

and burn the last page.
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Mid-shoot, we found out

our papers were ready.

We bused west

back to Manila.

Three years later,

in Los Angeles,

our sponsor brought us

to the ArcLight

so that we could

watch ourselves

edited out

of the frame.

The film won

Academy Awards.

We were never saved.

I’ve been directing

my home video opus.

They’ll never detect my rage.

[image: ]

Child,
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