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			CONTENT NOTE: Certain passages in this book contain depictions of abuse, violence, suicide, assault, and death.

			Readers may notice honorifics like O instead of Cô or name spellings like Hương as opposed to Hướng that may not be familiar. Vietnam has many different dialects; from north to south, the way we speak and spell can deviate. My family is from Đa Nẵng and Vũng Tâu, respectively, so I stayed true to our regional dialect and spellings.
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			Angry. I’m angry that I’m thinking about my mom again. It’s the last thing I want to be thinking about. But here I am.

			My mom left us when my brother, Paul, was three, almost four, or maybe he was four. Actually, he must have been four because the week after she left, he started preschool. Whenever I think about that week, I wonder what must have been going on in her head as she packed my lunch, knowing she wasn’t coming back. Did she think about us? Were we the reason she left? Was I not helpful enough, not smart enough, not clean enough? Did I need too much? Did I annoy her? Why was she so unhappy? Was it us? Did she not want to be a mother? Or was it something else or someone else? A scandalous love affair with some shop patron? If so, had I seen this man before?

			Because the thing is, I never heard my parents fight.

			They weren’t in love or anything stupid like that. I didn’t grow up believing in fairy tales or princes or equality. My family is old-school—as in America in like the fifties, except it’s 1999. My father is the head of the household. He controls every aspect of our lives, from the finances to our daily schedules, and no one—not even my mother—ever argues with him. So, we might be American, but we’re certainly not Americanized.

			Surprised. I was surprised she left. I am surprised. Not that she wanted to go or thought about it, but that she actually did it, and if I didn’t have a stomach full of resentment, I might have even admired her for it. But I was fourteen, and all I really felt was abandoned. Left to fend for myself and Paul at a time when my classmates were gushing about who might ask them to homecoming. The bitterness, even three years later, is strong. As for Paul, he was too young to really understand anything, so he probably assumes she died.

			That day, the day she left, I knew something was wrong when my dad picked me up. My dad never picks me up from school. That he even knew where it was is perplexing. Since kindergarten, not once had he ever attended an academic function. Education was my mom’s domain. She never cared to check my homework or report cards; no, my enrollment was about being free of me for seven hours a day, five days a week.

			My suspicions grew when he told me to walk to and from school for the next week. We didn’t live far, and to be honest, that was the greatest thing I’d ever heard. A full two miles to walk untethered to my parents? My preteen self did celebratory cartwheels all the way home. But this guttural, sinking feeling—intuition, I guess—was there also. I knew something wasn’t right.

			To this day, I have no idea where Paul stayed during that first week. I just know that eventually, he came home. My dad must have closed up shop to come get me, but I couldn’t be entirely sure because he dropped me off at home alone and went back to work. I hate to say it, but my biggest concern at the time had been that I had no idea how long it would take to walk to school. It didn’t seem far, but having always been a passenger in the car, I couldn’t gauge the distance on foot.

			What I did know was that I couldn’t be late. So, the next day, I woke up at 4:00 a.m., ate rice and eggs with scallion, made an American sandwich with bread, ham, and mayo, stuffed chips into my backpack, and left the house.

			I sauntered past three blocks of apartments before reaching the busy Chapman Avenue, where I patiently waited for the white walk signal even though there weren’t any cars around. After the light, I continued past CVS Pharmacy, three small shopping plazas I hadn’t even noticed before, and McDonald’s. When I checked my watch, it was already 4:15 a.m. I picked up my pace but still felt like I was walking too slow. Valentino’s Pizza, aka the $7 pizza place, was so far away that I couldn’t see its signpost. My shins began to ache, and panic set in. Where was the park? Had I made a wrong turn? I hadn’t made any turns, so that wasn’t possible. Still, I doubted myself. The park that I thought was just around the corner was in fact seven stoplights away. Images of Safeway, Del Taco, and the hot dog stand I’d wanted to try since it opened six years ago flashed through my mind. Immediately, I started sprinting toward school.

			My heart was pounding, my legs felt weak, I couldn’t get enough air, and just before I thought I would pass out, a horn blared behind me.

			Bleary-eyed, I looked over at the car and jumped away from the curb. It took me a moment to realize it was my dad. I don’t know when he woke up or how he knew where to find me, but there he was.

			“What are you doing?”

			I stared at him, dumbfounded. “I think I’m going to be late.”

			“Do you know what time it is?”

			I shook my head.

			“Get in the car.”

			I opened the door and climbed in.

			“It’s only four twenty-five in the morning. Why did you leave so early for?”

			“Because I didn’t know how long it would take, and I didn’t want to be late.”

			“How long you think it takes to walk to school?”

			I didn’t have a good answer.

			It didn’t dawn on me then, but when I look back at that morning—and I look back pretty often—I’m fairly certain that my dad must have followed me from the moment I left the house. He must have lain awake while I got ready and waited for me to leave before tailing my every turn. Maybe he panicked when he saw me running. Maybe he thought I was running away. Maybe he thought I was leaving the same way my mother had.

