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			To William Van Alstyne and Harlan Margaret Van Cao

			And the American Dream, whatever that is

			Lan Cao

			For my father and mother. And for girls with eccentric brains, weird personalities, and too much to say.

			Harlan Margaret Van Cao

		

	
		
			
			
			
				Do I dare

				Disturb the universe?

				In a minute there is time

				For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse.

				For I have known them all already, known them all:

				Have known the evenings, mornings, afternoons,

				I have measured out my life with coffee spoons;

				I know the voices dying with a dying fall

				Beneath the music from a farther room.

				So how should I presume?

				—from “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” by T. S. Eliot

			

		

	
		
			INTRODUCTION

			In my life, there is Saigon, my childhood city, and there is Harlan, my daughter. One is loss and the other is love, although sometimes loss and love are intertwined. Both are volcanic, invasive experiences, their own particular battle zones, full of love and warmth. All-powerful, all-encompassing, searing, awakening. Once experienced, they take over your life, altering the very cells in your body, both in the moment and in retrospect.

			I am writing as a refugee who lost a country and as a mother whose love is vaster than even the vast parameters of loss. In Vietnamese, the word for country is a combination of earth and water, elemental and archetypal. Traditionally, the Vietnamese are tethered to their ancestral home, born of land and sea, the way newborns are tied umbilically to their mothers, sharing one swollen, tightly packed body, ferociously, bound almost despotically by flesh and blood.

			For all of us refugees who enter America with our contingent lives, there is the all-powerful, all-venerable American Dream. Do we follow it? Are we trespassing when we enter it? Or do we float into the dreams we invent ourselves? Having witnessed so many refugee families struggling to make it, I wonder whether the American Dream is really for dreamers. Are you dreaming if you’re working twelve hours or more a day?

			It might seem strange that being a refugee and being a mother feel so similar to me, but both involve a tortuous and lifelong drive in search of home and security—in one case for oneself; in the other, even more furiously, for one’s child. The journey of a refugee, away from war and loss toward peace and a new life, and the journey of a mother raising a child to be secure and happy are both steep paths filled with detours and stumbling blocks. For me, both hold mystery. It is like crossing a river on a monkey bridge. The bridge, indigenous to the Mekong Delta, is handmade, with slender bamboo logs and handrails. It is frail and slippery, and crossing it requires agility and courage; it is both physical and mental. I have not made my crossing alone but have had fellow travelers on this bridge—we could call them darker selves that emerge from the hidden, almost mystical shadows.

			Carl Jung saw shadow selves as selves that are cradled in the darkness and lie outside the light of consciousness. But what I think of as my shadow selves are denser, perhaps more fragmented from the self than Jung’s original use of the term. They might seem like strangers at first, unknown, unknowable, and as a result frightening, a presence manifesting unruly states that had to be fought with or unshackled from. Over time, with a deeper reservoir of understanding, I have come to see them as guardian angels, as they are now more integrated with me than not.

			After more than forty years in the United States, I still feel tentative here at times. And after almost seventeen years of being a parent, I continue to venture through motherhood as if it’s a new culture. No matter how many parenting books I have read or how much advice I have received, I still feel like an immigrant in the universe of motherhood. As I tentatively make my way through this landscape, I find that I vacillate more than I am certain, shifting my terms of engagement more than digging in. Like an immigrant newcomer, I am ambivalent. I question myself, especially when my precocious kid sarcastically unleashes comments like “Great parenting, Mom” after I make a decision she doesn’t like. She sounds so sure in her skepticism, and her certainty stands in stark contrast to my inner uncertainty.

			Even something as basic as language—mother tongue, which for me is Vietnamese—posed a dilemma. I wasn’t sure whether I should speak it to Harlan when she was a newborn. Even something as beloved as a country or a language could be a burden. And I wondered whether it was better for her not to be hyphenated or fragmented in any way. My husband, Bill, didn’t speak Vietnamese. There would be no conversation. She would hear only my monologue. So I didn’t stick to a Vietnamese-only regimen with her. I wanted to give her what I did not have and have not been able to achieve: wholeness. I wasn’t sure I wanted her to be disjointed and bifurcated like me. By the time I changed my mind and saw hyphenation as an unconventional form of wholeness, as having a set of twos instead of multiple divided halves, her little brain had become an English-language brain. Now she would have to learn Vietnamese and any other language as a second language. That delayed decision remains a moment of regret.

			Harlan was born in the United States, far from Vietnam, but I have bequeathed Vietnam to her whether I wanted to or not, sometimes as a gift, sometimes as a burden, but always as a marker or an imprint. I lost Vietnam when I was thirteen years old, in 1975. Forty years after the fall of Saigon, in 2015, my daughter herself turned thirteen, which for me meant the past had turned to the present, bringing itself to me in a singularly haunting act once again.

			This was deeply poignant to me, perhaps because I saw it as life coming full circle, like a serpent swallowing its tail. Or maybe it is because humans need to find order and symmetry in life, and the tick, tick of calendar and clock in increments of five and ten creates the illusion that we can organize and mark time in comprehensible segments. For this momentous fortieth anniversary of the fall of Saigon, we went to see Rory Kennedy’s film Last Days in Vietnam in Westminster, California, home to one of the largest Vietnamese diaspora outside Vietnam.

			The theater was packed with Vietnamese who, like me, nurtured a deep elegiac longing from afar for the country we had left. Having watched Vietnam the country and Vietnam the war dissected in slanderous misproportion by Americans all these years, all of us, made to feel uncertain of our knowledge and our memories, returned yet again for another American interpretation of Vietnam, full of hope that something would be told right this time.

