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MORE PRAISE FOR QUIET AS THEY COME

“This deeply moving collection of stories hums and glows with the interconnected lives of an extended immigrant family from Vietnam. Chau navigates her characters’ lives—their tragedy and humor, longings and furies, vast losses and secret beauties—with grace, skill, and ferocious compassion. Quiet As They Come announces the arrival of an astonishing literary talent with a great deal to say about the intricacies of family life, coming of age, emigration, and—above all—the treasures buried in the human heart.”

—Carolina De Robertis, The Invisible Mountain

 

“What a rich and charming collection of stories this is. It offers an insider’s view of the immigrant experience: a world divided, one culture from another, past from present, parent from child.”

—Lynn Freed, The Curse of the Appropriate Man

 

“In stories that manage to be both playful and poignant, Angie Chau displays her exceptional gift for capturing the intricate interactions between parents and children, men and women, and Vietnamese and American cultures. There’s grit beneath the sparkle of her language. Chau’s intimate portrayal of characters who must navigate the uncertain terrain between what’s left behind and what lies ahead is revelatory.”—Leslie Larson, Breaking Out of Bedlam

 

“Chau’s characters bristle with life. They’re full of beauty and grit, love and cowardice, bravery and spite. Many of them are new to this country, and Chau’s gift for detailed observation made me see San Francisco again as though it were new to me. Gosh, this book practically has a heartbeat. A rare gift, indeed.”—Robin Romm,

The Mercy Papers
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For my parents






Longing, we say, because desire is full of endless distances.

—Robert Hass, Meditation at Lagunitas






HUNGER

I live in a three-bedroom house with my mom and dad and little sister Michelle. We have the corner bedroom because my mom can’t sleep. Down the hall, the biggest bedroom goes to my uncle and aunt because they have three sons. The smallest room goes to my aunt Kim because it’s only her and Sophia and Marcel who don’t have a dad.

The house is big and old. There are lots of hidden closets and corners and secrets inside. Like how we’re not allowed to bring up Uncle Duc because he’s in jail in Vietnam. Or how we have to step over my dad when we go to the bathroom at night, but come morning we have to pretend he was never sleeping in the hallway. Or how we’re not supposed to hear Uncle Lam’s fists on Aunt Trang’s body. So when it’s the Fourth of July, and all our parents leave so they can work over-time, and they close all the curtains because they say it’ll keep the house cooler, I wonder if it’s to keep us a secret too.

It is dark inside the house because everything is wood and the windows are covered. It is loud because the boys are banging on the pots. It is hot because it’s the holiday that has to be warm enough for families to sit and watch fireworks in the night. I sit with a radio in the shadows of the living room floor. My name is Elle. It’s not my real name. That’s kind of a secret too.

No one at school knows it’s my fake name. My parents changed it so I would fit better. Sometimes I wonder if they’ll change my last name too. And if they do, what will become of the old me? The Vietnamese name with the two letters that match like your favorite pair of socks.

Everyone else got famous people names like Sophia Loren and Marcel, short for Marcello Mastroianni. The three boys are named after the Rat Pack, Uncle Lam’s favorite group. When I ask my mom why I didn’t get a cool famous name, she looks around to make sure nobody else is around and whispers, “I would never do that to you. It’s like announcing you still have salt behind your ears.”

My mom talks in riddles and poems. It’s her way of saying she doesn’t want everyone to know that we only arrived in America five months ago. It means she wouldn’t want the world to know that we had to escape here by boat. The way she talks and puts words together is different from the other adults. Maybe it’s because she studied theater when she was young. She can make you feel like you are the sun or just as quickly a speck of dirt. When she talks everyone snaps to attention. But maybe they just can’t help but look at her she is that beautiful. Everyone says she would have been a famous actress in Vietnam if we hadn’t left. I can imagine her name in lights.

If my parents want to change my last name, I will say, please, if I’m good can I choose it this time? And then I will say, doesn’t Estrada sound nice? And then they’ll think it’s because I’m in love with Erik Estrada. But really it’s because I’d have two Es for Elle Estrada the way I used to have two Ts for Thao Tran.

Erik Estrada is my favorite actor. I wear a shirt with him flat across my heart. I wear it every day until my mom peels it off and says, “Dirty girl, you should have been born a boy.”

The shirt has strings that tie behind my neck. It’s yellow, my  favorite color because it looks like sunshine. The iron-on says  Chips and he’s sitting on a motorcycle. He cradles his helmet in his arm like a baby. His shades are off so you can see his soft brown eyes. He has big white teeth and wavy black hair. He’s a policeman. Nobody would mess with me if we were together.

The man on the radio says, “San Francisco put away your frying pans. It’s so hot today you can cook an egg on the pavement!”

Sophia says, “I want eggs. I’m hungry.”

I say, “I wish we were still at the refugee camp.”

Frank, Dean, and Sammie in descending order watch from the sofa like monkeys in a banyan tree. Frank, the oldest, rolls his eyes and says, “That’s lame. You’d be dead if you were still there.” He is ten and only two years older than me but he acts like he’s already grown.

I say, “At least we went swimming there.”

In Malaysia, my dad would take all the kids to a swimming hole made entirely of black shells. He taught us how to swim. He taught us how to dig for clams. He taught us times tables. My dad’s a good teacher because he used to be one. One day, he taught us how to make paper kites out of yesterday’s newspaper and spoiled white rice for glue. The adults cheered when they saw the kite tails flapping in the wind. They said it looked like freedom.

The little kids jump up and down on the hardwood floors and raise their hands in the air. “I want to go swimming,” they say. “Me too, yay, me three!”

The boys pull the sofa-bed away from the wall and throw the cushions to the floor. Between the mattress folds and tangled sheets there are coins disguised as dust balls. The girls look in the kitchen. We find a lonely nickel behind the refrigerator. It’s no surprise. There’s never anything in our kitchen except the piled  up government cartons of powdered milk and canned meats that our parents don’t know how to eat.

Frank is the oldest boy of the oldest man in the house so he gets to be the boss. He makes all of us sit in a straight line on the floor. We have to report what we put into the community pot. But when we get to Marcel, he just shrugs his shoulders.

Franks says, “You little cheap skate, you’re going into the phone booth.”

Marcel shoves his shiny red lock box under his t-shirt. His belly jingles filled with the coins.

Frank says, “Hand over your money or you’re going in.” He eyes the chipped paint of the closet door. Frank is like his father. He’s tall and handsome. He can be kind or cruel.

The hallway closet is called the phone booth because it has the magical power of transformation. Like when Superman goes inside and changes from a nerdy journalist into a superhero. Our parents keep their shared interview clothes in there. They go in looking fresh off the boat and come out looking like shiny Americans of the future. They don’t mind the smell of mothballs mixed with each other’s faded imposter cologne. They think it will bring them closer to the American Dream. On an interview day, they put on these costumes bought on layaway from Sears, and fly off with Mercedes dreams gleaming in their eyes like stars.