			But I wasn’t. The thought hadn’t even occurred to me. And actually, I find it insulting. I am not like my mother. I would never leave Paul alone with my dad. She is a coward. A heartless, non-motherly bitch who I swore would no longer occupy my thoughts. I wasn’t going to be like those weak-ass kids whose parents ruined them—who had to go to therapy because Mommy left. People leave, life is shit, and some of us don’t have time to sit on a couch and talk about our feelings.

			Anyway, instead of driving me to school, my dad pulled into Callahan’s, a diner I hadn’t even known existed until we parked—and walked inside. We never ate American food. Maybe McDonald’s on the rare occasion my mom wasn’t able to cook, but never any food as fancy as Callahan’s. The booths were soft, faux leather, and there were packets of jam, salt and pepper, three different kinds of syrup, saltine crackers, and sugar on every table. And there weren’t just a few booths either but rows and rows of them.

			Once seated, I scanned the enormous menu. There were eggs and pancakes and waffles and burritos and ice cream sundaes.

			“What do you want to eat?” my dad asked.

			“I don’t know. What are you having?” Honestly, I was more concerned with the prices.

			Everything looked good but also really expensive.

			“I think I’ll have the steak and eggs,” my dad said, pointing to the picture. In my memory, his English is impeccable. I found the steak and eggs on the menu and checked the price: $12.99. So, I knew whatever I ordered had to be less than $12.99. That seemed easy enough.

			When the waitress came over, my dad pointed at the picture, and I gave her my order. “I’ll have the pancakes and eggs.”

			“Anything to drink?”

			“Do you have beer?”

			The waitress frowned, which, in hindsight, isn’t at all unusual. Who comes to a diner at dawn with their daughter and orders a beer? But this is normal. Dad has a beer with every meal, and while he is a lot of things, he isn’t a drunk. “No, we don’t serve alcohol here,” the woman said. I wanted to punch her in the face. How dare she talk down to us like that? Who the hell did she think she was? A stupid, dumb waitress is what. Fuck her.

			My dad, though, didn’t even flinch. He just said, “Okay, water then.”

			“Same,” I cowered. “Nhà hàng này vắng huh?” I said, looking around at the empty restaurant.

			“Because they don’t serve beer.” My dad laughed, echoing my thoughts. I laughed too.

			The waitress rolled her eyes. “One steak and eggs and one pancakes and eggs coming right up.”

			I’m ashamed to admit that I was so enamored by the biggest stack of pancakes I had ever seen that I forgot all about why we were there at 5:00 a.m. on a school day. The sweet, fluffy pile reached the edges of the plate and stood nearly four inches tall. My dad seemed pretty content, too, so I’m not sure why, between mouthfuls of pancake smothered in all three kinds of syrup, I decided to drop a bomb: “Is Mom gone?” As soon as the words left my mouth, I regretted them. We aren’t a family that discusses problems, and I was never included in any decision-making, ever. I shouldn’t have opened my mouth, but I did. Gripping my fork tight, I dropped my fist to the table and braced for impact.

			“I think so.” He said this without any emotion, then took a gulp of water.

			Did she take Paul? I wanted to ask. But I had already tiptoed so close to the line with my dad that I decided not to press it. Paul wasn’t with my dad when he picked me up, so I assumed she took him with her. He was her favorite anyway, being the boy and all.

			“Okay,” I simply replied. And it was okay. Lots of kids got along just fine without a mom. We were a team now.

			I think about that morning a lot, the morning my father followed me to school. Over and over again, I imagine him waiting for me to leave the house, watching me turn the corner, getting into the car, and slowly following me. One block, two blocks, ten blocks…past all the darkened landmarks, until he sees me running.

			I think about this when I’m standing at the end of another beating I’m receiving for reasons I don’t fully understand. I play the moment over and over in my mind to soften and dull the pain. I do it because, in this memory, I know. I know that my father, for all his faults—and he has many faults—loves me.
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			“Sit still. Both of you. Mr. Rogers needs some blanket too.”

			“You’re acting weird,” Paul says.

			“I need to tell you a story, and it might take a while, so get comfortable,” I reply.

			“Why? What’s the story?”

			“Can you please sit still? Every time you shift, I lose my concentration, and if you break my concentration, I’ll miss key details and then you won’t understand what I’m trying to tell you. It’s about Dad.”

			“Can’t we just watch a movie?”

			“Shhhh. There is a small town in the center of Vietnam called Đà Nẵng. That’s where our family is from….”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Phúc awoke, staring at the bunched-up mosquito netting hanging from the ceiling. The cascade of white was made of fine mesh but did little to protect him from bites. His two sisters, Linh and Uyên, lay beside him, huddled around Linh's daughter, baby Thi. He listened as their shallow breaths glided across the quiet air. On a normal day, outside his window, he’d hear the rattling of baskets clanking against squeaky handlebars, motorbikes roaring then easing off the gas while deftly avoiding potholes, and the occasional whipping of large blades cutting through the sky above. Typically, the city was alive with movement. But on April 30, 1975, there was no rain, no wind, no airplanes or helicopters; there was only a hollow silence.

