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			Prologue

			Malcolm

			The white house on the prairie was my first house. It remains the site of my childhood dreams.

			I loved the sunny, windswept days. I remember when the warm sweeping breeze carried the wispy clouds across the blue sky, a vast backdrop for planes and birds. I remember when the clouds, in the arms of the mighty wind, dared to block out the shine of the sun and showed me what courage can do.
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			I remember my father and me, him a taller and straighter version of me, and me a smaller, rounder version of him, on the John Deere riding mower. He’s seated behind, supporting me. The steering wheel is a moving thing pressed against my chest as I lean on him.

			Each time we looked across the stretch of the prairie, the uncut grass bending and moving like waves, the tall blades, proud and green on one side, pale and shy on the other, we’d both release the air in our chests at once. It was our breathing place, the Minnesota prairie.
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			It seems now that all those days stored the air I’d need to pull me through all the moments to come when my breath was in danger of stopping.

			How many times have I imagined my father and me elsewhere?
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			As we mowed, I pretended that we were on a boat in the middle of the ocean. Father and I fishing for sharks, parched with thirst, searching the map in our hearts for traces of home.

			Home was an island that could not be found on a map, an invisible speck on the stretch of the horizon, that clean line of sky and sea. The rainbows of light leaping off the water.

			I still feel the warmth of his chest against my head. Eyes closed in pretend slumber, I’d thump my head into the flesh and bone of the man who was my father. My small hands held fast to the round muscles on his arms and moved when they moved. We were a song then, the two of us together, caught up in the rhythm and melody of the sky and the earth and all that lived in between them.
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			A memory:

			My father and I are mowing into the stretch of prairie grass, weeds and flowers growing in wild bounty.

			“Why do you cut the grass around the house first?”

			“So that I can kill all the ticks in the grass, so they can’t get you when you come out to play,” my father answers me.

			When my father talks to me, he slows time. His words melt into each other like many-colored liquids meeting, melding, merging.

			I am once again on a boat in the flow of his words; my father becomes the timeless ocean, home to the sharks, the hopes of my fishing line, my child’s heart.

			He gestures toward the green underneath us. “The lawn mower is very strong. Its metal blades move in a circle. The ticks will try to hold on to the grass, but they can’t. There’s a tornado made of metal above them.”

			I imagine myself as a tick.

			I’d be a cute tick. I’d wear a tuxedo. My eyes would be huge. My antennas short. My teeth would be sharp as vampire fangs.

			I let air into my mouth and swoosh it around like mouthwash. I open one side of my mouth and pretend a fan is blowing at me. My top teeth chomp down on my bottom. My own arms are holding, holding, holding fast to the blades of grass that are my father’s arms. The whorl of storm, wind and metal, makes me scream from fear, “Ahhhhhhyahhhhhhhh!”

			I laugh.

			“What’s so funny?” my father wants to know.

			“Nothing,” I say.

			Later, I will overhear my father tell Fong, my only brother, “Malcolm and I mowed the grass short around the house today. The worst thing would be if someone didn’t like us and decided to set fire to the grass.” I scrunch my nose at the smell of burning grass.

			I breathe in. Now, though, the air smells like grass that’s just come out of the washing machine. Still damp and full of the scent of clean.

			A single monarch butterfly, with its wide wings, flies around us and lands on the tip of a fuzzy-leaf flowering plant. I watch as it nuzzles into the orange blooms.

			I tell my father, “I am ready to get off the lawn mower.”

			On the soft carpet of the freshly cut grass, I imagine I am a monarch butterfly. I spread my arms wide on either side. I run as fast as I can in the blue flip-flops on my feet. I curl my toes into the soft plastic of my shoes. They don’t fall off, and together we leave the ground behind, the mowed grass trails, our bit of land, and we fly past the tops of the birch and aspen trees, higher and higher, until we are in the sky.

			I become a great American bald eagle. I’m soaring now, looking down with my laser eyes, trying to see frightened rabbits, the small field mice hiding in the clumps of grass, the rise of the molehills that dot the prairie. I am hungry. My talons are ready. My fingers curl in. I wish my mom hadn’t cut my nails. I blow an angry breath into the air. I feel my force against the wind. I soar. I coast. I calm down.

			I am an airplane approaching a runway. I feel my wheels tumble against the pavement. I slow, slow, slow, put a brake on my heart, until everything stops. I sway forward but I don’t fall. My breathing is hollow, my eyes are closed, and I feel the sun and the wind heating and cooling me in turn, together, over and over again.

			My father’s voice calls out to me, “Malcolm, come back to me!”
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			The white house on the prairie—which, up close, is now faded, with peeling paint showing the gray wood underneath—was the house of my beginning. A house of play. A house of possibility. A house where I could leave and always hear the voices of people who love me calling for my return.

		

	
		
			Part 1

			“The Hmong Boy”
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			Chapter 1

			Kindergarten, Ms. johnson

			2010–2011

			The Hmong boy was alone again, standing by the wall, his hands behind his back, looking at his flip-flops. All year long, he has been like this. Why can’t he make some efforts to engage with the rest of the class? Today, his face was tilted down so all I could see was his head of spiky black hair.

			What kind of parents send their child to school in flip-flops? It was better that he wasn’t playing with the other kids on the playground or the fields after all. The last thing I needed was another student stepping on his toes.

			Last night, the Hmong boy came to conferences with his mom and sister. It was so embarrassing. I extended my hand first to the sister and said, “Hi, you must be Malcolm’s mother.”

			The sister corrected me, “I am Malcolm’s big sister. Hello, Ms. Johnson.” She didn’t shake my hand. She gestured to the older woman behind her in the brown sweater and said, “This is our mother.”

			The woman didn’t extend her hand either.

			Of course, I had to make the first move again.

			There was so little to report on Malcolm. I took them to the table and had Malcolm pull out a chair from a nearby desk for himself. I took a deep breath. “Let’s start, shall we?”

			They all nodded. The children’s seats were perfect for them. The mother and sister were hardly bigger than Malcolm. Most of the fifth graders in the school are taller than them.

			Bless my heart, I did not say, “You have a very slow kid.”

			Instead, I said, “Malcolm is very quiet. He doesn’t bother anyone. He doesn’t say very much to me at all.”

			To show the mother and sister that Malcolm and I had a relationship, I tried to make a joke with him. I said, “Malcolm, you are a stoic little man, aren’t you?”

			The boy looked up at me but didn’t blink. There was no hint of laughter in his eyes, just serious regard.

			I had to say, “A serious little man you have there,” and look toward the sister and mother for confirmation.

			Like him, they just looked at me. I could feel my cheeks tightening as I opened my mouth to show them a smile.

			“Okay, does anyone have any questions? Before I go over his report card?”

			The sister cleared her throat.

			She said, “Malcolm says that the other students in the classroom don’t talk to him. If he isn’t bothering anyone, what is the problem?”

			I was taken aback by her directness but not surprised. These people are always looking for problems where none exist. I told her and her mother, who was pulling the brown sweater tight across her front, the truth: “The other kids are still getting used to him.”

			The sister pushed me, saying in her small, thin voice, “But it has been a full school year.”

			I told them what they should already know. “Malcolm is a shy kid. What else can I say?”

			The sister turned to the mother and spoke in their language. I took the opportunity to get a good look at the mother.

			The older woman looked tired. Strands of her hair fell on her face. Half of her hair, combed back into a knot, was gray, small strands of white coming loose. She twisted her small red hands together nervously under my gaze, though she kept her eyes only on her daughter. I noticed how she folded into the chair, a doll bent at the waist. As her daughter spoke, the older woman’s hands moved to her lap, and she wiped them nervously on her blue jeans. Looking at her hands gave me a feeling of pain in my own.

			When I finally spoke again, my voice was loud even to my own ears. “It might be a good idea to find a different school for Malcolm next year, one where he won’t feel so alone.”

			Both of them looked at me, their faces surprised. The daughter was not so different from her mother at all. Although she was young, her eyes already looked tired, and her black hair fell flat around her shoulders. The young woman’s brows furrowed for a moment as if she didn’t understand my words. I was surprised that it hadn’t occurred to them to transfer their boy out of the school.

			I made my voice quieter. “It’s my professional recommendation that you look at a different school for Malcolm next year, one with more kids like him.”

			I was afraid the sister was going to cry right there in front of me. But the mother said something in Hmong. The girl said something back to the mother. They whispered, brows rising and falling.

			I looked around the bright room with the bubble-letter alphabet lining the top of a wall, the flower pictures by the students hanging around the wide window’s frame. Outside that window, I could see the tulips of spring in bright bloom around the flagpole. The American flag, that familiar red, white, and blue, flew proudly in a sky with no clouds. Malcolm sneezed. I looked at him, but he, like the rest of his family, did not look up at me. He merely sniffed, wrinkled his nose, and settled back in his seat, eyes on his feet. His short legs dangled and he swung his feet, clad in those same blue flip-flops, back and forth.

			I cleared my throat to catch the mother and sister’s attention. I pointed to the door where Sam and his mother were waiting patiently. The sister gestured, and the mother got up and extended a red hand to the boy, who took it. The sister said a quiet thank-you, then walked toward the door, the mother trailing behind her, hand holding the boy close.

			Malcolm was a strange child. It was clear to me that he understood English well, but he spoke it with a thick accent. Listening to him, one would think he was born elsewhere, but I’ve asked him directly and he said he was born here. I’d clarified, “Here as in the United States of America?” and he’d whispered, “Yes, in St. Paul.”

			From the very first day of class, he unnerved me with his lack of movement. Most children move. Humans are supposed to. But Malcolm always sat very still, his hands resting on his desk or on his lap. The only parts of him that moved were his eyes and his head. Those steady eyes followed me around the classroom through the school day. They stared at me when the other kids were playing or talking, those brown orbs following, floating about his tan face. When I looked directly at him, he looked away and pretended that he was occupied, studying the ceiling or the floor. Once when I asked him, “What’s wrong with you?” he shook his head nervously.

			Yes, it would be better if the family transferred him to a new school next year.
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			Chapter 2

			Niam, Lia

			I was forty-five years old when I had Malcolm. He was a surprise baby. Lue, Malcolm’s father, did not want me to have him. He was afraid that we were too old to raise a child. I felt differently. For many years, I had dreamed of a brother for Fong. Malcolm was my dream come true.

			In Hmong, we believe that the way a baby enters the world is indicative of the way they will live life. In this way, Malcolm was a blessing.

			Malcolm was born on Thanksgiving Day, the American eating festival. The day was cloud-covered and quiet. I woke up that morning to cold air, fallen leaves, and heavy skies letting go of bits of snow. Lue had gotten a turkey from the factory as a gift that year. The day before, we had set it out in the kitchen sink to thaw. That morning, I was going to salt and pepper it and put it in the oven, but when I walked into the kitchen, I smelled rot. I threw out the bird despite the fact that the children liked turkey on Thanksgiving Day. The year before, Lue had gotten steaks for Christmas and we’d discovered that they were putrid underneath the thick plastic wrap only just before putting them in the pan. I made no fuss cleaning up the mess of the big bird in the sink. I didn’t want Lue to feel bad again—as he had last Christmas, apologizing to the children for not knowing the company had given him bad steaks.

			After a quick breakfast of rice with water and ginger slices dipped in salt, I was in the bathroom brushing my teeth when I felt the trickle of water run down my legs. I saw that my sleeping gown was wet. I finished brushing my teeth and rinsed, washed and dried my face, combed my hair, tied it back in a knot, and wiped the bathroom sink and the tiled floor before I looked for Lue.

			We had just moved to the white house on the Minnesota prairie. The paint was fresh when we first bought the house. Though it was a simple split-level ranch built in the 1960s, it was the biggest and best house we’d ever known. The house was within our price range because it was forty minutes out of the cities, on three acres of tall grassland within a mile of an old landfill that now just looked like a big, flat grass hill. Every morning, Lue got up early to go to the backyard, where, in a copse of young white-barked birch and slender aspen trees, he’d made a chicken coop with wires and the plastic sheets the Americans used for painting.

			I didn’t want to chance walking all the way to him, so I opened the patio door, stood on the top deck with the bits of icy snow falling on me, and cupped my hands together. It was cold, and I shivered beneath my wet gown. My voice had a new urgency I had not felt just minutes before. I called, “Lue, Lue, Lue!”

			In spring and summer and earlier autumn, the grass would have been thigh high and the trees would have held their leaves and I wouldn’t have seen the coop or Lue, but in November only a few trees still carried brown leaves beyond the dusky green pines at the edge of the property. The grass, drying and dying, was a dim shade of coppery gold. Lue, in his uniform for the factory and the black coat I’d gotten on sale at Walmart, stood out: a dark figure seated on a wooden stool close to the earth.

			The brisk wind carried my voice to him. He heard me and got up, looked toward me, a prized rooster still in his hands.

			He called back, “What?”

			I said, “Come here. I have to talk to you.”

			I could see he was annoyed in the motion of his shoulder, but he got up and made his way toward the coop to put the rooster away. I came back inside, shaking from the fierce wind, feeling the trickle of warm liquid continue down my cold legs. I was in the bathroom getting a towel when I heard Lue open the patio door and call out, “What is going on?”

			I said from the bathroom, in a voice that sounded strange to my own ears, shaky and hesitant, “The baby is coming.”

			By the time I came out of the bathroom, Lue was by the front door, holding my winter jacket and the small hospital bag I had prepared. He’d woken up True and Fong, both in pajamas still, hair messy, and told them what was going on. They were full of questions that I did not have time to answer. Their father told them to keep their phones close and yelled for them to lock the door as he helped me to the used Honda Passport we’d bought several months before, parked beneath the shadow of a large American elm in the driveway. I called out to True and Fong, “There’s no turkey. Today is not a normal Thanksgiving Day.”

			I had trouble getting up into the car with the towel between my legs, so Lue tried to hoist me up by putting both arms around my breasts and lifting me. He squeezed hard and hurt me. I told him I could do it myself and batted his hands away. Carefully, I placed one leg up and pulled myself with Lue standing beside me, arms spread below me. In the car, he asked if I was feeling any contractions.

			I said, “Yes.” My teeth were chattering from the cold and a wave of sudden pain. My breathing was irregular.

			He wanted to know which hospital he should drive toward. The snow fell into the windshield and collected on the wipers.

			We’d only just been in the house for a year and were not familiar with the nearby hospitals. We’d continued seeing our dentists and the doctor in St. Paul. I told him, “St. John’s in Maplewood.”

			He asked if I thought the baby would wait the forty-five minutes it would take us to drive down to the city. There was a closer hospital. Mercy, he thought it was called.

			My temper was getting ahead of me. I said, “Just go.”

			As he drove, I kept my left hand on the dash of the car and my right one, my stronger one, against my belly. I know it’s not much protection in the event of an accident, but it would be the most I could offer the unborn child inside of me. Traffic was thin and we got to the hospital in ample time. A few freshly parked cars had no snow on them, but most had a thin layer of white. The temperatures had dropped. Lue held me by the elbow as we made our way into the emergency room.

			The delivery room was big, with a large window. I saw that the snow had ceased, and the light of a brilliant sun now flooded in. There was a small couch where Lue could wait comfortably, although he didn’t use it. Instead, he stood by my side at the bed. The midwife and her team stood at my feet. I half sat and half lay down, my hands gripping the rough cotton sheet over the top half of my body.

			The midwife, a gray-haired woman with wire-rimmed glasses, said, “You Hmong mothers know what you’re doing. My team and I are just going to be here to help. You let us know what you need.”

			I nodded, although I didn’t feel knowledgeable.

			Some of the older sisters-in-law tell me that they know how to push babies out. But with each of my three older ones all I knew was the intensity of the pain. Each successful labor I had experienced was because of the ancestors and their will that these babies be born. I felt no control over the process.

			When the pain building inside flooded out, I started pushing because I did not know what else to do. I pushed in intervals, my face feeling hot and then cold, my breathing labored, until a fierce cry broke into the room.

			Malcolm’s was the most straightforward birth I’ve experienced. True had been born in the jungles of Laos. I was young and had never given birth before, and all I can remember from that experience is an aching, blinding need to push, then the feel of the baby slicing through me. Fong was our first American-born. He refused to come out after more than twenty-four hours of pushing, and I thought both of us were going to die. In the end, the doctors had to suck him out with a vacuum they had invented for the purpose. I remember looking at his small, bruised head, thinking, How can someone so small cause me so much pain?—and then chastising myself because whatever pain I had undergone, he, too, had experienced. With Linda, she was overdue and the doctors were worried. But Lue and I shook our heads and waited for her to come on her own time. Her entry took a full day; she came with the rise of the moon in the sky, her face pale and hair dark as the night. Then, there was Malcolm, born on an American eating day right on schedule, gifting me with a smooth delivery.

			When the smiling midwife handed me baby Malcolm, I saw immediately his distinctive hairline, like a V on his forehead. I saw the thick shadow of his brows across the red face, and I knew he’d inherited Lue’s eyebrows, not my own thin ones. My baby had arrived clean without blood and other birth matter clinging. The nurses simply patted him dry before handing him to the midwife to place in my arms.

			The midwife admired the sight of the baby in my arms, then said to both Lue and me, “This one is definitely yours.”

			Who else could he have belonged to?

			Lue was silent throughout the birth. Holding our youngest, I saw my husband, brows creased, an expression of wonder and consternation on his face.

			A young nurse nudged him. “Are you happy?”

			He nodded.

			She said to the smiling midwife, “Asian men are hard to read.”

			Malcolm cried just then. I put him to my breast.
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			I was able to take care of Malcolm for three months after he was born before I had to return to work. I worked along an assembly line cutting fruit for supermarket platters. I knew Malcolm was my last baby, and I wanted to spend my time enjoying him. I had Lue buy an electric heater. Every night, I’d carefully scrub the loose skin from my baby’s body with a warm towel. I used a couple drops of soap that looked like honey on his head and washed bubbly circles around his scalp. Once he was rinsed in a warm-water bath, I’d hold him for at least an hour more before the glow of the electric heater, letting my baby dry in the air, wiggle, and stretch in comfort. In the old country, we would have done this before a family fire. In America, a heater was as close as we could get since the dusty fireplace in the white house on the prairie had long ago stopped working. When Malcolm peed, I’d catch his pee in the swaddles I’d sewn just for him. When he pooped, I’d clean him gently in the bathwater at our feet. I loved looking at the baby kick and sleep comforted by my arms and the heat tubes that burned orange. By the time I had to return to the fruit-cutting factory, Malcolm was big enough for Lue to handle, and Lue’s feelings for the child had risen beyond the exhaustion of his years and his fears.

			Of all my children, Lue took care of Malcolm more than he did the others. True was in law school. Fong was in high school. Linda was a middle schooler then. Most of the days, when I left for work, I left Malcolm in Lue’s arms, and when I returned, it was to find Malcolm in Lue’s arms.

			I’d asked Lue, “What did you do today?”

			He answered the same each time, “We took care of each other.”
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			As soon as Malcolm could walk and talk, he roamed the yard, wandering around his father’s chicken coop, a stick in his hand, battling the tall prairie grass that grew around our house, across the stretch of our land into the neighbor’s pasture where their horses grazed. Under Lue’s influence, Malcolm was no ordinary boy walking his way toward his father. He was a lonely dragon weaving his way through a world unaware of his powers; he was an orphan boy venturing to worlds beyond to find the love his mother and father had died harboring inside. The moment we could afford the riding lawn mower, Lue made sure to mow a walkway just for Malcolm that led from the yard near the house, through the tall grass, beside the cluster of black-eyed Susans and the spread of wild daisies, to the chicken coop and around the thin copse of trees, so his boy could wander the world on a trail made just for him.
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			I lost my job in the middle of Malcolm’s first year of school. Before then, I’d work during the day and come home in time for his late afternoon and evening routine: a schedule of feeding and bathing and putting him to bed. It was his father, who worked the night shift, who spent most of the days with him, talking to him, teaching him, telling him stories. By the time I lost my job—because my hands hurt so badly from arthritis and carpal tunnel, I could no longer keep up with the younger workers—I was thankful that Malcolm was no longer a toddler and required less physical care.

			It was shortly after I lost my job that I met Mrs. Johnson, Malcolm’s teacher who didn’t like him and wanted him to go to a different school.

			I felt I had no choice in the matter. I could keep my baby boy close to me and see what had happened to Fong repeat itself: watch my son get used to being disliked at school, watch him start to believe he wasn’t worth liking, watch him move away from all the people who looked and did not see him. Or I could decide to move my baby boy away from the suburb and back to the cities, away from me and the life we lived in our white house on the prairie in order to register him at a school where the teachers, even if they didn’t like him, wouldn’t hate him so openly. My decision was a hopeful one; I prayed that in the city, in a community used to Hmong people, Malcolm would have a chance to get a good education and grow to become happy and healthy. When True suggested the private school, I could not say no. I am like so many poor mothers in this world, ready to sacrifice so her child will get a better opportunity.

			When Malcolm left that first time for True and Tom’s home, I packed his suitcase. I gathered his favorite stuffed animals, a brown teddy bear and a tiger cub. I folded his white shirts and his blue pants. I rolled up his dark blue sweaters. I gathered his white socks and his underwear. On top, I placed a framed photo he’d drawn and colored when he was five, a red water dragon.

			As hard as it was on me, it was harder on Lue. Lue, who had felt we were too old to be good parents to Malcolm, had fallen madly in love with the child, and he suffered for the parting. How many times have I walked into the bedroom we share, to see him looking into the closet at the lower rod where I’d hung Malcolm’s shirts, now empty? How many times have I lain awake by his side, listening to him sigh and toss in bed, unaccustomed to the space between us and our youngest? Lue, who would not talk to me about his feelings because he did not want to add to the burden of missing I already carried, the despair and the sadness over the loss of my job and then the letting go of my baby boy. Each week, when we had to say goodbye to our youngest child, the tear in our hearts bled again and again.

			Everything good that I had to give—that I have to give—I have given to my children. In this way, I have no regrets, only sorrow. I’m sorry that in this country I could not have been a more powerful mother, kept my children with me longer, loved them in the ways that other mothers could, that in trying to give them the opportunities to succeed, I’ve had to let them go to the places I have never been and could never be.
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			Chapter 3

			First Grade, Ms. stacey

			2011–2012

			I have been a fifth-grade teacher for much of my career. I noticed Malcolm as a newcomer to the school, long before I eventually had him in my class. I was first introduced to Malcolm on a cold January morning. I was on playground duty that day, and Ms. O’Gorman’s first graders were having recess.

