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Thank you for choosing to read The Dreamer's Dream, the second book in The Young Guardian series. If you haven't yet had the opportunity to read the first book, The Illiterate Daughter, I highly recommend starting there. By embarking on this initial chapter, you will acquire a comprehensive comprehension of the story, from the war-torn landscapes of Laos to the characters' new life in America.

Chia Gounza Vang
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Daim nyias (dai niyah) - a baby carrier, a black rectangular cloth embroidered with

colorful textiles and sewed with a green sash at the top

Hu plig (who plee) - a soul calling ritual 

Khawv koob (kau kong) - an art of magical healing

Kuam (koua) - a shaman’s spiritual tool made of bull horn 

Lwm qaib (lue khai) - a ritual performs at the door of the groom’s house to ward off 

any evil spirits before the new bride can enter the home. 

Niam Tij (nia thee) -older sister in-law 

Paj ntaub (Pa ndau) - flowery cloth that describes appliqué, reverse appliqué, batik, 

cross stitch, and embroidery

Tso plig (jaw plee) -  A soul releasing ritual

Ua neeb (uah neng) – shaman practice 
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Chapter One
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America, Saturday May 20, 1978

The plane wheels screeched as our plane touched down on the runway. After my fourth flight, I recognized the sounds of landing and braking. I had memorized the words Appleton, Wisconsin, and picked them out of the garbled English announcements that blared through the cabin. We had arrived in our sponsor’s city. 

When we left the Thai refugee camp one day ago, I felt excitement and relief, but now anxiety twisted my stomach in knots. We had no family members or relatives in America. We arrived as orphans without a clan in a foreign land. I had dreamed of coming to America, but now, the very thought of immigrating to a country where we might not be welcomed or accepted gave me chills.

If I had learned some English, I might be more confident. Besides being illiterate, I was a girl. If I failed to protect and care for my three-year-old nephew Nhia, or my sixty-four-year-old mother, an amputee, I would live in shame. I would disgrace Nhia’s father, Pheng, and my brother Toua. They disapproved of my taking Nhia and Mother to America, but I brought them with me anyway to pursue my dreams and hopes for a better life. Now, upon arriving, the confidence I’d felt when I stood up to Pheng and Toua disappeared.  

I had a big responsibility ahead. Our new lives could be good or bad depending on whether our sponsor, the Johnson family, was compassionate. 

Father, my ancestors, and Lord of Heaven, please make the Johnson family be kind to us, I prayed.

Nhia, in the seat on my right, scowled. His eyes brimmed with tears. He wanted to get out of his seat, and I’d lied to him several times, saying we were almost there. 

I pulled him onto my lap, and whispered, “We’re really here now.” 

His scowl disappeared. My mother, in the seat next to his, smiled faintly. Exhaustion lined her face. Strands of white and black hair fell across her lined face. I wouldn’t allow our sponsor to see us so drained and untidy.

“Mother, move over to Nhia’s seat. I need to fix your hair.”

She slid over next to me. I removed the loose barrette and combed her tousled hair with my fingers, then gathered her hair at the back of her head and clipped it with the barrette. Next, I fixed my own hair.

The plane slowed and rolled to a stop. The passengers around us began to stand. I stood, stretched my legs, and sighed with relief. My legs, arms, and back were stiff and sore after the long trip.

As the passengers disembarked, I lifted Nhia to my hip, and Mother retrieved the blue tarpaulin bag from the overhead compartment, which contained the few possessions we’d brought from Thailand. We followed the stream of white people off the plane. The Johnson family would have no problems identifying us. 

This airport was smaller than those at our other stops in Japan, Seattle, and Chicago. At the terminal, a few people waited. A young, tall man dressed in a yellow collared short-sleeved shirt and brown, wide-legged pants held up a paper with Mother’s name, Choua Lor. The woman next to him wore a beautiful blue shirtwaist dress with a belt. She smiled at us and advanced in our direction with the man at her side. Their friendly expressions lessened my anxiety. They seemed like good people.

“Hi,” said the woman.

I recognized the word from watching people on our trip. 

“Hi,” I replied with my only English word.

She and the man spoke. The unfamiliar words flew over my head. I pushed my frustration down and smiled to show respect. How were we going to understand each other?

The woman cradled a black handbag in one arm. With the other, she pointed to herself. “Mary.”

“Miali,” I said. 

Her thin smile told me that I had said her name incorrectly. She dug in her bag, took out a small piece of wrinkled paper, and wrote, Mary. 

