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To the millions

who transplanted to a new land,

may you each reclaim a core self
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Part I

Again!





Rolling-Shoe Party

First refugee year

I didn’t know to ask

for a day-of-birth party.

Last year Mother reminded us

all Vietnamese gain an age

together at Tết.

Our flip of the lunar calendar

was celebrated back home

as if combining Christmas,

western New Year’s,

Thanksgiving, July 4th,

plus millions of days of birth.

This year

Pam and I, April babies,

will invite twenty friends

to a rolling-shoe party

like Amy’s last autumn.

I vow fewer

purple quail eggs

on my swollen knees

while Pam plots around

her religion’s no-music rule.

Pam insists on April 10th,

my day, not hers,

to mark my first party.

So like her.

We were each

a maple seed,

spinning unclaimed

until we rooted

as best friends.

March 10





Loudest Quiet

My throat is fluffed

to relay party news

but incense commands

a hush.

On the altar sits

our one portrait of Father,

his forever young eyes

behind smokey coils.

I wouldn’t have forgotten

his missing-in-action date

if we remembered him aloud.

Allow the story to quiet,

Mother has murmured

as she struggles to accept

not ever knowing.

Within myself

“how when where”

boil in constant bubbles.

I bet my brothers

ache the same.

Father’s fate is

the loudest quiet

in our lives.

March 10

Night





Elation and Guilt

Brother Quang drives

Mother and me

to Kmart to buy

more bandages.

Mother’s fingers

still can’t dodge

snapping-turtle bites

from an electric

sewing needle.

I again wander

toward gym shoes,

which classmates have

but not me.

Light as mist,

ocean green,

white flashes,

crinkly paper

stuffed inside.

A yearning rips

through my bones

into marrow,

driven as

Mother’s vow

to ensure our future,

Brother Quang’s quest

for a scholarship,

Vu Lee’s obsession

with Bruce Lee,

Brother Khôi’s focus

on breeding fighting fish.

I return the shoes

as if settling eggs,

then clomp away in

brown heavy leftovers

from churchgoers.

Brother Quang

retrieves the pair.

Mother’s lips twitch

between

scolding and smiling,

We have not bought

the week’s necessities.

Brother Quang

calculates food

we will do without.

My lips twitch

between

elation and guilt.

March 12





Alarmed Dragonflies

Phone screams.

Must be Vu Lee’s

Sunday collect call

from San Fran-cis-co

where his idol’s feet

once floated.

Mother reaches

for the voice of

her middle son,

glimpsed only through

sketches he sends

of short-tall buildings,

up-down streets,

of himself fly kicking,

steaming crab legs.

It’s not Vu Lee.

A paper,

a pencil,

a phone number.

Mundane items

mismatching

Mother’s excitement

alarm dragonflies

lolling in my gut.

March 13





Must Above Want

More calls all week

as Mother’s secret hums

until a family meeting.

A woman at work knows

a Vietnamese in At-lan-ta who

has an uncle in Ca-li linked

to a sister thriving in Tê-sát.

I too fail to pronounce

T-e-x-a-s,

demanding double hisses

from a two-tongued snake.

Thousands of

Vietnamese have

better jobs

better pay

better colleges

better future

better chances

to own homes

over there.

Brother Khôi:

Where?

Brother Quang:

A land vast and flat

full of horses and cowboys.

I still crave to

meet a real cowboy,

touch a pulsing horse,

but not if we must

start over, again!

Mother explains,

Sewing pays by piece,

barely enough for rice,

much less rent.

We must begin anew so

Quang can cease

braiding his intestines

like a parent,

Khôi can clutch

his vision as

a doctor for animals,

and my youngest can stop

relying on her friend’s mother

to pay for two.

I blurt,

Mother of Pam

does not worry.

Mother shushes me.

Rebuilding demands

needlework patience,

even more daunting

than fleeing in panic.

We must keep seeking

until we can bounce

rosy lives in our palms.

She is reaching

beyond wartime Saigon,

past plump years

before Father’s capture,

back decades

to a northern girlhood

where she was tutored in poetry,

where possibilities extended

farther than her grandmother’s doves flew.

Brother Quang:

I will split my scholarship

to care for us all.

When received,

you will need every sliver.

Brother Khôi:

I can do more

than fling newspapers.

Our musts extend beyond

two, three small jobs.

My turn:

I have friends

even during lunch.

I achieve As

except in writing.

I was selected

to monitor traffic—

very important!

Mother’s eyes soften

as her head shakes.

I will have my first

day-of-birth party!

Mother grimaces,

thinking of more debt

to mother of Pam.

I urge each child

to withstand

must above want.

Not a suggestion,

stated in her jaws,

grinding, pulsating,

in beats of a frog’s throat.

March 20





AAAAHHHHH! 

I flick my patrol flag up,

instead of down,

for cars stop/students go.

Brakes screech.

Pam yells,

“Pay attention!”

In my throat

a knot balloons

blocking air until

“AAAAHHHHH.”

I drop the flag and

run to the safe stall

where I once spent lunch.

Above my sniffles,

Pam’s two-tap knock.

“You made a mistake.

So what?”

I fling open the door.

“WE ALREADY MOVED!”

“Huh?”

“ACROSS THE WORLD!”

March 21





Who Would?

Pam convulses

like a fish on grass,

asking who would

yank away

a best friend

with two months left

in sixth grade,

partnered in a

photosynthesis project,

approved for

Vacation Bible School?

Answer:

A mother who

shoved her children

out of a war

onto a ship

into a land

called A-la-ba-ma,

a land none in our family

knew existed until

we touched its soil.

A mother who

steered sons from soldiering,

designed children’s clothes,

fed her children in bargains.

She negotiated end of day

when market merchants

must be rid of remnants:

a spinning banana bunch

priced as one hand,

a tail-to-head tuna

cleaned, salted, iced,

fruit in season sold

in basket bundles.

Her timing precise

as a turtle laying eggs,

as she rushes now

toward employment

awaiting in Tê-sát.

While untangling

the force of Mother,

Pam’s limbs turn to noodles,

her voice clogs into clay.

March 21

Later





Don’t Worry

Brother Quang spends

days as a mechanic,

nights in classes,

minutes on late dinners,

hours on homework.

I wait for a quiet house

before approaching

in the language he prefers

to practice contractions,

noun-verb agreements.

“You’ll be alone

if Mother replants us.”

“Don’t worry,

I won’t drive her over there.

Khôi only has a permit,

Vũ’s not here to interfere.”

My mouth opens

to a solution so simple

like the single-digit answer

Brother Quang reaches

after scribbling

jumbles of equations.

March 22





Three Against One 

Mother attempts fairness

with a family vote.

Three “not moving”

against one mother.

She clicks nails,

narrows eyes,

plots a rematch.

I too can click nails.

March 23





Chick and Doll

Brother Quang and I

would never alter

our votes.

Brother Khôi, though,

swallows Mother’s

every sigh.

I wait for him to

rise the hour of roosters,

roll forth Vu Lee’s motorcycle,

ready to throw newspaper.

When the engine revs,

I pounce, cling, talk

mingling Vietnamese/English.

“I pair with you,

we deliver twice as many rolls,

plus you flip cow-meat circles,

I learn to herd children,

we clip grass, tutor equations,

gift money all to Mother,

enough to appease rent,

so we can stay.”

I almost add “Ta Đa!”

but hear tụt tụt tụt

from a brother who

maintains all Vietnamese.

Your weight and your talk

slow me, remember?

“If we move,

another Pink Boy,

another clump

will rip my arm fuzz,

will panic my ears for three thirty,

will make my legs burn sprinting!”

Brother Khôi swivels

his face opposite mine

as the awakening sun

erases shadows.

Life demands more than

the present moment

of comfort.

“Stop stretch talking

like an old man,

you have to vote my side,

remember your chick?”

While fleeing Vietnam

on the navy ship

Brother Khôi hid

a chick in his pocket.

It died.

I offered my doll

to hug the limp fluff,

wrapping both in

Mother’s handkerchief.

Brother and I held hands

watching the white bundle

sink into the sea.

Now he says,

You’ve chiseled

that memory

too many times

for my nerves to jolt.

Yet he offers me a helmet,

using his to hide a grin.

March 24





On My Side

I giggle to Pam,

“Brothers are on my side,”

as we decipher

dangling participles.

But fear crawls forth

when we solve ratios.

I scribble and pass

a triangle-folded note.

“Best to have side ideas

because Mother triple plans.”

Pam pencils,

“Got my own thing going.”

March 25





Belly Heart Mind

I snap awake,

reach for Mother

then remember

I’m too old

to share a mattress.

Across the dark room

whispers I seldom catch

drift toward a father

unmentioned in daylight.

Our children

have learned English,

caught up in school,

reached for every possibility,

bắt cá hai tay.

Always the familiar adage,

bắt cá hai tay,

catch fish with two hands.

And yet

our vision for each child—

belly free of storms,

heart wide as the sea,

mind stretching the sky—

keeps fading to mist

as we contort

every finger, palm, arm

to reach basic food/shelter.

How my spine

would straighten

if you were here.

An anchor of guilt

hooks onto my chest

until I squeeze out,

Let’s return shoes,

not necessary.

A startled inhalation

before a reply

dips and rises

like a bird in flight.

You deserve to grow up

where new shoes become

routine yet essential

as breaths.

You once said

our goal was

to no longer save

half a bite

of sweet potato.

Food, shoes

are only first steps

toward molding

a self, a life.

I shiver,

how many more steps

to achieve belly heart mind?

March 26





Asian Expert

Many weeks I prepared for

Mrs. Herbert’s beloved

Heritage Day.

Wearing a skirt

green, white, and red,

Michelle offers a food

of rectangles in tomato sauce.

Pam whispers

her Italian neighbors

would never eat

canned ra-vi-o-li,

but we must not

flare our nostrils.

Henri slants a beret

and shoulders a baguette

like a shovel.

Steven shows off a knit cap

colorful as his fruit bites:

sunset mangoes, magenta plums,

canary pineapples, clear stars.

His Caribbean grandparents

send treasures in/out of season

from a garden inside glass.

My taste buds

slosh in envy.

I wear

a cone hat of paper not leaves,

Mother’s áo dài fitted to my size,

and bring fried egg rolls that popped

baby moons on my arm.

I’m always the only Asian

among those traced to

Europe, Africa, many islands.

“Tell us about

China, Japan, Korea.”

“I’m Vietnamese.”

“Basically the same.”

“Different languages,

different cultures.”

“You all have black hair,

all have dark eyes.”

I glare,

ready to boomerang insults

should some retort

what they think they know:

jungles, tigers, soldiers,

children bombed to tears.

But no.

Mrs. Herbert’s lectures

have stayed glued inside ears.