			For months on end, whenever school was canceled, Phúc gathered sand alongside our grandma, Phúc's mother, Bà Nội, who was determined to rebuild her courtyard. A tall woman, she stood stiff like an evergreen but moved with the steadfast determination of a turtle. Bit by bit, she would rebuild her home time and again despite the constant destruction. Having embraced her role as primary caretaker in the house, she bathed, cooked, cleaned, and fixed anything that needed mending. The courtyard, destroyed long ago by an explosion in the middle of the night, was just one of those jobs.

			Phúc was slim in stature, but his scrawny arms and legs had begun to gain some muscular definition. On his bike, he carried three bamboo buckets, two dangling from his handlebars and the third resting on the back edge of his seat with a rope tied to his waist to keep it from slipping. Bà Nội carried an even heavier load of two larger buckets strapped to a bamboo stick that stretched across her shoulders. With half the courtyard already rebuilt, this was a well-established routine, and Phúc expected this day to be no different—but things were different. Instead of preparing to join him, she sat glued to the radio.

			“Are we going?”

			“Bring back eighteen buckets, and you can go play for the rest of the day.”

			Phúc didn’t wait for additional instructions. He immediately left the house before she could change her mind. His bike hitched as the bent chain hopped from one gear to the other, but Phúc didn’t care. Pedaling as fast as it would take him, he raced through the streets to the beach, shoveled sand into his buckets, and quickly pedaled back. He repeated this six times, determined to get it done before midafternoon. Phúc was so focused on his task that it wasn’t until his sixth and final run through the alleyway of mud-brick homes and dirt roads that he noticed the chaos.

			Furniture was carried from deserted homes, and the anguished cries of shattered hearts cut at Phúc’s ears. Old men looked on, dazed. Something was very wrong. Frightened, Phúc dropped off the last of the buckets and pedaled toward his quiet hiding place. When explosions shook the earth, as they often did, Phúc would run. Not because there was anywhere safe to go but because instinct told him it was better than standing still.

			Vietnam was on the precipice of change and no one knew what to expect.

			Abandoned motorbikes siphoned of their gas lay scattered everywhere, blocking the path up the hill. With no city lights, darkness quickly enveloped the land. But Phúc didn’t need light to guide him—he knew the route by feel. At the base of the hill, with his body covered in a mixture of sweat and humidity, he hopped off his bike and ran to an outlook with only his wooden flute strapped across his back.

			In the jungle, vines grew around the oldest and thickest trees, and naturally, this was Phúc’s favorite place. Here, the plants’ abundance and dense nature made it impossible to know where one began and another ended, which meant you could cut, bomb, or chop away at it, and it would inevitably grow back. Finding one’s way through the forest was no easy task, which, of course, only made the place all the more special.

			At the entrance to Phúc’s favorite and secret spot—an unmarked, unremarkable place, nowhere special in the landscape—he looked around to be sure no one else was watching. Phúc could feel the earth open up to him. There, at the edge of the jungle, with plants and bamboo marking the border between humanity and nature, Phúc waited for stillness. When he felt the coast was clear, he crouched down, pressed his palms flat on the ground, inhaled one long, deep breath, and ran.

			Like Moses parting the Red Sea, he sprinted forward, and the bright green foliage recoiled to the side, revealing a path. The plant that covered this hidden passage was found all across Vietnam. To the locals, it was aptly named the shy plant, because when you touched it, its leaves would clamp shut. Not aggressively like those prickly plants that capture insects, but rather like a startled cat retreating underneath the couch.

			At the top of the hill, Phúc looked back to make sure the leaves uncoiled, concealing the trail behind him. Once sure he was alone, he walked to the plateau’s edge and looked down at his village. Even though Phúc was a child of war, meaning he was born during wartime, he didn’t really understand what the war was. The same explosions that rocked the ground under his feet also caused bodily harm so painful that death seemed preferable, and that was normal. His classmates showing up to school with shrapnel stuck in places too precarious to remove, and metal raindrops blasting through hands that would later be amputated on the plastic rugs of Phúc’s living room floor, was normal. Phúc’s father, Ông Nội, was an uneducated medic learning on the job, and these broken people, held down by grown men struggling to sedate their thrashing bodies, were his patients.

			That Phúc himself had no physical scars was actually something of a miracle. The name Phúc means luck, and he was given that name because following the births of his brother and sister, his mother had three miscarriages. It was thought that she might never bear any more children. Phúc’s birth meant the family’s fortune was turning. When his younger sister, Uyên, was born two years later, Phúc’s name took on an even stronger meaning. True to his namesake, he became the family’s lucky charm. And Phúc grew up during a time when luck wasn’t to be taken for granted.

			Phúc didn’t believe in luck, though; he knew his time would come eventually. He knew better than to trust the stillness of the earth. Beneath his feet, tension filled the soil, so that even though there was no physical quake, its touch sent chills up his spine.