The phone booth is also where we go when we get punished. We have to kneel in the dark until our parents let us out. Uncle Lam makes the boys kneel on rice grains. Sometimes they’re in there until their knees bleed. My dad says it’s not right. My mom says it’s none of our business. I say the stink in there is bad enough.

Marcel says, “But I’m saving for when my dad comes.”

Frank says, “You’re a liar. You don’t have a dad. You’re a bastard.”

Sophia screams, “We do too have a dad!”

Sammie copies his older brother and chants, “You don’t have a da-ad. You don’t have a daad. You’re a bass-turd.”

Sophia starts crying. Marcel who is protective of his little sister grabs a fierce fistful of Sammie’s hair and yanks it.

Dean says, “Let go of my little brother,” and punches Marcel in the back.

Sophia kicks Dean in the shin. Frank pushes her off.

It’s the Rat Pack against the Italian movie stars and I don’t know where to look or what to do so I count the money. “Stop it! Stop it! Look, we have enough.”

Frank says, “Yeah, right. You’re just a girl. You don’t know how to do math.”

“Then you stay home smarty pants.” I stand up with my hand on my hip. I swivel and arch my back the way they do it in the Sergio Valente commercial. My sister Michelle and I have been practicing in front of the mirror. We flip our hair, swing our heads, and say, “We love you Sergio!” I stick my butt out and turn to them and and say, “I don’t know about you guys but I’m taking the clean towel.” Michelle who always copies me does the same and follows down the long dark hallway.

Outside, it’s so hot it feels like our eyelashes will get charred. The Avenues are empty. We live in the Sunset District where rows and rows of attached houses line the streets like soldiers, shoulder to shoulder, in waiting. Every now and then a car passes with floats and hula hoops and colored umbrellas poking out the windows like a carnival. I picture them going to the beach, playing tag, catching the sea breeze. They’re having a picnic. They’re eating fried chicken, and potato salad, and if they’re really lucky maybe their mom even made lettuce wraps with shrimp.

We are a family of dark-haired pigeons. We flit in the heat  of the city streets, pecking at nothing but crumbs and cement. Frank is wearing his new black shades from Woolsworth’s and tries to keep a cool distance. He swaggers ahead, with his feathered hair and a comb sticking out of his back pocket. Behind him Dean and Marcel are buddies again. They kick at crumpled soda cans glinting in the gutter. Michelle chases after them. The little ones, Sophia and Sammie, waddle like ducks with orange floaties strapped to their arms. I anchor the flock.

They’re chirping, “Are we there yet?”

They’re twittering, “How much longer?”

They squawk, “It’s so hot. It’s so hot. It’s so hot.”

I say, “Don’t be such babies.” The sweat streams down my chest. I pull out my collar and blow down. Frank stops to watch.

He says, “Look, what a perv, she’s trying to check herself out.” The little kids laugh because they don’t know any better. Dean and Marcel are old enough to blush and turn away.

On Quintara Ave., there’s an old white man watering his plants. He’s wearing plaid shorts and a blue fishing hat and he’s the only person we’ve seen outside all day. Frank says, “Check out Humpty-Dumpty,” because the man is round as a ball. When we get closer, we see that his plants and bushes are shaped like animals. We gasp because it’s as if we’ve walked into a zoo. “How cool,” I say because it’s beautiful. The boys say, “That’s bad, blood,” because they want to sound tough.

At the man’s knees, the bush is in the shape of a big turtle. It has a leafless twig for a tail. The green hose sprays water on the turtle’s shell. There is also a bear, a dog, and a bunny! Little Sophia reaches for the pointy ears. It’s dotted with pretty purple flowers. I say, “Don’t even try.”

I don’t think he wants us kids to bother him until he turns, raises the sprayer to the sky, and showers us. We giggle beneath  the umbrella of sprinkles. Above us, a rainbow stretches across the curtain of mist. We stand still, side by side, single file like we’ve been taught at school. “More, me more,” each one says because nobody wants to get passed up. He directs the water from left to right, back and forth. It rains down on us in big refreshing drops, splattering our faces. I open my mouth and soon the younger ones do the same. We chirp with our begging beaks lifted to the skies. And while we laugh with our throats bared and our eyes squinting against the sun, he lowers the nozzle and aims directly at our bodies. He presses the handle all the way. The water sprays an angry blast.

“Stop it,” I say, “it hurts.” After this, he aims only at me. The blast stings like being slapped again and again. The water pushes me off the curb.

“Sneaky rats, my brother marched at Bataan,” he says. I drink water and choke for air. My hair gags me. “C’mon ya dirty Japs, I’m goin’ wash you up.” The man is cursing so hard he’s spitting.

I turn my back and curl into a snail with my knees on the ground. The blast pounds my spine. It unravels the ribbon of my shirt. I wrap my arms around my chest to cover up. My cousins stand frozen until I yell, “Help!”

Frank grabs a chalk rock from the man’s rock garden and pegs him in the stomach. The man folds over and we all run. I am running and my shirt has fallen but I don’t care. From half a block away I throw a rock aiming at his head. It grazes his blue fishing hat and clangs off his garage door. He’s tugging the eagle wings of his belt buckle. It’s cinched so high, the eagle soars toward his chest. His other hand is waving above his head, beckoning, daring us to return.

Frank says, “If you’d hit him you would have really been busted.”

I pull my shirt up and say, “I don’t care.”

While Frank ties the bow in back for me he says, “Girl, you’d be sent back to Nam.”

I say, “If I’m lucky.” There’s another chalk rock in my hand. I clutch it so tight it digs dent marks in my fist. I throw it on the ground and watch it break into little pieces.

I want to cry. But I can’t. I know that if I cry, the kids will cry too and I can’t let that man beat us. Make us look stupid, so that everyone would see us, dripping and wet, a bunch of snotty-nosed kids, sorry and parentless, on the Fourth of July.

We walk for two blocks and then little Sophia says, “Hooray, the plane!”

Marcel and Dean point up at the blue sky. Using their Tattoo from Fantasy Island nasally voice they say, “Look boss, the  plane, the plane,” cracking each other up.

We speed up because seeing the plane means that we’re almost at the swimming pool. From a distance, the playground looks like a giant piece of aluminum foil. The silver plane is in the middle of a sawdust box surrounded by slides and swing sets. Everything is so shiny it’s blinding. I think we’ll burn if we walk closer. The little kids don’t care. They run ahead.

I scream after them, “Don’t go down the slide. It’ll burn the back of your legs.” Then I turn to Frank and ask, “What’s a Jap anyway?”

