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A Viethamese Diasporic
Renaissance
by Eric Nguyen

When dia CRITICS was started by Viet Thanh Nguyen in 2010, it was
a small outlet on the corner of the internet that focused on Vietnamese
diasporic culture. The first posts included an event announcement, a
short write-up on a recent Vietnamese film, and a dispatch from a KFC
in Saigon. There was a strong sense of community but also a realization
that Vietnamese diasporic culture was out there, we just had to look
for it—really look for it—and dia CRITICS, this blog, would help you
find it because it wouldn’t be on T'Vs, cinemas, bookstores, or concert
venues. As Nguyen wrote in his first editor’s note, then-reality TV star
Tila Tequila was “to non-Vietnamese people probably the second most
famous Vietnamese person in the world, after Ho Chi Minh.”

Fifteen years later, however, how things have changed! No longer do
we have to settle for Tila Tequila. Instead, we have Hong Chau, Kelly
Marie Tran, and Oscar winner Ke Huy Quan—to name a few on the
silver screen. We are also in bookstores—Nguyen himself published
his novel, The Sympathizer, in 2015 while other Vietnamese American
authors who have made their marks include Ocean Vuong, Thanhha Lai,
and Carolyn Huynh. For music, look no further than Thao Nguyen of
the Thao & the Get Down Stay Down, Keshi, and Tyga. And that’s just
the United States! Elsewhere, Vietnamese diasporic artists of all kinds of
mediums are making an impact.

It’s a Vietnamese diasporic renaissance! And dza CRITICS has been
here to not only document it, but showcase it and engage with it. Our
mission was and is to be a place for Vietnamese and Southeast Asian



A VIETNAMESE DIASPORIC RENAISSANCE

diasporic stories and thoughts.

What is gathered here is a sampling of we have put out, including
essays, memoirs, fiction, and poetry by Vietnamese diasporic writers
(including indigenous minority voices). While I hesitate to call the pieces
selected for this special issue “the best” (since I love everything we pub-
lish!), Thope this will give you a sense of what we’ve accomplished—not
just the publication but as Vietnamese diasporic people.



diaCRITICS &
The Diasporic Viethamese

Artists Network
by Isabelle Thuy Pelaud and Kathy Nguyen

The end of the Vietnam War resulted in the largest influx of refugees to
the U.S. since WWII, with the largest diasporic Vietnamese communities
in Southern and Northern California. This book is a compilation of
key works from the Diasporic Vietnamese Artists Network’s (DVAN)
online magazine dia CRITICS. DVAN is an organization that envisions
aworld where the diversity, complexities, and nuances of the Vietnamese
diaspora are understood and celebrated; and in which Vietnamese dias-
poric stories and artists can empower, heal, and connect individuals and
communities. DVAN was for fifteen years a grassroots organization that,
with much passion and hard work, became a non-profit organization
three years ago, and now plays a significant role in bringing visibility to
Vietnamese writers and poets around the world.

What drives DVAN is the recognition that institutional and cultural
barriers prevent diasporic Vietnamese writers from writing on their own
terms, getting published and taught in schools, and being invited to
read at universities and the general public. DVAN creates spaces and
programs that support these writers and provides publishing opportu-
nities and platforms designed to empower them to write on their own
terms. This wish for visibility came out of the experiences of Vietnamese
people in countries where we immigrated to in large numbers due to
colonization and wars, namely, the U.S., France, Australia and Canada;
and the fact that we have historically been both misrepresented and
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underrepresented, which in turn impacted and continues to impact
how we are viewed, and subsequently, treated.

Over the past decade, Vietnamese American writers such as Viet
Thanh Nguyen and Ocean Vuong have garnered much national and
international attention and awards. However, these successes should not
obscure the reality that the American publishing industry remains largely
dominated by white voices. External and internal challenges remain in
bringing our stories to the public sphere. As we are commemorating
the 50th anniversary of the end of the war in Vietnam, it is crucial to
recognize these barriers and the importance of Vietnamese voices in
shaping American culture.

It is in this context that Viet Thanh Nguyen started dia CRITICS.
He wanted to create space for emerging writers to have opportunities to
begin their careers. To attract readers, he published them alongside estab-
lished writers. The writers’ work and the way they saw and described
Vietnamese American culture contrasted sharply with stereotypes of
the Vietnam War that dehumanized Vietnamese and never saw them as
complex human beings.

This practice of featuring emerging writers side by side with estab-
lished writers is a signature of DVAN. This is done intentionally in all of
our programming—in our public readings, online talk show and podcast
ACCENTED, writers’ residencies and book publications (imprints with
Texas Tech University Press and Kaya Press), as well as in our antholo-
gies Troubling Borders: An Anthology of Art and Literature by Southeast
Asian Women in the Diaspora and The Cleaving: Vietnamese Writers
in the Diaspora). In just three years we will have contributed, by the end
of 2025, to the publication of at least eighteen books of high caliber, a
phenomenon even we did not foresee. It is a feat that demonstrates loud
and clear the existing bottleneck in the publishing industry for people
who look like us.

DVAN is an organization for writers by writers, who are also aca-
demics. For diaCRITICS and our book initiatives, DVAN leverages
our network of scholars and subject matter experts to write essays, book
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reviews, conduct interviews and serve as moderators for panel discussions
with writers and artists at our public events and speaking engagements at
universities. Next, we will be asking our network of academics to teach
the texts we produce and analyze them in their own research.

We are often asked “why diaspora?” We foster collaborations and
translation projects across national boundaries because our history of
uprootedness caused by colonization and wars has fragmented and dis-
persed many of our families across the globe, an impact that is neither
reflected in academia nor in mainstream media. To share our respective
stories makes sense to us because of this history. And because we as a
group had different journeys of immigration, and thus of viewpoints,
it is also healing.

Starting and running this non-profit organization has been extremely
difficult. We are very proud that in less than three years since becoming
a formal 501(c)(3), we have organized over 200 public in-person and
online events featuring more than 500 writers, created online and book
publishing opportunities for 1200 writers, and provided professional
development support to hundreds of writers through our residencies
and workshops. We are now broadening our scope to include non-Viet-
namese writers and poets from the Southeast Asian diaspora and expand-
ing our reach to communities beyond Vietnam. We are also proud that
DVAN has had a significant impact on the Vietnamese American literary
landscape by supporting the country’s leading internationally known
writers, many of whom in turn help us nurture emerging writers and
poets from the Vietnamese diaspora, spawning Vietnamese American
literature throughout the country. We are glad to have initiated and
incubated a women writers collective for seven years (She Who Has No
Masters). As with all of our programs, we are indeed mindful of being
inclusive of non-binary women and queer writers (we are now starting a
new small collective of Vietnamese American women writers and poets
in San Francisco called C6Em). That the writers of the 2023 DVAN writ-
ers residency in France (funded by the Luce Foundation) were invited
to create a special issue of McSweeney’s Quarterly Review for the 50th
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anniversary commemoration of the end of the Vietnam War is testament
to our ability to bring our marginal voices to the center.

We do what we do because we believe that literature is important
in shaping culture and society, yet it is the art form least supported by
funders and foundations. Readers (and viewers when books and stories
are made into films) tend to identify with the main characters of the
books they read. If they do not see themselves in literature, or only see
themselves as victims or as morally flawed, it impacts their identity in
negative ways, which in turn shapes their sense of belonging and self.

Barriers facing Viethamese American Writers and Poets
What are the specific barriers we keep on fighting day in and day out,
you may wonder? Indeed, little is understood about the many challenges
Vietnamese American writers face. First, let’s not forget Vietnamese
Americans are the fourth-largest Asian American group in the U.S. with
a population of 2.3 million, and we count as Americans. There are hun-
dreds of Vietnamese American writers in the U.S. However, with the
exception of just a few, Vietnamese American writers are, we repeat, still
largely invisible in mainstream American culture and society. This is not
an issue of merit alone, as mediocre white writers are published in large
numbers all the time. The barriers that prevent Vietnamese American
writers from being visible, and make our efforts to fight them so difficult,
include the following:

The outcome of the Vietham War.

In Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War, Viet Thanh
Nguyen argues that Vietnamese Americans are overshadowed by
Vietnam War narratives.! The narrow portrayal of Vietnamese and
Southeast Asians due to association with the Vietnam War in Hollywood
movies such as Platoon, Rambo, Apocalypse Now and Full Metal Jacket
creates a skewed lens that limits the diversity and depth of Southeast
Asian narratives and experiences, reinforcing the tendency to publish

1.. Viet Thanh Nguyen, Nothing Ever Dies: Vietnam and the Memory of War (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 2016).
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works centered around wartime tragedies from the perspective of U.S.
soldiers. As a result, Vietnamese are portrayed as victims (to be massacred
or raped) or as morally weak characters (corrupt government and army
officials, and as prostitutes).

Limited representation in the publishing industry.

Since the killing of George Floyd in 2020, academics and practitioners
are asking for greater accountability in the publishing industry, especially
for African Americans. Greater accountability is being demanded in
an industry that is generally both fairly liberal and 72.5% white.> This
is significant because the publishers decide what stories are published,
which creators get the extra sales or marketing push, and which books
get reviewed. It is not a coincidence that the canon of published books
from trade publishers is overwhelmingly white. For example, 198 out
of 220 books on the New York Times Bestseller List for fiction in 2020
were by white authors.? This poses an equity issue, since the U.S. is a
demographically diverse nation, with nearly four out of 10 Americans
identifying with a race or ethnic group other than white, according to a
recent U.S. Census,* and obviously many readers are therefore members
of large (and growing) minority populations.

Racial hierarchy among Asian Americans.
Ronald Takaki, Sucheng Chan, Erika Lee, Mae Ngai, and Catherine
Cenzia Choy have shown that the history of Asian Americans is

rooted in a long history of discriminatory policies and exclusion, such

2.. Elizabeth A. Harris, “In Literary Organizations, Diversity Disputes Keep Coming,” New
York Times, August 30th, 2021; “Where Is the Diversity in Publishing? The 2023 Diversity
Baseline Survey Results,” Lee & Low Books, February 28, 2024.

3. Richard Jean So and Gus Wezerek, “Just How White Is the Book Industry?” New York
Times, Dec. 11, 2020.

4. William Frey, “The nation is diversifying even faster than predicted, according to new
census data,”
Brookings Institution, https://www.brookings.edu/articles/

new-census-data-shows-the-nation-is-diversifying-even-faster-than-predicted/
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as immigration quotas and citizenship restrictions based on race.
Additionally, an issue that is seldom discussed is racial hierarchy among
Asian Americans. This is a complex issue that merits closer examination.
According to Monique Truong, author of The Book of Salt, “well into
the late 1990s, the landscape of Asian American literature still looked
very much as it did during the previous two decades: Chinese American,
Japanese American, and the rare South Asian American voices. The
demographics of Asian America had changed but the published voices
had not.” Critical Refugee Studies scholar Yen Le Espiritu has com-
pellingly argued that Southeast Asians in the United States face unique
challenges due to their refugee status, which forced them to leave their
countries. Despite these challenges, Southeast Asian Americans often
fall into the category of “model minority,”a stereotypical representation
inherent to the “Model Minority Myth” (“MMM?”) that glosses over
struggles and economic disparities among Asian Americans. The power
of the MMM stereotype contributes to Vietnamese American needs and
challenges being overlooked, not only in social support structures but
also in the realm of philanthropic giving.

Self-censorship:

This Is All I Choose To Tell: History and Hybridity in Vietnamese
American Literature makes the argument that Vietnamese American
writers grapple with a unique form of self-censorship deeply rooted
in a fear of exposing family issues. This self-censorship, especially for
those who identify as women, queer, or non-binary, often stems from
family and community pressures, and intersects with intergenerational
trauma. This inhibition, particularly concerning topics like domestic vio-
lence, perpetuates a cycle of silence and repression. This silence not only
obscures the true extent of the issue but also hinders efforts to address

and break free from the cycle of violence, perpetuating intergenerational

5. Barbara Tran, Monique Truong, and Khoi Luu, Watermark: Vietnamese American Poetry
& Prose, 25th Anniversary Edition, DVAN Imprint Series (Texas Tech University Press,
2023).
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trauma within the community.® In addition, the sense of being a minority
within a minority group is compounded by the overlay of U.S. empire’s
self-interested expectations of gratitude from refugees, a concept devel-
oped by scholar Mimi Nguyen in The Gift of Freedom: War, Debt, and
Other Refugee Passages,” which may also impact Vietnamese American
writers’ ability to write freely.® As Asian American writers John Okada,
spoken word artist Bao Phi, and Dao Strom explain in The Cleaving:
Vietnamese Whriters in the Diaspora (forthcoming from University of
California Press in 2025), the self-hate they felt while growing up due

to racism impacts their creativity.

Book bans

Books are under profound attack in the U.S. According to PEN America,
there were 1,477 individual book ban cases in fall 2022 alone. Of these
books, 30% center characters of color or discussions on race. In 2023,
123 bills were proposed in state legislatures to limit access to certain
books.” Educators are criminalized for not removing these books from
the classroom and libraries. These attacks undermine proactive dialogues
about diversity, equity, and inclusion, and pose a threat to democracy.
Efforts to ban books largely target titles concerning race and/or sexual
orientation. Anh Do’s WeirDo and Trung Le Nguyen’s The Magic Fish
are banned in PA, FL, TN, and TX.1°

Funding Inequity for BIPOC non-profit organizations

6. Isabelle Thuy Pelaud, This Is All I Choose To Tell: History and Hybridity in Vietnamese
American Literature (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2011).

7. Mimi Nguyen, The Gift of Freedom: War, Debt, and Other Refugee Passages (Durham,
NC: Duke University Press, 2012).

8.. We thank DVAN volunteer Christopher Pham for assisting us with this research.

9. “Book Bans,” PEN America, accessed March 28, 2024, https://pen.org/issue/
book-bans/; Louise Liu, “Banned: An Asian American Reading List of Banned Books
in 2023,” Medium, May 31, 2023, https://medium.com/advancing-justice-aajc/

banned-an-asian-american-reading-list-of-banned-books-in-2023-e718a7cfcaea.

10. Louise Liu, “Banned: An Asian American reading List of Banned Books in 2023.”
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DVAN is impacted by the fact that funders and grantmaking institutions
discriminate against BIPOC arts organizations that are fighting against
systemic racism. Researchers Holly Sidford and Alexis Frasz reported
that 60% of arts funding goes to 2% of cultural institutions and that
only 4% of arts funding goes to organizations with a mission to serve
communities of color." Sidford and Frasz also discovered arts fund-
ing inequity was increasing despite the growing focus on equity. Larger
organizations were receiving an ever-increasing share of the funding
pie while the proportion of funding for BIPOC-serving organizations
decreased, even as claims to equity funding increased a thousandfold."
In addition, AAPIP’s 2021 report reveals that foundation funding desig-
nated for AAPI communities amounts to a mere 0.20 percent of all U.S.
grantmaking. This figure is alarming considering the AAPI population
has increased by more than 200%, while overall philanthropic giving (in
total dollars) has also risen.”

The disparity in funding becomes even more pronounced for
Southeast Asian Americans. For the years 2017 and 2018, philanthropic
funding for Southeast Asian communities was nearly the lowest among
AAPI subgroups, on par with South Asian communities and only ahead
of Central Asians. Funding for East Asians stood at $28.1 million, almost
three times the $10.6 million allocated for Southeast Asians. Funding
for Native Americans and Pacific Islanders was more than double that
of Southeast Asians, with $24.1 million and $23.6 million, respectively.'*
These figures underscore a critical need to address the significant gaps in
support for Southeast Asian communities, acknowledging their unique

11. Holly Sidford and Alexis Frasz, Not Just Money: Equity Issues in Cultural Philanthropy,
Helicon Collaborative, 2017, https://heliconcollab.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/
NotJustMoney_Full_Report_July2017.pdf.

12. Ibid.

13.Asian Americans/Pacific Islanders in Philanthropy (AAPIP), Secking to Soar: Foundation
Funding for Asian American and Pacific Islander Communities, March 2021: https://aapip.
org/wp-content/uploads/2021/07/secking_to_soar_foundation_funding_for_aapi_commu-

nities_1.pdf.
14.1bid.

14



ISABELLE THUY PELAUD AND KATHY NGUYEN

challenges as refugees and the pressing discrepancy in philanthropic
funding. This issue not only calls for a reevaluation of funding priorities
but also for a deeper understanding and representation of the diverse
experiences within the AANHPI population. Small art BIPOC and
Southeast Asian-led organizations like DVAN have extreme difficulty
growing and sustaining themselves although they have the expertise,
experience and network, and make a significant impact on the commu-
nities they serve.

Finally, while a historic amount of aid poured into arts organizations
during the COVID-19 pandemic, a disproportionate amount concen-
trated on large institutional organizations. Larger organizations received
relief support while curtailing live programming as public events were
canceled during the pandemic. Small grassroots arts organizations like
DVAN received very little aid during the pandemic, yet continued to
work and serve their constituencies with the help of unpaid interns and
volunteers, further exacerbating existing disparities. The same can be said
for anti-Asian hate funding, which disproportionately went to larger and
more established Asian American organizations that tend to focus on
immigrants as opposed to refugees. Very few speak about this because
those who are affected by it, simply do not have a voice.

The new diaCRITICS magazine

For 15 years, diaCRITICS has been the only literary outlet focused on
highlighting Vietnamese and Southeast Asian diasporic arts and culture:
our stories in our voices. Since its inception in 2010, we have published
over 900 pieces by established and emerging writers and artists, which
have been read by tens of thousands of readers around the world. We are
publishing this limited edition of The Best of diaCRITICS as a compan-
ion gift to our S0th anniversary commemorative event, Stz// We Rise:
50 Years After the Vietnam War at the Sydney Golden Theater in San
Francisco on April 26, 2025. This inaugural print edition of the Best of
dia CRITICS marks the transition of diaCRITICS into a full-fledged
magazine with a standalone website and editions printed by our partner

15
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TTUP. To have dia CRITICS in print will significantly elevate the works
that we publish and the writers we promote. We will now have quarterly
issues focused on a particular theme that matters to the Vietnamese
and Southeast Asian diaspora. It will include reviews, interviews, fic-
tion, essays, and poetry by established writers, artists and academics, as
well as stunning images by professional photographers and artists. Each
piece will be carefully curated by a selection committee composed of
mostly volunteer academics and writers/artists. dia CRITICS will remain
accessible to new voices. We will continue to accept essays and creative
pieces by emerging writers and publish them on our website. With this
exciting revamp of diaCRITICS as a full fledged magazine we aim to
become “THE magazine for diasporic Vietnamese & Southeast Asian
literature & art.”

If you'd like to be part of this venture, you can do your part by sub-
scribing to diaCRITICS, reading it, talking to your network about
dia CRITICS, and leaving it on your coftee table. Whether you are a
business, organization or individual, you can become a sponsor, or sim-
ply donate. What we want with this magazine is for younger generations
to be proud of being Vietnamese.

16



Pay It Forward
by Thuy Dinh

(Fiction, 2024)

Today is Tuesday, and like Monday and Thursday, Mai comes home
right after school to help her mother out. Thién, the mother, has a job
babysitting Darren, Mrs. Morrissey’s one-year-old son, while also looking
after Mai’s fifteen-month-old brother. Ever since Mai’s father landed a
full-time job at the nearby auto plant, her mom has been home all by
herself during the day, saddled with childcare duties and many other
chores that must be done before her father comes home.

Thién depends on Mai for everything. The family has only been in
Rosemont for nine months since leaving Camp Pendleton in June 1975,
and while Mai’s English is not much better than her mother’s, being
the eldest, she is expected to be Thién’s translator and problem-solver
during most days.

Thién has been feeding Darren when Mai arrives home. A classic
Gerber baby with milky skin and apple cheeks, today Darren wears a
sailor outfit and, as usual, his high-top training shoes. Kelly Morrissey,
who sports a trench coat and works for a local travel agency, pays Thién
two dollars an hour, 25 hours a week, to take care of Darren. She tells
Thién that under no circumstances should Thién remove Darren’s shoes,
even when he’s bathed or put down for a nap. Minh, Mai’s father, is
mystified by Mrs. Morrissey’s directive. Americans are such a strange
breed! He says Darren must be a changeling with demon feet, but Thién
cuts him off, saying she respects Kelly’s request and it’s not good for
Minh to joke like that. Minh was a well-known writer in Vietnam, and
Thién often complains she doesn’t know when her husband is serious

17
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and when he’s fibbing.

Mai wants to be a writer like her father. The library at school is her
sanctuary, and she resents the days that she must rush home after school
to help her mother. She has just discovered a shelf labeled “Vietnam/
Southeast Asia” at the library, stocked with titles like 7he Quiet American,
The Ugly American, Advise and Consent, Where is Vietnam: American
Poets Respond to the War, and Fire in the Lake. There is so much to learn:
the reasons for her family’s arrival in the U.S., and the history of U.S.
involvement in Vietnam. At thirteen, Mai wants to squeeze the past,
present, and future into a shimmering ball of infinite knowledge. But
there’s still so much in the here and now—a sludge-filled impasse—that
she must learn to overcome.

Thién tells Mai their kitchen sink doesn’t drain, and since dinner must
be prepared soon and the dishes must be washed later, Mai needs to call
a thg dng nudec ASAP. Barely home and Mai is already stressed out. She
consults her well-worn, violet-cover Vietnamese-English dictionary—a
1968 edition by Nguyén vin Khon that she had tucked into her back-
pack moments before her family taxied to Tan Son Nhat Airport back
in April of last year. Thg 6ng nudc is plumber in English. Mai opens
the yellow pages, locates J.R. Plumbers and dials. But when a female
voice answers on the other end, Mai panics. She doesn’t have enough
words to explain the problem, “Erm ... a plumber please, kitchen sink
don’t work.” A stream of rapid words assaults her from the other end:
something something busy something something tomorrow morning.
Mai enunciates, “No, no, today, today must come.” But before she can
explain further, the woman hangs up.

