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Part I

The Road
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Brittle Brown Ocean

On the bus, Hằng stares into the endless expanse. She concentrates on even inhales, then slow exhales. Nibbling on ginger, she’s determined to soothe the relentless stirrings of nausea as her intestines coil into eels.

Fiery ginger flashes down and quiets the eels. She sharpens her stare. Having flown in from a refugee camp yesterday, she’s already on her way to A-ma-ri-lo. Never mind that her inner clock still clicks thirteen hours ahead. Never mind that her uncle will be chasing her. Never mind that she can barely speak English and can understand only half of a sentence.

The other passengers spit out words in a hissy, snaky language. How they talk, and sing and hum, and eat, how they eat. An explosion of cheer and chemicals: sweet, tangy, salty, bubbly, crispy, oniony. None of it helps her nausea.

They must see her as strange. A jagged-hair girl cocooned in long sleeves, heavy pants. Meanwhile they dress for the beach. This, despite vents blowing such frigid air Hằng senses fog in her breaths.

She sits by herself and marvels at a land so flat it erases the horizon, presenting a brittle brown ocean instead of glassy blue green. Still, the same vastness, the same unknown.

Each bounce on the bus recalls bobbing on a boat. Hằng bites off a chunk of ginger. Chomps into searing bitterness. Anything to stop memories of her escape by sea.





Summer 1981

A boy of eighteen, self-renamed LeeRoy that very morning, is driving past the same dry expanse. Here and there, scraggly mesquites break up the blanket of brown. Enough heat out there to scorch every tree into kindling. Sitting in air-conditioning, he whistles, having waited all his life to reach this open plain where a man can get at his true self.

LeeRoy has driven up from Austin, from his home in the Hill Country where rolling green slopes don’t stand a chance against the allure of dusty cowboy country. His confused parents, UT professors, have been told not to expect him back for a good long while. It took more than a month after graduation to skedaddle, his folks inventing one reason or another to hold on to him. A party, a family trip to Big Ben, opening weekend for Indiana Jones, then an all-out Fourth of July barbecue last night.

This morning LeeRoy finally headed out for the Lone Star, a honky-tonk in Amarillo where his idol, Bruce Ford, will be making a splash.

Summer 1981, Bruce Ford has been the NFR bareback champion two years running. In his prime at twenty-nine, he sits on an incensed bronco like he’s on a swing. True, LeeRoy has never met Ford, but he’s absorbed everything about this man, beginning three years ago when Ford won the PRCA season championship.

It’s understood that cowboys don’t take kindly to hangers-on. At a party though, where Ford will likely have a few beers and loosen up, LeeRoy is betting the champ will spare his number-one fan a portion of his time. LeeRoy plans on approaching Mr. Ford and offering up free labor. Mucking, grooming, cooldowns. Hell, LeeRoy might as well dream big and imagine his tag-a-long turning into a real job, putting him front and center in Oklahoma City when the man himself will defend his title come December.





Hằng

That same morning, using halting English aided by scratchy illustrations, Hằng persuaded her cousin En-Di (illogically spelled “Angie”) to risk her own father’s fury and drive her to the bus station. She gestured a story that her brother is distraught and waiting for her. It’s been six years, two months, and fifteen days since April 20, 1975, when the siblings got separated.

Hằng did not need to explain that retrieving her brother equated to her life’s singular focus. Every twitch in her face said it for her.

“Really? Your brother knows you’re coming? Dad would never let you go. But then he says no to everything. You have to do this alone? He’s going to be livid, and I guess I can say you insisted and cried and were going to drive off and wreck my Mustang. And you’re eighteen, you should be able to go off by yourself, I certainly will be out of here in two years. You are eighteen?”

Hằng nodded, uncertain which question she was answering. The more Hằng nodded, the more En-Di started packing shorts and tank tops and T-shirts. She was puzzled when Hằng insisted on pants and long-sleeved shirts, but sure, she had those too. Even gave away sixty dollars saved for a dance contest. As a final touch, En-Di stuffed everything into a bag with straps. An ingenious invention, as the straps clung to Hằng’s shoulders and settled the weight on her back. As if she were carrying air.

