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mother in my father’s arms. No one ever explained what was

ening. I knew she was trying to give him sons.
hapP mother was a beautiful woman, although I do not remem-

My
per when
and pale:

infrequent Sm1

of my

I came to know this. All the miscarriages made her thin
She had smooth skin and black hair, brown eyes, and an
le that revealed slightly overlapped teeth. She liked
1o dress well—in the camp she did as best she could in the poverty
that we lived in. Her long hair was usually pulled back cleanly
from her face. Her colorful Thai sarongs were secured around her
gmall waist with a metal belt bought from the camp market. She
wore slip-on plastic shoes with small heels. She washed with
green Parrot s02p that smelled like Irish Spring with lots of flow-
ers. But I have no memories of my mother smiling in Ban Vinai
Refugee Camp—only of the gentle way she took care of Dawb
and me.

While my mother took care of my father’s daughters and tried
to give him sons, he had nightmares about a life with only Dawb
and me. One night, I woke up suddenly. In the dark, I felt for the
warmth of my mother. The blanket was warm but she was not
there. When my eyes adjusted, I made out the shapes of my
mother and father at the foot of the platform we used for a bed.
There was moonlight coming through the slits in the bamboo
walls. I could hear sounds coming from my father, filling the
room. His breathing was fast, as if he was gulping for air. Broken
noises, deep like his voice, but without the same control. It is my
first memory of knowing that fathers cry.

: “Bee, what is wrong? A bad dream? Shhhhhh. The children
will hear you, They will be scared.”

.Forced silence. A breath escaped and then another. He tried to
Whlsper? but his voice was too rough. “It is many years from now.
w:;r: ;In Almt.rica. The girls are grown and married. You and I—

one. First, you died. I did not live long without you. One
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day, I died in a silent house. There Was nowhere
waiting for me. We wandered around, yoy anq L .wou Werg
big American cities with loud cars and bright ligh¢, Ou keg in
walked in lonely circles. How would We ever get bycl % thsplfnts
of Laos, the land of the ancestors>” € hiljg
His voice, exhausted, tried to find steadiness in the p;
have no memories of my mother’s response, Perhaps she said nog,.
ing. What could she have said? Hmong tradition dictated that only
a son could find the guides who would lead the SPirits of ps
mother or father to the land of the ancestors. I blinked at the dark,

ght aj; 1

and I made my body very still. I was too young to understand ¢,
idea of my mother and father dying. But I loved them enough t,
feel their fear. I liked being a girl. I could not become a boy.

I do not know who first told my father to marry another wife,
Grandma had always felt bad that she was poor and did not haye
the money to Pay my mother’s bride price in the Jungle of Laos
during the war. She was sorry that her youngest son had had to
borrow from his older brothers in order to marry. In Thailand,
Grandma saved money from her noodle stand and her sale of
herbs and medicines; she was determined to pay the second time—
anything so that one day, when she was gone, and when he was an
old man, my father would not cry because he had no sons. To her,
the fact that my father had never known his father was already an
incredible sadness that her love, no matter how much, could never
make up for. Together, my grandma and my uncles pushed my
father toward other women in the camp. It was not uncommon.
No one would say he was a bad man. No one questioned the fact
that he loved my mother or his girls. It was necessary, my father’s
family said. In Thailand, my father tried to fall in love again.

He never told my mother where he was taking me; it would
have made her angry. My mother was not a woman to share the
love of a man. My father told my mother not to try to have sons
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On the days that she knelt by the side of the dirt road,
dust, selling bunches of green onion and cilantro that
in a little plot of land behind the toilets, the rice cakes

ﬂnymore.
” overed in
ghe planted
that she WO
dn while
healthy,
on the other side of the camp.

her is not a stupid woman. She knew every article of

ke up at dawn to steam on the black iron of our fire
she tried to find the money to keep her two daugh-

ol my father took me on a borrowed motorcycle to see
e
the women

My mot
his clothing,
pants, the clothes that were left in a neat pile for her to wash every
day. Before setting out, he would wet his plastic comb in the jar of
water by the side of the door, water that he carried from the well
in two buckets tied on either end on a bamboo pole every evening,
and brush my hair to the side of my face. He brushed my hair, let
the fine plastic of the bamboo comb sift through my hair just as
he had brushed his own. His hands were not gentle. Tears came