He says, “It means Japanese, duh! Why?”

“That’s what the man called us, remember? Japs. Dirty Japs. We’re not even Japanese.”

Frank says, “I know, but we all look the same to them.”

I don’t say anything. I have to think about what it means.

Frank puts his arm around me. He says, “Don’t worry about it. Humpty Dumpty was just a jerk.” He’s walking beside me so close I can hear his stomach growl. I think he’s being a softie  because he’s hungry until his hand reaches behind my neck and tries to pull at my bow. “Don’t you remember? Chinese, Japanese, dirty knees, look at these!” Frank lifts his shirt and flashes his nipples and sticks his tongue out. “Just like yours!” he says.

Frank disappears into the belly of the plane. On its side in faded black letters it says U.S.S. Coral Sea. It could have been a real plane, used in a real war, like the war we came from. I bet the plane hides lots of secrets too.

I don’t see the kids but I can hear their muffled voices echoing inside as if they’ve been swallowed. I yell down the cockpit and bang on the doors. I want them out. I want to see my sister’s snaggle tooth, and Marcel’s goggle eyes, and Sophia’s pout, and Sammie’s broom hair, and Dean’s furry mole, and Frank with the chin always jutting out like a dare.

“Let’s go swimming. C’mon are you ready or not?” I stomp on the wings with both feet jumping up and down. They don’t answer. They’re shhing each other quiet beneath me. I think of my uncle who my mom said betrayed the family by staying in underground tunnels with the Viet Cong all those years. I yell, “Last one out’s a Commie. See ya, wouldn’t wanna be ya.” I hear the scuttle of footsteps on tin. They sound like a herd of stallions galloping into the light. This works each time. In our family there is nothing worse than being considered a VC.

At the Charlie Sava Swimming Pool, we wait in line behind a busload of kids. They all have matching blue t-shirts that says San Francisco Chinese Baptist Church on them. The boys wear gold crosses and are eating bologna sandwiches. They drink grape sodas and have purple moustaches above their lips. The girls wear gold crosses and Hello Kitty barrettes and tell the boys they’re not supposed to eat before they swim. They say, “I heard you’ll sink if you eat too much.” I feel so weak, I think I’ll sink because I’ve eaten too little.

My mom says that unless we turn into Chinese Baptists, the church sponsors will kick us out of our house with our dark halls, loose door knobs, wobbly chandeliers, and bathroom lines. My mom says she doesn’t want to be Baptist and neither do my uncles and aunts, but we have to pretend that we do for as long as we can. I just hope if it happens, I don’t have to wear a gold cross. Jewelry gives me a rash.

The line moves as slow as a granny. My little sister is biting the inside of her cheek. Marcel is staring out at the traffic, glassy-eyed. Frank isn’t even looking at the Chinese girls anymore. The smell of chlorine and wet towels is making me sick. My stomach feels like there is somebody kicking it from the inside out. I hold it like a watermelon and try to pat it down. When the lady inside the ticket booth says, “You’re up, honey,” I don’t know what to do.

I reach to pay. We can’t turn around now. But then five-year- old Sammie whispers something into Frank’s ear and starts crying. Sophia sees this and begins to bawl. Frank puts his hand up like a crosswalk guard. He comes to me and says, “The cry babies say they’re too hungry to swim.” Even though Frank wants to act hard, his stomach rumbles loud as a fog horn, louder than the crying kids. He says, “I guess we should spend the money on food?”

At the bus stop, Dean says, “What a waste!”

Michelle my copycat sister says, “What a shame!”

They don’t want to take the bus because if we walk we can save the money for food. It’d be fine except the little ones are holding their bellies and saying they can’t walk any further.

Marcel says, “This sucks! Maybe we should split up.”

I tell him, “Fine, walk. But you won’t get any extra pizza.”

Frank backs me up and says, “Yeah, it’s still a community pot.”

We ride the bus with our eyes looking down. We look at the aisle’s ridges and the gum stuck in the ruts. We don’t notice the blue skies, or the green leaves, or the smiling flowers everywhere. We only see the oil spills that rise like genies from the streets and think one wish, give me just one.

Inside Big Yo’s, it’s dark and the lights are off. The pizza parlor feels like outer space because of the blinking video games and flashing beer signs and the ring from the TV with the volume on high. There’s a man under the TV and he gets up from his stool. The fan on the counter blows his hair into cotton candy clouds. He says, “What you kids want?” But we don’t say anything. “Why aren’t ya barbecuing or something with the rest of the masses out there?” He signals toward the open door and squints against the glare of sun streaming in. We all look down at the black and white checkered floors. He says, “Whatever,” and goes back to his seat.

He’s watching Giants baseball. When he’s not in front of the fan his hair settles into waves like the ones in Malaysia. Not too big and not too small but fun enough. He has nice eyes and big white teeth. He asks me, “See something ya like?”

I blush. I can see my face in the mirrored beer sign all red. I can see my goose bumps because I get cold when I’m hungry. I can see my hair flattened against my head, and my soggy shirt with the little triangles poking through, a shy hello, right under where it says Chips on my chest.

“Just holler,” he says. “It’s the bottom of the ninth and we’re down by two. But we already have two men on base and only one out.” He punches his left palm with his right fist and says, “C’mon now, nice and easy, nice and easy.” When he does this, he looks like Erik Estrada.

The kids are hovering around Ms. Pac-Man. They are fighting over who gets to hold on to the joy stick. Frank is sitting with  his head on the table. He’s not being bossy anymore. He’s just holding his stomach with both of his hands. I collect everyone’s money. I count the quarters first, then the dimes, then the lonely nickel from behind the fridge, and finally the pennies. I recount it to double check but still we only have enough for exactly one slice of pepperoni. If we had thirty more cents we could have had two cheese slices. If we hadn’t taken the bus, we could have gotten one cheese and one pepperoni.

I smash my hair back into place. I borrow Frank’s comb. I fluff up my shirt to air it out and tie it in a knot above my belly button. I pinch my cheeks to make them have rosy apples like I’ve seen mom do. Finally, I take a deep breath before I approach.

I hear the man yell, “Shit! God, damn-it!” before I’ve reached the counter. Then he says, “Are ya gonna stand there all day or are ya gonna order?”

The coins are all sweaty inside my fist. I can smell the tinny stink of it. I nod.

“All right, then what’ll it be?”

I point to the pepperoni behind the glass.

“How many?”

I hold up a finger.

“One? How ‘bout your friends there?”

I shake my head no from side to side.

He says, “Not much of a talker huh?”

I’m holding my breath and then I say quick as I can, “Two please, if we can owe you.”