As she drove, En-Di spilled forth an ever higher mountain of words.

“Be careful out there, don’t make eye contact with nobody. You have to do this, right? Dad’s going to be heartbroken. He gave out cupcakes at work when we got word months ago that you made it to a refugee camp. Are you sure you can’t wait for my dad to take you? You haven’t even gotten a haircut. Honestly, you need one, bad. You haven’t even been here a whole day. I’ll fib to Dad when he gets off the overnight that you’re sick in your room and can’t be bothered. Oh, you’ll save yourself a lot of trouble if you call yourself Moon, you said that’s what Hằng means anyway.”

Understanding half the words is more than enough, because when En-Di talks her voice acts, her hands dance. But no matter how well-meaning the suggestion, Hằng won’t be switching to Moon as though she were a hippie with oily hair and a long skirt and a tambourine, as she’s seen in National Geographic.

Before driving off, En-Di shouted a last advice: “No offense, but you look about twelve to Texans, they’re just big folks. See if you can get a child’s ticket. They’ll go for it. Remember, your name is Moon, and if anyone asks say your hippie parents let you travel alone. This is one big adventure.”

Hằng doesn’t believe in adventures. There are steps that must be done, and once done, another step awaits. The last step, after six years of minute planning by her grandmother, is a bus ride away. In A-ma-ri-lo her baby brother has to be waiting. In her imaginings, he is always waiting. She plans to lunge at him and squeeze chubby gooey flesh. His coarse hair will thrill her skin, the salty heat of him will cushion her nostrils.

Her brother is the only person left from her youth. Grandmother gone, Father gone, Mother gone. Hằng never would have crossed the sea on a rotting fishing boat if he weren’t waiting for her. It has taken too many years, but finally, since landing here yesterday, the two of them are enveloped in the same landscape and the same heat.

The bus continues rocking as she keeps hugging the shoulder-strap bag. The ginger is nibbled to a nub. Now acclimated, every fiery scrape releases sparkles of moss and rain. Flames that had singed her taste buds now glide down sweet and velvety, soothing the bus-sick eels.

A highway sign states Amarillo—60 miles, which Hằng instinctively recalculates to 96 kilometers. A tingle begins in her toes; her cheekbones lift. This, despite a distrust of hope.





Horseshoe Mustache

LeeRoy drums his right palm on the steering wheel. Something called rap, just hitting the mainstream with Blondie’s “Rapture.” His cousin has included “That’s the Joint” by Funky 4 + 1 in a mix tape sent for graduation. Living in the Bronx, the cousin always introduces LeeRoy to the latest. This kicking new sound is between singing and talking, with bass and maybe drums, while the words rhyme to a rhythm like hyped-up disco. A girl’s voice and at least three boys’. LeeRoy can’t make out all the lyrics. Still, it’s damn fun.

We’re gonna hum hum hum that we’re real,

We’re gonna hum hum hum we know the real deal.

In between drumming LeeRoy twirls the ends of his horseshoe mustache, grown in tribute to Bruce Ford’s signature look. His is red while Ford’s glows a sunny blond. But some things can’t be helped.

He listens hard and gets the next two lines.

The lyrics make him happy, and when he’s happy he likes sweets. His parents sent him off with a pint of milk and a pan of brownies, cut into nine squares. He’s gotten into five.

The sixth piece calls for cold milk.





The Panhandle

Texas is shaped like a huge iron skillet. By elementary school, every child has learned that its protruding northwestern tip is called the Panhandle. Yet Hằng has never heard of the pan, much less its handle.

She does know about Texas, had long been told that her father’s younger brother is a doctor in Dallas. Two S-shaped Vietnams can snuggle inside Texas’s skillet, yet the small country has four times the state’s population. No wonder Hằng has ridden for hours and stared into nothing but white-blue sky, a forever brown, and an assault of billboards: on one Repent or Live Forever After in Damnation, on another three cowboys tame a horse under the headline ACME THE REAL WEST, then a close-up of a sizzling steak.

Hằng wonders who would eat a bleeding slab of meat the size of a thigh? And why are Clint Eastwood and his cool cold stare not on any of the billboards?