what he wore each day, the good shirt and the good

to my €yes.
The women he visited always seemed to me to be too big and

to0 loud. They laughed too hard. They gushed over me, and they
said, “She is so beautiful. If we marry, will our children be as beau-
Gfal?” T hated that the most. They were not my mother. They
could never have children like me. They could all marry my father,
have hundreds of sons, and the sons would be too big and too loud
and laugh too hard and gush too much, and they could never be
like me. I sat in his lap and I looked at the women sitting around
in groups with their embroidery in their Japs. 1 would twist
around in his arms, turn my head up and look at my father. He
would smile at me and hold my hands in his, reassuring me that
we would go home soon. I would blow air into my cheeks, make
my eyes round, and pull at my ears with my hands. I made faces
3t my father, The women all laughed in chorus. The faces were
not for them, If my mother had been there, she would not have
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smiled; she would have said: “Do not do that. Yoy look
naughty little monkey. Be a good girl.” Her brows oty tke
pushed together, and she would look like a headache Waig COmlave

People knew that my father was a married map, The}, k:]n '
that I was his youngest daughter. Maybe they eyen, kney t}:::
Dawb was in school and that that was why she did not 80 see the
women with my father. Still, there were few men in the camp
because two-thirds of the Hmong men had died ip the war anq
the years after it. Some of the women were orphans looking £,
love and a sense of belonging. My father was a handsome man,
He was not thin like many of the men in the camp; he had broaq
shoulders and strong bones in his face. He had high cheekbones,
a set of fine, white teeth that he showed frequently, a prominent
jaw, and dark, well-curved eyebrows. His eyes tilted a little at the
corners. He had a head of coarse black hajr that he parted to the
side with water, but when the water dried, it sprung up, away from
his face. His voice was admired by many for its evenness, its
depth, and its strength. He sang the traditional song poetry well.
He was young, and it didn’t matter that he already had a wife and
two girls—the lonely women in the camp were still willing to
become his second wife.

Only he was not looking seriously. Each time he went to see
the women, he took me along and I made monkey faces at him
and he would laugh down at me, not at the women. He would
come home to my mother and carry the water from the well and
sit on the patio thinking. He never made up his heart to marry
another woman or to fall in love again. Still, he wag very worried
about not having any sons. My mother was, too, She said she
would leave him if he married another. She told him that during
their separation in the jungle, she had learned how much she
missed him, but she had also learned how to survive without him.
She told him that if he took a second wife, she would not die, that
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stood his need for sons, she hoped he would

he under ;
Jerstand her reason for leaving.
5 I knew that they loved each other. I knew that they loved us. And

ndered if together, quietly, late at night, when everyone was
they dreamed together of having sons. I hoped that if they
did, they would also look at Dawb and me sleeping and feel happy
tha; they had us, t00- We were good girls. I always tried to be.

I come from a family that believes profoundly in the strength
qumbers. The adults talked about how they had survived the
ecause there were so many of them; there were

whilc S

yeb Iwo

dleeping

of
war in Laos only b
seven brothers who could help each other. They said that during

the saddest times in a life, when the meaning of staying alive is all
confused, the only way to survive is to hold on to each other. The
only way to get through life is to have a big team on your side. The
strongest thing that can hold people together is blood. They were
all my grandma's children and they believed the same thing she
did: the more of them there were, the stronger their hold on life—
the more sons, the stronger their hold to the earth.

There were only four of us in Thailand, and that was sad for
the adults. We have pictures from that time, a few with my sister
and me standing in between my mother and father. Some with my
father kneeling close to the ground, his arms around his girls, with
my mother standing behind him, her hands on his shoulders. We
do not smile in the photographs. The faces of my sister and I show
serious regard for the camera. There is one photograph where I am
standing in front of my parents with a stick in my hand, my head
tilted to the side, and my tongue is sticking out between small lips.
My favorite photos are the ones where we are in the trees, my
father and Dawb or, best of all, my father and me. It was his idea.
I don't remember how he got us up so high into the branches of
th‘.“' trees, especially with his slippery dress shoes on. I remember
being in his arms, at the very tops of the trees, the leaves only to
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my chest, looking down, my arms around his neck, a sma| Knot of
ne};vousness in my stomach, a giant welling of happiness 4 the
great height from which I could look at the world. He always sgig.

“Your father is holding you up to see the world.”

