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CHAPTER ONE

The First Escape

you have to understand

that no one puts their children in a boat

unless the water is safer than the land

“Home,” Warsan Shire

Saigon, Vietnam

1977

I can’t tell what’s real and what’s a dream.

At first, it feels like I’m flying, floating on air. Like the world’s been tipped on its side, and I am hovering above the ground. Then, somewhere between asleep and awake, I understand—I’m being carried.

I don’t open my eyes. I don’t need to. This happens to me all the time—falling asleep and being carried back to bed. I know the feeling—the lift, the sway, the warmth of a shoulder under me. And I know it is my dad. It’s the way he holds me—firm, steady, like he would never let me fall. I let myself drift back to sleep, already forgetting where I am.

But then we’re thumping down the stairs, and I hear the door to the street close behind us. As I open my eyes, the world slowly comes into focus. I see Dad’s brown loafers and my teenage brother, Jeff, walking ahead of us. The streets are completely dark and empty.

Before I can ask what’s happening, we’re hurrying into an alley toward a waiting car.

As Dad opens the door, I grab on to him tightly. He unpeels my hands and places me in the back seat. Then he gets in beside me and puts a small suitcase on his lap while Jeff sits up front. At the wheel is a strange man who doesn’t turn around. It’s as though he has no face, and I start to wonder if I’m still dreaming.

The car pulls away into the night.

I scan the window—the world comes in and out like a flickering candle. I hear the low hum of the engine while Dad and Jeff speak in low whispers.

Soon, I sink back into sleep.

“We’re here.”

I wake up again when the car stops.

The man shuts off the headlights.

Dad hurries out of the car and signals for me to do the same. At seven years old, I’m still terrified of the dark. So I freeze. Impatient, Dad grabs my hand and pulls me out. He and Jeff begin walking fast, too fast—kicking up sand—and I struggle to keep up at the end of his arm.

It’s pitch-black. I can’t see anything—not the ground, not even Dad in front of me. I just keep holding his hand and moving.

I hear waves crashing, and as we get closer, they get louder and louder. Then I see it—a small fishing boat, bobbing in the water, a lantern giving it light. Jeff steps on first, then Dad passes me to my brother and gets on himself.

The wet wood of the deck shines in the moonlight. I reach for Dad, trying to steady myself, but he guides my hand to the railing.

“Hold on tight,” Dad says quickly.

I’m scared, but I trust him, so I do as he says.

There are two strangers on the boat with us. They whisper with Dad and then hurriedly untie the ropes and throw them onto the dock. We push away, rocking back and forth in the darkness as the boat slips forward into the black water.

One of the men blows out the lantern, and everything dis­appears. It’s so dark it’s like we stop existing. All I can hear is the sound of the water and my own breathing.

Then suddenly, voices slice through the dark, fast and angry.

Dừng lại! Stop!

Don’t move!

Police officers appear on the dock, their flashlights sweeping over us.

Come back! Now!

They pull our boat in and order us to climb off, their guns pointed right at us. The two strange men are taken away, and Dad and Jeff are quickly handcuffed. I hear the snap of metal locking around their wrists and flinch. It’s sharp, final. Guns are scary, but this sound feels worse, like something you can’t undo.

We’re forced into the back of a police car. I still don’t understand what’s happening—how they found us, how they even knew we were trying to leave. It’s like they were already there waiting for us.

Wait, why were we leaving?

No one is telling me anything. I press my face to the window as we drive, but everything outside is dark, just shapes and shadows. I want to ask Dad what’s going on, but I don’t. I’m too scared. I don’t even know what I’m scared of, but my whole body is telling me: Don’t speak.

Then the light hits—too bright, too white. We’re inside. The air stings with something sharp and rotten. The walls are yellow, stained with time. That’s when it sinks in. We’re inside a police station. I remember my mom once saying that’s where they take little kids who misbehave. My stomach twists. My hands go cold. But I’ve been good.

I watch a man in uniform sitting at a desk, filling out papers, who seems to think otherwise. His pen scratches across the page in fast, angry strokes. Dad sits next to me on a bench, his hands still cuffed behind his back. He stares straight ahead, not blinking, not moving. I have no idea where they’ve taken Jeff. Though I can’t figure out what’s happening, I know not to say a word.