			Many of the new kids, particularly the scholarship kids, were placed in Ms. O’Gorman’s classroom. Malcolm was no exception. Ms. O’Gorman was a perfect fit for most children. She was tall and slender. She pulled her curly hair back in a simple ponytail with tendrils falling freely about her neck. Her face was symmetrical in the way children liked: big round eyes beneath softly maintained brows, not too thick or too thin, a small nose, and full lips that curved in a pleasant smile. Her voice was calm. Her demeanor was relaxed. It was for this reason that the headmaster put all the scholarship kids in her class, to ensure they’d be comfortable, feel they belonged.

			On the day that I first noticed Malcolm, the sky was particularly thick, a slate of gray hanging low. The air was dense and moist after weeks of freezing cold. Fluffy flakes fell from the clouds overhead and collected on the ground. The children were required to wear snow pants, snow boots, hats, and mittens, in addition to thick winter jackets. Malcolm, a stranger on the play yard, was short, and in his winter gear, he appeared particularly round—despite the fact that he was not a chubby child. He played by himself, which some of the kids like to do. I try not to intervene. Malcolm drew my attention only because he was making a small snowman right in the middle of the sidewalk, in front of the big doors that led back into the school.

			The snowman was no taller than his knees, three uneven balls of snow, one on top of the other. From beneath the snow somewhere on the playground, he’d found twigs, and he used them as legs atop the third snowball. On the first, the smallest of the rounds he’d made, Malcolm had poked in holes for eyes. The small mouth was a speck of black, a mouth opened in surprise. An upside-down snowman with his legs sticking in the air.

			Ms. Holly, the gym teacher, came out ringing her special bell around the playground to signal that recess was over. The school had decided years ago that this bell was gentler than the public-school alarms. The bigger boys rushed to be the first to return to the warmth of the building. A flood of children came at Malcolm and his snowman. I thought he’d move out of the way and the snowman would be crushed, but I was wrong. Malcolm crouched above his small creation, hands in a circle around the three balls of snow, his head down in the avalanche of children.

			The kids did not plow over him, although a few of them yelled for him to get out of the way. I was surprised to see the wave of students part around Malcolm and his little snowman. The image warmed my heart. My heart skipped when a little girl I also recognized from Ms. O’Gorman’s class knelt beside Malcolm, spread her arms wide, and helped him safeguard the snowman. The two waited until all the children had entered the heavy doors, until they knew the snowman was safe, before they got up and walked into the building.

			After school that day, I visited Ms. O’Gorman and asked her about the new boy I had noticed on the playground.

			She told me his name was Malcolm.

			She said, “He’s a gentle one.”

			It would take him a long time to get to me, but even then I knew Malcolm was not only gentle but also special. I knew that I would never forget the image of that young boy crouching over that upside-down snowman, protecting it. I started watching out for Malcolm long before he met me or became a student of mine.
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			Chapter 4

			Txiv, Lue

			I never knew my father. He was killed months before I was born. Those who saw him die said that he passed away painlessly. When I was a child, I used to ask people, “How do you die painlessly from a gunshot wound?” But then one day my eldest brother said, “You hurt Mother with that question,” so I stopped.

			Even my mother does not know where my father was buried, or if he was buried at all. I used to dream of a short man with thick shoulders walking in front of me through the jungle, but I’ve not had those dreams since I became a father.

			The reality is that I learned how to be a man from a woman. In this way, I have spent many years of my life wondering if I could have been a stronger man had I been raised by one. But I could never have dishonored my mother by asking such a question out loud.

			All my life the only thing I have known with certainty is that I would be a good father—someone I’ve never had.

			Malcolm is my youngest child. He looks more like me than any of my other children. He has the thick eyebrows of my youth, fierce lines curved over his eyes. His mouth is full and relaxed like my own. His eyes, though, are different. They are far steadier than mine; they are secure in a father’s love and devotion.

			In those early years when we were together for all hours of the workday, I fed Malcolm on the thing I hungered for most in my youth: a loving father.

			My world had bullies, boys with fathers who wanted to show me how much more power they had than me. One boy in particular, a boy a month older than me, a boy who stood a head taller than me, once kicked me as I walked past him on the road into the village. I hadn’t expected the blow to my back. It was so hard that I fell to the ground. When I pushed myself up from the hard dirt of the road, ready to swing my fist in his direction, he stood over me, spat, and said, “Remember: I have a father. Your mother has no chance.” My fist shook and shook. The fire inside of me raged out of control. It bubbled out. Still I knew: The boy was speaking facts. We were eight years old. I knew even then that in a world filled with war, men’s words and actions were louder than women’s. My mother would have no chance. I turned and walked away from that boy, feeling the hurt not where his kick landed but where his words had flown. From his earliest days, I’ve told Malcolm, “You do not need bullies in your world.” I said these words knowing that as soon as he started school, he would have no choice about the people who filled his world.

			There was a loneliness in my life because I had no father. How can your world be full if, even in your dreams, the person you want most can’t enter, the person you want to visit never does? I worried that Malcolm could feel the loneliness coming from deep within me. I made it a point to fill up the space of our shared life with the sound of me.

			I made noises whenever I was far from Malcolm so that he would know I was around. I hummed when I attended to the chickens in the coop while Malcolm played outside of it. I coughed when I entered a room so he would know I was coming.

			He was in the bathroom. I was in the kitchen rinsing the morning rice at the sink. I whistled so he would know I was near. My lips formed a tight circle, air from deep inside my chest traveled through the core of me. It emerged replicating the melodies of the songs on the radio at the factory, country songs whose words I can’t fully understand but still feel.

			On my way to the bedroom at night, after work, I used my knuckles to tap a melody on the walls with each step. Even in his sleep, and even in the world of dreams, I wanted him to know that I was coming, that I had been coming all along.

			In Laos, if a boy had a father, the child often walked behind the adult. The fathers of my childhood carried tools—a curved blade atop a wooden handle, like a farmer’s scythe—and they’d clear pathways for their children to follow. My mother had never done this for me. She’d lift the branches and tell me to duck under them, call out warnings, “Be careful. There’s a thornbush to the right!” She couldn’t take away the dangers from our lives. She just made me aware of them.

			I never wanted my sons to follow me. I wanted them to walk their own journeys. This is why in America, while I could not do it for Fong, I made paths for Malcolm to walk on. When he learned how to crawl, I used to put the couch cushions on the carpet to create a soft road that led from his play mat to me. When he grew bigger, I mowed a trail from the house to the chicken coop, a curving road of cut grass, amid the sea of prairie. Though I never wanted them to follow me, I’ve always tried to make it so that their journeys ended close to me.

			In addition to showing Malcolm that I was present each day, I made it a point to teach my youngest the hard lessons that I wished a father had taught me.

			As soon as Malcolm could hold a stick and wield it, I taught him the hardest lesson for a poor father to teach his son: Despite all outward appearances, he had power in this world and a responsibility to care for it.

			On a still summer’s day, I watched Malcolm hit the tall grass with the stick in his hand to scatter the grasshoppers. I pointed out the buzzing bees that had to change their flight paths because of the force of his stick, the cuts in the oblong leaves of the milk plants. I pointed out the wounds oozing white liquid. Though I knew he was young, I said words I wanted him to remember: “Every human being has a little bit of power over their destiny, no matter how small and weak they feel.”

			In the beginning, I saw the confusion in his gaze. Eventually, he learned how to say the words along with me.

			I knew Malcolm was smart before he even turned one. I remember True turning on music one night, a song by the Hmong band the Sounders. I remember my boy, not even walking yet, hearing the music and then raising his arms high, trying to stand, trying to dance, to feel it out. I thought then, This baby son of mine understands the value of freedom. I don’t dance and I don’t listen to a lot of music beyond the country songs that the supervisor plays at the factory, but I’ve always admired the people who can move freely to music. A boy who is not afraid to be free with his body is a smart boy in a world where some pay a lot to keep others restrained.

			Before he’d ever been to school, Malcolm knew which were his favorite VHS tapes. My boy, even just looking at the tapes, all black with white labels, had memorized the letters. I’d ask him what he wanted to watch. He’d march right up to that old cabinet under the television and sift through the tapes to find his favorite: the Hmong-dubbed Power Rangers videos from Japan that True purchased at the Independence Day soccer tournament.

			I had been blessed with a smart child in Malcolm. I had been blessed with other smart children. I knew the limits of intelligence. How many times had intelligence led people to hate and not love, toward death instead of life? In the war, I had seen too many examples.

			I knew I would only ever have two sons and two daughters. I wanted them to know how much their relationships to each other meant. I also knew that it was not something I could teach. They had to learn from each other how they needed and wanted to be together.

			By the time Malcolm was born, Fong was already fourteen. We’d moved away from the cities, and Fong had grown fearful in the suburbs. He was afraid of the white boys who beat him up in school and the teachers and administrators who stood by them. He was afraid of me and his mom for pushing him to do well in school, a place that tortured his soul. By the time Malcolm came along, Fong was no longer talking to any of us, only his boy cousins, who I feared were up to no good since none of them were doing well in school.

			The only point of connection Fong had to our immediate family was Malcolm. Fong had always wanted a brother. Malcolm was Fong’s secret wish come true at a time in his life when so many of the things he wanted were impossible. And perhaps more importantly, Fong felt he had a responsibility to keep Malcolm safe.

			Fong defended the baby from the sharp edges of hard tables and chairs, the bees that hovered too close in springtime, and the mosquitoes that swarmed hot and fast toward humid flesh on the summer nights when the family lingered on the back patio. In the kitchen, Fong gave the baby the softest bits of rice from the insides of the rice cooker, close to the sides where the moisture collected. At the dining table, he gave his brother the bits of meat that he himself had chewed through and made tender. He cut apples in half and used a spoon to scrape out the sweet, juicy flesh inside for the baby. He lifted Malcolm high on his shoulders and pointed out the birds perched on the telephone lines, the planes that flew high above the trees, the shapes of creatures hidden among the clouds in the sky.

			In turn, Malcolm adored Fong. For many years Malcolm could not see that his older brother was anything but perfect, and this allowed Fong to see the things within himself worth saving. Even in the hardest years, when his mother and I agreed with the people at school and lamented to each other that our oldest son was not smart enough to do well in America, we’d hear Malcolm tell Fong, “You are the smartest brother in the world.”
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			I have four children. They only have one father—an imperfect, stubborn one at that. True was my first, and I was not yet patient, so she suffered my immaturity in ways that the rest have not. Fong was my second, my first son, and I carried too many dreams for him so that the sky was heavy about his shoulders and caused them to drop low. Linda was my third, my bright-eyed girl, who was smarter and happier than the older two, and by the time I had her, I believed she would be the last, so I gave her everything I had to give. Malcolm was my surprise baby, and in raising him I discovered that there was more to give than I ever thought possible.
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			I was heartsore when we decided to let Malcolm go and live with True and her husband. True made a strong argument, pointing to Fong as the end of Malcolm’s path if he stayed at the suburban public school. She showed us the website for Lexington Academy and the scholarship they had available to help kids like Malcolm go there and succeed. There was no real decision for me to make: How could I let my precious boy suffer the same fate as his older brother? I saw Fong’s struggles and my own inability to raise a strong boy in America.

			For all the memories I have of Malcolm as a little boy, I hold as many of Fong—being smart, showing he could learn, growing stronger year by year, and then everything falling apart, piece by piece, day by day. I knew I had not been prepared and could not be prepared to protect my sons from the expectations of America. Instead of holding my hands behind my back like a captive man, I spread them far. I would not be the reason my youngest had no chance in this country. I told True and her husband, “Do what is best for his future”—not knowing that my boy was too young for me to have secured for him a foundation in our past. I sent my child into the future, sacrificing the present we shared.

			I sent Malcolm away so young that he had to learn how to live without me in ways I could not have foreseen. I could not bear to think of him in light of my own experiences of being fatherless, so I didn’t. I told myself he knew where I was. He knew where to find me. I never knew these things with my own father, but I would be a liar if I didn’t say that after the leaving, a new and foreign anger and sadness seethed inside of Malcolm, and each time he saw me, it was through unshed tears. And each time I saw him after the leaving, I took the opportunity to tell him how to be a good man, how to be stronger, better than me. In the end, everything became a lesson for him for a life without me. In this way, I tried to address my fears. Never his resentment, confusion, his feelings of betrayal.

			His mother told me that I was overwhelming Malcolm. But my son did not complain, and the father in me could not hold back.

			His mother said, “Don’t always teach him what you think life is about. Ask him what his life is about.”

			I told her, “He is my son. Don’t stop me from fathering him.”

			I got defensive. I missed him all the time in the same way I had missed my father as a boy. One sorrow had transferred into another.

			I knew what she wanted to say: “This isn’t about you.”

			How can it not be about me? My weakness as a father is that I see my children as extensions of myself. How can they not be part of me when I feel their joys and sorrows so keenly? Pieces of me have died in the moments when they were touched by the anger of others, the rough hands of ignorance, the hard edges of malice. Malcolm’s loneliness away from me was as much my own. Our yearning for another world where we could be together was one and the same.
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			Chapter 5

			Second Grade, Mrs. bird

			2012–2013

			I had been a teacher for three years before I started having children of my own and my husband and I decided that I would be a stay-at-home mom. It was a challenge at first, but I grew to love it. I discovered that while I loved all children, I loved mine the most. Every day with them was a blessing. When the youngest started school, we had a family meeting and decided the time had come for Mommy to return to work.

			I started looking online and talking to teacher friends. One of them told me there was an opening at Lexington Academy. She said, “There are perks.” I was immediately interested. When I saw the position posting and read more about the culture of the school, I knew it would be a good fit for our family life. I loved the pictures of the little kids, girls with curls, little boys with shirts tucked in, belt buckles shiny and new. I knew I would do well in such an environment, none of the messiness of the public schools. I mean, I had seen a television program that said that a school district somewhere in the inner cities had to bring in washing machines to keep their students clean! I applied enthusiastically to Lexington Academy. When I received the call for the interview, my husband and I celebrated with a nice bottle of wine once the kids were in bed.

			I spent most of that summer preparing my curriculum for the students. I decorated and organized the large classroom, its wide windows looking out into a small, enclosed courtyard of green grass, nicely mowed. I liked the traditional structure of a classroom, the kind I had had when I was a kid. I put the desks in neat rows facing the front of the classroom, the long whiteboard. On the right side of the board, I placed my stand with the American flag flying proudly, a gift from my mother when I became a teacher, the very same flag that had graced her classrooms in her long teaching career.

			On the first day of class, when the kids started streaming in with their parents, I stood by my classroom door, smiling and shaking hands. I was impressed by how good-looking most of the parents were and how young! The kids looked as perfect as a picture in their uniforms. The boys wore the khaki or blue slacks with the white polo shirts the school required. Some of the girls chose to dress in the same outfit as the boys, but there were quite a few of them in the dark blue skirt uniforms from the pictures on the website. They looked so darling, missing teeth and all.

			Malcolm’s family wasn’t like most of the families I met that day. While most of the parents had been leading their students into my classroom, Malcolm was the one leading his mother and father in. I extended my hand to his mother first. Instead of extending her own hand, she looked toward her husband. It was he who extended his hand to me. I thought, Oh, interesting. I smiled politely at the mother, inviting her to take my hand next, which she did lightly with warm, red hands. I kept the smile on my face as I extended my hand down to Malcolm.

			He looked up at me. His brows were dark and thick, and they sat atop his single-lidded gaze like caterpillars. The eyes underneath black. He nodded at me and extended his hand hesitantly. I took the small hand briefly in mine. I squeezed.

			I said, “We’re going to be friends, you and I.”

			His mother and father stepped into the classroom briefly, only to wait for Malcolm to put away his school supplies. He followed the signs slowly: notebooks in this bin, pencil packs back here, crayons over there, folders stacked on the corner of the teacher’s desk. While he worked, Malcolm kept his eyes on his mother and father, who looked uncomfortable standing together, nodding at the other parents, heads shorter than them. The older couple, both graying, made no moves to introduce themselves to anyone. When Malcolm was done, he hurried to them. They both knelt close to him and said a few words, and then left without offering hugs or kisses or anything, the mother following the father on the way out, her little red hand open in a gesture of goodbye toward me. I acknowledged their departure with a nod.

			I made a mental note to incorporate lessons about how in America, we respect women, and how assertive women are appreciated in my class. There was no starting that lesson too early. I wanted Malcolm and the rest of the boys to understand that women are not weak and need not look to the men in their lives for permission. I wanted to be a model for the young women.

			I introduced myself to the students.

			I said, “My name is Mrs. Bird. Mrs. Bird is easy to say, so I won’t accept Mrs. B. You are no longer in first grade. You are all now second graders, so Mrs. Bird is the only acceptable form of address for me.”

			I smiled at everyone.

			Malcolm. I’d positioned him in the middle of the classroom, almost in the center of the rows. He looked at me beneath those caterpillar brows, his lips pressed in a line.

			I explained to everyone, “It’s very important to me that we honor the country we live in.”

			I moved close to the flag by the side of the whiteboard and touched the slippery fabric with my fingers. I explained, “This flag here is very special. My mother was a teacher—just like me. This flag sat in her classrooms for thirty years. Can you believe that?”

			The kids all shook their heads. Thirty years was a long time indeed for them.

			I laughed as I continued, “Each morning we will begin the class with the Pledge of Allegiance. Do you all know the Pledge of Allegiance?”

			I was pleased to see the rows of nodding heads.

			I said, “I’ll bet you didn’t know that the man who created the pledge was also a teacher—just like me. His name was Captain George Thatcher Balch, and he was a Union Army officer during the Civil War. After the war, he became a teacher of patriotism in the New York City schools.”

			I looked at their small faces, all surprised by this bit of information.

			I said, “Go home and tell your parents that fact today and they’ll be very impressed. Now, let’s practice.” I told them I’d go first. I stood at attention, facing the flag. I put my right hand over my heart.

			I said, “I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America, and to the Republic for which it stands…”

			I heard movement. I turned to the students. I looked at them sternly. It is incredibly important for teachers to set a high standard of conduct on the very first day of class. I took a deep breath. I let them see my displeasure.

			I said, “We will not interrupt our teacher or any other human being during the recitation of the Pledge of Allegiance. This is very important. Do you understand?”

			They understood. The room was quiet.

			I turned to the flag again, I stood at attention once more. I placed my right hand over my heart. My voice this time was much stronger and clearer than before.

			I said, “I pledge allegiance to the Flag of the United States of America, and to the Republic for which it stands, one Nation under God, indivisible, with liberty and justice for all.”

			I turned once more to the kids. I smiled and told them to show me how they pledged allegiance to our fine flag.

			A thin, tall boy with cowlicked brown hair and big brown eyes, a scattering of freckles across the bridge of his nose, raised his hand high.

			I said, “Yes?”

			He said, “I can’t pledge allegiance to the flag of the United States of America. I’m Canadian. My family is also atheist.”

			I hadn’t expected that.

			I said, “Okay. We’ll talk about it later.”

			Another hand went up. It was Malcolm.

			I said, “Yes?”

			He said, “My family is not Christian either.”

			I said, “What are you?”

			He said, “We believe in our ancestors.”

			I could see the other kids turning their heads toward him.

			“We believe in shamans. Actually, all four of my grandparents were—”

			“Well, are you an American or not?” I cut him off before things could get out of hand.

			He said, “I don’t know.”

			I spent my lunch hour on that very first day of class typing a letter to Malcolm’s parents, addressing my concerns about his comment in class about not being American. I gave him the note at the end of the day and told him, “Tomorrow, come prepared to say the Pledge of Allegiance, young man.”

			Malcolm looked at me with those single-lidded black eyes. He took the note from my outstretched hands, knowing he’d just received a warning. He bowed his head and walked past me. I knew he would be a problem child. Every classroom has one. I was more than prepared to deal with him appropriately.

			The next day and the days after, when we said the Pledge of Allegiance, Malcolm whispered the words and I was pleased enough. However, in that very same month of school, upon returning to the classroom after lunch one day for indoor recess because it was raining outside, Malcolm—instead of taking a seat at his desk—decided that he would sit on top of his desk. I sent him to the office swiftly. I was not going to tolerate that level of disobedience and disregard. He would not be an example for the other pupils under my charge. After that, I didn’t hear another peep from him for the rest of the year.

			It was not until the spring that he misbehaved again. In a lesson where I’d instructed the students to act like their grandparents, Malcolm laid himself down on the floor, closed his eyes, and kept his hands straight at his side. When I told him to get up or else I’d send him to the office, he stared up at me with those dark-as-night eyes and said, “I hope this is how my grandparents are acting.” The boy was testing me.

			I repeated the assignment: “The point of this assignment is that you act like a grandparent. I want to see those black eyes wide open.”

			One of Malcolm’s friends, a naughty boy named Leonard, came up to us and said, “Mrs. Bird, his grandparents are dead. They better be acting that way. Plus, Malcolm’s eyes are brown. Not black.”

			I told Malcolm to get up and act like an older person immediately.

			I told my husband about the incident later that evening over a glass of wine. He told me, “Some kids are just slower than others.” He massaged my shoulders and said, “How he behaves is a reflection of his upbringing, his family, his parents, the culture in their home, not you or yours.” I relaxed underneath his warm hands.

			The truth is that when I think of Malcolm, I just think about how slow he was, slow and ungrateful. In the year that he was with me, his standardized test scores actually went down!
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			Chapter 6

			Tus Muam Hlob, True

			I chose Malcolm’s name—just as I had chosen Linda’s. I didn’t want my youngest siblings to feel out of place in this country. I gave them names I hoped would identify them as Americans.

			Linda’s name was easy. Every factory that Niam and Txiv worked in had a Linda. The Lindas were always softer than the Maggies, who took out their bad days on Niam and Txiv. The Lindas enjoyed the Hmong foods from our home and asked for recipes on company potluck days (which always created more work for me because Niam never cooks from recipes and I had to approximate the ingredients, their measurements, and the process). The Lindas tried to understand what our parents were saying, laughed and corrected their English patiently when their words got confused, when they asked for the parts to be “separated” but used the word desperated instead. I wanted our Linda to carry that softness and humor in her life with others.

			Malcolm’s name was harder for me to find. I’d been looking for a suitable name for him from the moment Niam and I found out at the ultrasound that the baby was a boy. Malcolm was not a name Niam or Txiv ever brought home in their stories from the factories. It wasn’t even a name from my classmates at school. I first met the name on a television sitcom called Malcolm in the Middle. I liked the fact that Malcolm was a smart kid who did not just celebrate the gifts of his intelligence; instead, he found in it all the complications of being human. I wanted our Malcolm to be like that: smart but conflicted about how best to use his intelligence in caring for the people he loved most.