Thank goodness for the month of education in the refugee camp, where I’d began to learn to read and write. Our native Hmong language is based off the English alphabet, and that helped me recognize her name’s spelling. In Hmong, we call the letter m mos. I didn’t know what it was called in English. Was the English language difficult to learn?

“Mary,” the woman repeated. 

The handsome young man watched me. Did Americans always stare like they were now, or were they staring because we were different?

Mary wrote Peter on the paper and pointed to the man. “Peter.”

Maybe he was her son? 

“Piter,” I repeated. 

She smiled. Lines creased on her forehead and her eyes crinkled at the edges. Her shoulder-length, shiny brown hair curled away from her face and gave her an attractive appearance. She was my height, so maybe not all Americans were as tall as those I had seen during our journey.

“Nou,” I said. Then I pointed to Mother. “Choua.”

Peter’s round, blue eyes fixed on me. He smiled, showing white, shiny teeth. His long, light brown hair covered his forehead and ears. He was so tall. The top of my head reached only to his chin. My heart fluttered. I could stare at his light complexion all day. In my culture, pale appearance was preferred and considered beautiful. I lowered my gaze to stop my fluttering heart.

Peter took the tarpaulin bag from Mother, and we followed them outside. Surrounded by strange people, Nhia clung to me tightly. The hazardous trek through the jungles of Laos to Thailand had traumatized him so much that he feared people and cried easily. 

Outside, the cool air brushed my face, and I squinted at my first look at America from the ground. Countless cars of various colors sat in neat rows on the gray pavement across the road, and green grasses painted the gaps between the buildings and the paved roads. I didn’t see rubbish or dirt anywhere. This place was nothing like the dusty and littered refugee camp. 

We followed our sponsors across the street and past many cars until they stopped at a blue car. Peter opened the back door for us. Mother got in first. I slid in beside her and put Nhia between us, then they got in up front. While Peter drove, Mary looked over her shoulder and spoke to us. Again, I smiled because it was the only way I knew to communicate. I wanted to talk with her and show her I was smart, but I couldn’t. At last, she got tired of my smiles and stopped talking.

Mother rested her head on the door and dozed and Nhia hid his face against my shoulder. I gazed out the window. We stopped at a red light as cars on the other road passed through. When the light turned green, Peter drove forward. Thus, I began to learn about America. The lights controlled the flow of cars. 
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Chapter Two
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Peter turned off the busy road onto a quiet street with house after house. A man and woman walked arm-in arm on the sidewalk to the left. I marveled that they showed such open affection. In Laos, husband and wife never showed affection in public. He turned down several more quiet streets until he pulled to a stop in front of a light blue, two-story house. Across the street, a man stood in his yard with a long hose, watering his already green grass. He stared as we got out of the car, and I noticed a woman in the house next to his staring out her window at us. Were they not accustomed to seeing new people or was it Nhia, Mother, and I, with our olive-colored skin and dark hair, who were strange to them? 

We faced the house in front of us. Like the house where the man was watering the grass—and every other house on the street—green grass grew in the front area, no dust to be seen. I immediately loved this clean place. The nearby houses were also mostly two-stories, and they appeared sturdy and comfortable. The quiet and peaceful surroundings convinced me that we were safe here. I breathed with ease.

Mary grabbed a box of fried chicken and buns from the front seat, and we followed her and Peter to the left side of the house and up the driveway where a white car sat parked. An old man stared out the front window on the first story, until we were out of sight around the side of the house where we started up stairs leading to the second floor. Were we to share our home with him, Mary, and Peter?

Halfway up the stairs, Peter glanced back at me. Did I look dirty or weird? My yellow twill skirt and white collared shirt couldn’t be strange because they were donated to us from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). My cousin told me the clothes were from America, so I brought them from the camp so I could fit in with the Americans. Mother wore a sarong skirt and a floral blouse. Whatever his thoughts, I hoped he would be kind. It would be difficult to live with a family that thought we were strange.

Mary opened the door to reveal a small kitchen. She set the fried chicken and buns on a small wooden table with four chairs. Next, she led us through the open doorway down a short hallway and into a small room that featured a long, brown seat with cushions. Mother flopped down onto the cushion with a long sigh. 

“Sofa,” Peter said as he set our tarpaulin bag down beside the sofa. He pointed to the soft, gray floor. “Carpet.” 

He crossed the room to a black and brown boxy machine that sat on a stand in front of a large window overlooking the street, and said, “TV.” 