			From this seemingly safe vantage point, he had watched over the years as the continually changing landscape evolved from green leaves and cream-colored structures to large burning banana leaves in darkened black holes and back again. This vicious cycle of growth and destruction was routine. Build up, burn down, build up, burn down. Đà Nẵng was volcanic—eruptions and quakes caused by bombs came without warning and destroyed everything they touched. Build a courtyard wall, watch it crumble, rebuild, feel the earth shake, and see a neighbor’s house reduced to rubble.

			Phúc didn’t know how to process what he saw. He didn’t understand why he felt uneasy in the quiet. He only knew what was familiar, and that was his flute. He never had any formal training, but he didn’t need it. Once his lips hit the smooth bamboo, he let the notes find him.

			On that hilltop, Phúc would release soft, melancholic sounds and then listen as they caught the wind and floated on the wings of a long breeze. Out into the ocean and back again, through the forest and to his heart. On good days like this one, when the pops of raining sand were more phantom than real, Phúc would sit beneath an 800-year-old banyan tree, unaware of its symbol as the mother of Đà Nẵng. As protector of the land with its vast interlacing root system that stretched unseen beneath the entire city, Vietnam’s soul lived in the rings of her trunk. For a few moments, he swayed with the wind, listening to the sounds of the earth before curling his lips around his flute once again and playing a soft melody all his own.

			As his music passed through the forest, the vines came to life with dance. Offshoots of greenery would move along Phúc’s legs and body, slithering around his waist and up across his shoulder blades until they reached the end of his flute, where there was nowhere else to go. The flute, carved from nature’s own elements, would sway about as if lifted by its own spirit, with the gentle, trailing plant creating a sweet flutter after every note.

			Whenever Phúc could get away, he would come here for hours, rain or shine, because in Vietnam, the weather added to his song. Without an accompaniment of instruments, he relied on Mother Nature to provide elemental sounds. A breeze was not just a breeze; it was an enchanting whistle. And raindrops plinking on the leaves, stones, puddles, or even Phúc’s own plastic sandals worked like a smattering of xylophone keys. When combined, the instruments weaved a texture impossible to replicate. It was of no consequence that Phúc had no musical education. No matter how many times he tried to re-create the same song, Mother Nature played it differently.

			To the west were lush mountains where rice grew along switchbacks, and to the east was the vast Pacific Ocean. Here, people connected to the land. They walked with bare feet so they could feel the earth. They dressed in loose fabric so they could feel the wind. They touched the soil, and it became a part of them. No one wanted to leave, and yet they couldn’t stay.
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			My father is the reason I avoid Vietnamese people at all costs. My father is the reason I purchased blue contact lenses from Samar Mhaskar, who stole them from his ophthalmologist father. My father is not the reason Jackie Nguyễn and I are best friends. Jackie and I are the double Js. We’re friends, despite us being Vietnamese, because our names both start with the letter J, which ordinarily wouldn’t mean anything, but because we’re Vietnamese, it means everything. It’s a symbol of how whitewashed our parents want us to be.

			Of all the names they could’ve chosen, our parents decided on ones that begin with the letter J, which happens to be one of only four letters in the English alphabet with no counterpart in Vietnamese—the other three letters being F, W, and Z.

			They wanted us to be American so badly, they gave us names beginning with letters they couldn’t pronounce. Hardly any more evidence is needed. Luckily for all of us, Jackie and I are more than happy to oblige. We avoid other Vietnamese people, especially the fobby ones. FOB stands for Fresh Off the Boat, and it’s what we call Vietnamese people who immigrated to the US recently. Their accents and their clothing (brand-name shirts and sneakers that are just slightly off—Adidas = Addidas, Nike = Ike’s, Fila = Fifa) make it easy to peg them. A FOB is the last thing either of us wants to be.

			Both of us speak English like white people, and it hurts our ears to hear Vietnamese people butchering the language.

			I speak Vietnamese, but not as well as I understand it. Before my mom left, we attended family gatherings every few months and someone would inevitably comment on how I spoke Vietnamese with a strange accent. Apparently, my dad’s central accent and my mom’s southern accent merged in my head, and both sides had a hard time understanding me. After my mom left, I sort of stopped speaking it altogether. I didn’t see the point.

			Jackie and I are a duo in a group of four. Carly and Mirabelle make up the other half of our group, but it has always been us two and them two. I have my broken-heart friendship necklace to prove it. Jackie is my other half. This has been our dynamic since middle school when the four of us sat together at the very top row of the Villa Park Middle School Amphitheater during lunch.

			And when our middle school filtered into El Dorado High, our group moved from the amphitheater to a walkway just outside the quad area where the popular kids congregated. None of us were popular, but we had each other.