			Unlike Malcolm, Linda, or Fong, I was born in the jungles of Laos when Niam and Txiv were young. While I have no memories of the war, I carry foggy memories from the years in the refugee camp in Thailand and our earliest years in America.

			I was five when I started going to school in the camp. Niam got me a green plastic water bottle with strings so I could wear it like a purse to school. I was the youngest child in our segment of the camp to qualify for school. While some kids feared school, I wanted to go. Some of my boy cousins, though older than me, were not interested in going to school so they stayed home with their mothers. One of them was Toua.

			Toua was a bully. I feared him because he was not very smart but quite strong, and his strength overcame his intelligence every time he faced anything or anyone who didn’t do his bidding. He didn’t like me because one of our uncles liked to joke with him and had said, “You are going to be dumber than a girl. True is younger than you by two whole years, but look at her; she already knows more than you.” Instead of getting mad at the uncle who had said this, he got angry at me.

			On a particularly hot day, after school when the older children had gathered in the school yard for a game of marbles, I decided to walk home alone. I was hungry. I wanted a baht to buy a bowl of rice noodles in pork broth. I hurried home to ask Niam. A heavy breeze blew through the tall trees overhead, and the leaves above me clapped with each step I took. Along the trail to our segment of the camp, my stomach started moving like the leaves of the trees I’d just noticed. Impatient to get home, I started running. I paused when I saw Toua get up from behind a chicken coop. He had a stick in his hand. He’d been poking a thin rooster inside the coop, torturing the nearly bald bird. He walked toward me slowly, a big boy in flip-flops that were too small for his wide feet. His feet were the color of the dirt itself. He towered over me and commanded, “Open your palms, Rooster. I hear this is how teachers punish bad students in school.”

			I hesitated.

			He growled.

			I slowly uncurled my fingers and presented my palms, knowing what Toua would do. The teacher in the camp school slapped the disobedient children on the palms with her stick—for not memorizing lessons, falling asleep in class, or making fun of the younger children. I’d never been hit before. I braced myself. When the thin stick fell hard across my palms, the sting caused tears to form in my eyes.

			Toua said, “Look at me.”

			I was afraid to look at his face but had no choice. There was no one to help. I didn’t want him to see the tears or the anger that was growing inside of me. I sniffed and blinked before looking up.

			His face was snotty, a dried greenish smear across his dusky cheeks.

			He pointed the stick at the water bottle at my side.

			He licked parched lips.

			He said, “Hand it over, Rooster.”

			I said in a bare whisper, “It’s my water bottle for drinking at school.”

			He lunged.

			I backed up so fast I nearly fell. I closed my eyes anticipating a blow that didn’t come.

			He laughed.

			He said, “Your mother isn’t going to know.”

			I looked around us.

			The old woman whose house was closest to the path, the one who usually sat outside her house sewing with her naked grandkids playing close to her, was somewhere in the dark of her wood-planked home. Even the three kids were nowhere to be seen.

			My hands went slowly to the precious bottle at my side. I felt its weight, the soft plastic, half filled with water. I offered it to Toua slowly, looking up, more angry at myself than him now, wishing I was braver, bigger, stronger, anything but the way I was in the moment: weak with fear.

			He smirked and opened the water bottle, gulping its contents down, letting the clear liquid drip out from either side of his mouth. After he’d had his fill, he lowered the bottle and said to me, very slowly, “What do you think you can be, anyway, going to school, with your water bottle and all? The world already has doctors and teachers. You want to be a prostitute or something?”

			I didn’t know what a prostitute was, but if Toua was offering it to me as a choice, I knew it was no good.

			I said, “A teacher, Toua. Someone you’ll never know.”

			He smashed my water bottle to the ground. He stomped on it with his dirty feet, toes poking out of the flip-flops.

			I was five. I could do nothing. My heart was beating in my ears. The water inside of me gushed out. My cry, when it came, brought the old neighbor running from her house.

			She grabbed Toua’s stick from his hand and sent him running home to tell his mom what he’d done. Then, she picked up the bottle and tried in vain to squeeze it back into its original shape before walking me home to my mother. She held my left elbow high with one hand. My right hand held fast to the crushed plastic of my water bottle. My tears were flowing so much, I could no longer see. Still, her words rang out in between my hiccups: “Toua is a stupid, mean boy. Run when you see him next time. When he comes close to you, cry for the adults. Don’t wait until he hurts you.”

			I could only nod at her words. A hole had opened up inside of me. All my words had drowned in the deep cavern. All that remained was what I had lost, my dignity.

			At home, Niam thanked the woman and pulled me against her side.

			Niam said, “Toua is a bully of a cousin.”

			I said, “A stupid, mean one.”

			Niam said, “I’ve always thought all bullies were stupid and mean.” She smiled a little and added, “Have you known other kinds?”

			I shook my head, wiping at my tears.

			I told her, “Maybe if you and Txiv had more children and I got a brother or a sister, then Toua would be less mean to me. He’d know I had a team, too.”

			Niam knelt down before me and pulled me into her arms.

			Beneath a sigh, she whispered, “Maybe in America. Maybe in America, my little True will have a brother or sister who will help her fight the bullies.”
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			In America, more than anything else, I wanted a brother or a sister. In America, I received not just one, but three: Fong first, then Linda, then Malcolm. I was nine when Fong was born, too young to really take care of him or name him. When Linda was born, I was eleven, so I could help prepare bottles, get diapers, hold her while Niam and Txiv were busy around the house, but it wasn’t until Malcolm was born, twenty-three years after me, that I really knew how to fully care for someone else.

			Malcolm used to cry at night. Txiv was at work on his night shift job at the factory, and Niam was exhausted from her long day on the first shift. I used to dance the night away with Malcolm in my arms, listening to the Hmong bands like Destiny and Paradise, Hmong singers like Pao Thao and Maly Vue. In the white house on the prairie, Malcolm and I used to sway to their words in the soft glow of the electric heater Niam and Txiv had bought when he was born. With him in my arms, I’d dance across the deepest part of the night. Our Thanksgiving baby, the hush of winter surrounded us.

			“Yog txoj kev ua neeg yooj yim.”

			If the road of life were easy.

			“Txoj kev sib ncaim, tso cov yus hlub tseg.”

			The ways in which we part, and leave those we love behind.

			“Kev sib ncaim yog kev sib ntsib.”

			The partings would be meetings.

			I’d tuck Malcolm’s head right beneath my neck and close my eyes, and we’d sway, listening to the sweet notes of a song, my heart beating slowly.

			“Yog txoj kev ua neeg yooj yim.”

			If the road of life were easy.

			“Tag nrho kev sib ncaim yog kev sib ntsib.”

			All the partings would be meetings.

			I breathed deep and let Malcolm’s baby scent fill my nose. My arms wrapped tightly around him, I’d twirl from one wall of our living room to the other. The faded wallpapers disappeared from our lives. I focused on the window to the backyard, its blinds pulled far apart. Outside, I saw the stars in the sky. Beneath the yellow light of the moon, the tall prairie grass of late summer, dried and stiff, appeared golden. Inside, in our dark living room lit by the glow of the heater and the wash of moonlight through the open window, we became smaller and smaller until it felt as if we were just bits of matter moving without walls, content in our dance across space.

			Maybe this sense of us as a duo is the reason why it was easy for me to ask Niam and Txiv to let Malcolm move in with me when it became clear that his reception in the suburban schools would be no different than Fong’s. I loved my brothers the same. If I couldn’t save one, I was determined to save the other.

			In Malcolm’s room in my house, I put the framed picture of the red dragon he had drawn and colored on the wall. I put his clothes into a chest of drawers. That first night, he was afraid to go to sleep. He had never been in a room by himself. I tucked the old teddy bear and the tiger cub, relics of his much younger days that our mother had packed, on either side of him and told him, “They’ll be with you, even in the world of dreams.”
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			Let me be the first to admit that I hadn’t thought everything through. I’d imagined Malcolm could live with my husband, Tom, and me and my boys during the school week. Every Friday Niam and Txiv could pick him up and take him home. Tom and I would easily change our Saturday visits to Sundays so we could take him back with us for the school week. The logistics made sense. What I didn’t anticipate was that we’d find teachers like Mrs. Bird in the city, too. What I didn’t comprehend was that I’d be taking Malcolm away from Niam and Txiv and Fong and Linda. I didn’t see the trauma of separation. I didn’t see it as a separation at all. I’d always felt that as much as he was theirs, he was also mine.
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			Chapter 7

			Third and Fourth Grades, Ms. stacey

			2013–2014 and 2014–2015

			Unlike many of my teacher friends, I don’t normally make it a point to talk to the previous teachers of the students on my class list each year. I want to be able to meet the students on their terms. I understand keenly the dangers of working on preconceived understanding. However, this was not the case with Malcolm. Long before I met him as my student, I had carried that image of the little boy protecting his upside-down snowman from the tramping feet of his peers. It was important for me to keep track of him.

			When I talked to Ms. Schally, Malcolm’s third-grade teacher, she told me that he was incredibly quiet in her classroom. He hardly ever spoke, and when he did, it was often in a whisper. She said that Malcolm followed directions well. She told me that he was creative on the page, a surprisingly expressive writer. Ms. Schally was an older, experienced teacher, most of her life spent in the St. Paul Public Schools, where she taught the first wave of Hmong students to enter the district. She moved to Lexington Academy to close out her career. She had Malcolm her last year of teaching, and Malcolm was her final Hmong student. For Ms. Schally, fair or unfair, he was a measure of how successfully or not the Hmong people had acclimated to life in America.

			Ms. Schally was concerned. While every few years, we had a Hmong family come to Lexington Academy, many of those families were the exceptional ones, the wealthier ones, the successful entrepreneurs and growing community of professionals. Malcolm’s family was complicated and hard to categorize. They had no money. His parents were older. But he had a brother-in-law and a sister who were committed to his education and well educated themselves. Ms. Schally was particularly concerned because some of Malcolm’s peers had not acclimated to him.
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			It was a frigid February. One of the girls in Ms. Schally’s class, Pearl, whose parents owned a fancy grocery store chain, had a birthday party coming. During first hour, Pearl handed out invitations to everyone except Malcolm. Ms. Schally had not been aware or paying close attention, so she had no idea this had occurred. By third hour, the girl was handing out more and more invitations to other students in other classrooms, and a buzz of excitement brewed across the entire grade. In fifth-hour art class, Malcolm approached Pearl to ask what she was handing out.

			Pearl was sitting with her friends at a round table, making cards for Valentine’s Day.

			Malcolm stood awkwardly beside the table and asked, “Hey Pearl, what’s that?” pointing not to the card she was working on but to the stack of professional invitations tied with a shimmering pink ribbon beside her coloring box.

			She pulled the beribboned pile close to her heart.

			She said, “None of your business.”

			The table full of girls started laughing.

			Malcolm, red in the face, returned to his own table, sat in his seat, and tried to focus on the card he himself had been making for his parents. But the girls did not quiet their laughter. Soon enough most of the class was laughing at him. Hot tears streamed down his face. When Leonard, Malcolm’s friend, yelled for them to stop, the art teacher shushed the whole classroom.

			Ms. Schally only became aware of the incident because Malcolm’s sister True emailed, saying that he had come home sad. When True asked what had happened, Malcolm had told her that he’d done something stupid. She asked what he had done, and he’d told her the story, his eyes once again filling with tears. She emailed, saying she knew the teacher couldn’t do anything, but that she wanted her to know about the incident and its impact. Ms. Schally was devastated for Malcolm. She told me she’d written back to Malcolm’s sister immediately, promising to be more careful about such invitations and setting a protocol in class.

			The next day, in class, Ms. Schally made an announcement. “If you’re going to invite people to parties during classroom time, make sure you’re being inclusive. If you don’t want to be inclusive, make sure that those invitations do not happen during school hours.”

			Pearl, of course, was unhappy about the situation. The next day, her parents made an appointment and came into the office to have a private conversation with both Ms. Schally and the headmaster. Things were resolved quietly. Still, Ms. Schally wanted to make sure I kept an eye on how the other kids were treating Malcolm. She was worried that even after all these years, the Hmong had not yet been accepted into our community.

			Malcolm’s fourth-grade teacher, Mr. Mike, was new to Lexington Academy. He’d moved from Iowa, where he had been a finalist for teacher of the year. The headmaster announced his arrival as a big win for the entire school. I was excited to see that Malcolm had been placed in Mr. Mike’s class.

			The year, to my knowledge, was uneventful. Mr. Mike was loved by all the kids in his class. All of us teachers enjoyed having him as a colleague. In the hallways, he smiled and said hello, not leading his students in a line but walking among them as a group, Malcolm lost among the taller students. It was a big surprise when Mr. Mike announced at year’s end that he would not be coming back to Lexington in the fall. He’d found a position in the St. Paul Public Schools and wanted to go where he believed the children needed him more. Saddened by his departure, perhaps feeling self-conscious about my own decision to spend the bulk of my career at Lexington Academy, I never had a one-on-one with Mr. Mike about Malcolm.
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			Chapter 8

			Tus Tij Laug, Fong

			I am Malcolm’s older and only brother. He was born when I was already a teenager, after I’d already started falling off the slippery path to the American life our parents had hoped for.

			Malcolm was born at a time when I felt alone, in a year when it seemed there was little reason to get up in the mornings. I’d always wanted a brother. Niam says that when I was younger, I used to whisper excitedly about a time in the future when I might have a brother. I don’t recall any of those instances.

			I loved being my sisters’ brother. While True was always older than us and more of a caretaker than a playmate, Linda and I were close as kids. We’re two years apart. She admired me a lot when she was young. She loved my ideas for fun: climbing doorways, one hand and foot on each side of the door frame, pretending to be spiders climbing our way high; smashing our crayons up with water in Mom’s mortar and pestle to make our own paint; playing punching-kicking bag, a routine where one of us held a pillow in front of our body for the other to kick or punch. I always made sure to go gentle on her. It wasn’t until the boy cousins my age moved from California that I stopped playing with Linda so much.

			I was ten when Second Uncle and his family moved to Minnesota. He had three sons: Kou, who could drive; Vang, who was a year older than me; and Moua, who was a year younger. They’d pick me up to play at their house often. Niam was hesitant about my hanging out with them so frequently, but Txiv said I needed some boy influences in my life. I didn’t know what that meant, but I liked playing video games with my cousins. Second Uncle and Auntie did not care how much time we spent on the PlayStation. They didn’t care what we ate for our meals, just so long as we ate something. When there was nothing we wanted in the kitchen, Second Auntie gave us money to drive to the gas station not far from their house for whatever junk food we liked.

			It was on an evening potato chip run that Kou turned to me in the front seat of his gray Toyota Camry (as a guest, I got the passenger seat even though Vang was older) and said in his quiet voice, “Hey, Fong. Can I ask you something?”

			“Yeah?”

			Kou said, barely above a whisper, “Are you gay?”

			I laughed, thinking he was joking, but then he simply waited, so I looked back at Vang and Moua in the rear seats to see if they were in on the joke. They sat there, Hot Cheeto bags in their hands, waiting. I looked from one to the other. Vang looked away from me. Moua leaned toward me and said, “Yeah, we’ve been talking about it. Are you gay, Fong?”

			I said, “Why would you ask me that?” looking from Kou to his brothers in the back.

			Moua said, “Well, you are always hanging out with the girls.”

			I said, “They’re my sisters.”

			Kou looked at me, and I saw the light in his eyes changing, becoming more sinister in my growing silence. The light of dusk had vanished. I wanted to go home.

			I said, “I don’t know what you guys mean.”

			I was ten. Up to that moment, I had had no idea that anyone might think anything of the fact that I was always with my sisters. But clearly my cousins did.

			That conversation made me self-conscious for the first time about how other people might read my relationship with my sisters, or more dangerously, my relationship to other boys. I looked out the window, and I saw that the streetlamps had come to life. I sat in the gray Camry among the three brothers in quiet discomfort, lonely for a brother of my own.
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			By the time news of Niam’s pregnancy came, I had stopped believing a brother was possible. I was fourteen. We’d moved away from St. Paul. I’d started at my new school and had gotten beaten up numerous times. Kou, Vang, and Moua all told me that if they were closer by, they’d totally have my back. But they were in St. Paul and I was alone. Each time the white boys gathered around me in a hallway, I was prepared to take the fall. By the time Malcolm came, I had been on the ground for a long time.

			I remember seeing him for the first time. Niam and Txiv had brought Malcolm home, but he was still wrapped in the hospital blanket. I asked Niam if I could see his hands. When she unwrapped him in front of the heater, I saw that they were small and red, the lines of his palms white and powdery. I was gentle when I reached out and folded his hands into fists. He pushed against my hold. I allowed my fingers to fall away and watched as his hands opened and moved close to his chest. His little head even turned away from me.

			I remember how his hairline grew way back. I loved how in the beginning he looked like an old man with a bad haircut. Even in the days after, I loved that hairline because it felt way before its time. It made me happy, which wasn’t an easy thing in those dark days.

			In a photograph Niam took, I had Malcolm seated up against the cushions of the sofa. He wore a shirt that he’d clearly outgrown. He was folded over, but the shirt was riding up on his round belly. He looked like a soft old man falling asleep, drooling on himself, flashing the soft roll of his stomach.
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			The year Malcolm turned four was the year I’d stopped going to school. Niam and Txiv weren’t happy with me. True was exhausted by me. Linda acted like she was better than me. But Malcolm was delighted that we got to spend so much time together. Niam and Txiv were both still working. True was already married to Tom, and they lived in St. Paul. Linda was doing well and focused on all things school. It was just a lot of shared days for me and Malcolm.

			In January, the icicles from the edge of the roof were sharp, shiny, and long. The sky was sunny and bright, the deceptive kind of sky where it looked like the air might actually be warm because the light was strong and clear, but it was actually freaking cold. Outside our house, the sun glinted off the snow and the icicles. Little halo-shaped rainbows formed everywhere. I told Malcolm that a giant dragon had died in the night and its blood had become water. It was bleeding down from the sky. I pointed to the giant icicles outside our bedroom window and told him, “Only the blood of dragons can create shine like this. Normal water creates ice cubes.” Malcolm’s eyes grew large. His mouth opened and I could see his white teeth. He put his hands together right up to his heart and said, “Can we please touch the frozen dragon’s blood?”

			I opened up the window in the bedroom. A gust of cold wind blew into my face. Dragon’s breath.

			It took me a while, but I managed to break off two icicles as thick as Malcolm’s wrist and longer than his arms. I wrapped the ends in paper towels, and I asked him what dragons liked to do when they were in danger.

			“Can we fight with these in the backyard? Please?!” he begged.

			The backyard was his favorite place. In the summers, Dad mowed trails for him so he wouldn’t get lost.

			I told him, “Your paths are all buried beneath the snow, Malcolm.”

			I told him, “Here, you are going to have to find your own way!”

			I held up my icicle sword.

			His met mine with a gentle knock.

			We fought each other inside the house, jumping from couch to chair. We decided that the floor was lava. We threw the couch cushions on the carpet so we could step on them to avoid the molten rock awaiting us. We moved like the kung fu fighters in old Chinese movies, until the icicles grew thin, the paper towels soaked through, our hands frigid. Then, I was inspired.

			I asked Malcolm, “What do dragons like to do with human babies?”

			He answered, “Eat them?”

			I poured sugar into bowls and we dipped the remnants of the dragon’s blood swords in the granules of sweetness and licked our way down until we could crunch the thin icicles with our teeth. Shivering with dragon’s blood running through our veins, we huddled under a blanket on the sofa and I read out loud from R. A. Salvatore’s newest book.

			Malcolm liked the book cover. He was clearly more interested in the image of the dark elf holding his knives than the story, but he listened quietly, curled by my side.

			Somewhere in the reading, he took a few sniffs of me and said in perfect Hmong, “Fong, you just have a smell that I like so much.”

			I put the book down and decided that we’d just work off the cover image: my favorite character, Drizzt Do’Urden in the Underdark.

			I used a movie announcer voice, and said, “The Underdark is a world where nothing exists except endless tunnels full of danger and death.”

			Malcolm’s eyes grew big.

			I continued, “Drizzt is a dark elf by birth whom everyone discriminated against because he was different, but whose heart was made of kindness.”

			I don’t know why I added, “All he yearns for is a place where he belongs and can be free.”

			Malcolm drew in a deep breath of anticipation.

			Although I didn’t teach Malcolm how to read, I introduced him to the first series of books that he loved. It’s a surprising fact of his life he’ll probably forget. I think sometimes even my family forgets that I can read. It’s just the way it is when you suck at school, when you are a dropout at eighteen.

			Later, Malcolm and I drew dragons together. I drew a green fire-breathing dragon in a cave. Malcolm drew a red water dragon breathing bubbles in the ocean. His was so good. I framed it and hung it on the wall of the bedroom we shared.
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			I can’t even talk about how many times I’ve been hit at school. I am not talking about fights where it takes two. I’m talking about just the hits that I’ve had to take from idiots who wanted someone to hurt. Everybody is always looking for a reason why. My friend Cheng used to say that if I lost weight, maybe people would be less interested in punching me—I’d be less soft on their fists. I know for a fact that Cheng took his own share of punches and he’s so thin that his body is concave. Niam and Txiv used to say, “Just ignore them”—as if ignoring people can make you invisible to them. True’s advice: “Just push through.” I couldn’t tell her that I’d been pushed through. Linda was a freshman and saw what I had to endure on the bus and in the hallways and was the only one who had nothing to say. She understood that I was not the cause of my pain. All those hits landed hard. When I was young, teachers used to ask, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” I could never answer. How do you say, “People see me as a punching bag” with any pride or confidence?
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			Anyway, dropping out of school gave me time to learn other things. For example, YouTube really changed my food game. I’m not interested in learning how to make spaghetti or meat loaf. The flavor profile is not intense enough. I like to burn, sweat, and sizzle. My food has got to be hot. I’m talking hot like twenty bird’s-eye chili pepper papaya salads eaten with cold slices of baby cucumbers and wedges of fresh lettuce on the side. I’m talking hot, like steamed duck embryos in a salty, spicy, sour, funky dipping sauce flavored with fermented fish. I like the foods that make me feel.

			Malcolm, Niam, True, and Linda refused to eat much of my food, but Txiv enjoyed it with me. It is one of the things we share: a taste for what others sometimes judge. Malcolm, though, has always been a lot like True and Linda, afraid of things that can’t really hurt you and not so afraid of the things that can. He used to say all the time, “When you eat food, the food eats you.”