Peter turned the knob on the TV and immediately people appeared on the screen and were talking. He turned the knob again and the machine cut off. Peter motioned for me to try. I turned the TV on and off. 

On the table next to the TV sat a notebook and a blue pen. A calendar hung on the wall beside a round clock that read three-ten p.m. I knew my numbers from my brother Toua, who taught me basic mathematics.

Mary and Peter took me down the rest of the hallway and showed me two rooms, each with a bed. Then we went to the last room, the smallest room of all. 

“Toilet.” Mary pointed to an oval bowl. She turned a metal handle and said, “Faucet.”  Water spurted into the sink. She turned it off.

Back in the kitchen, Mary opened the tall, yellow-green rectangular box and said, “Refrigerator.” 

She grabbed a bottle and closed the refrigerator door. She opened the cabinet doors above the counter, took out five tall, green glasses, and set them on the counter. After filling the cups with liquid, she gave us each a cup. 

I took a tentative sip and smiled. The apple juice was sweet and refreshing. Nhia quickly finished his cup. He wanted more, but I couldn’t ask Mary and didn’t want to take more without permission. Thankfully, Mary understood Nhia’s body language and refilled his cup. While he drank his juice, she opened the drawers to show us boxes of crackers and other food. Under the sink, I couldn’t help but smile when I spied more juice bottles. 

Mary gave me a sheet of paper with numbers written on it and motioned for me to follow her. At the green machine hanging on the wall, she said, “Phone,” and I paid close attention as she dialed the first three numbers on the paper to demonstrate. Then she pointed to the phone numbers labeled Home and Johnson family. Below the phone numbers had what I soon learned was our address, 715 ½ N Appleton Street. She handed me the keys that she had used to open the door earlier.

I stiffened in shock. Did she mean this was our house? That they lived somewhere else? I thought about the old man I’d seen in the window downstairs. His home was separate from ours. How was it possible this house was ours? I was equally excited and worried. Would we be alone in this strange new world with no one to guide us? We didn’t have a car. How would we travel? 

Despite the difficulties, we were fortunate to have a house. We had gone from thatch huts with bamboo walls and elephant grass roofs to a wood and concrete house that had indoor water and electricity. I no longer had to fetch water from the stream or collect firewood as I had in Laos. I had dreamed of this wonderful life.  

I wanted to thank Mary and Peter, but I didn’t know how to express my gratitude in English. I presented my biggest smile. Mary seemed to understand and smiled back. She opened her arms to hug me. We didn’t hug in our culture. But I couldn’t be rude and wanted to show appreciation, so I hugged her. 

Peter handed me a sheet of paper with his name and the number nineteen, which I took to be his age. I grabbed a pen from the table and wrote sixteen. He smiled. On our documents, the interviewer had chosen May 24 for my birthday because we didn’t know my real birthday, which meant I would turn seventeen soon. In Laos, we didn’t have calendars, so my parents didn’t know their children’s birthdates, only the seasons in which they were born. 

That evening, we ate the fried chicken and buns. The chicken was greasy but tender and juicy. I liked its firm, crisp texture. The buns were soft. I gulped down each bite, barely chewing. We finished the juice bottle. We would soon grow fat on this amazing food. Our culture preferred plump women and girls, and we were skinny as needles. 

Mother napped on the sofa, and I turned on the TV. I soon grew bored by the unfamiliar language and turned it off. Nhia and I sat on the carpet, and I told him the usual folktales that I told every night.  

I had helped my sister raise Nhia, so I was his second mother. He and I had grown close during our hazardous trek to freedom, especially after Der, Nhia’s mother, was shot  by Communist soldiers. I would raise him until he was ready to live with his father, Pheng. We hoped and prayed that Pheng could come to America soon. For the time being, I must not fail my sister. I must do everything to support Nhia, who was traumatized and needed love, patience, and caring. 

Nhia wanted more apple juice, so we went to the kitchen. Under the sink sat three bottles of golden liquid. I poured a cup and gave it to Nhia. His eyes gleamed as he took a big gulp. Then his face contorted in disgust, and he burst into tears.

Heaven! What happened? I put the cup in the sink and picked up Nhia. “What’s wrong?”

He wailed. I tasted the liquid and grimaced. It was oil, not juice. 

A lump rose in my throat. “I’m so sorry.” 

I hated myself for not checking the bottle’s label, but even if I had checked it, how would I know what it said when I couldn’t read? I sighed deeply. Our first day in America, and I was already failing Nhia.  

Mother appeared in the doorway. “What happened?” 