She signals for my knowledge.

“More people live in Asia

than anywhere else.”

Everyone nods.

“Many Asians eat rice

morning, noon, night,

but not me.”

They come closer.

I become bolder.

“All Asians love tree-ripened fruit,

are loyal to one or two friends,

choose their own lunch crowd,

hate hot dogs and oily chicken.”

Classmates wiggle brows

memorizing what

all Asians prefer.

“When an Asian’s

day-of-birth

lands on a Sunday,

she should have

a class party

the Friday before.”

They agree.

“Balloons plus tiny cakes

without sugary domes

to cramp her Asian stomach.”

No other Asian

to contradict me.

“Also fresh tropical fruit

sliced into perfect squares.”

They actually nod.

I turn to Mrs. Herbert.

“Please write a letter home

stating I must stay here

as our school’s Asian Expert.”

“Hon, you feeling alright?”

“Don’t you want

an Asian Expert?”

“All of Asia is

an awful lot

to take on.”

Mrs. Herbert would

cling to facts.

March 28





Two to Two

Maybe Mother promised

to bring his every fish.

Maybe she praised

each animal sketch.

Maybe she again

held up Father’s portrait

to ignite guilt.

Probably she

only flashed her eyes,

nurturing yet steely.

At the second family vote

Brother Khôi avoids my glare

and flips toward Mother

as if finned like his fish.

March 29





Saigon Seeds

I tell Pam

a tied vote bends

too close to losing.

“She’ll help,”

Pam blurts without

needing explanation.

Usually after school

we bike to Pam’s house,

to flat pastries popped up hot,

square cheese melted in square bread,

ice cream squeezed between cookies,

water bubbly with lemon.

Today we rush to my house,

to wet-sand apples and

lip-wrinkling oranges,

the only fruit at the store.

Our shouts, our legs

race across grass to the one

whose bee-buzz name

I used to hiss

like a captured cobra,

MISSisss WaSShington.

“Aren’t jobs here that will buy a house?

I can wear Pam’s shoes even if toes ache.

We can grow vegetables and chicks.

Brother Khôi never would let us kill a chicken.

Brother Quang alone would be here.

Why must Mother push higher?”

“Breathe, child.”

Pam and I

gush the backstory

as Mrs. Washington

chameleon shifts

from anxious burgundy

to sympathetic yellow

to practical beige.

“Now, now,

your mama doesn’t

want to move

any more than you do.”

Why isn’t she upset?

She rushes us

toward her gardening hut

where last year we sprouted

wrinkly black seeds

but no life from

woody brown spikes,

ashy gray clumps

and shrunken white bulbs,

all gathered with TiTi,

my best friend in Saigon.

Mrs. Washington said then,

“You need but one seed

to bring Saigon here.”

She concludes now,

“Wherever y’all go,

y’all will bring us along.”

Cheer too wide,

tone too smooth,

our neighbor can’t hide

that Mother maneuvered

across the grass before us.

March 30





Chased-Loud-Fun

Cộp, cộp, cộp,

our cowboy’s boots

echo on kitchen tiles.

“Stay, I will help y’all

with food and rent.”

Mother’s words translate

through Brother Quang,

Your kindness molds us

toward forever dependence.

Cộp, cộp, cộp,

he stomps on

TV-room planks.

“Stay, all your sons

can work as my mechanics.”

A sincere thank you

but no.

Cộp, cộp, cộp,

he paces on concrete

with Brother Quang.

We see our brother

shaking his head,

explaining.

Mother whispers, “Gà-Ri Cộp,”

how she and her brother

pronounced Gary Cooper,

a cowboy they loved

in cinema black and white.

They galloped with cousins

yelling, “Cộp, cộp, cộp.”

I often forget Mother

was once a girl who

imitated pounding horses,

chased-loud-fun.

Now her eyes sharpen

with the will of ants

muscling crumbs home.

Our sponsor cộps away,

the lines on his forehead

in horizontal twists.

March 31





Yellow, Orange, Red

The phone rings

evening into night.

By the final call

Mother’s complexion

matches young tea leaves.

Radio factory

in three days?

My cheeks glow

yellow, orange, red.

Brother Quang booms,

We didn’t abandon

our homeland

to sever the family’s limbs

in our struggle to rebuild.

His gluey college talk

can’t block

Mother’s slingshots.

I dart,

Party!

Vote tied!

Mother smooths my hair

as if I’m still little.

Sorry my child.

I scream to myself,

“Not fair,”

overheard in school,

indulgent if repeated

at home.

Mother often says,

Unfairness now

will turn fair elsewhere;

life has a way of balancing.

But when?

April 1





Two to Three

Vu Lee walks in

long-haired, skinny

grinning like

he’s been away

a night.

For Mother

he gifts a tiny amethyst,

purple, matching the lost ring

from Father.

Her eyes rim red,

her mouth an O.

For Brother Quang

stretchy ropes,

their purpose to be revealed.

For Brother Khôi

a silky long-finned male betta

in breed-worthy blue green

swirling inside puffed plastic.

For me

a journal without lines,

and on its cover

a swaying papaya tree.

Vu Lee knows;

he always knew.

First school week he flew kick,

next he kicked in football,

then friendships led to jobs,

ending with a motorcycle.

He roared with a snake

wrapped around his neck,

often with a cheerleader

clinging to his back.

His one flaw

in Mother’s eyes

stems from

avoiding college.

Now he will shop

to cook bún riêu,

which I hadn’t realized

how much I longed for.

Like his return.

He’ll side with Mother

whose octopus arms

snatched him home

for the final vote,

for the drive to over there,

for good.

Yet I can’t

flare my heart,

flap my mouth

while squeezing

my new journal.

April 2





Best Sisters

Pam phones:

“I begged, I cried,

saying best friends

make the best sisters,

promising to do dishes

and clean the bathroom

until college.”

“You tried to adopt me?”

“No, maybe,

just until we’re grown.”

“My mother would never . . .”

“I was desperate.”

“We all are.”

April 2

Later





Unsaid

Mother in serene sleep

at last answers my limbs

jerking in the sheets.

Không sao,

no worries.

Someday we will

own our every hour,

for now we’re still

reacting to typhoons

created by others.

How much longer?

Daily we count

forward steps,

even if measured in

caterpillar crawls.

Mother never joins

my rustling sighs

although she possesses

decades of reasons:

uprooted

from ancestral north

to a wartime south

raising children alone,

then across the ocean,

now once again

seeking, seeking

not for herself

but for . . .

My limbs temper

into stillness,

letting Mother know

I’ve absorbed her

unsaid.

April 2

Night





Pack

Vu Lee will drive

our patch-part car

while Brother Quang

will stretch rope his bags

to the motorcycle.

Our horseless cowboy

will house Brother Quang

until his scholarship

begins in Bir-ming-ham.

Furniture is returned to church,

house returned dustless.

Pack:

pillows, sheets, blankets

across the back seat

clothes in pillowcases,

one each

one pot,

one pan,

one rice cooker,

four plates,

four bowls,

four utensils,

four chopstick sets.

Treasures that crossed the ocean:

magnetic-tipped scissors to hunt lost needles,

lacy curtain that blanketed us on the ship,

two áo dài, one refitted to me,

Tết photographs at the zoo,

Mother’s purse snapping click clack.

I make sure to include

report cards, artwork, school pictures,

having left in Vietnam

tangibles I didn’t know I’d miss.

Feels like packing

another crisscrossed bag

to flee war

until Mother announces,

Work will start

one week later

so Hà can have

her deserved day.

Feels like receiving

a day-of-birth gift.

April 3





Half This, Half That 

My day-of-birth party

doubles as farewell.

Half happy,

half sad.

Tiny cakes without domes,

yet syrupy mushy fruit

machine-sliced into bites.

Half delighted,

half not.

We all play kickball at recess,

even Pink Boy and his clump.

Half wary,

half carefree.

Pink Boy has turned

boring,

likely always was.

When home

Mrs. Washington wiggles

a hooked finger

while holding a present.

“Happy eleventh!”

Unwrapping reveals

a plastic pot with

eleven woody stems

bald as toothpicks

stuck in damp dirt.

Half forced grin,

half heart dive.

“Never you mind

how they look.

Keep the soil moist,

wait and see.”

April 8





Secret Age

Our chocolate cake

spans four saucers,

swirls in pink.

“Happy 11th Pam & Hà.”

I’m already twelve,

having aged at Tết.

Mother suggested

we repeat the last grade

to cushion first-refugee year,

now I’m always older

as if held back a level.

No one at school

knows my secret age

so I’ll never again

appear dumb.

Mother has chided

if my heaviest fear rises

from pointless judgment

then I rank low

on the ladder of suffering.

I must remember

to stop complaining

to an after-war mother.

April 9





Cloudless Breezy Ease

Pam and I wear matching

ankle-touching sheer skirts,

second-skin silver pants,

pink-feathered metallic tops.

Hair glittery with stars,

eyelids painted in glassy ocean,

lips shiny of recent rain.

All church-approved

as long as we obey

the no-music rule.

We don’t know how

mother of Pam arranged

for the rink to have

no music,

but we can hum,

no singing,

but we can speak.

We shriek anyway.

I practice on carpet,

shifting wheels,

clutching walls,

toddling but upright.

Out in the glazed circle

Pam floats among friends

as someone hums

for all to hear:

“That’s the way

ah ha ah ha

I like it.”

Ah,

to be under diamond dots

born from a mirrored ball.

“Couples’ skate.”

Pam returns

tongue out,

sweat-warmed.

We sit,

wheels turning,

heads bouncing.

We sit

while couples glow.

We sit

knowing it’s our day.

Pam jumps up.

“No way we miss out.”

She calls girls and boys.

Two hold my wrists,

one pushes my back,

another leads backward

as we enter the vastness.

On slippery wood

my knees glance the floor

yet tugs do not let me fall.

Lifts, pulls, squeezes

until I gaze up

as we speak and hum,

“Don’t go breaking my heart.”

Not spinning,

not reaching,

not plotting,

just circling

in a cloudless

breezy ease.

April 10





Ocean Churn

Car packed,

they’ve been waiting.

I climb in,

chocolate still on my tongue,

the toothpick pot on my lap.

Brother Khôi secures between us

a box of clinking jars,

air-hole capped and paper-blocked,

so fish can breathe but not fight.

Mother clutches Tiger Balm,

her minty-tingly armor

against ills in life and car.

Last farewells from

Brother Quang,

Mrs. Washington,

our horseless cowboy,

Pam and her mother.

Arm of lead I wave,

licking my lip corners

for final sweetness.

We will drive

through the night

and find quick rest

before Mother’s

first day at 3 p.m.

I had not known

work could start

as school ends.