			Seeing the film was one way for me to share my family’s history with Harlan. We’d talked so much, but she’d never seen Vietnam on TV or in a movie. We held hands and we cried. We saw one city after another fall as the United States stopped supplying guns, ammunition, and even replacement parts. Come what may, whatever the consequence, whatever the wreckage, the war had to end, as far as America was concerned. After the first few minutes of the movie, however, I closed my eyes, casting myself adrift in my compartmentalized head, insulating myself from the screen. I was at the movie theater, but not really. I could be there, but also not. I knew how to detach, float away, without letting on that it was happening. Forty years ago, I too had witnessed these apocalyptic events from a TV in the living room in Avon, Connecticut, where I had been sent to live with an American family before the country’s collapse.

			I couldn’t help but wonder whether I would be able to send my daughter off, away from country and family, to live with another family without any certainty that I would ever see her again. What would have to happen in our lives for me to take that action?

			Harlan Margaret is my one and only child. In a dreamlike way that turned out to be real, I felt she was alive inside me almost as soon as she was conceived. Before the pregnancy was even advanced enough to be confirmed by a test kit, my body already changed, reconfiguring to make room for this new nudging, jostling, carnivorous being. Swollen breasts. Tender belly. Voracious hunger. Insatiable desire to nap. And from the moment the pregnancy was confirmed, I found myself measuring time not by reference to it in my own life but rather into the projected future of hers.

			Both Bill and I were law professors. And so our daughter was named after one of the great justices of the United States Supreme Court, the august and magnificent Justice John Marshall Harlan from Kentucky. In 1869, he rejected separate but equal, the prevailing principle in the United States used to justify racial segregation, when he alone dissented from the majority in the infamous Plessy v. Ferguson case. I also wanted to give my daughter a gender-neutral name, and incidentally, the name Harlan also has Lan in it. In that way, we are intertwined with and embedded in each other.

			The name Margaret came from Aunt Margaret, who had taken me in and cared for me when my parents sent me off in 1975. I was to be adopted by her and her husband, Fritz, our precious family friend, if South Vietnam fell and my parents couldn’t make it out. Margaret was also the name of my daughter’s grandmother on her father’s side: Margaret Ware, a precocious, independent, intelligent woman who grew up in Santa Rosa, California, and entered Stanford University at age sixteen, graduating in three years. A California state park has a dedicated redwood grove and commemorative plaque carved with her full name, Margaret Ware Van Alstyne. The family had bought hundreds of acres of redwood forests to save them from commercial lumbering and donated them to the Navarro River Redwoods State Park. Until Bill died in 2019, trips to and stories about the redwood forests were part of Harlan’s family heritage.

			I also gave her a Vietnamese name, Nam Phương, which means “in a southern direction”; that is, toward “Nam,” Vietnam. It was also the name of Vietnam’s last empress, a figure considered a symbol of national unity and pride in Vietnamese history.

			I thought if I had to carry a child for nine months, the child should take my last name, but in the interest of equality, I generously suggested using both our names. My husband’s last name is Van Alstyne; mine is Cao. And so we made a new last name for Harlan: Van Cao, which seemed egalitarian enough. But in reality, although he probably didn’t realize it, I won because Van merely means “from” in Dutch, and what we have in the end is Harlan Margaret “from Cao.”

			She might be, biologically speaking, from me, but from the moment I was pregnant, it felt as if we were sinewed together, as if I were also from her—motherhood and babyhood mixed together. The Vietnamese also believe that the mother and child relationship begins when the child is in the mother’s womb. The relationship can be nurtured and developed as the child grows, and when the child is born, it is already one year old. It was natural for me to talk to her, to place the CD player close to my belly when I played music, to read out loud to her. We were very sensitive to each other’s movements. I could feel her head against my belly, and sometimes I could almost grab her elbow and heel with my fingers to move her to a position more comfortable for me. My coughs were usually followed by intense, almost violent hiccups on her part—more than 150 once. Sometimes I could summon her by tapping on my belly rhythmically, and I could feel her respond to my call—our private code—by moving more vigorously.

			Because I was almost forty when I became pregnant, it was recommended that I have an amniocentesis. What happened during the procedure turned out to be a fairly accurate predictor of Harlan’s personality. Naturally, I was nervous because the procedure is invasive and carries a risk of inducing miscarriage. Amniocentesis could not be done earlier than sixteen weeks, and by that time, I had already fallen in love and bonded with the baby, having felt her movement and the shape of her body pressed against mine. This way in the morning, that way in the evening. Calm and unperturbed when I read or listened to music or when I took a warm shower. Energetic and agile after I ate a large meal. Would I be able to go through with an abortion if the procedure showed a developmental abnormality?

			With ultrasound guidance, the doctor inserted a needle through my abdominal wall and uterine wall to reach the amniotic sac. I concentrated on the ultrasound picture on the monitor, trying to make out the baby’s shape against the grainy black-and-white background. Suddenly, the doctor stopped her probing, sterile gloves immobile against my belly. She rushed out of the room and came back excitedly with a colleague. I was frightened, thinking she had seen a problem. Instead, she told me that even though she had inserted the needle in an area far from the baby, Harlan was miraculously aware of its presence, even moving her hand as if attempting to grab the needle. “You have a really special and sensitive baby in there,” the doctor said.

			This turns out to be true—not that I am boasting, because all mothers think their babies are special, but Harlan is very sensitive, in terms of being quite discerning and aware. When she was only two, I was reading a book with her about a baby whale that had gotten lost. We were at a part where the baby has a joyous reunion with its parents, and she asked me, pointing to the illustration of the two parent whales, “Which one is the mommy and which is the daddy?” I looked carefully, and seeing just two gray whales of equal size, I said I didn’t know. She gleefully pointed out that one in particular was the mommy. I asked her why she made this choice, and she pointed to the whale’s eyelashes. “This one has longer eyelashes.” I would never have noticed such a thing. Her ability to discern the most minute detail, however, means that she is able to detect my weaknesses and my lack of certainty in many matters, and as a result, she has been able to exploit them to her advantage. As you can guess, I have not been able to impart the Vietnamese cultural norms that rank the parent immutably higher than the child. She knows my ambivalence and can work to throw me off-kilter.