			Jackie is the yin to my yang and has been since the fourth grade when, after three days of playing on the swings at recess with the class twins, Sarah and Zoe, the two of them abruptly decided they didn’t want to be friends with me anymore. A new girl, Raven, had taken my place in their trio, and apparently, there wasn’t room for four. My fatal mistake, I later learned, was talking about my Vietnamese heritage. They asked me what kind of food I ate, and when I gave a boring answer of rice and eggs, I could tell they were disappointed, so I started listing off the things I knew would gross them out. I told them we ate lots of fish, like the whole fish, including the eyeballs, and when they began laughing, I took that as a good sign, so I continued. Beef tongue, duck blood on sesame rice crackers, dried squid, the list goes on. I brought up everything and anything I thought might entertain them, and then they ditched me as friends.

			I guess I should thank them for the early lesson on “fitting in” because I never made that mistake again. I went hungry for weeks after that because I was too ashamed of the rice and Spam, fried rice, or rice with dried shrimp that my mom usually packed in my lunch to eat. I even tossed my favorite sweet green sticky rice balls and the sweet soy milk I’d begged her to buy.

			And then Jackie showed up.

			Her family had recently moved up north to San Jose from Orange County, and just as I was about to dump the contents of my lunch into the trash bin, she put a hand out to stop me.

			“Hey, if you don’t want that, I’ll trade you.” She was wearing a neon-green shirt with a frog on it over a gray skort and had half of her jet-black hair up in a high ponytail. She was so cool.

			“What do you have?” I asked. She showed me her Lunchables with Oreo cookies in the corner. “The cookies too?”

			“The whole shebang,” she said.

			We swapped, and I watched her scarf down my entire lunch like it was her last meal on earth. “I haven’t had this stuff since we moved up here. Seriously, I don’t know how these kids eat that garbage every day.”

			“You don’t think it’s weird to eat rice at school?”

			“What? Who says it’s weird? You can’t possibly tell me you think that junk tastes better than this sweet, sweet sticky rice?” She had a point. I thought about telling her how the other kids stopped being my friends because of the food we ate, but I was too embarrassed at my own inability to stand up for myself.

			“My mom started buying me that crap after she saw some other moms in the grocery store stacking their carts with them. I prefer rice: cơm chiên[*1], cơm cháy[*2], cơm tấm[*3]. Give me rice all day, any day.” She gulped down the last of the soy milk, making loud slurping sounds as she squished the carton to get every last drop. One would think her love of Vietnamese food would equate to a love of Vietnamese people, but one would be wrong.

			When my mom left, I blamed myself. Sometimes I still do. A single word uttered in a particular tone, the one that tells me I’m in trouble, can drop me right back into that mindset of self-hate. Jackie never lets me wallow in it, though. She’s full-blown confidence. “No. No, no. Nope. You’re not doing this, Jane. She’s not worth it. You are beyond amazing and fuck her for not knowing it,” she’d say, forcing me to look at her and then repeat the mantra.

			I don’t know what I’m going to do without Jackie. Like, part of me is seriously considering staying back and attending San José State University. If I do, I’ll start college with my best friend and I won’t have to tell my dad, or Paul, I’m leaving. But Jackie would never let me do that; she didn’t even let me apply as a backup.

			When I showed Jackie my acceptance letter to UCLA, as expected, her reaction was larger than life. This is why I love Jackie. She isn’t afraid to be herself, unlike me. She has always been like this—an external force who says the things I am scared to admit. Who gives me permission to be angry about things I mostly feel guilty about.

			Jackie always has my back, like the time she saw the faint bruises on my thighs just before winter break and asked me what happened. I sighed and told her I had put off doing the dishes because I was finishing homework, and when my dad called me to do them, instead of coming right away, I said, “Hold on.”

			“That’s it? What the fuck?” Jackie was incredulous.

			“I know.” I knew Jackie would understand. Her parents are from the same motherland.

			Punishment there is different. To them, a pathetic slap on the wrist or time-out is why wayward American kids have no respect for their parents or elders. My dad loves to remind me of this, often laughing at me for crying before he even hits me. I hate crying, but I can’t control the impulse. My dad is cruel because Vietnamese people are cruel. Still, it felt unfair. Jackie not defending him, or her own parents, helped unburden me of the heavy weight of my anger.

			Because I’m a spineless chicken, I’ve kept the letter taped to the back of my desk for the last three months. I’m too afraid to tell my dad I got into UCLA. Instead of acting like an adult and saying what I want, I’ve mapped my escape route to college via public transportation. It requires five buses, two trains, and nine hours, but I can do it. Except I don’t want to leave that way. No, I’m afraid to leave that way. I can’t imagine what that would do to Paul.

			My hands tingle just thinking about the weathered and crumpled envelope I carefully tore open so that I could preserve one of the few pieces of mail ever addressed to me. That letter was, and still is, the single most valuable thing I own. It’s my ticket out.

			My ride into another life. University of California, Los Angeles, a partial scholarship, and the offer of a student job on campus to help supplement the rest of the costs. Luckily, I was rejected by Berkeley, which would’ve been only a two-hour drive from home, meaning I’d be forced to come back on weekends to work.

			I plan to tell them.

			I’m going to tell them.