On the highway

passing sky pines

slender and swaying,

my intestines ocean churn.

Yet Vu Lee drives

smoothly enough

to serve tea.

Must be my

frantic gut dragonflies

bashing bulbous heads

against bulbous heads

as we plow toward

another unknown.

April 10

Late afternoon





Part II

Tết-sát-xì





Melt Into Air

Day one

Mr. Clark asks

why start a new school

six weeks till summer?

I don’t answer.

Day two

no one remembers

my name (Hà)

or its inevitable (Ha Ha Ha).

I erase theirs too.

Day three

I’ve inspected,

and again am the only Asian.

The closest has

dark hair, glowing skin

mingling English/Spanish.

They blend among

boys in boots

clogged with wet manure,

girls in tops

held up by noodle strings.

A junior high

frenzied like bees

from a dropped hive.

Unseen, unheard,

I melt into air,

slip around heated bodies,

lunch alone with an apple.

Eyes too curious

to be lonely,

ears too puzzled

to be embarrassed,

I observe.

April 14





Baby Leaf

Clinging to a toothpick

is one baby leaf

the size of a rice grain.

Emerald.

Alive.

I try to tell Mother

who’s staring into blankness,

massaging her right palm

sore from clipping radio wires.

April 17





Gears Inside a Watch

Vu Lee opens a bakery at dawn,

during break takes us to school,

then delivers Mother to her factory

before his second job smoothing wood.

Mornings Mother sleeps

with a forearm covering eyes,

afternoons she leaves

dinner and a note.

Heat rice, eat half with salty meat,

then ladle in warmed leafy soup.

Học giỏi, ngủ ngon, Mợ thương.

Study well, sleep deliciously, Mother love.

Our tasks click

like gears

inside a watch.

After school

Brother Khôi walks with me

to our pay-by-week rental

where music screeches,

smokers clutter.

Every arrival

my pores turn sticky

like the deflated couch

smelling of spoiled grease.

Don’t open the curtains.

Don’t make noise.

Don’t answer the door.

Don’t let known you’re both alone.

I follow Mother’s warnings

to be near her.

April 18





Blank Hours

So many hours

between 3:50 and 9 p.m.

Stretching homework

absorbs until dinner,

sprinkling toothpicks

evaporates a minute,

counting five mini leaves

burns half a breath.

I turn to Brother Khôi.

“Don’t you want

to practice driving?

Sitting around, do you

feel blank as a page?”

Complaining proves

logical as

yelling at hiccups.

“Not one long sigh?”

The wheel of life cycles

unpleasant to pleasant,

then back again.

“Have you become

a monk?”

Go swallow nine gulps

to dissolve hiccups.

“I don’t suffer from hiccups.”

Whatever ails you,

go manage it.

The weight of his being

concentrates on sketching

memories of a pet rooster.

He hums

not needing

TV, radio, phone.

“You are a monk.”

He keeps humming.

I pick up the dictionary

worn from vocabularies

with Mrs. Washington.

des·o·late (dĕs’ə-lĭt),

who can pronounce that key?

Until someone says it,

my Vietnamese brain

guesses (để-số-lá-tê).

April 19





Reclaim Mother

I overhear Friday plans

for movies, parties,

spend-the-nights.

I see those “in,”

chins tilted,

limbs touching,

those “out,”

shoulders tight,

eyes darting.

I prefer my Friday,

anticipating 11 p.m.

to reclaim Mother

from a paint-peeled factory.

She flows among women, men,

all ages, many languages,

hair up, toes covered,

swinging dinner containers,

working for $2.30 an hour.

I run to hold Mother’s hand

though my height reaches hers.

We quack at her

like migrating ducks.

Vu Lee:

advanced to shaping cabinets;

Brother Khôi:

selected a breeding pair;

Me:

sly enough for life as a spy.

Mother rests

voice and eyes

during the drive,

into the rental,

until breathy chants

shutter her day.

Not sleepy,

I hoard tales

to flash like fireflies

during our hours.

April 22





Pop-up Stories

Mother’s mine,

brothers out.

But she busies us

cleaning, cooking,

prepping, washing.

I would consider

living in a tent

gnawing on raw grains

to erase house chores.

Finally rain plick plocks

Mother into a half nap.

In school

some boys chew dry grass

and spit brown into a bottle.

Medicine?

Maybe.

Between classes

many girls spray hair

into stuck feathers.

Why?

TV inspired, I think.

Couples hook index fingers

to each other’s belt loops,

gluing hips through hallways.

Couples at your age?

Seventh, eighth graders

taller, bolder, louder,

needing much attention.

Maybe they are friends.

They kiss on lips

parting at class doors.

Mother pops up

as if match lit.

Not my daughter?

They see through me;

all I do is spy.

Mother stands, paces,

mumbling how dare they

ignore her daughter,

then relieved same child

can mature slowly.

Her expressions alternate

glassy skies/muddy clouds,

so I keep inside the truth:

she did plop us here.

April 23





Hisses

We agree it’s not

Tê-sát.

Vu Lee vouches for

Tếch-sịt.

Brother Khôi nods to

Tát-sát.

I’m certain of

Tết-sát-xì.

Mother seeks

a pronunciation

free of hisses.

We agree impossible

in snaky English.

April 24





Refugee Luck

Mother was born

the Year of the Horse

at the edge of dawn.

Birth month and day,

unrecorded, were deemed

meaningless to fate.

For refugee paperwork

Mother chose today

when Saigon fell

as her day of birth.

A lucky day, she says,

to enter an apartment

bigger, safer, cleaner.

I wonder how

our sad historical day

inspires personal luck.

We arrive at a building

surrounded by dirt plots

dotted with distant houses.

Unpack five boxes,

four pillowcases,

no couch, no beds,

no hangers, no dressers,

no table, no chairs.

Inconveniences

at your feet

do not matter,

Mother advises,

lengthen your gaze

toward where

land meets clouds.

I ache to know

how much longer

until clouds touch us,

ending refugee living.

In our room

Mother spreads

a blanket as her bed.

Luck, she reasons,

led us out of war,

continued our education,

so luck

will bring furniture,

will ensure forward steps.

On my blanket

I hug my pillow,

suspecting luck is

Mother’s cheery twist

to endure refugee labor.

April 30





Rumbling Rectangle

I pretend

I don’t see them

scatter my eye contact.

I pretend

I like sitting alone

behind the shouting driver.

I pretend

I don’t sense their stares

laser heat back of my head.

I pretend

it’s reasonable to attend

my third sixth grade

within thirty days.

I pretend fascination with

wind-curled dead branches

rolling into gigantic balls,

iron machines resembling giraffes

dipping necks in nonstop thirst,

dusty cows mooing for shade

under skeletal trees.

I pretend the view

matches movies of

galloping horses, moving trails,

sweaty cowboys looping rope.

But I don’t pretend

this rumbling yellow rectangle

is the worst I’ve lived through.

May 3





TiTi and I

Green limbs fatten

on toothpicks thriving

in the heating sun.

I tickle and fluff

tough thick leaves,

cat-tongue scratchy.

A lemony sharpness

tickles nostrils,

bothersome to those

easily bothered.

I remember gritty bushes

on the way to school in Saigon,

half-globe blooms

of megaphone-shaped petals

exploding in red, yellow,

pink, orange, purple.

TiTi and I puffed

tiny megaphones’ pointy ends

to announce top rankings,

tossed palmfuls of colors

to raindrops of summer.

She dared me

to inhale the scent on my palms

all the way to my toes.

I did, and do,

sensing every pore

shimmer.

May 5





Gears Sputter

Vu Lee has a new job

frying yellow-up eggs,

sizzling fatty strips.

He and Mother

leave early for

afternoon work.

Dinner note shortens to

Mợ thương, Mother love.

They return late,

yawning, silent.

No Friday night pickup,

no stories, no chants,

not a late whisper to Father.

Gears are sputtering

inside our family clock.

May 6





Does Not Stink

Vu Lee says

he’s been ripening

a Mother’s Day surprise.

Brother Khôi has sketched

each of us from

bare-bottom baby photos.

Our holidays have doubled

combining two lands.

Vu Lee suggests

I fold a paper bouquet,

unable to find or afford

Mother’s favorite peonies.

Brother Khôi offers

his colored pencils

because my origamis

often fall over.

I present twigs sturdy,

leaves bruise-free,

future megaphones

budding in tiny stars.

Vu Lee exhales quick puffs.

“You can’t give her a plant

often caught among dust.”

Brother Khôi twitches nostrils.

It’s named hoa cứt lợn

for a reason.

How rude:

hoa, flower

cứt, poop

lợn, pig.

“It does not stink.”

Vu Lee compares it

to cat urine.

Brother Khôi mentions

rotten citrus.

“I like it,”

I blurt,

refusing to

fold or draw.

May 7





Sappy Day

Vu Lee drove to Dal-las,

found only those green yellow,

plunged one into the rice vat.

Our first live papaya

since Vietnam

has turned light orange.

I swallow saliva

as Vu Lee slices around

a stem brown and shriveled.

We gasp at seeds

pale thin green,

not meant to be seen.

Worse yet,

no fruity sweetness

punches the air.

One bite confirms

our piglet, though fat,

was tree-trunk weaned

too early.

Sap clings to my taste buds

during Mother’s weekly call

with Brother Quang.

I imagine his neck

hardening to a tree trunk

hearing of her too-long drive,

her decision to rent a room from a coworker,

so she can do morning sewing, afternoon radio,

home Friday Saturday nights,

not forever, until save . . .

Sap glues tighter,

blocking my

Mother’s Day speech.

I also do not

gift her my plant

as the day no longer

feels like hers.

May 8





Without Mother

First late night

without Mother

I imagine hearing

front door crying,

container clinking in sink,

shoes scraping carpet,

bristles rubbing teeth,

water draining,

sheets swishing,

her nightly chant,

whispers to Father

deep into the inky night.

May 9





Numb

I’m at the board

diagramming sentences

when Mrs. Davis wraps

her sweater around my waist.

Others rush to gym

but she taps her desk

blinking at me.

Must be my essay,

as she’s warned against

gripping the thesaurus:

clothes, not raiment,

confusion, not bedlam.

Instead I’m sent

to the nurse, who explains

the dark spot on my pants.

Mother prepared me,

but I didn’t expect

a sly first arrival.

The nurse wants to call:

Mother . . . working,

Father . . . gone,

Brother Quang . . . college,

Vu Lee . . . can’t reach,

Brother Khôi . . . takes the bus.

The nurse and a counselor

discuss my “neglect,”

my “it’s a shame,”

my “poor thing.”

They leave me

lying numb on a bench

for two hours, fourteen minutes

waiting for my bus.

All the while,

the sweater hugs me.

May 12





My Unsaid

Mother’s home.