			I told Malcolm that the world is full of dangerous things. I explained to him that this is why I carry a piece. I got a license to carry as soon as I could afford one. I bought a Smith & Wesson M&P, 9-millimeter. It sits low at my back, tucked underneath my shirt. I’ve no intention of using it unless I have to. If it’s only me, then it is only me. But the moment it comes to Niam or Txiv, True, Linda, or Malcolm, I want to know that there is something I can do to protect them, keep them safe. (When I talk about dangerous things, let’s be real. I’m talking about white people with some power, some meanness, racist ideas about who we are and where we should be: not here.)

			I’ve been beaten up because I was fat, because I was too Asian, because I was Hmong and we’re “taking over Minnesota.” The fact is that we are the biggest Asian group in the state. I’ve been beaten because I said the wrong word, I was in the wrong place, I was born at the wrong time. People give all kinds of stupid-ass reasons for hurting others, and other people offer all kinds of stupid-ass reasons for other people being hurt, but the truth is that the assholes hurt others because they like it.
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			In the last few years, Malcolm and I haven’t talked much. At that private school, with True and Tom taking care of him, he’s beginning to sound just like a white kid. Malcolm has stopped talking in Hmong. Whenever he responds in Hmong, his voice is hesitant and his tones suck. Beyond his inability to speak our language well, the truth is that I don’t know what to talk to him about anymore. He’s outgrown my stories. We don’t have much in common—not even food tastes. Every year, I see our differences spreading like a can of beer spilling on the floor, its edges expanding. In time, it’ll dry up and no one will even know it was there. In time, perhaps no one will even know that I was here. Ours is a brotherhood with no future, because I cannot imagine a future that awaits me in America. Occasionally, my eyes search the walls of the room that we now share only on the weekends for the framed picture of Malcolm’s dragon.
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			Chapter 9

			Fifth Grade, Ms. stacey

			2015–2016

			By the time Malcolm got to my class, he was not so little as my memory of him. He was no longer so short, though by no means was he a tall boy. He had put on a few pounds in his time at Lexington. His white polo shirts were tight around his belly, and his pants, remnants from the past school year, were short about his ankles, but he was the same boy with the bold eyebrows and that steady gaze.

			I learned that Malcolm lived in the cities with his oldest sister and her family, Monday through Friday. I learned that on the weekends Malcolm lived with his parents, forty-five minutes away in a suburb. I learned that he was the youngest of four children, a surprise baby born late in his mother’s childbearing years. I learned that he was incredibly loved by his family. I learned that I, too, would love him.

			The year that Malcolm was in my class was a gift. He wrote beautiful stories for me. One was about two brothers who fought dragons together. Another was about a boy who could become an eagle. And there was one I remember in particular about an orphaned boy who was raised by monks in a temple in long-ago and faraway China. This orphan boy had two friends: a street urchin with quick fingers and a biting tongue and a princess full of brains and courage. He adored them both, but they did not know of each other. One fine day, they met and it turned out that the urchin was indeed the rightful heir to the throne and the princess was the daughter of an imposter who had murdered the actual king. A great battle ensued where each vowed to kill the other. The orphaned boy was a witness to their fight. In the end, it was he who sacrificed himself between their swords, a token of friendship, a statement of how much they mattered to him. It was a sad tale, but the conflict in the boy, the inability to act, the understanding that he was trapped, was so poignantly written and wise beyond Malcolm’s years that it brought tears to my eyes. Words flowed from Malcolm, and I was grateful to be caught up in their current.

			Malcolm grew comfortable with me and himself in the year he spent in my classroom. By the end, he spoke at a normal volume. He told me that the Hmong accent of his early days was entirely gone, and that beyond the pacing of his speech, his grasp of the English language, both oral and written, was—in his words—“just like a white boy.” He said these words with a degree of sadness. I tried to reassure him that the way he spoke English would in no way reflect his allegiance to Hmong.

			He shook his head and looked me in the eyes and said, “I wish that were true, Ms. Stacey, except that it isn’t. While my grasp of English has grown in my time at Lexington, my ability to speak Hmong has not. I am trapped in the language of my home like the six-year-old kid who left it to come here.”

			I wished that I could ease Malcolm’s pain, but it was beyond the power of any teacher, let alone a white one like me, whose first language was English, whose own children had grown up in the classrooms at Lexington, who had decided long ago that her career as a teacher would begin and end here—unlike my students, Malcolm among them, who leave.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 10

			Tus Muam Nrab, Linda

			Mom and Dad should never have agreed to the name Linda. I am not a Linda. I’m a Gao Nou or a Yenglai or a Pazong or a Kazoua. I’d make a better anything than a Linda, but it is what my family named me. I’ve asked most of the people in my life to call me Lin—like Jeremy Lin, or at least a more Asian recognition of my identity and personality—but it is a hard ask.

			I love my life. I love this life. Even if it doesn’t always love me. The lessons I’ve learned have been harsh. The experiences I have had have taken a great deal from me and those who love me. That I’m here at all and with these people is a gift. But of course, the story begins on a set of facts.

			The simplest fact of my life is that True has a lot of power. Mom and Dad listen when she speaks. We all do. All of our lives are the way they are in large part because of True’s decisions.

			A not-so-simple fact of my life is that while I’m appreciative of everything True’s done for me, she was wrong to register Malcolm at a private school. I agree that the suburban school was no good for him, but she should have placed him in a public school where there were more Hmong children, more children who understood and reflected his upbringing than Lexington Academy.

			The reality is that in our family I’m the one who disagrees with True the most. But I have no time to invest in doing the work of actually taking Malcolm out of one school and enrolling him in another. And True did all my taxes and my college financial aid forms each year. So while I disagree often, I also don’t protest too hard.

			Another fact: I’m hard on Malcolm. He is in danger of being too sure of himself, turning into a know-it-all. I’m always checking him—on how he talks about his friends, his ideas about himself as a man, his feelings about the world. I don’t even know if it is possible to raise a good man in America, but I do everything I can to ensure that Malcolm at least has a chance to think about it before becoming anything else.

			Fong is another matter completely. The patriarchy got him early. The boy cousins from California. The bullies at school. I was too young and powerless to do anything. I guess he’ll always be my older brother and Malcolm will always be the younger one.

			When I talk about Malcolm, I cry. I cry for who he is. I cry for who he can be. I cry because he reminds me of myself. People say we look alike and act alike. I don’t see how we look alike beyond the fact that we are brother and sister. He has Dad’s eyebrows. I used to have Dad’s eyebrows, but I have been plucking forever so I’m only reminded when I see myself in old photographs. Malcolm has nice teeth; I don’t. My teeth are small. We are alike in that we both like to talk to people. We process best through talking. We can also be argumentative. We’ll argue with people close to us unless we believe they are 100 percent right—and no one is 100 percent right ever. Except we don’t argue with Mom and Dad. We listen to them. We just don’t do what they ask of us all the time. It is because I understand Malcolm so well that I am hard on him—as I am hard on myself.

			It’s also a fact that I’m the sister who got into the fancy college in New York City. The college that caused a lot of pain.

			When I got accepted, we were all excited: Mom and Dad, True and Tom, and Fong. Malcolm, sensing our joy, ran in circles with a cape around his neck saying, “Congratulations, congratulations, congratulations, congratulations!” He was not even in school yet at the time.

			When I got the financial aid package and started doing research about a budget to attend, I had a sinking feeling in the bottom of my stomach. Mom had just lost her job because factory work had ruined her hands. The financial pressures in our house were mounting. I despaired.

			The day the financial aid letter came in the mail was a difficult day in our home.

			My poor mother was in the kitchen. She had a fish stew on the stove. She stood beside it, massaging her right hand with her left.

			She said, “You’ll get a loan. Dad and I will figure something out.”

			I couldn’t stop crying.

			True and Tom were visiting. Tom was in the garage replacing a broken light fixture, but True was at the table. She had been peeling a clementine when the tears engulfed me.

			She said, “Loans are common. How do you think all poor people go to college?”

			I tried to halt the stream of tears that flowed down my face but I couldn’t. Of course Mom and True were both right. Except a giant grief had set itself on top of me, and I could not wiggle my way loose.

			I sat on the carpet between the kitchen and the dining area, the research I’d done on a yellow pad in my hands, lines of numbers adding up to more numbers.

			Fortunately, Dad and Fong were not home.

			I felt pitiful. I’d worked hard for this opportunity, and now that it was upon me, it felt like I wouldn’t be able to accept it. I knew other people were in tougher positions, but I also knew I’d be placing myself and my whole family in a tighter place. These facts wounded me deeply.

			I was surprised to see Malcolm step before me in my moment of heartache. He put up his left hand in front of me, a stop sign. His other hand reached for my tear-soaked face.

			His serious eyes, steady beneath the thick line of his brow, looked directly into my own as he said slowly and quietly, “Look into my eyes. Father says that long before we are born, we live in each other’s eyes. He says that although I’m just a little boy, I’m already seeing the world for a little boy or a little girl who will one day be born. Look into my eyes.”

			Inside the clear brown gaze, I saw a blurry picture of myself.

			He asked, “Do you see yourself there?”

			I nodded.

			He said, “You’re in my eyes, Linda. I know I’m just a little boy now, but one day I will grow up and I will become a man and I will help you pay back all the loans.”

			He nodded at the end of his words, punctuating my tears with periods.

			I didn’t know what to make of his words. Both his arms were around my neck now and his head was on my shoulder. I took a breath through my stuffed nose. I made out the faint scent of the baby shampoo he still used. I hiccuped.

			He said into my neck, “And if you are really good, maybe your teachers will give you one hundred dollars.”

			I opened my eyes to look at my mother in the kitchen. She faced the bubbling stew on the stove, the mixing spoon unmoving in the rising steam of the pot. I could see a stream of tears slide down her face. The profile of her top lip over her bottom.

			I looked to True at the dining table, clementine halfway peeled in her hands, looking at us, or more precisely, Malcolm, with a measure of amazement.

			I closed my eyes and pulled Malcolm close.

			That day Malcolm gave me the courage I needed. It was his conviction, his offering of his future, that helped me understand what Columbia meant in terms of our past and future. We were first-generation Hmong refugees here in America. Ivy League schools like Columbia were for the children of the rich and the famous, the offspring of presidents and CEOs. I couldn’t give up the chance to attend, to do well, to change our life circumstances—not when the stakes were so high.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			All that summer, Malcolm spent part of his day searching through the little rocks in our driveway. He crouched in the shade of the old tree and sifted through the gravel, bit by bit. None of us knew what he was doing. We were used to seeing him in the back, walking the paths Dad mowed for him in the tall grass. This was new.

			On a hot day toward the end of August, before he started kindergarten, Malcolm ran into the house, a small sphere of hardened red plastic in his hand, shouting, “I don’t think this is a diamond, but I think I’ve found a ruby, everyone! Everyone, we can pay for Linda’s college now!”

			The family realized what he had been doing out there in that driveway all summer long.

			Malcolm will always be my diamond explorer.

		

	
		
			Part 2

			Malcolm
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			Chapter 11

			Pog

			I died nine months before Malcolm was born to my youngest child, Lue. Malcolm is the only grandchild I’ve never met. I was resigned to the reality that he would never know a grandmother’s love, for I was the last of the grandparents.

			There are things Malcolm will never know about me or the life I lived, the journey I have taken across rivers and oceans, from one side of the world to the other. There are things about Malcolm that I will never know, the places he’ll adventure, the people he will learn from and share his journey with. The tragedies and triumphs he will encounter.

			I had accepted that we would be strangers. After all, I left the world on his way into it. Powers beyond our control were at play. So, imagine my surprise when news of Malcolm’s arrival reached me.

			There is no Hmongland in the map of the bigger world. No school where a student can spin a globe and stop it with a finger, saying, “This is the Hmong homeland.” All through life, each of us must carry in our hearts our individual maps to Hmong Mountain. We know these maps because they were imagined by our elders. Our journeys were in fact first born in their hearts and minds. We only get to see these maps at the ends of our journeys, when our bodies die and our spirits depart.

			Lue has tried to make pathways for his youngest, for Malcolm. He mows trails in the grass fields so the boy will know that there is a journey that every person who lives must take. In fact, even after we die, these journeys continue, guided not by paths made for us but by ones we create.

			I understand some people will walk toward water and others toward sky.

			When my time came, I found myself facing the towering mountains of my youth. I found my way back on lonely trails to the place where my heart learned how to beat to the rhythms and flows of life.

			It is easier for the living to imagine that there is one place we all return to after death envelops us in its mystery. But this is not the case. We each return to a world of our making and of the people who’ve made us. We are not limited by anything but the force of our memories and our love.

			My ancestral home is a long house made of planks of wood from trees my father chopped down himself. It is the depths of a green valley, surrounded by the karst mountains, bat-filled caves and hives full of bees, houses for spirits and honey.

			We are the house where the red paths diverge among the green grass. Ours is the well that travelers drink from. The animals in the pens, the horses and the cattle, the water buffalos and the pigs, the chickens in the coop and the ducks wandering freely around the pond in the backyard, these are the animals I have returned to. This place is filled with people I love: my mother, my father, my sisters, my brothers, my husband, our deceased children and grandchildren. Around us, in the spread of the village, there are friends from my girlhood, young men I admired but was too shy to share my feelings with, elders who are wise, patient, and kind. Here, we live in harmony with our pasts and find joy in our present. Newcomers arrive and our homes grow. We celebrate with food and music, welcome each other with open arms.

			I was on my way to the river to do the wash when an old auntie of mine ran to me and said, “There’s a young man wandering at the edge of the village. He’s gathering stones on the pathway. He says his name is Malcolm.”
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			Chapter 12

			Malcolm

			2016

			My first death was a public death, and I saw it on a phone. It was the summer of 2016. I was eleven years old. I was home in the white house on the prairie.

			It was a Sunday morning. True and Tom were visiting with their boys. If it had still been the school year, I’d have been leaving with them at day’s end, already thinking about the next week of school. But fifth grade was over, and it was summertime. I woke up late. I’d stayed up watching Attack on Titan with Fong the night before.

			In the kitchen, True and Tom were staring into True’s phone. They didn’t notice me right away because they were so focused on the video they were watching. The volume was on high.

			I could hear a woman, breathing fast and deep. “Stay with me! We got pulled over for a busted taillight in the back, and the police just— He’s covered! He killed my boyfriend! He’s licensed, he’s carried…he’s licensed to carry. He was trying to get his ID and his wallet out of his pocket, and he let the officer know that he was…He had a firearm and he was reaching for his wallet, and the officer just shot him in his arm.”

			True said, “It’s Mr. Phil. That is Mr. Phil.”

			Tom said, “From the boys’ school? Are you sure?!”

			I knew Mr. Phil. The boys’ school started before mine, so True and I dropped the boys off in the mornings before going to Lexington Academy. I would sometimes walk them in so True could stay in the running car. We often saw Mr. Phil in the cafeteria, wearing a blue shirt, dreads pulled back, talking with the other staff, greeting the children. We waved. He waved back.

			The woman’s voice on the video grew more urgent. “You told him to get his ID, sir, his driver’s license. Oh my God, please don’t tell me he’s dead. Please don’t tell me my boyfriend just went like that.”

			The voice of the man said, “Keep your hands where they are!”

			Phong and Lee, True and Tom’s boys, came running into the kitchen. Phong saw his parents standing close, watching his mother’s phone, and me obviously listening in.

			Phong wanted to know, “What are you two watching?”

			True turned off the phone and walked to the bathroom without a word.

			Tom pulled the boys to either side.

			His arms around both their shoulders, he told them, “We were watching a video.”

			Lee wrestled from his father’s hold and said with mischievous interest, “What kind of video? Hmm?” Lee raised an eyebrow. “The kind kids are not allowed to watch?”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			I know that True and Tom talked to the boys in the days after. We were only at the beginning of July. Summer was still new. True and Tom told the boys that Mr. Phil wouldn’t be there when they returned to school in the fall. The boys wanted to know why. They explained that Mr. Phil had been killed by the police. The boys wanted to know if Mr. Phil was a bad guy. Their father broke into tears and said, “No. He was just a Black man in this country, and sometimes that is all you need to be to be killed.”

			When True and Tom weren’t around, Phong and Lee talked to me about it. They had questions. They wanted to know if Hmong was the same as Black. Phong didn’t think so because he, at six, was already beginning to learn about racism and whiteness. Lee was five and less certain. He thought that Hmong was Black because Hmong was not white. I tried to explain that we were Asian and that their father was white. But then they both ended on a single question: “Can the police kill us or not?” The best answer I could give them was “Yes, they can. They can kill anyone if they want to.” I wasn’t sure if that was fair so I added, “But you’re still little. You’re safe.” They wanted to know if I was safe. I told them, “I can’t drive yet, so I am.” That was enough for them, but of course I knew I would learn how to drive and one day be stopped by cops just like Fong, my big brother.
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			Fong still offered me the most tender bites of meat at our shared meals around Mom and Dad’s dining table. Fong still called me “kid.” A part of me knew that if I brought up the shooting of Mr. Phil, Fong would just tell me that cops were assholes. Another part of me knew that what had happened to Mr. Phil could happen to Fong, so all that summer and into the fall I avoided talking about the police shooting with him. I also didn’t want anyone in the family to scare him or trigger him or make him so wary of the cops that at the next traffic stop, he might shake and panic and reach for the security of his gun. Like Mr. Phil, Fong was licensed to carry.

			He had gotten it right after we’d learned of First Uncle Blia’s health problems and what had happened to Linda at Columbia. One night at dinner, Fong had said casually, like he had changed the oil in the car, “I got a gun. I applied for a license to carry.”

			We all asked, “Why?”

			He’d simply said, “Just in case.”

			Dad replied, “You are not the kind of man who can kill anybody. If you carry a gun, you’ll make it easier for other people to kill you.” Dad continued, “Do you remember Fong Lee? Do you remember how the police killed him and said he had a gun? You’ve seen the videos. There was no gun when the officer was chasing him.”

			Our Fong said nothing, just looked at the food on his plate, his fingers holding his soup spoon and fork on either side of Mom’s mustard greens fried in pork fat, slathered with spicy chili sauce.

			Mom said, “Why do you give me more reasons to worry about you all the time?”

			In the silence that followed her question, her tears started falling.

			True said, both hands pressing flat on the table, “Fong, it’s not going to make the world safer.”

			Fong looked at them, opposite him at the table, and said, “This isn’t about making the world safer. It is about keeping us safe.”

			I could feel the weight in the room shifting with those words to my brother’s shoulders, already pushed far lower than any other person I knew.
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			A few weeks after the murder of Mr. Phil, I was in the car with Fong taking Phong and Lee down to the river to see if there were any fish. There was a group of young white men drinking and smoking by a tree. We didn’t pay much attention to them until one of the taller men, leaning against the rough trunk, growled at us as we walked past on our way to the riverbank. When we looked at the group, the three sitting on the grass got to their feet and moved like they were going to come after us. Fong grabbed Phong and Lee by the hands and yelled for me to follow as he pulled them—both fighting him because we hadn’t made it to the edge of the water yet—back to the parking lot. Even though it was only fifty feet, Fong pushed us hard, and he was sweating by the time we reached his Corolla. All the time we ran, my eyes were glued to the bump on Fong’s back, near his waist, where I knew he wore the belt with a gun.

			He locked the doors after we got in. The white boys stood at the edge of the parking lot laughing, calling out, “Cowards!”

			Fong drove us home without a word. Phong and Lee asked again and again, “Uncle Fong, why were you so scared?” I finally told the boys to shush up, the volume of my heartbeat causing a quiver in my voice.

			Phong and Lee didn’t know about the white boys who used to beat Fong up at school or the administrators who punished him for trying to fight back. They hadn’t seen Fong come home from school with his shirt buttons missing or felt the puffy skin beneath the bruises that bloomed on his face. They hadn’t seen our mother run to hold him close or our father get angry with him for not finding a way to go to school and come home without getting beaten up. I was young then, but I’ll never forget what I heard and saw. Every day I was afraid that Fong might disappear and I wouldn’t know where he’d gone or where he had been taken.
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			Chapter 13

			Malcolm

			2016

			That same summer, I dreamed of death.

			In the recurring dream, all I knew was that First Uncle Blia had died. We were going to his house to help with the preparations for his funeral.

			My father wore his best suit, the black one that True and Tom had given him at Christmastime.

			In the dream, it was the middle of winter. Outside of First Uncle’s house, there were cars parked up and down the street. It had snowed. The streets had not yet been plowed. I walked slowly behind Mom and Dad on the slippery street, thinking I could try to catch them if they slipped on the slush.

			Inside the one-and-a-half-story house, it was crowded. I recognized my many cousins and their children. The elders who sat in a line of folding chairs along the northern wall of the house were strangers to me. I could tell that none of them knew who I was by the puzzled expressions on their faces. People only knew Fong. They didn’t know that I was also my father’s son. I followed my brother into the dining area and the kitchen.

			My nose twitched from the smells around me. There was the powerful smell of simmering beef broth wafting through the open back door to the deck outside. There was the spicy scent of chili, galangal, lemongrass, green onions, and a variety of herbs I didn’t know. There was a confusion of perfumes from my cousins’ wives.

			A beloved aunt appeared and said, “Go to the sink and help Fong scrape the cow stomach linings off. You are old enough to learn.”

			I nodded and pulled up the sleeves of my navy-blue sweater, a part of my winter uniform for school. I had no idea how to scrape the stomach lining of cows, but I wanted to try to be useful.

			In a metal bowl in the sink, Fong’s hands worked busily, scraping at the darkened stomach of a cow with a metal spoon, the water murky, green matter clinging to the sides.

			Fong said, “You don’t know how to do this. It smells. Just stand close by me and out of the way.”

			In the dream, First Uncle’s house had an intercom system. True’s voice came on, saying, “My father is not feeling well. He’s retired to First Uncle’s room to rest. He’s been suffering from an infection. He’s on medication. He should be fine soon.”

			I thought, Dad was just fine.

			I convinced Fong to teach me how to help him scrape the different stomachs of the cow with him. He gave me a lesson about the four stomachs of a cow: The first two were storage stomachs, the rumen and the reticulum, and then there were the latter two, the digestive stomachs, the omasum and the abomasum. He instructed me on the different feels of each stomach in my hands. The rumen and the reticulum felt soft and slippery, covered in a slimy digestive liquid. The omasum and the abomasum were textured. Each had soft spiky growth on its sides and was covered in a dark coating. Our job was to get rid of the slippery feel and the dark coating. Fong taught me how to hold the spoon in one hand and pieces of the stomach in the other. He demonstrated the motions: the scrape of the metal against the stomach, showing me each time the unwanted waste on the side of the spoon.