They move us into a small jail cell with flat metal bars and a dirty concrete floor. There’s a hardwood bench and a tiny window placed too high to see out of. I stare at the walls, watching insects crawl out of holes and disappear again. Somewhere nearby, rats squeal. The air smells damp and sour, like something died here a long time ago. I pinch my nose, but it keeps getting through. The smell is so strong I can taste it in the back of my throat.

I try not to cry.

I watch my dad, waiting for answers, but they don’t come. He doesn’t speak. I wait and wait, and when I feel like I’m going to burst, I finally say something.

“Dad … when are we going home?”

“Soon,” he says.

That night, I cry against the brick wall until my eyes sting and the cell goes blurry. I still believe—somehow—that this could all be a nightmare. That if I close my eyes long enough, I’ll wake up at home. Eventually I fall asleep.

When I wake up and see light through the tiny window, my heart jumps. For a second, I think it worked.

But then I remember.

This isn’t a dream.

We are still here.

Before that day, my life in Vietnam had been easy and full. I was loved, surrounded by family, and my days followed a rhythm that never seemed like it could break. There were no warnings, no signs, nothing to prepare me for what was coming.

We lived in Chợ Lớn, the Chinese quarter of Saigon, above a plastic bag factory my father owned and ran. The machines downstairs never stopped—loud and always drumming. We had to shout to be heard over them, even from one room to the next. The floors vibrated under our feet. That was just the sound of our house—constant, crowded, alive. It didn’t bother me. If anything, it made me feel safe. The noise meant people were working. It meant we were home.

Outside, the city buzzed with its own music. Windows stayed open all year. Roosters crowed at all hours, radios played from every block, and someone was always cooking something fragrant. I didn’t realize how comfortable life was, how normal it had been, until it all went quiet. Only later did I understand what the noise had meant—that we were free, that we were together. That I was still just a kid, running through the days with David and not thinking about how fragile it all was.

There were nine of us kids, but most of my older siblings were already teenagers, busy with their own lives. I was number seven, the oldest of the little ones. The others were Sharon, six, and David, who was just four. David and I were a set.

We spent almost every moment together, just the two of us, out in the neighborhood with nowhere to be. We ran barefoot through the alleys, yelling just to hear our voices bounce off the walls. We shared sticky popsicles that melted too fast and darted along the sidewalks. Sometimes we’d tail our older brother, Jeff, to the cockfights. We weren’t supposed to be there, but we’d squeeze into the crowd and peek through the gaps between men’s arms. They’d wave money, place bets, and cheer. I remember the sound of flapping wings, the yelling, the blur of feathers. And then the blood. That’s when I’d pull David away. It was too much. Too scary.

Whenever I felt afraid, I’d go looking for Dad. He was the one I turned to when the world felt shaky, like nothing could touch us if he was there. Dad was thick boned, serious looking, but his face softened when he smiled. He would hoist me onto his shoulders or hang me upside down just to hear me laugh. His presence filled the house like gravity.

The best days were when he took me out alone. Just me and Dad. He’d sit me up front on his motorbike, my hands on the handle­bars, his big hands covering mine. They were strong, and I felt like nothing in the world could get to me. We’d fly through the streets with the wind in my face and the city lights stretching into golden lines. I didn’t know where we were going, but it didn’t matter. I was with him.

He’d buy me an ice cream cone and sit across from me like I was someone worth listening to. “What did you learn today? Did you behave? Anyone pick on you?” I’d shake my head and smile, hoping it wouldn’t end, because I loved every minute of our special time together, just the two of us.

Back then, I thought those days meant everything was fine. But looking back, I wonder if he already knew. There were times when I’d catch him staring at nothing, quiet in a way that didn’t match the rest of him. At the time, I didn’t ask. I didn’t understand that there were things grown-ups didn’t say out loud.

That world was gone now, swallowed by silence and stone.