I touch together

our blanket beds.

Loop the end of her hair,

unraveled only at rest.

Twist the ghost amethyst ring,

once magical toward sleep.

Say nothing.

Yet Mother knows to

cool cloth my forehead,

Tiger Balm my belly button,

warm palm my stomach.

She hears my unsaid.

May 15





Vu Lee Lullaby

Mother’s gone.

Vu Lee night checks,

perhaps sensing stirs,

likely Mother’s ask.

“Sleepy not yet?

Come help.”

Late at night

he cooks for the next day

while straining muscles on

iron-pipe arms, boulder-slab legs.

“Miss Mother?”

The question flings

darts at my eyes.

Head down, I measure

five cups of rice,

ten cups of water,

enough for a restaurant

but mostly for him.

Vu Lee chops onions,

giving my eyes

reason to rim red,

then caramelizes

boiled eggs with pork.

“You okay?”

“Good.”

I keep eyes on

a sink of leaves.

Vu Lee lifts a rice bag

half my weight,

counts twenty up downs

before smashing

a whole garlic bulb.

He sautés greens

in our soup pot.

Sleepy yet?

“Not when

smelling dinnertime.”

Mother eases sleep how?

“With stories, long truly long.”

I will start at a studio

to finish a black belt

begun in San Fran.

I will teach classes

to pay our fees.

You and Khôi

must be able to defend.

Remember the base stance

when . . .

“Do you know one story

not of muscles or fly kicks?”

“Nope,” he laughs.

“All done, shower, sleep,

in five hours, repeat day.”

Garlic and onions

follow to my blanket.

No Mother

but dinner for breakfast,

same dinner for dinner,

Brother Khôi before/after school,

Vu Lee back by eleven,

I can hold until late Friday.

May 17





Rebound

In a borrowed truck,

Vu Lee delivers

four new mats,

four chairs unwobbled,

a table with three new legs,

two shelves from discarded planks,

a couch renewed with a sheet,

wood panel on two boxes,

a lamp crooked of shade.

I jump high higher,

matching the delight

Mother described

in decorating a house

before I was born.

Vu Lee says

save energy

for later surprises.

I assure him

jumps will rebound

after I smash

bones joints hips

against thick fluff.

May 20





Trading Tales

Tales run between

Mother and me

like a treat-begging puppy.

A couple is announced

when a boy presents a girl

with a buckle

size of a rice bowl

pinching to her ribs

in bronze or silver

engraved with a cowboy

clutching an irate horse.

In my youth

a boy expressed intention

by bicycle blocking

a girl’s path

to airplane a poem

into her book basket.

Hotter out but

many suffer in boots.

Jeans on boys tight,

shirts on girls cling,

imprinting their . . .

Even in Saigon’s heat

girls wore white áo dài,

your brothers blue pants,

white shirts, sleeves rolled.

Mornings, afternoons

white-butterfly students

fluttered the city.

Mondays spill boasts of who

sneaked to high-school parties,

got sick in and out of cars,

acquired a purple-coin neck bruise.

Fighting? Biting?

I think another way

to reveal couples

called híc-kỳ or hắc-kỳ

retold in giggles.

Mother springs

from her mat,

seeks Vu Lee.

Whispers rush

like rain on a tin roof

as her nails quick tap.

May 21





GGGOOOOLLLL

Last day of school

releases before lunch.

Brother Khôi and I meet

exiting buses

among students

not seen until now.

We follow them

to dirt fields near home

where netted poles fry

in the highest sun.

All scream, laugh, roll, kick

until a ball flies

from a shoe spiked

toward a head flicked.

Net vibrates,

arms flail,

“GGGOOOOLLLL.”

They’ve been shouting in

English, French, and more,

yet when someone scores

only Spanish satisfies.

Brother Khôi flies in,

foot locking the ball,

cuts, dribbles, twists, halts

naturally as flowing downstream

before whacking a white-black blur.

“GGGOOOOLLLL.”

Brother Khôi’s muscles

have recalled years of practice

under the Saigon sun.

He sweats and shines

as teammates rub the head

of their neighborhood marvel.

May 26





Summer

First summer Monday

Vu Lee wakes us

as the sun stretches.

A martial arts student

has a pet-shop uncle

hiring a do-everything,

eight-to-four.

Brother Khôi

agrees soccer improves

when the day has cooled.

Our apartment manager

needs a watcher for

her grandson and -daughter.

Brothers look at me

as if I know tricks

to tame children.

May 30





Longest Six Hours

Nine to noon

in their apartment.

Breakfast of

crunch and sugar

from a box.

Get dressed,

endless cartoons

loud and zippy.

Premade lunch:

damp bread,

slimy meat.

Girl, three, doesn’t nap.

Boy, seven, runs outside.

We follow him

to a playground

surrounded by grass

sticky with thorny balls:

stabbing soles,

bleeding ankles,

puncturing fingers.

The boy digs;

the girl swings.

For hours.

At three

the grandmother/manager

finds us pink puffy.

Walking home,

the heat scorching

even inside eyelids,

I fume at Vu Lee

for accepting

twenty dollars a week.

May 30

Afternoon





Perfect Math

By week’s end,

I bring

three hats,

three umbrellas,

jug of water,

boxes of juice,

bag of chips,

long chewy red ropes,

cake circles in foil.

The boy mixes mud,

the girl measures mud.

Hour after shaded hour.

The grandmother/manager

asks me to stay until 4 p.m.

“Need thirty dollars a week

for five days,

each seven hours.”

“That seems rather greedy,

young lady.”

“At eighty-five cents an hour?”

I stare until she knows

my math is perfect.

“Come to think of it,

eighty-five cents isn’t

all that much.”

So true.

June 3





Cool Breeze, Cucumber Water

I stretch lips, elevate voice

describing

sugared children, sun headaches.

Eyes half-dazed

like a sunning lizard,

Mother urges chanting

to slide us toward a nap.

I flash through

Nam Mô A Di Đà Phật

Nam Mô Quan Thế Âm Bồ Tát

until teeth clamp my tongue.

Breathe, Mother coos,

allow mind/words to stroll,

not stomp on each other.

She chants in a voice of

cool breeze, cucumber water.

I wiggle,

Who do you see?

How are dissolved your hours?

An inhale,

then the same flowy voice

details green wires red wires

attached here precisely there,

ruined if backward,

while a belt speeds forth

more and more pieces.

To meet quota of

seventy-five per hour

coworkers slip

into her bin

their fast-finger extras.

Her silky lilts, though,

cannot hide exhaustion.

As she naps

I plan how to spend

summer dollars.

June 5





Cotton-Ball Tickle

At the playground

a girl waves us over.

My two and I run under

a standing umbrella,

joining five others

gliding Spanish/English.

The girl smiles.

“I’m Diggy.”

I blink,

forgetting friendliness

feels like being tickled

with a huge cotton ball.

She prompts,

“Now your name.”

We exchange so much more:

Puerto Rico vs. Vietnam,

immigrant vs. refugee,

Catholic vs. Buddhist,

Baltimore vs. Fort Worth,

Dig a Hole vs. Ha Ha Ha.

Hair puffy yellow,

eyes baby-leaf green,

Diggy doesn’t match

cousins of black brown,

like me.

“Why don’t you look alike?”

“Colonization.”

No explanation needed

as Vietnam endured

one thousand years under China,

one hundred years under France.

I have my first friend

in Tết-sát-xì

by way of a land

uncertain where on a map.

June 8





Absorb/Ignore

Before coming here

Diggy already knew of

Rocky, Helen Reddy,

Frampton Comes Alive,

Carter as president,

a team called Cowboys

almost winning a bowl.

Swaying and snapping,

she memorized every word

to “Dancing Queen”

and “I Am Woman.”

She arrived on a plane

with home-sewn clothes

blending among

flouncy long skirts,

jumpsuits with flared legs,

matching pants and vests.

Her father an engineer,

her mother a nurse,

she and two sisters

have mingled Spanish/English

since babbling first words.

“So no months spent mute,

shocked and staring?”

“My parents became even stricter.

We’re all in Catholic school,

can’t show our shoulders

much less thighs,

can play only with our cousins.”

“Why?”

“They said, ‘You girls will not

copy the American kids.’”

I wonder when

my family will know

what to absorb,

what to ignore.

June 10





Five-O Pelé

Brother Khôi is Việt Pelé,

Diggy’s cousin PR Pelé,

one goalie is Bushy Pelé,

another Baby-Mustache Pelé.

Doesn’t matter

where from,

which position,

tall / short,

gifted / mediocre,

every player idolizes

best ever Brazil’s Pelé.

A new forward

in an orange cap

twists past three defenders,

headbutts a setup

from Việt Pelé.

“GGGOOOOLLLL.”

The scorer removes the cap,

out pours hair damp and wavy.

She tosses her waterfall

glinting brown-red blond,

glances over her shoulder

at Việt Pelé.

His eyes inflate toward

what we all see:

the hair-flipping girl

in the opening of

Hawaii Five-O.

Even in Vietnam

my whole family gushed

at her beach-hair maneuver.

Diggy and I

have flipped in secret,

hers too fuzzy, mine too short.

The team names her

Five-O Pelé,

who shoulder-bumps

my shy brother.

While he bites his lip,

Diggy and I

swoon for him.

June 14





Day at the Râu-đi-ô

Diggy’s parents approve

of my blank knowledge

of bad American influences.

They invite me

to a ro-de-o.

Việt and Five-O Pelés

come along.

I write out râu-đi-ô

to say it like the others.

The Pelés head toward

charging bulls,

but Diggy grips my arm.

“They want to be alone.”

She always understands more,

like when playing wedding,

singing “Here comes the bride,”

throwing hoa cứt lợn petals.

Diggy’s mother disapproves

of wasting actual raw rice,

tossed on couples’ heads

in real American weddings.

Why force bride and groom

to scramble after grains

that should be gifted

in a red-ribboned vat?

Questions would never end

if I voice them out loud.

Diggy tugs my elbow toward

spider-web melty candy,

arm-thick grilled sausages,

crispy-stumpy fried pickles.

I do the tugging

upon spotting

hoa cứt lợn.

On a sign:

Lantanas for sale!!

Big $5

Medium $3

Babies $1

My words bounce.

“People will buy

what I’ve been nursing

in a pot?”

Diggy’s unimpressed.

“We call them carriaquillo;

they grew wild back home.”

I practice ka-rát-xì-ki-dồ,

stuttering the r as if cold,

lowering the final sad tone.

Next we step inside

where straw urine manure

tear wide my nasal tube.

Out half doors lean

rows of massive heads

with ears of restless bats,

teeth of giant corn kernels.

I had not imagined

their heights

would arch my neck,

their muscles

would blast meaty sweat.