			True’s voice once again came over the intercom: “Father has died but we cannot tell anyone. This is neither the time nor the place. We must pretend he is still resting so the guests don’t ask questions we are not prepared to answer.”

			In my dream, I was less worried about myself than I was about Fong at the news of our father’s death. Fong, unlike me, seemed not to have heard True’s voice at all. He worked diligently on the stomach segment in his hands.

			I said, “I’m going to go check on Dad.”

			He asked, “Why?”

			I said, “He has not been feeling well. He’s been resting in First Uncle’s room.”

			Fong said, “How come no one told me?”

			He wiped his hands quickly on a kitchen towel beside the sink and turned on the water. As he washed his hands, lathering all the way up to his forearms beneath the stream of water, he said, “I’ll go and get him. You get ready. We’ll take Father home.”

			I followed Fong’s lead on the washing of the hands.

			True’s voice via the intercom announced, “Father’s spirit won’t leave. We may need a shaman, but all the great shamans of old are dying or already dead. Who will show him the way to the ancestral lands?”

			I’d just put down the towel when I heard a commotion at the entrance into the kitchen.

			I looked to see Fong holding our father up by the arms, leading him carefully like a child learning to walk. Our father, who had looked strong in the black suit earlier in the day, now looked as if he were drowning in the fabric. But he did not look to me like a dead man despite the clear exhaustion of his body. He was on his feet, walking slowly in Fong’s hold, not making eye contact with anyone.

			I rushed to Fong’s side to help our father.

			True’s voice, once more on the intercom, said, “Father is a ghost now. He is only holding himself upright for my brothers.”

			All of a sudden, in the way of dreams, we were home. We were in our living room in the white house on the prairie, Fong and me and our nephews, Lee and Phong. Lee was young again, only two or three years old. He sat on the corner of the sofa wearing his favorite Spider-Man pajamas and holding on to his Spider-Man backpack. He looked afraid.

			Our father entered the living room quietly. He was wearing his customary household outfit, athletic shorts and a polo shirt. He said in a low voice, “Lee, come to Yawm Txiv. I want to take you to the bathroom, to pee one last time.”

			Lee held up his hands toward the ghost of his grandfather.

			Our father moved slowly to the boy and leaned down, then lifted the child high in his arms, grimacing in pain. For a moment, Lee looked like me, and my father looked like a version of himself from the past. I blinked. The vision cleared and I could see that my father’s skin had lost all its color. He was a stone version of himself. The moisture of his flesh had disappeared. His cheeks sagged into jowls. With the child in his arms, held fast to his chest, he swayed as tears started to fall from his eyes.

			I looked away. Out the window, I saw the backyard overgrown with grass, right up to the sides of the house, no signs of the paths my father mowed for me anywhere.

			My own cries woke me up. Night after night.
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			Chapter 14

			Malcolm

			2016

			All four of my grandparents were shamans, respected and well loved in their communities. I never met them, so I do not know who they were beyond stories that Mom and Dad occasionally share, and I have no experience of them as shamans. The few shamans I’ve seen performing were at family functions. At these events, I watched aunts and uncles and other relatives assist in specific rituals and ceremonies. In our home, we don’t call shamans often. While Dad calls in our spirits every November with the coming new year, Mom and Dad see shamans as a last resort.

			Linda had left for college when I was almost five. In this way, I didn’t get to see her much growing up. She was the sister who went to college far away. She came home for holidays and summers. Each time she came back, she’d say, “Malcolm, you are so big now.” She would hold me close and squeeze me. Often she came home with Japanese candy for me, metal jars filled with colorful fruit drops. I’m not a big candy kid, but I love the fruit drops. They look just like the ones in my favorite anime, Grave of the Fireflies. They were not at the Asian grocery stores in Minnesota, but in New York City, Linda told me she lived by Japanese convenience stores. In the beginning I missed her each time she left, but slowly I got used to her going away. When Linda graduated from college, I was eight.

			The whole family had been looking forward to Linda’s graduation.

			Mom even said, “Maybe we all can go to see New York City together and celebrate.”

			Dad said, “It’s too expensive.”

			In the end, only Mom and Dad and True were able to go to her graduation. Fong stayed home to take care of me. Tom stayed home with his and True’s kids. Everybody had left for graduation pretty happy, but they came home pretty sad. Something bad had happened to Linda in New York that final year of college. I didn’t know what had happened. All I knew was that Mom and Dad and True and Fong were worried. They often asked her if there was something wrong, but she would not—or could not—say.

			The summer after graduation, Linda was sad and distant. Every day, she woke up early and meandered in the tall grass outside, from sunup until sundown. She walked without care for the trails Dad had mowed. With her headphones on, she stumbled among the tall grass, slipping and falling where the moles had dug their mounds. From the window of the house, Linda had no legs or feet. She was a pair of thin arms dangling, hands disappearing, a floating torso, long hair falling flat or flying away from her face. Other than the occasional bathroom break and refills for the water bottle that she kept at her side, none of us saw much of her.

			Columbia had been exciting for our whole family, but when Linda graduated, we realized it had taken something away from her. We didn’t know what. All we knew was that Linda, who had always been so determined and focused, seemed to be lost and looking for something we couldn’t offer.

			For three years, Linda was this way, moving from one job to another for Second Uncle’s son Kou’s temp agency. Kou had dropped out his last year of college, to Second Auntie’s great disappointment. I remember she’d called a family intervention meeting. There, she wanted my father and the whole family to force him to go back to the University of Minnesota, but he’d simply say, in his quiet way, “College is for people who want debt. I want money.” He refused to go back and no one could make him. Instead, he opened a job placement agency, and it had been doing well. Now, Linda, who had gone to a good school, was working for him, doing different office jobs.

			While the family talked of First Uncle’s health and the television talked of Philando Castile’s death, Linda didn’t participate. When she wasn’t at work, she walked around the yard, trampling the tall grass beneath the soles of her walking shoes. Near summer’s end, Mom told Dad that he needed to call a shaman and that we had to do a ceremony for her. He agreed.

			The shaman Dad called was respected but not exactly old-school. Though he was perhaps ten years or so older than my father, he was more fluent in English because his family were among the first Hmong people to come to Minnesota in the 1970s. The shaman was a short, stout man dressed in traditional Hmong clothes, the shirt embroidered with a red dragon on one side and a gold phoenix on the other. He wore a round black cap on his head. I’d seen him at previous family events, but this was his first visit to our house. His English was impressive. I overheard phrases like social enterprise and culturally significant and democratic-spiritual leadership when he talked with the uncles. None of them could speak that kind of English, but none of them asked him to explain his words either. He came to our house with his seven sons, an assortment of grandchildren, and his wife. His wife, like him, was an uncommon person. She was older than my mom and wore wedge-shaped sandals that showed off her pale feet, thin toes with nails painted black. The whole family came in a long white van bearing the essential tools of the shaman.

			The shaman’s sons removed first from the white van a narrow wooden bench about the length of a sofa. They asked Dad where the ceremony was to be performed. He gestured to Fong, who helped direct the young men to the front room of the house. I opened the front screen door and held it open for them. The bench, Fong informed me in a whisper, was actually the shaman’s horse to the other world, a living, sacred thing that responded only to the shaman’s voice and movement. Fong covered the coffee table with gold and silver joss paper to be used as a temporary altar. One by one, the shaman’s sons carefully took out the rest of the tools from the van: an iron gong to warn all present that a shaman was at work, the sacred water buffalo horn tips to divine which direction the soul of the sick and weary had gone, a heavy handmade metal sword tied at the ends with pieces of red cloth (the shaman’s only weapon against evil in his journey to the spirit world), and four brass finger bells used in his trance. The sons, like their mother and father, were not quite typical. They had tattoos on their arms and long hair with shaved sides, and wore baggy jeans underneath T-shirts that were several sizes too big for their bodies. They worked quickly and quietly as a team, each arranging different elements on the makeshift altar. Once they had assessed and determined that the ceremonial table was ready for their father to do his work, Fong poured Hmong liquor into shot glasses and gathered small bowls filled with rice grains, incense sticks, and an egg for the prepared altar. He placed a folding chair five feet or so from the altar for Linda to sit.

			Mom saw me standing and observing and said, “Go with Tom to get ice from the gas station. For the coolers with the soft drinks and beer.”

			The day’s business of hosting a spiritual ceremony was intense. Everybody had something for me to do. I helped herd the younger children. I found an extension cord so the elders outside could watch YouTube videos of their home villages. All the while, I heard the shaman’s gong and the sound of his chants, like songs, washing over the house. Through the bomp, bomp, bomp of the gong and the wind of his voice, I found myself sailing in a strange, muted space where I seemed to have lost touch with the earth, floating a bit above the chatter of my family and the rest of the busy world.

			True assigned me the important task of looking after Cousin Chia’s super-naughty and fearless kid. The four-year-old boy was not yet talking but was fast on his feet. He liked to jump off the back deck into the grass, run up and down the stairs with no regard for who else was on them or what they were carrying. I distracted him by chasing him through my trails in the grass. I hadn’t used them much that summer, and now they were crisscrossed by Linda’s walks. Unlike me, the boy was not interested in games of imagination; he was more engaged in the work of making me run fast after him. It wasn’t until Fong yelled for me, “Malcolm! Come and see this!” that I rushed back to the house with the wiggling child in my arms, still feeling unsettled and lightheaded.

			The shaman’s sword was on the floor before the makeshift altar, standing straight up by itself. Its tip was balanced on the tile. Its handle, made of old steel, looked cold and otherworldly, shadows and light colliding. Linda sat on her chair, head hung low as if she’d fallen asleep. The shaman, with his red hood over his face, circled his sword, chanting fiercely, taking sips of the Hmong liquor from the shot glasses that lined the altar, spitting it out with his words. Our large family marveled at what we were witnessing.

			I heard a relative whisper, “There’s an evil force holding up the shaman’s sword.”

			Dad stood close by, his eyes moving slowly between the sword standing by itself and Linda, still as a statue.

			The sword and shaman standoff went on for fifteen minutes before the shaman walked right up to the sword and shouted in a loud and angry voice, words so ancient that none of us in the room, no matter how fluent in Hmong, could understand. It was only then that the sword toppled and fell flat on the floor. Linda looked up as if she’d been jerked awake by the noise of the metal clanging on the tile. I felt my feet landing hard on the ground, the thud of my heavy heart, and expelled the air I didn’t know I had been holding.
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			Hours after the ceremony was done, we talked about it as we bagged up the leftover food for guests to take home. The older cousins and we younger ones were in awe of what had happened.

			Outside on the back patio, watching the sun make its way beyond the neighbor’s red barn, we discussed what we had witnessed. Fong and I stood together, arms nearly touching, both leaning back against the railing.

			Second Uncle’s eldest son, Kou, shook his head, took long sips of his beer, and said in his quiet way, “Shamanism is no joke.” He swatted at the horseflies in the air.

			His brother Vang was quiet, a bottle of water in his hand.

			Kou continued, “I heard that Linda’s spirit had been taken by an evil force. The shaman saw it was prepared to kill her, and that’s when there was no room for negotiation anymore. Words weren’t enough. The shaman had to resort to his sword. And even then, well, we saw what happened. Oh man. I wonder what happened to Linda in New York. She hasn’t been the same since.” When no one responded, he asked slowly, “Anyone know what happened to her? Secrets she might be hiding? It’s been three years since her graduation, and you know she’s barely operational.”

			I felt Fong tense beside me.

			Both of us looked in Kou’s direction.

			Moua, who had gotten married two years ago, sat with his sleeping child in his arms. He saw our looks, cleared his throat, and then answered, “I don’t think even Linda knows what happened to her. One time I had a friend who went fishing late near Stillwater by himself. On his way home, he heard footsteps trailing him, though he saw no one behind him. In the car, he thought he heard whispering from the back seat. He didn’t know it, but he’d brought a special guest home. At night, he struggled to sleep. In the dark, he saw the shape of a person beside him, turned toward him. Finally, he couldn’t handle it anymore. He told his parents. They called a shaman. After the ceremony, the family found out: His guest wasn’t interested in leaving—at least not leaving alone. It took, like, a pig, a goat, a whole cow to barter for his spirit back.”

			Occasionally, Moua took the edge of the swaddle and tucked it more securely around his infant.

			I said, “I am glad that the shaman was able to bring Linda’s spirit home where it belongs.”

			Kou laughed, shifting his gaze from me to Fong and back again, then said, “Hey, Fong. Soon your little brother is going to be your big brother.”
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			After the extended family left, when the final car lights disappeared around the bend of our block, our family sat in the garage, our favorite gathering place, and talked while Mom and Dad swatted mosquitoes with matching red flyswatters. I had eaten well during the feast so I let the bugs feast off me. I felt it was only fair. Linda, for the first time in a very long time, sat among us, saying she felt lighter. She said she felt as if she’d been rescued from something bad. Mom pulled her close.

			Dad cleared his throat and said, “I’ve seen some great shamans in my time, and I think this one is one of them.”

			True said, “Our grandma was one.”

			Tom asked, “Which grandma?”

			True said, “All of the grandparents were shamans, but I’m talking about Dad’s mom, Pog.”

			Tom told True to hold the story. He lit the patriotic American citronella candles, purchased on sale after July Fourth. He placed them along the driveway, creating a pathway of light toward where we sat. The long day was done. The night became softer with the glow of the flames dotting the driveway. Once Tom returned to his seat and pulled Lee into his lap, we waited for the story to begin. Linda and our mother and father talked quietly to each other. Fong sat close to them, listening but saying nothing as usual. Phong sat on the ground on the plastic mat and leaned against Fong’s knees, exhausted from a day of play.

			True swatted a mosquito, then said, “The last great shaman I saw before this man was Pog. The last ceremony she performed was for Curly.”

			Tom asked, “Who’s Curly?”

			True clarified, “First Uncle’s oldest child. She has a real name, but we like to call her Curly. Anyway, you wouldn’t know her because she doesn’t come to family events anymore.”

			She took a deep breath, then began the story. “Pog sat straight on her shaman’s bench. Two young men stood behind her with arms outspread on either side, ready to brace any falls on her long journey into the spirit world. Her face shielded from our gazes, Pog’s voice rose deep and even, a call across the ages, for the door between the living and the dead to open.

			“We young cousins gathered around her, curious and mystified. There was a big dead pig behind Pog’s bench. The pig was cleaned, cut wide open down the center, emptied of its guts and resting flat on its belly, legs splayed on a large square of plastic, head lolling to the side. It was not a sight we saw every day. The smoke of the incense rose around us in the cold breeze that entered the house through the propped front door.”

			Everyone was quiet now and all other talk had ceased. We were all boats afloat on the smooth-flowing river of True’s words.

			“Pog’s bare feet shook against the hardwood floor. The shaking grew faster and faster, and it climbed up her body until her hands, holding tight to the shaman’s finger bells, shook along with her feet to the rhythm of an unseen horse. Pog’s hands held fast to the reins of the galloping animal as her voice rose higher, rhythmic and unhurried despite the harrowing ride into the other world.

			“Pog was on a mission to bring back our oldest cousin’s spirit. She’d lost it the week before in a fight with her husband.

			“Curly’s husband had driven her to the woods near Northfield to kill her. He’d dragged her from her bed without shoes in the middle of the night in the dead of winter. He’d been gone for months, living with another woman. His return home was a complete surprise.

			“When Curly felt his hands around her throat, she screamed and cried, but none of their five children woke up. She was dragged from the bedroom, down the long hallway into the kitchen and living room, to the front door. She struggled and tried to grab her jacket and her shoes but to no avail. She found herself in the passenger seat of her husband’s truck, staring at the full moon, hot breath fogging up the window, no clue where they were going. Her husband’s profile was as cold as the blustery night. He’d locked all the truck’s doors. He held tight to her left hand, a hatchet in between them. She pleaded with him to let her go, to reconsider his actions, to put into words her offense. He said nothing at all.

			“All Curly knew was that he had supposedly married someone else and that he did not want to be married to her anymore. Yes, when rumor of his new marriage had reached her via a close friend, she’d called his family clan leader and told the old man that she was not happy with the news and she would not grant her husband a divorce under any condition. She had not expected him to storm home on a cold winter’s night and haul her out of bed, to put her into his truck, to take her somewhere and kill her.

			“Curly cried the whole ride from their house on the east side of St. Paul to the rolling hills down on Thirty-Five South. She recognized the highway. She knew they’d taken exit sixty-nine and turned left. The road was empty. They passed by a quiet town on the edge of a frozen river. Then they were passing through fields of snow, glowing in the light of the moon. The road went up and down hills and through valleys. There were trees crusted, silvery in the blue night. Curly felt tears and snot seep down the front of her nightgown. She grasped the soaked fabric with her free hand and swiped again and again at her wet face, shivering.

			“Curly lost track of the roads. When her husband stopped the truck, the moon was no longer directly above them. She tried to think of a plan. If he got out of the truck, she would lunge toward the driver’s side and lock the door. If he had the key with him and tried to unlock the door, she’d pull it tight. Perhaps she would wait until he got out and walked around to where she was, and then surprise him by opening her door very quickly—jam it into him and run past him into the woods, and perhaps she’d die there among the silvery trees and the frozen earth, but at least it wouldn’t be from the cold metal of the hatchet. At least then, her children would not have to live with the memory of their father as their mother’s murderer. She could not keep track of the possible ideas, her brain running from one possibility to the next. When he stopped the truck, he let out a long, slow, calm breath. His right hand remained rigid atop her left one. His left reached for the hatchet in between them. Curly thought that she would die right there and then.

			“Instead, he opened the door with the hand holding the wooden handle of the hatchet. He pulled Curly across the small divide in between their seats by dragging on her captive left hand. She felt her arm being jerked from her body. Her forehead hit the steering wheel. She made a sound of pain. She shook her head adamantly as he pulled her out into the open. Her bare feet felt the sharp pricks of the icy road. He pulled her across the asphalt and down a ravine.

			“He’d dressed for the night. He wore winter boots and a long jacket. A hat. Curly later told everybody that in the moonlight, as she knelt at his feet, knees deep in the snow, and looked up at him beneath the light from the heavens, she noticed that the hat he wore was hers. She’d left it on top of her coat on the edge of the sofa by the front door. She was sick to her stomach. This was for her the final betrayal, that he’d thought of the cold and his comfort, in his attempt to kill her.

			“She pleaded with him. She asked him to stop, to think about their children, to think about the lives her children would lead without a mother to care for them. When he did not respond to her pleas, she pleaded to Yawg, our grandfather, a man she’d never met. She asked our ghostly grandfather to save his granddaughter. She cried to the ancestors and asked them to help.

			“She said the shiny blade of the hatchet was above her. It gleamed in the moonlight in the wash of her tears. On her knees, Curly held her head up high, tears streaming down, waiting for the dark figure of her husband to unleash the sharp edge of metal he held. Then, out of the darkness of the heavens, Curly said, she saw a streak of lightning. There was no time to respond. All she saw in the aftermath was her husband down on the snow, the hatchet beside him. He seemed to be smoking as a pool of urine began spreading around him. A gurgling sound came forth from his mouth.

			“Curly didn’t hesitate. She gathered herself and ran up the side of the ravine as fast as she could. Her numb feet made deep indentations in the snow. Up on the road again, she saw headlights. She ran toward the headlights. A big truck stopped, tires screeching. The shape of a man emerged from the blinding light. She ran to him and grabbed at his body. He hauled her into the truck, locked the doors, and they drove until they got to a gas station. There, he called the police.

			“When the police came, they took her first to the hospital to be treated for the frostbite on her body. Her feet and her legs were the most damaged. There, they asked her for phone numbers. She managed to write down her brother’s phone number on a notepad for a gentle female officer with brown eyes. Curly didn’t speak English. There was not much she could tell them on her own. All she said, over and over again, in response to their questions was ‘No speak English. No English. Speak Hmong.’

			“It was not until a Hmong interpreter was called that Curly could tell anyone what had happened. Even then, she made sure to say she would not press charges against her husband.

			“In the days after, Curly did not change her mind. When her parents found their way to her and brought her home, she was exhausted, empty eyes staring widely in all directions. Her hair, dyed a charcoal black, fell limply about her shoulders. Her parents knew that her spirit, in her fright, had left her body. They did not know how to get it back. It fell upon Pog to save her.

			“Pog loved Curly. She was the first grandchild in our family. Pog often talked about how beautiful Curly had been when she was younger, how spirited. But none of us knew Curly well beyond an understanding of her as family. Curly had been estranged from the family for a long time. The family disapproved of her marriage. Among us girl cousins, she was an example of who not to become. We called her Curly and not her real name because she had her hair in a perpetual perm. It was what her husband wanted. Pog, perhaps because of the fact that many people in the family didn’t know Curly well or think highly of her actions, loved Curly especially.

			“Pog was now standing up, jumping up and down. She was speaking loudly. Pog’s deep voice was never raised in our everyday life, but this was not our everyday life. It was not every day that our eldest cousin escaped a murderer—and definitely not every day that the attempted murderer was our brother-in-law whom she refused to leave and we all knew would return to once her spirit came back to her body. Pog shook her hooded head vehemently. She pointed in front of her and around her, the top half of her face covered by the red shaman’s hood.

			“Curly sat in a chair in the center of a circle made with a rope that tied her to the splayed pig behind Pog. Curly’s curly hair was pulled back from her face. In profile, she did not look old, just tired. Her fair skin was still red from the exposure of her night in the cold. The bridge of her nose was high and thin for a Hmong woman’s. Her chapped lips trembled even as the rest of her face stared at the floor in front of her, stiff and still.

			“Whatever was happening in the spirit world was not going well. Pog was negotiating hard but to no avail. She refused to give up, so she continued her jumping.

			“Pog was heavy. We children turned to each other and marveled at her strength and stamina. How could an old woman of her size and age still move like this for so long? It must have been over an hour since Pog’s journey to rescue Curly had begun. To witness Pog, in her shaman’s journey, is to believe in powers beyond the body. Pog was tireless in her chase after Curly’s spirit.

			“After the first hour, many of us lost interest in watching Pog and Curly and the splayed pig. We girl cousins went downstairs to talk in an empty bedroom, to catch up on our daily lives and share family gossip. We didn’t notice when the house grew quiet, no more creaking from upstairs, no more sound of the ringing of Pog’s shaman’s finger bells or the tossing of the sacred water buffalo horns. By the time we were called to come upstairs to eat, Pog was already at the table, talking to Curly’s parents quietly. Pog told them that Curly would be all right. Pog was once again the grandma we knew. Curly was nowhere in sight. No one said anything, but we all knew that Curly had gone home, returned to her children and maybe even her murderous husband.