He’s looking at the TV. I bite my bottom lip and wait. It is only a commercial but he watches closely because there are two pretty women at the beach in red, white, and blue bikinis. Together they smile and say, “This Bud’s for you.” The game comes back on. He puts a pepperoni slice on a paper plate.  “There ya go, one-fifty,” he says. He sits back down with his eyes still glued to the screen.

I put the exact change on the counter beside the register. I wonder if the man didn’t hear me or if he was too embarrassed to say no. My shirt looks stupid and I yank it back down.

Sammie runs up and says, “Where’s my slice?”

Sophia says, “That’s mine.”

“Shut-up,” I say.

I leave so the man won’t be even more embarrassed for us. I pick the booth as far away from him as possible. We gather in the darkest corner of the room. It’s as if we’ve fallen in a well.

“But where’s mine?” says Sophia. Her bottom lip sticks out in a pout.

I give her the first bite so she won’t cry. We pass the slice around. Each one takes a bite and then watches as the next person takes their bite. We watch each other like tigers, or rats, or Viet Cong spies. We say to each other, “Don’t eat it all,” or “We’re skipping you next time,” or “Oink! Oink!”

The seven of us are bent over the one slice. Our elbows are on the table. There are five pieces of pepperoni so we divide them in half to make ten. There are three halves left and those go to the youngest. Our parents always tell us older siblings take care of younger siblings so Frank and I, and Dean and Marcel have to hold out. I see the spit bubble on the corners of Frank’s mouth. We are pigs at the trough, another secret to hide.

When we are done we stare at the white paper plate with the wet grease spots. Marcel picks up the paper plate and licks at the yellow-orange trickles of oil. He then puts the plate smack to his face and tries to suck out every last bit of it. We all understand that want. Not one of us makes fun of him for it, for cherishing that extra bit. We watch silently. It’s the first time we’ve been quiet all day.

We are perfectly still, so still that we are surprised when the man finds us and stands over our table. He has a big grin on his face but he says, “Hey kids, you know you’re not supposed to be here if you’re not eating or playing games.” In the dimness, his teeth look bright white. It reminds me of Little Red Riding Hood and the wolf before he eats the little girl. Then the man shrugs his shoulders and says, “Sorry guys, store policy.”

We pick up our towels and the orange arm floats and the sunglasses that Frank almost forgets. We’re scooting out when the man says, “Hey stop, what do you think you’re doing?”

I say, “You told us to leave, so we’re going!” After I say it I suck my lips into my mouth and look around at the others hoping he didn’t notice it was me.

He tells me, “I never told you to leave. I said you’re not supposed to be here.”

I’m sure the man’s just messing with us now. Frank’s eyes are wet. They shine big and then he juts his chin out at me. I swallow the lump in my throat and say, “Well, we don’t like it here anyway.”

The man says, “Hold on to your horses!”

Frank’s eyes widen and he says, “Come on, we better go.”

But the tears have gushed out and once I start I can’t stop. And I hear myself saying something about Buddha and America and how we don’t want to be Japanese Baptists, and how we’re going to do good in school and get good grades so we can “Go back to Vietnam.”

The man shakes his head in disappointment. He says, “You want to go back to where? What-cha-ma-call-it? Now what kind of thing is that to say on the Fourth of July? What da ya mean you don’t like it here? When you’re living in the home of the Giants, huh? Would you get food like this anywhere else?” His smile reaches his ears. From behind his back, he sweeps out  a big disk glistening with grease and cheese and pepperoni. He says, “How about you guys help me celebrate our whooping Padre butt today, huh?”

All the kids cheer and slide back in the booth. The man pulls up a chair and he sits in it backwards at the head of the table. Everyone is happy to claim their own slice but I’m too ashamed to eat. I put my head on the table and bury my face in my arms until the man taps my shoulder and puts a slice on my napkin. He says close to my ear, “Some day some lucky guy will tell you how cute you are when you get mad.” He winks at me. “Come on now, eat up ya little firecracker.”

We sit in a darkened booth on the Fourth of July. We eat pizza and listen to baseball. The man tells us how close the game was. He describes the last play. The way Chili Davis hit a double, and Max Venable stole second, and Jeff Ransom slid into home. He says how the stadium roared and everyone jumped out of their seats and the coach was so happy he cried. He says, “That can happen to you. Sometimes you’re so happy that you cry.” He says it straight at me. He loves baseball so much he makes it sound like a big amusement park, and calls it the Big Show with things like cracker jacks, and circus catches, goose eggs, and curtain calls. And even though we don’t get to see fireworks that night because our parents are too tired to take us out, in my sleep, I see balls like comets blazing across the night sky, and stars like lollipops shooting pop flies.






THE PUSSYCATS

It sounded like a purely capitalistic concept when her six-year-old explained it. “You bring something special into class and tell everyone about it.” In Vietnam, this was called bragging. In America, it was called Show and Tell. They had arrived in this country only six months ago and already her daughter was begging for things, and of all things, Sophia wanted a cat. The best Kim could offer was a movie called The Pussycats. It would be Sophia’s first ever outing to a movie theater and Kim hoped movie magic would cure her daughter’s meowing.

Although the movie outing was indulgent, she wanted to make it up to Sophia for missing their promised Fourth of July play date. Kim’s schedule consisted of ESL class in the mornings, Miss Marty’s beauty school in the afternoons, and weekend work at a beauty salon to earn extra cash. This was her first entire weekend off in two months.

She held Sophia’s hand as they walked at a brisk pace to the discounted matinee. The sun was out, her heart raced, and Kim felt alive, as if anything was possible on a day like this. When they passed a phone booth she thought, why not call him, poor guy’s probably home alone. Kim hopped in and dialed but the longer the rings grew, the more nervous she got. Every succeeding  ring became shriller than the one before. The blank spaces in between them were dark pockets to spin inside and cause to hold her breath.

She was unprepared for her foolishness. After all, they’d been friends for decades. She reminded herself that Bao was all alone in this country. She reminded herself that while she had the security of her entire extended family sharing a house with her, he was living in a rented room at the Y. Her rationale gave her the strength to hold on long enough to hear the receptionist say, “Sorry he’s out.”

Because of the delay, mother and daughter ran the last two blocks to the theater. Kim was disappointed by the look of the place when she arrived out of breath. She checked the newspaper clipping in her purse. She blinked and reread the address a second time. Kim had somehow imagined an American theater to be flashier, with gilt and bright lights, and glossy posters behind shiny glass. Before her was a nondescript brown box of a building. Behind a scratchy plastic panel, a frizzy-haired young man sat reading a paperback.

Kim approached, knocked, and made her hand like a peace sign. He nudged his glasses up the bridge of his nose, squinted and nodded, pushed out the money tray, and returned to his reading.