			According to Vietnamese folklore, a child’s personality is shaped by her mother’s pregnancy and birthing experience. Even a tiny baby can receive her mother’s memory, weaving and absorbing it into her blood, sinew, neurons, the very genes themselves. As an example, my brother Tuấn had struggled all his life until his death at the young age of forty. According to my mother, he suffered the effects of the war not only when he briefly joined South Vietnam’s army at age nineteen, but even when he was inside my mother’s womb. He had been cursed by his fetal memory of her pregnancy trauma—the bombings, explosions, and artillery shelling, which had made her anxious and jumpy. When pregnant with Tuấn, my mother was with my father in North Vietnam, as he had been stationed in Hưng Yên Province, before the 1954 partition of the country into a Communist North and a non-Communist South. She said she could feel the baby’s agitation and distress. Her anxiety and fear were in turn assimilated by the baby, calcified in his very being.

			When she was in her seventh month of pregnancy, the bus she was on was ambushed by insurgents. The bus driver and conductor, seeing that she was pregnant, told her to scramble under the seats as they tried to shield her. After a fusillade of bullets and grenades, my mother felt the limp and heavy bodies of the two men pressed against her, blood gushing out of deep wounds.

			There were three survivors that day. My mother was one and the baby she carried was the second. The third survivor and my mother limped out of the debris of the charred bus and made their way around rows of nearby gutted cars. They found a stream and ran to it, hiding behind the muddy banks as blasts of gunfire continued around them. The water turned out to be leech infested. My mother found an engorged leech in her nose and many clinging to her belly, their bodies embedded in the soft flesh. The baby inside her kicked furiously, almost as if he could feel the predation of bloodsuckers coming for him.

			When she pried the leeches off, their slimy blood-sucking heads were still stuck in her flesh. My mother was frightened that the leeches had infected her unborn baby. When she found her way back to the city, she went not just to a regular medical doctor for checkups but also to a traditional medicine man, who warned her about restless fetus syndrome, explained that the baby was not at peace, and prescribed herbal concoctions for her to boil and drink. She was convinced that although the remedy prevented a miscarriage, the baby’s emotional equilibrium had been damaged by her own anxiety and by the surrounding violence. My father was skeptical and often said that my mother was simply coddling her black sheep son and making excuses for him.

			Fortunately, my pregnancy was smooth and uneventful, but the birth was difficult and even distressing. It’s been seventeen years since I gave birth, or, more precisely, since I tried to expel the baby from me. My grandmother had given birth eighteen times, even if not all her babies had survived. One of my mother’s babies, birthed a year after me, died in the same hospital I was born in. My aunt, Mother Five, died giving birth to her daughter after three normal, healthy childbirths. This is what can happen to women when we bring life into the world, like the match that gave life to fire and then died. This is why even under the best of circumstances a mother is on the alert for her child’s safety, and why the child is often oblivious to and sometimes even irritated by the mother’s fears—the child does not remember how life and death were intertwined at the very moment of her birth. Her own birth recedes to the margins of her life, but it continues to stick to the birth mother’s very being.

			The first contractions I felt were in the evening of August 2, 2002, and they were so strong they made me collapse on the floor with the most intense pain I’d ever felt. I went to the hospital around two a.m., and after an hour I was sent back home. I hadn’t dilated enough and the contractions were not close enough together for me to be admitted. I was told to time the contractions to see if they lasted between forty-five and sixty seconds and were no more than five minutes apart. When I got home, I threw myself on the bed because the pain was so acute. I struggled to remain alert enough to accurately time the contractions, which were becoming regular, though always seven to ten minutes apart and lasting only about thirty terrible seconds, not the requisite forty-five to sixty seconds. This continued until the morning of August 4, when the intensity, acceleration, and length of the contractions changed, and off we went to the hospital. I was relieved to be admitted at last.

			But trouble followed every part of my birthing experience. Even when I received the welcomed epidural, complications abounded. The doctor had trouble inserting the needle into the numbed area surrounding my spinal cord in the lower back. He also struggled threading the catheter through the needle. I could see blood on the compresses that he applied to the area even as he apologized profusely for the difficulty. For the next ten hours, I was told to push and push. The baby’s spiky tuft of hair could even be felt, but she refused to come out—or to put it another way, I couldn’t get her out. We clashed even then.

			At four thirty p.m., there was a huge commotion, and I was told the baby’s heartbeat showed distress and that the doctor had ordered an emergency C-section. From then on, everything happened at a rapid clip. I was wheeled down the hall into a room, a blanket draped over me, although it was summer and we were in the South. My obstetrician huddled with others on the team. I was introduced to the attending pediatrician. I felt pressure against my lower abdomen below the bikini line. Then I heard the most beautiful sound on earth—the cry of a baby, the spark of life—which made the whole ordeal and every pang of pain that had preceded that cry worth it. I was elated and so eager to see her. My husband, who was a constitutional lawyer but knew enough tort law to know how often surgical mishaps occur in real life, kept reminding the doctor to remove all medical paraphernalia from my body before closing me up. The comment, softly delivered, could be interpreted as humorous and provoked much laughter among the medical personnel.