			“According to the aunts, this was not the first time Pog had to go and save Curly’s spirit. Everybody hoped that it would be the last, but it wasn’t. It wouldn’t be until Pog herself had died and there was no one else who could or would go on such a long and fraught journey on behalf of a woman who had long ago lost the ability to fight for herself that the spirit-calling ceremonies for Curly ceased.

			“But yes, every year that Curly lives is a testament to how great a shaman Pog was.”

			The night wind blew across the prairie carrying the scent of the candles around us. The grass moved in the dark and we heard it like a touch on our skin. A train whistled in the far distance, and its lights appeared like a star on earth. I felt the familiar loneliness, a hunger to connect with my elders, an ache I was afraid to reveal in a life where so many people worked hard to assure me of their love. But that night, for the very first time, there was something else floating above the loneliness, something that had blown over me with the wind: a hope and a knowledge that one day, I would meet Pog—and not only her but the rest of my grandparents. That night, I felt certain that the great shamans of my past had always known of me and my rising.
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			Chapter 15

			Malcolm

			2016

			Once I began listening for them, I found endless stories in my bigger family. Even though I was one of the youngest cousins, stories of older relatives I did not know well somehow floated my way. I held fast to each story and shared them with Phong and Lee. I knew that if I felt disconnected from my family, they might feel even more so, because their father was a white man.

			True and Tom had summer adventures they wanted to take their boys and me on. On road trips to different nature and historical sites, they often talked to each other about police brutality, argued about reform versus abolition, grew heated and defeated. On a trip to Jeffers Petroglyphs in southwestern Minnesota, as we passed by the endless cornfields, the gentle rise and fall of grass mounds that recalled Bilbo Baggins and the Shire, I kept my voice quiet so I would not disturb True and Tom but loud enough to keep Phong and Lee’s attention in the back seat of their silver Toyota.

			“First Auntie and Uncle had had a long day selling at their stall at Hmongtown market. For my whole life, every single day, they’d been there, standing behind their tables full of Hmong cilantro, green onions with purple bulbs, fat Hmong cucumbers, Hmong mustard greens, and red and green bird’s-eye chili peppers. They felt the years in their bones and were eager for rest that night.

			“At one in the morning, there was a loud knock on their front door. First Uncle woke first and got up to check. He turned on the light at the entrance to the front door. Through the window, he could see a thin white woman with long, stringy hair in a large parka.

			“ ‘Help me!’ the woman yelled at him through the locked door.

			“First Uncle did not speak much English, but he understood well enough those words. He nodded to let her know that he understood her message, and then held up a hand to tell her he needed a few seconds.

			“There he was: a heavyset man who’d just gotten out of bed to answer the knock at his door. All he wore was a pair of shorts. His belly was round and white. The scar from the bullet in the war was a dark crater the size of a thumb on his bare chest.

			“First Uncle turned the lock on the door and pulled it open.

			“The storm door was between them. He felt a gust of cold air and moved back. The woman outside was no taller than First Uncle. Maybe she was his age, maybe she was much younger. He couldn’t tell. Her thin face was wrinkly, a little blue in the dim light. It was clear she’d been in the cold for a while. She reached for the storm door and attempted to open it. It was still locked.

			“She gestured for him to open the door. She hugged herself to show she was cold.

			“First Uncle moved closer to the flimsy storm door in between them. His arthritic fingers were stiff from tying bundles of greens all day, and turning the cold metal lock was hard. He shook the lever. As soon as the lever clicked, the woman on the other side jerked open the door and pushed inside.

			“She yelled, ‘Come on, guys!’

			“First Uncle could see two figures moving quickly toward the light of his entryway. He pushed hard on the heavy wooden front door and was able to close it and turn the deadbolt before the men got to it, knocking and pushing against the wood. The woman behind him grabbed ahold of his neck.

			“She said, ‘Open the door or I will slice your throat, old man.’

			“It was then that lights flooded the house. First Auntie had her flashlight. Several of the children also had lights in hand. The rest were the house lights. And there was the unmistakable click of guns cocking.

			“The woman let go of First Uncle and turned in surprise to see ten different people, men and women with children in their arms, standing at the top of the stairs above the entryway, and another five, again men and women standing with children, at the bottom of the stairs below the entryway. Three of the men held rifles in their hands.

			“My cousin Pao with his quiet voice shook so hard, his rifle looked like it was jumping. He yelled in a choked voice, ‘Let go of my father. Let go of my father right now, or I’ll shoot.’

			“The woman screamed to the men banging on the outside of the door, ‘Help me!’

			“The men outside were as surprised as she was by the sudden flood of light. At her call, they scattered. The woman’s breathing grew frantic, and the knife fell out of her hand and landed with a hard clang on the tile.

			“She held up both her hands and said, ‘Please don’t shoot me. Please don’t shoot me. I mean no harm.’

			“Cousin Pao, sounding more confident now, yelled back, ‘Of course you didn’t. That’s why you were holding a knife to my father’s neck. Right?!’

			“First Uncle kicked the knife away with his bare feet. He pushed her onto the tile. She fell with a soft thud. The children clamored away at her fall. Two of First Uncle’s sons rushed up from downstairs and pressed her to the ground.

			“First Auntie, still holding a bright flashlight, came running with a wooden chair from the dining table. A child found a rope somewhere in the house. The large group surrounded the stranger. Some of the young women with the children in their arms moved close in the bright light to get a good look at this stranger who had forced her way into their house with bad intentions. The looks on their faces were curious.”

			I closed the story with “And that is how the police found the woman and the family she’d come to rob.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			By the time our story was over, we were close to our destination. True and Tom’s conversation had also stopped.

			True asked, “Do you all know what petroglyphs are?”

			Phong said, “Uncle Malcolm does…”

			I said, “Actually, I am not sure.”

			Tom said, “You will be soon. I came here with my parents when I was a kid, and they’re awesome!”

			Outside, it was hot. The grass stretched far and there were few trees. We squinted and followed a guide—an older white woman with thick gray hair tied in a messy knot—who led us toward an outcropping of red rocks in the distance. Tom carried Lee. True held Phong’s hand. I walked by myself in front of them, behind the guide, who walked steadily on the mowed path in her hiking boots. I wore my usual flip-flops. She had greeted Tom warmly in the visitor center and told Phong he was handsome, but on the walk, she didn’t talk, so I stayed quiet. The freshly mowed path we were on reminded me of the trails my father kept for me. I squinted, and streaks of light ballooned from my vision. I missed Mom and Dad suddenly, but like so many times before, I squeezed the feeling until it became flat as the rocks beckoning in the distance. Would they like it here? Would they be interested in seeing petroglyphs and seeing what they were? It didn’t matter.

			When we stood, all of us, before the exposed rocks, peering at the carvings, the lines and curves, the guide was full of words again.

			She asked, “What’s everyone in the family’s name?”

			We went around saying who we were.

			I went last. She looked briefly from me to True, perhaps thinking that True was my mother and that I was her son from another marriage, but asked no questions.

			She addressed Lee and Phong. “Can you believe that some of these drawings are estimated to be about nine thousand years old?”

			Both of the boys, hands over their eyes, already exhausted by the day, answered, “No.”

			The woman looked at me and said, “Do you know what a sacred site is?”

			I said, “I think so.”

			She said, “Can you say more?”

			I looked at the images on the rocks, things I recognized: what looked like a horse, raised on its hind legs, a rider atop its back, birds, and bodies. I felt the heat from the sun sitting in the blue sky above and looked up at the scattered clouds stretching far into the distance. I opened my mouth, but before I could say anything, the guide said, “Aren’t you a deep thinker…”

			She continued, “I can tell you what a sacred site is. It’s a location that has special meaning for the people who lived here a long time ago.”

			I swallowed and nodded.

			She said, “Are there sacred sites in your culture?—which is what?”

			I said, “I’m Hmong. There must be but I haven’t been.”

			She said, “Oh. Well, then…”

			The boys, bored by the moment, pulled Tom along the grass path to the next set of carvings on the red rocks. True asked, “Was this a site of pilgrimage?”

			The guide answered, “It still is.”

			A breeze blew just then. The prairie breathed around us, and I felt my chest rise in response. The wind that was on the outside entered inside, and a whistling began in my ears.

			The guide said, “Can you feel that?”

			I looked at True and the woman with the cloud of white hair, startled that I was not alone. I remember learning about pilgrims, how they were looking for religious freedom, and I wondered if a boy like me could be a pilgrim, and if I was a pilgrim, what kind of religious freedom was I looking for? I shook my head to clear both the sound of the wind inside me and the question rising.
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			Chapter 16

			Malcolm

			2016

			What started as a search for stories and a way of occupying my nephews became a way for me to travel from the life I was living. I found myself caught up in stories that seemed to lead me far from the white house and the trails my father has mowed for me.

			Mom asked, “Why are you so quiet, Malcolm? Is something bothering you?”

			Dad understood my silence as something like his own loneliness as a boy. He was not wrong. The problem was that he explained the silence as a yearning for a father he didn’t have, and here I was a boy with a father who lived to love him. The problem was that my father had been a boy in the high mountains of Laos and I was a boy in the flat prairie of Minnesota. And somehow the boy he was and the boy I am couldn’t meet, and this separation in our lives grew more each year. And it wasn’t just my father. I realized that everyone else who had lived before me were strangers to me.

			I told my mom, “No, nothing is bothering me.”

			I sat in the living room with my notepad. At the dining table, Mom and Dad talked in low voices. The pencil in my hand did not move as the round clock on the wall ticked away the minutes without my knowing.
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			It is autumn and evening is falling. Outside, the American elm is letting down its leaves in front of the brown two-story in the Frogtown neighborhood, a house I had only ever seen in a photograph from when my siblings were young.

			The True I never got to meet is in the kitchen making instant noodles with eggs for dinner. She looks just a little older than I am now, short and thin, her hair pulled back from her face, wearing jeans and a large brown-and-white flannel. She’s working quickly in the kitchen, setting water in a pot to boil, opening a drawer, grabbing a spoon. She is preparing an easy meal, one she hardly makes for me, but Fong has once or twice. She’s making Thai Wai Wai instant noodles. As I’m watching, she’s adding the crinkled packets of brown noodles into the pot, opening the three packages of seasoning, instant broth mix, garlic oil, and then the chili powder. She cracks in a few eggs she’s gotten from the brown refrigerator to increase the nutritional content, and dinner is finished. True has no idea I’m visiting, an invisible boy, her future brother, standing in that kitchen with her, my bare feet on the sticky carpet worn thin. True is about to turn off the burner on the stove when she hears three-year-old Linda call, “Third Auntie is here!”

			True is confused. Her brows go up. She frowns. She decides Linda must have seen Third Auntie through the window because there is no noise from the front door. Third Auntie must be checking on the row of lemongrass and the bramble of mint alongside the house. All the aunties do that each time they visit. She must be wondering how come the lemongrass has not been harvested. She will say what she always says: “If your mom doesn’t get to them soon, the leaves will become too rough dealing with the cold, and no longer flavorful.”

			In the small living room connected to the kitchen, Fong is watching a Hmong-dubbed Chinese movie. He sits on the couch, one foot on the shag carpet, the other on the cushion, cradling the remote in both hands. He takes no notice of me. He breathes deeply. It isn’t until True hears Linda’s cry that she abandons the boiling noodles and runs past us to see what is happening.

			I am a bystander, a visitor from the future. I can do nothing but watch everything unfold.

			At the front door, a man’s arm is inside the house, trying to undo the safety chain. Linda is on the ground beside the shaking door, shrieking.

			True screams for Fong to help and shoves herself against the door. The man pushes and she pushes back. Each time the door shifts inward, the chain goes taut and there is a sound like cracking wood. Fong runs fast. The three of them, True with her foot against the wall that divides the narrow entryway from their parents’ bedroom, her whole back against the door, Fong to her left pushing with all his five-year-old might, and Linda screams with fright.

			I want to help them, but I can’t. I don’t know what to do. I am helpless in this story as I am in the life I share with them.

			True screams for Fong to run to the kitchen and grab a knife. The moment the thin boy runs from the door, the man shoves hard and the chain breaks from the frame. True screams. I scream with her. Fong comes running back. In shaking hands, he holds the smallest knife in the kitchen—probably the only knife he could find quickly. He tries to slice the man’s hand with it while True yells, “Stab! Stab! Not slice. Stab!”

			Fong stabs at the hand and the arm that has not gotten through the broken doorway. He misses several times. The man escapes his childish aim. Then, in the frantic stabbing, Fong lands a blow on the back of the man’s hand, penetrating his skin. The man howls in pain and tries to pull his arm back from the door. True shoves with all her might, closing on the man’s arm. Fong continues to stab as hard as he can. Blood is seeping out. The man screams, “Let me go!”

			The smoke alarm sounds in the kitchen from the pot of noodles now burning on the stove. The sound scares everyone, including the bad guy. He curses as he manages to pull back his arm and the bleeding hand. Drops of red splatter on the worn wood below. True and Fong fall hard as the door closes. Linda joins them, climbing into True’s arms. All three of their bodies sag in the threshold of their little house. They do not move until they hear the roar of a car leaving the driveway they share with their neighbors. I run to the window to confirm that the man is gone.

			Linda, crying, snot and sweat and tears running down her face, tries to explain that in the dark of evening, she thought the man was Third Auntie. He had the same hairstyle as hers. Fong wants to know if they should call the cops, but True sobs, “We can’t. It’s illegal to leave children home alone at night.”

			True bolts the door into its broken frame. She makes her way toward the burning in the kitchen, the alarm still blaring. I follow her. Her thin shoulders shake as she tries to settle her breathing. An arm covers her nose as she moves toward the stove to turn off the burner. She grabs a towel to hold the handle of the pot and drop it sizzling into the sink. She stands below the blaring alarm and jumps up and down, fanning it with a plastic plate she’s picked up from the dish drainer by the sink. My older sister, whom I have only known as incredibly brave, does not stop fanning the alarm until her tears run dry, until she hears Fong comforting Linda in the other room.

			In the front room, Fong has taken the fruit knife, its tip colored like rust by the man’s blood, and parked himself close to the broken door, to guard the house in case the intruder returns.

			Fong, far younger than I am now, is the child version of the big brother he is with me. Fong tells Linda, his voice high, with just a hint of a tremble, “Your big brother is here. If anyone wants to hurt you, they have to get through me. I promise you, Linda. You are safe.”

			I watch as True gathers Linda into her arms and gestures for Fong to come close. All three of them sit by the front door and wait until Mom and Dad return from the factory.

			A much younger, more exhausted version of Mom and Dad come through the broken door at three in the morning. They find their children on the floor.

			When Mom and Dad wake them up to go to their rooms, the story comes out in a cacophony of voices.

			I stand by the wall as I watch Dad go into the darkened bedroom he and Mom share and emerge with a hunting rifle in his hand. It is longer than his arm. He sits on the sofa and teaches True how to use the gun. He tells her that should another intruder try to enter the house, she must get the rifle from the top shelf of his bedroom closet. He’ll put a stool in there for her. He shows her how to cock the gun and hold it high against her thin shoulders. He tells her to warn the intruder in an angry voice, “I have a gun and I’m prepared to use it.” He then instructs her to cock it again and again so the intruder can hear the gun.

			Mom says, “Now the intruders don’t even have to bring their own weapons. You’re supplying them. I don’t want my child handling a gun. It was enough in the war. It is enough that your father was killed by a gun. Stop it right now, Lue.”

			Dad roars back, “You don’t have to remind me how my father died. Do you want our children to die without trying to defend themselves? I won’t watch them get killed like my father.”

			Mom shakes her head at him, her mouth a thin line. She tells him, “Giving my daughter a gun protects no one.”

			He tells her, “At least I’m doing something.”

			She yells, “And I am not?!”

			Mom and Dad argue. Their words stab at each other. No blood falls, but True, Fong, and Linda all start to cry. I weep with them.
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			I returned as suddenly as I had left. The pencil was on the floor. The empty page of my notepad looked up at me. The round clock on the wall said a full hour had passed. My mother’s voice from that story floated in: “They can’t even call the police because if they do and we are not here, the state will take them away from us” as her voice from my life flowed out. “I am so worried about Fong getting stopped by the police again, especially now that he carries a stupid gun.”
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			Chapter 17

			Malcolm

			2016

			My mother’s great worry happened one night when the moon sat high in the sky, its face like a ripened orange, a thin glow circling it like a halo. The story came to me like one more story from the past that I was not part of.

			Fong had gone to the hand-tying ceremony for Vang’s baby. They’d killed a cow for the occasion at Long Cheng’s Butchering House. He’d driven by himself early to St. Paul so that he could help Kou, Vang, and Moua with the cow. While the butchering house killed the animal, skinned it, and unloaded the contents from its belly, it was up to the families to clean the skin and innards if they wanted to take it home. When Vang called and asked for help, Fong woke with the sun to drive down. He brought one of our five-gallon buckets and our father’s big Hmong knife in its sheath.

			Mom and Dad had asked if I wanted to go with them to the event, but I chose not to. I did not love Kou’s vibe. True and Tom said they would take Mom and Dad if the boys could stay with me and Linda at the house on the prairie. Even after the shaman’s ceremony for Linda, even after she became more herself, she said she was still in a “cocooning” period. I wanted to cocoon with her and Lee and Phong.

			It was a hot day. There was an advisory for Minnesotans to drink water, stay in the shade, be aware of sun exposure. Outside, the light wavered in the heat. The tarmac looked like it was melting.

			Inside, Linda said, “When the sun sets, we’ll go and catch fireflies in the backyard. Until then, we all stay where the air-conditioning is.”

			Phong and Lee grumbled but agreed when I offered to tell them game stories. We’d been playing game stories since they could talk. I came up with the stories. I gave them options. They made decisions. I created the outcomes. They were our alternative to video games.

			At the party, Second Auntie and Uncle had pulled a tarp in the backyard beneath the giant ash tree where they had two swings hanging from a high limb, yellow and red. Underneath the blue-tinted light of the tarp, they’d set up banquet tables and folding chairs. Guests sat beneath the shade drinking bottles of water, cans of cold soda, or brown bottles of beer while the family worked on the meal to welcome the baby.

			At home, Linda made us Chapagetti ramen for lunch. She told us that True used to make her and Fong Thai instant noodles but the Koreans make better instant noodles. Instead of cracking the eggs in, she fried them up separately, sunny-side up. We ate the thick instant noodles slathered in the dark bean sauce in cereal bowls with the eggs on top. As a treat, Linda offered orange Fanta. The boys were excited, but I, like Linda, opted for a glass of ice water.

			The meal at the baby’s hand tying far exceeded what we were having at home. Second Auntie was a talented cook and directed the meal prep. The family enjoyed traditional beef bone stew: meat, tendons, innards, all boiled for hours until it was tender and swimming in the lemongrass broth, its surface slippery with the oil of the animal and green with handfuls of freshly chopped cilantro and green onion. They had laab salad with slices of the cleaned and cooked gelatinous beef skin mixed with lean ground beef, seasoned with freshly chopped Thai chili and roasted rice powder, an array of herbs from Second Uncle’s side yard garden. They had beef and vegetable stir-fry. They had a Hmong salad with wilted green and red leafed lettuce, thinly sliced cucumbers, shredded carrots, lots of egg whites, cilantro, and red onion in a dressing made of mayonnaise, cooked egg yolk, lime juice, and fish sauce. It was a feast.

			Family guests gathered around the baby before the meal to tie white strings around her little wrist and her mother’s and father’s wrists for good measure, too. They offered blessings for a long life, tokens of love, and asked the ancestors to protect and guide the family in their journey together. Those who had money placed folded dollar bills in a silver platter decorated with fruits, hard-boiled eggs, and wrapped candies from the Asian store, all of it surrounding a struggling bouquet of fresh-cut flowers, wilting in the heat of the hot day.

			After our instant noodle lunch, Linda put on Grave of the Fireflies. I had seen the movie many times. I never tired of it. The story of a boy in Japan who must care for his little sister in the midst of World War II during the American firebombings made me cry every time. I sat with Phong and Lee on either side of me. I explained to the boys how the story reminded me of their grandma and grandpa back in the war in Laos when America was bombing the country. Linda sat on the carpet with a laundry basket of cleaned clothes and started folding, setting them before her in neat piles. She was the one who got me the DVD when I was just Phong and Lee’s age. I can’t watch the film and the precious fruit drops they saved and savored without thinking of Linda in New York City alone, going to school, chasing the dreams of our family. Even in my thoughts, tears surfaced, but when we got to the scene where the little sister, dying of starvation, eats balls of dirt, believing they are rice balls, all of us sobbed out loud. After the credits rolled and our tears had stopped, we remembered that we hadn’t had popcorn. Linda got up and microwaved us a bowl. I felt the weight of Lee on my arm and noticed that he had fallen asleep. I gestured. Linda got him a pillow and blanket. Phong yawned and got up to keep awake. I felt tired, too. While the air-conditioning kept the house cool, the knowledge of the temperatures outside made all of us warm and sleepy.

			After the guests had finished eating and the food was cleared from the banquet tables, True helped with the dishes in a corner of the yard set up with large buckets of soapy and clean water while Tom folded up chairs and stacked them at the base of the ash tree. Dad was eager to come home, now that the work of the day was nearly done, so they made their excuses and got on the road heading back to the white house on the prairie where we waited.

			Fong decided that he would stay longer and help with the rest of the cleanup, taking down the blue tarp and folding up the banquet tables. Dad told him quietly by Second Uncle’s side garden, “Don’t drink any more. I saw you with beer earlier. You have to drive carefully home.”

			Fong answered, looking at his feet, “I won’t drink any more. I’ll be home before dark.”

			Fong had already had several beers throughout the course of the day. When the yard had mostly emptied, the tarp had been taken down and folded away, and the aluminum cans crushed beneath their sandaled feet, sweat trickling from their faces, Kou offered Fong a beer. Fong took it, popped the can, and took deep swallows.