I couldn’t tell how long we’d been in that jail cell. The light through the window didn’t help. It stayed the same dull gray, like it was stuck. I sat beside my dad on the hard bench, my legs dangling above the floor, the concrete below bare and unforgiving. Dad hadn’t said anything since the night we were caught. Neither had I. I kept thinking about home—the noise, everyone there except us—Mom and David waiting.

Now everything was quiet.

Too quiet.

I started to wonder if we were ever going back.

In jail, time didn’t move the way it’s supposed to. There was no clock. Just light and dark, then light again. The cell was hot and damp, but I shivered. I couldn’t get comfortable. My stomach stayed tight. When the food came—rice and cold soup in a metal bowl—it was never enough. I ate every grain and still felt like I hadn’t eaten at all.

Sometimes I heard voices through the walls—shouting, crying, someone banging against the bars. I wondered if it was Jeff. I hadn’t seen him since that night. I told myself they’d probably let him go home so my mom wouldn’t worry. Then I’d wonder: What about me?

I kept watching Dad. Waiting.

“When are we going home?” I asked again.

He exhaled as if trying to breathe strength into both of us.

“Soon.”

I kept asking. Not just once, but again and again. “When are we going home?”

Most of the time, he didn’t answer. He just sat there, eyes fixed on the wall, like he had disappeared inside himself. The only word I remembered him saying is soon. I clung to it, repeating it to myself because I needed to believe it. But after a while, it started to sound like Dad wasn’t saying it to me anymore, but to himself. Like he needed that word to hold himself together.

Slowly, soon lost its power.

That’s when I stopped believing him.





CHAPTER TWO

A Broken Home

I was seven years old the first time I went to jail.

I didn’t know how long we were there. I only learned later that it was three weeks. Three weeks in that cell, waiting to go home. We were released eventually—no warning, no explanation. One day, they just told us to leave. I didn’t ask why. I didn’t care. I just wanted to go home.

As we rode the bus back into Chợ Lớn, a wave of relief washed over me. I couldn’t wait for things to go back to normal. I was excited, putting my knees up on the seat, pressing my face against the window, trying to spot anything familiar.

When we finally reached home, I ran ahead like I always did, rushing up the stairs to the living quarters above the factory. My feet knew the way—two steps at a time, turn at the landing, then up again. But something stopped me. It was quiet.

That’s when I noticed. All the machinery on the first floor, which had been running my entire life, had been shut off. Sound traveled differently without it. I could hear footsteps on the wood floor, doors opening and closing, clattering pots in the kitchen, and my sisters’ voices somewhere inside. It’s hard to explain unless you grew up in my house, but the effect was unnerving.

I stepped inside and slipped off my shoes. The lights were on. A faint murmur of voices echoed down the hallway. I could hear my sisters going about their usual routines, yet something felt wrong.

I called out, “Mom?”

No answer.

I moved through the hallway, peeking into each room. The beds were made. Doors half open—everything in its place, but no sign of her.

I checked the third floor next and half expected to find David playing on the floor, but the room was empty.

I called out again. “Mom? David?”

Still nothing. Just the lone sound of my voice carrying through the house.

I felt a lump rise in my throat, the unease settling deeper. But then the familiar scent of a home-cooked meal broke through the tension. I followed it into the kitchen. The table was set with bowls of white rice, steamed fish, and a pot of soup with bitter greens spread out like a feast. My brother Jeff was already sitting there. For a second, I just stared at him. I hadn’t known he was home. I learned later that he had been released a week before us.

Everyone else sat around the table—Dad and my older sisters Lily, JoJo, Ivy, and Wendy. Mom’s seat was empty. So were David’s, Helen’s, and Sharon’s.

I sat down and reached for a bowl without even thinking. It had been more than three weeks since I had a home-cooked meal, and I’d almost forgotten how hungry I was. Wendy leaned over to scoop more rice into my bowl. Lily asked if the soup was too hot. JoJo kept staring at me as if I might disappear.

They all started talking over each other, like everyone was trying to catch up at once. I ate and tried to follow what they were saying.

Dad and Jeff explained what had happened during our arrest, while my sisters were also busy filling them in. Lily said that on the night we tried to escape, they had been ready to leave too, but when word spread that we’d been caught, they stopped everything.

Hearing that, Dad blamed himself for the failed plan.