Back home she thought cowboys would roam this world, kicking up clouds of dust as they sped by on horses. When she tried to escape with her brother near the end of the war, she planned on coming here, learning to tame wild mustangs and surprising their father.

It shocks her that six years ago she was that naive and silly. For years she and her brother watched cowboy movies with their father. Those humid evenings sunken into tick-ticks from the projector, as film reels looped and looped. They were entranced to have Clint Eastwood flicker on the living room wall, his tough-man mumbles squeezing through lips opened to a sliver. From the cowboy’s hisses their father taught her English while her little brother practiced hissing.

Her father never said, but Hằng knew, if Việt Nam had cowboys he would have given up his translation job and put on working boots. He could talk just like them. And manage the heat. In every scene cowboys hid from the sun in wide hats, blanket coats, tough pants, and suffocating boots, all the while tugging at sweat-stained handkerchiefs protecting their throats. The men couldn’t have smelled too good. Soaked underneath, sun-cracked on the surface.

Hằng is on her way to the one address she knows in this land: 405 Mesquite Street, Amarillo, Texas.

In the final days of the war in April 1975, Hằng thought she was so clever, devising a way to flee while her family strategized and worried. Every day newspapers printed stories about Americans panicking to save hundreds of orphans. There was even an official name, Operation Babylift. She assumed she and her brother would go first, then somehow her family would join them in America. But in line at the airport she was rejected, a twelve-year-old passing as eight. Linh was five, three to foreign eyes, just young enough to be accepted as an orphan. Hằng saw little Linh thrashing as he was carried into a Pan Am.

By the time her brother was ripped from her, nobody cared to hear why she lied. With so many scrambling to flee before the victorious Communists marched in, one more screaming child was just that. An American volunteer with puffy, sweaty hands must have felt sorry for her. He pressed a card into her palm as he pushed her away from the ladder. Sun rays radiated through each strand of his mango-colored hair. She had to stop an impulse to extinguish the fiery puff of gold threads on his head. He was the last to board. Hằng screamed until the Pan Am blended into the sky and left a long loose-curl cloud. For hours, until dusk enveloped her and mosquitoes chased her home, she focused skyward and pleaded for forgiveness. When she opened her palm, the card had disintegrated except for one clue: 405 Mesquite Street, Amarillo, Texas.

Returning home that day, she faced her grandmother with a confession sinking down her tongue. Upon hearing the first three words, “Em mất rồi,” he is gone, Bà immediately puckered her lips as if biting a lemon and was helpless against the red rimming around her eyes. After a long lumpy exhale, she concluded her grandson had been kidnapped.

Only Hằng, her mother, and Bà remained in the house after the war. They were told her father had been killed shortly before the winning north rolled their tanks into the southern capital. Her mother sank into bed and stayed. But Bà, vowing they would not become a house of weeping women, wrote down the beginning of hundreds of steps needed to reclaim her grandson. First, they must save money. Next, they must write to her uncle in Dallas, telling him to go to the address.

Hằng never corrected Bà’s assumption. During the day, as Bà clicked her nails and plotted, Hằng could pretend innocence. After all, Bà did not ask, how did they get to the airport? Were there other children? Who thought he was an orphan? Why didn’t Hằng scratch, bite, and scream to keep her brother beside her? It was so easy to stay quiet as Bà provided herself with answers.

But while crickets sang and Bà snored beside her, the lie streaked through Hằng’s blood and deposited ashy guilt inside every crevice. The gray guilt had grown heavy, refusing to pause its relentless infusion into her joints and marrow. After all, it was her fault her brother was taken.





Rhinestone Cowboy

Stopping to get milk, LeeRoy gets out and adjusts his hat in the driver’s mirror. He figures he did mighty fine turning himself into a cowboy.

As part of the graduation package, where the vehicle had to be a Ford F-350 in a shout-out to Bareback Ford and the generous eight-foot truck bed converted to a covered sleeper, his parents followed exact instructions: Texas-style white felt hat, two checkered button-downs with silver buttons, Wrangler jeans starched until white lines run down the legs, bumpy ostrich-skin boots in oxblood. Best of all, dark leather chaps with fringes. He is wearing everything but the chaps. Those are sitting in their box, to be anointed when he rides his first bronc.