			And then suddenly all laughter ended. I could sense a complete shift in the energy of the room. The baby was whisked out. The room became quiet, and I was immediately stilled by the silence. I began freezing and felt my entire body vibrating and my teeth chattering nonstop. This was a normal side effect of the anesthesia used during the C-section, my doctor said, but it alarmed me. I was swaddled in another blanket and wheeled back into my hospital room. When the pediatrician and obstetrician came in to see me, they told me that Harlan had pneumothorax. It happens when there is a tear or rupture in the alveoli, the tiny air sacs of the lungs, allowing air to escape into the chest. The doctors went through the many possible causes, one of which was vigorous crying and screaming, which can cause the alveoli to rupture. Yes, the pediatrician told me, some babies can cry and scream hard enough to cause this condition at birth. I was reassured Harlan would be fine—the doctor had removed the collected air by inserting a chest tube through her chest wall and into the air space. However, to be absolutely safe, he had ordered that she be transferred to a children’s hospital one hour away in Norfolk, Virginia, to be monitored in the neonatal intensive care unit. I did not get to hold my baby until more than twenty-four hours after her birth.

			When she was transported from the intensive care unit and returned to me at the hospital, I felt an all-consuming, howling kind of love that was brand-new to me. It’s the kind of love that makes mothers throw themselves into danger to protect their children the way we instinctively use our hands and arms to shield our more essential and vital parts—head and heart. The nurses carefully placed her in my arms and positioned her just right, so that she could suckle. My body had fed her when she was in the womb, and now it was ready for the next stage, breastfeeding, which became a source of both food and comfort for her. I didn’t wean her completely until she was three. Each time I tried, she cried so hard, and although many books advised that mothers should teach babies to self-soothe, I believed that if I could comfort and console her with something as easy as offering her what she craved—her mother’s breast, and consequently sanctuary, security, and a sense that she mattered—I would. Why not? There would be plenty of opportunities later in life when nothing I could do would solve her problems. This was an easy one for me.

			Months later, when I supplemented her nursing with solids, I remember feeling that this was a profound marker in both our lives. I realized she was growing older and becoming a separate being every day. She was now able to eat mashed carrots and peas. She no longer relied on my body alone for sustenance. It was a moment I celebrated and mourned. One moment she was wholly and completely inside her mother’s body, entangled and intertwined, and the next she was outside as a separate being, and becoming more separate by the day.

			Every question I had was followed by another question. Do I share the world’s beauty with her and leave it at that, the unmarred, simple beauty of a sunrise, a sunset, a shiny young leaf, its autumn counterpart, the blazing orange shades of gold and copper and ocher and vermilion that spread across what was once green? Or do I warn her about the world’s danger, the violence and evil on earth?

			When Harlan was born, I was entering a stage of life that I considered to be a stable one, anchored by a house, a mortgage, and a good job that I loved. I had not wanted to have a child until I felt economically secure in America. My life was my own, and I could, if catastrophe struck again, survive. Alone.

			Which paradoxically made me ready to be a mother. But motherhood, of course, meant the opposite. Since her birth, since my baby’s first plaintive cry that demanded a mother’s immediate attention, I have embarked on a journey with Harlan that by its nature is not autonomous and alone but immersed and together, with all that is unpredictable, a cursive loop filled with highs and lows of every emotion conceivable, each felt intensely and profoundly. Two beings entwined.

			I used to think the mother delivers the baby. But the truth is the opposite: It is the baby, the child, who creates her mother, reinforcing the mother’s primal role as protector and nurturer and then rejecting that role as too suffocating and off-putting. And then somewhere, sometime, the two are reunited under different terms.

			Harlan and I are often not compatible. We clash and boomerang through each other’s lives. When she was about two and I transgressed against motherhood, leaving her for a stretch of many hours for a full-day job interview, she wailed nonstop, and no singing, rocking, or pumped breast milk could alleviate her distress. When I returned and held her and devoted myself completely to her service, she stopped crying immediately. But if I focused too much on her, she could feel the anxiety and would cry.

			And of course, it’s the child’s prerogative to defend itself against the encroachment of parental rules.

			I don’t remember feeling this way about my parents. And if I did, I did not indulge in the feeling, much less feel entitled to it. Is this because I was a Vietnamese child, raised according to strict traditional rules? Or because we were a refugee family and I was afraid of disturbing their fragile psyches?

			Although I don’t believe that a birth sign determines destiny or personality, it is noteworthy that I was born the year of the buffalo and Harlan the year of the horse. The buffalo is slow, steady, persevering, plodding—exhibiting all the attributes necessary for an animal that is used for plowing the fields. The buffalo is traditionally prized in Vietnam given the country’s agrarian economy and the primacy of rice in the Vietnamese diet. It is also known to be stubborn and narrow-minded. It’s certainly not known for its flashiness, flamboyance, or brilliant wit. By contrast, the horse is artistic, magnetic, and engaging. It likes to prance and show off. It is also known to be rebellious and carefree, with a dash of childishness. No wonder the Vietnamese zodiac says horse and buffalo tend not to be compatible. In almost every area of life, I have multiple contingencies in case my plans fall through. In almost every area of life, Harlan has one plan because she is certain that singular plan will succeed. Whenever I have tried to engage in gentle correction, I am met with resistance, sighing, eye-rolling, huffing and puffing. Sometimes it escalates into outright arguing. Like a horse bucking to throw someone off her back—exhilarating and exhausting.

			By nature, Harlan is more like her father—relaxed, basically happy, essentially carefree, believing plan A will work and that having a plan B is excessive. Given my history, Bill was a good counterbalance for her, and it was a sad day for us and particularly for her when Bill died, during Harlan’s junior year in high school. The exuberant American part of her life, the part that she could easily relate to and identify with, was gone. After all, she is an American kid, even if she has a Vietnamese mother tied to the darker sufferings of Vietnam. Although many of my formative years and my grown-up years were spent in the United States—indeed I have lived many more years in this country than my compact thirteen years in Vietnam—I do not really feel completely American. Or at least I still struggle with what “American” means.