“What now?” JoJo asked.

“We wait.”

Dad talked a lot that night—more than he had during our entire three weeks in jail.

“And no news from your mother?” he asked.

Lily and JoJo both shook their heads.

“Good,” he said. “Hopefully, they made it.”

Wait, why is no news good? Made it where?

There was a lot I didn’t understand, but I’d learned early on not to ask. In a family that big, things weren’t always explained, especially to the youngest of us. I was used to that. The younger you were, the less you were told, the less power you had. I understood my place, and I stayed quiet.

After dinner, the table was cleared, and everyone just drifted into separate rooms. I climbed upstairs to the sleeping loft. David’s mat was still there. His pillow. His blanket. The spot where he usually slept. But he wasn’t in it. We used to whisper back and forth until one of us stopped answering. Now the loft was creepy quiet, and the factory’s silence downstairs made it harder for me to sleep.

All I remembered thinking is, Are they ever coming back?

I stared at the ceiling, listening for footsteps that never came.

I started to cry quietly into my blanket. I kept telling myself if I was good, maybe things would go back to how they had been.

But things weren’t going back. Not for us. Not for anyone like us.

My parents were both ethnically Chinese—my mom from Hong Kong and my dad from mainland China—and we lived in Chợ Lớn, the part of Saigon where most Chinese families resided, known for its bustling markets and shops.

The Vietnam War had officially ended in 1975, but it didn’t feel over. The Americans left, and the Communist North took over. Soon after, life started to shift in subtle, uneasy ways. As Vietnam’s relations with China worsened, families like ours were no longer just watched—we were suspected. Shops and factories owned by Chinese families, one by one, were taken. The government said it was about national security—about restructuring the economy. But the message was clear. We were seen as disloyal, foreign, too connected to China. Being Chinese in Vietnam had always made us different, but now it made us targets.

At first, my parents heard the stories in whispers. Then they learned it was happening to acquaintances. They watched it happen to their friends and neighbors. Each story landed closer to home until it didn’t feel like a story anymore.

Vietnam was the only home my parents had ever shared. It was where they’d met and started a family, where they imagined their kids having a bright future. When that future began to look bleak, they were faced with the most difficult decision of their lives. They must have weighed everything they had against what they knew was coming. Though leaving was illegal, dangerous, and expensive, staying seemed worse. So my parents did what many others did.

They tried to escape.

On the same night Dad, Jeff, and I were arrested, Mom took Helen, Sharon, and David and slipped away. She got them to a small boat on the coast, and from there they made it to a larger ship bound for Malaysia. I didn’t get to say goodbye. One moment they were there, and then they weren’t. Everything after that felt unclear, but I remember the feeling of being left behind.

After we returned home from jail, the days that followed felt strangely suspended. Dad had believed we were leaving for good, so he had let the workers go and shut down the machines. When we came back, no one returned. The factory was dark. The house sat still. Even the neighborhood seemed muted.

One afternoon, I saw my dad outside, sitting at a low table on the sidewalk, playing Chinese chess with a neighborhood elder, just like he used to. For a second, I let myself believe he was the same—locked in, eyes sharp, already three moves ahead. But when I got closer, I could tell something was different. Dad wasn’t leaning in like before. He didn’t talk or gesture or get worked up. He sat still, barely moved. Sometimes he’d lift his hand over the board, then put it back down. Sometimes he just stared. That old hunger to win in his eyes was gone.

Chinese chess had long been my dad’s favorite game. He treated it like meditation and even taught me how to play. Not just the moves, but the mindset—plan ahead, study your opponent, and don’t waste your pieces. I used to watch him think three, four steps ahead—so sure of what came next. But now, watching him hesitate over a single move, I wondered if he was just … lost.

A week or so later, the letter came, and that’s when everything changed. I don’t remember who brought it, or even who read it out loud. Maybe no one did. What I remember is what it meant. They’d made it. My mom, David, Sharon, and Helen had reached a refugee camp in Malaysia. They were safe. For the first time in weeks, maybe months, we felt the tiniest crack of light push through the dark. We were hopeful again.

