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Dedication

To the millions

who transplanted to a new land,

may you each reclaim a core self
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Part I

Again!





Rolling-Shoe Party

First refugee year

I didn’t know to ask

for a day-of-birth party.

Last year Mother reminded us

all Vietnamese gain an age

together at Tết.

Our flip of the lunar calendar

was celebrated back home

as if combining Christmas,

western New Year’s,

Thanksgiving, July 4th,

plus millions of days of birth.

This year

Pam and I, April babies,

will invite twenty friends

to a rolling-shoe party

like Amy’s last autumn.

I vow fewer

purple quail eggs

on my swollen knees

while Pam plots around

her religion’s no-music rule.

Pam insists on April 10th,

my day, not hers,

to mark my first party.

So like her.

We were each

a maple seed,

spinning unclaimed

until we rooted

as best friends.

March 10





Loudest Quiet

My throat is fluffed

to relay party news

but incense commands

a hush.

On the altar sits

our one portrait of Father,

his forever young eyes

behind smokey coils.

I wouldn’t have forgotten

his missing-in-action date

if we remembered him aloud.

Allow the story to quiet,

Mother has murmured

as she struggles to accept

not ever knowing.

Within myself

“how when where”

boil in constant bubbles.

I bet my brothers

ache the same.

Father’s fate is

the loudest quiet

in our lives.

March 10
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Elation and Guilt

Brother Quang drives

Mother and me

to Kmart to buy

more bandages.

Mother’s fingers

still can’t dodge

snapping-turtle bites

from an electric

sewing needle.

I again wander

toward gym shoes,

which classmates have

but not me.

Light as mist,

ocean green,

white flashes,

crinkly paper

stuffed inside.

A yearning rips

through my bones

into marrow,

driven as

Mother’s vow

to ensure our future,

Brother Quang’s quest

for a scholarship,

Vu Lee’s obsession

with Bruce Lee,

Brother Khôi’s focus

on breeding fighting fish.

I return the shoes

as if settling eggs,

then clomp away in

brown heavy leftovers

from churchgoers.

Brother Quang

retrieves the pair.

Mother’s lips twitch

between

scolding and smiling,

We have not bought

the week’s necessities.

Brother Quang

calculates food

we will do without.

My lips twitch

between

elation and guilt.
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Alarmed Dragonflies

Phone screams.

Must be Vu Lee’s

Sunday collect call

from San Fran-cis-co

where his idol’s feet

once floated.

Mother reaches

for the voice of

her middle son,

glimpsed only through

sketches he sends

of short-tall buildings,

up-down streets,

of himself fly kicking,

steaming crab legs.

It’s not Vu Lee.

A paper,

a pencil,

a phone number.

Mundane items

mismatching

Mother’s excitement

alarm dragonflies

lolling in my gut.
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Must Above Want

More calls all week

as Mother’s secret hums

until a family meeting.

A woman at work knows

a Vietnamese in At-lan-ta who

has an uncle in Ca-li linked

to a sister thriving in Tê-sát.

I too fail to pronounce

T-e-x-a-s,

demanding double hisses

from a two-tongued snake.

Thousands of

Vietnamese have

better jobs

better pay

better colleges

better future

better chances

to own homes

over there.

Brother Khôi:

Where?

Brother Quang:

A land vast and flat

full of horses and cowboys.

I still crave to

meet a real cowboy,

touch a pulsing horse,

but not if we must

start over, again!

Mother explains,

Sewing pays by piece,

barely enough for rice,

much less rent.

We must begin anew so

Quang can cease

braiding his intestines

like a parent,

Khôi can clutch

his vision as

a doctor for animals,

and my youngest can stop

relying on her friend’s mother

to pay for two.

I blurt,

Mother of Pam

does not worry.

Mother shushes me.

Rebuilding demands

needlework patience,

even more daunting

than fleeing in panic.

We must keep seeking

until we can bounce

rosy lives in our palms.

She is reaching

beyond wartime Saigon,

past plump years

before Father’s capture,

back decades

to a northern girlhood

where she was tutored in poetry,

where possibilities extended

farther than her grandmother’s doves flew.

Brother Quang:

I will split my scholarship

to care for us all.

When received,

you will need every sliver.

Brother Khôi:

I can do more

than fling newspapers.

Our musts extend beyond

two, three small jobs.

My turn:

I have friends

even during lunch.

I achieve As

except in writing.

I was selected

to monitor traffic—

very important!