Diggy teaches me

to flat-palm offer a carrot

toward lips of rubbery disks,

legs sturdy as branches,

jaws taut like ship bows,

neck brown velvety grassy.

“Surprise, you get to ride her,”

blurs among instructions for

left leg in, swing over right,

hold reins, look up, oh helmet.

First horse step, I sway left.

Another step, I lean right.

Walks faster, my body water-bed ripples.

Walks fastest, my bottom ping-pong bounces.

Might as well be sitting

atop a lake of gel,

yet Diggy giggles

on a long long dirt path.

Finally touching earth

I stumble on legs

curved into a circle,

toes stepping on toes.

Diggy beams.

“So fun, right?”

I massage my bottom,

vowing to myself

never again on a horse.

June 25





Twenty-One Days

Diggy doesn’t tell

until suitcases

line her porch.

She will end the summer

at her grandparents’ house

where she was born.

I thought impossible

to return after leaving,

but must remember

not everyone fled.

Diggy and I

have been friends

for twenty-one days,

unlikely more.

By her next visit here,

we should be elsewhere

in our own house home.

“Write me everything,”

she says, hugging.

I don’t reply that

friends in letters,

even if written weekly

like Pam and me,

feel solid as

squeezing water.

June 29





Cocoon of Comfort

Mother doesn’t ask why

my hours with Diggy

have deflated.

She likely guessed

while taming her envy

that Diggy can go home.

For twenty-three years

war has separated Mother

from her father, her brother,

in-laws filling a village.

I’ve heard her count

with the same longing

as whispers to Father.

If only I could become

the cocoon

Mother’s always been.

Especially in our first

raw refugee months,

when stepping outside

meant dodging arrows,

I would rush home to

smell lavender on her skin,

eat seasonings recalling childhood,

speak the language since birth,

hear poems familiar as rain,

greet a warm palm on my belly.

I reach and warm pat

the back of her hand.

She pats back,

accepting my

fledgling cocoon.

July 3





Pro-pa-gate

After seeing lantanas

for sale at the râu-đi-ô,

I wrote to Mrs. Washington.

She has replied

with long instructions

and a new word,

pro-pa-gate.

The apartment manager

gifts me an old bag

of soft black soil.

Vu Lee brings home

thirty milk jugs,

tops knifed off,

bottoms punctured.

No one understands

what’s “rooting gel”

until Five-O Pelé

presents a jar from

her gardener mother.

First I separate

into its own jug

each former toothpick,

leafy and flowering,

rooting like veins.

Next I pinch

nineteen fattest stems,

discard all but top two leaves,

no buds, no flowers.

Dip the stem ends in gel,

press into soil in jugs.

Water, sun, wait.

July 7





Bubble Nursery

Việt and Five-O Pelés

play soccer after work

then parent betta babies.

The shorter-finned female,

having released eggs,

glides safely in her jar.

The swirly blue-green male,

having mouth-carried each egg

to his floating bubble nursery,

guards wiggling promises

without sleep.

The Pelés, worried

the father might eat his fry,

plan to guard all night,

but Vu Lee shakes his head.

Next morning,

the still-caring male

mouth-carries sinkers

to the surface.

He will eat them

only when they

swim on their own,

Việt Pelé convinces himself,

leaving for work.

I’m thrilled:

the parents will skip soccer,

body-filling the apartment

as I monitor my stems

and they their floaters.

July 19





Daring Fate

Fertilize with water

soaked in banana peels,

whose potassium

will ensure blooms

all the way to frost,

wrote Mrs. Washington.

Water, sun, wait.

I wish for more chores.

The Pelés, though,

are searching for white clay

to add to tank water

in hopes of strong scales.

They’re combing puddles

for mosquito larvae,

choosing white tender ones

for a brood learning to chew.

The fish parents

are banished to jars

while the human ones

clap at every baby fin flip.

They don’t brag count

how many swimmers

to not annoy luck.

I number every leafy nub

on each fat stem,

poke at circles of buds

about to flex into song,

daring fate to worsen

the rest of a summer

without one friend.

July 21





Pig Per Month

Mother tells long stories

when my face droops

like a lonely sunflower.

Coworker Bà Hai

bought a new car

with bills stored

in three shoeboxes,

crossing the eyes

of salespeople

when they counted to

an exact eleven thousand.

She cashes and holds tight

the checks of her husband

and three daughters.

Every dollar is saved . . .

even wearing her husband’s shoes

stuffed with newspapers.

How I teased her to release

a tiny amount toward

shoes not dragged sệt-sệt,

pants not squeezed and belted.

Bà Hai laughed at vanity

leading to wastefulness.

You won’t even waste a rubber band.

She buys with another family

one pig per month,

eating with rice, sliced cucumbers

morning, noon, and night.

Her daughters are thin

as bamboo stalks,

so tired of salty fatty pig meat,

but always they hear

sacrifice now, reward later.

Are you going to buy a pig?

Don’t worry,

Vũ cooks like a chef;

Khôi survives on tofu;

while you, my child,

devour hills of ruốc

as my fingers cramp

shredding and pan drying

meat of chicken.

Do you like living

with the Pig Lady?

Practical until . . .

I know, our house.

Are we near?

A while yet.

Bà Hai, no doubt,

has shoeboxes stuffed

toward a huge house.

I’ve been saving too.

That’s an adult worry.

I want . . .

She hushes me,

returning to mothering.

A new year awaits at school.

For now, you have your brothers.

July 23





Top 40 Ride

Sunday mornings

Mother asks for

a quiet deep sleep.

I’m forced

toward martial arts

on a day of 106,

known to us as 41.

Such fiery temperature

didn’t torment

even during

Saigon’s shocking heat.

In the sun-soaked car

I run out of sweat,

feel my skin crackle

before the air cools.

Vu Lee always full twists

air and volume knobs.

Back seat, my eardrums

pulsate alongside my heart

as Ca-sey Ka-sem counts

this week’s Top 40.

I sing rooster loud,

brothers sound like

alarm sirens.

“Now here you go again,

you say you want your freedom.”

At the highest notes,

“It’s only me

who wants to wrap around

your dreams . . .”

Vu Lee turns the volume

all the way down.

My lone pitch

dangles in the air.

Brothers cough-laugh,

punching each other’s arms,

calling me Stevie.

“Hà sings with her face,”

Vu Lee tells Việt Pelé.

“Every emotion pained

on brows, lips, eyes.”

I forget he can see me

in the look-behind mirror.

Việt Pelé turns around.

Let me witness your

moody half-lid eyes,

twisty puckered lips.

I glare.

These same brothers vouched

I was named after Hà Mã,

or river horse,

having first arrived home

plump, red, hippo-mouthed.

They said they sent

El-ton John

my kindergarten picture,

inspiring his lyrics

“Hà đô thì to má,” meaning

“Hà’s chunky so huge cheeks.”

I often sucked in cheeks

until last year Pam revealed

El-ton John actually crooned,

“I hope you don’t mind,”

sounding remarkably like

“Hà đô thì to má.”

I’d love to ignore my brothers,

but when my only friends

scream-sing the next countdown,

“I’m your boogie man . . . ,”

I join them.

July 24





Pink Silk of Yellow Flowers

Mother wastes a rest day

shriveling in flaming air,

making Vu Lee drive an hour

to a seamstress shop.

I’m yanked and poked

to measure shoulders,

back, bust, waist, legs

for my first áo dài

in pink silk of yellow flowers.

I already have yours.

Moss is a color for mothers.

Why would I wear an áo dài

in intestine-drying heat?

Hush,

every young lady

must have her own.

What lady?

I’m twelve.

That’s when it starts.

What starts?

Be agreeable,

you’ll know soon enough.

When Mother resorts to

“soon enough”

my nape muscles

toughen to jerky.

“Soon enough”

was the answer

when I asked

when would we go home:

while on the ship,

while in refugee camps,

while flying to A-la-ba-ma,

while enrolling in school.

I forgot to ask to go home

during the panic of

inhaling the dictionary,

darting from Pink Boy and clump,

mimicking others’ every action.

Months later,

thawed enough to re-ask,

the answer silently had cemented.

Mother would not have

shocked herself and us

for a brief visit

to a strange land.

We were here to stay.

Now I must be ready

as Mother’s planning

something huge involving

pink silk of yellow flowers.

August 13





In My Pocket

At summer’s last game

Pelés and fans wear yellow;

next-town opponents

try to intimidate in red.

Under umbrellas

everyone’s selling something:

fried dough, meat on sticks,

spinning stars, lots of hats.

The gliding sun still stings.

I water my jugs

arranged on carton boxes.

Ten flowering, $3 each,

nineteen leafing, $1 each.

I keep one original toothpick.

A man runs toward me,

gushing sentences.

I understand only

“ka-rát-xì-ki-dồ.”

He buys three flowering

as a woman plunges

her nose into buds.

“My childhood,

my childhood.”

I knew it,

hoa cứt lợn

does not stink.

Maybe it needs a new name,

twirly carriaquillo

or fancy lan-ta-na,

with “lan” meaning orchid.

All sold when the game begins.

Forty-nine dollars

dancing in my pocket

make the Peles’ 2–1

a win for myself.

August 19





Feathery Rain

I gush numbers,

beating Việt Pelé

to our summer surprise.

Ten flowering, $30,

nineteen leafing, plus $19,

eleven weeks watching children,

one $20, ten $30, equal

a fluffy bag of $320,

minus $5 spent at râu-đi-ô,

all adding to . . .

Mother’s eyes mist

in feathery rain.

Is my math that impressive?

She should hear me

spin square roots.

Ta đa, $364 for our house.

Việt Pelé chimes,

I earned a thousand.

How many fish

did you hatch?

Piles of words spin

from Việt Pelé’s

usually clamped mouth,

arguing against

Mother’s two jobs.

To hush him,

Mother accepts half

but clings to

radio and sewing.

Eyes ever more misty,

she says,

You children more than help,

buying your own school supplies.

My brother refuses to nod,

no doubt plotting to sneak

his full amount to Mother.

I accept immediately

as Mother loves

an agreeable child.

August 20





Gold, Thin, Stretchy

From Kmart:

four pants wide in legs,

seven tops fluttery bright,

checkered skirt and matching vest,

sandals one-finger-notch high.

A hairbrush,

apple shampoo,

a potion that Five-O says

softens her own thick strands.

Notebooks, folders, pencils,

plus a secret longing

seen on TV dancers:

a thin, stretchy, gold belt.

Visions of gliding through

seventh-grade halls

blending among others.

August 21





Bus Buddy

First day back

others push

to be first.

I didn’t know

today’s seat

cements all year.

Unclaimed spots

have guards

spitting, “Taken.”

A girl in braids

hugs the window,

leaving an emptiness.