My dad began to move like a man who had somewhere to be. He walked differently. Started meeting with people and speaking in hushed tones. I began to see it in his eyes again—a version of that focus I used to watch when he hovered over a chessboard. He looked like he knew the clock was running out.

He poured everything into finding a way forward. Every decision aimed at one thing—getting us back together.

We needed to make our family whole again.

Summer 1978

Dad gathered all of us together and walked us through his plan.

It was simple. We would leave in separate groups. Dad and I were one group. My four sisters would travel together. My older brother, Jeff, would go alone, taking a different route. Later, we would meet up and continue on together.

When the day came, Dad and I left first. The sun was out. It was hot. The streets were noisy, packed with people coming and going in both directions. To anyone watching, we could’ve been headed to visit relatives or going to a market in another town. Dad purposely packed light, no luggage. Everything we needed he held in a small plastic grocery bag.

We walked like it was any other day, except I knew it wasn’t because Dad was holding my hand tighter than usual. That first time we tried to escape, I didn’t understand what was happening. I didn’t know why we were running or where we were going. I just followed Dad and did what I was told. But this time, I knew. I knew why Dad kept looking over his shoulder. I knew why we had to appear invisible and what it would mean if we were caught. The thought made me shiver.

When we arrived at the train station, we boarded a packed train and found two seats near the window. Dad sat stiffly, his arms close to his sides. I sat next to him, trying to act normal. I looked out the window, but I could only see the platform. A whistle blew once. Then again. The train hadn’t moved. I started to feel the now-familiar twist in my stomach.

That’s when I noticed them—two policemen, slowly making their way down the aisle. They weren’t checking tickets. They were looking at faces. At clothes. At who didn’t belong. My heart began pounding. I leaned forward, eyes glued to the floor. If I didn’t move, maybe they wouldn’t see me. If I stayed quiet, maybe they’d pass. I prayed they would. Promised I’d be good.

Then, black boots.

Right in front of us.

One of them pointed at Dad. Said something I didn’t catch. The other grabbed his arm. Dad stood up. Didn’t resist. They didn’t say anything to me. Just reached for my wrist and pulled. Every eye was on us. And every muscle in my body fought not to go back to jail. And then something in me broke. All the silence I’d been swallowing—the fear, the waiting, the pretending—rose up at once. I kicked. I screamed. I thrashed against their hands. I shouted for my dad. I shouted for someone to stop them. I don’t remember what I said. I just know I had been good. And it didn’t matter. They took us anyway.

That second time in jail, I didn’t ask when we were going home. I already knew what it felt like for a room to go still. For the air to feel stuffy. For days to stretch so long, you stopped counting. The cell was bigger than the first one. Or maybe I just felt smaller in it.

Dad kept mostly to himself. He sat on the bench with his elbows on his knees, eyes somewhere far away. I saw something different in his face this time. Not fear. Not even shame. Just defeat. The police had ripped open Dad’s shirt and exposed what he had hidden there—an undershirt neatly lined with sheets of gold. They took it all.

I didn’t realize it at the time, but that was our last bit of savings—the money we had set aside for the trip. All of it. Gone. Everything my parents had worked so hard for, lost. Every sacrifice for nothing. And that’s when I understood. My family had lost everything.

Later, I learned my sisters had stayed on the train. When it was safe, they got off at the next stop and returned home. My brother, traveling alone, heard what had happened and turned back as well. The arrest ended the plan.

When we were released three months later, it felt like years had passed. Most of my parents’ friends were gone—in camps or jail or other countries, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Taiwan. Nobody knew exactly what had happened to them. Dad’s factory was shut down for good.

By 1978, the crackdown had gotten worse. I’d hear the word Communists and see military vehicles drive up the street, but I never thought about who they were. I just saw them tearing apart our lives. My house no longer felt safe, and my neighborhood no longer felt like mine. The store David and I used to buy snacks at was boarded up, and the streets were nearly empty. Fewer men played chess on the sidewalks, fewer kids played in the alleys or watched the cockfights, and fewer carts sold food and goods at the market.

Everyone kept more to themselves. Doors and windows were mostly shut now. If they were open, you just heard low hums and whispers. Invisible walls had gone up around every home.