Inside the darkened theater, her daughter squeezed her hand and said, “I can’t see!” It made more peculiar the silence. As they made their way up the aisle she noticed that most moviegoers were sitting alone and at wide intervals. Something simply felt odd. The room smelled sanitized as if it had been doused with a large bucket of bleach. And when she finally took a seat, it was so scratchy it felt as if she were sitting on a pineapple, This final assault reminded Kim of all the ways big and small she kept on blundering in this country. Her once keen judgment seemed  constantly off-track. She was about to usher her daughter out when the projector lights flickered on. It illuminated Sophia’s black Mary-Janes which had been polished for this very occasion and shined against the glow of the screen. Sophia pointed and said as if already seduced, “Mama . . . it’s starting, look.”

On screen, half a dozen nurses all slim, young, and pretty, lined up in a row. They wore starched white dresses and little white caps. Their hair was pinned into buns. Their legs were in tan nylons. Each woman would twirl when a man passed by jotting notes. Their dainty feet were all in white round-toed heels. The man in the scene was middle aged and ordinary. He wore a pressed shirt that strained across his midsection. When he reached the end of the line, the girls gathered around the chart, put their hands to their mouths, and erupted into a tide of giggles. Kim fidgeted in her seat. She had always preferred Italian films. Her children were evidence. When counseled to give her children Western names to make their assimilation easier, Kim had renamed Sophia after Sophia Loren and Marcel for Marcello Mastroianni.

Despite her efforts to forge ahead with life, an act as benign as going to the movies made her miss her husband even more. Back in Sàigòn, Kim and Duc used to go to the movies every Friday night. They would get durian shakes and boiled peanuts and as soon as the lights went out, she’d rest her head on his shoulder, inhale his cinnamon smell, and give herself over to the fantasy of the film.

Her favorite American movie was Cat on a Hot Tin Roof. She remembered Elizabeth Taylor stunningly hissing for affection. Her favorite scene was when Elizabeth Taylor’s character said, “I’m not living with you! We occupy the same cage that’s all.” In that moment, Kim was so transfixed that she forgot all about the M&M’s in her hand. She smashed every single one of the  candied shells. Her husband teased her endlessly. She thought that was bad enough but then it got even worse.

Something about Liz Taylor’s performance was so thrilling that after seeing the movie, Kim wanted to cut her waist-length hair. She clipped a photo of the violet-eyed actress out of Ciné Monde. Over Duc’s favorite meal of clay pot catfish and seafood sweet and sour soup, she slid the picture beside his bowl. He eyed it flatly and continued slurping.

Finally, he said, “Uh-huh, the girl from that Tin House  movie.”

“Cat on a Hot Tin Roof, silly. But how about her hair? I want to get mine cut like that.” Kim rolled up her folds of blue-black hair and held it at the nape of her neck.

“I love you the way I married you,” he said. He took her hands and flattened his palms against hers, causing her hair to unroll down her back.

“But Duc . . .” she pulled her hair up again and smiled.

“No,” he said and excused himself from the table, fish unfinished.

Kim cleared the table, washed the dishes, broke a bowl.

The following week, she was shopping on Sàigòn’s fashionable Boulevard Bonard, when she found herself in front of the beauty salon. She stood at the window watching the scissors swim and glide through a lady’s hair. A man waved her in and said, “Don’t just stand there.” Once in the salon seat, the hairdresser gathered her hair as she had done for Duc and nudged her chin toward the mirror. He said, “Quelle jolie,” and whispered in her ear, “This cut will accentuate your already elongated neck. You’ll be a swan among mortals.”

Kim said, “But my husband will hate it.”

He said, “Then your husband’s a fool, darling.”

She sat vigilant, watching her tresses falling to the floor.  With each snip, she felt the stiffness in her shoulders loosening, the burden of heavy hair no longer straining her neck. She had worn it long since her school days. She could still feel the thick thumping of the braid against her back, skipping rope. She remembered how it would get in her way, scratch her eyes, cause her to trip up. She hated how the boys yanked at it. Later, she used the long layers as a shield, hid behind it when the boys grew into men and stared. On the red leather chair, Kim slowly began to admire the new cut. She liked the way it revealed the shape of her skull, its ability to capture her expressions with clarity, and most of all, how it forced her to be brave.

That evening, Kim felt shaky preparing dinner. She had the maid clean the house over and over. She put on Duc’s favorite traditional dress. When the brass doorknob rattled, she reached for the back of her bared neck. She greeted Duc at the door. He wore his ARVN officer’s uniform. She leaned in to hug him. He took a step back, hands to his side, and stared at her. She lunged to kiss him, but he turned, giving her only his strained jaw to look at. Under his breath he said, “You look like a whore,” and then tramped inside tracking red dirt on her polished floors.

“What’s wrong with you?” she screamed after him. “I’ve asked you to take your boots off in the house.”

From the bedroom he screamed back, “I guess neither of us listens.” He didn’t speak to her for two weeks. And for two weeks Kim forbade the maid from scrubbing those muddy footprints.

 

Inside the theater, Kim reached between her feet for the M&Ms inside her purse. She squeezed Sophia’s knee once she found the candy and held them out to her daughter. Sophia didn’t respond. Kim whispered, “Chocolate.” Sophia’s eyes stared straight ahead. Kim tapped her daughter’s hand. The little hands resisted,  clutching the armrests.

Puzzled, Kim turned to the screen and in larger than life techno-color got her response. Ample breasts and bare butts jiggled in her face. The nurses were completely nude, slithering about on the floor. They had wild manes and smoky eyes. Their rhinestone collars glittered around their necks like leashes. They were crawling around, licking each other, cat-like. Kim slapped her hands over her daughter’s eyes. The candy flew.

“Stop it, I can’t see. Let go.” Sophia tried to pry her mother’s hands loose. The camera panned up. Before her, the man stood naked, his penis fully erect. Kim gasped.

When they began to do what they did Kim was unable to look away, unable to move. When they began making noises, she was shaken from her paralysis. She didn’t have enough hands to cover the child’s ears too. She gathered their jackets and rushed her daughter out. Sophia cried, digging her heels into the bald carpet of the cinema floor. A bearded man in an aisle seat cringed at them. Outside, beneath sunlight, the girl’s neck was still craned toward the movie screen, fighting each step home. She didn’t want to leave her first ever outing to a movie. As they crossed the street, Kim heard a cat-call followed by a slow steady whistle. She thanked God, Buddha, and every Bodhisattva she could recall, that Bao hadn’t come too.

Back at the 22nd Avenue house, she realized that Bao wasn’t at his place because he was at hers. Kim stood in the middle of the living room and told her family, “I’ll never understand this country. I thought we came because it would make more sense here.” The women were watching TV on one end of the room and the men were drinking beer and roasting cuttlefish on the other.