“I’m Hà.”

Her eyes remain

lasered to a book.

I try Diggy’s method.

“Now your name.”

Eyes unlifted, she whispers,

“No talking, no hanging out

before, during, after,

but we can be bus buddies.”

I wish I could bus read

without feeling eels slither

among gut dragonflies.

I stare straight

at flat and brown.

Not ideal

in view or friend,

but I sink into

a yearlong spot.

August 23





The Wait

No one has noticed

my gold stretchy belt.

I don’t mention theirs,

either.

Twice someone sneered

at my clothes from Kmart.

Mother has said,

Clothes are changeable

in one shopping trip,

but a mind made from sand

crumbles no matter

how stunning the dress.

So I sneered right back.

Everyone dressed up

the first day;

some can’t stop.

Silky dresses, shiny boots,

sky-reaching heels

that end the day

dangling on fingers.

Everyone’s already in groups

for hall walks, lunchtime,

PE teams, class seats.

I keep observing

but growing bored

of old new couples,

those loudest at lunch,

who can’t stand whom.

I notice my own

cộp-cộp sandals,

shiny belted shirts

of sleeves aflutter.

I walk alone,

waiting for a friend.

August 26





Red Rose

We all sweat and dress

for Vu Lan.

No complaining on

Vietnamese Mother’s Day

as I hand fan while swaddled

in white silk pants under

a skin-wrapped áo dài

covering neck to knees.

Vu Lee drives us far

to a temple abuzzed

with the most Vietnamese

I’ve seen since Saigon.

At the entrance

everyone pins on

a silk rose:

red—mother’s alive,

white—mother’s gone.

I’ve always panicked

seeing white roses,

thinking of Father.

What color for an orphan?

Gongs drift, incenses rise,

Mother glows

greeting other mothers,

all pointing to me.

Usually they swarm Vu Lee

with photos of daughters,

nieces, cousins’ cousins.

I stand in shade,

fighting a frown

as Mother answers

for me.

Do you study well?

Are you obedient?

What future do you envision?

Have you learned to cook?

Questions spin to advice:

Stay out of the sun.

Too pretty will bring ruin.

Obey your mother.

Will ensure an equal match.

My face balloons red

as I begin to understand.

Should never have mentioned

purple-coin neck bruises

or kissing couples at school.

For hours the mothers

click cameras at me.

My balloon

splotches crimson

when home.

Brothers disappear.

Mother follows to our room.

Harmless to seek

a suitable boy

of northern heritage,

education documented,

lineage matching ours.

Mother!

I’m twelve.

Harmless to gaze ahead . . .

I know where

to find such a boy.

Mother tilts her head.

In north Vietnam

where I’ve never been.

She inhales to control tone.

One day you’ll appreciate . . .

I yank apart

the side row of snap buttons

on sweat-soaked pink silk.

My fingers grace soft petals.

Always red.

I can’t imagine

having to select white.

Mother has,

since she was nine.

Sourness dissolves

to sugarcane juice

as I add red

to a box of treasures.

August 28





Buy Back Grin

Việt Pelé has been

blinking at blank water

once blue-green lively.

Five-O skips soccer,

sneaks us to the store

where my brother works.

Blue-green glides

in lights too flashy

for his shimmers.

He looks sad,

even if used

to living alone.

“How much?”

“Not parting with that beaut,”

the owner says.

“Gonna have me

hundreds of winners.”

“How much?”

“I paid your brother

a whopping twenty.”

My heart aches

sliding a twenty

from my pocket.

The owner declines.

Five-O and I

have rehearsed

every rebuttal.

“Do you know

the mountain of steps

to get happy babies?”

“That’s what

your brother’s for.”

Five-O presses,

“Blue-green won’t mate here,

with noise, lights, eyeballs,

around all day long.”

“That boyfriend of yours

will figure it all out.”

“He might go garden

with my mother.”

Not really,

my brother falls asleep

watching plants grow.

I attempt,

“If you don’t monitor

the father every second,

he will eat all the babies.”

The owner argues

until we explain the task

of straining puddles

for juicy soft larvae.

“Fine, forty.”

Five-O and I stare,

buzzing like mosquitoes.

“Thirty is final.”

We stare,

fake chewing new swimmers.

The owner

opens his mouth,

silence,

opens his palm,

accepts a twenty.

Back home,

my brother blinks,

no mist, no words,

just a sunken grin

as he stares at

blue-green swirls.

September 14





Pretense

I pretend

I like sitting

nearest to teachers.

In truth

better to not see

happenings behind me.

I pretend

to look for friends

at assemblies, pep rallies.

In truth

I scan for a quiet pair,

edging near,

but not too close.

I will pretend

fever or headache

every field trip day.

In truth

my gut butterflies

poof to dust

anticipating

where to sit on the bus,

eat a bag lunch,

how to join a team,

enunciate an oral report.

I pretend

I don’t hear “Ha Ha Ha,”

as my bus buddy ignores

“Aurora, Two Layers of Softness.”

In truth

I’m thrilled her name

matches a bath tissue.

Someone to share

half the bus chants

during long,

stare-straight rides.

September 26





Loop, Swirl

Mrs. Landry doesn’t believe

a signed report card

requires a week.

I did explain

papers slump

awaiting Mother.

I would ask Vu Lee,

but he hates paperwork.

Việt Pelé replies

with a question.

Why bother Mother

with what she knows?

“You too acquired As

except in writing?”

Name one refugee child

not committed to high marks

witnessing a parent contort

from lawyer to janitor,

restaurant owner to busser,

doctor to stretcher pusher,

melodic talker to speaking

through her children?

“I don’t know

refugees not us.”

Since a girlfriend and soccer,

Việt Pelé lobs questions

as if headbutting a goal.

I’m impressed and annoyed.

Like what he’s doing:

signing his report card.

“Is that permitted?”

It harms whom?

“How did you

get yours

to resemble hers?”

Same as drawing, right?

“Sign mine?”

You have fingers?

I loop, swirl

Mother’s signature

for many pages.

Good enough.

I attack the hill

of floppy papers:

school play costume,

class art supplies,

recorder purchase,

a field trip to

Ranch Day of Fun.

The ranch slip

I permit myself

to crumple and trash.

October 10





Inside Outside History

My ears inflame

in history class.

Mr. Wynn is asking

for inside knowledge

of the Vietnam War.

“I had fun,”

I mumble,

“I loved the snacks.”

Classmates giggle,

certain I’m lying.

Mr. Wynn frowns.

“We’re going to learn about

something unquestionably

not fun,

the My Lai Massacre.”

Photographs:

hamlet scorched,

survivors wailing,

entangled bloody bodies of

women, children, men, infants.

Burgundy heat spreads

from my ears to

cheeks, forehead, eyes.

Mr. Wynn reads:

“Up to five hundred four civilians were murdered,

twenty-six American soldiers charged,

only Lieutenant William Calley convicted,

President Nixon commuted his sentence.”

Class reactions:

Wait, this really happened? Yes

Did he go to prison? No

American soldiers did this? Yes

They turn to me:

Did you know?

Words bump and clash

in my mind,

unable to form a sentence.

The bell rings;

classmates leave,

history forgotten.

Mr. Wynn says,

“I’m sorry if this is upsetting;

I thought for sure you knew.”

I’ve become

an outsider

to my own war.

October 27





Many More

Việt Pelé:

I was seven in 1968,

how would I remember?

I was three.

Vu Lee was eleven.

“My Lai was in the news,

then more war happened,

cruelty on all sides.”

“Why aren’t you mad?

Know how many died?

It was a mass murder!”

My English brain

is starting to dominate

when I speed speak.

Vu Lee twists brows.

“You do know

My Lai was the one

caught in photographs?”

Việt Pelé adds,

Who knows

how many more remain

hidden from the world?

I bite until

my lip bleeds.

October 27

Night





Self, Family, Society, Earth

I wait up for Mother,

blasting questions

brooding day and a half.

At last I’m empty,

leaving air space

for Mother.

Mỹ Lai,

not My Lai.

Why important?

Details denote

contemplation beyond

flashy interpretation.

You’re using college words.

She tries,

I remember, of course.

Weren’t you furious?

If I’d chosen anger,

I would have overflowed

days, months, years

and still not alter

war atrocities.

Instead I chose you children,

vowing to educate

your minds and hearts

so you would know the result

of your every action.

Choices to not

pick up a gun,

glorify a leader,

hide behind commands,

claim honor, blame others.

You would then

begin to create

a different history.

What if others don’t change?

Contemplate on yourself

until you’re a solid anchor,

then ensure kindness to family

then society then earth.

All that from me?

You start,

pass to your children

then their children,

who might be positioned

to direct fury.

Just like Mother

to swivel Mỹ Lai

into a zen project

for grandchildren

I don’t have.

October 28

Late





Mimic

Sudden sweater weather

huddles a pack of girls

on the courtyard bench

where I lunch alone.

I sit near, not too close,

to friendliest Angie,

who smiles, waves once.

“Y’all going to

the rink tonight?”

she asks.

Among buzzes

of what to wear,

who might be there,

when to meet,

I hear myself mimic,

“I’m going.”

November 11

Day





Nerves

Five-O advises:

Wear regular jeans and top.

Too dressy—you’re anxious.

Glide one layer of gloss.

Too drippy—you’re jittery.

Smile then stop.

Too long—you’re needy.

Laugh at others’ jokes.

Too quiet—you’re left out.

Eat junk food.

Too picky—you’re no fun.

Skate heads up, arms swinging.

Too clingy—you’ll drag others down.

Last words:

everyone in junior high

suffers from nerves

of a plucked guitar;

a few hide it better.

November 11

After school





Breaths

Unfamiliar faces

in a crowded lot.

Deep breath,

glide on gloss.

Oops, two layers.

I wait and smile,

maybe too much.

Plenty of others

are showing teeth.

Angie arrives

with three others,

all in jeans and tops

casual yet debated.

They line up, giggling.

I follow, giggling.

As their purses unzip,

my heart hollows.

I turn sweaty

on a cool night.

All those Five-O tips

and not one about

remembering money.

I laugh, too loud.

“I forgot my purse.”

Pam would have

demanded to pay;

Diggy would have

loaned a five;

TiTi would have

waited with me.

Angie head-flicks

toward a pay phone

before going in.

November 11

Evening





One

Five-O scatters

names and insults,

but my heart stays

at my toes.

“We can go in,”

she says.

“I won’t embarrass you;

trust me, I can skate.”

“I manage to stand

without falling,

but only on carpet.”

“Then why go . . .”

She quiets herself,

turns on her car.

“Hey, I just bought

Heart’s Little Queen.”

Arching guitar

tries to soothe me

all the way home.

“Sit here a bit.”

Five-O sugars her voice.