			I’m worried about the family business. Well, I am a little worried about it. Paul will probably have to start working. Yet another reason he is going to hate me if I go. He’ll be eight in November—young by most people’s standards but older than I was when I first started unpacking boxes in the shop. If my dad and I did it together, he and Paul can too.

			He’s smart for a seven-year-old or maybe just smart in general. I don’t hang with many seven-year-olds. What I do know is that he can read our dad better than I can because he somehow manages to avoid getting hit. That’s not true. He does get hit—just not as often as I do. Still, it’s the real reason I don’t want to leave him.

			But I also can’t stay.

			I need to be brave for just one more summer. This last summer is the only thing that separates me from a life of possibility. I just need to survive it. And decide to go. Survive and decide. I can do this. And not cave. This is the critical part. I cannot cave.

			Paul is tough. If he can suffer through the four years it’ll take me to finish college, he could move in with me then. We could start fresh. Away from home. Away from family. Away from anyone Vietnamese. Still, I’m scared to tell him because I know he’s going to wonder if I haven’t become exactly like our mom.
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			It’s 5:03 a.m., and I’ve officially been awake all night. My alarm will go off at precisely 5:05 a.m., giving me ten minutes to shower, fifteen to get dressed, and another fifteen to make eggs and toast for myself and Paul. Paul will then wake up right before I leave to say goodbye. He’s never actually said it, but I’m pretty sure he’s afraid I’m going to leave one day and never come home. His fears are not unfounded—obviously.

			I turn my alarm off before it has a chance to make any noise and get up. Lifting my heavy head off the pillow, I undress groggily in the bathroom and hop into the shower. The scalding-hot water provides instant and satisfying relief. I feel like I could stand here for days.

			Over the past few months, I’ve been trying different tactics to ease Paul into the idea of me leaving. I ask him a series of questions like, “Hey, Paul, how would you feel if I went to a sleepover at Jackie’s house?” Or, “Hey, Paul, wouldn’t it be awesome if you had your own room?” But he goes quiet and says nothing at all. Or he shrugs in that way we both do when we know it’s not up to us. But the message is clear: he doesn’t want me to go.

			Popping my head into the room we share, I whisper loudly, “The eggs are still warm. Eat them, and then go back to bed.” When he doesn’t move, I ruffle his hair playfully and give him an over-the-blanket hug before going to work.

			As the door closes, I watch him climb up on the stool to eat in the dark, knowing he’ll make sure to do the dishes and reset his alarm for 9:00 a.m., before our dad wakes up. In our household, no matter how tired you are, you do not sleep in past Dad. Nobody is as tired as he is, and sleeping in is the quickest way to get an early morning beating.

			I’m tired when I arrive. The signage might say Liquor Store, but it’s really a convenience store that happens to sell liquor. We’re a local joint, so what the sign reads doesn’t really matter; the people who live here know what we are. I pick up the empty wrappers, random takeout, and plastic cups that somehow always appear overnight and toss them before walking to the front to unlock the doors. Lately, my brain just won’t shut off. It plays and replays hundreds of scenarios of me leaving for college with different outcomes, some hopeful, some awful, and all terrifying. If I ask Dad too early, I risk the possibility of him changing his mind. If I ask at all, I risk having to enact a plan resulting in not being able to see Paul ever again. There is no scenario in which it goes smoothly, and knowing that makes me anxious, which in turn means I’m awake for more hours than any living human being ever should be. So, my patience is virtually nonexistent when I happen upon a man sitting against the iron pull-out gate of our shop. It’s bent inward against his weight, and this would normally be a mild annoyance, but because I’m so tired, it might as well be the end of the fucking world.

			“You can’t sit here.” My pitch is just a notch below yelling. I don’t want to have to repeat myself, even though I know thinking that is a self-fulfilling prophecy in this case. He doesn’t move.

			“Hey.”

			He stirs.

			“Get up, or I’m calling the cops. No loitering.”

			He stares daggers at me as he stands, moving at the speed of a sloth. Before I have a chance to step back, a smell is kicked like sand into my nostrils: it’s the familiar spicy stench of someone who hasn’t showered in days, maybe months.

			He knows me. He’s seen my face before. We’ve had this same interaction at least three other times this month, yet he acts as though this is his first offense. As though he’s never seen me before. His disheveled blond hair swings sideways and then back over his eyes while he struggles to stand.

			I feel bad. Of course I do. I mean, I’m a freaking human. But he needs to skedaddle.

			With the man now sufficiently far enough away from the shop, I scan the perimeter to make sure no one can sneak up on me, uncurl my balled-up fists, and, with mildly trembling hands, open up for business.

			One fucking summer. I just need to get through one last fucking summer.

		

		
			Skip Notes
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				*3 broken rice
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			When the news broke about a boundary being drawn, Phúc’s family had no idea. They weren’t tapped into the main line of communication, and they weren’t educated enough to understand the ramifications of what it meant. So, even if they had heard of it, maybe on the radio, they didn’t understand it. In any case, they weren’t going to move to the North just because the government decided to cut itself up. Their home and their livelihood were in the State of Vietnam, so they remained in the State of Vietnam.