			I am considered the 1.5 generation—born in Vietnam but coming of age in the United States, cussed and interlocked between two or more selves. Like others, I’ve carried my own and perhaps even my parents’ bad memories, trauma, and grief, which have echoed in their lives and mine. We have tried to deflect but have also absorbed the past. And sometimes our bodies and psyches become reluctant chroniclers of disturbance, spawning fractals of division, compartmentalized personalities, wounded souls—shadow selves, one could say, with distinct names like Cecile. Things that have happened to many of us in this generation have left their mark on each of us, although the same event can affect our individual brain pathways and our neurotransmitters differently. But pain is pain, whether it is remembered and felt as a dull ache or as a pang, and even if it’s not visible to others, its vessels and capillaries are there in the body’s hollow space.

			Sometimes the past can take over and swallow the present. Other times the past can be suppressed, magically cast aside until it inevitably finds a way back. Over the years, therapy has unlocked for me and for the darker shadow selves within me a path, neither linear nor one-dimensional but circular and multidimensional, so that I can move away from refraction and fragmentation and finally toward reconciliation and healing. Because there is something tender and special about sitting in a room with another person who holds you in your pain and with whom you have forged a sacred trust, a person who is surely educated and trained, but whose unique relationship with you transcends degrees and techniques.

			Growing up partly in the United States, I have also experienced the exuberance and gloom of migration and assimilation. As a teenager, I was immersed in American life through school and television, which I was allowed to watch only because my parents believed it was a way for me to work on my English. On television, especially on sitcoms, I witnessed standard-issue teenage rebellion, American-style. I saw that children regularly questioned their parents and talked back in quick, snappy retorts that usually garnered the most laughs from the studio audience. A kid came home from school, walked straight to her bedroom without saying hi to her parents, and then slammed the door. Parents tiptoed around their children’s moods. Children remained seated or continued slouching on the living room couch when their parents’ grown-up friends visited, casually acknowledging the visitors’ presence with a breezy hi. Kids talked to their parents with their feet on the coffee table, bottoms of shoes conspicuously exposed. No one did a single one of those things in my home (or in homes like mine). My parents watched these shows too, but they never had to tell me they did not approve of such behavior. It was simply assumed that the way I had been raised would inoculate me against such insolent insistence on individual rights. And although I was thirteen, the age when susceptibility to peer influence was supposedly strongest, I never challenged my parents. At home I was all Vietnamese. In the world, with others, I was divided, hyphenated, fluctuating sometimes toward the Vietnamese and other times more toward the American side.

			That is not Harlan’s experience.

			She has the confidence and assertiveness of an American kid, which a part of me fully supports and encourages. I want her to have her own voice, even if I have to struggle with many frustrating moments of defiant belligerence. Living in the United States reinforces certain ideals about parents and children and children’s personal growth processes that are foreign to the Vietnamese. Because I was ambivalent about the hybridity of Vietnamese American, I sent mixed messages to Harlan even in small daily struggles. She was neither born nor raised in or near a large Vietnamese community. When she was born, I lived a three-hour drive from my father, who was living in Falls Church, Virginia, a center of the Vietnamese diaspora. I was basically the only Vietnamese Harlan was close to. There was not enough Vietnameseness in her environment to serve as a countervailing force to the more dominant Americanness that I myself also felt ambivalently drawn to.

			As a child I took piano lessons, and when I wanted to quit because I hated finger exercises and scales, my parents spent less than one minute telling me that I was not allowed. No. “You will appreciate the piano when you are grown-up and need music. Being able to play the piano alone is different from listening to music on the radio alone.” I was obligated to continue. And as it turns out, I am glad I was forced to do so. Being Vietnamese, I did not insist on arguing with my parents and deciding for myself what I should or should not do. But Harlan believes she has the right not to like something and to act on her feelings. When she wanted to quit the violin, our struggle was not a simple one. I wanted her to want to press on, but I did not want to make her feel obligated. I wanted her to know she had the right to quit but nonetheless choose not to. I could have made her stick with the violin, but it would have meant exerting my will over hers while she bucked the entire time. Every practice was marred by raised voices and even outright shouting. I capitulated. She quit. I felt bad. She felt good, at least for the time being.

			I had more cultural support after my friend Mai came to live with us in Williamsburg, Virginia, from Vancouver, Canada. Mai is my age and her family and mine had been intertwined in Vietnam. We were childhood friends in school in Saigon, but got separated when South Vietnam collapsed. I fled, while her family was stuck behind. We only connected decades later, thanks to the internet. Mai came for a visit and stayed, eventually becoming enmeshed in our small family. We adopted her and she us, and we became the Four Musketeers, an unconventional family that we created together. She brought Vietnam memories of her own with her, which sometimes felt like they were mine as well. Having Mai reenter my life when we were in our midforties was like a return to Vietnam for both of us. Harlan was about six when Mai joined us, and she began referring to my friend as Mother Two.

			Mai is also of the 1.5 generation, and she, like me, is not completely Vietnamese. Neither she nor I was uniform or consistent in our thinking about which Vietnamese values should be nurtured and passed on to Harlan. Respect for parents and the elderly was bedrock, but beyond that, it was sometimes a dash of this, other times a dash of that, with the three grown-ups making things up as we stumbled along. From the beginning, Harlan was sassy, feisty, and, to me, sometimes pugnacious, which to her was standing up for herself. What a Vietnamese family considers correcting their children and teaching them, she would use as proof that I was never satisfied with her.

			Once, Harlan showed me a watercolor painting she had made in a weekend art course. I offered a mild suggestion about composition and color as we walked hand in hand from the class to the parking lot. In a tone that was both tart and sweet, she retorted, “You’re not the boss of my painting.” What struck me was the tiny ankle boots she was wearing. She was still struggling with tying laces, so the boots were fastened with Velcro. She could not have been more than five. And yet the voice was sassy and presumptuous. Impertinent was one of the first words she learned because we used it often to refer to her. I should have had a better inkling of our relationship then.