Thién looks up from the dining table, hopeful. Darren has finished
eating, but now his face, ears, and hair are streaked bright orange and
mucus green with Gerber’s Harvest Peas and Turkey Dinner. Mrs.
Morrissey says it’s totally fine for Darren to look like a savage during
mealtime. Thién would always bathe Darren with Johnson’s strawberry
baby wash, still with his shoes on, after every meal. Meanwhile, Mai’s
brother Toan, who doesn’t talk yet but eats normal food like the rest

18
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of the family, would look on, his thumb in his mouth. Mai senses that
Toan is jealous of Darren and doesn’t understand why the giant white
baby is taking up most of his mother’s attention. Sucking hard on his
red, callused thumb is Toan’s only sign of stress.

Mai doesn’t know what to tell Thién about her phone call to J.R.
Plumbers. Their new life in this Virginia suburbs reminds her of con-
ger eels—squirmy and slippery moments that are hard to grasp. From
what she has seen on nightly TV shows, American-style disasters always
seem so emphatic, with things exploding or people yelling at each other,
but here, in this house, she experiences the daily unknowable in restive
silence. Each member of her family is walled off in mutual protection, as
if the rice-scented, fish-sauce-infused walls of their home are cloistering
each from the others as well as the rest of the world.

There’s a knock on the door. Thién claps her hands saying it must be
the plumber. Mai hesitates. She comes to the door and opens just a crack.
An older man in a fedora and three-piece wool suit stands on the front
stoop, a large metal suitcase in his right hand. He smiles and says hello.
With plump Darren on her hip, Thién marches to the door, pulling it
wide open, saying in Vietnamese she’s so grateful the plumber came so
soon. The man seems confused but keeps smiling as he steps inside. He
sets his hat on the plastic-covered sofa, his suitcase down by the shag
carpet, and looks from Thién to Mai.

After amoment he extends his hand toward Thién, “My name is Paul.
Very nice to meet you.”

Thién shakes Paul’s hand but looks over to Mai. The daughter feels
she has no choice but to go along with the script, “The sink, can you
fix? Water no drain.”

Paul grins blankly, but very quickly he responds, “Of course. The
sink. Let’s take a look.” He follows Mai briskly into the kitchen. Thién
wonders aloud why the man doesn’t bring his suitcase with him to fix
the sink but Mai ignores her. There’s so much going on she can barely
breathe.

Paul checks the sink, tells Mai to boil some water in a kettle, then

19



PAY IT FORWARD

points to the pantry and asks if she has any vinegar and baking soda. He
quickly dissolves the baking soda in the vinegar and pours the mixture
down the drain, following this procedure with boiling water. After a
short while, he turns on the sink faucet. The gurgling sound of water
flowing unobstructed down the P-trap confirms that Paul has fixed the
problem. He strides into the living room, picks up his hat and suitcase,
and takes leave by tipping his hat lightly to mother and daughter. Thién
tries to offer Paul payment but he gives her a quick wave, saying as he

'”

exits, “Pay it forward!” Neither mother nor daughter understands what
he means.

Afterward Mai confesses to Thién her failed phone call to J.R.
Plumbers and her suspicion that Paul is a traveling salesman who hap-
pens to show up at the very moment when they need a plumber. Mai
has no idea what Paul sells in his suitcase.

Three years later when Mai has to read Death of a Salesman for junior
English class, she conflates Paul with Willy Loman, thinking if Willy
Loman ever meets a refugee family during his lonely travels along the

East Coast, then the ending of the play may be quite different.

20



The Piano Movement
by BeBe Khué Jacobs

(Memoir, 2022)

In 1980, the name Ding Thdi Son was everywhere: on the lips of the
ladies at the market, in the newspapers I saved from food wrappings, on
the nightly news, and blaring from our neighborhood loudspeakers. He
even made it to our dinner table. B6 said, “Ding Thdi Son — what an
accomplishment to win the International Chopin Competition.”

“I'hope they won’t put him into re-education camp when he returns,”
Great Uncle responded. It was one of the rare nights that Noi’s younger
brother wasn’t too drunk to make it to our dinner table.

“Dang Thii Son is the country’s new hero. A shining star for
Communist Vietnam,” N6i responded.

Great Uncle pursed his lips at N6i and said, “Playing the piano is
bourgeois. Owning a piano is bourgeois. Doing anything remotely
related to culture and art is bourgeois. They would prefer you do noth-
ing. Just be a waste of time and space and be nothing.”

“But this is a big accomplishment for Vietnam,” B6 continued.

“Ah! You forgot already! The biggest accomplishment was kicking
the Americans out.” Great Uncle motioned his index finger toward the
front door.

In 1980, I had been out of school for two years. The government
had taken our h¢ khiuliii] when we applied to immigrate to America.
Mi[iv] managed to keep us in school for a while after the Communist
took over, but by 1978 the government finally caught up to us and we
couldn’t go to school anymore. In the beginning, I didn’t mind not going
and didn’t ask any questions. But two years later, I missed it. Maybe that
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was why I became interested in the piano. I thought, if they wanted to
put Ding Thdi Son into a re-education camp, then it must be a good
camp because he would get some sort of education.

I was bored at home and had to devise activities to pass the time.
My sibling and I were kept pad-locked behind the thick iron gate of
our house because the neighbors might be watching and report our
wrongdoings or not wrongdoings to the local police. So, I prepared a
few options:

Spying on my brothers playing their war games. May join them if
they let me.

Torturing my little sister, Ut, by making her play “school.” Of course,
I was the teacher, and she, the unwilling student.

If T was lucky, I might get a story from Noi. She was an excellent
storyteller. My favorites were the French stories with the Musketeers.

Maybe, just maybe, I could add a fourth option: Learning how to
play the piano.

Even back then, I knew that in our family, decision-making had an
order and authority that was similar to the Communist Party. A decision
would pass from one adult to the next, then up to a higher command,
then back down to the second in command, and then, once approved,
return to the first for the final approval. By the time this process was
done, I would forget what I wanted in the first place. To help me figure
this out, I drew a decision tree with some branches and wrote down M4,
B6, and Noéi in different orders.

I'decided to approach M first. I mapped out that she would refer me
to Bo. Then B6 would say, “Ask grandma.” And Noi would respond,
“I'm really not the person to make decisions about your education and
it’s really up to your parents.” So, I then started the process over again,
but this time, I started with B& first hoping that my luck would change.
I'had alot of time on my hands to experiment.

With my decision tree in hand, I was ready to face the institution. I
choose my words carefully: “M4, do you think maybe piano would be

interesting?”
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«

I didn’t use the word “want” because we shouldn’t “want” anything
for ourselves. It would be selfish. If T used the word “want,” it should
be “wanting something for the whole family.” I chose “interesting”
instead of “fun.” With the famine, hardship, and loss of everything we
had, we shouldn’t have “fun” or even want to have “fun.” But maybe
my word choices were too careful. She gave me a puzzled look, said,

p)

“Hmm . ..” and walked away. She didn’t even send me to talk to Bo.
Defeated, I imagined that my vague question disappeared as soon as the
next thought entered her mind. I returned to mentally filling days upon
days of emptiness.

Then one afternoon M4 said, “Tomorrow, I will take you to have your
first piano lesson.” Surprise and excitement filled my chest. Then M4
said, “But on one condition.” My heart fell into a deep dark well. Would
she make me bring Ut to the lessons or would I be stuck washing all the
dishes from now on? I hated washing dishes. One of those days that I had
to wash so many dishes, I pretended to break a few bowls by accident. I
made sure they were old ones. M4 was so mad that I was banned from
touching the dishes for days but that only lasted a week before she put
me back on dishwashing again.

I closed my eyes waiting for the verdict. “If you take piano lessons,”
M4 continued, “You have to stick with it and not give up.” I couldn’t
believe it. Was that it? Relieved, I opened one eye first and peeked to
make sure that she was not joking. That was it? That was easy. I cheer-
tully replied, “Da, M4. I promise.”

On the day of my first lesson, I rose early and wore my favorite blue
dress that B6 had brought from America. I washed my hands twice to get
the dirt out from under my fingernails. I wanted clean hands to touch
the piano. M4 took me on our old rusty orange bicycle. We rode past
Tan Dinh church, which was next to my old elementary school, truong
Thién Phudc. Or was it trudng Hai Ba Trung? The names of streets,
schools and buildings kept changing to make them sound more com-
munist. Pudng Ty Do, Freedom Street, became Dong Khai, a united
front to fight the Americans. Caravelle Hotel changed to khdch san Déc
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Lip, Independence Hotel, to erase the legacy of French colonization.

M4 stopped in the courtyard where I had attended first and second
grade. But unlike the noisy schoolyard I remembered, on this Saturday,
it was empty and quiet. I was confused. Was piano school the same as
regular school? M4 led me through the yard to a tall steel gate and a sign
that said Cam khéng vao! My teachers had warned us not to enter this
gate, and I had imagined horrible things would happen if we crossed.
Without hesitation, M4 pushed the gate open and walked in. Was M4
breaking the law?

Beyond the gate was a sunlit barren concrete courtyard. Through
the glare of the sun, I could make out a series of rooms at the other end.
They were hidden in the shade behind a row of mustard-colored arches
supporting a deteriorating terra-cotta roof. As we got closer, the rooms
became even darker.

M4 and I passed the arches and arrived at the first doorway. Peering
into the darkness, I saw a white triangle on top of another longer white
triangle floating slowly toward us. Moving closer to the light, within the
top triangle emerged a small long face—it was a nun walking toward
us. Dread and fear strangled my excitement. I was so excited to learn
the piano, but I dreaded that it could be from a nun. I grew up hearing
scary corporal punishment stories of nuns firmly wielding the wooden
rulers — a lot of red, swollen, and even bleeding hands. I closed my eyes
and prayed to God that the nuns wouldn’t be my teacher.

The room contained three pianos, each in a different corner of
the room. Paralyzed by fear and confusion, I missed the conversation
between M4 and the nun until M4 nudged me and said, “I will come
back to pick you up in an hour.”

What I wanted to say was, “Wait! Is this nun my teacher? How come
you’re not staying? I don’t want to be here by myself!” Instead, I just
nodded and said, “Da, M4. I will see you soon.”

“Come back.” A faint voice called out from the back of the room. I
got up and followed towards the far side. My eyes adjusted to the dark-
ness. The space widened, deepened and felt colder and colder with each
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step. I saw a small figure of white floating toward me. A cold breeze swept
through like someone just slammed the door, and the air broke with a
sharp, “Come here, child! Where are you going?” I turned. Behind me
was a body draped in a curtain of white with a black outline. It looked
like the keys of the piano were draped over her collar and the trim of her
white headdress.

She was not very tall. She had no ears and no visible hair. They were
hidden behind the black and white head-cloth that hung to the middle
of her back. A shiny silver cross dangled below her stiff black collar. She
had a big tall nose that filled most of her face. She had wrinkled eyes
and wrinkled hands, but not as wrinkled as Noi. She also was skinny
and shrunk with her habit hungloosely around her. I nicknamed her ba
Nhin Nheo Rut Rit Rut Rit, wrinkly and small . . . Shrinkly!

“Show me your hands,” Shrinkly demanded. I offered my hands palms
up, dreading that she might start the lesson by hitting me with a ruler.
She peered at them and moved with her index finger in a circle. I nodded
and presented the other side. I was glad T had washed them. “Good. Make
sure you come to class with clean hands.”

Shrinkly pointed to the chair and table next to the piano and asked
me to sit down. The tabletop had a white strip of paper taped on it. On
the paper was a hand-drawn copy of the piano keys. Why was she making
me sit down here on this table with this fake piano when there were three
empty pianos to use? I obediently sat down. She walked behind me, lifted
my right elbow, and dropped my hand onto the table. She then took my
thumb and dragged it to a white space between two black lines. She said,
“Do,” and asked me to repeat after her. I murmured, “Do.”

Shrinkly shook her head, “You must sing louder and listen carefully
to get the right tone.” Her voice had a deep vibration as if she had drunk
too much coffee and there was a hard candy stuck in the middle of her
throat. I took a deep breath and exhaled “Do” as loud as I could. She
nodded approvingly. Using her index finger, she pushed my right index
finger onto the adjacent white space. She sang, “Re,” and I repeated,
“Re.” She did the same for the next three fingers on my right hand,
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“Mi,” “Fa,” “Sol.”

Then from the stack of books above the piano, Shrinkly pulled a thin
pink book. She pointed to the cover Méthode Rose and said, “Your mom
will need to get you this book. For now, you can borrow this until you
get your own.” She opened the first page. There was a cute fluffy white
cat with a giant red bow on its neck standing with its paws pressed down
on the white piano keys. Shrinkly pointed to the four lines with the black
circle nestled between two lines on the second row and told me that it
was “Do.” She then showed me the rest of the notes and their position
on the page. A few rounds and I got the notes down.

She lifted my left hand and dropped it onto the table, but instead of
my left thumb, she moved my left pinkie to a white key and said, “Do.”
We went back and forth between the left and right hand, having me play
Do, Re, Mi, Fa, Sol, Fa, Mi, Re, Do at least ten times. Satisfied that I
had mastered this simple routine, she said, “Now do it with both hands.
This means you will start with your left pinky and your right thumb at
the same time on ‘Do.””

I'looked at the now-familiar paper keys and felt confident to take on
this new challenge. The right hand was easy, and the left wasn’t too bad. I
lifted both hands and placed the left pinky and right thumb on the white
note in front of the two black keys. I started “Do,” but both my thumbs
went down instead of my pinky and thumb. I lifted both my hands to
figure out what had just happened. Annoyed, I stuck my left thumb to
the side of my index finger and pulled my left pinky up, ready to follow
orders. Again, trying to play “Do,” both thumbs went down while my
left pinky was still left wavering in the air. Determined, I tucked my left
thumb in the underside of my palm and this time forced my left pinky
to go down first, then my right thumb following “Do.” There, I did it!

With intense concentration, I willed each finger from both hands to
follow my commands “Do,” “Re,” “Mi,” “Fa,” “Sol,” “Fa,” “Mi,” “Re,”
“Do.” Shrinkly left me there to practice this scale and she disappeared
to the back of the room.

Bang, bang, tap, tap, the tips of my fingers carefully placed on the flat
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table surface between the band of white spaces and black lines. I liked
“Mi” the best because it used the middle finger on both hands. “Do” and
“Sol” were the hardest. Then the occasional unruly “Fa” and “Re” mix
themselves up. It was not me who made the mistakes but the stubborn
fingers themselves. They simply could not follow my clear directions. It
seemed like I was on the saddle taming ten wild horses.

With the fingers settling into a rhythm, it freed my mind and eyes
to quickly scan the room. Next to my table was a real piano with sleek
black and white keys. I wondered how they would feel or sound when
I pressed on them. Would they be heavy or light? I imagined their cool,
smooth, and silky surfaces—so much for me washing my hands twice
this morning. They certainly won’t sound like what I was humming in
my head.

I tried to picture the mechanics inside this magical wooden box. What
went on inside? What created the sound if I pressed the keys? Was there
a tiny little person plugging or pounding something every time a key was
hit? Did he or she run back and forth between the right hand and the
left hand or were there two little people, one for the right and one for
the left hand, dancing and singing out the notes when pressed the keys.
The Méthode Rose book had cats pressing on the piano keys, but I was
smart enough to know that there weren’t cats inside the piano, maybe
rats, but definitely not cats.

My fingers tapped the unforgiving rigid wooden table, playing the
five-note concerto. I transformed my clumsy fingers into an international
prize-winning piano prodigy playing to an audience of ghostly white
nuns floating around my corner. I searched for the white figure from
earlier and felt a cool breeze gently brush my little fingers.

“Why aren’t you singing the notes?” snapped me back to the dark
room, to life under the Communists, and to the scary nun, hands on
her hips, head cocked to one side. Shrinkly demanded a choir to my
five-note concerto.

I opened my mouth. Notes floated up like bubbles from a fish.
Opened and closed, I mouthed the notes like a fish out of water gasping
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for air, tdp tép ... tép tép . ...

Tongue clicking sounds interrupted my gasp for air. The forceful
string of “No! No! No! No . .. ” delivered with head shakes and fin-
ger-wagging like the tail of an excited dog in front of a giant pile of bones.
“Not in tune. Not the right note.” A quick pause then, “Notit. Not the
tones.” Shrinkly inhaled deeply, “Listen for the tone. Mi, not mi or mi.”
Her hands delivered these words like an important speech, “It’s mi here
in the middle,” with fingers spreading wide to spew venom.

How many wrong things can I collect in one day? Were all new stu-
dents like this or was it just me? Was I that bad? I knew thatI wasn’ta
good student, but I thought I was better after a two years break or was
I just out of practice with learning. I would never be good at anything.
Just like my family said, “Girls are never good at anything.”

I wished that there were other students in this room learning so I
could see if others would get yelled at like I was. I didn’t want to get
kicked out after the first lesson. That would be so shameful for my family.
“Concentrate! Focus!” I verbally beat it into my head, “Work harder!
Make it better!” I resigned that God had abandoned me. God didn’t
answer my prayer and, instead, had given me Shrinkly as my teacher.

I started to hear a “Yes. That’s it!” but then followed immediately by,
“No! No!” At least it was two “Noes” this time and not four.

Intense dread overpowered my excitement of learning music and
piano. I felt triple stuck; with Shrinkly as my piano teacher, in this
dark room with pianos I couldn’t touch, on top of it all, being stuck in
Communist Vietnam where I couldn’t go to school. Would I be here
learning the piano in this room until we leave Vietnam? I just had my first
lesson. Had I even been accepted as a student? I wanted to be accepted.
I learned a lot today and, at times, it was fun especially when I finally
tamed my wild fingers. Why didn’t she let me play on the actual piano?
I wouldn’t need to do the stupid humming if I played on the piano. I
must try to get myself to the piano. But the tone or tune or notes that
she wanted me to hum along was confusing. So much yelling so many
“Noes.” I was uncertain if I wanted to be accepted as a student and also
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unsure about wanting to learn the piano.

I closed my eyes, concentrated, and prayed again, “Please God, come
and save me.”

I heard the faint clicking of a bicycle wheel. It was getting louder and
louder, followed by the clip clop echo of a familiar gudc gb smacking
the tiles. No, God did not answer my prayers today. M4 did. M4 arrived
in time to save me.
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My Father and the River
by Y-Danair Niehrah

(Fiction, 2023)

My father always called the rivers by Buon Ale the purest water on Earth.
The water flowed from the mountains in the west, down to the Srepok
River that bordered Cambodia, forking into Ea Tam which rushed
between evergreens that swayed like war banners in monsoon rain. We
were going to row them to Ea Tam together soon, he'd say. I looked
down. I was young enough to believe him then.

The river shimmered beneath the sun like gemstones, the sun began
to set and I froze. A fear of heights was something the Buén Ma Hduok
boys conquered when they were younger than me. I brought my knees
closer to my chest and looked over the edge, my stomach tingling. Their
jeers grew louder.

“Don’t worry about them,” Yohan said, climbing up the rocks. Yohan
had broad shoulders and stood a head taller than most his age. He placed
my clothes on the rock beside me and nudged his head toward them.
“They’re just messing with you.”

I'looked away. It was easy for him to say. He grew up like the other
kids—sitting on the backs of buffalos and swimming with river leeches.
To them, I was the city boy. Spent most of my life in school in Buén Ma
Thuot. Yohan used to tease until he started to spend more time with the
older boys training with Mike Force. He was thirteen, six years my elder,
and like an older brother. He taught me how to shoot crossbows and
place snares for rabbits—but I couldn’t explain to him why I felt scared
to jump into the water, even if it was so pure. I imagined myself slipping
from the rock, plunging down below. I took a deep breath.
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“Let’s just go swim?” he said. The cheers and hollers continued. Some
of the kids had taken to swimming or firing stones into the trees with
slingshots. I wondered if they had forgotten about me up there, a bronze
dot in the forest. I tried to still my legs from shaking. Even with Yohan
there, I felt alone.

“Luin!”

Yohan and I'jolted up to the sound of my father’s booming voice.

I followed my father down the cliff and jagged rocks, skipping to match
his stride. The sun had dipped below the treetops and the air shifted to a
muggy, calming cool when we reached a small riverbank beside Ea Tam,
sand and dirt sloping smoothly into the mountain water.

“Are we going fishing?” I asked him.

My father shook his head. “Let’s talk, okay?”

We'd come to this riverbank a few times with Yohan and his par-
ents—sometimes with village boys. Almost every time we'd come here,
we’d wade into the river and catch the fish that would bottleneck near
the bank. The few other times, some of the kids from Bu6n Ma Hdouk
would bathe or swim under the sun or moon, screeching and hollering
louder than wild animals.

But never had I been here with my father. We sat down in the dirt
and sand, him sinking into the ground up to his ankles.

“You’re sinking!” I laughed.

He managed to chuckle and patted his round belly.

The water swished against the rocks and bank. The sun was finishing
its descent, painting the sky a red-orange that turned fluttering birds into
black paint on the horizon. Insects danced and buzzed over the water,
fleeing from hungry, croaking frogs. Fish weaved in and out between
the river rocks, scales glimmering. I squeezed my knees to my chest and
looked at my father.