			As a new government, new currency, and new leaders who were friendly with the Americans emerged, the fight for country began. For the Vũ family, though, it was simpler than that. Their only objective was survival. For twenty years, they lived this way. This was true for everyone except Phúc’s older brother, Long.

			Long emerged from the womb as a ball of fire. Hot-tempered, he would not be stopped from joining his friends at war. He developed a friendship—probably through one of the many tunnels that ran deep underground from North Vietnam into the South—with someone in the North, probably Bà Nội’s sister, who still lived up there. It’s all speculation and gossip, though, because even today, only the Việt Cộng know where those tunnels begin and end. Whatever the circumstances, Long smuggled himself across the border, forged documents, and proclaimed to be a northerner. Again, it was probably as simple as this: Long wanted to be with his friends, his friends joined the army, so Long joined his friends. Long means dragon in Vietnamese, and, true to his namesake, once he learned to breathe fire there was no stopping him. Born in 1955, Long left home at just sixteen years old.

			For Grandma and Grandpa, his defection was an embarrassment. Rumors rolled in, permeating the neighborhood with toxic whispers, and Long was immediately denounced. It wasn’t a loud proclamation. The family simply stopped discussing him. Phúc was out a brother, and that was that. Still, seven-year-old Phúc missed Long and continued to ask for his whereabouts. He was told they didn’t know. Phúc pressed on.

			“Anh Long ở đâu rồi?” Still nothing. Maybe no one knew.

			After hours of pestering, Bà Nội snapped, “Đừng hỏi nữa.” Her stern tone told Phúc she was serious, he better not ask again, but the flick of her wrist shooing him away concerned him more than the reproach. He knew the truth. This gesture was Grandma’s attempt at downplaying her own worries.

			No matter; Phúc idolized his older brother, who had always jumped when Phúc was afraid to, who spoke with conviction when Phúc was stunned mute by fear, and who was in every way the man Phúc wanted to become. He heard the rumors. Whispers among neighbors turned Long into a kind of legend—good or bad, though, was still to be determined. But Phúc remained loyal.

			For months, Phúc listened as his parents peddled false narratives around town to counteract the truth. Long died in an explosion…was sent off to live with relatives in Vũng Tàu…joined the Republican army…drowned in a boating accident…The story was forever changing. But it was his sister’s words that cut him deepest. Reeling from her husband’s departure to fight for the south, she was cold and callous about the truth: Long was a traitor.

			As the war dragged on and recruiters came looking for new soldiers to join the army, it became a constant worry for the family. Would any of the neighbors give them up? What would the Army of the Republic do when they discovered the truth? More important, how much would it take to pay them off?

			When the Army of the Republic asked about Long, Ông Nội told the soldiers that he believed his son was dead. He explained that Long had a mean streak, that he wanted to fight for his country, and he ran away. He didn’t mention which side he ran away to fight for. The family had no idea if he was still even alive. They heard the grumblings of betrayal, but they had so many reasons to believe differently. Why would the Việt Cộng trust Long? He was no one special. He had no combat experience. So why wouldn’t they just shoot him for trying to be a spy? Or to make an example of him? It was entirely possible that Long was just a stupid teenager whose body now lay in a mass grave of likewise rebellious teens.

			Phúc never believed this, though. His brother was scrappy and sharp. Nothing like how his parents described him. And their betrayal only made Phúc’s allegiance stronger.

			The soldiers left the family alone after that. But this visit scared them by bringing the possibility of persecution right to their doorstep. So, that night, though it broke Bà Nội to do this, she put her son’s photo next to their other deceased ancestors. Back then, superstitions were as sacred as religion. Even though she believed putting Long’s picture on the ancestor wall was basically signaling to the universe that she accepted her son’s death, she had to do it. There was no other choice.
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			When a regime falls, there is this image of the winning side marching in on big tanks and seizing everything immediately, but that’s not what happened in Đà Nẵng. It took weeks before Phúc ever saw their presence, and when they eventually arrived, it wasn’t on tanks but in haphazard caravans with valuables strapped to the rooftops. They were looters in uniform who moved from house to house touching the wives of their enemies, ripping walls and furniture apart in search of jewels, burning money, and leaving behind a yellow slash across each door to mark their progress.

			For weeks the military men swept through the community. One family tried to barricade their doors closed, and the entire village watched as a pistol was held at the temple of the oldest son in the house and the trigger pulled. The boy, a kid just a year older than Phúc, was shot point-blank for his father’s defiance. The message was clear: Do you value your belongings or the lives of your loved ones? For most, those who had lived on rations for years, giving up what few valuables they had left meant further starvation and eventual death anyway, so even though they knew the price, some of them chose to play the odds.

			As homes around them were ransacked, the Vũ family’s door remained untouched. The entire town was burning, yet they seemed to be cloaked in invisibility. But why? Their walls were made of the same sand-brick as the neighbors’. As far as status, they were neither the richest nor the poorest. If anything, they should’ve been a primary target because Grandpa technically worked for the Army of the Republic of Vietnam. But maybe no one knew that. Maybe the records had been destroyed.