My mother stood below with the camera (always borrowed),
worried, calling for us to get down quickly. Maybe she was wor-
ried because there were only four of us, and so to lose even one
would be too much. To me, four was a fine number, enough to fill
up a whole photograph, a moment, a life,

The life we shared changed fundamenta.]ly in 1987, We were
leaving Thailand. It was something that my grandmother and I
did not understand then. Grandma only knew that she loved her
children and that her youngest son was going to leaye £, America
with her two granddaughters. All T knew wag that T wag leaving
my grandmother crying.

We were on the orange bus. Dawb looked around the byg ap
her face did not smile or frown. She told me that she Was trying
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or everything. She said that we would be all right in
. hecause We had my mother and father to take care of us.
nd tried to remember, too. My father worried his
his lap. My mother looked at the people, and she
d at the road out of Ban Vinai Refugee Camp.
nd uncles knew that the Hmong people from
Jeave Thailand eventually. They had all regis-
J to leave the camp for America. My family was one of the
teri in our larger family. The adults knew that their hearts may
irisss Laos but their children had futures across the ocean.
Grandma would come to America with Uncle Hue and his fam-
ily. But on the day of our departure, she did not believe that she

ghumbs i
loode ahea
AH my aunts a

Laos would have to

would ever see us again.
People were crying all around me. I sat very still on the sticky

«eat of the big orange bus. Grown-ups pushed themselves tight
against the open windows, trying to reach down, to hold the
hands of friends and family. Sounds of sniffling came from the
men who tried to sit or stand tall.

Before my father lifted me onto the bus, my grandma had
smoothed my hair away from my face with both hands; she had
ruffled my bangs, and said, “Little one, you are going far away
from Grandma.”

She looked down at me and she swallowed a few times.
Perhaps there were words that she wanted to say but could not.

She took a deep breath, “Be good and listen to your mother
and father.”

In a voice that tried to be strong, she said, “Grandma has
?Sked all the spirits of the land to protect you. Do not be scared
in the new Jand.”
facj;f:;:r:tr;amed in wet lines down the wrinkled skin of her
. knowilj ¢ turned away. I looked at her earlobes, the broken

& I wouldn't remember which side it was on. I saw
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her bottom lip trembling. Her one tooth Was visible, | bie o
bottom lip so that it would hold strong. y

On the bus, I sat looking at the people shifting aroung g,
seats and the aisles, jostling each other to get to the open i,
dows. The voices rose in sing-song motion,

A woman cried out, “Mother, we part here. If we do not haye
the good fortune of meeting again in this life, T will be Your
daughter again in the next life.”

A cacophony of words, of partings without the one word:
good-bye.

Instead, they said: “We will meet again. We will meet again,
We will meet again, if not in this life, then surely the next.”

I could tell my father was agitated because his thumbs were
moving on one another in his lap. My mother was calm, Her hair
was clipped back from her face. She was looking ahead, ready for
the trip to America to begin.

The engine of the bus gurgled into life. The cries of the men
and women rose around me. My mother reached her hand out the
window to an aunt.

My father said, “We will meet each other again, Mother.”

I sat silently, my legs dangling off the ground. We were all
wearing our best clothes. I had on my pale yellow pants with the
creases down the center of each leg. My white shirt had puffy
sleeves and small pink flowers on the front; there wag a string that
tied in the back. In my lap, T held my white and pink hat with yel-
low flowers. T felt the stiff lace around the brim of the hat with my
fingers. When the bus started to move, heat erupted inside of me,
but there were no tears,

90 KAO KALIA vyaNGc





image8.jpg
CHAPTER 6

pHANAT NIKHOM TRANSITION CAMP
TO AMERICA®

The rice paddies stretched away on both sides of the
% orange bus, fields of green met the blue sky, thin lines of
sk eycalyptus trees divided the paddies, thatched-roof field
houses stood on stilts in the far distance. The entire journey felt
like I was looking at a television screen (I had seen one at the one-
baht moviehouses: a big room with a dirt floor and a Tv propped
up in the front). The scenes outside the windows did not look real
to me: the houses looked like little dollhouses waiting for little
doll farmers; the grass looked like plastic grass waiting for plastic
gray buffalos, and the children looked like little toy children walk-
ing behind toy adults. I held up my index finger and I could block
out a whole human being. This bus ride is my first memory of not
belonging to Thailand.