I frowned. “I gave him oil instead of juice. The bottles under the sink are all the same color.”

“Not your fault. Why would Mary put oil with juice?”

“Maybe she forgot that we can’t read.”

Nhia kept crying. I put him down and grabbed another bottle. I opened it, poured a little into a fresh cup, and tasted it. The liquid was sweet. I poured half a cup and gave it to Nhia.

“It’s juice this time,” I said. “Drink it. It’ll wash down the oil.”

He emptied the cup and wiped his eyes with the back of his hands. I took Nhia to the bathroom to give him a bath. In the bathtub, I turned on a faucet. Water spurted out, wetting his feet.

“Cold,” he wailed.

I turned it off and turned the other faucet on. 

“Hot!” Nhia cried.

I twisted the faucet closed and pulled Nhia out of the tub. We hadn’t bathed in two days, but without a bucket to mix the water, we would have to wait. Why hadn’t Mary given us a bucket? How were we going to take a bath? I began to see how our new life would present many struggles. How were we going to survive in this modern, foreign land?

We went to bed at eight o’clock in the same bed, like we used to in the refugee camp. Mother and I tossed and turned. “I can’t sleep,” Mother complained. “I think the bed is too soft.”

I agreed. I pulled the sheets from the bed and arranged them on the carpet in the living room. I gathered the pillows and blankets, and we lay down. Nhia slept soundly, but Mother and I still tossed and turned. I didn’t think our problem was the mattress. We left Thailand on the twentieth and arrived in America on the same date. I didn’t understand this, but maybe this strange time difference was why we couldn’t sleep? I’d ask Mary to explain this when I could speak English.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Three
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Mother stood at the window with a slack expression and downturned mouth. She had looked out the window countless times. For four days had passed since we arrived in America, we hadn’t stepped outside once. While Nhia and I enjoyed the delicious American food, mother didn’t, and she grew thinner. A hollowness gripped my heart.  

Today, Wednesday, would be another long, depressing day. On the second and third days of our arrival, our naps made the days bearable, but on the fourth day as we had grown accustomed to the time change and new environment, so we remained wide awake all day. 

The day passed so slowly that I worried a devil may have put a curse on the sun. We felt like prisoners in our home. We didn’t understand why Peter and Mary hadn’t come to visit and bring us rice instead of buns and crackers. 

Like mother, I had looked out the window countless times but, today, I forced myself to sit on the couch, instead. The more I looked the more depressed I became. Before coming to America, we took an oath to be good citizens, so we didn’t want to break any laws. We couldn’t risk deportation to Laos. 

I decided to pace from the kitchen to the living room, hoping to stop the hollowness in my chest and get my blood flowing. 

Finally, Mother left the window and went to the bathroom. Nhia was watching a puppet show and laughed at their antics. His smile warmed my  heart and gave me hope. How nice it was to be a child, to be worry-free in a new country with adults upon whom he could rely.

“Nhia, when Grandma comes to the living room, ask her to watch TV with you,” I said. 

He nodded. “Yes.”

A few minutes later, Mother returned to the living room. 

“Auntie and Grandma, come watch TV with me,” Nhia said. 

Mother and I joined him on the sofa. Nhia’s infectious laughter got us to laughing too. 

A noise from downstairs snagged my attention. 

Mother looked at me, fear in her eyes. 

“You hear it too,” I said. 

I recognized the murmur of voices. I went to the window and looked outside, but no car sat parked in front of our house, and no one was walking along the low-lit sidewalk. We couldn’t make out what the people were saying. 

“Our neighbors must have company,” I told Mother. 

She nodded as sadness flashed across her face. “I miss Toua, nyab, our friends, and neighbors in the camp.”

“Me too.”  

We longed for company. In the Thai refugee camp, we were always hungry and fearful of deportation back to Laos, but we had been surrounded by family, friends, and neighbors. Now that darkness and longing filled our hearts, I realized I had taken everyone for granted. Without human voices to cheer us and the sun to warm us, the world seemed dead.

Nhia’s joy had rubbed off on us a little, but Mother didn’t enjoy the show he was watching. She continued to rub her fingers, making me think of our paj ntaub, our story cloth, that we left behind. We believed we wouldn’t need it, and I thought I would attend school and wouldn’t have the time for embroidery. But now I wished very much we had brought it to help pass the time.