He gazed over the water as if searching for beauty—blossoming
orchids or gibbons swinging from low branches.
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“I'm sorry we haven’t spent much time together these last few weeks.”
He grabbed a stone nearby and threw it into the river. It skidded across
the surface twice, then sunk.

“It’s ok,” I said.

“Your mother hasn’t told you everything.”

“She told me they took you to jail,” I said. “For helping ... Bajaraka?”
I recited those words the same way my mother did every other week when
I had asked when my father was coming home. He had only been back
in the village for a few weeks—at this point, prison may have seemed
more like home. I was barely three when he was taken away by shouting
men who held guns to my mother’s head and tore our home inside and
out looking for documents. Now he was back, four years later, trying
to pick up where he left off. The difference was that I was older and full
of questions.

“She’s right. We aren’t in a good place right now.”

I turned to him, but he was still looking out over the treetops. “Why?”

“Lot of fighting going on—" he paused. “I just want you to know
that every second I'm gone, it’s to make this country a better place for
you to grow up in.”

I wanted to pull myself closer to him, but instead I sat still, stealing
glances at my father as he looked over the river and trees. I grabbed a
stone and skipped it over the water.

“So, are the Vietnamese bad?” I asked.

My father quickly said, “No—no Luin. No.”

“But they took you to jail—and we’re not bad.”

He sighed. “It’s complicated. Over time, your mother will have to
explain more and more. But Luin—" and he looked at me, “What’s
important is that you do not hold hate in your heart for anyone.”

Now, the river bubbled and flowed against the rocks, splashing on
the riverbank.

“Be patient,” he said, as if he could hear my thoughts. “You need to
understand what I’'m about to say, okay?”

I nodded.
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“Our people aren’t accepted right now, Luin. But you must not hate
them for it. That’s not what we do. We love and we will fight to grow
this country together, not apart.”

Midway through his sentence, my eyes darted to the river and a fish
leapt out and back in, splashing with the current. My head moved with
the fish as it swam out of sight.

“Pay attention,” he said, snapping me out of my fixation. “You have
to understand.”

I paused. “Why?”

I wondered then if he even wanted to fish with me or take me hunting
under the jungle canopy for rabbits or monkeys—teach me to handle
wild boars or dogs. My name was lost among stories of prison or the
resistance, our time shredded from his daily meetings and travels.

My father picked up a river stone and gripped it hard enough with
the tips of his fingers that his nail beds were white.

“I'm leaving tomorrow morning,” he said. “To Budn Sarpa.”

We had a few relatives out near Buén Sarpa. My mother would always
say we'd visit them soon when things were better. The way she described
it always made it seem like it was mountains away.

“Can I come with you?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. Maybe in a few months when things
are sorted out.”

“But you just came back,” I said. “You just came back.”

“It won’t be long, Luin, I promise—okay?”

“You just came back and we haven’t even spent a whole day together!”

He cleared his throat again and grabbed my shoulder. “I promise, it
won’t be long. Soon you can visit.”

I crossed my arms. “Does Mom know?”

He nodded. “Let’s get back home. She’ll kill me if we miss dinner.”

We made our way back to the village in silence. We passed evergreens,
flowers whose colors were muted by the blue of the coming moon—the
only noise being the rumbling of the river that followed us home.
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Budn Ale was one of the larger villages on the outskirts of Buén Ma
Thudt, crowded with foot traffic. Some people were passing through to
head to Buén Ma Thuot, others were village folk. Longhouses and mod-
ern French villas stood together in the mixed suburb. The longhouses
were built from bamboo and logs and straw, with steep wooden steps to
climb that opened to a large space where families congregated in. Many
of the French homes on the east side of the village were occupied by
missionaries, some French, and more recently, Americans. Some richer
families had jeeps or trucks parked outside of their homes. Others had
motorcycles and bicycles standing against the wooden stilts of long-
houses or propped up on the front porches. Villagers greeted us on the
way in, some trying to strike up serious conversations with my father,
but he waved them off and shook his head, and told them he'd catch up
with them soon.

Our home sat two stories tall, tinted a dark beige. My father’s motor-
cycle leaned against the building under the living room window on the
outside. He'd take it in and out of the city but recently started saying
the tires would give out soon if he kept putting on weight. To my sur-
prise, a forest green jeep with large, thick tires sat in the front yard. An
American flag stuck up from the right front bumper, and a spare tire
rested on the back.

“Who’s here?” I asked.

“A friend.” My father walked through the front door and I followed.

Our home smelled strongly of fried fish and onion. Black and white
pictures hung on the hallway walls. Some from when I was born—ami
always marveled at how fat a baby I had been. Plants filled every corner
of the house, some as tall as the walls themselves, others resting gently on
a windowsill. Besides weaving and selling clothing, my mother worked
on gardening and selling plants most days so she was good at keeping her
greens alive—she would tell me that my father, on the other hand, would
never water plants and he'd wonder why they shriveled up and died. A
few pots had errant flowers or smooth stones from the river resting beside

34



Y-DANAIR NIEHRAH

the plants that I'd bring home from the forest. Mother even used to keep
weeds if I thought they were something special. She loved orchids and
kept some in my father’s office despite his protests. He’d complain they
made his allergies flare up, but he confided to me the other week that he
didn’tlike how the flowers took away from the scent of the leather chair
he had had since before I was born.

My father went down the hall to his office and I heard two muffled
voices through the wall as I slipped into the kitchen. It was a small room
and looked even smaller when my mother had plates and pots strewn
over the counters and table.

She was hunched over the stove, stirring djam trong with a wooden
spoon. I didn’t like the way my mother made it—she’d mix too much
spinach with the eggplant and half the time, it was a battle to not spit it
out. Regardless, it was as much of a staple in our diet as coftee. Fried fish
sat on a paper-towel-covered plate to soak up the oil. She wore a stained,
off-white apron like armor.

“Hi, ami,” I said and sat on a stool next to the counter.

“What took you two so long?” my mother said. She glanced out into
the living room. “Your dad is in trouble—making me reheat all of this.
And the fish is all cold now.”

“We were at the river,” I said, grabbing a small eggplant from a wicker
basket and spinning it around on the countertop. “He told me he’s going
to Buon Sarpa.”

“Luin, put that back,” she said. I returned it to the counter and she
added, “I know. You have to understand that your father is doing the
best he can.”

“Iknow,” I'said. “Do you think I could go, too?”

“School starts soon, you know that.” My mother turned around and
set the spoon down on a small rag. She forced a smile, which she was
much better at than my father, wrinkling the skin around her baggy
eyes. “He loves you.”

“I'know,” I repeated.

My father and his friend walked into the kitchen. His friend towered

35



MY FATHER AND THE RIVER

a head above my father but was twice as skinny. He was cleanly shaven
with dark brown hair and had green eyes that matched his uniform with
decorative pins against his jacket. When he walked, his shoes thudded
against our wooden floorboards like thunder.

“Luin, this is Lieutenant Ashford,” my father said.

I fidgeted around in the chair and the man stuck his hand out at me.

“Your father told me a lot about you,” he said in broken French. We
shook hands—smaller than my father’s, but he gripped with a com-
manding force.

“He and I will be going to Bu6n Sarpa together,” my father said to me.

“Where is your green beret?” I asked.

“Smart kid.” The man grinned at my father.

“Smartest one in his class,” my mother said.

“Is that so?” the man said. “Now, Luin, I don’t have a green beret
with me today but—” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a large
silver coin. He nudged toward my hand and I stuck it out. He plopped
the coin down onto my palm and smiled. “I brought this coin—it’s all
yours. Keep it.”

I flipped the coin between my fingers, feeling the grooves in the metal.
On onesside, there was a chubby man with long, flowing hair like mine—
though the top of his head was bald like my father’s—and on the other
side, a large bell.

“That’s Benjamin Franklin,” he said. “And that’s the liberty bell. Keep
it, keep it.”

I grinned and looked up at him. “Can I come to Buén Sarpa with
you and Dad?”

My mother sucked her teeth. “Luin, say thank you.”

“Thank you,” I mimicked, and put the coin in my pocket.

He and my father exchanged impassive looks, and the man said, “You
need to stay here and be the man of the house while your father is gone.”

“He’s right, Luin,” my father said. “When I am gone you have to pro-
tect the village—but remember, you still have to listen to your mother.”

I expected my mother to laugh, but instead, she turned back around
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to move the pot of djam trong off the heat.

The man turned to my father and said, “Got everything ready to go?”
My father nodded.

“I do,” he said.

“I thought you were leaving tomorrow,” I said. “You said earlier you
were going to leave tomorrow.”

“Not staying for dinner either?” My mother asked, crossing her arms
and leaning against the counter.

“They need us down there in the morning,” my father said. “We
should leave here soon.”

I'looked at my father, but he just stared at my mother until his gaze
dropped to the floor. Soon, he retreated to his room and brought down
alarge suitcase. He said something to Mr. Ashford, and the man walked
outside.

I remember this the way I remember killing my first boar—as vividly
as the day Yohan told me he killed his first man.

Mother put her hands on the counter and barely turned when my
father came to kiss her on the cheek to say goodbye. Said her name in a
hushed whisper, and she reluctantly kissed him back.

“I’ll let you know when it’s a good time for you both to visit.”

She nodded before nudging her head toward me.

When he turned to me, I hopped off the stool to hug him and my
chest grew tight as if T had leapt from the top of that same cliff and was
plunging down into a bottomless river. I wrapped my arms around his
big belly and he wrapped his arms around me.

“Besafe ... and keep your mother safe, alright?” he said. “I won’tbe
gone long. I promise. When you visit, you might even be able to shoot
some guns with the other boys.”

I managed to smile and told him, “You have to keep your promise.”

He let go and knelt down so that looked me in the eyes.

“If you miss me, think of mountain water.” His voice shook. “I'll be
on the other side of the Srepok and there will be nothing I want more
than to come back here and row out onto Ea Tam with you.”
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I nodded and grinned. “And teach me how to skip stones.”

“And catch more fish than Yohan.” He winked and smiled, hugged
me one more time, and kissed me long on my forehead. When he stood,
my mother wrapped her arms around him and they kissed.

I watched him walk down the hallway, seeming to stop at each picture
on the wall for a moment and the potted plants along the way. I won-
dered what it would be like to go with him. To walk barefoot through
the thick jungle down south and to row a boat together through the
Srepok River, so wide I wouldn’t dare try to swim. I wanted to yell at
him, scream and tell him to take a picture of me and mom against her
blossoming plants with the pots brimming with forest flowers and river
stones.

Instead, he slowly walked out the front door and gently pushed it
shut.

My mother sat down and pulled me up onto her lap. We listened
together. Heard the roar of the American jeep as it came to life, and
smelled the gasoline as it shot through the air. We sat still to the whirr
and sputtering as the noise became quieter and quieter, until finally, all
that was left was the chirping of crickets, the pale blue of moonlight
through the windows, and the scent of cold, fried fish.
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by Bao Nguyen

(Fiction, 2016)

He saw the flash. It was very bright. But because it was so small and
short-lived, it was imperceptible to his colleague standing a few yards
away. The companion was squinting in his direction, one hand cupped
overhead in defense against the blazing midday sun, tracking each careful
and deliberate step along the path they had mapped out yesterday. It led
toward a batch of little triangular orange flags rising a few inches above
the dirt. From a distance, it almost looked like a bed of flowers.

He immediately recognized the glimmer for what it was. It came to life
right when his left boot touched down three feet away from the nearest
waving plastic blossom. The spark resembled those seen in animations
showing how neurons work. They’re often depicted as bright electrical
signals propagating along thin strands of nerve cells. One of their major
functions is to pass along information when the senses are stimulated
to create or recall memories.

Here, the spark made its way from the ground to the corner of his
eye and snaked toward his visual cortex, down a neural pathway that
was built nine years ago when he began working on a project to clear
unexploded ordnance, or UXO, left over from the war. He had first seen
it in the training videos and then very clearly in person at the disposal
operations, where discovered munitions are gathered and deliberately
destroyed by allowing them carry out their sole purpose: blowing up.
He was never able to describe the spark to another person, but he always
knew exactly what it looked like.

The chain reaction in his brain continued, hitting replay on one
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particular footage. It showed a series of B-52s releasing torrents of bombs
that seemed to go on forever. It was called carpet bombing. His high
school history teacher had told him that more ordnance was dropped
on his province than was dropped on all of Germany during World War
II. He didn’t quite know how big Germany was so he looked it up later
that day and found out just how minuscule his world was. In later train-
ing sessions, he learned that millions of those bombs and rockets and
mortar shells never blew up and that they still contaminate over 80% of
the region.

Along with the videos, he received hands-on training from interna-
tional experts in the detection, removal, and disposal of UXO. He didn’t
know there was such variety to them, ranging from hand grenades to
projectiles as big as cars that were fired from warships miles offshore. One
particular type, called cluster bombs, was especially interesting to him.

The cluster refers to the 600 or so bomblets that are packed into a
larger delivery pod. Before reaching its intended target, the pod opens
in midair and showers the ground in hundreds of orange-sized metal
balls, which then burst into thousands of pieces of shrapnel. They were
indiscriminate, tearing into anything in their way, be it enemies or civil-
ians. He remembered hearing the word “motherload” and scoffing. He
didn’t think there was anything maternal about them.

He was one of the first recruits on the team but he quickly became
adept at his job and, in a few years, was promoted to be the team leader.
His regular work was to survey and decontaminate areas for future devel-
opment. Once in a while, he would receive a call that a farmer or a child
had found “something” in the fields where they work and play. He would
assemble his team and go out to investigate. The routine was deceptively
simple when he explained it: expose, identify, remove.

The flash he saw was gone in an instant, but by then, the earth in
front of him was already airborne, hurling spears of dirt and gravel in
all directions. It was another image that had been seared into his mind
after conducting so many disposal operations. But he had never been
this close to it.
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A fraction of a second later, after the initial shockwave had already
rippled through his body, the first clumps of dirt touched his sweaty skin
and entered his eyes and nostrils. This, too, was intimately familiar to
him. He knew the soil of his province like he knew how to breathe. In
fact, his lungs probably contained a good amount of it from the many
times when, like an anthropologist excavating ancient burial grounds, he
got down on his knees and, with a brush, or sometimes his own steady
fingers, gently swept away the dirt to uncover what lay beneath. He
would then look for clues to determine whether it was safe to be physi-
cally removed or if it needed to be disposed of on site.

Back then, it made him feel good to know his community and his peo-
ple were a little safer after each operation. He kept stacks of educational
pamphlets from his organization, to pass out to the farmers and children
in nearby villages. The pamphlets included pictures of maimed bodies
and amputated limbs as a warning against UXO. Over 40,000 people had
been killed, it said, and many more injured. He wished bombs were made
with these warnings on them, like the pictures of blackened lungs on the
cigarette carton in his shirt pocket. Maybe the kids wouldn’t play with
them. He wondered if that would really work anyway. It didn’t stop him.

When his own children started asking about his job, he didn’t really
want to tell them. Instead he showed them the protective equipment he
has to wear. It consisted of heavy kevlar plates covering his torso and legs
and a helmet with a large plastic face shield. He would put on the beige
colored suit and helmet, holding the metal detector to look like one of
the Ghostbusters, and he told his kids that he catches ghosts and gets
rid of them so people can live in peace.

In many ways, he wasn’t lying to them. He genuinely believed in the
undead; it’s part of his culture. Deep in his childhood memories were
stories his uncle had told about the malevolent spirits of those who died
unfairly, or in rather grisly manners, coming back to haunt the living,
sometimes killing them by pushing them down wells or dropping coco-
nuts on their heads. For years, he avoided walking under coconut trees

on his way to school.
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One time, his daughter asked him why people choose to live with
ghosts in the fields and rivers. He said that no one really wants it that
way. They must do so in order to eat and it was his job to make sure the
ghosts don’t bother anyone.

Eventually, he began to think of himself as a kind of ghost whisperer,
soothing the angry souls of the previous generation, trapped within
their iron coffins. This narrative made it easier for him to relate to the
many American vets and volunteers who regularly visited his province
to observe his work. He figured they were also there to hunt down their
own ghosts.

In the milliseconds that it took these memories to course through
his head, the dark cloud had surrounded him and turned everything
dark. He felt something unfamiliar, a strange sensation. It caused a set
of neurons to rearrange themselves, forming a new network, a new, final
memory.
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You Didn't Kill Us All, You
Know
by Julie Thi Underhill

(Essay, 2014)

A few years ago I wrote a memoir essay called “The Gift Horse of War,”
during which I critiqued the palpable traces of my birth country’s reluc-
tant benevolent paternalism towards migrating refugees from Viét Nam.
This reluctance is especially evident in certain European Americans in
the US, the so-called “nativists” who think that “America” should be
purified of its darkening stains. In that critical memoir essay, I centered
my first job after earning my undergraduate degree, when I worked in
Seattle as a video editor and graphic designer for a production company
specializing in natural history documentary films. One day, I learned that
war itself was the “gift horse” I wasn’t allowed to stare into the mouth
with anything other than utmost gratitude, because I wouldn’t “be here”
in the US had war not allowed my mother’s migration to the US with
my father, an American working in Viét Nam as a civilian contractor.
I recalled how during that conversation, in my boss’s glare, “I was just
my mother’s daughter, with the US nation-state an unwilling rectifier
of the problems associated with spilling not only blood, but also seed,
in a quagmire of a nightmare of a memory.”

My boss completely disregarded that I was born here and preferred
to consider me akin to how some Vietnamese think of the Amerasian
bui doi, or ‘dust of life,” for being children of the enemy, children of
the other. As I wrote in “The Gift Horse of War,”: “In that moment I
realized that my boss’s wife looked at me and saw bar girls gyrating, US
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soldiers patronizing prostitutes, the shame of having one’s unsolved
problems coming home to roost.” Apparently, I am not home here.
Although I'have earned both jus soli and jus sanguinis citizenship rights
in the US, when born in Missouri to a US-born citizen father, my boss
considered me someone who really doesn’t belong in the US, as the
daughter of a mother in Viét Nam and from a shamefully ‘lost’ war, at
that. When she said spitefully, “You’re going to have to remember that if
it wasn’t for war, you wouldn’t be here,” she reminded me that I didn’t
deserve the privileges afforded to those born here, simply because my
mother is a refugee from a war I should be thanking everyday, no mat-
ter how that war (and the war before it) negatively affected my family.
And unlike well-mannered white racists in the Pacific Northwest, who
often remain closeted in their hatred of the other, my boss even had to
tell me her resentment about having to grant asylum to those like my
mother and me.

The people I worked for that year in Seattle also had difficulty paying
respect to the native inhabitants of North America, whose histories and
cultures accessorized the documentaries their company produced for
national monuments and state parks. In their films of Native American
sites, the company reduced each indigenous nation to a “ghost image,”
a translucent graphic effect inserted into footage of archaeologically and
spiritually significant locations. To achieve this end, a person in a cos-
tume is first filmed in front of a blue screen, a screen later removed in
post-production by someone like me to make the person into a silhouette
that can be inserted over background footage. When the opacity of the
person is then reduced in post-production, they are made into a ghost.
So a “ghost image” is a standard video production term, yet for me it
became a double entendre, since ghosts also signify a spiritual entity lin-
gering after someone dies. By placing Natives as “ghosts” in documentary
footage, as figures vague like mist or distant memory, their “mysterious”
disappearance is both romanticized and hastened. The company owner
even got annoyed when Native Americans contacted him complaining
that their nations didn’t actually dress that way or carry that particular
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object. The owner then shrugged and laughed oft these complaints, to
my horror.

The sense of commensurability between peoples was made even more
glaring when the company owner pressured me to turn myself into a
filmed motion graphic effect—a ghost image—in a documentary about
Chaco Canyon, the ceremonial, administrative, and economic center of
ancestral Puebloan culture, in present-day New Mexico. My theoretical
training in reflexive ethnography, as an undergrad studying experimental
and documentary film and video the year before, had never prepared me
for the possibility that I'd be turned into a living-while-dead prop during
an unfortunate encounter with the worst aspects of salvage ethnography.
The horror! The horror. The cardboard boxed “INDIAN KIT” contents
aimed to flatten me to a grotesque nightmarish caricature of a Native
North American, in order to give myself a blue-screen-removed motion
graphic to shrink down and place into the ruins at Chaco Canyon. In
that cardboard box, the witch’s wig, conch shell, and craft store baskets
accompanied a burlap potato sack to mock every complaint ever received
about the inauthenticity of their actors’ wardrobe. With my brown eyes,
hair, and skin, it seemed I'd look great in that potato sack, holding that
conch shell to my lips to call across vast terrains to my relatives in another
kiva.

My employer wielded the most exploitative weapons of salvage eth-
nography, as his company continued to benefit from the eradication of
this continent’s natives, while holding no actual respect for their specific-
ity, diversity, autonomy, or continued survival as distinct peoples. I was
horrified. I've always thought it important to pay respect to the ancestors
of the land here, whether or not “my” ancestors had anything to do with
their eradication. Call it a spiritual belief, something innate and learned,
if that makes more sense. As someone with also some Scottish, Irish, and
French ancestry in me, I have benefitted from the Euro-American settler
colonialism that eradicated Natives in the US. The land I live on in the
Bay Area of California once belonged to the Ohlone, before Manifest
Destiny reared its head with divine right justifications for swindling the
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territory. How can our recent residence here as settlers even come close
to usurping over 40,000 years rightful residence on this continent? This
honor for the indigenous peoples deepens, the older I get and the more I
learn about the original nations of North America. When I meet other
European-descended people who withhold their respect for the Natives,
I always find it jarring—painful in its blatant racism. Yet in my first job
after college, both Native Americans and I were regarded as lesser than
white—the All-American racial “norm”—Dby that production company’s
nativism, a verdict enunciated when my boss asked me to dress in that
horrid costume.