			Perhaps our turbulence also comes from our circumstances—from my Vietnamese roots, which cannot find peace on American soil. I myself have an uneasy, often incoherent relationship with Vietnam. Vietnam means culture and history, but also war and loss. Add all that to motherhood and you have complications, or, to put a more positive spin on it, complexities. Mongrelized, hybrid, chaotic, unstable. “Not a normal family,” Harlan says with the careless confidence of an American. Vietnam remains powerful, exerting both its centrifugal and centripetal forces on me. Because my discerning and perceptive child knows I haven’t found equilibrium, she is poised to take advantage, ready to resist and strike, using perfectly honed American logic.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Lan

			My American life started with loss.

			A few months before Vietnam fell to the Communists in April 1975, my father and an American family friend I called Papa Fritz took me in our black Opel sedan to Tân Sơn Nhứt airport in Saigon. I knew the route so well that the drive there, past streets shaded by tamarind trees and low-slung buildings, felt normal, routine. My father was in uniform: camouflage fatigues, red beret, polished standard-issue military boots. The city had been under rocket attack night and day. The streets, restless and swollen with people going about their business, were singed in smoke.

			The last time the war was this close to us was during the Tet Offensive in 1968, and the memories of Tet’s devastation and its mix of the mundane and the deadly still frightened me. Tet firecrackers sounded exactly like gunfire, allowing the Vietcong to hide their attacks behind Tet festivities. Our house was in Cholon, which I thought of as Saigon’s twin city—Saigon’s other, shadow self. Our house was also close to the Phú Thọ racetrack, which had been seized by the Vietcong. Suddenly, the flat, open grounds where we used to watch horse races was the site of one of the fiercest battles of the Tet Offensive. This seemingly innocuous area had become a strategic compound because it could also function as a helicopter landing zone and an artillery base. Americans and South Vietnamese forces fired thousands of rounds into the area, followed by house-to-house combat in the racetrack’s vicinity as the Vietcong tried to retake it. The noise was deafening. My cousins and I cowered in the bathroom in the back of the house while the grown-ups decided whether we could make it to Saigon, which was also under attack but less so.

			This time, the fighting was not as close to our neighborhood as it had been in 1968. Still, we could feel the city shake when surrounding areas were shelled. After a particularly violent series of explosions that sounded close to our house, my father explained that the Vietcong had detonated a bomb-storage area and destroyed an ammunition depot in Bien Hoa, about twenty miles from Saigon.

			Even war can be normalized, especially a long war, like the one in Vietnam, which lasted more than twenty years. Sometimes it was very close to us and sometimes it was farther away. Throughout my childhood, the war pervaded my everyday consciousness, often with pointillistic precision. As a commander of South Vietnam’s elite airborne troops, my father was regularly away on combat duty for several days or weeks. He would come home and life would seem normal again, until the next combat operation.

			My first clear memory is of my body being swollen and itchy and feverish from chicken pox and my father picking me up and wrapping his arms around me. He pinned my hands, which were swaddled in cloth pouches to keep me from scratching. There was the smell of the earth and leaves and soil rising from his uniform. There was the small majesty of his by now familiar boots, which were big and still caked in mud. There was the low-key lullaby that he sang to calm me, about a woman who held her child while waiting for her husband to return from the war. The husband had been ordered into battle by the Emperor. She waited and waited for him to return, for so long that she became a stone.

			I knew the scars on his body did not come from schoolyard games. They came from a battle near the Cambodian border in which his troops were ambushed. I knew he had cyanide pills sewn into the hems of his uniforms, just in case he was ever captured or tortured. He would be able to bite the hems and swallow the poison even if his hands were cuffed. War made its mark on his body and his mind, and the ghosts of war stayed with us like whispered prayers inside our hearts, in the backs of our minds, in the marrow of our family consciousness.

			Even when it was far away, the quiet engine of war could still be felt. Many of my father’s airborne troops were stationed right behind our house. My father told me the camp was off-limits to me, but I often entered it secretly. All that separated it from our back garden, with its lush frangipani and lantana plants and bougainvillea, was a metal door, which I could open from my side because the troops often forgot to lock it from their side. And I would secretly spend time with the soldiers, and was even allowed to touch their guns. Sometimes the clicking noises of the guns as cartridges were inserted and removed frightened me. Sometimes I saw one of the soldiers act boisterously, almost crazily, and he had to be held down by others as if they were fighting each other in an out-of-control brawl, but I was told later that they were doing this so they could console him.

			Beyond our house it was also easy to be reminded of war. Outside our neighborhood at the Jeanne d’Arc Catholic church that stood at Six Corners, where six streets converged, there was always a young man with no legs—just one stump below the knee and the other above the knee—who sat on a patch of grass with his military medals laid out on a blanket, strumming a guitar and singing Creedence Clearwater Revival. “Have you ever seen the rain,” he sang in a grizzly rasp of a voice. I had perfect pitch, and I would go home to my piano and listen to the music hidden inside its body, appreciating always its intonation, its muscle memory, trying to eke out the right notes. Sometimes when the urge to find the tune was uncontrollable, I even ventured into the church itself, past the vestibule and baptismal. There, you could smell the different aromatic oils used for baptism, confirmation, ordination. I would run past the nave, with its rows of dark polished pews, straight to the sanctuary, where I would find the piano nestled by the altar and tabernacle. The priest, with a strange expression—scowling, smiling, sneering, waving me in—was nearby. A small fan oscillated quietly, and his black robe fluttered as he coaxed me in. At a certain time of the day, every object in the church had a twin, rows of perfectly cast shadows, and despite the dark eeriness of the space, I allowed myself to go in because of the piano.

			From there, in the somber quiet, I could hear the beggar man right outside singing. Like he was trying to recover God.