I wanted more than anything to attend school, to learn to read and write well. Could someone like me be a writer? If I had known how to care for my family’s wounds, maybe I could have saved my father’s life when Communists shot him. Der, as well, when she was shot as we raced through the rice field. Could I have saved her if I had of understood medicine? As a doctor, I could help save lives. If I worked hard, maybe I could become a writer and a doctor. 

Mother rose and went to the window again. It was her fourth time, and I joined her for the second time today. Cars came and went, and the man who we had seen that first day watered his grass again. We had seen a few people occasionally walking but not today. How could Americans stay inside so much? Didn’t they get bored watching TV?

I looked into Mother’s sad eyes. “Mother, sit on the chair. I need to fix your hair.”

“My hair is fine,” she whispered.

“It looks messy, and I can pluck your gray hair.” She turned from the window. “There are more grays now than before,” I said.

She sat on the chair near the window. I unclipped her hair, combed it with my fingers, and found several gray hairs. I pulled them out, one by one.  I had heard a woman in the refugee camp say, “My hair turned white due to grief and stress.” After losing six children, two husbands, and an arm, Mother was fortunate to have any black hair left. A Communist’s bullet tore through her forearm during our trek through Laos, and in Thailand, her arm was amputated below the elbow. 

Mother’s life had been difficult even before she lost her arm. She had given birth to ten children, and I was the only one still with her. We didn’t know if my three half-sisters who had been left to care for their father’s family were alive or dead. They hadn’t been allowed to come with Mother when she married my father. I hoped they were alive.

I had promised my mother I would take care of her as a son would. As a girl, I doubted my ability, but so far, I had done the best I could to care for her. 

“Mother, you don’t look well. Are you in pain?” I asked. 

She sighed. “No pain. I’m thankful for this house, but I feel like a prisoner.” She paused. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll get used to it.”

“We must learn to adjust to this new place and culture.”

“I wouldn’t have survived without you and Nhia,” she murmured. 

“We survived our trek through the jungle,” I said. “We can easily overcome this new adjustment. Once I learn English and can drive, our lives will be better.”

“I am hopeful because I have you and Nhia.” Mother spoke barely above a whisper.

I had to find a way to ease her pain and thought of the man watering his grass. I went to the window and saw he was now sitting on a chair in his porch enjoying the fresh air. Why couldn’t we do the same? I went to kitchen and tentatively opened the door. Fresh air washed over me, and my heart soared. Maybe we could just sit on the landing. 

I hurried to the living room. “Mother, Nhia, come with me.”

Nhia, always a good boy, jumped to his feet and hurried to my side. Mother gave me a questioning look. I smiled, wanting this to be a surprise. She rose and I led them to the kitchen. Mother halted and looked at me, eyes wide.

“We can stand just on the landing,” I told her. “The air is wonderful.” 

Nhia pulled free of my hand and ran toward the door. I chased him and caught up with him at the threshold. 

“You must be careful,” I said. “You don’t want to fall.” 

We stepped outside and I thought I had never felt anything so wonderful as the sun beating down upon my face. Nhia grasped the wood railing and looked out over the yard.

“I want to play,” he said. 

My heart fell. I should have known a little boy wouldn’t be satisfied standing at the top of the stairs. 

“We must first ask Mary and Peter if we’re allowed,” I said. “Then we’ll play.”

His little brow furrowed in uncertainty, then he said, “All right, Auntie. Can I go back and watch TV?”

I laughed. “Yes.”

He went back to the living room, and Mother stepped outside with me. She closed her eyes and turned her face up toward the sun. I did the same and breathed deep of the wonderful fresh air. 

The phone shrieked. I jerked my eyes open and spun to face the door as Mother cried out in surprise. Had someone reported us for going outside? Surely, it wasn’t wrong just to stand at the top of the stairs? Nhia raced into the room, eyes wide, and I lunged into the kitchen in time to catch him before he ran out the door. Mother hurried inside and I gently eased Nhia to her as the phone rang again. 

I crossed to the phone and, with a shaky hand, picked up the receiver. “Hi.”

“Hi.” I recognized Mary’s voice, but I didn’t understand anything she said. After a moment, she hung up. 

“Who was it?” Mother asked.

“Mary. I don’t know what she wants.” 

I closed the door, and we went to the living room and watched the TV. 

At six o’clock, Mother looked out the window again.

“They’re here!” she cried.

I hurried to join her. Mary and Peter walked toward the house, each carrying full plastic bags. Finally!