Her son sat with his uncles. He was fidgeting with the mobile stove on the table and didn’t even look at her. She said, “Careful  you don’t burn yourself, love.” Marcel’s eyes didn’t lift. He was probably mad she hadn’t taken him along to the movies. Kim had insisted he go to the park with his uncles. She wanted him to run around and kick a ball. She wanted him to do boy things, all the things she couldn’t provide because his father was locked away in a prison in central Vietnam.

The men laughed so hard tears streamed down their reddened cheeks when she described The Pussycats. She realized then that they were already drunk. She played into it, told them about the naked women crawling around but left out the part about the man. This morsel she would save for the women, in the kitchen, over food. But first, she needed to stew it over so she could interpret her own gasp of disbelief and unwanted arousal. She hadn’t seen a man or more accurately a man’s in years.

Her older sister Huong asked, “How are we supposed to raise our children in a place like this?”

Her sister-in-law Trang asked, “How was a child permitted into this kind of establishment in the first place?”

The women sat in a row, crossed their arms, shook their heads and tssked their disapproval. From the other side of the room, her youngest brother Tri, who had lived in America the longest of them all said, “Don’t blame the business owner. It’s America, capitalism.”

Bao waved a slice of cuttlefish in his hand and said, “You get what you pay for, remember?” As if it were a stage, he joined her in the middle of the living room floor and said, “Pussycat in English is the same as Butterfly in Vietnamese.” He tossed the dried fish in his mouth. “She knew that!” He chomped on his food and bared his teeth to her. All her brothers laughed.

Kim said, “We have the same lesson plan at school and yet  somehow he’s an expert on these matters.” At this, the rest of the women roared too.

The only person who didn’t laugh was her oldest brother Lam who sat placid and sipped at his beer. He was the patriarch of the family and Bao was his best friend. Lam stated, “Little sister, Bao’s only offering advice of one who’s like an older brother to you.”

Lam’s wife said, “Ah, it just goes to show the Americans are much smarter than the Viet Cong, see? Here, the evil is masked cunningly.” Trang doubled over on the brown corduroy couch laughing at her own joke. She had to cross her arms to hold her breasts down. As a teen she had been all curves and hazel eyes. It landed her on billboards for Coca-Cola and they paid her with a lifetime’s supply. Lam explained his wife’s weight saying it was all the soda she drank during her modeling days. Nobody dared mention her fat French father and genetics playing a part.

Later when they were alone in the kitchen, Trang squeezed Kim’s hands in the pillows of her own and whispered, “I’m afraid my husband fears nothing, just kittens and butterflies leading to . . . birds and bees.”

In this house there were always secrets and alliances. There were the things everyone was supposed to know. For example, that Huong was an insomniac, so if she was sleeping, it meant tipped- toes for the entire house. And then there were the things one knew but pretended not to know, like big Trang’s mixed blood, or Lam’s volatile temper, or the fact that Huong and her husband no longer had sex. So if Viet is sleeping out in the hallway, don’t ask. But be careful you don’t trip over his body in the middle of the night on your way to the bathroom. This was what it meant to live with your extended family, an entire nuclear family to a room, in a three-bedroom house.

That night little Sophia fell asleep immediately, exhausted from her fits of crying. Marcel stayed quiet, withholding his affection, stubborn like his father. Kim changed as usual behind  a sheet dotted with faded blue cornflowers, hung in the corner of the room. “If you’re nice, I’ll read you Father’s letter,” she said. She raised her arms, quickly pulling her pajama top over her head. Kim couldn’t stop thinking about the women on the big screen. She longed for their abandon, the way they had stretched and curled with nothing on except for those rhinestone collars with the little heart shaped name-tags dangling from their necks like jewels.

Kim asked Marcel to scoot his younger sister to the far side of their bed. She reached into the bedside drawer and pulled out the familiar grainy envelope, marked par avion. She received Duc’s letters with pure relief. These thin sheets and tight scrawls were the only proof that her husband was still alive.

Duc’s first words, I love you. I miss you. Prison teaches you this, to not waste time. The best comes first, don’t save anything for last. Kim whispered her husband’s words into her son’s ear. Marcel closed his eyes and pulled the blanket to his chin. His father said, get good grades, listen to your mother, take care of your sister. She told him that his father was proud of him. She left out the lines from a husband to a wife that said I miss your smooth skin and your soft touch . . . . I do not think I will ever be released from the fate of this grave site . . . . I want my son to grow up with a father. You must move on. Remarry . . . . You have always been and will always be the great love of my life.

She covered her face with the letter, trying to gather Duc’s scent. She had read it at least ten times since its arrival. But the last line destroyed her each time. You have always been and will always be . . . . It wasn’t the voice of the hot-tempered, hard-headed man she knew. Only a defeated man would give up his woman. She felt her eyes welling up and quickly wiped it away.

Marcel asked, “Are you sad, Mama?”

She put her pointing finger over her lips and then tip-toed  down the hallway. She feared waking her brother and sister-in-law and their three sons until she remembered that the boys were spending the night with their “cool uncle Tri” and felt a pang of guilt for not having encouraged Marcel to go along too. Here she was reading him love letters, crying, and turning him into a mama’s boy instead.

At the end of the corridor, Kim saw the couple’s door slightly ajar. She reached to shut it, unprepared for the silhouette of Trang’s torso against the starkness of the full moon. Trang straddled Lam, allowing him to support her tremendous mass. The bun her sister-in-law wore by day now cascaded free and flowing down her back. Kim didn’t want to watch, but her feet were anchored, and the motion was intoxicating. They thrashed and swayed, and it appeared to her like a visual symphony. The momentum increased until it became an urgent rhythmic staccato and then the headboard pounded into the wall, a final crescendo. She heard Lam saying, “Quiet,” trying to restrain his wife’s reckless cries.

In the bathroom, Kim broke down and cried, resenting what she had witnessed, this flaunting of what fate and destiny had taken from her. She reread Duc’s letter again. I miss your smooth skin and soft touch. A man always missed the warmth and softness of a woman. She yearned for the opposite, for his firmness, the rigid angles, the span of his back that stretched like endless steppes and the emerald fields of home.

Kim had been a virgin on her wedding night. As the baby girl of the family, she received a lot of frantically whispered advice. Lan, her oldest sister, (the one who insisted in staying in Vietnam) had told her to lie still. If she wiggled too much, her husband might not believe she was a virgin. Huong, her middle sister, the aspiring actress, told her to wiggle a little, and sigh, sounds were sexy. They went on about things being too big or  too tight, or small and dry, not to mention the pain. When her new husband climbed on top of her, Kim was confused, unclear if she should lay stiff as a board or pounce around. Before he had even entered her, she began making noises. After nine long months of anticipation, Duc flopped on his back and said to the ceiling, “Please tell me this is a joke, God.” Kim confessed, revealing her sisters’ secrets. Together they laughed, picturing Lan lying like a sack of potatoes and Huong wiggling around like a fish. Kim didn’t mind not consummating her marriage on her wedding night because her young husband caressed her, kissed her in places that had never known the lushness of a kiss, gave her new secrets all for herself.