Through the window, I could see the breeze in the waving of
the young rice stalks, whole fields shimmering in synchronized
fotions. The people in the bus were talking in whispers or else
:ztlinli silently looking out the windows. Some of the people were
i ;i)use the}.’ had never been in a car before. I was not sick; I

Usy trying to remember the feeling of being in a car for

* Th
€ €Amp was known formally as Phanat Nikhom Processing Center.
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the first time. I thought it was like flying. My right hand, Wit
my realizing, waved to the stalks of green rice, | waved and ,

“Are you saying good-bye?” my father asked.

I shook my head. I knew that I would always remempe, the
green rice paddies of Thailand waving, waiting like 5 Movie ¢y,
side the orange bus, with the sticky plastic seat hot againgt my
dangling legs.

I'thought we were going to America. I did not know that we Were
headed to Phanat Nikhom Transition Camp to America, My mep,-
ories from the time in Phanat Nikhom are ones of 2 time of prepara-
tion. The Hmong had been like the land, fertile and green, Waiting
for new growth. Because we were an old people, our lands had grown
wild. In this camp, our big trees would be cut down, our large stones
thrown out, and new seeds would be planted. The Hmong people

hOut
HVed_

the orange bus and the footsteps of people scrambling for their
belongings. The air felt thick. A barbed wire fence surrounded us.
On the other side of the fence there was 3 small dirt road, and
then banana trees beyond that; very far away in the distance there
were big mountains that looked gray and green. We were on 4
road leading to America, and then We were in a place surrounded
by a high fence that was as sharp as knives. The heat seemeq to

come from everywhere at once: the dimming sky, the rectangular
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came from the moon and which came from the Woode
standing tall over us. There were noises: a baby cried, 5 SOUI; ;O.ks
cars speeding by, the buzz of lonely night creatures, | tried ¢, ke
where the things that reached us came from, by ;¢ was ng gzess
because it was difficult to tell exactly how far the things thyy fe afh::
us had traveled. The cotton walls that hung between the famﬂies
billowed in the night, the sound of wind colliding with cloth. T trieg
to match my breathing to the sound so that | could breathe like the
wind. I tried and tried but could not hold my breath fo, 10ng
enough. The hard cement floor was cold, and although My mothe,
had spread our plastic mat and covered it with a thip blanket, |
turned from one side to the other looking for sleep.

Everything was uncomfortable. Dawb and I slept in the mid-
dle between my mother and father. Was my father asleep? |
wanted him to tell me 3 Story—perhaps the one about the brother
and sister who were mean to their mother so she turned into a
frog and jumped into the river and swam to the land of the drag-
ons, leaving them lonely and regretful and wishing for fins so that
they might follow after her. I nudged him on the shoulder.

“Father, Father. Are you sleeping?”

He mumbled in his sleep. Everybody was tired from the trip
on the orange bus, I promised myself that one night I would be
the first in my family to fall asleep.

I'woke up in a gray dawn, my body calling me to conscious-
ness before I was ready, before the sun’s full ascent into the morn-
ing sky, because I was in a new place. I had never slept in a new
place; every day before I had awakened next to my mother and
father o, if they were awake already, Dawb, in our bamboo plat-
form bed in our sleeping room in Ban Vinaj Refugee Camp. I
opened my eyes to find my father was already up. I went to the
empty doorway and looked for him. The night before I had po¢
noticed the doorway directly opposite ours. I had not realizeq how

|
F
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on dld in
he pencil. I gave them
to Dawb to ca
rry for me.

school. I was still sleepy. I did not
want to

hat a pCfS

the pook or t
asn’t far from the place wh

ere we slept; it |

; it looked

W

carty
ur school W
gt dy Jike the building we lived in.
[ did not n Phanat Nikhom. Inside the o
ne-room

ing there were
room.
Jed Dawb to watch out for me. She w d

L as goo at

school despite the fact that she had been sick and
Jlower in casual talking. Although Dawb was aa"y had bscom s
ear and ni
I was, and one of her legs was shortcr':ns
n

months older than
weaker than the other, and she walked wi
) tha small lim
p—she had

always taken care of me.

like school 1
puild rows of wooden benches. A
the front of the es. A blackboard was in

ood and remin

At the d
oor, my mother instructed us to b
e
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I remember one time in Ban Vinai when there was g b .
Orn[,le
C, We

storm, and though we were not supposed to be outsid
We were alone and had to cross the open sewer ¢, get
house. I remember falling into the water from the Slippery

€re,
to our

r0ck ifl
the middle. I regained my feet, waist deep in water, and sty T

cry. Not because of the wind and the rain and the water (I [oyeq
all three) but because I was scared and my red sandals were ryp.

and I pulled and she pushed, and finally we got her up beside me
on a bench that was clearly not made for our short legs. We dan-
gled our feet side by side in the air. I kicked mine to see if it would
reach the bench in front of ours, She stopped me with her hands.