			Fong did not start on his way home until the sun had disappeared from the sky. The full moon lit the quiet city streets. The day’s heat had dissipated, and a summery breeze blew in. By the time Fong got on the road, Lee had long awoken from his nap. Phong, Lee, and I had given up on the errant fireflies peeking through the bushes, and instead spent our evening chasing away the dragonflies in the brush around Dad’s chicken coop. We’d raced each other along the mowed trails, slipping in the uneven dips in the grass where the moles had tunneled. True called us in, bathed her boys, and then took them home. I was in bed, not yet asleep. I kept the window blinds up. I stared at the full face of the moon, at the night sky littered with stars, unable to invite sleep in, my thoughts far away in Japan, to a dugout where a sister and brother struggled to survive without parents to care for them, without food and other necessities. Streams of liquid flooded from my eyes and soaked the pillow underneath my head. There was an ache in my heart. I knew that my siblings loved me the way the boy in the movie loved his little sister. In the end, he couldn’t keep her alive because the world around them was so hard.

			Fong said later that when he started down Arcade Street, he knew he was too drunk to drive. The road seemed to be swaying underneath his car, so he parked his Corolla on the side of the street, in front of a two-story house. He leaned his head back and decided to sleep off the alcohol in his system.

			He was jarred awake by a loud knocking on his car windows. There were two cops, one on each side of the car, each with a flashlight, both beams trained on his face. He said he immediately placed both hands up to the driver-side window, partly so he could block the glaring light on his face, but mostly so the cop outside could see his open hands.

			Fong did not make it home that night.

			Around midnight, Mom called Fong’s cell phone, but no one picked up. She called Second Uncle and Auntie’s house and woke them from sleep. They said they had gone to bed early, exhausted from the festivities of the day. They said Fong was still out in the backyard with Kou, Vang, and Moua when they went to sleep. They woke up Kou and asked when Fong left. After a muffled conversation, Kou said, “Fong left around eleven.”

			Dad wanted to know if Fong was drunk.

			Kou said, “Not any more than any other time.”

			Neither Dad nor Mom slept that night. They called True. True called the hospitals. There was no one by Fong’s name or description in the local hospitals. Somehow I fell into a fevered sleep.

			In the morning, we learned that Fong had been arrested and was in jail for driving while under the influence. True came to pick up Dad so they could go to jail together to get Fong.

			Before they left, Dad said to me, his dark eyes lit with liquid, “In a world where a person could choose to wear a suit, your brother chose to wear an orange jumpsuit.”

			Fong came home with his head down and shoulders low. Mom yelled at him, told him of her worries and her fears. He said nothing. I approached him. He acted like he didn’t see me. I approached her. Same. Same with Dad. Same with Linda. Everyone was angry. I was sad. But I was even more grateful; my brother was alive. Our biggest fears hadn’t come true.
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			Chapter 18

			Malcolm

			2016

			First Uncle Blia had been a big man on his feet. In the hospital bed, his size did not diminish. In fact, he seemed to have ballooned since the last time I saw him.

			I had last seen First Uncle at the Annual Yang Family Picnic at Lake Elmo Park Reserve. I had seen him walking on the grass, looking unsteady but strong. I’d walked over and offered my arm, thinking he might need the support. He did not. He shook my hand and then let go. I was still too much of a boy for him to let me stabilize him.

			When True, Tom, and I had first arrived at the hospital, his daughter Kia, sitting outside of the room in an alcove by a big window, had said, “My father does not want to be here anymore. He ripped out his IV this morning. We’ve asked the nurse to put him in safety mitts.”

			In the hospital room, we saw that First Uncle wore what looked like mittens secured to the bed with heavy Velcro straps.

			By the time we visited, First Uncle had been in the ICU for nearly a month. Kia had taken him in for what appeared to be an eye infection. From there, one diagnosis led to another. Now, he couldn’t talk anymore. There was a tube going into his mouth. Now, the infected eye had grown so bad that it was covered up. When he could still talk, First Uncle had pleaded to come home. But none of his children felt it was safe to take him out of the hospital because the doctors were saying that he was on too many life-support mechanisms to go home safely. Now, he was stuck in the hospital, and no one knew if he would make a recovery at all.

			As True and Tom spoke with Kia, I went into First Uncle’s room by myself. I slid through the open door and moved quietly to his bedside. He appeared to be sleeping. I had been warned that we were not to call him by his name out loud. His children had called in a psychic and she had cast a spell to block his name from all listening ears, so that whatever spirit was coming for him wouldn’t be able to recognize him. Afraid to tamper with the spell, I simply said, “Uncle, this is Malcolm.”

			At the sound of my voice, his one uncovered eye opened. When he saw me, I knew he recognized me immediately. He tried to sit up but couldn’t. He looked from me to the mitts on his hands again and again. Without words, I knew what he wanted. I shook my head, unsure what to do.

			At my hesitancy, First Uncle’s famous temper flared. He tried to free himself. His upper body rose high on its mound of pillows. He strained against the straps. The whole bed shook. He growled in his throat like an animal struggling for freedom. I startled and jumped back.

			Before I knew it, Kia, True, Tom, and a nurse had all entered the room. The nurse said, “It’s okay. I got you.”

			I didn’t realize that I was shaking and crying until I was in the hallway, True pulling me close, repeating the same words we had just heard: “It’s okay. I got you.”

			I had never seen anyone in that position before. I had been scared about the hospital visit, but True and Tom had asked if I wanted to come with them and I had said yes. My mother and father made regular visits, but they had never asked me to join. Now I realized why.

			First Uncle was a prisoner in the hospital. He was a prisoner in his body. Seeing him, unable to free him, was hard for the heart.

			Once I realized what was happening to First Uncle, I was able to calm my tears.

			I said, “I’m okay. I’m okay.”

			I didn’t believe the words I said to myself.

			A week after our visit, I heard that First Uncle had died. He died without knowing that I was sorry I couldn’t free his hands or his body from the hospital bed, that I was afraid of the consequences. That I was not prepared to meet death, that I was uncertain about life.
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			Chapter 19

			Malcolm

			2016

			I stared at the gray wall in the basement of the white house on the prairie.

			One side of the house’s lower level was full of light, with carpeted floors and finished walls. But the back side of the basement was a tunnel consisting of three unfinished, windowless rooms, each lit only by a bare lightbulb with a string to turn it on and off. The first room was nothing special—just a utility sink, the mismatched washer and dryer, and an old table for folding laundry. The second room was our family’s library. One wall of the room was covered with wooden shelves—once storage space for white people who canned their food but now full of the paperbacks True and Linda had read and collected over the years. That room smelled like a mix of books and dust, and a slightly flowery scent that I thought belonged to young True and Linda. The third room held the furnace and the water heater and other oddly shaped furniture and boxes covered in cobwebs and dust. It smelled like wetness and vinegar. I was standing in that room, staring at the wall I had been told never to touch or even stand near.

			All my life, I’d known that this one wall in the third room was “cancerous.” Mom and Dad found this out when they first bought the house. Fong told me they paid a guy to check the house to make sure that everything was safe enough before they signed the mortgage loan. The guy had said everything was okay—except for the wall. He told Mom and Dad that it was “cancerous” because it was made of old drywall that was not a legal building material anymore. He advised them to get a professional crew to come and remove the wall, but they could not afford a professional crew, so instead they taught me the word cancerous before I learned my ABCs and told me never to go near the wall.

			For most of my life, I’d stayed away from the wall. I didn’t like this side of the basement. I didn’t like this particular room. It was easy enough to walk quickly past the dark entry into the tunnel of rooms and pretend that the wall didn’t exist.

			Except things were different now. My brother had been in jail for a night for drunk driving. I had seen death up close, closer than I had ever seen it before. There was Mr. Phil. There was First Uncle. And all this week I had heard phone calls about a relative in California who had died.

			I heard a man’s voice cry to Dad on speakerphone, “My son got sick because I was so stupid, so poor, and I couldn’t find a good job in America. I took him to the fields when he was a boy. Your sister-in-law told me to leave the children behind at home on the days after the fields were treated, but I insisted on bringing them along with us. I thought it would teach them how to work hard for their lives. I was wrong. The chemicals they sprayed over the fruits and the vegetables—they got inside my child. My son got cancer because of me.”

			I had never met the relative with cancer. His name was Ying. He was older than Fong.

			In another conversation, I could hear an auntie on speakerphone say to Mom, “Poor boy. He died because his parents couldn’t afford life insurance. If he had had life insurance, the American doctors would have been careful, knowing the life insurance company would investigate the death of a young person. This is why I buy life insurance for all my children.”

			After that conversation, Mom cornered Dad in the kitchen and tried to talk to him about life insurance for us.

			She said, “I know you don’t want to talk about this, but we need to talk about it. Accidents happen. Children get sick. If we buy insurance policies for our children, if they get sick, it can protect them—when we can’t.”

			Dad shook his head and said, “Now is not a good time to talk about this.”

			Later, Mom called one of her sisters and asked, “Do you and your husband have life insurance for your children?”

			She wasn’t using the speakerphone, so I couldn’t hear what my aunt said in response.

			Later, when True and Tom came over for dinner, Mom brought up life insurance again, specifically for me. I was in the living room putting together a Lego set with the boys. I listened but kept my hands busy.

			Tom said, “Do you mean health insurance?” He sounded confused.

			Mom said, “No, life insurance. I hear from people in the community that if the American doctors know Malcolm has life insurance, then they’ll be more careful with him if he gets sick and we have to take him to the hospital.”

			Tom replied, “Wait, what?” His voice got louder. “That’s not how American doctors work—”

			But True interrupted, her eyes lit with anger. “Tom, we’re obviously not white. It’s different. You and I will talk about this later.”

			To Mom, she said, “Mom, I’ll see what I can find out on the internet about getting life insurance for Malcolm.”

			In another conversation, when Second Auntie and Uncle visited, the adults sat around the dining table, beneath the light fixture that looked like three separate lamps connected by rusty chains. They were visiting to apologize about Fong, saying that if they hadn’t gone to bed, they would never have allowed him to drive home drunk, that Kou is older and should have stopped him from drinking or getting into his car, but Dad waved away their words, saying, “Fong made a bad decision and now will have to take responsibility.” So, Second Auntie and Uncle brought up Ying.

			“Ying was so handsome, a very good height for his generation.”

			“I don’t know how his parents will survive this. Do you remember when their newborn daughter died back in the camp? It was so unfortunate that none of us had a pair of good scissors. His father had to cut the baby’s umbilical cord with a rusty pair of scissors. That baby would have turned out to be beautiful. Such a chubby little baby, born large for the babies in the camp.”

			All the adults shook their heads at the memory.

			Dad said, “No one in our family has ever had cancer before. I think his father’s right. It must have been all the chemicals that they used in the fields. You can’t trust American chemicals.”

			Mom said to no one in particular, using her index finger to clean some stain she saw on the wood of the table, “Actually, in our house there’s a wall in the basement that the inspector told us can cause cancer. I always tell the kids not to go near it. Even when I go, I hold my breath passing it.”

			Second Uncle said, “Everything in America causes cancer. At work, at the factory, they say that if we breathe in the air, then we’ll get cancer. There’s no way to work there without breathing. There seems to be no way to escape cancer in America.”

			The adults grew silent. The women looked toward their images reflected in the dark of the patio door. The men looked at their hands. No one noticed me listening to them talk.
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			Later, in the bedroom we shared, I asked Fong if he knew the relative who had passed away. Fong said he did. Grandma had told him that in the refugee camp in Thailand, Ying had once been bitten by a scorpion. Ying thought he was going to die and came screaming and crying to Grandma, holding the injured hand. Grandma had the girl cousins pee into a cup and had Ying drink it. He fainted after the first gulp but came around and the swelling of his hand went away. Fong said beyond the story he didn’t know much about Ying except that he was studying social work at a college called Fresno State.

			I asked Fong if he knew anything about “life insurance” and why Tom had seemed so confused—almost angry—when Mom and Dad wanted to buy it for me.

			“If you have life insurance, a big company gives your family money if you die. Hmong people buy a lot of life insurance. I know a girl who used to work for an insurance agency. She said they sold life insurance to more Hmong people than any other ethnic or racial group.”

			“Why?”

			He shrugged. “Hmong funerals are expensive. They’re no joke. They can cost more than a new car, like seventy-eighty thousand dollars.”

			Fong had been quiet since the night in jail, but he seemed interested in carrying this conversation with me, so I kept asking questions. “Do you know anything about cancer?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t know much. I’d like to keep it that way.”

			I didn’t like the fact that there were things the men in my family didn’t like to think about so they chose not to. Dad can’t handle the idea that one of his children might get sick and die so he can’t talk to Mom about life insurance. My brother can’t handle cancer so he prefers not to learn more about it. I thought, What if I am different from them…

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			That night, I left Fong snoring in bed and snuck out of our room. I walked through the dark house, careful to be quiet when I walked down the hall, down the flight of stairs into the front room where we had performed the shaman’s ritual for Linda, down the second flight of stairs into the lower level, to the unfinished side of the basement. I entered the first room and reached for the string to the single bulb. The darkness retreated. I didn’t want my imagination to get the best of me, so I walked quickly to the second room, then the third. I pulled the lightbulb’s string. I faced the wall. I could smell it. The scent was not unpleasant. It smelled dry and chalky. Even though the wall had been in the basement when Mom and Dad had bought the house, before I was born, it smelled surprisingly new. I took a deep breath. I reached for the wall. The wall was firm but had a little give to it like cardboard. It felt warm. I went closer. I pressed my ear to it. I listened. I could hear the house through that gray wall, the buzz of electricity. It felt alive against my ear, not cold and dead like the concrete wall behind me. I found myself leaning farther and farther into the cancer wall, a little afraid and a little comforted at once.

			I imagined the wall giving in, absorbing me. I pressed more firmly against its surface.

			The water heater made a sound. I felt the wall breathe. I jerked away.

			Without looking back, I ran as fast as I could away from the wall, my heart pounding, feeling the wall’s invisible, cancerous hands reach for me.

			When I reached our bedroom—much less quietly than I’d left it—Fong was still snoring, his belly rising and falling beneath the furry blanket he told me had been Pog’s. I was quiet as I crawled to my side of the bed. I felt cold everywhere. My feet were frozen. I inched my cold feet close to Fong’s warm ones, careful not to touch him.

			I could hear a train speeding by on the tracks across the street, opposite the neighbor’s lot. I felt our house shake a little in its wake. I pulled the covers close.

			That night, I had a horrible nightmare that the cancer wall was alive. It had been alive the whole time we lived in that house. It had waited patiently for me in that third room on the lower level for many years. In the nightmare, the wall was a small man, a dead man with hair falling over his face, thin arms at the sides of his full, square-shaped body. He looked strangely familiar, smiling from beyond the gray, a big open mouth and then a voice I knew very well from my life, Kou’s voice, softly calling my name, calling me to go close to him, “Malcom los, Malcom los.”
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			Chapter 20

			Pog

			When the old auntie told me the visitor’s name was Malcolm, I dropped the garments I was carrying. I grabbed the old woman by the arm and said, “Take me to him.”

			How many Malcolms could there be? Who would know to wander so close to my whereabouts? He was too young, eleven at the oldest. What was he doing here? Where was his father? His mother?

			It was a short run to the edge of our village. I saw him walking back and forth, wringing his hands and gazing at the rocks at his feet. A boy with straight shoulders, in a white T-shirt and jeans. An American-born Hmong boy. When he saw me, he halted his steps. His eyebrows—familiar, as thick as Lue’s—raised high. His full mouth opened then closed. Behind him, in the shadow of the jungle, I could see a pair of stuffed animals, a tattered brown teddy bear and a stuffed tiger cub. Though they were unlike any I’d seen before, I knew exactly what they were: his shaman’s spirits. The spirits stood holding two trees apart to make a door outside of my world.

			I said, “Malcolm, you have no business here, my boy. Turn around and go back to where you’ve come from.”

			He took a step toward me.

			I said, “No! Don’t come close!”

			I startled him.

			He said, “Who are you?” Though I could see a dawning recognition in his eyes. There are photographs of me in his parents’ house.

			I said, “Malcolm, I’m your pog. I’m your father’s mother. You shouldn’t be here.”

			He gestured toward the older woman at my side. I looked behind to see the auntie’s lips pressed in a line, her eyes filled with clouds of concern.

			I said, “That is your great-aunt. Your grandfather’s sister. She saw you wandering and came to me.”

			He said, “I jumped into the mouth of the wall monster. The cancer wall in my house. It’s how I got here.”

			“Wall monster?” I said. “You shouldn’t have. You need to get back to where you come from. You have to return before your parents start worrying and looking for you.”

			He said, “I don’t want to go back.” His head shook. His hands were at his side.

			He looked up at me and wanted to know, “What is this place? Where am I? The air here is sweet. The bird songs are loud and clear.”

			I said, “You are lost, Malcolm. That’s all. You’ve wandered too far. I’ll stand here and watch you turn back and walk into that jungle. The trees will part for you. They must.”

			I’d used this voice before. When Lue was younger. When he’d climbed a tree far too high. At the base of it, I wouldn’t dare raise my voice. I didn’t want him to startle and fall. I needed him to be confident, to comply. It was a pleading I had not done in a long time.

			Malcolm looked behind himself. He surveyed the growth of the thick jungle. The tangling of vines over the lower trees, the bushes growing wild. Though the area where we stood was full of light, just a few steps behind him, the undergrowth was heavy, and in the depths of the jungle, the light was dim. He didn’t seem to see the exhaustion of the teddy bear and tiger cub holding the trees apart, each with its mouth open, arms taut.

			I said, “Don’t be afraid, Malcolm. The trees will part for you.”

			At the sound of my voice, he turned his attention back to me, surveying the village spreading before him.

			He said, “I can’t go back to where I’m from. I don’t want to.” At these words, his voice broke.

			I took a deep breath. I felt a long-ago heaviness in my chest. I remembered the feeling: worry and weariness colliding. The two feelings I’d carried all the years in the war when I thought of my children, no father to protect them, only me.

			I said, “Malcolm, please. Just walk back into those trees. They’ll make way for you. Once you are back home, where you belong, you can talk to your mother and father. Everything will be all right. Trust me. Go.”

			He shook his head. His jaw had a stubborn tilt. He sat down suddenly. His straight shoulders gave way. A wave of exhaustion swept over him.

			“Malcolm.” I knelt on the dirt. In between us, I drew a line with my finger. I would not cross it. He could not cross it.

			The auntie said to me, “I’ll wait for you in the village.”

			She turned around and walked away from us, a hand to her left hip, the retreat of a loving figure from my younger days.

			I stood up.

			I said, “Malcolm. You don’t have a lot of time left.”

			He said, “For what? To do what?”

			I said, “To return, Malcolm, to your mother and father, your brother and sisters.”

			I said, “Malcolm, you are in my ancestral home. This is the place I’ve returned to. You are not supposed to be here for a very long time. Until then, you have work to do back at home.”

			He said, “I can’t do it, Pog. I can’t do anything at home.”

			He started crying.

			He said, “I can’t stop people from killing each other. I can’t stop Fong from drinking. I can’t stop anything bad from happening to anyone. I couldn’t help First Uncle. I can’t help Linda.” He shrugged and sighed. “Everybody is dying of cancer, you know. Everyone. Relatives. Friends. Some are young. In time, maybe me. Maybe I’ll die of cancer.”

			I bit my bottom lip. I saw Lue in him. I saw bits of my own fear of sickness, my lifelong quest to heal. My journey into shamanism.

			I said, “Malcolm, that’s not how it works, my boy.” I grew exasperated. “It’s not your job to save anyone. It isn’t, Malcolm. No one. Not even a shaman can do that. All we can do is barter, all we can do is hope, all we can do is believe that one human being’s effort to take care of another will do some good for their heart, mind, and spirit.”

			His frustration grew with my words. “Then what is the point?!”
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			Chapter 21

			Pog

			The point is your survival, Malcolm.

			How do you think your grandfather died? All you know is that he died before your father was born. Even your father does not know exactly how his father was killed. I have never told anyone.

			I was pregnant. The three older boys and I were on our way to the field to meet your grandfather, to bring him his noon meal of rice and jerky. He’d left the house at first light, only a rice ball for breakfast. My belly had grown so big, I could no longer kneel to tend to the weeds. They grew wild between the rows of corn we’d planted together earlier in the season, the squash and the beans, a tangle of vines. Your grandfather was an early riser, and he’d gone to the field to get an early start on the weeding, so that we would have a good harvest when the baby was born.

			As we approached the field, I heard the sound of muffled voices. I told the boys to stay back, to hide in the heavy growth alongside the path. My oldest was just nine, but he knew to hold his brothers close and keep them quiet. A hand against my protruding belly, I tried to control my heavy breathing.

			I was slow in my approach. My bare feet made no sound among the tall grass. I saw everything from a thin wall of reeds.

			Your grandfather, my husband, was on his knees. Above him were two men. I did not recognize them from our village or villages within walking distance. They spoke in perfect Lao. One was tall and full chested. The other was a wisp of a man, clearly scared of the situation.

			The tall man spat at my husband.

			He said, a stream of saliva and words flowing white hot from his downturned lips, gritted teeth, “Who do you think you are? What do you think you’ve been doing here in these mountains? Did you think you belong here? Did you think this land was yours to tend and till? Did you think, in this horrible war, there wouldn’t be consequences?!”

			The younger one, the wispy man, walked from side to side, wringing his hands, looking around for a way to leave. At one point, he looked directly at the place where I hid, and I thought he’d make a sound, and the tall one would come and grab me by the hair, drag me out, and place me beside my husband, but he was too preoccupied. His gaze did not linger.

			I saw that my husband was bleeding. His lips were split. His right eye was swollen shut. Though his hands were untied, they rested uselessly at his sides, twisted, both broken. He shook his head, too tired to talk, knowing that anything he said would be used as cause to injure him more. His head hung low.

			I saw his gardening hoe at the edge of the group. It had been tossed to the side. I thought about running to the tool, I thought about picking it up, I thought about running to my husband and swinging it at the men who had hurt him so, but the child inside of me kicked, and I gasped for breath, knowing I would be no match for the men who had chosen this day to do this to my husband. The tears I could not cry choked me. My nails dug into the flesh of my palms, itching to hold the handle of the hoe high.

			I watched the tall man kick my husband. I saw it in slow motion, like a cartoon. His left foot planted on the ground. His right swung backward and then forward. It flew into my husband’s chin, and his head swung back with the fall of his body, and there was a sound like a tree falling, and then one like a small mountain stream gurgling.

			And that is when I ran out of my hiding place, a scream tearing from my chest, and both men, startled by me, ran.

			I did not stop crying for many days.

			All my husband could say in my lap, blood bubbling from his mouth, was “Protect the children. Make sure they grow up.”

			That was the point for me, Malcolm. I, a woman, a widowed woman, raised those boys to become men, that unborn baby became your father, and we fled Laos to Thailand and to America, so that those boys, my fatherless boys, could have children, so that Lue could have you.