Besides being flattened into the same “brownish” person by my boss,
however, Native Americans and I also have something else in common—
the shared history of having survived settler colonialism as indigenous
peoples—something my boss would have disregarded or mocked, if even
I'd explained it. Although my mother is from Viét Nam, she is actu-
ally from the indigenous Chim people, on her mother’s side. We are
descendants of Champa, a kingdom that long occupied what is now
known as central Viét Nam, from Quang Binh to Dong Nai provinces,
even extending into Cambodia and Laos. Ethnically and linguistically
Austronesian, the Chiam have lived in present-day Viét Nam for over
2,000 years, incorporating the religious and cultural influences of
Hinduism and Islam into their indigenous spirituality, while maintain-
ing their matrilinealism. The Chim kingdom was an important stop on
the maritime Silk Road trade routes between China and India, as Marco
Polo and others have attested in their travel logs. Although its population
was centered predominantly along the coastline, as a kingdom Champa
was a mandala formation, a multi-centered confederation embracing
both coastal Chim and multiple ethnic highlander peoples, those indig-
enous to the central mountains, known during French Indochina as the
Montagnards but often known today as Degar.

The Chim lived south of the Vietnamese, with whom they warred
on and oft over the dividing line between territories, as the Vietnamese
encroached upon Champa from the north. In 1471, Vietnamese armies
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under emperor L& Thinh Téng invaded and massacred the northern
Chim capital, Vijaya, slaughtering up to 60,000 Chim and enslaving
several thousand more. According to historian Ben Kiernan in Blood
and Soil: A World History of Genocide and Extermination from Sparta to
Darfur, the sacking of Vijaya (contemporary Binh Dinh) was a campaign
of genocide by the Vietnamese. Kiernan writes that after the defeat of
Vijaya,“[s]ome of the Cham prisoners were enslaved on the estates of
Vietnamese dignitaries and others ordered to adopt Vietnamese names,
marry Vietnamese, and start ‘correcting themselves’.” Thereafter Chim
territories were “absorbed” by successive Vietnamese dynasties moving
south into regions occupied by Champa and the Khmer empire. The
Khmer once held the delta of the Song Mé Kong, or Mekong River.
With the Vietnamese as a mutual aggressor, the Khmer also welcomed
some Chim refugees who sought asylum with their neighbors to the
west. The Cham who remained in their original territories attempted
to preserve themselves and their autonomy. Historian Danny Wong
Tze Ken analyzed the Chim/Viét frontier in 2004, noting a continued
struggle during the process of conquest. “Subjugation of the former land
of Champa was incomplete, however, as Cham resistance—often armed
—became the central theme of the relationship after 1693. Resistance
was based on the desire to be free of Vietnamese rule and to reinstate
the kingdom of Champa,” Wong Tze Ken wrote. “Contributing to this
desire was the friction that existed between Vietnamese and Chams,
often at the expense of Cham rights and well being. It was not until 1835
that Cham resistance was finally broken.”

The lived effects of the nam tién, the euphemistically named ‘march
to the south,” deeply impacted and eroded the numbers and cultures
of the Chim, Khmer Krom, and other groups transformed by con-
quest from indigenous majorities to ethnic minorities. In the 1830s,
the Nguyén emperor Minh Mang dissolved the last Chim principality
of Panduranga. The emperor’s decision came on the bloodied heels of
hundreds of years of massacres, assimilationist policies, and forced reloca-

tions of the Chim. Through the decision to dissolve the last autonomous
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Cham territory, Panduranga, Chim resistance was “broken,” Wong Tze
Ken assesses in reference to the final step of the 364-year “absorption” of
the kingdom of Champa. Although I do not agree that Chim resistance
was broken in 1835, for a variety of reasons, certainly this time period
had devastating effects upon the people. During the 1830s, my maternal
village of Palei Uu—known in Vietnamese as Phuéc Lip—was forcibly
moved inland by Minh Mang, away from the life-sustaining shores of
the Bién Dong or ‘East Sea,” named on US maps as the South China Sea.
According to a Chim anthropologist I know, Minh Mang moved our
village to prevent our possible seaborne contact with other kingdoms.
He didn’t want us to access the overseas networks we’d sustained for over
1,500 years as skilled maritime seafarers and merchants on the heavily
traveled routes between China and India. So the Vietnamese emperor
resettled us inland, in a desert punctuated by prickly pear cacti, where
it remains difficult to grow crops to survive.

Our forced relocation in the 1830s severed us from our traditional
means of trade in coconuts and subsequently impoverished our village
in such a way that we are still one of the poorest Chim hamlets in the
vicinity of present-day Phan Rang-Thdp Chim, the city named after
the southernmost Chdm principality Panduranga and the Chim towers
built there in the 13th century. Itis true that our village of Palei Uu has
also been impacted by latter-day land seizures and redistribution, since
1975, as have other people across Viét Nam who have voiced complaints
to Human Rights Watch, the United Nations, and humanitarian agen-
cies. Yet in many ways, the post-1975 deterritorialization of the Chim
has been merely extended through time and place through bureaucratic
sanction, as the latter-day features of the longue durée of settler colonial-
ism. That the Chim became and remain concentrated in the country’s
most arid region—where it is most difficult to sustain life—also aligns
with standard practices of settler colonialism, where the most fertile and
desirable lands are reserved for the ethnic majority population, for those
who are meant to survive. Even during my childhood my mother made
parallels to how Native Americans live in the US, saying the Vietnamese
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did to the Chim what the US government has done to natives here
through the reservation system. “We are the Native Americans of Viét
Nam,” she taught me, as I tried to understand what differentiated the
Urang Campa (or “Chim people” in the Chim language) from those
residents in Houston’s thriving Vietnamese district, with whom my
mother was friendly.

Looking back, I’'m not sure how my mother learned about the lives
of Native Americans on reservations, as a fairly recently arrived refugee
without the ability to read English. Perhaps it was her constant atten-
tion to documentaries on PBS, as she became fluent in English while
watching TV. However, her analogy helped me to realize that the Chim
shared a particular struggle with Native Americans, well before I had any
awareness of concepts like indigeneity or settler colonialism. On a global
scale, the Chim certainly weren’t the only ones dislocated and forced
away from our ancestral lands and our means for survival, during the
past five hundred years. The same decade that Minh Mang annexed the
last remaining Cham principality in Viét Nam, Native Americans in
the US became subject to President Andrew Jackson’s Indian Removal
Act of 1830, which had devastating effects. The Cherokee, Chickasaw,
Choctaw, Muscogee-Creek, and Seminole were subsequently uprooted
from their ancestral lands and forced to march the brutal Trail of Tears
to Indian Territory. The disastrous consequences of the violence and
death accompanying this process are still felt today, by the ancestors of
those who marched to what is now known as Oklahoma and Kansas.
The dispossession of indigenous territories is indeed a defining feature
of settler colonialism—how else to create terra nullius, or empty land,
the key resource sought by settling colonizers? Previous inhabitants must
either be killed or forcibly evicted, and often in retrospect all that physi-
cally remains of the Natives in their original territories are the buildings
built in stone and brick and the sacred monuments which somehow
withstood the ravages of war and time.

In both Viét Nam and the US, accusations of indigenous “barbarism”
also justified the massacre and assimilation of native inhabitants, despite
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the irony that campaigns of eradication are the epitome of barbarism—
hence the unspeakable horror contained in the very idea of genocide,
the systematic and planned extermination of a national, racial, political,
or cultural group, a theater of continuous killing that generally consti-
tutes the worst moral and legal crime to commit against a population. A
glut of sources attest to the intentionality of the North American geno-
cide, including Columbus’s own travel diaries which outline his plans
to enslave the native inhabitants of the Caribbean—“with fifty men I
shall subdue them all,” he wrote in anticipation, as he commenced the
worst known genocide in human history in hopes of funding the recon-
quest of Jerusalem. These aren’t the historical details that schoolchildren
learn about on Columbus Day, however. As a result, many European
Americans and other US settlers and newcomers have inherited a his-
torical amnesia about the origins and the lived effects of genocide in the
US, and so remain quite ignorant about the complexity and range of
Native American peoples. Many are clueless to the fact that over 500
distinct peoples occupied present-day US for tens of thousands of years
before Columbus’ arrival to the so-called New World, and that their
descendants continue to live among us. Similarly, many Vietnamese in
the US and some in Viét Nam remain uninformed about the existence,
complexity, or history of the Chim kingdom or about the continued
imprints of Chim culture upon the Vietnamese.

Even when settler colonialism implements an official historical amne-
sia about the effects of conquest, negative stereotypes and prejudice
about subjugated peoples often remain, due to the racial hierarchy that
persists within the colonial context. My mother’s first husband’s parents,
themselves Vietnamese Catholics living in Sai Gon, did not want their
son marrying a Chim woman when my mother married her first hus-
band in the early 1960s. My mother tried her best to fit in, converting
to Catholicism from her native indigenized Hindu faith as Chim Ba-la-
mon, yet her first husband’s parents made life difficult for my mother.
Her in-laws later mistreated my eldest brother when my siblings took
refuge with their paternal grandparents, after his father was killed in
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combat and after our mother evacuated Viét Nam for the US in April
1975. My mother attributed this mistreatment to their “looking down”
upon us for being Chim, deduced from previous experiences. Even those
not patrolling their family’s bloodline might also express negative per-
ceptions about us. During our childhood, a Vietnamese American friend
informed me that the Chdm are “dirty” and “unkempt” according to his
parents, the same language used to decry the supposed savagery of natives
of North America during Manifest Destiny-fueled civilizing missions to
eradicate, assimilate, or otherwise “kill the Indian, and save the man,” in
the words of the infamous Captain Richard H. Pratt, founder of Carlisle
Indian Industrial School.

Many non-Natives in the US seem to know little-to-nothing about
real Native Americans, outside of Hollywood-implanted “cowboys and
Indians” fantasies, the Land O’ Lakes lady offering us butter and land
and everything else to her name, and other distortions of mass enter-
tainment and advertising. In all honesty, however, many Vietnamese
Americans seem completely unaware that the Chim even exist, in the
past or present, as a hallucination or as a reality. This total lack of aware-
ness is a by-product of the settler colonialism that’s attempted to inhibit
our survival in Viét Nam by minimizing and omitting our presence in
the historical and cultural record of the country, and a by-product of
the lack of education in the US about the multiple ethnicities inhabiting
every country in Asia. The Vietnamese often write their history of their
campaigns of eradication, wrought by the southern push of the nam tién,
as an inevitable aspect of “escaping” the grasp of China, by doing unto
others as they complained China did unto them—including wield accu-
sations of “barbarism” a little too loosely. The way it’s generally told the
nam tién is bloodless, to evacuate moral culpability, or else celebratory for
having won. However, the longstanding omissions in Viét Nam about
conditions of conquest in the bloody borderland between Champa and
Dai Viét has followed the refugees and immigrants from Viét Nam across
the Pacific to the US. In the US, the Chim presence in the Vietnamese
American community is often met with blank stares, in the better cases,
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to sheer incredulity in having actually met an “extinct” people.

Last fall, at a predominantly Vietnamese American gathering in San
Francisco, I saw one case of incredulity bolstered by someone’s spon-
taneous bravado that my people’s kingdom had “lost.” It was a social
event for an organization. As we went around the room and introduced
ourselves, I explained (among other things) that I am Chim. I added
that we are an indigenous ethnic minority in Viét Nam, to those in the
group who didn’t already know. After I spoke, a man from my parents’
generation announced to me, “I didn’t know you were Cham! You were
vanquished!” I sat there for a moment, looking at the stunned faces of
those around me, as I gathered my thoughts and considered my options.
I wasn’t sure if he just had “no filter,” as the kids say these days, or if
he really thought this was an appropriate exclamation after an indige-
nous person of his motherland acknowledges her presence next to him,
even in our shared overlapping US diasporas. I wasn’t there during con-
quest, though, either in place or in time. So whom was he talking to? My
ancestors or me? Through his pronouncement of the subjugation of my
ancestral kingdom, through his use of “you” to invoke the inhabitants
and descendants of Champa, the word vanquished was meant for all of
us, dead and alive, wherever we may be, geographically and temporally.

Even if I am expected to assume a position of defeat in the presence
of the conquerors’ descendants, becoming an object lesson—a racial
silhouette, with minimal chiaroscuro, that pops up within someone’s
tunnel vision when looking at me—has never been my forte. So I had
a different take on the matter. “I am not vanquished!” I replied. “I'm
sitting right here, aren’t I?!” Subsequent conversations revealed that he
had much more insight into the situation of the Chim than I realized, I
am relieved to say, and it shifted something in me to have those follow-up
conversations with him. I felt seen and recognized. But bringing up the
carlier exchange is fruitful, I think, for others who might also be taken
off guard when they meet us. We don’t consider ourselves “vanquished”
as a people—and especially not in a way that makes the violence blood-
less—just because we no longer hold territory to our name. Our existence
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as a politically autonomous people is not the only enduring measure of
our cultural and historical significance, since the word Champa on a
map is not the only measure of our survival or relevance. Some people
might claim that an indigenous people’s cultural memory atrophies and
disintegrates once we’re “unmapped,” once we lose autonomous terri-
tory, and that somehow we disappear into the pages of ancient history
rather than deserve ongoing recognition and self-representation. Such
a view reinscribes the reductionist logic of the nation-state, a political
formation of recent centuries, sometimes erroneously privileged as the
only viable container of bodies, identities, and memories.

When the names etched on any political map determine who is meant
to survive, when those names decide whose histories and cultures are
worth remembering and writing, people deny the lived complexity of
the cultural memories of most nations in this world, which are largely
multi-racial and multi-ethnic in composition, in favor of a supremacist
and nativist perspective that denies the endurance of indigenous peoples
and the long intercultural exchange between peoples. Such individuals
also deny the permeability, mutability, and arbitrary nature of politically
autonomous regions and their borders, something observed in-depth by
scholars and commentators. The phenomenon of diaspora, something
shared by both Chim and Vietnamese in the US, challenges both of
these denials. Has the cultural memory of those from the Republic of
South Viét Nam disappeared—or has it become more enhanced—after
the “removal” of South Viét Nam from the political map and the global
relocations of hundreds of thousands from the former South? And why
should any sort of defeat, conquest, or subjugation, the key ideas within
the concept of “vanquish,” be an enduring factor for determining the
worth of a people and the viability of their memories, whether cultural or
historical? If Southern Vietnamese hold tight to an awareness of their his-
tory and culture, hold respect for themselves despite their own so-called
defeat in battle, why shouldn’t the Chim?

In the months after that man’s pronouncement that I am “van-
quished” along with my people, I still wondered if a generation gap
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erupted that night in San Francisco, some old school motherland racial
formations coming to fruition, since no one within twenty years of my
age has ever said anything like it to me, even if they knew that the Chim
kingdom fell to the Vietnamese. A couple of months later, however, my
young Chiam friend Ariya relayed a similar story, perhaps more disturb-
ing. After learning at a party that Ariya is Cham, a twenty-something-
year-old Vietnamese American woman replied, “I didn’t know there
were any Chim left! I thought we killed you all!” By perceiving Ariya
as extinct—an incredulous relic somehow surviving complete annihila-
tion—this young woman reveals the Chim person’s precarious position
within the Vietnamese American community. Echoing the man at the
gathering in San Francisco, this young woman addressed Ariya as “you
all,” making her a stand-in for all Chim, while representing the con-
quering “we” without much sensitivity to the power relations inherent
in the exchange. The woman’s ancestors had persistently tried to wipe
us out completely, not just off the political map. In her surprise that
there are any Chim “left” after 500+ years of massacres, enslavement,
and assimilation by her co-ethnics, in her lack of awareness that there
are still 130,000 Chiam living in southern Viét Nam (and many more
in the diasporas formed since conquest), the young woman reveals how
the invisibility of the conquered creates and pardons the underlying
logic of genocide.

As if conquest was bloodless and totalizing, the man in San Francisco
and the woman at the party and their talk about Chim defeat and anni-
hilation portray the tensions wrought by the post-/colonial encounter
in the diaspora. Yet for those Chim in the US, even amidst awkward
conversations about our identities, we are actually quite fortunate to
“be here” or else be away from “home,” since our families in Viét Nam
live within continued settler colonialism, within a stridently upheld
racial and social hierarchy where much worse happens than insults at
social gatherings. Granted, the academic interest in Chim history and
culture, exemplified by recent conferences held in HCMC and Phan
Thiét, shows that we are still “on the map” for some scholars, even as we

54



JULIE THI UNDERHILL

sometimes disappear within the “family” of Viét Nam rubric whereby
no indigenous peoples are recognized as such, by the current govern-
ment. The confluence of social death and literal death, however, occurs
when even the most extreme forms of violence against the Chim are not
investigated or punished, which gives an air of impunity to such crimes.
In March 2013, a young Cham college graduate—Thanh Xuin Thinh
from Phuoc Nhon village—was burned to death at a government-run
employment agency in Viét Nam, for simply requesting a refund of his
job-placement money when no job had materialized after a wait of three
months. By this and other human rights violations against the Chim,
the 541-year campaign to eliminate the Chim acquires newly sinister
forms. I could only imagine the terror of this young man burned to death
for having the audacity not only to seek an education, but also to seek
a refund from an employment agency for services not rendered. How
much was the decision to immolate Thanh Xuin Thinh symbolically
and literally fueled by the refusal to “see” that Chim college graduate
as deserving not only of a job—a standard desire for any young college
graduate—but also of life? How does the refusal to see him as human
reveal the mechanisms of both settler colonialism and genocide, whereby
eradication of the indigenous person is nestled within the imperative to
reserve life-sustaining resources only for those who are meant to survive?

Even as Chim in the US are generally safe from such forms of state
sanctioned violence, we know that our families “back home” are not
protected, which adds a sense of urgency to our transnational circuits
of belonging and affiliation. The rhetoric of extinction affects us deeply.
We have seen that throughout history, the easier it is for those in power
to think that we are “already gone,” the easier to hasten or excuse our
disappearance. This phenomenon is something that the neighboring
country’s Khmer Rouge leadership demonstrated during Democratic
Kampuchea, from 1975 to 1979, in the campaign to target the ethnic
minority Chim in Cambodia with far more aggression—and much
higher rates of killing—than they targeted the majority Khmer popula-
tion. By Khmer Rouge logic, the ethnic Khmer stood a chance at being
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“pure Khmer,” the agrarian utopian vision of the regime, whereas the
Chim and other ethnic minorities did not. For centuries the Khmer
had peaceably allowed some Cham refugees to settle in Kampong Cham
province, after the Chim had received permission from Khmer kings
to migrate during the Vietnamese conquest of Champa. Yet the Khmer
Rouge attempted to justify its intent to complete the disappearance of
the Chim—in Cambodia, anyway—by blaming the Vietnamese for
having already done the job. How can you get away with killing off a
diasporic population? By pretending that their populations have already
been completely annihilated, in previous generations. In both cases of
genocide against the Chim, in Viét Nam and Cambodia, a previous
history of conquest left the blueprinted justification for more contem-
porary forms of eradication. These difficult recent histories heighten
war-related motivations for the Chim who have left their homes and
moved to other nations, like the US, in pursuit of a life free of the types
of violence experienced in Viét Nam and Cambodia. In the US, the belief
that we’re dead on arrival probably won’t result in the immolation of
an innocent job secker or the targeted assassination of Muslim Chim
Americans, even as the belief in our extinction may occasionally func-
tion as a jarring needle across the record of our social interactions with
Vietnamese- and Cambodian Americans.

Some Cambodian Americans even downplay the severity of violence
against the Chim during Democratic Kampuchea, as if to recognize
higher kill rates, targeted assassinations, or specific religious attacks
somehow minimizes the suffering of the Khmer majority. This denial
may indeed be an outcome of the unhealed wound of having one’s
own people killed by one’s own people, a trauma also demonstrated
when Cambodian Americans insist that Pol Pot’s regime was actually
run by the Vietnamese, and that there is no way that the Khmer could
have been at the helm. Similarly, downplaying Khmer violence against
the Chim may also be a result of Khmer ethnic nationalism, and the
resulting pride that one’s own people could not actually express racist

tendencies—even the Khmer Rouge. “Khmer ethnic nationalism is quite
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strong, and something that Pol Pot exploited to his benefit,” indigenous
rights activist Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz reminded me during a discus-
sion in 2013. One possible example of Khmer ethnic nationalism in the
US—a Cambodian American told me that the “numbers aren’t there”
for Cham kill rates during Pol Pot’s rule to count as genocide. During
our talk, it appeared to me that the crime of “genocide” as applied to
other ethnicities besides the Khmer in Cambodia might, in this person’s
mind, somehow overshadow the suffering of the Khmer people during
Democratic Kampuchea—Ilong referred to as a collective “genocide.” Yet
since auto-genocide (the killing of one’s own national and ethnic group)
does not legally constitute “genocide,” and the Khmer Rouge Tribunal
must still decide if the regime committed genocide based on evidence of
crimes against ethnic minorities, how could killing a non-Khmer ethnic
group—at two to three times the rate of the average population—some-
how not yield convincing “numbers” to count as genocide? Whereas the
killing of Khmer people does constitute genocide? Legally, the “intent
to destroy, in whole or in part, a national, ethnical, racial, or religious
group” besides one’s own is the very definition of genocide. The only
way to convict Khmer Rouge leaders is to try them for genocide against
ethnic minorities, however unfortunate that may be.