I reached the kitchen and opened the door. Peter and Mary entered and placed several small bags on the kitchen table and a huge black bag on the floor. Mary hugged me. Her rosy scent and warm arms made me breathless. Peter opened his arms to hug me, but I backed away. I hated to be disrespectful, but hugging a man wasn’t proper in our culture. He smiled tightly and averted his eyes as I lowered my gaze. Did Peter hate me now? Would he understand I couldn’t hug him?

As I crossed to the table, I found oranges, bananas, more bread, a bag of candies, and some used clothes in the bags. Although I was hoping for rice instead of bread, I smiled broadly to show my appreciation. Mary and Peter smiled in understanding and my tension eased.

I motioned for Mary to follow me to the bathroom. I turned on the hot water, touched it with my hand, shook off the water, and frowned. After a few seconds, she seemed to understand. She turned on both faucets at once, felt the water, and gestured for me to put my hand beneath the stream. The temperature was just right. Then she turned a metal knob between the faucets, and water sprayed from the showerhead above our heads. Why hadn’t I noticed that knob? The shower operation seemed simple, but without experience, I hadn’t understood. I had so much to learn. Common sense to Americans wasn’t common sense to me.

We returned to the living room, where Mary and Peter prepared to leave. I needed to tell them that we needed rice. I got the notebook and pen from the carpet where I’d been teaching Nhia and drew tiny ovals for rice and demonstrated eating. Mary and Peter looked confused, then slowly nodded. I hoped they understood me and would bring rice the next time they came.

They smiled at me. I hesitated, I wanted to go to school, but how did I explain that? I ran my fingers through my hair, wondering if this was what it was like to be deaf and unable to communicate. 

I grasped Mary’s hand and led her to the window. Peter joined us. I frowned deeply to show them I was sad about staying home. Then I demonstrated writing with my pen and paper. I smiled to show them I would be happy if I were allowed to attend school. Mary and Peter exchanged dialogue. Then Mary spoke to me and patted me on the shoulder, which I took to mean she understood. I hoped they would let me go to school soon. I had left my brother and Pheng behind to pursue my education, not to be locked in a house. 
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Chapter Four
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On the calendar, today was Saturday. I had been marking off each day, and we had been in Appleton for a week. We had felt the sun only the one day we ventured out onto the landing. I should have asked Mary and Peter if it was okay for us to go out onto the steps, but I had been so startled when the phone rang the day we did go outside that the question had fled my brain. In Laos, we worked outside every day as farmers. Being shut inside was torture. I couldn’t be a coward. The weather was nice outside, so I opened the door and let the fresh afternoon air come into the kitchen. 

Nhia came into the kitchen. “Can I have juice?” 

I took out the apple juice from the refrigerator, then poured some into a cup and handed it to him. A child’s squeal jerked my attention toward the open door. I went to the door and discerned children’s happy cries. I scanned the yards around me but didn’t see the children. 

Nhia came up beside me. “I want to play.” 

“I know,” I said. “Soon.” 

The next time we saw Mary and Peter, I would find a way to ask them if we could go outside. I closed the door and returned to the living room with Nhia, where Mother stood by the window and talked to herself, as she so often did these days. Sometimes, she sang sad traditional songs that brought tears to my eyes. The longer we stayed isolated the more our mental health deteriorated. I prayed that Peter and Mary would take us shopping or even just out for a drive, any place to leave this house. 

Nhia and I sat on the carpet, and I taught him numbers. 

After a few minutes, Mother called from the window, “Several cars have pulled up and Mary, Peter, and other people are coming up. They have more bags.” 

We hurried to the kitchen, and I opened the door. 

Peter reached the door first, carrying a brown paper bag. Another woman I didn’t know stood behind him. 

“Hi,” he said with a smile. 

He looked handsome in his light blue shirt and brown shorts that revealed muscular legs.

“Hi,” I replied shyly.

Peter pulled a small clear bag out of the brown bag he carried and showed it to Mother and me. I caught my breath seeing rice through the clear bag. I smiled with teary eyes. Mother smiled too. He entered the kitchen, followed by a young woman carrying a box and a man carrying an infant. They were Hmong. My jaw dropped. We weren’t alone. 

“Hi,” the young woman said in Hmong. “I’m Mai Lee. I’m your translator.” She gestured to the man. “This is my husband Phia and our one-month-old son, Michael. We gave him an American name.”

So, they had assimilated to their new country. Mai was shorter than I, with ear-length, curly hair. Her white blouse, which was tucked in at the waist of her long, black skirt, brightened her olive skin. 

“Hello,” said Phia. “Nice meeting your family.” He was an average-height Hmong man with black hair parted nicely to the side. 