Add to all that something that can’t be bought and would horrify his parents if they knew: his grandpop’s bareback buckle, won at some down-and-out rodeo where ribs were shattered and an arm was yanked clear out of its socket. That last ride also brought on a crushed right knee that had LeeRoy’s grandfather walking up and down for the rest of his days. LeeRoy doesn’t feel he deserves to hook on the bronze prize until he’s held on past eight seconds and hollered out his grandfather’s name, Roy.

LeeRoy’s parents had branded him with a birth name no child should have to endure: Leslie Dwight Cooper. He shivers thinking of the mess boys in playgrounds had made from “Leslie,” without knowledge of “Dwight.” Since junior high, he’s been Lee. This morning he bunched Lee to Roy and gave himself some on-the-road gumption.

In the parking lot he overhears four cowboys talking about heading to the Lone Star honky-tonk.

“Howdy, y’all aim to sneak in a handshake with Mr. Ford himself?”

They stare, looking him up and down. One of them sneers right in his face. “What are ya, some kind of rhinestone cowboy?”

LeeRoy evens up his voice before answering, “Enjoy your day.” ’Course it stung, but his mother always said if it doesn’t matter in five years, it doesn’t matter. He’s got a vision for the summer, and he’ll be damned if some good ol’ boys are going to best him.

There’s always another place to buy milk.





Giraffe Made of Metal

A maroon car with white stripes slices in front of the bus. Hằng’s gut arches, flooding her throat with a one-egg breakfast. Her uncle drives such a car. Face bloated, voice loud, he might have finished overnight work and already be in pursuit. She attacks more ginger.

Bà has trained her to believe in ginger the way others rely on pills, curing everything from nausea to anxiety, stomach cramps to head throbs. Better than pills: Bà reasoned that ginger is always within reach—in a porch pot or at the open market. Hằng realizes Bà could not imagine a world without fresh ginger. But then lately, there have been so many unknowns that even Bà, the most practical, focused, even-hearted planner she knows, could not have predicted.

Even though Bà was too sick to escape by boat with Hằng and Mother, she foresaw thirst, so she packed lemons and plastic bottles of boiled water; foresaw hunger, so she sun-dried slivers of steamed sweet potatoes; foresaw danger, so she sewed disguises.

But Bà’s imagination extended only to horrors known in her lifetime.

As soon as Hằng greeted her uncle at the airport yesterday, she told him Bà had insisted they go and reclaim Linh immediately. At the mention of Bà, her uncle’s eyes swelled red. So Hằng understood in the five months since she left home, her grandmother had died from the tumor in her leg. As instructed, their neighbor must have sent word to her uncle.

Hằng wondered if she should have felt something intense; after all, Bà was truly gone. But all indulgent emotions have long remained on pause. She has yet to mourn her father or mother. Not until she finds her brother. She stared at her uncle and repeated Bà’s wish.

Her uncle replied, “Listen to me, the child missing, you stay.” He sounded awkward in a language long unused, his pronunciation clashing like spilled pots and lids.

As soon as he received Bà’s letter right after the war ended, her uncle said he went to the address and found nothing but a ghost town. He waited all day, knocking on the few houses that still had doors. No one answered. He returned twice more before advertising in the local newspaper, then even hired a detective. But the boy had vanished. Now, with Hằng here, he reasoned they could approach new options, in time.

“I promise we will try new ways to find the boy,” her uncle said. “First, you come home.”

“I must see for myself,” she insisted.

En-Di’s father, whom Hằng addresses as Chú Quốc, grew red-faced and gushed a monsoon of reasons why Hằng could not go off on her own. Her lack of English, her inability to read the land and its people, and most importantly, her brother is not at the address. Her uncle clenched his fists. “NO, no, Bà not want wandering on your own,” he stated as if it were true.

Hằng did not explain that Bà had warned she might need to go around him.

Chú Quốc alternated between pleading and threatening. Hằng presented a blank expression while mental currents began zapping. It was so easy to plot against a plump, heart-exposed uncle who blinked melty eyes at Hằng and assumed she needed protecting. But he should have guessed that the girl who had been taught to maneuver past the Communists would be able to slip away from her uncle. Now that she was just a bus ride from her Linh, no one would keep her from the final step.