For some Cambodian Americans, it appears, to legitimize the suf-
fering of the Chim in Cambodia somehow diminishes the “numbers”
of Khmer killed by the Khmer Rouge. For these individuals, outright
denial of Cham genocide in Cambodia is preferable to a sense of shared
victimization between the Chim and Khmer. This denial insists that
the Khmer people couldn’t have possibly been racially discriminatory
when selecting targets of annihilation, even as the Khmer Rouge sought
only the “pure Khmer” in the ideologies and practices of their regime.
Yet according to the Documentation Center of Cambodia, the Chim—
who were forcibly displaced from their communities and dispersed and
targeted as a people—died at a higher rate than any other ethnic or
religious group, with many atrocities against their Muslim practices.
Some Cambodian Americans refuse to believe the Khmer Rouge attacks
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against Islam, however. One such respondent to a paper I presented at
a conference actually insisted that “there are no pigs in Cambodia” to
explain that it was “impossible” that the Khmer Rouge forced the Chim
to eat pork to violate their Islamic beliefs, despite widespread oral tes-
timonies to the contrary. A fellow panelist—a Khmer researcher from
Phnom Penh—and I had both mentioned the forced consumption of
pigs and the conversion of mosques into pigsties during the KR era, so
we just looked at each other quizzically and shook our heads, before I
explained why I believe the overwhelming evidence that pigs not only
exist in Cambodia, but that pigs were also used by the Khmer Rouge to
force the Chim to violate their prohibitions within Islam. Thankfully,
such strident disbelief represents an outlier perspective, far distant from
the empathetic sense of collective suffering usually expressed by those
who survived Pol Pot or who fled in the aftermath of the Khmer Rouge’s
initial defeat by Vietnamese armies in 1979. Many Cambodians I've
met do feel that sense of shared hardship with the Chim, including
every Khmer person I interviewed in Cambodia in 2010, many who
volunteered that the Cham “had it the worst” without once conveying
the sense that Cham suffering overshadowed their own.

Likewise, most Vietnamese Americans I know have never once con-
veyed problematic sentiments about the Chim—whatever their precon-
ceived notions—perhaps due to having a shared motherland, something
made more pronounced within our concentric diasporas. Having all
“lost” our home(land)s due to shared wars and having relocated to the
same asylum country, perhaps, is a leveling force that can provide a
ground for mutual recognition and reflection, rather than upholding the
racial hierarchies that justified genocide against the Chim in both Viét
Nam and Cambodia. Despite the possibility of mutuality, the completely
blank stares that grace many Vietnamese American faces when I tell them
“I'am Cham” reveals that the community has far to go, in the effort
to understand the complexity of the motherland. Many Vietnamese
Americans have no idea that their home country has fifty-three ethnic
minority groups, and that the Vietnamese displaced kingdoms held by
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the Chim and Khmer in order to form the entire central and southern
part of the country—the region that many Vietnamese Americans come
from. The effectiveness of the historical amnesia passed from genera-
tion to generation is unnerving, if not disheartening. Yet a blank stare
is obviously better than a grimace at the word Chim, showing that one
possible benefit of historical amnesia is that the conversation can begin
from here, rather than be freighted by negative preconceptions about the
Chim. If you don’t even know about us as a people, you certainly haven’t
held a lifetime of racist and discriminatory assumptions about us, the
same assumptions that fueled your ancestors’ justification that “we were
never meant to survive,” in the words of Audre Lorde. In this sense, the
blank stare is essentially that blank page we can fill in together, through
receptivity to hearing and learning more about the Chim, including the
Cham’s historical relationship to the Vietnamese and even our mutual
hardships of living in diasporas formed by war.

We also have an expanding horizon of possibilities for more inclusive
knowledge here, contrasting the education system in Viét Nam. My
Cham friend Azizah Ahmad, a gifted poet, reflects upon her experiences
in the Vietnamese American college-age community as she writes to
me, “For younger folks who were taught about Chim people because
they took an ethnic studies course, there’s a sense of guilt for being our
colonizers and camaraderie since we share the same motherland and
similar struggles in the US.” If guilt indicates sorrow about conquest
rather than celebration of it, and if camaraderie shows that we have more
in common than the divisions which hastened Chim disappearance in
the past, it seems that inclusive education for the 1.5 and 2nd genera-
tions within the diaspora may offer us opportunities for re-fashioning
Chiam-Viét relations in important ways. With this in mind, I remem-
ber sitting down in 2007 with Thay Bic Tran, lecturer in Vietnamese
language at UC Berkeley, at the onset of my two-year foreign language
requirement for my Master’s degree. We met in office hours, where I
filled out an intake form while waiting for my assessment interview. As
I took a seat, he looked at the form and immediately began speaking
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with me in Vietnamese, my mother’s second language. I did not learn
this language growing up, after my mother immigrated from Viét Nam.
I felt embarrassed by that lack of knowledge as I answered, “I’m sorry, I
can’t speak any Vietnamese yet.” The yet was the word of hope that this
would work out somehow. Thiy Bic looked down at the form, crinkling
his brow, and blinked. “But your middle name, Thi, is Vietnamese.” I
took a deep breath before replying, “Our people were assimilated by the
Vietnamese so we had to take Vietnamese names. I’'m actually Chim,
and I am also mixed race, if that matters.” As I spoke, I wasn’t sure
what he would think—what preconceived ideas he might hold, since
neither Chim people nor mixed people are held in esteem in Vietnamese
society. As an older refugee from Viét Nam, perhaps he still carried the
racial and social hierarchy from back home. Once silent, I began to get
nervous, wondering if I belonged in his class, or if he would somehow
treat me differently once I enrolled. The class hadn’t even started yet,
and I already felt like the odd one out, as with the other times where not
being “really” Vietnamese challenged my inclusion in the Vietnamese
community in the US.

After hearing my short introduction, Thiy Bic looked at me in aston-
ishment, something I would later consider to be the crack that let the
lightin, in the words of Leonard Cohen. “There are Chim left?!” Thay
Bic asked with complete shock, as if the idea was inconceivable. After
that exclamation, I could have responded in a variety of ways—men-
tioning basic facts about our concentrated population in the region of
Phan Rang, with nationwide population counts and notes about our
three religions, for example, to show that yes indeed we still exist and we
even have distinct characteristics and even some variation. But I took
somewhat of a risk, as I am wont to do, when I responded, “You didn’t
kill us all, you know.” By addressing the Vietnamese conquerors as “you,”
Thay Bic became a stand-in for those who’d decimated my ancestors—
just as I have been a stand-in, in other moments, for those addressing
my own ancestors. I also delivered the news with a smile and a tone of

amused sarcasm. He looked startled but he returned my smile before we
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suddenly both began laughing. Loudly. The light let in. He also let me
into the class, where I struggled to keep up with the “heritage learners”
who already knew how to speak and understand Vietnamese, but may
have lacked reading and writing abilities. As I made my own inroads
into speaking, understanding, reading, and writing, I came to know and
adore a large handful of my classmates, despite differences in age, ethnic-
ity, and academic status. Before long I also learned that Thiy Bac had
held respect for the Chim since childhood. He had felt that same guilt
about conquest that Azizah recently described in the US-raised youth
who learned of us through their ethnic studies courses. Thay Bic also
believed that Chim history is instrumental to Vietnamese Americans
understanding their own history, and gave me repeated opportunities
to lecture to his Vietnamese language classes about the life and culture
of the Chim people. “They need to know their own history, which is
impossible without knowing what their ancestors did to the Cham, and
who the Chim are.” The invitation to lecture remains, each semester.
In this way, his own initial lack of awareness that we’re “still here” is
something he has since refused to let happen to his own students.

In my last semester studying under Thiy Bic, I attended office hours
one day alongside other students, including my friend and classmate
Michelle. Her parents had just arrived to meet Thiy Bic before attend-
ing the Vietnamese Student Association’s culture show that night at
Zellerbach Hall. Their daughter—a beautiful, intelligent, kind, and
talented senior—would star in the show. “Oh, Michelle,” I said, before
departing office hours, “I’'m coming to your show tonight. I am actually
thinking of wearing my do dai,” referring to the traditional attire worn
by Southern women in Viét Nam, a gracefully fitted tunic with slit sides,
over long loose pants. “But I sometimes get nervous wearing traditional
Vietnamese clothing,” I confessed, “because I am afraid Viét people will
think I have no right to wear their clothes.” Her parents were stand-
ing near as Michelle and I had a short discussion about my struggling
to belong despite my fears of “inauthenticity,” the same ones that had
troubled me when Thiy Bic had asked about my middle name, eighteen
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months before in that same office. “So I've decided that if anyone chal-
lenges me, I will just let them know that the Vietnamese stole most of
the design from the 4o dai from the Chim anyway, so I can wear an do
dai if T want.” My tone was amiable, perfected from years of truthtelling
through humor. She smiled with a knowing look. “The Vietnamese
stole everything else from the Chim,” she observed. “So why not your
clothing, too?” We both laughed at our dark jokes about conquest, to
the amazement of her parents standing with us, who'd probably never
heard such a conversation between descendants of Vietnamese colonizers
and Chim “conquered.” And if it hadn’t been for Thay Bic’s interven-
tionist invitation for me to lecture about Chim history and culture to
his Vietnamese language classes, Michelle would have not understood
the conquest well enough to be able to banter with me about it, as my
friend who’s made a place for me, at the table, many times.

Despite the sometimes strained relations between us, the conditions
of diaspora have actually made it possible for Viethamese Americans
and Chim Americans to re-approach our shared histories of conflict,
to arrive at a place where we can begin the conversation anew, taking
mutual responsibility for discussing and knowing history while also
forging new alliances not freighted by the racism and social hierarchies
that may well have separated us had we grown up together in Viét Nam.
At times Chim inclusion seems tenuous at best, as the outliers remind
us glibly of our extermination. Yet as the 1.5 and 2nd generation Chim
Americans grow up in the US, not only among Vietnamese Americans
and Cambodian Americans but also among all the other ethnic groups
in the US, we actually have a great deal in common with those from our
home countries of Viét Nam and Cambodia. The destabilizing effect of
war was generally a shared push factor for our families’ emigrations as
refugees. Since arriving to the US, since born in the US, we are some-
times made into culture brokers for our families and even our ethnic
communities “over here” and our motherland “over there,” whether we
choose it or not. Sometimes the tunnel vision of mainstream perceptions

has us frozen in its crosshairs as a racial silhouette, as an object lesson
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about Southeast Asian refugees, as uncomfortable reminders of conten-
tious wars in Viét Nam and Cambodia, or as confused for other Asians.
Perhaps the shared sense of loss of our overlapping motherland(s) will
be what binds us most tightly. I remember hearing the Vietnamese folk
wisdom that French colonialism and American war in Viét Nam were
karmic retributions against the Vietnamese for the brutal conquest of
Champa. While I am unable to provide empirical evidence that karma
played out this particular way, this folk wisdom certainly ofters insight
into how our histories of warfare are indeed interconnected through the
sequential losses of lives and territorial autonomy, experienced between
the fifteenth and twentieth centuries.

This folk wisdom connecting the wars of conquest and aggression
also expresses the underlying guilt some Vietnamese feel for the conquest
of Champa, which I have heard confessed by kindhearted Vietnamese
people in the US and Viét Nam. This guilt need not be a submissive
gesture whereby one loses face, but one full of mutual recognition—the
ability to see the other as human, the desire to fill the blank page about
Chiam/Viét relations in such a way that the light is let in. I’'m trying
to do this here, from a Chim perspective. From a Viét point of view,
who else besides Thay Bic, the Cultural Quest Foundation, and Bao
Nguyen will try to fill the blank pages in our shared histories? Granted,
acknowledging the sins of the forefathers is not an easy task, even for the
sympathetic. History is generally told through the stories of survivors
and victors, who prefer to sanitize ancestral sins, glorify the spoils of
conquest, or romanticize the erasure of those “mysteriously” disappeared
from reoccupied regions. Yet in diaspora we can improve Chim/Viét
relations amidst continuing repressions against the Chim in Viét Nam,
which have happened at individual, village, national, and cultural levels.
Recently controversies have also erupted over the Vietnamese govern-
ment’s disregard of Po Klong Garai as a sacred ritual site for the Chim,
as the authorities have confiscated and used our 13th century temple
for ethnic tourism even when that tourism prohibits Chim Ba-la-mén
clergy from completing longstanding annual ceremonies. And let’s not
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forget the plans to build Viét Nam’s first nuclear power plant 1.2 miles
from Palei Uu, my maternal village, the same village evacuated by Minh
Mang in the 1830s. Many Chim near Phan Rang perceive the planned
nuclear power plant’s location in Ninh Thuédn province—right next
to the country’s largest population of Chim—as an attempt to hasten
our extinction by allowing the Chim to be the first ones hit by nuclear
contamination or “downwinding,” and the first canaries-in-the-goldmine
in line for possibly catastrophic accidents like the one at Chernobyl in
April 1986 and, more recently, at Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power
Plant in Japan.

Each time it’s been necessary, I have been grateful to attest to Chim
survival, aware that the idea that we’re “already” extinct has resulted in
disastrous outcomes for those living in both Viét Nam and Cambodia.
The latter-day forms of settler colonialism remain destructive, so I'm
grateful that it’s sometimes possible for the Chim and Viét to stand here
in the US, in our overlapping concentric motherland(s) and diaspora(s),
with a shared sense of humanity on this side of the darkness. If the mere
fact of Chidm existence is the crack that lets the light in, where do we
go from here? If you'd thought the Chim were extinct, how might you
acknowledge the history of the conquest of Champa without repro-
ducing the troubling refusal to “see” us that made the Chim vulnerable
to annihilation, a refusal to see that was ramped up by the massacre
of 60,000 Cham in Vijaya in 1471, and that continues in present-day
Viét Nam? If apprehended as guilt, how can the sorrow of coloniza-
tion be transformed productively? Certainly, the US populations of
Vietnamese and Chim have both been displaced or departed from the
territory “fought over” long before the French, Japanese, or Americans
arrived. In the US, how can our concentric motherland(s) and diaspo-
ra(s) establish our commonality and mutuality, now that we’ve all lost
our “home” and found ourselves as ethnic minorities across the Pacific,
in the US, within the communities of those who’ve emigrated from Viét
Nam? How can we make room at the table for those who don’t appear,
at first glance, to belong with us? What forms of collaborations extend
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these conversations to include not only the Chim and Vietnamese and
Khmer, but other Southeast Asians, beyond the arbitrary and permeable
borders of any nation-state? When do our own exclusionary practices
echo the doors once slammed in our own faces, as the violence inflicted
upon us by others is taken out on those we perceive as subordinate? We
must pry those doors open to let the light in, and meet together for the
first time, where in the words of Yehuda Amichai—

a whisper will be beard in the place

Where the ruined

House once stood.
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Proof of Life
by E.M. Tran

(Memoir, 2021)

My father wrote a book, which he spent much of the last decade research-
ing and writing without cease. It is over 2,000 pages. I am unable to read
it because it is in Vietnamese. “What’s it about?” I asked him at dinner
one night. “Vietnamese literature and language,” he said, “from the very
beginning.” While the project is sprawling, he attempted, in part, to
make visible Vietnamese texts destroyed and erased, literally burned in
fires, after the takeover of Communist North Vietnam in its mission to
assert its will during the country’s forced reunification. He tracked down
hidden books that escaped these mass burnings, and he paid an absurd
amount of money for their safe travels. He wanted to offer a history of
his country that exists in darkness, obscured by the victors and by the
fragile ego of Western memory.

He said he knew no one would publish it, but he had to write it any-
way, and so, he spent his own money to publish it himself, money set
aside in a savings account over the course of years for this very purpose.

He was an important member of the South Vietnamese Army,
responsible for the security of borders and prominent government ofhi-
cials. As a member of the losing side, he came to America and worked,
at first, as a dishwasher. There are so many others like him. Erased by the
winners of war, invisible in a place that didn’t—perhaps still doesn’t—
want them. He was obsessed with writing this book, which he viewed
as a record of events, an assertion that he had, in fact, existed, that the
Vietnam he remembers existed. He sold the books primarily to other
literary Vietnamese of his generation who are now scattered across the
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globe in the United States, Canada, Australia, France. “No one cares
about us,” he said of himself and his fellow diasporic generation. “Tam
not American like my daughters, and I am not Vietnamese,” he said—
not anymore, not in its modern-day iteration. The Vietnam he knew is
a ghost, his identity formed around a corpse. He is an outsider wherever
he is, unknown to both the country he inhabits and the country he

inhabited.

He passed away in mid-January. In the months after his death, I scram-
bled desperately to document details of this last year of his life, which
was marked by chronic illness and which now blurs and blends into one
large puddle, essentially disappearing into the mass of grief that overtakes
us when a loved one leaves. I collected parking garage tickets to help
remember when I'd gone to visit him in the hospital. I wrote down in a
single document all the dates of his doctor’s visits, his surgeries, his home
health appointments, collaged together from calendars and scribbled
post-its. I'd spent an extraordinary amount of time with him in bland
hospital rooms, a witness to the withering of his body, and yet, I could
not account for any of my time. The only way for me to distinguish these
stretches was by recalling the notable moments of medical dysfunction
built into our for-profit American healthcare system. As someone on
a privatized form of Medicare (What?), my father’s treatment and its
costs were haggled over inefhiciently by the insurance company and his
doctors. There is no way for me to disentangle his death from this fact.

Now he is an absence around which I try to patch together a memory.
With his departure, an entire history, yet another gone from a generation
that exists in-between, now a pile of dust. This disappearance panics
me—who will remember him when the people who remember him are
gone? This is how erasure happens: pushed to the margins; a history over-
written by a different, dominant one; disappearance, death in different
manners—through violence, institutionally mandated neglect, or both.
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When my dad acknowledged me as a writer, he began telling me about
his life and the details of his book. I decided to do my own research on the
subject matter he was writing about, the roots of Vietnamese language.

In 111 B.C. the Han in China conquered Nam Viét, what is today
known as the northern part of Vietnam. The Chinese brought with
their conquest ch* né6m, a modified system of Vietnamese writing stem-
ming from Chinese characters, and a complicated love-hate relationship
toward the Chinese that persists into the present day. Cha ném literally
means “southern characters,” indicating, from the Chinese’s perspective,
that the conquered Nam Viét were simply the southern part of the Han
territory, an extension of China. (Incidentally, my father argued fervently
for the opposite—that actually the Chinese took and based their own
language on early Vietnamese.) It wasn’t until as late as the 19th Century
that Vietnam adopted Latin characters for writing, delegating ch@ ném
to a place of ceremonial value and academic elitism. However, ch@ ném
had come to represent not Vietnam’s Chinese conquerors, but the lan-
guage of national identity, of Vietnam’s ability to take outside influence
and make it our own.

When the French colonized Vietnam, they institutionalized the use
of quéc ng, the Romanized character-based Vietnamese brought to the
country many years earlier by Catholics. Part of the colonist’s first asser-
tion of power over the colonized is to erase the colonized’s language. Any
transgression against this mandated language was, of course, violence. If
you resisted enough, it was cause for death. It makes sense, doesn’t it? If
you are not permitted to speak in your chosen tongue, you are stripped
of agency at its most basic level. The way we speak is tied in all kinds of
ways to how we form our identities, both individual and national. We
hear it all the time in America, despite there being no official national
language—“Learn English or get out,” you might hear someone say
about Mexican immigrants, as if a group of people speaking Spanish in
Los Angeles somehow taints or corrupts a particular vision of American

identity. This, of course, in no way addresses how Mexicans came to
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speak Spanish in the first place. In any study of any country that has
been colonized, a systemic erasure of native tongue replaced with the
colonist’s language can be found. Why do Filipinos have last names like
Bautista, Cruz, Garcfa, and Torres? Why do Madagascar, Cameroon,
Cote d’Ivoire, Niger, Senegal, Benin, Togo, and many other African
countries speak French as an official language? Our tongues are the first
place on our bodies where power must be forcibly seized.

What’s funny about the French colonial language policy is that it
backfired. The forced implementation of Romanized characters, quéc
ngt, as the country’s official means of communication, was at first
deemed by the Vietnamese as the oppressor’s tongue. It represented
the outsider who wanted Vietnam to change, to submit to Western rule.
And, let’s be frank: that was what it was—France hoped to isolate the
Vietnamese from their cultural roots and create a new kind of culture,
one that France dictated and controlled and to which the Vietnamese
submitted.

But then, the Vietnamese realized that qudc ngt was easier to learn,
unlike the complicated, cumbersome characters of ch@ ném, which had
only been learned by the elite. Literacy began to spread to merchants
and farmers, to the people. Qudc ngtt was used to translate works of
literature, and then, to write Vietnam’s own modern, newer national
literatures. It proved itself worthy of the Vietnamese people, complex
enough to convey the minds of its complex citizens. And finally, one of
my favorite ironies, it became the language of Vietnamese nationalists, as
they began their campaigns for independence. Quéc ng, the intended
language of collaboration and colony, of Catholicism, became the foun-
dation for violent resistance, insistent independence. I suppose, in a way,
this was also the foundation for my own family’s eventual expulsion
from their homeland. Language, both a source of freedom and a means
of oppression.