“You can'’t be 2 kid like that in school,” she said,

I looked around the room to see other refugee children just
like us. We were all different sizes. There were some who had
never been to school like me and were my height and others who
had been to school for longer than even Dawb ang were much
taller than her. Everyone was mostly skinny, When the Phai
teacher came in and smiled and started talking, T fe]] asleep,
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The teacher could not keep me awake. Dawb nudged my
h

when I star
Shouji,erbrcathm g would slow down, and I would be asleep again.
but M

When school was out, Dawb and I walked home together. She

4 my mother and father about my long nap.
to That night, mY mother tried to get me to go to sleep earlier.

She boiled W
ParCIltS we

ted leaning on her arm. I tried to stay awake,

ater for my bath so that I would get tired. I knew that

my re worried that I would not do well in school in
America iflc
herbs did not work. I listened to my family talking and then

falling asleep, my €yes wide awake.

Every night I lay on the floor and I watched the cloth walls bil-
low in and out. After a week or two, the teacher felt that I was not
ready for school. She talked to my parents, and they agreed to send
me to the daycare center with the babies and other children younger
than me. A few of my older cousins served as helpers there. They
bathed us in large cement tubs and then told us it was playtime or
naptime. I hated naptime. I could not go to sleep no matter how
hard I tried. I stared at the ceiling while the other children slept.

I wanted to be back in Ban Vinai Refugee Camp where the
people I loved could tell me stories. I wished Grandma was with
us so she could take care of me. I did not want to attend a child
care center for babies. I told one of my older cousins how sad I
was. [ bit the insides of my mouth and tried not to let my lips
tremble. She gave me my notebook and pencil and told me to
draw quietly by the light of the doorless entryway (it seemed there
xz;e‘:;;‘:f any doo'rs in Phanat Nikhom). I would lie in the door-
Bt amy I.Cgs in the'shade of the daycare building and my
55 E?S 1}1: the sunlight. My feet would feel cool against 'the
i the g | € shade, and iy head would feel warm and tingling
2t the Pen.cil P;fopped my chin up with both my hands and stared

nd notebook in front of me on the cement floor. I

ould not stay awake at this practice school. The
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did not know how to draw, I did not know, howt
seen other people draw. I had seen other People Wr(i)rwr;tc']had
&1y
ho"&hr
I wrote cursive circles on the sheets of p,, h care

the 0 ke
Page, Slow]y the cID
notebook filled with make-believe Stories thyt | had thy

writing was the easier of the two,
my “words” between the blue lines on

with stories that I wanted to te]] about how j; had bee;ein tolg
Vinai Refugee Camp, and storjes about *
born. I tried to tell the story about how 3 squash got throw, o

wild garden and how different Hmong clans came to be fr,, ti
one act alone. It was mysterious and incredibje the places that |
could have come from becauge Hmong People didn't haye , hom

which meant we could have come from anywhere at g]] I spep
much time writing these stories oyt in

the times before I

will hate yoy, jf you
and stay very still.”
I swallowed, closed my eyes, and mad
i nurses i white clothes laughed 4¢ m

yellandcry_Itwj_Hh

Ry bOdy Stiff, and the
e. ] Opened My eyes and

Ioo
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ful so they would be nicer to me. Only it hurt
way to America, my mother and father said,
walked to and from the bus that took us

g not © look hat®
tric e It was the
the s'ﬂ oy h ands as We W& :
holdlff1 . camp 1 the clinic. America was a place where they

frojlld not let illness if] i
;VOId pain- I hated pain;
0

espe
piting ™
After sch

he door or admit little girls who could not
but T would not be left outside America,
here in this place where I could find no rest. I started
pottom lip when I smelled the clinic.
ool, T often would stand near our building, lean my
L against the wall, and lc.>ok ?t the entrance to the camp. The
buses kept streaming i regularly, people from other
refugeecoming in, getting ready to go to America. All the camps
caﬂ;{’; pe closing in T hailand and everybody had to go somewhere
:jroelse go back to Laos and maybe be killed. More Hmong
refugees streamed into Phanat Nikhom every day.