			When the beggar man was not singing, he used his arms to propel himself across the sidewalk with alacrity, asking for loose change and telling people where he had fought. A part of me loved the frantic acoustic guitar licks, part sorrow, part pure ecstasy. Another part of me was terrified by what was unsettlingly not there—the missing body parts—and what was unsettlingly there—the tender stitched skin, wrinkled yet stretched over bony, fleshy nubs. I was transfixed by the songs that came out of his mouth—or, rather, out of some mysterious cavity deep in his chest—like the Rolling Stones’ “19th Nervous Breakdown”: “Here it comes, here it comes, here it comes, here it comes, here comes your nineteenth nervous breakdown.” It wasn’t fraught or foreboding like a threat, but more like the jangle of a promise. Whatever it is, here it comes.

			One of my mother’s beloved brothers was blown up by a mine while he worked overtime in a minesweeping unit. We called him Father Three, or Ba Ba, like a stutter. He was second in order of birth, but the firstborn was always referred to as the second to fool demons who had a tendency to grab a family’s first child. The mine had been cleverly wrapped in plastic or maybe was made of plastic; such mines are less expensive, more durable, and harder to detect. My grandmother went to collect her son’s splattered body—days later, she could still find bits of flesh under her nails and matted in her hair when she unraveled her chignon. His daughters vanished from our lives, as his widow was lost in her own madness and grief and wrath and stopped coming to visit.

			My grandfather, a well-known landowner in Sóc Trăng in the Mekong Delta, had been captured by the Vietcong and killed; landlords were deemed rapacious evildoers. They held him for quite some time, and my father had tried to parachute into the rumored vicinity to free him, but Grandfather could not be located. He might have been moved just before my father landed. Or he’d already been killed. I also remember my brother coming home one evening covered in blood because he had dined in a restaurant on Tự Do Street and a Vietcong on a motorbike had lobbed a grenade onto the patio. He was scolded for not knowing better. Right away, my parents instilled yet another lesson into us: Never sit at the front of stores or restaurants.

			Still, there was an ebb and flow to living. Although my childhood markers all had something to do with the war, we managed to find normalcy in the interstices of daily life.

			

			—

			WE DIDN’T JUST FIND NORMALCY, ACTUALLY. We even found magic.

			I daydreamed about magical things and had a magical view of the world, immersed as I was in the realm of dreams, visions, premonitions. In 1974, my older brother Tuấn was nineteen and enlisted in the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, and my mother, worried about his safety, rushed to see a fortune-teller. She left the house filled with anxiety but returned home feeling buoyant and reassured by a faint torch of hope. “The war will be over soon. Your son won’t be in it for long and he will be safe,” the fortune-teller declared.

			That was an extraordinary, almost magical statement, that peace was loosely feasible. The war, sprawling, wrenching, with its many twists and reversals, had been going on for twenty years with no end in sight. The supernatural notwithstanding, what the woman declared seemed wholly realistic. My mother believed her. “He will be safe” was a verse she kept in her heart. Tuấn was the soft, soulful type who loved to strum the guitar and sing love songs. His voice was deep and warm. He carried his guitar with him and made me wish my piano were portable. How wonderful that he could have his instrument with him anytime.

			Tuấa used to sing with a band called Shotgun, and I loved his renditions of famous American songs like “My Way” and “For Once in My Life,” French songs like “L’Amour C’est Pour Rien,” and other Vietnamese songs of the melancholy kind my mother loved, such as those by Khánh Ly and Thanh Tuyền. Tuấn was not a soldier or a warrior, in other words. I knew he wanted to be a singer, which to my parents was just as bad as being an actor, or even worse.

			When my mother told me what the fortune-teller had said, I was not skeptical either. I was happy to believe what my mother believed. It was magical but not impossible. Indeed, her prediction was correct, and my mother was granted the grim satisfaction of a magical wish come true. The war did end, although it ended with our loss. And my brother did survive, physically unscathed.

			Even my father listened attentively when my mother told him what the fortune-teller had forecast. He did not snicker, even though he must have known the facts. I was twelve, and my friends and I read the daily newspapers with a measured mix of dread and detachment. My parents did not flinch from real-world discussions at the dinner table. The fact was that South Vietnam had been forced to sign the Paris Peace Accords of 1973, a peace treaty it didn’t want to sign because it allowed more than 145,000 North Vietnamese troops to remain in South Vietnam, ready to pounce and ambush when the Americans turned away. Our newspapers called it the “leopard spot” treaty. It didn’t feel like a real peace agreement, but it allowed the Americans to declare that there was now peace with honor—and that after a decent interval, long enough to absolve the United States, the North and even China could just come and claim us.

			And after the treaty was signed, fighting continued as usual and intensified in the Central Highlands. Still, my father seemed to take my mother’s story seriously, as if he could allow himself a bit of magical thinking too. I happily took my cue from him.

			My father devoted himself to yoga and Buddhist meditation. He told me that after years of practice, he had miraculously developed a secondary lifeline on his palm that ran parallel to the primary one. It was long, deep, and rosy. I ran my finger over it and felt its indented groove. I was happy because it signified that he had a strong spirit filled with vitality. Sometimes he invited me into his yoga room and we meditated together. The shadow side of life seemed so far away. I felt light and almost carefree. Even Buddhism seemed magical.

			The One Thousand and One Nights stories my father gave me and that I read before bed, often surreptitiously under the blanket with a flashlight because it was past my bedtime, kept me alive in the fairy-tale world of the fantastic and the fabled. I was enchanted by Scheherazade, who had a mythmaker’s understanding of the power of stories, which she told night after night to save her life. Her stories were fabulous, filled with mythological and phantasmagorical elements, and blended seamlessly with the wushu movies and novels that were beloved in Asia and Vietnam. We, both children and adults, were addicted to the acrobatic style of fighting and swordsmanship. We flocked to see their film versions the same way people today love the Harry Potter movies.