For their honeymoon, they picked the Da Lat countryside for its scenic waterfalls and oceans of wildflowers. On the first day, caught in a shower, they ran for cover and happened onto a hidden grove of trees, a black-green canopy of pines. Kim was drenched, and Duc said, matter-of-factly, looking at her in her traditional white tunic, “I love your dark nipples.” Against the trunk of a grand old pine, standing up, her husband made love to her for the first time. She held her palms flat against the cracked bark. Big great drops splattered on top of her head, the leaves clapped the applause of an audience a stadium away, and the winds howled feverish approval. Kim felt more alive than she’d ever felt and yet vulnerable, animal-like. Their lovemaking was as natural as breathing or sleeping. It imitated hunger. She promised herself, on the spot, that she would never belong to anyone else.

As Kim rocked in place on the toilet seat, she had to stuff away her thoughts of Bao. Looking around the bathroom, she noticed the mildewed tiles and the crooked floor, the splintered wood and the loose doors, she saw how slippery everything had become in her life. With this realization, she forgave her  brother and sister-in-law. In this crowded old house, a slammed drawer or a loud laugh, a soft breeze, or a bit of gossip, just about anything could crack open, revealing even the slightest of indiscretions.

Mornings had to be tightly orchestrated on 22nd Ave. There were twelve people and only one bathroom between them all. Kim told the children “Brush your teeth so your teachers know you’re not the children of peasants.” She said, “Skip the shower but at least wet your hair down so you don’t look like a refugee.” She dried their hair but had no time to dry her own.

Kim arrived to her English as a Second Language class looking like a wet stray. Bao saved a desk for her and lifted the books beside him. When she sat down, he clawed at his desktop and smirked. It reminded her even more of his reputation as a tom-cat before he married. In Sàigòn, he’d strut around the city with a camera dangling from his neck. Once when she was a teenager, she let Bao watch her reading beneath a lemon blossom in their courtyard. It was fragrant springtime, and the pollen made her brave. She lay on her side propped up on an elbow and smiled at him every couple of pages. He approached, asking her to pose. She allowed him one quick snap before she ran away because she was young, scared, and swollen by the thought of him even then.

A decade later, he was the only man in her life who wasn’t family.

They’d gotten into the habit of going for coffee at the Dunkin’ Donuts after class. Outside, it began to rain. Bao lit his cigarette and smoked it with relish. Over steaming cups he said, “Careful you don’t get sick, going outside when your hair is still wet.”

Kim shook her head, allowing the damp ends to splay out against her face. She said, “I’ll use the blow dryer when I get to  beauty school,” when he reached across the table with fingertips stained from nicotine and without a hint of self-consciousness, brushed the hair from her cheek.

They sat nestled inside their booth watching the passersbys outside in trench coats and newspaper hats. Kim said, “I can’t believe Sophia and I walked to the movies just yesterday.” She blushed immediately regretting the mention of those Pussycats  again.

“My sons would play in the rain naked and roll around in the mud. It made my wife crazy,” he said.

“It would have made me crazy, too. I hate mud in the house,” she said thinking back to Duc and his muddy footprints.

She watched Bao put out his cigarette and tuck the remaining stub back in its box. “I miss home,” he said. “American rain is ugly, gray, too much like that war.”

“Have you heard yet?” she asked. “Have you gotten any news?”

He wrestled with his hands and then slid the cigarette box across the table with a flicker of disgust. He looked out at the rain and said, “I should have waited for them.”

Kim placed both palms against the table’s edge and stopped the box as if she were a goalie. “You had no choice,” she said.

“No,” he said, “I could have stayed, but I chose to leave.”

“They were locking up American sympathizers. Who would you help locked up? Would you help your wife the way Duc is helping me?” Her hands trembled with her jolt of fury. Her voice was full of strain. Everyone knew that once he turned his camera from snapping pretty girls to documenting the decimated villages and then the war crimes, Bao’s life was at risk. She wanted to tell him that he was being stupid, irrational. But her reflection in the window revealed to her the disgraceful transparency of a schoolgirl. Instead, she shut up. She slid out a  cigarette and lit up.

They said nothing, sitting in silence for what seemed like a long while, until Bao finally spoke. “What happened with Sophia yesterday, at least you got that. It made me realize that my boys will probably be men by the time I see them. I have to become a citizen before I can be a sponsor. Did you know that? Who knows how long that’ll take?” After six months, alone in a new country, Bao told Kim that he finally understood the depths of loneliness, its tendency to weaken the mind. “That’s why widows and prisoners are permanently changed,” he said.

Kim stroked the backside of his hand only once. She wondered which was worse. To be stuck in Vietnam while you knew your husband was free? Or to be free while your husband was imprisoned?

After an entire afternoon of beauty school and inhaling nail polish remover at Miss Marty’s Hair Academy and Esthetic Institute, Kim returned home to the smells of sautéed onions and fried fish. Inside the cluttered kitchen Trang stood over a cutting board with her head bent low. Without looking up she lifted her knife and pointed toward the window. “Playing,” she said. “It’s a good day. No fights and no crying.” She leaned in with her great weight and halved an onion. “Tri’s bringing the boys back and he’ll be bringing some friends over too. He wants to introduce us to Monday Night Football. ‘An American tradition, ’ he said. ‘Just potato chips,’ he said. But my husband said it’s dishonorable to have people over with no food to offer.”

Kim rolled up her sleeves. When Huong came home she joined in too. When her youngest brother Tri arrived with his friends, they wowed at all the food. “Four variations of fish sauces to choose from alone?” The single men said they hadn’t seen anything like it since they left their moms and sisters back in Vietnam.

Tri pulled Kim aside and said, “I told you guys just chips and dip.”

“I don’t even know what dip is,” she said.

“Sauce from a can,” he sighed.

Often it seemed that her own brother was an alien to her. Although there was only a three-year age difference between them, it was clear that his years in America had changed him. As the baby boy of the family, Tri was sent to America to get a Western education so that he could return with an American degree and be a sure bet for Vietnamese Parliament. Her parents would have never guessed when they sent him away that the American War would end with a Communist victory, that they would never see their youngest son again. However, it was Tri’s U.S. residency that allowed him to sponsor them from the refugee camp. Otherwise, they likely would have ended up in Australia, or Germany, or France, since America was top on everyone’s wish list.

Tri asked, “Who else is coming with all this?” He reached for his wallet. “You guys can’t afford this.”

She said, “It’s okay, you’ve given us enough,” and pushed his money away.