I'haven’t had the courage to talk to my mother about violence. More than
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6,600 Anti-Asian hate crimes have been reported in the US since the start
of the pandemic, and more than a third of those crimes were reported in
March. An Asian woman who had her head smashed in with a hammer.
An elderly Asian man pushed into the street and kicked, another stabbed.
If my dad were alive and we had this conversation, he would probably
laugh. He would tell me not to worry. Part of me feels it is absurd, too.
You just don’t like Asian people, the way they smell, the things they eat,
the language they have the audacity to speak within your earshot? You
don’tlike to see an Asian person wearing a mask? And so, your reaction
is to throw a violent temper tantrum?

Except I know it is more insidious than that. Embedded in this vio-
lence is a belief that we don’t belong. I am foreign no matter how many
degrees in English I might gather, like plastic talismans against a monster
trying to kill me. I walked home from my job on Thursday and for a
tull block imagined a passerby driving a knife into my abdomen simply
because I existed in a space in which they might not want me to exist.
The attacker wants me to stop talking, be silent, disappear. What is the
objective of violence? It is erasure. Erase this body, all of its history, so
that its absence, its silence, can be filled with another narrative.

Maybe I write because if someone, a person, a system, tries to erase
me, someone will be able to read this and remember that I existed. I
understand my father a little bit better in the midst of this moment.
Someone—a person, a system—has tried to erase him. In fact, they have
been successful in erasing the literal space of his home, the bodies of his
friends, his family, the physical and material manifestations of culture,
identity, nation. A lifetime of this, I am sure, is why he was so adamant
about leaving a record. Because the record of language, of his voice, is

proof of life.
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Searching for Saigon’s
Wartime Beat
by Sheila Ngoc Pham

(Memoir, 2016)

I knew my mother had been a singer in Vietnam, though I don’t remem-
ber her ever telling me this directly; I think I overheard some mention of
it in my childhood. For the longest time I carried a mental image of her
singing in a smoky nightclub in Saigon, a slender young woman with
long black hair in traditional 4o dai dress.

Somehow, it never occurred to me to just ask her whether this was
true . . . until recently, that is. I produced a radio documentary about
Vietnamese music for ABC Radio National called Saigon’s Wartime
Beat; in doing this, I finally heard her incredible story.

The sort of music I gravitated towards in my teens was American
folk-rock from the 1960s and 1970s by artists like Bob Dylan and Buftalo
Springfield. One of the first CDs I ever bought was the Forrest Gump
soundtrack and it was the start of a musical love affair. I even spent a
chunk of my early twenties being a music journalist to learn as much
as I could about popular music. Yet when it came to the music of my
heritage I drew a blank.

At best, I was dimly aware that much of what Iloved most from the
1960s and 1970s was inextricably linked to Vietnam itself, because these
songs were written during a time when young American and Australian
men were being conscripted to fight in an unpopular war. But how did
young Vietnamese men and women feel about the war? Did they use
rock music to express their feelings? And, if so, what did it sound like?
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The songs my parents listened to were either mournful ballads from
the pre-war era, which would send me to sleep, or what seemed to be
1980s-style synth-driven Vietnamese pop. I never heard anything rem-
iniscent of the kind of music I actually liked. So, for me, Vietnamese
music was like muzak: sounds I heard in the background while busy
doing other things

A few years ago there was a Vietnamese gala concert called M6t thoi
dé nhé (‘An era to remember’) that took place in The Mounties Club
in western Sydney. The era in question was the Vietnam War, and the
line-up included famous Vietnamese singers like Elvis Phuong and Mai
Le Huyen. Everyone had flown to Australia for the tour — mostly from
the United States, where the majority of high-profile Vietnamese enter-
tainers live. Some have also since repatriated to Vietnam.

During the war, when Saigon had a vibrant music scene, these singers
would have performed in dancehalls, live-music venues and nightclubs
throughout the city. But in Australia, the tour took place in suburban
community clubs close to where their Vietnamese audiences now lived.

The night of that concert they performed lot of upbeat pop music,
the kind I'd grown up hearing. When Ilistened closely, however, proba-
bly for the first time, I also caught intriguing overtones of rock. Themes
of death, heartbreak and separation surfaced again and again. Perhaps I
was hearing the songs as my parents did.

One of the performers at the concert was Hoang Liém, an ace guitarist
in his mid-seventies. His legendary band, Shotgun, had formed when
South Vietnamese soldiers were confined to their army barracks during
the Tét Offensive in 1968. The members of Shotgun performed for their
tellow soldiers as well as civilians in Saigon, and only stopped playing
when the war ended in 1975. He’d kept a low profile in Saigon after the
war ended because, unlike all the others who performed that night, he
was the only one who had stayed on in Vietnam. His performance at
Mot thoi d€ nhé was his first public show in decades.

Excited by everything I'd seen at the concert, I came home to tell my
mother what I'd seen and heard . . . and that’s when I started to learn
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about her past. I discovered she actually knew Hoang Liém: they’d per-
formed together during the war to entertain Vietnamese troops.

From 1970 1973, my mother — Trin Thi Kim Thoa - was part
of a large entertainment troupe called Hoa Tinh Thuong (The Love
Flowers). It was made up of civilians and army personnel, including
members of the band Shotgun. Hoa Tinh Thuong played to soldiers all
over South Vietnam — at army hospitals, bases and camps — performing
mainstream Vietnamese rock and other popular upbeat styles to boost
morale.

Over the course of the war, the music produced in South Vietnam
increasingly took on a propaganda role to help rally troops. The coun-
try had a diverse music scene during the war, but much of the popular
music wasn’t performed by groups such as Hoa Tinh Thuong because
the songs didn’t have the appropriate pro-war messages. That’s not to
say people weren’t listening to anti-war music. Songwriters who coura-
geously went against the prevailing mood found audiences among the
educated and politically engaged. Trinh Céng Son was the most famous
of the anti-war songwriters; many have since dubbed him “the Bob
Dylan of Vietnam” because of his poetry and politics. (Son remained
in Vietnam and continued to compose until his death in 2001.)

At the age of 18, performing on the road, my mother had the expe-
rience of a lifetime. She made a good living to support her mother and
sisters (her parents had separated). Travelling across the country with
friends, Hoa Tinh Thuong performed in towns across South Vietnam
and even went to places that had seen heavy fighting, dangerous areas
haunted by the ghosts of dead soldiers.

“Sometimes you feel worried,” she told me, “but after a couple of
times you feel alright because you think, ‘It’s okay’. Sometimes they
hide us in the tunnels [because] of missiles . . . we [would] run to the
tunnels and not perform. One lady peed in her trousers because she was
so scared! Sometimes you’re shaking but after that you forgot and you
go again and again . . . for three years.” After three eventful years with
Hoa Tinh Thuong, an opportunity arose for my mother to be in the
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chorus of a new musical variety program for the only television channel
in Vietnam at the time. The program was fully funded by the South
Vietnamese Government. She jumped at the chance.

South Vietnam’s most famous singers performed on the show, which
was all about disarming Communist soldiers and encouraging them to
drop their weapons and defect. For the South Vietnamese, one of the best
weapons they had left was vibrant contemporary music; it was something
they had that the Communists didn’t. The show started broadcasting in
1973. By this time, US combat troops had left the country. The television
program kept going until the war ended in 1975.

As my mother said, “I thought we would win. I didn’t know we'd
lose.”

After the war, my mother found work teaching in a primary school.
But after the freedom of her youth, Communist Vietnam became an
intolerable place in which to live. Meanwhile, during the war, my father
— Pham D¢ Tho - had been in South Vietnam’s army but never saw
Hoa Tinh Thuong perform. He met my mother some years later: he was
organizing a boat to leave and she was seeking a passage.

My parents settled in Australia towards the end of 1980, after a stint at
a Malaysian refugee camp administered by the United Nations. During
her five months there, my mother bumped into a number of other sing-
ers she'd crossed paths with from her days working on the television pro-
gram. She never sang in public again, unless you count karaoke at parties.

The ones who didn’t leave were silenced under the oppressive
Communist regime. It took years for people to find their voices again,
if they ever did. This is particularly true of Vietnamese music: when
the war ended, so did Saigon’s lively music scene. Most performers left
the country, and the ones who remained in Vietnam (including Hoang
Liém) hid their musical pasts because of a ban on music enacted by the
Communist authorities. As a researcher of Vietnamese music, Jason
Gibbs, has written: “The victorious Communists outlawed nearly all of
the music created in the South.” But even so, he notes, “the rock culture

of the South nevertheless seeped into the culture of unified Vietnam”.

74



SHEILA NGOC PHAM

So, despite the atmosphere of fear, Saigon’s wartime beat survived
and the songs of that era have gone on to become enduring classics, still
heard in Vietnam and beyond. This is why the music of the Vietnam
War is performed at concerts like Mot thoi dé€ nhé, which returned for
a three-city Australian encore because the first tour had been such a suc-
cess. Sadly, Hoang Liém never made it back for the repeat performance:
he died on 19 March 2014 in Ho Chi Minh City, aged 77.
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102°f in California
by Au-Co Tran
(Poetry, 2021)

last night we slept in our underwear
on far ends of the bed (i can’t love you
when it’s this hot)

saigon came back to me in waves

fans blasting on max, slicing hot air

an uncle snoring somewhere in the house
mosquito bites growing islands on my skin
(they love american meat, cung!)

an unease, consistently on the verge of

those first nights i’d lie in bed, listening
to the city so hot so dirty it clung to my pores
as california time clung to my sleep

once a rat jumped across my feet

and onto the bed. i yelped, spent the rest
of the night on a row of chairs

you’re always slightly uncomfortable
when you’re in saigon (can rats climb?)

i want a cold coke in an air conditioned cafe
trinh cong son ballads & covers of covers of
western pop songs you heard on repeat if you
sat long enough. cigarette smoke in the air

like clouds, from the men the boys, and mother,
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who exhaled it through her nose looking so

cool and delicious i wanted to try
i have coke in the fridge but it’s not the same

this wasn’t her saigon, she'd say

but it’s mine, i’d whine, i’ve never known
yours, i’ve never known war

no, she'd answer, it’s not yours (none of this

is yours)
last night in the middle of the heat
i felt his fingers on my knee, tap tap,

a confirmation, then the cool of goneness.

perhaps this is a different saigon.
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How Me Makes Rice

by Jason Yore
(Poetry, 2023)

Take at least three scoops from wherever it has been hidden and
listen to the grains scatter in your vessel.

Slide the bag or box [your hidden chest] back before you move

onto the next step.

If you’re able, let ice cold water flow into this basin. Even if your

fingers are numb, continue to mix well until the water turns to

milk.

Drain and rinse again. I've been told to repeat this until everything

is clear or less murky.

Once you're satisfied with the conditions, plunge your index fin-
ger straight down like an anchor until you’ve reached the bottom.

Take your middle finger and curl it back into a backwards P, the
one you kept making well into first grade, measuring the line

where rice meets water.

Bring your index finger back up and touch the soft, white bed-
ding, middle finger still curled into its shape—a sign you'd
learned to make before signs ever mattered, before affiliations ever

mattered.

Now ask yourself, does the water touch the belly of this
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intersection? If it doesn’t, add more until it does.
If it does, you’re almost ready.

You may find that all this is only tradition and starting means
starting after you’ve made the necessary considerations. Start mak-
ing rice before you start making anything else, she said, because
you’ll forget it and it’s the most important aspect of any meal.

The last part is just finding the right balance between boiling and

steam. In between rage and rest.
This is hard to teach and hard to learn, so you make rice every day

for every meal until it makes you proud, until it’s the centerpiece

of all you’ve created.
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con an com chua? | have you
eaten yet?

by Jessica Nguyen

(Poetry, 2019)

it took me till my college years when saying “I'love you” became a
normal thing

these moments would take place during weekly phone calls with
my parents

I guess the heart does grow fonder with distance

and as distance grew,

the more often we sent these three words to each other over the
phone

the more we opened up to each other

— crossing oceans has been the loudest I've been with them

funny how asian parents show their love

of course, as our daily homecoming greeting, theyd ask, “con in
com

chua?”

because it was the hearty presence of food, not scarce displays of
soft love

that filled their hunger — and hence, a generation gap was formed

my cousins and I would get mad at our parents sometimes con-
stantly asking us if we ate yet

why couldn’t they ask us how our day was instead

or whether we’ve made a move on our school crushes yet
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like how awkward other american parents do it

we became numb to their question, answering almost robotically
“con dn com chua?”

“da dn r6i.” | "have you eaten yet?”
“anroi.” | Thave.

“dn roi.” | Thave.

I currently work at a vietnamese restaurant on lygon street in
carlton, australia

neither my parents or I would have expected me to work in the
service industry after college

but this is 2019

although I kept my job a secret from my parents for a while

it didn’t feel like I did

“why did you come all the way here to work at this dinky little
restaurant? you should’ve stayed in america where your life was
probably better there than it will be here.”

“I'm on a work and holiday visa. I’'m here because I want to travel
the world.”

like my parents, the adults at the restaurant would shake their
heads in frustration and disapproval, never understanding the

decisions that I’ve made

my parents fought so hard for a life better than theirs for me

“we took up low-paying jobs, learned a new language, and moved
to another country for you.*

their words would continue to echo in my head

as I washed dishes and

swept and mopped the wooden floors of ddng phuong vietnamese
cuisine

the irony of reliving my parents’ struggles in oz

(except my struggles were nowhere near theirs)
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with the help of my iphone, google translating phrases from
english to vietnamese

life became a lot of relearning of what I've unlearned as a child

I worked 30, 40, sometimes 50 hours per week at the restaurant,

never expecting much in return except for experience and a
paycheck

I wasn’t there to bond with my vietnamese roots, really

but I never felt so much rooted since my separation years in college

an uncle would come in and ask me to write up a paragraph of the
latest chef’s specials

so I felt very fortunate to be able to write in our language when he
asked

he’d point out my misspellings

and I'd have to reassure myself that they didn’t make me

any less of my parents’ child

the menu:

phd bo for $11 | beef pho for $11

bun bd hué for $12 | spicy beef noodle soup for $12
bun riéu for $12 | crab noodle soup for $12

binh x¢o from $14 | vietnamese crepes from $14
ché lya for $8 | vietnamese pork sausage for $8

and the list goes on with 400 more items

eventually, all of that reading ended up making me feel hungry
and I wasn’t the only one thinking that way

suddenly, I would be bombarded by the same question I've heard
for years growing up

but coming from different voices now

“chi an com chua?”
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“em in com chua?”

“cin dn com chua?”

my heart is full.

JESSICA NGUYEN
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Nha (hang): Confessions of a
Restaurant Kid

by Tony Ho Tran

(Memoir, 2020)

When I was four years old, my uncle dropped a bowl of pho on my head.

It was the lunch rush at my family’s restaurant. I was walking from
the dining room towards the door to the kitchen. At the exact same time,
my uncle was walking through the door the other way and collided right
into me while carrying a bowl of pho for an unlucky customer.

The tray carrying the soup slipped out of his hands when I ran into
him. Before I knew it, steaming fragrant pho broth, freshly cooked rice
noodles, and tiny superheated flecks of flank steak began to rain down
on me like fire and brimstone. It felt like I just stuck my head into the
mouth of an angry dragon.

Imagine Splash Mountain, but instead of getting a fun souvenir pic-
ture at the end of the ride, you got second degree burns covering the top
half of your body.

The weird part is I don’t remember anything before the soup touched
my skin — this is just what I was told later after a trip to the hospital.
But as my body registered the searing pain of the pho, my consciousness
ignited. It was like my brain came online at that moment and I began to
register real memories for the first time ever.

I remember feeling pain. I remember being scared.

But, more than anything, I remember feeling that I really hated my
family’s restaurant.

My family owned a Chinese and Vietnamese restaurant called “Da
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Kao” in Sioux City, Iowa — a town deep in the corn-choked guts of
the Midwest. It’s a massive red-brick building with a big green sign and
yellow lettering loudly announcing the name and phone number of the
restaurant to a busy thoroughfare. While we weren’t the only Chinese
place in the city, we were easily the biggest and most successtul.

As such, I grew up as a breed of child I’'m sure many of you have seen
before — especially if you’ve ever been to a immigrant family-owned
Chinese, Vietnamese, or even Hispanic restaurant.

They’re the kids you see just hanging out at the restaurant when you
go there. They’re never eating. There’s typically more than one. And the
workers at the restaurant never speak to them or even look their way like
they’re ghosts in a Victorian novel.

In fact, when you see one, you might become a little unsure of
yourself.

Does anyone else in this place notice the three kids sharing a tiny cor-
ner table right now? They were here when we came in like 30 minutes
ago and no one’s brought them drinks or food the entire time. Am I the
only one seeing them? Are they ... ghosts? The lost spirits of kids who
died here waiting for their order of crab rangoons to be fried?

No. They’re not ghosts. They’re Restaurant Kids. I know because I
was one too.

A Restaurant Kid spends entire days in the natural habitat: Sitting at
the smallest table of their family’s restaurant. There they do homework,
read, draw, or, if their parents really wanted them to be quiet loved them,
play on their Gameboys or laptops.

But if their parents are anything like mine and my cousins, they’re
being put to work. After all, child labor laws don’t exist to immigrant
families. Not when there’s food to be served, drinks to be poured, and
money to be made. My first words ever were “b6” and my first sentence
ever was, “Would you like white or fried rice with your order?”

Family-owned restaurants are actually a big reason a lot of Vietnamese
kids learn English. You needed to learn pretty quickly if you wanted to
wait tables and collect tips.
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As a Restaurant Kid, you learned all the essential phrases to get by
in America:

“How are you today?”

“It was great meeting you and I hope to see you again!”

“Sorry, we only carry Pepsi products.”

Restaurant Kids also got collegiate level schooling on mathematics.
I learned division calculating how I'd split the tips with the waitresses.
I learned multiplication when calculating tax into a customer’s check.
I learned subtraction when my parents took away my earnings to “save
for college.”

So when we weren’t in school, my brother, cousins and I spent our
time at the Restaurant. While my friends spent their summers at camp
or learning programs, I was at the Restaurant. The Restaurant became
more than just how my family made money. It was a daycare, workplace,
library, study area, nap area, and hangout spot all rolled into one.

And...Thatedit.

Because for every one good memory of being a Restaurant Kid, there
were a dozen not-so-good ones.

Like the sounds of your family fighting with each other in the kitchen.
The shouts from your uncles as they argue over one another’s gambling
problems, or for totaling another delivery car, or for getting an order
wrong. The screams of your parents as the stress of raising two children
while managing a restaurant in a country that’s not their own boils over
like a pot of egg drop soup at rush hour.

The same noises that howl in your skull through restless nights years
later.

Order up. Two number twelves and a Won Ton soup to go. Delivery
for three egg rolls and a small fried rice. Remember to bring change for
a hundred or you’ll have to find an ATM.

Dishes falling. Gas burning. The clang, clang, clanging of a million
plates and spoons and knives and forks. The mood and the temperature
heating up alongside the burners underneath the woks.

Where’s the order for table four?

86



TONY HO TRAN

What do you mean “Where’s the order? I never got a fucking order.

I putitin half an hour ago.

The fuck you did.

What did you say to me?

Long evenings after school working on my homework at my corner
table, and desperately trying to ignore the shouts of my parents and
uncles in the kitchen.

The Mayflower arrived at Plymouth in 1620.

ISAID THE FUCK YOU DID.

The first Thanksgiving happened in 1621 when the colonists honored
their first harvests with a three day long celebration.

OH FUCK YOU. YOU THINK YOU’RE SO TOUGH NOW?

Joining the pilgrims were 90 Native Americans from alocal tribe who
helped them survive their first winter in the New World.

DON’T YOU FUCKING TOUCH ME. DON’T YOU DARE
FUCKING TOUCH ME.

So when my mom called me to say that they finally sold the restaurant
after 20 years of business, I didn’t know how to feel. It was the exact
definition of bittersweet.

How are you supposed to feel, though, if the very reason that your
family was able to live and succeed and thrive in this country was also
the reason your family fought and didn’t speak to each other for months
on end?

So I decided to make a trip back to my hometown. Though I told
people I went back to visit my parents and ba ngoai, it was more to say
goodbye to the Restaurant. So in 2019, a time when social distancing
and quarantine were concepts as foreign as pho without lime, I flew
back to Sioux City from my home in Chicago to say goodbye to the
place that raised me.

I remember pulling into the parking lot outside of the building. I
stepped out of the car, looked at the building, and expected to feel dis-
dain for it — but instead felt a small pang in my chest. It was the way
you'd feel if you saw an old friend you hadn’t seen in years. The sights,
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sounds, and smell are familiar and yet so different.

As I stepped out onto the parking lot — the same parking lot where
my dad taught me how to ride a bike, and my cousins and I would try
to light weeds on fire with a magnifying glass — that pang deepened
into an ache.

The restaurant and this building I was about to go into for the last
time was where I learned to walk. It was where I learned to talk. And
now I had to say goodbye.

I remember walking through the kitchen, greeting the workers there
that I knew and had grown up knowing. The surrogate mothers and
fathers and uncles and aunties who were always quick to smile and make
me a meal if my parents were busy. I made my way through the door
where I bumped into my uncle so many years before and had a bowl of
pho dropped on my head.

I remember standing in the dining room for a moment to just take
everything in—the waitresses and waiters serving customers their orders,
the near constant ring of the telephone for deliveries, the shouts from
the kitchen.

This was where I spent long evenings watching the sun melt into
an inky darkness out the window while waiting for my mom to finish
the dinner shift. It was where I learned to read from hand-me-down
chapter books from my cousins — The Magic Tree House, A Series of
Unfortunate Events, and Harry Potter. There were bad memories here,
yes. But there were so many happy ones too. Their alchemical mixture
formed me into the person I am today, for better or for worse.