Australia, France, and America were offering homes to
Hmong people who could pass their tests. America’s was the
pardest because the fathers had to identify the pictures of white
soldiers and tell what their names were and how long and hard the
men had fought under the American leadership. My family was
going to America. My father and my uncles had studied very hard
for the American test; they memorized all the facts from the sol-
diers who had been on the American payroll. There was no
acknowledgment in the test to enter America that more Hmong
than the thirty thousand who had been paid to fight had fought.
We fought during the war and after it, fleeing into the jungle, just
t0 hold on to our family and survive.
withl\%'n‘;‘)tll_ller flnd fa}thcr said that Grandma would c?me soon,
ey :— Bue s fz.um.ly. Grandma’s children had conspired to get
C10sing an; than Vinai Refugee Camp. They knew the camp V\‘IB.S

, : ey thought that of all the options available, America

RS
- "ebest. They had heard that children of refugees could go o
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¢ buildings were to each other. I could see another fam-
Our area (I could not call it a house) was on the out-
rts of the camp, only 2 little walk away from the barbed wire
¢ and the guard tower. The rocks and the cold morning earth
t. 1 looked down to see curled toes, pink against the
dirt and cement. 1 looked up and saw my father.

ing with his back to me, next to the fence, facing

close all th
dy sleepiﬂg-

fenc
chilled my fee
Jebris of torn
He was stand
the mountains in the distance.

I called to him, “Father!”

He turned at my voice and motioned for me with his hand. I ran
back inside. I slipped my feet into a pair of white tennis shoes that I
did not like. The Thai government had handed out one pair to each
girl or boy who was leaving; it was their gift to us for leaving their
country. I was out of breath from skipping when I reached my
father’s side. In those days I only knew how to skip from one place
to the other, from one person to another, one knee in the air and
then the other. I did not walk unless my hands were held securely by
a walking adult. The guard was in his tower, his gun strapped to his
back, looking down at us. Were they afraid we would run away?
Where would we go? Ban Vinai Refugee Camp was so far away, and
Laos was not 2 happy place and no one knew the road to America.
I stared back at the guard. Would he wave back if ] waved? I wanted
to wave but I was too shy, so I focused on skipping my way to my
father as fast as I could.
He stood silent and still. I inserted my left hand into
of his right. With his left hand he tested the sharpness of the metal
on the fence. I kicked it lightly with the white tennis shoes. I
watched as the sole of the shoes tangled with the barbs, the rough
ir:ty of the fence that separated us from the tall mountains in the far
o ]:::‘;’;no.untains that loomed taller than all the hills Id evert seen
e tlllnal Refugee Camp. Mountains that brought to my imag-
€ country across the raging Mekong that the adults all

the warmth
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CHAPTER 5

its conditions, and try out a life,

gle. My father was her youngest, her baby,
him the most.

mother and I do not want to go to a new land
into my body when I die. Bee, you cannot lea

thing. Bee, you cannot leave the camp,
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THE SECOND LEAVING

Grandma was angry. My father wanted to

% America.
S It was clear that Thailand held no future for the
refugees of Laos. Ban Vinaj Refugee Camp did not even have

designated burial grounds for the deaths of the camp,
provisions to mark of the ends of lives or to help the beginnings
of them. In 1982, Uncle Nhia, my father’s oldest brother, left for
America with his family. He was the oldest and it was the proper
thing to do. He would go and explore this new land first, discover

Grandma lamented his leaving.
After he left, she worked even harder to hold her other sons
together. She reminded them regularly of how much her children

meant to her and how she had suffered their separation in the jun-
and she worried about

At first, she had tried to reason with him. She used his given
because I am your

where they will cut
ve the camp, because

name. She said, “Bee, you cannot leave the camp,

when you are sick and away from me I will not be able
because in America you must
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work, and how will you work when you do not know the words they
speak to you? Bee, you cannot leave the camp, because in America a
woman controls a man, and I do not want to see my son be the slave
of a woman. Bee, you cannot leave the camp, because I do not want
to go to a new world so far away. I cannot start a new life. T would
not know how. I would just wait to die. When I die, my spirit would
not be able to find its way across the ocean, to Thailand, to Laos, to
the place underneath the platform of the bed, in my old house,
where the shirt that carried me into the world was buried.”