			As in the movie Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon, male and female martial arts fighters in these films sail and somersault across rooftops and land on tree branches in spectacular defiance of the laws of physics. Poison-tipped arrows fly with parabolic ease and hit the intended target straight on. Warriors unsheathe their swords and the crisp metallic blades glimmer. The hero or heroine, usually an orphan or a suffering child, must find a beloved teacher, a strict disciplinarian, a revered sage, just and fair, willing to impart fighting secrets so that the disproportionately more powerful enemy can be vanquished. The chosen disciple must exhibit a natural proclivity for a certain code of righteous conduct, one that celebrates humility and patience, respect and order, rectitude and loyalty. We children absorbed these values.

			The most famous of all and the one I was most addicted to was a series of martial arts–themed books by the Chinese writer Jin Yong called Legends of the Condor Heroes, featuring two heroes, Guo Jing and Huang Rong. Guo Jing, or Quách Tỉnh in Vietnamese, was forced to flee with his mother to the desert after his father was killed by foreign armies; he grew up there with Genghis Khan’s Mongols. Huang Rong, or Hoàng Dzung in Vietnamese, is a beautiful, stratospherically intelligent, magnetic, and mischievous young kung fu fighter whose father was himself a legendary martial artist and who for mysterious reasons falls in love with the bumbling, not naturally gifted, not particularly dashing Quách Tỉnh.

			I threw myself on the bed with piles of books and followed their exploits. How I wanted to live in the Mongolian steppes.

			A wide cast of characters ranging from heroes to rogues roams across the pages. Who could resist the delirious charm and eccentricities of Quách Tỉnh’s martial arts teachers, the Seven Freaks of Jiangnan? My cousins and I took turns adopting their fabulous personas: the blind elder, best at staff fighting, dart throwing, and nighttime fighting; followed in descending order by six others who were connoisseurs of pickpocketing, fan fighting, horse riding and whip fighting, palm and pole fighting, spear and lance fighting and the youngest, the sole female among the seven, sword fighting.

			Who wouldn’t be dazzled by such elaborate and intricate fighting routines, with fabulous names like Eighteen Dragons Subduing Palms and Nine Yin White Bone Claw, in which combatants can pierce skulls with fingers and magically paralyze opponents by merely touching their pressure points? Fighting scenes abound, with momentary pauses for philosophical contemplations on love, loyalty, honor, and betrayal. Each chapter begins with a couplet of poems and ends with a heartrending cliff-hanger. That was how I first learned to love poetry.

			Although magic was everywhere, I treated it as everyday normal. That was its beauty. My nine cousins, children of Father Six, and I immersed ourselves in that world. We believed it was indeed possible, at least once upon a time, to take momentary leave of the earth, even to fly. Shaolin monks could do it. Wing Chun nuns who invented the martial arts style that Bruce Lee practiced could do it.

			I was a martial arts student myself. South Korea had sent hundreds of thousands of soldiers to South Vietnam. My father knew many South Korean officers, who introduced him to a Tae Kwon Do master willing to teach me. Because I played soccer, I had considerable leg strength. I was a natural at Tae Kwon Do, which emphasizes kicking more than other martial arts such as karate, which centers around hand blocks and punches. Soon enough, I learned and mastered the art of the kick—hook kick, ax kick, flying side kick. I imagined myself gliding over rooftops and landing on bamboo branches.

			My father loved traditional martial arts. When he could find me an aikido teacher, I started learning this soft style in addition to the harder style of Tae Kwon Do. They are not opposites but more like yin versus yang. The movement is circular and smooth and involves more turning, pivoting, and joint locks than kicks or punches. In both martial arts, there are individual moves to learn, which are combined into exercises and then patterns to perfect form, position, and technique. Eventually you learn how to keep the form, break the form, and leave the form. It’s just like learning the piano, learning the form by doing scales and finger exercises, and then leaving it to make beautiful music.

			I had reached the rank of red belt, merely one belt away from black, when I left Vietnam. And I was on the verge of being able to play Chopin’s Fantaisie-Impromptu after many hours of practice. But when I left, I also left my piano behind.

			Years later, I would eagerly watch my child practicing her own martial arts moves in Virginia as if I were watching my childhood wushu heroes running up walls or gliding on rooftops with extraordinary flair. This was especially so when Harlan had to perform katas, or kicks, blocks, and punches assembled and stylized into patterns she needed to memorize to achieve the next belt. I reluctantly came to realize, however, that the innate, latent sense of spirituality and morality that is a vital and compelling part of martial arts, that gives martial arts its pointed intensity, is hard to impart when martial arts is taken out of its cultural home. Yes, there is always the thrill of the form. But without everything else—the ingrained ethics, the drumbeat of right and wrong, duty and obligation—the story is incomplete.

			When we moved to California, Harlan was on the verge of a black belt too. The Tae Kwon Do schools in California refused to recognize her belt and rank from Virginia, and she would have had to start all over as a white belt. She too ended up with no more than a red belt. She didn’t want to continue, and I didn’t have the oomph it took to make her.

			One minute I would think: It would be a good thing to teach Harlan to follow through and persist until the end. And then I would retreat: Or maybe it wouldn’t be a good thing, since martial arts is my Vietnamese dream and not hers. In America, I should let her find and make her own dream, not ventriloquize or impersonate mine.

			

			—

			AS MUCH AS I LOVED THE MYSTERY OF MAGIC, what was most magical about my childhood in Vietnam was not the mysterious or the fantastical but everyday life, strange as
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“A brilliant duet and a moving exploration of the American immigrant experience.”
—RUTH OZEKI, author of A Tale for the Time Being
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