Kim dragged him to the ancestral shrine where framed portraits of their deceased parents sat beside a platter of fruit and some burning incense. “Look,” she said, “I prayed for your team to win.”

Tri said, “It’s kind of you Sis, but you should save your prayers for the big games. This isn’t the Super Bowl. It’s not even the Play-Offs.” He flapped at the collar of his red number sixteen jersey. “It’s hot. I need a beer.”

Just as the game began, Bao and Lam arrived. From the kitchen, Kim watched him shaking hands and greeting her siblings. As soon as he turned, she shrank behind the swinging door  and stayed in the kitchen with the women and kids. Sophia hung on Kim’s thigh meowing for food. Kim shushed her and said, “Stop that. You’ll starve in this world if you don’t speak properly.”

The men in the living room were getting rowdier with each beer. When Kim peeked out, Bao caught her and waved her out.

The men progressed from beer to cognac. The women slowly inched into the circle. They passed the few remaining beer cans around. They made an excuse of it, saying, “We don’t want to waste anything.”

The 49ers were ahead. The men jumped out of their seats cheering. On the screen, a man on the red team caught a ball thrown from a great distance. He leapt straight up into the air and with the very tips of his fingers barely grasped the edge of the ball until he cradled it in his arms and protected it against his belly. Afterward, he flung it into the ground. The other team members hugged him and some were so happy they even patted his bottom. He was a big bear of a man and everyone agreed he was the best athlete on the team.

But Tri said, “Dwight Clark? No way, the best is right here baby,” pointing to the name Montana stretched across his back and then doing a stomp and clap before shaking his butt. All the kids giggled.

Bao said, “Try some,” and handed his cognac to Kim. She acquiesced when the women egged her on. She liked how relaxed she felt after only two sips. Lam was rip-roaring drunk and didn’t object. He was busy strumming his guitar and singing pop songs from the old country for the kids. Marcel sat on the floor, resting his hands in his lap, mesmerized. Sophia pulled at her brother’s shirttail, needy for his attention. When this didn’t work, she meowed in his ear.

Bao turned to Kim and asked, “Is there food left?”

They went to the kitchen and Kim offered to make him a plate. She gave him a scoop of rice topped with chicken curry, pan-fried noodles, shrimp salad, and spring rolls. She wanted to give him everything, all the good stuff.

Bao gestured to the freshly sliced peppers placed at the corner beside the basil. “That’s something my wife did.” He was looking at her as if he wanted to say something more, when Kim was certain there was nothing more, that there could not be.

“Duc liked spicy food, too,” she said. She felt the alcohol simmering inside and feared she had had too much.

“Any word on his release?”

Kim ran cold water from the faucet and distracted herself by preparing tea. She found the kettle almost too heavy to bear. She had become a weaker woman than she used to be. She stood on her toes reaching for the cups in the cupboards overhead. Bao grabbed them for her and stood behind her so close the tips of his shoes tapped her heels. Her hands shook when he handed her the delicate cups. She thanked him without meeting his eyes.

The kids were running down the hall. She heard their little footsteps echoing on the old floorboards. Marcel shouted, “Stop it or I’ll tell!” Kim froze, momentarily believing her seven-year-old son could see through walls, had seen through her.

When she lifted her face to Bao’s she hoped it was composed, expressionless, withholding. She suspected she had failed because her lips were trembling. He sat next to her, closer than usual inside the arm of the breakfast nook. They were lit beneath a naked dangling bulb. Kim cracked open the window and rested her head against the windowpane. Her nieces Elle and Michelle were outside gossiping. Frenzied chatter rushed in with the fog. One of them uttered an American boy’s name, something like Tyler or Kyle and then both girls fell into a gaggle  of a giggling fit.

Bao blew out a defeated half-chuckle and said, “Me and you, we’re the same. We’re almost living, but not quite.”

“We’re living. My children don’t want for anything.”

“I’m talking me and you.” He squeezed her hand beneath the table. “I wish things were different,” he said. She settled her gaze into Bao’s red-veined eyes and wondered if he too slept with a pillow cradled between his legs, lost sleep because he cried at midnight, woke up before dawn grabbing for a warm body that wasn’t there.

Kim was scared but continued holding Bao’s hand. He interlaced his fingers between hers, pushing deep so that the dips and grooves of bone and flesh became a solid fist. With his other hand, he reached over and touched the nape of her neck with cautious fingertips. He swallowed hard and she watched his Adam’s apple rise and fall. “I like your hair short. Brings out your face,” he said. “I’m glad to see it’s not wet anymore.” He inched in with cognac and cigarettes on his breath.

Kim let him kiss her shoulder, while she watched the door. She let his lips graze her neck, while she studied for shadows under the slit of it. She let him place his hand on her thigh as she listened for approaching footsteps. She thought she could smell her own fear. She thought her heart would burst. And yet she couldn’t help but smell his scent, couldn’t help imagining how his mouth would feel opening upon her. Her husband had said move on, but would he forgive her? Or would she live with a lifetime of footprints stamped on her back?

Kim understood desire in its true form as a thirst, as a yearning so deep, it meant risking tragic consequences for the promise of only one sip.

Bao asked, “Can we go somewhere?”

But where? She pictured her and Bao in the cluttered hallway  closet the kids called the phone booth, panting and grasping between the interview clothes, reaching for an arm to discover a broom handle, squirming between winter jackets and cardboard boxes. From this nook in the kitchen, in the central room of a shared house, Kim heard her sisters in the living room asking the men if they were finished with their food. She heard her brothers grumble and sigh. There was the clatter and ding of plates being stacked one on top of the other.

Bao said, “Please, anywhere,” and this time it was his lips that trembled. He squeezed her hand even harder, not letting go, leaning in closer, waiting for her reply. She could feel his warmth radiant on the tips of her lashes.

The kettle began to cry but they ignored it. Kim wanted to give herself over. She wanted to be like The Pussycats, arched back and easy abandonment. She wet her lips and waited. Bao’s mouth had barely skimmed hers when the boom of her oldest brother’s voice jolted her backward. From the other room, Lam shouted something incomprehensible, although she guessed it to be the punch line of a joke when a huge wave of laughter spilled into the kitchen. The tide of laughter peaked and crested, crashing to the shattering of breaking glass, followed by her daughter’s wail, screeching louder than the crying kettle. These decibels of life coalesced layer by layer, until the pressure of so much wanting under one roof finally swept the kitchen door wide open.

Sophia ran through and hopped into her mother’s lap. She cried about the glass she’d accidentally dropped and broken. Kim comforted her by smoothing down her hair. As was Sophia’s new habit, she meowed to show her gratitude. But this time, Kim didn’t scold her. She continued petting the sleek black hair. Beneath her hand, her daughter purred.
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