More than anything, though, the restaurant was a place that Ilearned
to love and hate the same way you would your family — where the love
is unconditional but the hate is anything but. As my eyes swept through
the dining room, and I fought the lump building in the back of my
throat, that’s when I saw it: My old table. The one I used to sit at with
my brother and cousins.

The table where I spent my days drawing, studying, reading, and

waiting for my turn to bus tables. Our little pocket of the universe back
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when all that mattered was your family around you and what you were
going to have for dinner. And there was a kid sitting at it.

She couldn’t have been any older than 11. Judging from her backpack
at her feet and the stack of folders on the table in front of her, she just
finished school. But if she had homework, she wasn’t working on it.
Instead, a sketchbook laid open in front of her as she concentrated on
a picture she was drawing. I went to a table where one of the waitresses
sat folding napkins and asked, “Hey, who is that kid?”

She looked up from her napkins and quickly glanced at the table,
“The dishwasher’s girl. Just finished school down the block. She’s wait-
ing for her dad to finish his shift so they can go home.”

I smiled, because I knew the truth about that little girl sitting at the
table, sketching and letting her dreams run away with her: She was
already home.
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The “Nha” in a Name

by Doan Bui

(Essay, 2020)

Before the film Bobemian Rbapsody came out, I didn’tknow that Freddie
Mercury’s name was Farookh Bursala. One of my favorite scene in this
movie is when he introduces his girlfriend Marie and his mates from the
band to his family. Everyone is astonished because his parents are using
his real first name, Farookh. Freddie/Farookh is angry. He says that from
now on, he should be called Freddie. It’s not only a “stage name”, but
it’s also now his official name, on his passport, he repeats. Very coldly,
the father then says to his son, What a shame to change your own name.

There is so much in a name. In Fall 2018, a controversy about first
names inflamed the media in France. Eric Zemmour, a well-known edi-
torialist, insulted Hapsatou Sy, a black woman, on television telling her
that her first name was “an insult to the Republic”. “You should be
called Corinne, that would suit you well,” he added. For Zemmour,
so-called “good immigrants” were supposed to give “French names” to
their children to prove they loved their new country. As Marine le Pen,
the head of the far-right party, who was Emmanuel Macron’s contender
in the presidential election in 2017, has said, “La France tu I'aimes ou tu
la quittes.” France, you should love it or leave it.

I was leaving for Morocco for work and in the airport, scrolling on
Twitter, I first heard about this controversy. On the plane, I couldn’t
stop being angry. I hurriedly wrote an op-ed for the newspaper I work
for. “Please, Mr. Zemmour, leave our first names alone.” By this “us” I
meant all people who happen, like me, to have first names which point
to their (non-French) origins. Worst of all, I even alluded to the fact that
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I had proudly given my daughters, who are Eurasian, Vietnamese first
names. The op-ed was published quickly on the website of my news-
paper. I was insulted on Twitter and on Facebook. People said that my
reaction proved that Zemmour was right. I didn’t want to melt into
“la Republique Frangaise”. Fortunately, other people also thanked me
for saying out loud how they had also felt insulted by what Zemmour
had said. It was hard for me to explain to my friends or colleagues why
I was so mad. A lot of journalists I considered “allies” disapproved of
that op-ed. They told me I had fallen into the trap of feeding the troll,
by giving my attention to this guy. It was easy for them, being white:
they were not the ones being insulted.

I realized that this issue of first names was touching something very
deep inside of me. I was born in France from Vietnamese parents who
had immigrated just before the Fall of Saigon. I grew up in Le Mans, a
city in which we were one of the first Asian families to settle. Everyone
had a first name and a last name which sounded perfectly French and
simple. In this middle-sized town, we stood out. Our faces. Our food.
Our names. We had weird names divided into three parts and not two.
If T were to introduce myself in Vietnam, I would say I am Bui Doan
Thuy. In Vietnam, the first name comes last and the last name comes
first. It’s interesting when you think about it: it means the family you
belong to comes first, well before your own self. It’s very Asian. And
quite confusing for Western people who don’t know in which order
they should put the Asian names. I make the mistake too.

For a long time, Vietnamese people didn’t have first names for me.
Everyone was Tonton or Tata (uncle, aunt). Sometimes they would even
be called by numbers: Chi 7, Chi 6 (Sister 7, Sister 6). I didn’t even know
my own parents’ real first names. My mother was sometimes called Chi
6, sister number 6, or Jeanne, a French first name — a heritage of colo-
nization. In her school they used to sing “La Marseillaise”, they learned
French history, and Vietnamese was learned as a foreign language. That’s
why she was given a French first name, still used in her family. But this
first name, “Jeanne”, was not the name on her passport. The first time

91



THE “NHA" IN A NAME

I saw her real Vietnamese first name, Huynh Anh, on her passport, it
sounded unfamiliar to me.

My father is named Bui Anh Dung. Vietnamese people would call
him Dung. With the Vietnamese southern accent, it sounded something
like “young”, very different from the northern accent which would be
“zoung” . When talking to French people, though, my father would say,
“Call me ‘zoum’.” Zoum. I thought it was a ridiculous nickname. A
Teletubbies name. It took me a long time to understand that this was his
way to “French-ize” his first name . As a child I would’ve preferred him
to be called Patrick or Eric, like all other white fathers I saw at school.
I wanted badly for him to speak French without his heavy Vietnamese
accent. I was ashamed of his being different from the other fathers, I was
ashamed when he talked very loudly in Vietnamese in the streets, and
when people would stare at us. Later, I would be ashamed for having
been ashamed of my father.

My name says where I come from. It describes my lineage. Bui is the
last name of my father. Doan is the last name of my mother. Thuy is
my first name. When speaking Vietnamese, my parents used to call me
“Thuy”. But, at school, I was called Doan-Thuy. My name was such a
curse in those times. No one could say it properly. No one could spell
it. No one could remember it. For a long time, I wanted to be called
Stéphanie or Marie. I had this obscure feeling that for French white peo-
ple, we, Asians, formed an indistinct magma, with unrecognizable faces,
unpronounceable names. My only identity was to be Asian, with this
weird name people never remembered, this face people would confuse
with another Asian face.

When I turned twenty, I decided to change my first name: Isplititin
two. I was Doan Thuy, I became Doan. It was like having a double life.
Being a spy. Abandoning this girl that I was in the past, to transform into
a new one. My family would keep on calling me Thuy in Vietnamese,
Doan Thuy when talking to me in French. In college, the new people I
met called me Doan. I guess I was hoping to reinvent myself being Doan,
as someone better, more attractive, more charismatic and popular, as I
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had always felt I didn’t belong. Let’s be honest. It didn’t work. In my
prom, there was another Vietnamese girl named Anh-Do. Everyone kept
on mistaking us. Do-An, Anh-Do, pretty much the same, huh? Those
years, at college, were dreadful. I only felt like I was myself with people
calling me Doan Thuy. With my family. Nonetheless, I stuck to Doan.
When I started to work as a journalist, I signed my first article as Doan
Bui. I was very proud to see my name in a newspaper. Writing was some-
thing I thought was not meant for people like me, people like us. People
who never were in the books, either inside the pages, or outside, on the
covers. I became Doan Bui, this person who uses words, who makes a
living out of it, who writes in French, which was finally the most desired
way of becoming “French”, for me.

There is just a slight problem: my sisters are also called Doan. In my
family, in short, there are four Doan Bui. As if we were sharing the same
identity. Sometimes it can be weird. For example: when my sister’s new
boss googled her and found my publications as a journalist, and won-
dered whether my sister had a double life. Family travel can also be quite
funny when you see the face of the lady checking us in at the airport, as

she realizes we are all called Doan Bui.

In the wonderful novel by Jhumpa Lahiri, The Namesake, the hero,
born in the US from Bengali parents who immigrated there, is called
“Gogol” by his parents, the first name his father chooses because of his
love for the Russian author. When the boy grows up, he begins pro-
gressively to hate it. So he changes it for his official first name, which is
“Nikhil”, and can very conveniently be shortened in “Nick”. Jhumpa
Lahiri writes wonderful passages about the distinction between “pet
names” and “good names”:

In Bengali the word for pet name is daknam, meaning, literally, the
name by which one is called, by friends, family, and other intimates,
at home and in other private, unguarded moments. Pet names are a

persistent remnant of childhood. (.. .) These are the names by which
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they are known in their respective families, the names by which they
are adored and scolded and missed and loved. Every pet name is paired
with a good name, a bhalonam, for identification in the outside world.

Jhumpa Lahiri describes so accurately my own struggle with my
names, between my “pet name” Thuy and my “good name” Doan.
Gogol-Nikhil felt the same as I had, towards his name and origins. His
name is “an entity shapeless and weightless, [that] manages nevertheless
to distress him physically, like the scratchy tag of a shirt he has been forced
permanently to wear.”

Jhumpa Lahiri is brilliant in depicting our double lives, our dou-
ble identities, our close relationship towards family and the different
relationship to the outside world. Especially to the opposite sex. When
Gogol dates girls, white girls, he has to be Nikhil. He’s not capable of
dating AND being Gogol. At the end, Gogol finally hooks up with
Moonshomi, a Bengali girl born in the US, whose parents are acquain-
tances of his parents. It’s the first time he dates a woman who has known
him by his real name.

I met the person who would become my beloved husband and father
of our daughters in that period when I was changing names. He has always
called me Doan-Thuy. I would have stripped his eyeballs oft if he had
called me Doan. I wonder what would have happened if T had met him
later, when I was “Doan”. When I got pregnant in 2005, I wanted our
daughter to have a Vietnamese first name that tells about my origins, my
lineage, her heritage, as her last name is “typical” French. I had to surf on
the Internet to find a Vietnamese first name that would be lovely and easy
to pronounce. After my daughter’s birth, though, I realized it was not so
easy for people to remember it.

When I was pregnant with my second daughter, in 2007, the mood
had changed. The president, Nicolas Sarkozy, obsessed with French-
ness, had even created a “ministry for national identity” to define it. It
was a very strange time. I had lost my ID, and when I wanted to renew
it, I was asked to prove I was French: it took me nine months to do the
paperwork. I felt like Joseph K in The Trial. Officials would stare at
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me and speak to me very slowly, as if I didn’t understand French: they
thought I was a Chinese illegal immigrant. I realized then how easy it
was to be on the other side. As a journalist I had interviewed so many
illegal immigrants, telling stories of their struggles and their shame, but
I always had that egoistic and comfortable feeling that I had nothing to
do with them. Just because my parents had arrived earlier.

At the same time, one of my Viet Kieu friends was also expecting
his first child. This friend had changed names when he started to work.
“Having a foreign-sounding name is a burden, a curse. Remember our
childhood! You shouldn’t pass this on to your children. You don’t want
them to be discriminated against,” he told me.

When my younger daughter was born, I had second thoughts in the
hospital. I'stuck to the Vietnamese first name I had chosen with my hus-
band, but I decided she needed another first name, a French-sounding
one, just in case. We picked up “Ariane” out of nowhere: we hadn’t
prepared it ... “Ariane” is written on her passport. But we never used
it. Once, she asked me about it. I felt stupid.

“You should be ashamed to change your name,” says Freddie Mercury’s
father. I didn’t take another first name, like Corinne or Stephanie. ButI
realized I have still abandoned my real first name. The one I severed, so
long ago. Doan Thuy. My real first name. I long for it sometimes. It’s like
a phantom limb. Like a tooth that has been removed but is still pulsing
in my mouth. I love the way it sounds. Like those old songs you used
to listen to during childhood or as a teenager. I love that my loved ones
still use it. I prefer it to the first name I use in my everyday life: Doan.
But maybe life goes on like this. We put on a mask, we play our role in
the never-ending comedy that s life, but deep inside we know we are not
reduced to that mask. Doan is my mask, the mask behind which I hide,
but I know I am Doan Thuy. I write as Doan, but it’s not the real me.
In The Namesake, Gogol grows old. He gets married, then divorced. But
he keeps on being called Nikhil. All the way through the novel, though,
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the narrator calls him Gogol. Like it is his secret self. Freddie Mercury’s
favorite song was “The Great Pretender”. Farookh was hiding behind
Freddie, the flamboyant performer, loving all those disguises and masks.
As Ziad, a great fan of Freddie Mercury, who arrived in France when he
was 6, told me: “He fascinated me because he had managed to create his
own identity, out of nowhere.”

Yes, maybe we all need masks. Maybe we are all great pretenders.
Especially us children of immigrants. We are endlessly pursuing this mag-
nificent delusion: being perfectly French. We are like Odysseus, playing
with our disguises. In a never-ending journey. At the end Odysseus finds
his way back to Ithaca. I guess we also know that in this intimate journey,
something is expecting us. Home. Nha. It’s not a place. It’s inside us.
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On a Viethamese American
suicide, what | want to
sayis...

by Jade Hidle

(Memoir, 2012)

At the community college where I teach, a student recently committed
suicide on campus. The news came in the way that such tragedies usually
do. On first notice, the information was vague, yet startling in its sudden
and numbing bareness, like the moment at which the wind is knocked
from your body and sends all your senses thrumming. The email stated
something to the effect of “the circumstances appear to be a suicide” and
“the campus remains safe.” Appears? Remains? What do these words
really say? Are words enough? Slowly, murmured information reawak-
ened senses muted by shock. Details unraveled. A veteran. A male. A
first-year college student. A Vietnamese American.

Later, a campus-wide email circulated. Cards would be collected and
delivered to the family.

At Target, I flipped open and shut sympathy cards. Some assumed
too personal of a connection with the aggrieved, promising shoulders
and comfort. I had never met this student, nor his family. Other cards
bore biblical passages that are unfamiliar to me but were, in my eyes, just
promises that rang empty in their certainty, almost hurtful given the
uncertainty of the circumstances. I settled on a generic one with flow-
ers embossed in a gold that reminded me of my mother’s meticulously
maintained altars. But I chose it mostly because its interior provided
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plenty of room to write, where my unsettled students and I could offer
our condolences.

All of that space, though, was at once too much and not enough.
When I sat down to write, I was overcome with thoughts yet at a loss
for words to fill the space. For three days, the card read, “Dear Nguyen
family.”

Oftentimes when my students come to my office with their pen caps
chewed to mutilated plastic nubs as a result of writer’s block, I tell them
to write “What I want to say is. .. ” at the top of a blank sheet of paper
and talk to them about their ideas and watch them write, write, write.
They write because they always have something they want to say but
rarely feel there is someone to listen. So I ask them what they want to
say as a way to tell them that I want to listen. It sounds so simple, but
the tactic never fails. That phrase cracks open what is sutured shut by
the misperception that writing is the controlled act of a sophisticated
android, when really it is the writhing of a messy, snarling beast. I decided
to take my own advice and write this post, in hopes that someone will
want to listen.

This is what I want to say about the things that don’t get talked about,
that didn’t belong in the card because it has nothing to do with me, that
are most likely selfish of me to share now. But I want, need, to say these
things because this student has wrenched at my heart and stomach and
mind since I first heard of his passing. For him and his family, for myself
and my family, and for anyone who has suffered suicide in some capacity,
this is what I want to say.

What I want to say is that it is awful. So fucking ineffably awful.

I want to say to his family that memories of him will be a comfort,
but how could I? How many memories could they have? Never enough.
Of course not.

What I want to say is that because he was a veteran, my students and I
shouldered aside our class plans and talked about how no one, at any age,
should have to face the atrocities of war. We could not fully talk about
war. But we talked about treating veterans as the civilians they want to
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become (as so many of my veteran students have shared their flinch-in-
ducing experiences of being asked, upon introduction, “How many peo-
ple did you kill?”), but also to respect the sacrifices they have made that
no civilian could possibly understand. I told them about our campus
counselors and the veterans’ center. I offered my ear because I grew up
in a house with veterans from both the Vietnamese and American sides
of that war, shared a house with their room-filling spectrums of sadness
and loss. And my veteran and non-veteran students alike reached out
to thank me for having this open dialogue; others came to vent to me,
to release and connect. In this way, the family’s son was nurturing his
peers. As death often compels us to do, we connected.

I want to say that I am a Vietnamese American too. Because I have
inherited some of my mother’s traumas suffered during the war that
robbed her of so much, I am against war, regardless of how politicians
attempt to rename or justify it. I wonder how this family’s son felt
about serving in the military, of fighting yet another war in the name
of the country that invaded his family’s homeland. I wonder how many
Vietnamese American soldiers are serving today, but I honestly hesitate
to find this number, if it’s even recorded anywhere by a government that
has historically proven to include people of color as citizens, as patriots,
during war time when someone needs to die. I think of Danny Chen,
the Asian American soldier who committed suicide last year after being
harassed by his “comrades,” and how being Asian American—and the
long, racist history that has legally and socially excluded Asians from this
country—compounds the difficulties of serving in the U.S. military. I
want to ask, how do Vietnamese Americans feel about serving today?
How do they negotiate their histories? Immigrating to this country
meant a great deal of loss for so many Vietnamese families. How it must
ache to suffer a loss like this.

I want to say that I also know suicide. This is certainly not to suggest
Vietnamese Americans are tragic or that we are bound by shared inclina-
tions to suicide or anything like that, but it is part of my family history,
as it is now part of this student’s family history. And I am sure that we
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continue to be affected by the larger history of which we have been a
part; suicide so often gets narrated as a pathologized cause and effect of
“snapping” that reduces the act to an individual “illness” or “madness”
that is easier for society to write off, when in my experience suicides
have reflected the larger social issues that few are willing to confront. (It
is no coincidence that recent studies have addressed how suicide rates
among Asian American women are higher than other ethnic groups.)
Growing up, I was told stories of ancestors in Viet Nam who did it out
of the honor of refusing to submit to invading forces, of others who did
it because they had been raped, socially ruined. What I really want to say
is that suicides happened in the U.S. too, after my family immigrated
to the country that promised a better life. As a young girl, I imagined
myself pressing my lips to my uncle’s temple to suck the bullet from
his brain. I long to watch him smoke a cigarette while picking his nose
and his belly button all at the same time. For another uncle, I wanted to
squeeze the poison from his core to his limbs until it seeped out from
underneath his fingernails, toenails. I could have washed his feet and
hands clean. This uncle, my namesake, would have cupped my face in
his clean hands, pulled it toward his and inhaled my cheek, swift but
sweet, in the way that Vietnamese kisses do. I want to say that if I had
personally known this family’s son, I would have wanted to embrace
him and turn his face sunward.

What I want to say is that the Vietnamese word “nhé” means both
to remember and to miss.

I want to say that suicide became part of my language early on. This
is not to say that my family openly talked of the suicides to impose a
moral judgment upon the act or, conversely, to help each other to grieve
the suicides in our family and to get through our respective bouts of
sadness. Suicide was part of our language in that it was an unspoken
expected course of action to cope with, and opt out of;, life’s pain. It
was a go-to thought. It was an understanding between us, despite the
pervading silence of our household. Suicide became the way we said

important things without knowing how, a language that wasn’t. When

100



JADE HIDLE

my mother came into my room and whispered to me that she was too
sad and wanted to die, she told me that, if she decided not to live any-
more, she didn’t want me to go on living without her and, so, I should
die too. After that, I began to sleep in the room that my toddler siblings
shared—an unspoken love for them, protection for all of us. Over the
years, she expressed similar sentiments in countless letters slipped under
my bedroom door, in voicemails left in the middle of the day. I suppose
that this was a kind of love, articulated through our language of suicide.
When my mother and I fought, I threatened to kill myself too, at which
she would shake her head and ignore, even when I did actually hurt
myself. This is, perhaps, how she told me with silence that suicide was
not an act worth committing. And that was love too. We are all alive
today. That is love unspoken.

I want to say that, since I was a child, I have often rolled visions of
self-inflicted death around in my mind, like turning a dirty fly’s blue-
green body to catch the sun, like the round moment when a wave lifts
feet from the sand and the body goes afloat. These thoughts suspend
time. They are respite. They help me escape myself, all of the confusion
and alienation of growing up mixed, of not belonging to some group
or another because I was too Vietnamese, too white, too poor, too tom-
boyish, too wild, too angry, too quiet, too serious, too something. More
recently, thinking of suicide has offered me perspective on the ever-ce-
menting fact that lovers do not commit to me because, they have told
me, I am too “intense,” my moods too “tidal,” too “heavy” and “hard”
because I cannot disentangle myself from all of the pain I have inherited.
My friends, as committed and patient as they are, confess it is difficult
to be around me for too long because my inherited sadness manifests
in debilitating silences, bouts of which are impenetrable and ultimately
hurtful. In trying to protect my loved ones from my ragged-edged inher-
itance, I hurt them anyway. I make them worry, just as I worry about my
mother. And so it cycles.

What I want to say is that I do my best to break the cycle. Every day,
I try.
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What I want to say is that in my self-inflicted solitude, I feel less alone
when I read literature, or, at least,  am drawn to pages addressing suicide
more than any others in their works. Ishmael opens his tale in Herman
Melville’s Moby Dick by confessing that his pursuit of “the watery part
of the world,” the sea and the ship, was his “substitute for pistol and
ball.” Virginia Woolf, in her last diary entry before she drowned herself,
wrote, “A curious sea side feeling in the air today. [ . . . ] Everyone lean-
ing against the wind, nipped & silenced. All pulp removed.” One of
the chapters in Lac Su’s memoir I Love Yous are for White People opens
with a description of his “suicide jar,” a concoction of liquor he mixed
and drank to escape his father’s abuse and his participation in gangs as
an attempt to carve a sense of belonging in the streets of Los Angeles:
“as the poison takes hold of my mind [ . .. ] I feel like ’'m supposed to
feel. [ ... ] The next morning, nothing has changed.” In her short story
“Hell-Heaven,” Jhumpa Lahiri renders a mother who dresses herself for
self-immolation, stands for hours in the middle of the yard with matches
in her hands, only to go inside “boiling rice for dinner, as if it were any
other day.” It is these passages’ cleansing quality and their connective
tissue across time and space that always kept me from suicide. They made
me realize that the metallic shine of that buzzing fly and the buoyancy
of those imagined waves were merely fleeting, idealized ephemera of a
desperately lonely mind. These literary works prompted me instead to
anchor myself with concrete possibilities, realities: my sister weeping
when no one is looking, my dad sitting alone at his dark wood dining
room table, all the students I would not meet.