Mother flushed with excitement. “I can’t believe it! I thought we are the only Hmong family in this city.” 

“There are a few Hmong families here. You’re not alone.” Mai handed Mother the box. “It’s a rice cooker.”

“Thank you,” Mother cried. “I’ve been wanting rice. You know what we need.” 

Joy, relief, and a sense of security overwhelmed me. Mary and a man about her age joined us. Mai and Mary exchanged dialogue. 

Mai pointed to the man and said, “This is Tom, Mary’s husband.”

“Hi,” said Tom. 

He seemed nice and was as tall as Peter. Both had light brown hair. 

“Hi,” I replied.

More people arrived and Nhia clutched my leg tightly as they welcomed us to America. Some of them placed food on the table, and others added to the pile of colorful wrapped boxes on the floor. Nhia began to cry. I picked him up and bounced him on my hip. A man in a black tunic extended a hand toward me. We shook hands. Lines marked between his brows, and his eyes were friendly.

“This is Father Dan,” Mai said. “He’s the priest at Peter’s church, and he’s in charge of overseeing the refugee families that the church sponsors. Peter’s family volunteered to care for your family.” 

I realized that Mai could teach me to thank people. 

“How do you say ‘thank you’ in English?” I asked. 

“Thank you,” Mai said slowly.

I wouldn’t remember. “Mother, can you get my notebook for me?” I asked. 

Mai and Father Dan spoke as Phia excused himself and his son to the living room. I frowned in confusion. In the old country, a wife always carried her child while her husband conversed, but he had taken charge of their child while she did the talking. Did he not speak English? 

Mother returned and handed me the notebook, then I gave it to Mai. 

Nhia began to cry again, but I ignored him and said to Mai, “Can you write ‘thank you’ for me and help me say it?”

Mai wrote thank you in English and wrote teeb khia in Hmong but then crossed off khia and replaced it with q. 

“This is the letter q in English.” She pointed to teeb q. “You would say, ‘Thank you.’”

“Thank you,” I tried.

“Good!” she cried. 

Father Dan’s eyes sparkled. 

“Thank you,” I said to him.

He nodded. Nhia held me tighter and wailed. Father Dan slipped away to join the others in the living room. Mary and a few women set the table with the food they had brought. 

Nhia embarrassed me, but yelling at him would only make his crying worse, so I took him to the bedroom. Mai followed. We sat on the bed, shushing Nhia until he calmed down. 

“What are these people doing here?” I asked.

Mai caressed my shoulder. “They‘re here to welcome your family. Although your birthday has passed, they want to celebrate it today.”

“My birthday?” I gaped. “But we don’t celebrate birthdays, and May 24 is just a date the interviewer put on the form. Why celebrate?”

“A birthday is very important to Americans. They celebrate their birthdays every year. I heard you turned seventeen.”

I couldn’t believe it. These people cared about me and my family. 

“Does your husband speak English?” I asked. 

“Yes, but not as well as I do.” She smiled. “It must seem odd that I’m doing all the talking while he cares for our child. He’s a wonderful man and has adjusted quickly. He also helps me cook and does chores.”

Someone knocked on the door, and Mai jumped up and opened it. A woman said something to her, and Mai smiled, then turned to me. “They’re ready to celebrate your birthday.”

“Nhia will cry again,” I said. 

“Let him cry.”

In the kitchen, Mai pointed to a rectangular box covered in white cream with blue writing on top. “That’s a cake. The writing says ‘Welcome’ and ‘Happy birthday.’”

A cake? I thought it was just a box. The more I learned, the stupider I felt. Mai opened the box and I gasped. The cake was so beautiful, I couldn’t halt the tears. Mai gave me a napkin to wipe my eyes. Mother took the crying Nhia from me, and they disappeared down the hall.

The group began singing. Everyone watched me as if I was a princess. I felt valued and embarrassed at the same time. The pleasant song calmed me. I loved it. 

After they finished singing, we ate hotdogs, hamburgers, potato salad, potato chips, and fruit. The Americans seemed to hiss when they spoke to each other. I picked up words such as yes, no, I, you, and okay. I wondered why they hissed so much with the snake sound.

Mai asked me to cut the cake, but I refused because I didn’t know how. She cut it and served me the biggest piece. I chewed slowly with my eyes half closed, enjoying the waves of pleasure the sweet, spongy morsel sent through my body. If not for Peter staring at me, I would have asked for a second piece. He seemed to always be watching me, and my cheeks warmed with embarrassment. What did he expect from a refugee who had never attended school and had just arrived in America?  