“Seventh grade

about did me in.”

“You don’t have

to cheer me up.”

“I had this jaw brace

and frizzy hair that puffed

into a Viking helmet.”

“What’s a Viking?”

“I’ll dig up photos.”

Long silence,

deep breaths.

Five-O tries,

“It takes only one

really good one.

When it’s this hard,

they’re not for you.”

“How’d you find yours?”

“I was walking my dog . . .”

I would love a dog.

November 11

Longest evening





Tiny Stabbings

In Việt Pelé’s sketchbook,

not one image cherishes

our dog we left behind.

We named him Nâu,

meaning brown,

because he was brown.

Việt Pelé was the one

to open our front door,

commanding Nâu to go.

Nâu wouldn’t run free,

scratching the front

as we slipped out the back

toward navy ships.

We all avoid

mentioning Nâu,

as we all have

spots of tiny stabbings:

Mother—Father,

Brother Quang—living alone,

Vu Lee—college,

me—a friend.

November 13





The Only One

I signed and forgot

Mother’s agreement

to make my costume

for the Charlie Brown play.

Mrs. Soriano sighs,

donates lens-free glasses,

a long white T-shirt.

I’m cast as Marcie,

dark bob,

blunt bangs,

thick glasses.

I’m the only one

wearing eye frames.

At rehearsal

I’m pushed here there,

a blob on stage.

I’m the only one

without one line?

I leave to sit

in the audience

but Mrs. Soriano

pulls me on stage.

“I’m not shy,”

I tell her.

“But why am I here?”

Mrs. Soriano whirls

her right wrist.

“Everyone participates.”

An old knot

clogs my throat;

a familiar heat

claws my ears.

“We’ll perform twice,”

Mrs. Soriano singsongs.

“Day for students,

night for families.”

I won’t be

tormenting myself

that night,

but how to persevere

that day?

December 13





Piggy Poop

Line after line

from Charlie,

the piano player,

Lucy, Peppermint.

In the background,

I’m bumped

like a chair, a fake piano.

Gut dragonflies zigzag,

pressurizing, building . . .

I’m shoved

to the back curtain

as everyone rushes

to middle stage

for a group song.

A long light rains

silver on their heads.

Gurgles compress,

a geyser about to gush . . .

until I plunge into the center.

Shoulders, elbows,

whispers of

“cut it out.”

A tangle of hair grease,

soap, apple shampoo.

Stomps of many feet,

louder whispers of

“back to your marks.”

Instead I step forward;

the sparkling beam follows,

vaporizing the audience,

melting classmates,

blurring Mrs. Soriano.

Without their

eyes narrowing,

lips sneering,

fingers poking,

I melt into character.

A girl

without a line,

but center staged,

without a costume

but buys own clothes,

without a friend

but needs only one,

without a house

but contemplates

self, family, society, earth.

A girl who

signs report cards,

propagates a pungent flower,

claims a bus seat.

So let them tease

Ha Ha Ha.

She knows it’s Hà,

as My Lai is Mỹ Lai,

and orchid sounding

lan-ta-na is really

Piggy Poop.

No more pretense.

Classmates swirl,

bumping harder,

hissing louder,

but she stays.

When claps and whistles

amplify from vapors,

she leaps and bows.

December 16





Part III

Our Anchor





Flip-Flopping Weather

Within one month

the weather has flip-flopped

among shorts, sweaters,

coats puffy with feathers.

Today

exhales release fog,

fingers curl into crabs.

No wonder

my throat tears,

nose red-rips,

complexion in embers.

By the time

Mother’s home,

every cough’s a firework.

January 27





In Father’s Palm

Mother retrieves from

her click-clack purse

our đồng bạc cắc.

A 1921 silver dollar

Father brought back

from San Di-e-go

where he navy trained

before I was born.

One side: a lady with hair in waves.

The other: an eagle spanning wings.

Mother uses the coin

to cạo gió,

erasing ill wind

from my inflamed back

in purple strokes

laced with Tiger Balm.

Her herbal doctor father

did so, as his father

and his and his.

Mother wraps me

in three layers,

allows me to hold

our treasure.

Its sides smooth

from doctoring,

its metal lingers

sweaty mint.

I imagine its weight

in Father’s palm,

the glint in his eyes

gifting it to Mother.

I feel less feverish

imagining one day

Mother will gift me

what Father touched.

January 28





Kumquat and Licorice

Can’t wait for my

Year of the Snake

to fade into Mother’s

Year of the Horse.

Every twelve years

the zodiac animal repeats.

Mother will soon be 48,

myself 13.

Wonder what I’ll be like

when the snake returns?

Definitely college by 24.

Would I marry by 36

a boy from the north?

Would I marry at all?

Would English squash

my Vietnamese brain?

Would I be living

near Mother, brothers

at 48, 60, wow 72?

Can’t think beyond that,

even if Mother insists

I extend my gaze.

A person’s year,

everyone knows,

brings best or worst.

No need to guess

my year’s fate—

three sixth grades,

two lost friends,

now a throat

embedded with nails.

Busy preparing Tết,

still Mother brews

her cough remedy

of licorice roots,

minced fresh ginger,

just enough honey

and many kumquats—

peel sweet, pulp sour,

seeds removed.

Prized ingredients

her work friend

stashes or grows

to endure winter.

From now on

I shall think of

Pig Lady as

Kumquat Magician.

January 28





Smooth Tangy

Sick at home

Mother entrusts me

with a tall jar.

Every two hours

I’m to take

one tiny spoonful.

The smooth tangy syrup

pools saliva at side jaws,

submarines into taste buds,

tingles of chewy peels,

lingers from an earthy root.

Candy that’s good for me.

Alone at home

I take two soup spoons

for every throat blast.

Then double the dosage.

By evening,

I’ve doctored myself

to an empty jar.

January 30





Roly-Polies

Home two more days

with belly gurgling

like a waterfall.

Vu Lee snides,

“That jar should have

stretched a month.”

Việt Pelé has to add,

Don’t try to make more

with lemon and sugar.

He thinks he knows me,

though I did munch

a bitter lemon peel.

In pain, I want

to touch Father’s coin,

also finding in Mother’s purse

my kindergarten picture.

I should have known,

my cheeks were not chubby!

Every cough

I grip coin and photo,

both Tiger Balm minty.

Every cough

intestines circle

into gigantic roly-polies

snarling unheard-of fangs.

Next blast

tighter curls,

sharper bites.

Still,

how to plead

for another batch?

February 1





Leaf Skeleton

Somehow

I’m all better.

Excited to change

into a gym jumpsuit

for dodgeball, a game

pain-free if strategic.

A girl screams

pointing at my back

where purple lines

imprint a leaf skeleton.

Stomps bring

the gym teacher,

who consults the nurse,

who pulls in the counselor,

who labeled me “neglected.”

We all march toward

Vice Principal Franklin

who banished me from

Ranch Day of Fun

after Marcie center staged.

I bowed my head,

acting ashamed,

hiding giggles.

Now I have to show

them all my bare back.

Gasps.

Onward to Principal Mayer.

“You poor, poor thing,

we will get help.”

No one answers

when I keep asking,

“Who’s been abused?”

February 2

Day





Lashes

Vu Lee, still in apron,

rushes from his

yellow-up job.

He tries logic.

“How would someone

whip her

so bruises resemble

a thick midrib

with veins on each side?”

He tries drawing.

[image: image]

He tries explaining.

Still they want Mother

by end of school day

or I will be taken.

As Vu Lee drives fast,

I’m sent back to class

where stares ask,

“Who beat you?”

I stare right back.

Twenty minutes to last bell

they scream for me

over the intercom.

Mother sits

pine-trunk straight,

eyes of a predator,

chest rising falling

in counted breaths.

Vu Lee translates

so many rules.

Mother replies,

Someone can try

to whip me

and leave

a leaf’s skeleton

on my back.

Confusion.

If achievable,

I leave my child.

If not,

I take her home.

She pretends

to lift her blouse,

exposing her back

for a lashing.

A chorus of “NOOOO,”

including my own

as Mother takes my hand

and we walk out.

February 2

Afternoon





Judged

Mother and Vu Lee

miss work Friday

to appease a judge

who doesn’t believe

cạo gió alleviates fever.

A hill of paperwork

for a brother who hates it;

so many phone calls

before the court found

an expert.

A Vietnamese-born doctor,

here two decades,

barely remembering

the language of her youth,

vouches that her grandmother

did something with a coin.

Mother seethes,

her own words

were dismissed.

The judge orders

a Saturday parenting class.

Not tomorrow,

Mother bristles,

cannot greet

Tết weekend

repenting a none act.

We all know

our actions during Tết

color the entire year.

February 3





Not Tết

Vu Lee just left

to return Mother

to her coworker’s,

as he does on Sundays.

Not Tết without Mother

to well wish at midnight,

but she already missed

half Thursday, full Friday.

Not Tết without Mother

to gift red lì xì envelope

I wait for all year.

Not Tết without Mother

to share real bánh chưng from Dal-las,

mung bean chè thick enough to cut,

dried bamboo soup of outdoor chicken.

Wish Mother could be home

this week instead of at Christmas

when we wrapped empty boxes

for photos to A-la-ba-ma.

We laughed at

no presents, no tree

because Christmas

isn’t really ours.

But Tết

without Mother

scorpion stings.

February 5





S Revolt

Can’t sleep,

fury forming

icebergs on chest,

steam in nostrils.

Words in a blizzard,

mind bulging with zaps,

blood gushing with bubbles.

English dominates,

so wordy, so gray,

swirling python sentences,

blaming the judge,

nurse, counselor,

vice principal, principal.

Not enough of Mother

to upkeep Vietnamese

when English infuses days,

English overtakes dreams.

Hiss singular verbs,

hiss plural nouns,

double spit “tests,”

sneeze spray “superstitious.”

Dance around S,

“one test, also another,”

or plunge into a snake pit,

“Sú-pơ-Sì-tít-Sịt.”

Longing for S revolt,

but who would understand

“why peak o many word

when harp image better

how dragonflie feeling?”

“Go with what

sounds right,”

teachers say.

Nothing sounds right.

“Accept verbs’

exceptions,”

they advise.

I despise verbs.

But French

would be worse.

Passé composé,

imperfect,

blah.

Vietnamese equally annoys:

address every single person

according to age, rank, status

in comparison to one’s parents.

Guess wrong mode,

someone’s insulted.

Can’t sleep,

attempt Mother’s trick:

in peaceful breath,

out peaceful smile.

Many breaths/smiles

to divert anger

from the next 365 days.

In peaceful breath,

out peaceful smile.

Many breaths/smiles

before admitting

my hurricane mood

has nothing to do with

grammar or hisses.

February 5

Late





Happiness All Year

Phone.