Mother’s eyes soften

as her head shakes.

I will have my first

day-of-birth party!

Mother grimaces,

thinking of more debt

to mother of Pam.

I urge each child

to withstand

must above want.

Not a suggestion,

stated in her jaws,

grinding, pulsating,

in beats of a frog’s throat.
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AAAAHHHHH! 

I flick my patrol flag up,

instead of down,

for cars stop/students go.

Brakes screech.

Pam yells,

“Pay attention!”

In my throat

a knot balloons

blocking air until

“AAAAHHHHH.”

I drop the flag and

run to the safe stall

where I once spent lunch.

Above my sniffles,

Pam’s two-tap knock.

“You made a mistake.

So what?”

I fling open the door.

“WE ALREADY MOVED!”

“Huh?”

“ACROSS THE WORLD!”
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Who Would?

Pam convulses

like a fish on grass,

asking who would

yank away

a best friend

with two months left

in sixth grade,

partnered in a

photosynthesis project,

approved for

Vacation Bible School?

Answer:

A mother who

shoved her children

out of a war

onto a ship

into a land

called A-la-ba-ma,

a land none in our family

knew existed until

we touched its soil.

A mother who

steered sons from soldiering,

designed children’s clothes,

fed her children in bargains.

She negotiated end of day

when market merchants

must be rid of remnants:

a spinning banana bunch

priced as one hand,

a tail-to-head tuna

cleaned, salted, iced,

fruit in season sold

in basket bundles.

Her timing precise

as a turtle laying eggs,

as she rushes now

toward employment

awaiting in Tê-sát.

While untangling

the force of Mother,

Pam’s limbs turn to noodles,

her voice clogs into clay.

March 21

Later



OEBPS/images/title.jpg
When Clouds
Touch (fs

THANHUA LAl

RRRRRR
i ublishers





OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Dedication



		Contents



		Part I: Again!



		Rolling-Shoe Party



		Loudest Quiet



		Elation and Guilt



		Alarmed Dragonflies



		Must Above Want



		AAAAHHHHH!



		Who Would?



		Don’t Worry



		Three Against One



		Chick and Doll



		On My Side



		Belly Heart Mind



		Asian Expert



		Two to Two



		Saigon Seeds



		Chased-Loud-Fun



		Yellow, Orange, Red



		Two to Three



		Best Sisters



		Unsaid



		Pack



		Half This, Half That



		Secret Age



		Cloudless Breezy Ease



		Ocean Churn









		Part II: Tết-sát-xì



		Melt Into Air



		Baby Leaf



		Gears Inside a Watch



		Blank Hours



		Reclaim Mother



		Pop-up Stories



		Hisses



		Refugee Luck



		Rumbling Rectangle



		TiTi and I



		Gears Sputter



		Does Not Stink



		Sappy Day



		Without Mother



		Numb



		My Unsaid



		Vu Lee Lullaby



		Rebound



		Trading Tales



		GGGOOOOLLLL



		Summer



		Longest Six Hours



		Perfect Math



		Cool Breeze, Cucumber Water



		Cotton-Ball Tickle



		Absorb/Ignore



		Five-O Pelé



		Day at the Râu-đi-ô



		Twenty-One Days



		Cocoon of Comfort



		Pro-pa-gate



		Bubble Nursery



		Daring Fate



		Pig Per Month



		Top 40 Ride



		Pink Silk of Yellow Flowers



		In My Pocket



		Feathery Rain



		Gold, Thin, Stretchy



		Bus Buddy



		The Wait



		Red Rose



		Buy Back Grin



		Pretense



		Loop, Swirl



		Inside Outside History



		Many More



		Self, Family, Society, Earth



		Mimic



		Nerves



		Breaths



		One



		Tiny Stabbings



		The Only One



		Piggy Poop









		Part III: Our Anchor



		Flip-Flopping Weather



		In Father’s Palm



		Kumquat and Licorice



		Smooth Tangy



		Roly-Polies



		Leaf Skeleton



		Lashes



		Judged



		Not Tết



		S Revolt



		Happiness All Year



		Secure Luck



		Futures



		Our Cloud



		Brother Quang’s Turn



		Bare Gourmet



		Almost All Dings



		Saturday Night Fever



		Patch-Part Patio



		Gain, Relinquish









		Author’s Note



		About the Author



		Books by Thanhhà Lại



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Part I: Again!


















		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		ii



		iv














OEBPS/images/9780063047020_Cover.jpg