I want to say to you that these were reasons to fight, fight for life as
long as possible. These reminders of my capacity to hurt people sent me
showing up on doorsteps of the people I loved and who loved me. They
sent me to play hide-and-go-seek with the children in my family; doing
so reminded me of when my cousin Nam first arrived from Viet Nam
and I, an only child at the time, was so excited to have someone to play
hide-and-go-seck with, to not be alone, that I peed my pants every time he
discovered me behind a door or tucked in a cupboard; and I mean every
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time because for awhile he thought that American-born girls suffered
some incontinence problem. These reminders sent me to fight by some-
times just going to the movies, where I could listen to others’ laughter
and the sound of Raisinets tumbling out of their box, and to escape to a
world where life was narrated according to a soundtrack, where someone
had decided what was going to happen. I also watch Bart and Joe of Just
Kidding Films who make me laugh about things that have pained me.
These reminders made me dance—hard—to French electro-pop and
early “90s hip-hop (and, yes, now “Gangnam Style” too) until I was too
tired to feel sad anymore (dear reader, I seriously hope you take fifteen
minutes of your day to dance out any of your own stress and sadness with
those golden videos). When it got really bad, I reached further. Starting
at twelve years old, I sought help from counselors through school or
work where I refused pills, for better or worse, and insisted on being
listened to. Though I encountered some disappointing therapists who
were better at checking off boxes than listening, the good ones got me
through the worst of times, and I would urge any one who experiences
similar strains of sadness to do the same: to reach out. (If you don’t have
access to counselors or therapists, you can reach out, or refer others, to
the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline). I wonder if the student who
committed suicide ever reached out to anyone. I wonder what the last
book he read was, perhaps even for a class at our school, and how he felt
about what he discovered in those pages. I wonder if the words therein
made him feel more or less alone.

But, of course, I did not say any of this. All of this is not really what
the card was about.

WhatIdid write in the card was that during the campus-wide moment
of silence for him, my students and I bowed our heads. A couple of
minutes in, I glanced up to see all of my students’ beautiful young faces
thinking, praying. Brows were furrowed, eyes closed, lips moved silently
above clasped hands. I tried to put this into words for the family. Then
I added something my last lover told me when I was missing him even
though he was right there with me. As I always tell my students about
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writing, the phrase was powerful because it stated a very complex idea

in a very simple way. I wrote, You are not alone.
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Eulogies of the Unknown
by Kathy Nguyen

(Memoir, 2024)

The image of you painfully exhaling your last breath still haunts every
fragile fiber of my memory. Recurring nightmares—or dreams, ’'m not
sure how to separate the two since they both seem to blur the thresholds
of corporeal and incorporeal realities when attempting to untangle a
collation of your past memories. And now you’re manifesting yourself
into my present—continued moving images of your face struggling to
breathe has haunted—revisited—me since.

Several doctors and therapists claimed your oxygen level and resting heart
rate, numbers that feel arbitrary to me now, were textbook perfect. But
bodies are imperfect; that’s a medical anomaly that confuses me; a few
nights after your 72nd birthday, you experienced respiratory failure, a
day when M4, Five, and I witnessed your head forcibly falling down
from a lack of a stable neck support and your breathing momentarily
stopped. Within a matter of seconds, everything from that moment
happened so quickly, to the point where time felt disjointed as bodies
became disoriented. Emotions became elevated; we were all distraught,
crying and shaking you to wake up and you weakly responded but con-
tinued struggling to breathe. M4 called the new neighbor who just moved
next door, who was a CNA, out of distress and the neighbor attempted
to check your pulse, talking to you as she also wiped her own tears and
kept calling your name, mispronouncing it. Once again, you entered the
hospital, a sterilized yet harsh institution you loathed.
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Istill carry that vivid memory of the doctor calling Five and me out of
the ER room, where you were laid vertically as you stared straight ahead
with several tubes, wires, and the nasal cannula prongs connected into
your nostrils, all entangled around over your body again, to talk to us.
The doctor’s face was marred with anxiety; at that moment, Five and
I expected the worst, but I believed we both firmly held onto that false
hope we’ve held onto since you survived in this very hospital that night,
just so we wouldn’t confront your mortality. After several medical false
hopes induced by doctors from the year before, therapists informed us
that your leg tissues and muscles still remained intact, and after you
completed your medically insured mandatory two-week stay at a desig-
nated rehabilitation center located near the hospital for the second time,
he quietly yet firmly informed us you were dying, your body entering
respiratory failure. He rubbed his head and watched us cry in the hallway
as other people passed us, staring, perhaps out of pity.

Nothing about death is sparing.

Three or four days after you moved from the ER to the ICU and relo-
cated to the third floor, a floor that was either the Walker Heart Institute
or a department related to cardiology. Same type of room where constant
dread inhabits every space and corner. I forced myself awake, never sleep-
ing, trying to keep myself busy to make myself present for you. Decades
ago, you sat by Mr. Webb, one of your many sponsors who showed you
and M4 kindness as you renavigated life in the United States as a refugee,
as he passed, and once told me no one should die alone in the hospital.
I held onto your philosophy and sat next to you.

I was the only one present in that cold, ungenial hospital room, one
of the many rooms where several people have either recovered and dis-
charged or passed away in. You, too, were one of the many people who
passed away in that room, one of the many patient rooms located on
the third floor.

What felt unfair to me was that you passed away immediately a
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day after your room was transformed into a hospice care room. When
we questioned how long you had, the doctor provided a non-answer,
another medical anomaly because death directly caused by complex
health complications can’t be predicted nor timed: “It could happen
after a few days or maybe even weeks. We just don’t know when.” There
existed another false sense of hope that you still had some time left, to
comfortably pass on. But when death arrives, it comes. And it wasn’t
even 24 hours after you were placed under hospice care.

The unfairness I felt was prompted after reading Bich Minh Nguyen’s
novel, Pioneer Girl, a story that frames Vietnamese refugees while
entwining American Midwest settler lore, shortly after you passed:
“Somehow, my father’s being an immigrant made his death seem that
much more tragic. To have escaped a war, to have fled his own country,
to have started over, to have come such a distance, only to have his life cut
short, drowned in a strange river far from home — it seemed unbearably
unfair.” And perhaps my anger is misdirected because death caused by
diseases and health complications are categorized as natural since the
body, despite its changing elasticity, ages, fractures, and wears down
until absolute depletion. Like the narrator’s father, you survived a war,
escaped, recovered from your first stroke, and you died in a country that
could be considered a hostile home where you resettled. And as we know
and choose to ignore, death never makes sense. Nurses provided you with
doses of morphine to manage multiple discomforts your body inflicted
on you: ease your shortness of breath, which was increasingly becoming
more labored and brutally producing cacophonous sounds. Morphine
was supposed to alleviate some of your pain but was it effective? Your
pain was still tangible. Even your last breath sounded painful.

People talk about the June solstice being the longest day. Long days
seem relative now but that cold dreary morning in January felt like an
expected, agonizingly long day. That same night of your passing also felt
like a long, endless night when time refused to move forward because

sleep was too difficult to achieve. Just closing our eyes felt excruciating.
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I stood by your bed, holding onto your cold hand after you passed,
crying. Letting go, I walked out and called out to the night nurse and
informed her of your death, starting the sentence with “I think.” Only I
didn’t think, I knew you had passed. She entered the room and checked
your pulse and performed every required protocol and released a breath,
“He’s gone,” she reiterated. I knew it and still cried. She hugged me and
said she needed to get a doctor to pronounce your death and left me
alone with you.

I called M4 shortly after the nurse left and then I translated a nearly
identical sentence to her on the phone, “Ba Mit Ro6i.” With quiet static
interference in the background, I heard Five’s hesitant voice while M4
repeated what I just told her: “Ba M4t Ro6i.” And then I heard Four’s
voice as Five cried in the background and told him.

Shortly after ending the call, the doctor came in and performed
the same delicate procedure on the dead. She pronounced the time of

your death: 7:40am, just nine days after we quietly celebrated your last
birthday.

There are days when I dread phone calls, waiting for that person to
accept the call and waiting for a callback. That day I remembered calling
you, you picked up after the third or fourth ring, and you answered.
Your voice sounded off but there was still that clarity, your words rang
with certainty. That same evening, I called you again, repeatedly, several
times because a sense of disquietude traversed across my body, which was
slightly overheated from the sweltering Texas heat.

Twice I've received calls about your strokes as I listen to someone’s
tonal shifts that raggedly form into panic and uncertain words, only to
be interrupted by their own hyperventilation and cries, sounds that are
too ominous to be merely white noise when you’re gasping for air to
breathe out your words. Faint whispers that are just too harsh on both
ends of our receiving ends.
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There were days when I called you, hoping recovery could be heard
through your distinct, clear voice, but all I could hear were your breath-
less fragments. You still wanted to speak, your mouth was constantly
moving in slow, deliberate motions; you still wanted to tell stories, but
that post-stroke dysphonia slowly took control of your register, muting
your voice.

In fall of 2023, when I moved away for a fixed-term position in
Minnesota, I received a text from Bdc Géi’s daughter, asking if I could
get in touch with M4 and call her back. That dread never faded, it still
exists, wandering somewhere in those instinctual bones to constantly
caution. Bic G4i who was in home hospice for a period of time, passed
away.

M4 was inconsolable, in hysterics as I tried to calm her down when
she called me back.

Through distance and phone calls, once connected through multiple
discarded international phone cards that you and M4 used to purchase
at different Vietnamese markets in Fort Smith, I’'m now witnessing M4
question mortality in the present as the people she knew and escaped
with are passing away, including you. Later, she would tell me that a
generation, her generation, displaced and scattered somewhere at a dis-
tance, are dying as time catches up with them. You used to despair over
the loss of singers, always commenting that a singer and songwriter is
irreplaceable once they die because their vocal range and lyrics are inim-
itable. I remember you once shared a quote: “khong ai c6 thé thodt khoi
thoi gian?” But what about your life?

Observing you—whether understated or overstated—memory cre-
ates distance. Watching you and several others actively remember and
crave those cacophonous strains of the past, returning to it. There’s
always that existing nostalgic desire that was very present in you but
unknown to me. The past was your present, and you remained there
because that past never reached an expiry. And as M4 and several first
generation parents observe and witness the many changes, their stories

might not age into silence but in time, only families will remember the
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dead’s fading memories as trauma generationally catches up with us; it’s
a constant haunting. As inheritors, the remaining generations will tell
and retell incomplete stories as familial roots might wither away until
those remaining branches are broken off. Connections are fragmented
and positioned precariously.

To this day, whenever Five and Ilounge around the living room, spaces
away where you sat at the dining room table and briefly stopped breath-
ing, we reflect on your death. Morbid as it is, we still angrily ponder and
discuss your death certificate because of the many unknowns recorded.
Your father’s and mother’s names are unknown and perhaps M4 should
have been the designated family member who should have answered
those questions, but Five was the informant that time, trying her best to
accurately respond to the questions in standard English. Other sections
on your death certificate that were recorded as unknown included your
cause of death, whether your diastolic congestive heart failure, which
your body went through shortly after you were slowly recovering from
the second stroke, one that the doctors predicted that you wouldn’t
survive. That, too, was documented as unknown. The stroke history
category was also listed as unknown. Your first stroke, medically filed
somewhere in their hierarchical system, was documented in 2007, but
I’'m wondering if they’ve contemplated whether your family had a his-
tory of strokes. The immediate cause of your death was heart failure,
recorded six days after your birthday. What I didn’t know was that you
had years’ worth of coronary artery disease. Staying and living in the
rehab center and those many hospital rooms with you, I noticed your
constant chest pains. On a hospital’s pain level scale, you consistently
noted your pain, your chest being the critical spot, being at a seven.
What does the number seven mean to them? Numbers are meant to be
arbitrary, systematically generated at random to produce an existence and
like people, numbers don’t remember or memorize those they categorize.

You were a smoker for what felt like five decades to me. Growing up,
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I saw you smoking, blowing beautifully wavy yet poisonous swirls of
smoke in whatever space you occupied, smoking your unspoken years
of stress away while the nicotine invaded your lungs. Four once told us
that X-rays revealed black tar lungs. But the department determined
that i’s unknown to them whether a history of prolonged nicotine use
contributed to your death.

Only numbers recorded with certainty are known as your time of
death, date of death, your social security number, address, and zip code.
Numbers identify a person, the DOB and social security numbers being
the primary codes for someone’s identifiable living existence. Your death
certificate is a bitter reminder that I can’t even count the number of times
doctors and nurses ask about your family medical history. A lot about
you remains unknown to me. Md can’t even provide an answer because
she also doesn’t know. Just like any other unknown fringes of our history,
our family history is fragmented into several unknowns.

Your death may be documented and filed by the state’s department of
health, categorized as a vital record, but your life remains undocumented.
Like the diverse histories and many tremendous lives of refugees like
yourself enter an unnavigable American pathway where assimilation is
unforgiving and perceived as an unindividuated monolith.

Your past existence in Viét Nam is a reminder that history selects
what and who gets retained in the edges of history while everything
and everyone else exist in forced obscurity awaiting permanent deletion.
After your resettlement here, you were documented and registered as
an unknown everywhere in a present that remembers you except the
secures of your home.

You and M4 met and married sometime between 1972 to 1973, some-
thing I never knew and never inquired about while you were alive. But
as M4 notes, people born and living in the country didn’t have an official
marriage certificate.

As Five and I hold onto your filed death certificate, distant images
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overflow of you sitting on an old, dated sofa marred by careless rips and
tears from your children who tore and lineated it during our fake TVB
and ATV wuxia fights, our hands firmly seizing the wire metal handles
of the green or blue fly swatters, substituting them for warrior swords as
we pretended to be agile and acrobatically flew or cartwheeled onto the
sofa, only for a metallic odor to ferment onto our hands for hours. We
initiated an exact chaos that felt destructive. On those dented cushions
molded by six different bodies, you and M4 spoke in hushed tones, as
if worried that your preserved secrets would spill out and drown the
entire house.

Sometimes you and M4 would speak, both of your voices tinged with
either resentment or nostalgic fondness. Sometimes you laughed, other
times you two released a sigh to exhale whatever inner anger or resigna-
tion you held onto. None of us dared to interrupt or insert ourselves
during your long conversations. Were those conversations a way for you
two to unearth those buried and forgotten past with a few secrets that
followed and haunted you two from there to here? Or maybe because
your friends didn’t live in Fayetteville and you two sought comfort by
speaking Vietnamese without having to explain context, define words,
or explain any emotional shifts during those shared exchanges as you
two reminisce about any moment that felt momentous to the granular.
Fluency became a tonal medley during those days.

These questions don’t require a response because it’s too rhetorical.
But it was a question I used to hold onto each time I witnessed you and
M3 conversing. These conversations stalled, decreasing over the years as
grievances unraveled and clashing words felt antagonistic and diverged

into disconnection.

Incorporeally, I haven’t allowed myself to let you become another vestige,
lost in familial obscurity. Six years after your death, Istill hold onto that
grief along with those memories associated with your stories. Grief and

memories seem very interchangeable after death, yes? And alot of stories
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are constantly told and retold about your life after your death. Your obit-
uary doesn’t even encapsulate the entirety of your life. All those historical
moments you witnessed, experienced, and survived disappeared after
your death. As Md once said, there aren’t many valuable material assets
to inherit so we’re preserving every memory of you we can remember
as a form of inheritance. That’s how it is, isn’t it? Stories, some untold
and undocumented, are sustained by the memories and inherited by the
deceased’s surviving family are being retold after your death.

M3 once resisted allowing the words death and dying to roll off her
tongue. Her speech is now filled with direct strains either to offer cau-
tions or to retell those same stories as a way to respond to my questions.

I never knew how to verbally console you and still don’t know how
to console M4. Silence was a compliant form of comfort in our family
that was forever instilled and never disrupted.

One of the many remarkable lines from Sakinu Ahronglong’s novel
Hunter School is “The older she gets the more worried I am that she
might leave the world before her story has been told.” The narrator is
trying to reconnect with his own Paiwan indigenous identity as he listens
to the lore behind his family’s stories. Aren’t most of us like the narrator,
attempting to tell the stories that were lost during displacement and
alienation?

But what inheritance rights do I have to retell with the possible chance
of mistranslating your stories for you? Selfish as it may be, I think I want
to cling to your stories because of how I perceive our family lineage,
which remains unknown, distant, unfamiliar, and incomplete to me;
they’re like separate family ties that will never thread and connect with
the histories I've associated with your life as well as Md’s history. Both of
your stories and shared histories are my referential point, as incomplete
and equally vague as they may be. Some will remain undocumented, and
misplaced into perpetuity until someone else in the family or another
person from elsewhere mines those buried memories from the historical
margins somewhere where many faceless unknowns remain displaced.

History doesn’t have a uniform rhythm. As we all know, history is
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incomplete as the unknown becomes obscured footnotes, because who
reads those? But I remembered the steady, calm modulation of your
voice, something that your friends always seem to mention when they
remember you. Your calm yet subdued tempo voice clashed with M4’s
energetic and raucous voice. Adjacently listening in a room, I could
always hear M4 over you. And so, here I am, still trying to redocument
what I can through M4 and her inherited and shared stories of your life
and hers, simmering nostalgic desire that was very present in you at one
point but unknown to me.

I acknowledge that I've failed to capture the chronological linearity
of both of your histories and how they’re influenced by the many stories
you and M4 nonlinearly retold, as if simmering eruptions of memories
emotionally compelled you both to tell or retell certain stories and to
recapture those lost and distant moments of nostalgia and survival again.
There is no complete linear way to retell your story since contentious
chasms exist in history. I have yet a complete story about you and M4;
what I've retained and remembered are echoic repetitions with certain
familiar words and your utterances refusing to be extracted, instead, they
choose to remain as unknown and undiscoverable memories.

Perhaps like everyone else who desires to redocument their refugee
parents’ lives, I only have memories of you, a few years after your reset-
tlement here, what I define as your present life after I was born. When a
family dies, undocumented stories, too, become unarchived and extinct
over time. Another regret and time I can’t return to. Your past and his-
tory, both interchangeable to me at this point, are absent to me because
I didn’t carefully listen to you, holding onto your words, when you
were still able to speak. When I elected myself as your caretaker after
your first stroke, you would tell me stories when the house was devoid
of others except us, eating our lunch together. And now, I associate a
certain romanticized image of you, which most likely conflicts with M4’s
image of you since you survived a contentious war and its aftermath that
displaced you together. Parents lose their history sometimes when their
second generation citizen children disregard certain fragments in favor
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of other parts that fulfill them.

AndThope you can forgive me for that and for those lost times when
I didn’t closely pay attention to your stories until now, particularly when
you could no longer speak and when translated words don’t carry the
same metrical and historical weight as they did when you told and retold
them. I’'m hoping that I'm not telling your stories, and M4’s for you,
but documenting some of the unknown fragments that are historical
threads patched and yet formed multiple points of dissonances from
both of your lives in Viét Nam, post Viét Nam, and some of the stories
you retold after you survived the first stroke.

Translators aren’t to be trusted sometimes because I frequently mis-
translate without realizing it, until it might be too late. Translators are
like narrators, both aren’t reliable since memories float in and out of
our consciousness, changing and moving away from direct linearity and
accuracy to a patchwork of fragments.

How can I write or give a eulogy dedicated to you, in your memory,
where there isn’t enough time to document your many unknowns that
our family might have indirectly inherited from our immediate family
as ’'m witnessing the first generation still aging, still displaced while I'm
here, also displaced by years of not knowing our own matrilineal and
patrilineal histories?

And here I am, still telling the stories you once retold and the very
ones that M4 still retells as I observe the fractures and lesions on your
body. Your stories retold in staccato lingo, perhaps even a limbo, forever
mistranslating them.
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Every Time We Ended in Little
Sai Gon

by Phuong Uyén Huynh Vo6

(Poetry, 2023)

There are more boba and coffee shops to work at

all day like in Viét Nam. Little stalls of street food little

chairs to mimic sidewalk tables. The new ph& shops

all have names now, instead of numbers.

Here, you can fix broken things.

But not the traffic. A fight pit without rules, every person

for themselves but if you hit someone, cash

will solve the problem. Don’t let the dirty supermarkets

fool you with their dead-fish smell - they’re expensive.

So is rent. And gas prices. Because this is Little Sai Gon,

capital of Vietnamese America. On Tét, the fireworks charge off
into dawn, the smoke suffocating your throat, smacking

your eyes like it’s home. Hidden pearl of Orange County!

Mud brown walls rebuilding lives out of broken history!

Stay my little secret. I am a child of your Saturday night parties -
on the couch I watch my mother fling her body

to the wrong karaoke beats without care. My story:

Sunday errand trips to the market towing back trunks

of quiet delicacies. A tale so typical, it is almost boring.
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