			In the days and months that followed the fall of Saigon, Phúc naively thought he would see his brother again. The war was over, and there was no reason they couldn’t be brothers again. He had been gone for just over four years. Four years couldn’t possibly change a person that much, could it? Four years wasn’t enough to erase eleven years of brotherhood—of family. Phúc believed this. He really did.

			“Vũ Đoàn Thái, get out here!” a voice yelled from outside.

			Phúc began to shake. The voice was curt, extremely rude, and arrogant. All signs of bad things to come. And more confusing still was this soldier looked exactly like Long. Much to everyone’s dismay, his long-lost big brother stepped forward. He was older, taller even, and more…not sophisticated—robotic. He had the commanding presence of a general or a lieutenant, someone of high ranking. He stood with his back straight, his posture perfectly stiff.

			“Anh Long!” Phúc stupidly called to his brother. “Anh Long về rồi!” Phúc was so overcome with emotion that he shouted Long’s return loudly before running, arms outstretched, toward his big brother.

			“Đứng yên,” Long barked, the palm of his hand stretched forward in front of Phúc. Phúc stopped, following his orders. Confused, he looked up at his brother, who ignored him completely. Closer now, Phúc noticed the men behind him. Like a flock of migratory birds flying in formation, his comrades, with duplicate faces of stone, stood rigid and still behind Long.

			His brother wasn’t acting like a general, he was a general, and the men behind him were waiting for his order.

			Ông Nội emerged, quiet and peaceful like a monk, with Bà Nội following suit. Behind them, Linh’s shrieks of anger followed by Uyên’s careful cries could be heard. Bà Nội must have forced them to stay in their room. Phúc’s sisters would not be greeting their brother today.

			“Quỳ xuống.” Long’s voice was firm and confident in a way that showed this wasn’t rehearsed—it was practiced. As he spoke, spit flew like sparks from his lips.

			Ông Nội moved farther into the courtyard, but not before putting up a hand to stop Bà Nội from following him through the entryway. In the courtyard, he knelt silently. Tethered by an unshakable bond, Bà Nội also slid to her knees in place, watching as Ông Nội’s thighs shook involuntarily with fear.

			“Father, do you know what my superiors are saying about you? They’re saying I can’t be trusted,” Long said, circling the weathered figure of his father.

			Standing not two feet from Long, Phúc kept waiting for his dad to stand up, to slap Long across the face and ask him who he thought he was talking to.

			But Ông Nội kept silent for a long time before asking, “Why did you come home?”

			This was not the right thing to ask, and his question was met with a backhanded slap across the face.

			“Dã man.” This would’ve been insulting to say to a peer. To his father, though? Unfathomable. With the flick of two fingers, Long was given a long metal chain that he wrapped around his palm like gauze. The metal locks crushed together, then ripped taut as Long’s hand swung backward, and the chain whipped across Ông Nội’s face.

			Grandpa dropped to the floor. Phúc quickly scrambled backward as he watched the large gash that cut across Ông Nội’s cheek and nose peel open like a bleeding red flower.

			At the sight of blood, Grandma shrieked and cried out, “My family is broken!” Tears fell from her face as she knelt in the doorframe. “What is my son doing? What is my son doing?” she repeated in a dazed chant.

			The chain loosened until it hit the ground and metal scraped against dirt following Long’s movements. As he adjusted his grip, Phúc saw the slightest of movements, an opening of his palm. Then, like a boxer who’s just heard the starting bell, Long whipped his father once, twice, three times. Six. Ten. Fourteen. Too many times to count. Too many times.

			Long’s eyes glistened as they flickered past, his body like a hawk circling its prey. Phúc looked on, paralyzed with fear. Say something! Phúc screamed to himself. No sound left his mouth. Instead of standing up for his father, instead of taking the beating in his place, Phúc cowered in the corner, hiding his eyes, shielding his ears, and waiting for it to all be over.

			Finally, it was Bà Nội who stepped in. Amid the chaos, she had retreated into their home, but now she moved with the same purpose and determination she had when rebuilding her courtyard. Slow but steadfast, she walked over to her elder son and stared him dead in the eye, daring him to hit his mother. At her feet, Grandpa lay motionless, his face turned into the gravel dirt, the brown linen of his shirt melting into his open wounds.

			“Đủ rồi.” Her words were even and firm, like a referee who’s let a fight go on too long. With two hands, she offered Long a small bag of jewels and money. Phúc watched as Long took the neatly folded stack—which was more cash than Phúc had ever seen in his life—flicked open a lighter, held the money to the flame, and lit it on fire.

			“Số tiền này không có giá trị.” Their money no longer had value. Flipping a coin into the air, he let it land in the dirt. This was the new currency. The burning bills fell at Phúc’s feet, and he closed his eyes, waiting for his brother’s wrath to turn to him. Feet shuffled, the chain slid backward, and when Phúc finally had the courage to look, he saw his mother helping
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