I would watch Dad for clues, trying to tell whether things were hopeful or dire. One night, I came down for a glass of water, and he was sitting there at the dining table—a stack of documents in front of him, a small glass of dark cognac in his hand. I’d only known my dad to drink at parties and weddings.

I was about to say something when I saw him drop his head into his hands and stay there, breathing heavily. He didn’t know I was there. And for once, I saw him without the mask he usually wore. It was like the weight of the world was pressing him down into the chair.

We had been middle-class. Comfortable. But everything was gone now. The first two attempts had drained us. What little we had left, he’d poured into that last batch of gold, the one sewn into his shirt. We needed to find more money fast if we were to escape again. To board any boat with a real chance of reaching safety, you had to pay in gold—twelve taels per adult, less for children. We were starting from scratch, and it seemed impossible.

My dad, however, was determined. As a proud man, he must have found it unbearable, but he had to borrow it. From friends. From people who’d already taken their own risks or lost too much. Somehow they said yes, without asking for details, without pressing him to explain. Not because they believed in the plan. But because they believed in him, the man they’d known to do right by others for years.

December 1978

By our third attempt, nothing was kept secret anymore. The same government that had arrested people for trying to leave was now taking their money to send them away. It wasn’t official, but everyone knew. You showed up at a hidden office, and if you could pay, you got permission to leave and a spot on a ship. The Communists had created the conditions that forced us to flee. Now they were charging us for the chance to escape them.

We weren’t alone. By then, it felt like everyone was trying to get out. What used to happen in the dark was now happening out in the open. Thousands of people flooded out of their houses, onto buses and trains, all headed to the coast.

The first time I’d ever been to the beach was the night of our first arrest. It was too dark for me to see a thing. I just heard the waves, felt the sand on my feet.

The second time, on the train, we never even made it.

This time, it was like half of Saigon was headed there all at once.

The beach that day was pandemonium. Babies cried in parents’ arms. Families bickered and rushed. People hoisted boxes tied with rope, tents and tarps sticking out of backpacks and from shoulders.

“C’mon, hurry!” I was at the front of the family, pulling on Dad’s arm, worried about not making it. Behind us, my brother and four sisters weren’t moving fast enough. “Hurry! We have to—”

Dad reached down to pick me up, and in a blink I could see over everyone’s heads. In the distance, past thousands of hurrying bodies, there it was—a boat larger than anything I’d ever seen. A ship, pockmarked, rusted, and groaning. The line to board stretched on forever.

As we got closer, I saw its name written on the side: Huey Fong. I don’t know what I expected—maybe somewhere to sit, a window to see the ocean, and if I was lucky, other kids to play with.

It took hours and hours for everyone to embark. But once we stepped on, I was stunned. There was no room for us to sit or stand. The top part of the ship was packed—every single square inch filled with bodies.

It turned out we weren’t passengers at all. We were cargo.





CHAPTER THREE

The Huey Fong

South China Sea

December 1978

From a distance, the Huey Fong didn’t look like a cargo ship. It looked like it was made of people.

More than three thousand of us were packed onto the boat—sitting, crouching, pressed anywhere we could fit. You could hardly move, but I was too excited to care. We were finally leaving. Mom, David, and the rest of my family were still in Malaysia, but this ship was headed for Hong Kong. Dad told me we just needed to get out of Vietnam first and figure out the rest later.

When the ship began to pull away, a hush fell across the crowd. No one cheered. No one waved. A few people looked back toward land, but most didn’t. Vietnam faded fast behind us until there was nothing left but sea and sky. As I looked ahead, I realized for the first time how big the world really was. I let myself imagine a new home waiting somewhere with Mom and David in it.

Dad called for us to follow. We climbed down the metal ladders into the lower chambers, careful not to step on anyone. We found a narrow stretch of floor along the wall to squeeze into, all seven of us plus my dad’s good friends, a married couple who had lent him the money to get us out. They were part of our family now, even if no one said it out loud.

The first day on the ship felt calm, hopeful. People spoke in low voices. Some of the grown-ups knew each other from Chợ Lớn, and seeing familiar faces made it feel less scary somehow, like we were all in this together.