Mai handed me a white envelope and gestured for me to open it. I pulled out two five dollar bills that looked similar to Thai paper money, except they were green. 

“My gift for you,” she said. “I figured you would want to buy something.”

I smiled. “That’s so thoughtful of you. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Mary will take you to the grocery store and laundromat tomorrow after church. They work on weekdays, so you’ll see them mostly on the weekends.” 

Now I understood why they had left us alone for a week—and probably why we had seen so few people on the street. Most Americans must work during the week. My heart grew heavy at the prospect of staying inside every week until Sunday. Being without a car was like being without legs. We were prisoners in our home. 

“The other gifts are for your mother and Nhia,” Mai said. “They can open theirs later.” 

I opened my presents to discover new clothes, hair accessories, shampoos, and jewelry. Tears sprang to my eyes, and I quickly dabbed at them with a napkin. 

“We have one more present,” Mai said. “I think it’s very special. Peter’s present to you is tutoring you on Tuesday and Thursday every week from five to six, starting next week.” 

Peter grinned broadly. My heart raced. How could I learn from such a handsome man? Heaven, I would be looking at him the whole time and embarrass myself to death. I couldn’t let him see my ignorance. 

I looked down at the floor. “It’s very nice of him, but I want to go to school.” 

“School will be over in two weeks, so you’ll have to wait until fall,” Mai said. “Peter graduates high school this year. He can help you prepare for next year.”

School was almost over? I bemoaned the timing of our arrival. 

I leaned close to Mai and said in a low voice, “I feel more comfortable with a woman teaching me.”  

“Peter wants to teach you,” Mai said solemnly. 

His kindness was extraordinary. How could I overcome my diffidence and ignorance? “I prefer a Hmong, so I can communicate.”

She nodded. “True. I’d love to tutor you, but I can’t.”

Oh heavens, I was imposing upon her. “I understand, you have a baby. How did you learn English?”

“I learned English in Laos, and I’ve been here for two years. When you talk to the Americans, make eye contact with them to show courtesy. This is their culture.”

So, this was why Peter and Mary always looked me in the eye when they spoke. I looked at Peter. “Thank you.”

A smile shone in his blue eyes. My heart melted. 

Peter spoke. His words were like the wind, flying fast over my head. Couldn’t Americans speak more slowly? Mai translated that he couldn’t wait to teach me English on Tuesday. He spoke some more. Mai explained that Peter’s church paid for our first month’s rent and that he had started our application for the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, a federal government program that provided financial assistance to needy families. 

Peter and Mai spoke, and Mai explained that we qualified for $310 a month starting in July. He would take us to sign the necessary forms at the welfare office on Tuesday. Until we received the government assistance in July, we would continue to receive food vouchers from the church. We would then pay our own rent of $110 per month, as well as pay for our food, clothes, and other expenses. We qualified for the program because Nhia and I were underage, and Mother was an amputee. The knowledge of our financial supporters helped me understand and appreciate the people involved in our survival. The Johnson family were taking such good care of us.  

Mai pressed a piece of paper with her phone number into my hand. “If you need anything, call me.”

“Mai, tell everyone that this is my first birthday celebration and I love it. I feel so special.”

Mai translated for me, and the adults moved toward me with open arms to give a hug. A wave of anxiety washed over me, and I took a step back from the group.

Mai sensed my awkwardness. “Hug them. It’s their culture for caring. They love and care for you.” 

The men frightened me. I’d never hugged a man before, not even my father. I must show my appreciation and would try hugging the women. 

“I’ll hug the women only,” I said quietly.

Mai spoke and the men stepped back and I hugged the women. Eventually, everyone left, and only Mai and Phia remained. 

“Mai, can we go outside to get some fresh air during the time Peter and Mary aren’t here?” I asked.

“Yes. Just don’t wander too far. You might get lost.”

I sighed in relief. “We’ll sit on the stairs outside. Maybe walk on the walkway near the house and go to the backyard.”

“Perfect,” Mai said. “Now we have to go.” 

“Come back to visit when you have time,” Mother and I called after her and Phia as they descended the stairs with their baby.

“We will,” Mai said, and they disappeared around the house.

Mother and I watched out the window as Mai and Phia drove away, wondering when we would see them again. Although we weren’t related by blood, as Hmong, our bond was forged through our shared cultural traditions. Mai and Phia’s existence in this foreign place gave me a sense of security, and the warm celebration had eased my anxiety.
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