The car speeds on, more red than maroon. Relieved, Hằng looks to the right where a machine is dipping its long neck into the earth. It straightens as if looking for predators then bends back down, again and again. A parched giraffe made of metal.

What the machine does she can’t begin to guess, but she can watch it drink all day. Then, despite a ready mash of ginger, the pacified eels jolt awake, resurging the breakfast egg. She snaps her head back to a steady stare. Keeps still, barely breathes. Too late. Sickness grabs her.

The bus driver continues to hum and chew, vibrating the mass of fat at his nape. Crunchy something, chocolate slabs, gooey round pastries with a hole in the center. He sucks sticky fingers.

Burps. A rotten sourness invades her air. Her nostrils enlarge. Various organs realign, blood rushing and readying for a crash. Saliva triples every second. Tiny beads of sweat bubble atop her nose. Boring, familiar nausea that clung like saltwater while she was at sea.

Hằng has just enough time to reach into a side pocket for a plastic bag and position it underneath her mouth. Plenty of plastic bags, plenty of preparation. Ginger rakes with pointy nails coming back up. Her nose bridge burns. A tell-all stench floats on the icy fake wind to the back of the bus.

Groans, hisses. Hằng understands nothing when English is spoken with such speed and disgust. An entire childhood spent repeating after Clint Eastwood, shredding grammar books, translating National Geographic, yet not a word.

The driver yells, maybe at her, maybe at passengers in back. Startled, she misaligns the plastic bag and the next eggy gingery rush lands on her cousin’s white shoes.

Now the driver shouts directly at her. The bus-boat slows and veers off the highway. Screeches to a full stop. A rough right flings her to the window frame. Left into a parking lot. Jerks to park. The eels in her gut are furious.

The door flips open and flaming air invades, contrasting with gray ice inside. Her temples begin to thump. The slimy yellow splatter bleeds into her shoes.





The Others

Tongues click, heads shake.

As passengers march out, each gets a bird’s-eye view of the girl’s shapeless cropped hair. Before this nuisance, while judging the back of her head, some had tsk-tsked the type of parents who would send a mere child on the bus, alone. Furthermore, they didn’t even have the decency to put her in shorts or a sundress. Just looking at her, in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt buttoned to her throat, cranks up the temperature.

One woman in all red from hat to heels says to no one in particular, “These newcomers, they don’t bother to learn the law.”

“That’s the thing, no law says who can be parents,” another voice answers.

“You’d think once we let them in, they’d do their part to not drag trouble around with them,” says the one in red.

A third voice, “Now, now, the poor child got carsick, that’s all.”

No one helps her.

They hurry inside the rest stop. They might be from here, but it doesn’t mean they have taken a liking to the West Texas heat and wind. In crisp air-conditioning, greeted by ice cream, pizzas, burgers, and a multicolored row of self-served slushies, they collectively sigh.

The driver comes out of the bathroom holding two rolls of paper towels, one wet, one dry. As soon as the offending girl staggers out and squints at the sun, he waves her over and hand signals instructions before going in search of an air freshener.

When he and the others return to the bus, each clutching a heavy plastic bag, the air has regained the comfort of sugar and salt. He sprays Vanilla Cupcake to get everyone settled.

Neither the girl nor her backpack is on the bus. He honks a faint warning, waits ten beats before easing back to West 287. After all, he did announce before they exited that those who diddle-daddle will find themselves without a ride.





Kindness From the Stomach Out

Hằng has put on her aunt’s hat, wide as an umbrella, yet the sun soaks past the fabric, past coarse blue-black hair to sink into her skull. Unlike gooey sticky vapors back home, the dry air here claws moisture from her skin and leaves bee stings in her throat.

She reaches where the bus should be, touches nothing but scorching waves of heat. More grains of dust land on her cracked lips, cling to watery eyes. She retreats inside.

Panic begins its slow gnaw as Bà’s words unravel from Hằng’s most inner coils. Deep breath, again, now strategize your next immediate task, no matter a heart drumming thùng thùng, no matter arms and legs softening to noodles.