Some people made small talk. Some tried to sleep. Others fidgeted, looking for a little more space or air. My sisters Ivy and Wendy whispered and giggled about nothing in particular, the way they always did. The sound of them made the space feel a little more normal. No one knew what to expect, but for a little while, it didn’t feel so bad. I told myself, We are going to be OK.

But by the next day, hope was covered in vomit. Everyone was getting sick. Most of us were city people, and the constant rocking back and forth, back and forth, was too much. At first, it was just a few people, then a few more, and then it felt like everyone was gagging and groaning. Even my sisters, who could never stay quiet, stopped talking. Their faces turned green, and then up and out it all came. Dad tried to wipe it up with some clothes, but it was pointless. By then, I was doing it too.

The smell got worse fast. It crawled into my nose and stayed there. People kept throwing up, and no one even flinched anymore. It was just part of the noise, part of the ship. If someone had to go to the bathroom, they didn’t always make it. Everything started mixing together—the smells of the vomit, the piss, the sweat. It stuck to the air like glue. You couldn’t get away from it. Even now, when I think of that trip, that’s what I recall first—the smell.

Hunger came next. The food we’d brought was gone in days, and the little water we had was rationed. Lily and JoJo took turns climbing to the upper deck to fill a plastic bag with drinking water, passing it down carefully so none would spill. Each of us got a mouthful. I tried not to drink too much. I didn’t want to have to push through that crowd again just to pee. The toilets were disgusting.

After a while, the silence turned eerie. Nobody talked anymore. It felt like the whole boat was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen, news, a sign, anything. I felt it too. I pulled my knees to my chest and told myself not to complain. Dad looked calm, and I wanted to be like him. If he could sit still, I could too.

But the sea couldn’t stay still for long.

The boat was tilting especially hard that day, rocking violently. Everyone was holding on—hands on walls, knees pressed to the floor—trying not to fall.

Then we heard a commotion from the upper deck. At first, it was hard to tell what was happening. Someone yelling, running, muffled voices. It got louder and louder until people started screaming. Nobody below knew what was going on. We just stared at each other, waiting. Then someone shouted down the stairs—

“A man fell in!”

That’s all it took. One sentence. You could feel the fear move through the whole ship.

I didn’t see it happen, but I didn’t need to. I heard a woman’s scream so full of pain it didn’t sound human. It was the sound of losing someone you loved. A cry so sharp and piercing, I instinctively covered my ears.

People crowded toward the portholes, trying to get a glimpse. I didn’t move. I didn’t want to see it. But I could picture it, his body tumbling, a splash, the sea swallowing him up like he’d never been there. I couldn’t stop thinking about it—how fast it happened, how nobody could do anything, how the water didn’t care. A person—someone’s brother, someone’s father—just disappeared into the dark. And the boat kept moving.

We’d all heard the stories of people who left Vietnam by boat and were never heard from again. It started to feel like we were living inside one of those stories. I think everyone was thinking the same thing. It could’ve been me. That thought made my stomach turn, and I moved closer to my sisters, my feet gripping the floor as if it could keep me from falling too. I was terrified.

That night, I couldn’t sleep. Every sound made me jump. My mind kept replaying it. Every time I closed my eyes, I imagined his face, heard that awful cry, like the ghost of the man who’d gone overboard was standing right in front of me. I wanted to curl up under Dad’s arm and pretend everything was OK, but it wasn’t him I needed. And that made me want to cry even more. I wanted my mom. I could feel the tears coming, but I squinted them away. I didn’t want my sisters to see. I wanted them to think I was brave, just like Dad.

Mom used to tell me to pray to Buddha when I got scared. She said if I closed my eyes and prayed real hard from the heart, he would hear me—even if I didn’t say the words out loud. So I tried. I prayed for the boat to make it. I prayed for my family to stay safe. I prayed for Mom and David, wherever they were. Then I thought about the man again—the splash, the shouting, how nobody could save him. I realized I hadn’t prayed for him. Not once. My chest ached. I whispered one more prayer, fast and quiet, just in case. I didn’t know if it would help him now, wherever he was, but I was too scared not to.

As the nights got colder, people started
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