Vu Lee says,

Vạn sự như ý,

all as you desire.

I run.

Three minutes

into the new year

my every atom

relaxes like sugar

in hot water.

Mợ chúc con

học giỏi, yên tâm, bình an.

Mother wishes me

conscientious studies,

tranquil mind,

peace and safety.

I wish her,

Con chúc Mợ

mạnh khỏe và

vui vẻ cả năm,

good health,

happiness all year.

No need to get poetic

like Brother Quang

usually does,

Gói cho trọn lộc tài,

Giữ cho mãi an khang.

Thắt cho chặt phú quý,

Chúc năm mới bình an,

Cả nhà đều sung túc.

Something about

longevity, prosperity.

Mother says,

Look in your

pillowcase.

A lì xì envelope,

a crispy new $10

on which is written,

“ngủ ngon,”

sleep deliciously.

I position for sleep,

hands under cheek,

lì xì between palms,

inked red from the envelope.

I enter sleep,

destined to receive

soothing surprises

all year long.

February 6





Secure Luck

No one knows

I’m wearing

all new clothes,

even underneath.

No one understands

I’ve not showered,

not pouted,

not swept,

not testing luck.

No one notices

red in blouse,

red in socks,

red in hair tie.

Still,

with the envelope

reddening my pocket,

the year feels brand new.

February 6

At school





Futures

Mother fumes

after parenting class,

ever more determined

to plot our futures.

Enough, Vũ.

She stares at him.

Go to college!

Vu Lee squirms then reveals,

Chef school in Dal-las

three days a week,

graduates in a year,

save for a martial arts studio.

A chef would be respected?

Vu Lee stiffens,

breathes, affirms,

I don’t choose by

what others might think.

Mother turns to Việt Pelé,

who says,

No longer a vet,

I’ll draw animals

for textbooks,

children’s books,

anyone who asks.

This is a career?

Việt Pelé half nods.

Mother looks at me.

Once she suggested

I become a lawyer,

now something worse:

A judge dictates.

You would love that?

I rush,

A scientist of plants.

I don’t glorify Piggy Poop,

as rubber bands are snapping

all over our tense air.

February 25





Our Cloud

At our door,

hair longer,

cheekbones sharper,

dusty all over.

Mother yelps,

Death of me,

is that really

my eldest?

Much information:

Spring Break,

rode the motorcycle,

college easier than expected,

job with a professor,

a belated Tết gift.

My ears firm

for drippy poetics,

but Brother Quang

presents an envelope.

Not red,

plain white,

letter sized.

A bit of ink

on a slip of paper

makes Mother cry.

How?

Don’t worry,

he laughs,

let me contribute.

Mother calculates,

Your three thousand,

mine three and half,

Vũ three and half,

Khôi one,

Hà . . .

I’ve memorized my part,

Hundred eighty-two dollars.

Mother glows.

We have twenty percent.

The magical percentage,

as no refugee would stand

a tax added to

a lesser down payment.

Just as magical,

a bit of ink on paper

melts college tension,

drops sewing job,

returns Mother home,

coerces clouds

to dive and touch us,

watering down

refugee living.

March 18





Brother Quang’s Turn

In one week Mother

inspects nine houses,

cooks his favorites,

suggests a haircut,

pushes her eldest

to untangle his brows.

Brother Quang

finally reveals,

Against sunlight

her red hair shimmers

in gold threads.

Mother quiets

a long while

before nodding.

You go,

establish your life.

He hesitates;

she insists,

It’s your turn.

Your brothers are leaving,

and Hà one day too.

What about you?

Mother tries a laugh.

I will rest.

She remains gracious

when De-nise meets us

after visiting her parents.

Maintains a wave

when the couple drives

toward A-la-ba-ma,

leaving the motorcycle

for its first owner.

Steadies a smile

until deep night

when I hear sniffles

in whispers to Father.

March 25





Bare Gourmet

Nearer factory,

three bedrooms,

two baths,

yards front and back.

Five boxes packed,

keeping mats,

discarding rest.

An echoing space,

tan carpeting,

beige walls,

yellow curtains,

washer, dryer.

Minutes to unpack.

Mother fluffs a sheet

on living room carpet:

a jug of water, four mugs,

chả lụa sliced

to snuggle inside baguettes.

Bread not toasted,

missing paté, cilantro,

pickled daikon/carrots,

dash of soy.

Yet in our house home,

floor seated, bare walls,

bánh mì tastes gourmet.

May 13





Almost All Dings

Mother commutes

with Bà Hai,

who bought

a house nearby.

Ding.

Refrigerator filled,

dining set bought,

a couch on to-be list.

Ding.

Vu Lee found

roommates in Dal-las,

leaving us each a room.

Miss him, but ding.

Mother agrees

no new seventh grade

with two weeks till summer.

Ding ding.

Việt Pelé patches

along the fence line,

checks for fire-ant nests.

“Gardening?” I perk.

“Let’s dig a home

for Piggy Poop?”

He steps around me.

Mother asks

Piggy be planted

in the far back fence.

Do you think it stinks?

No, no,

it would thrive there,

anywhere,

like my children.

I imagine Piggy Poop

in Mrs. Washington’s garden,

along Pam’s side hedges,

all over Diggy’s home country,

and wherever TiTi is,

I hope she’s raining petals.

By evening

I hear it

before I see it,

watering my Piggy.

A gyrating puppy,

brown, black,

white, tan.

“Meet Tùm Lum.”

Việt Pelé laughs

as if he’s never

just grinned,

naming his dog

Mix of Everything.

Ding ding ding.

Tùm Lum entertains us

in the cooler backyard.

Inside feels like dry season

from a sun already moody.

We’ve agreed

no air conditioning

until a couch,

three dressers,

three real beds,

a tea table.

Home from work

Mother joins us,

recommending

a Saigon trick

of cool cloths on

nape, forehead, belly.

Almost ding.

May 17





Saturday Night Fever

I volunteer

to walk Tùm Lum

at cool dawn.

Việt Pelé hesitates

but can’t refuse

when I fish pucker,

cradle a chick.

We both know

favors at that level

will be reenacted

for years.

Sidewalk, lawn, house,

block after clean block,

Tùm Lum marks in drops

then stops, tilts his head.

On a front porch

a girl is bouncing

three side steps, clap,

three back steps, clap,

other side, clap, front, clap,

matching the beat of

“You should be dancing, yeah.”

She waves; I wave,

noticing her

gold stretchy belt.

By the song’s third run

Tùm Lum is napping,

and I’ve learned

the Saturday Night Fever,

bounce stepping in a box,

clap clapping with a friend.

May 19





Patch-Part Patio

Four hours,

six wooden poles,

rolls of screen,

endless nails,

two hammers,

three hammocks.

We watch Vu Lee

motorcycle away

after finishing

our patch-part patio.

His turn,

Mother whispers,

almost a sigh.

Near dusk

Mother and I

seek the hammocks,

protected from

neighbors’ eyes,

mosquitoes’ thirst,

house’s heat.

The Pelés peek in

to say dinner, movie.

Weekends, they

drift in their bubble,

leaving our house home

to Mother and me.

Their turn,

Mother says,

a shorter sigh.

I try to decipher

her sighing hints

as the breeze

feather dusts our skin.

May 20





Gain, Relinquish

The more we swing,

the more her thoughts

release into dusk.

At last, our anchor,

always here

should you stumble,

need rest, seek comfort.

How Mother plans.

I’m here five more years,

then I could study

at a drive-to college.

Her shadow’s head shakes.

You must leave,

carve your corner.

Then why yank me back

to a boy from the north?

A laugh,

peach delicate.

My panicky attempt

to weave into your future.

I can comprehend

such a boy, his heritage.

I feel conflicted.

Maybe if I meet one

who loves hoa cứt lợn.

I relinquish you

to a world

unknown to me.

Her voice drifts

swinging away.

Swinging back

her voice firms.

I will gain

a daughter in command

of her hard head,

soft heart, thick skin,

fiery all over.

That is me.

No one can escape

the balance of

relinquishing, gaining.

I swing,

contemplating.

Relinquish ripe papayas,

gain coral-colored melons?

A laugh,

sesame-seed durable.

Yes.

Relinquish bottom-bruising horses,

gain bunny-fur Tùm Lum?

We both laugh,

blending among

awakening crickets.

More swings,

lolling like lotus-seed broth,

floating us toward sleep.

I swing away,

a downy breeze.

I swing back,

recapturing the ease

at my rolling-shoe party.

Not planning,

not wishing,

not pretending.

Swing away,

our house home,

partly,

swing back

to a mother

who’s my true anchor.

May 27





Author’s Note

Why a sequel?

It’s to say thank you to the many students and teachers I’ve visited in person and virtually in the twelve years since Inside Out & Back Again was published. You’re the best part of being a writer. The three questions I’m asked most often are:

1. Why write in poems? The style is called prose poems, a fancy name for sentences that line-break like poems. This is to convey what it’s like to think in Vietnamese, a naturally poetic language. Remember, when Inside Out & Back Again begins, Hà’s still in Vietnam and thinking in Vietnamese. I want you to feel how words float through her mind, yet because of literary magic, you’re able to understand them in English. I’ve kept the prose-poem voice for the sequel because Vietnamese still swirls inside Hà’s mind two years later. But notice how her language has become wordier as she acquires English. To me, English is so wordy.

2. Are the doll and chick real? Yes, I had a doll in Vietnam that was mouse-bitten after I loaned it to a friend. One of my brothers did raise chicks. But no, we did not bring them on the ship. I’m still amazed at how the doll and chick have touched readers. I wrote the scene and forgot about it until I met many of you. So for you, the doll and chick make a cameo in the sequel.

3. What happens to Hà? Now that you’ve read When Clouds Touch Us I hope you agree that the long road of reclamation proves even more daunting than fleeing war in panic for her and her family.

Why a sequel now?

I wish I were writing true historical fiction, but we all know that refugees are arriving in host countries every day, often in shock. For them, I want to say I feel for them and I wish them the best. It’s not just confronting a new language, climate, food, clothes, schools, trees, flowers. It’s that your core also shifts, leading to clashes between parents and children, between classmates, between siblings.

It’s hard. No one volunteers to start over, same as no one volunteers to experience an earthquake. It happens to you. Now you have the harsh task of reacting and rebuilding.

But a quiet aftermath eventually will settle. I can vouch that after almost fifty years as refugees, my family and I have remolded our lives. We’ve done what my mother fled Vietnam for: her nine children graduated from college. We’re now old enough to be retiring as engineers, a doctor, an accountant, a CIO (I finally kinda know what my sister does).

My mother would say it was all worth it. So would my siblings. And despite my endless documentation of the jarring years, I’d have to agree.

[image: image]
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