My father, in an exasperated voice that grown men can use
only with their mothers, responded to her pleas with rational
arguments: “Mother, there is no life here for me or anyone else.
The Thai people do not want us here. Mother, we have no coun-

try to go back to. Mother, you gave birth to me. You wanted to
give me a chance at life. That life was ruined by the war. Now I
have two girls. What would happen to me in America is not as
important as what would happen to my girls here. You love me. I
love my daughters as you love me, Mother.”

Grandma told my father about the years in the war and the
years after the Americans left, when they were in the jungle. She
reminded him, like poor mothers the world over, of how she had
raised him. She told him that my grandfather had died, leaving
him when he was only two years old. She told him that all her life
she had been an orphan, that all the people she had loved had left
| her, that she always thought someday, when she left the world of
the living behind, her children would not be alone because they
would have each other. She told him how much a mother loved
her children; how she, a mere woman, had always worked hard to
keep them together; how it had always been this thought of hold-
ing her children together that kept her alive. For my father or any
of her sons to leave her, she said, was to tell her that her life had
been useless. She said she would rather die.
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Grandma’s heart hurt. She could not watch hjn, walk

. aw,
from her, not because of death or illness, but because pe il ay
for a life that she could not help him make, She became tiredr:ed
took long walks around the camp, caught between the leavip, I:;
her child and the meaning of her life, For MYy grandmothey, his
leaving the family unit would be her defeat—it was what she had
spent so much of her life keeping intact. It occurred to her that
safety in the camp was an illusion and that life in the camp froze
the Hmong as prisoners of time. This realization made her deso-
late. My father and my uncles saw how she suffered, the silen;
walks that she took, and they promised her that they would not
leave Ban Vinaj Refugee Camp. They would rather live in captiy-
ity than live without her happiness.

By 1987 my father could wait no longer. There was talk that
the Thai officials were closing the camp down. Those who
remained would be sent back to Laos, a place that meant death,
Even after all the years, there were reports from Hmong people
that soldiers were still chasing helpless families in the jungles,
seeking retribution for a war that had been declared over in 1973.
In addition, there was the issue of children. My mother and father
had been married for nearly a decade, but there were no boys yet.
The pressure for him to marry another wife was mounting from
all his brothers and his mother, too. They all said that my mother
could not give him sons; he was still handsome; he could marry
another and love my mother just the same. We were only girls,
Dawb and I. What would happen to him when he died? What
would happen to my mother? As girls, we could not perform the
ceremonial rituals to carry my mother and father’s spirits back to

the land of the ancestors. :
These things were said out of love for him. He wag 5 Hmong

man and he believed he would die a Hmong death; he dig Ear
know what would happen to his spirit after his death He had
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chosen to marry my mother, and he would not 80 back
words by marrying another. He did not know what i os
would put me up on his shoulders, and we would vyl arou,n dot:
camp. He told me stories about going to schoo] i Americ, He
wanted me to become an educated person, ;

“What is an educated person?”

“Someone who goes to school.”

“Is Dawb an educated person?”

“Not yet. Maybe one day both Dawb and Yyou will becop,
such persons in America.”

[held tightly to my father’s hair and nodded as he spoke, | had
never been to school. I did not know what he was talking abouyt.
He would continue talking, saying that maybe I would haye
brothers in America, too. He said that there were good doctors
there. I had never had brothers. I could not see any good changes
that a boy would bring to my life, Still, if my father wanted one
so badly, fine.

I'was too young to grasp the position that my mother was in,
Tknew only how hard she tried to give my father sons. There had
been six miscarriages, babies who fe]] from the clouds too early to
come to earth, babies who were formed enough for the adults to
know that they were sons, but who were small and blue and dead.
Some visited our lives when T'was too young to remember. Two or
three live in my memories:

Dark nights. Sleeping soundly. Waking up to adults talking
loudly. Footsteps running. Getting picked Up in the arms of aunts
and uncles, firm hands trying to push my head toward their chests.
Red on the blankets that we slept on. Where js my mother? Where
is my father? I hold on to the person who is holding e, Hurried
voices: Where is the water wagon? Too much blood. She is uncon-
scious. She is dying. We heard Bee. We came here. Again? Yes,
again. In the light of the kerosene lamp, I make out the limp figre

N hi
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