Hằng hides behind a standing picture of a sugar-glazed cake the size of her torso. The image alone induces a swollen tongue and a stomachache. It’s 4:27. She must get to A-ma-ri-lo before nightfall, before her brother is put to bed. In case he’s not there, she needs daylight to . . . no, he will be there.

Hằng hears Bà’s voice again: When in danger look for those who can’t help but be kind, kindness from the stomach out. Tốt từ trong bụng ra.

Hằng looks: a tall cowboy stomping the floor in heeled boots (no), a wiggly woman with big hair and a tiny waist (no), a laughing couple with hands in each other’s jeans pocket (no), a father scolding his boy (no), three women in doll dresses and boots (no), an older couple, plain of dress, low of voice.

She inhales and commands herself forward despite a torpedo-ing heart and wavery nerves, knowing outsiders see her as short, quail-boned, narrow-shouldered, and without any fat. But if they look into her eyes, they can’t miss the determination. If a camera were to capture her face, or better yet just her eyes, she can pass for being in her twenties and beyond.

She tries a simple “Hé-lô,” but lead fills her tongue. Ever prepared, she pulls out cards En-Di had been instructed to write in bold and shoves one at the woman.

“No thank you, dearie, we don’t want to buy anything.”

Hằng holds up the card and jabs at the words:

PLEASE GO TO 405 MESQUITE STREET IN AMARILLO.

MY BROTHER NEEDS HELP NOW.

“Is she mute?” the man asks. “I’ll be, who would leave a mute child at a rest stop? She looks about ready to cry on us.”

Instead of tears, Hằng wants to shout. She feels the humiliating claws of desperation, which holds hands with helplessness. How she hates being helpless. But the couple’s faces are softening. A crying mute she shall become.

Tears refuse to drop. So annoyed with herself she’s near a growl, probably appearing feral, an expression she has tried to banish but it nonetheless paces beneath her skin.

“Is her brother in trouble?” The man has an easy, slow, understandable lilt. He looks at his wife. “We have time to give the child a lift?”

They confer. Heads shake.

Hằng thrusts a second card at them:

I COME FROM VIETNAM TO RESCUE MY BROTHER.

“Vietnam? My word!”

Hằng nods and nods.

The couple, in turn, assesses the crowd. They settle on a husband, wife, tall girls. Before they finish explaining, the family walks away. People have been watching and are rushing to emergencies in the bathroom, out in the heat.

A shiny, tall cowboy walks in. Ripened-papaya hair, speckled face, pillow middle, puffy cheeks, and those eyes, those beaming eyes belong to someone who has received a sky size of indulgence. The couple rushes toward him.

Hằng panics. She can’t tell if kindness coils within his stomach. His inside is blank to her. Still, she’s careful. Plenty of blank children grow up evil. She’s certain of only one fact: he’s the cleanest cowboy she’s ever seen.

He says, “I’m not going that way.” The couple keeps whispering.

He says, “But I’ve got somewhere I’ve got to be.” The couple reasons with him.

He says, “Sorry.” The couple tries to give him ten dollars.

He walks fast outside. They follow and drag along a confused Hằng.

They all stop at a gleaming red truck. The wife takes the cowboy’s hand, smiles, and places Hằng’s emergency card in his palm. “Take her to this here address. It can’t be but a few minutes out of your way.” She pauses until he looks at her. “It’s the Christian thing to do.”

She opens the passenger-side door and shoves in Hằng, who catches the woman’s husband tucking ten dollars inside the cowboy’s shirt pocket. “Son, show her some good ol’ Texas hospitality.”

Hằng could not catch the last word, sounding like “hót-sì-pi-tồ.” Why would they be going to a hospital? Before she could ask, the couple hurries away.

The cowboy gets in and won’t look at her. Hằng presses against the closed passenger door and shields herself with her bag. She would never have climbed into this soaring truck on her own. For one, the back is encased with a red roof and black windows. Anything can be hidden inside such darkness.

The truck’s leather seat lights her back and bottom on fire, but she can’t indulge such a worry right now. At her ankle she unsnaps the sheath of a skinning knife borrowed from her uncle. Staring at the spotless cowboy, she calls forth her best Clint Eastwood unforgiving eyes and razor lips.
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