			The point of it is you and your survival, Malcolm.

			But it was clear to me, seeing Malcolm’s pain, that whatever point I could offer was lost on him. The point of it was not mine to offer but his to discover.
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			Chapter 22

			Ying

			I thought that the death journey would be easy, but I was wrong. The older people have talked about it, but I had not been paying attention, thinking that I had time.

			When I was first diagnosed with cancer, my father blamed himself. He, always dramatic, said that it was his fault. My diagnosis became his. I watched his response, muted in my own.

			I was nineteen years old. I was perfectly healthy. I had been a high school athlete, received varsity letters for baseball, volleyball, and football. I had just started college at Fresno State. One day, I thought that my body felt a little numb on the left. I mentioned it casually to my mother. She said I should call and schedule an appointment. I did. The doctor ordered tests. As we waited for the results of the CT scan, a slew of symptoms visited me all at once: headaches that wouldn’t go away, blurred vision, vomiting, loss of appetite, and then the seizures came. It all happened in a matter of days. In a month, I found that I had glioblastoma, an aggressive form of brain cancer. The median age for the diagnosis was sixty, so I was young, thus my case was rare.

			Surgery, radiation, and therapy were the normal course of treatment, and I went through them, smiling whenever the pain was bearable, thinking, If this is the last time the people around me get to see me, I want them to at least see me smiling. Thinking, I’m dying, and I want to do so gracefully. Thinking, There are already so many tears around me, and there is so much sorrow. I tried to look happy throughout the process, but of course I was not fooling anyone.

			When you are nineteen and you are told you have about six months to live, you have to decide how to live those months to the best of your ability. My sister organized a fundraiser for me. My old high school organized a phở night. All the players came together with their families, and over bowls of steaming rice noodles and cuts of beef brisket, everyone laughed and talked about old times. They managed to raise thirty thousand dollars to help with medical costs and other things.

			My mother and father gave me that money. They asked me how I wanted to spend it. I told them to keep it for the actual medical costs. They said they’d figure that out when the time came. They just wanted to know what I wanted to do.

			I told them that I had really loved when we rented a house in Florida, and Grandmother and Grandfather and all of us cousins, the aunts and uncles, married and single, all twenty-four of us went on vacation together. We didn’t really do much, just swam in the pool, played cards, and sang karaoke. I told them it was one of the happiest moments of my life.

			They couldn’t gather everyone, but they rented a house in Florida with a pool nonetheless, and took the younger kids out of school, and my sister took some time off from college and work, and we all flew across the country, to relive a good time. It wasn’t as good this time around because everyone knew why we had gathered, but still, we all did the best we could. My mother with her eyes red and puffy every day. My father whose face had lost all color and had become a somber shade of gray, asking me, “What do you want to do?” again and again. The whole time I just felt an overwhelming sense of exhaustion. All I truly wanted to do was sit and watch them have fun, but I couldn’t say that, so I said, “Swimming, just swimming.” I floated in the center of the small pool and looked up toward the sky, feeling the weight of my body, thinking, How long before I float up and away?

			On Mother’s Day, I took all the women in my life to a special dinner with the fundraiser money. We went out for sushi. We ordered a lot of food, slices of thinly cut sashimi, nigiri, shrimp and vegetable tempura, teriyaki chicken, and a variety of rolls, among them my favorite, the dragon roll with its avocado back. Everyone ate and I picked at the food, less and less hungry every day. At the end of the meal, my mother tried to pay. Grandmother tried to pay. My married aunt tried to pay. My unmarried aunt tried to pay. I said no. We all laughed until we cried as we shared balls of fried green tea ice cream and tried not to think too much about Mother’s Day next year.

			I couldn’t wait for Father’s Day to come around so I could take the men in my life out to their special dinner, so I chose to do it on my grandfather’s birthday on June first. He was a quiet guy. He’d had quite a lot of health problems himself. There’s a stent in his heart. But like me, he smiled through the dinner. Maybe that is where I learned it from. Grandfather’s birthday was on a Friday, so we all drove to the TGI Fridays on Herndon, the only one in Fresno. Most of us ordered burgers and steak and shrimp. Those who could ordered beer. I had lemonade. The young nephews filled up on appetizers, wings and mozzarella sticks, and barely touched their burgers. The cloying sweetness of Fridays’ famous whiskey sauce made me feel nauseated, but I focused on the sour in my lemonade, and smiled. Again at the end of the meal, everyone insisted on paying, but I got the bill. We didn’t order any desserts. At the exit, beneath the candy cane colors, all of them lined up and took turns hugging me. In my father’s arms, I let the heaviness of my body sink into his shoulders for a minute before I lifted my head, a smile on my face.

			I couldn’t spend all the money. In the end, I got too tired, and the hospital visits grew too intense, and the drugs to control the pain got too strong, and so I died in August, on a hospital bed in the living room of our house, my mom shouting her pain beside me, my father apologizing around me, and everyone who loved me crying for me to stay and for me to go at the same time. I hope the money that remains, some fifteen thousand dollars, will help my mother and father out with the funeral costs.

			How we die, though, is not the hard part of life, Malcolm. It is what happens after. It is the letting go that we have to do. It’s not of the body or the mind. It is of the heart.

			Men like you and me die a thousand ways. Men of color, here in America, young Hmong boys growing up in the cities, you on the paved walkways and me in the fields. We die how others before us have died. No death is original. The death of the boy is not hard to imagine. Even you have seen enough to know how it could happen, how it might go down.

			Ah…how many in our generation, though, actually know about the journey to the land of the dead, Malcolm?

			The cotton shoes, the sailing shoes that curve up, they help but they do not prevent the spikes of the caterpillars that line the land of the dead. Every step hurts. The caterpillars are everywhere, finger-sized bodies twisting and turning, their spikes like needles piercing all that stand on them. It is a seemingly endless walk. The spiritual body feels the pokes, each a sharp burn. You know they won’t kill you because you are already dead, but that does not stop you from fearing the sting of each step that you must take away from the land of the living.

			After the spiky caterpillars, you stand beside a yellow river, bubbling with foam. It is the ancient river of forgetfulness. On its banks is a grove of banana plants. You can tear off the banana leaves and use them like cone-shaped cups to drink from the water. The elders have told us the stories. With a swallow, you forget everything. You drink from the river and you can start anew. You drink, and who you are, you have never been.

			Do you like who you are, Malcolm? Who you’ve been? Who you will never get to be now? Are you ready for the forgetting?
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			Chapter 23

			First Uncle Blia

			I am a young man again in the blue grass fields of my childhood village. I heard that the animals disappeared in the war years, but they’ve returned for me. Perhaps they have returned with me. Monkeys holler from the distant trees. Among grass so green it appears blue beneath the radiant sun, I hear the calls of the barking deer.

			I have my trusted arrow and bow in my hands. I run among the tall grass on strong legs, my shoeless feet not making a sound as I leap from one place to the next. The midday sun is above us, and it lights up the landscape of mountains and valleys, deep ravines, far-flowing rivers, and me, and I think of the call of wild game, and I am free. My hands are unbound. The air is clean and fresh, and I breathe in deep.

			Here I do not need to make up for past mistakes, for the disappointments and the heartaches. All I need to do is heed the cries of the animals, to chase after them, to aim, to shoot, to provide for my lovely wife, who sits in our hut waiting for me, and yet the memories play themselves before me.

			Malcolm, I remember your father: my baby brother, Lue. He used to chase me on hunts. I hated taking him along. He slowed me down. I had to pack double the rice to ensure he was fed. I had to continually quiet his chatter so that I could concentrate on the sounds around us. I remember one night, leaving him alone in the jungle without a fire, thinking I’d return soon, only to chase the tracks of a wild boar farther and farther away. How angry I was when the tracks led me nowhere and I had to return to that mess of a boy crying beneath a fallen log in the dark. He had been afraid of the night, afraid that something might have happened to me, and all I could think of was my own failure to return with meat in my hands. I think of your father often here, but without the same regrets. Here, I’m able to forgive myself, to see that I was the oldest brother in a fatherless family and that my shoulders shook beneath the weight of feeding everyone. Here, I think of all the things I might ask him to forgive, to understand—to know that despite the fact that I had no soft words, in my heart there was love for him. It is not only the living who continue with the things unsaid to the dead. We, too, make our departures with the words unspoken caught up inside.

			Malcolm, you and I are strangers. All you know is that I am the uncle you rarely see, the one with the famous temper, the incredible strength. The one who, on his way toward death, reached for you helplessly in that hospital bed. All you know is that I am Curly’s father and I am the uncle who caught the thief on that wintry night, my family so big we were able to protect ourselves. You don’t know my stories and I don’t know yours, and yet I feel you close to me. You who have no business being here. The time is not yours. This place, too, is not yours. The wind blows and it carries the scent of the living, and I know it is you who walks the perimeter of my world, edging ever closer.

			You are interested in stories. You think that chasing stories will help you understand yourself and others, that it will show you a way when you see no pathways forward. I don’t know if you are right or wrong. But as your uncle, as Lue’s oldest brother, I can add to the stories you carry of me and mine, so that you can understand no human story ever lives alone, and that the human being is a layering of experiences.

			You know the story of how Curly nearly died at the hands of her dangerous husband. You do not know that before him, Curly had been married to someone else, and that the forces in her heart were shaped decades before her spirit took flight.
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			Curly had been born beautiful with pale skin and roses that bloomed high on her cheeks. She was my eldest child, the first grandchild in our family. We adored her growing up, and we catered to her needs, and in this way we created a young person full of spirit and stubbornness.

			At a young age, she met a young man and decided that she was in love and that she would marry him. Her mother, your grandmother, and I, we all protested but to no avail. In the end, like with other matters, we gave in to her wishes, believing it was a love match.

			Curly moved away from our village to live with her husband in a bigger town about a day’s walk away from ours. She visited us monthly, and whenever we could think of an excuse, Curly’s mother and I visited her with the harvests from our garden, cucumbers, squash tips, cilantro, green onions—whatever was in season.

			A year into their marriage, Curly gave birth to a plump little baby boy. The child was only a couple of months old when Curly and her husband got into a small fight in the middle of the night, a fight that exploded into something much bigger.

			In the heat of anger, Curly told her husband that she was going to leave with the baby and return home to her mother and me. Her husband tried to stop her, but short of physically holding her back, there was little he could do. So, she tied the sleeping child to her back with a baby-carrying cloth and set out in the light of a low moon. He tried to follow, but she cried and yelled so loudly that he grew afraid of waking up the whole town and having to answer their questions. He gave up and decided to return home and wait for Curly’s anger to evaporate in the night.

			It was the rainy season. Earlier that evening, there’d been a heavy downpour, so the earth was wet and slippery. Curly’s flip-flops hindered her walking, so she’d taken them off. The first hour was uneventful. Her feet were strong, and she took big steps away from home, thinking, When he wakes up in the morning to a house without the baby and me, he’s going to be sorry he made me mad.

			In these fantasies of morning, her temper cooled. In the second hour, she felt the strain of the baby on her back, his weight slowing her down a bit. Still, Curly marched on, taking deep breaths as she needed.

			By the third hour, her breathing had grown ragged. The moisture in the air was soaking through her clothes, and the baby was beginning to fuss. They had long ago left the town behind and were now walking a sliver of a path through dense jungle foliage.

			Beneath the heavy canopy of the trees, Curly could barely see in the darkness. The sounds of the late-night creatures came from all around her. She could hear leaves rustling. Small animals scurrying close by. Larger animals moving around her in the unseeable. The baby woke up and grew agitated on her back, his legs kicking at her sides. Curly knew she needed a place to sit and feed the child.

			She had walked the trail many times in the light of day with her husband to visit her mother and me. She knew that the segment through the jungle was long and lonely. She knew that to wander away from the cleared path would be a mistake, but the frantic child at her back was not going to quiet on his own, so Curly thought she’d walk to the left and see if there was a dry spot where she might sit and feed her baby before continuing.

			Just as she’d made the decision, a flash of lightning cleared her vision. Curly saw to her right, about a hundred paces from the path, a large fallen tree. In her scramble to the spot, she nearly fell several times over the underbrush of the jungle, the fallen debris slippery and wet.

			To her relief, the side of the tree facing the path was dry, the ground underneath padded by moist leaves. Curly untied her child from her back and settled to feed the baby. The child quieted immediately at her breast and soon fell back to sleep. Curly found herself dozing, her back against the strong trunk of the fallen tree.

			In a haze like a dream, she heard the voice of two women arguing.

			“Should we go for her now or after she feeds the baby?”

			“Now.”

			“No, I don’t want to do that. The child will cry and might call others. I don’t want to share tonight.”

			“Then why do you pretend to care what I think? Why do you insult me by asking!”

			Curly jerked herself fully awake to escape from what she hoped was a nightmare, but the voices grew louder.

			“Ouch. Why did you pinch me!”

			“Because you are waking her up!”

			Curly was frozen for a second. Then, she knew. She’d been tricked by two poj ntxoog. These were the spiritual remains of two women who had once been alive but were caught between worlds. The stories of her youth told her that often the poj ntxoog traveled on the backs of tigers, doing their bidding for free rides. The stories of her youth told her that if you are ever targeted by poj ntxoog, your only hope is to outsmart them. Curly moved quickly to secure the sleeping child at her breast with the child-carrying cloth.

			She saw the shape of the two approaching her. Though grown women, they were the size of children. A stench came from them like dried shellfish, pungent and strong. They walked with their heads together, sashaying toward her slowly, gracefully, barely walking the earth, more floating along its surface. Curly stood suddenly, towering over the heads of the two approaching poj ntxoog, whose faces were shrouded by their long, tangled hair.

			The two poj ntxoog walked within touching distance. Their scent now a cloud that held her captive. They walked to the left, then to the right.

			When they spoke, they did so in unison, two women’s voices coming as one. “Oh, what a beautiful night to be in the jungle, just a mother and her child.”

			Curly said, “I came to meet you.”

			Startled laughter. “Huh. To meet us, you say.”

			Curly cleared the lump of fear in her throat. “Yes. I’ve heard about you two. How you wait here on this lonely trail for friends to come along. That is what I am. A friend.”

			At friend, Curly rose on her tiptoes. The poj ntxoog barely came to her breast.

			One of them raised a hand, and Curly could see that indeed four of her fingers were fused together, next to the thumb. The hand appeared like a crab claw. The hand was moving toward her child. Curly’s instinct was to swing the baby away from the outreached hand, but she stilled herself.

			She heard a voice that was unlike her own, a voice that was more distant, deeper, louder, braver, say, “Touch the child and you will die again, and this time it will be an even more horrendous death.”

			The hand halted. The two moved as one, their heads turning up to look at her face.

			“So pretty,” they both said.

			Curly, in that same strange voice, said, “Grandpa, I’m your granddaughter. Help me now!”

			Lightning struck from the dark sky overhead.

			The poj ntxoog cried in unison and fled in fear.

			In the quiet aftermath, Curly saw that her baby was still sound asleep. She found herself back on the trail toward our house, but now, uncertain about her reasons for leaving and desperate to return to the safety of the town and her husband’s arms, she rushed in the direction she had traveled from.

			At the edge of the town, Curly saw flashlights in the dark. The townspeople were calling her name. They had come out looking. Embarrassed, Curly raced toward the lights. There, she halted with the beams upon her face.

			A voice she recognized as her mother-in-law’s cried out, “Your husband is dead!”

			Curly became a widow at the age of seventeen. Her husband had followed her in the night. He’d brought his gun. At the edge of town, the gun had gone off. When the townspeople gathered to see what had happened, they saw that he’d fallen on the wet, slippery earth, and right into the barrel of his gun. They could see that he was following the imprint of her steps on the muddy trail, and so had gone looking for her. In the days after, Curly came home to live with us, her baby boy in her arms. The child contracted a disease—as was common then—and died soon afterward. Who Curly had been, she was no longer.

			Curly would marry again and again in search of love. In those two marriages there were no children, and there was no love. Curly’s abusive husband was her fourth. With him, she had more children. With him, she had some of what she had been looking for as a young person.

			Few people know the story of Curly’s first love, her first marriage, her first death, her first dying.

			Malcolm, we live many lives in one life. We die many times before the final death. Are you ready to die your first death?
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			Chapter 24

			Malcolm

			I hear my mother’s voice.

			“Malcolm! Malcolm! Come back!”

			I don’t want to. I am tired. My body sinks and sinks and cannot get low enough. I’m in the sky, a floating boy among the clouds. The earth is far below me.

			“Malcolm. Wake up. Return to me…”

			Why won’t she leave me alone? I turn away from her words, her desperate words.

			I close my eyes once again.

			In one world, I am running alongside First Uncle where the grass is so green that it looks blue. He is telling me stories. He is telling me stories about Curly from long ago, about the night the thief visited his family, about the animals that roam these ancient hunting grounds.

			In another world I am with a relative I’ve never met, Ying, and he too tells me stories. He talks about his life in California, in the fields, his life before he was sick, playing all the sports, his life after he got his cancer diagnosis, how slow death felt and then how fast near the end. He and I are at the edge of a fast-flowing river, foaming at the sides, its currents creating a sound like wind. He tells me that if we drink from its contents, we will forget everything and everyone we have ever known.

			In yet another world, I am with Pog. She lives in a small village halfway up a steep mountain. She is surrounded by friends and family, and they tend to animals and gardens and live in the routines from long-ago Laos. More than the other two, she’s not pleased with my presence in her world. She wants me to leave. She urges me to return.

			I don’t want to return to a world where we are always afraid. For Fong. For me. For Linda. I don’t want to return to a world that does not need me, that shows me that my life is not worth anything, that I am no one. Even if there are people who love me…Their love grows exhausting.

			I’m floating again. I realize slowly that I’m not on air. In fact, I seem to be on a fabric of sky. My two-animal brigade is holding up the edges of whatever I’m floating on. They look at me with their round eyes. Their chubby cheeks. The brown teddy bear and the stuffed tiger cub make me smile as I close my heavy lids again. They are my friends. They have always been. They accompany me places. In fact, they take me places I’ve never been.

			When I am awake again, I am in a campground. I see bonfires glowing orange in the blue tint of night. In front of me are four chairs. In one, there is an old, balding Hmong man. In two others, a pair of old Hmong women. In the light of the fire, I see their wrinkles, the silver in the women’s hair. One of the chairs is empty.

			The old man sees me first, standing at a distance from the warmth of the fire. He calls out to me with a voice I almost know.

			He says, “Malcolm, come sit in your chair.”

			I ask, “Were you waiting for me?”

			He answers, “Yes, of course. You are so slow. You always take the longest time.”

			The women wave me over.

			I know True’s voice anywhere.

			She, the oldest person at the fire, says, “Malcolm, los, los.”

			I’ve heard these words before.

			All my life.

			Malcolm, come, come to me.

			The cancer wall with Kou’s voice.

			Those words leading me.

			I’m lost in them.

			How did True get so old?

			I search the faces of the other two in the light of the fire, and I know who they are, my brother and sisters. They are all old. I look down at my hands. I have the hands of a kid. My own hands. I feel my face. Firm face of youth. I clear my throat. I know I’m younger than they are, but I’m not this much younger.

			I miss them. I hadn’t realized how much I’ve missed them. My feet run to where they are. I get close enough to feel the warmth of their fire as I lean down to hold each close. Though they say nothing, I can feel it in the tightness of their hugs, and I know that they too have missed me.

			In my seat, I look at them, marveling at the changes in their faces. In the house on the prairie, Linda once showed me an app on her phone that turned a photo of me into an old man. She shared the image with Mom, and Mom burst out crying and said, “I love my baby too much.” When I asked her why she was crying, she said, “Because I cannot bear the thought of you growing old. I don’t want to think about you in a world without me.” I remember thinking that it was a dramatic response, but seeing my siblings this way, I feel tears gathering.

			Like all the other times in our lives, I wait for my older siblings to tell me what is going on. In all of our conversations, they are always the ones eager to talk, the ones who know more than I do. I’m always the one listening, but this night, around this campfire, all of us reunited again does not feel like a regular encounter.

			Fong is the first to speak. He says, “We’ve been waiting here for you. We didn’t know if you’d come. I thought you’d lost your way. But True and Linda insisted that you’d find us.”

			I ask, “How long have you been waiting?”

			Fong looks down at his old man’s hands, opens and closes his fingers, then answers, “A long time, Malcolm.”

			“Why did you think I was lost?”

			From across the fire, Linda looks at me closely, almost harshly. Her voice shows her impatience. “Because you are always lost, Malcolm. Some of us fight to find our way. But you’ve always gravitated toward getting lost.”

			I find myself apologizing here, just as I would in that house on the prairie. I say, “I’m sorry. I didn’t know where I was going, or why. If I’d known that I needed to meet you here, I’d have come sooner…”

			I confuse myself. How could I have gotten here anyway? How did I get here? I blink. On my way to the other worlds, I just found myself beside other people, and they just started talking to me. This time, I feel I have done something wrong.

			I ask, “How late is it? How late am I?”

			Linda answers, “Almost too late.”

			“What do you mean by that?”

			“You almost missed us, Malcolm.” Her voice rises in anger. “And that is not the way it is supposed to go! We take care of you so that you can take care of us! You can’t just disappear. You can’t just quit. That’s not fair, Malcolm!”

			The familiar, defiant light of Linda from long ago, from before college, burns in the body of the old woman before me. She leans toward me. She is almost shouting, her voice quivering. “You can’t treat family like that.”

			She points a crooked finger toward her own chest. “I wanted to quit. We all did, Malcolm. At different points. Do you think you are the only one who has it hard? That your life is harder than ours? Or anyone else’s in the world?!”

			True reaches out a hand to touch Linda’s shoulders. She shushes her the way she shushes all of us. “Shhhhh, shhhhh, Linda. He’s here now. It’s not too late.”

			“Too late for what?!” I’m nearly screaming my confusion.

			True answers me, her eyes steady. “To be with us, Malcolm, that’s what. This journey is so short, Malcolm. It feels just like yesterday I was young. Look at me today. You were a baby in my arms dancing beneath the stars. Now look at you.”

			I stare at my oldest sister, the one who took care of me as a baby, the one I have lived with even more than I’ve lived with my parents, day by day, hour by hour.

			A cool breeze blows. The flames of the fire dance into the sky, and the wood pops as sparks fly.

			True’s next words are so soft, I can barely hear them. “Malcolm, we’ve been waiting for you to grow up so that you can grow old with us. All this time.”
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			Chapter 25

			Malcolm

			I don’t know how to swim in real life, but I’m not having any trouble navigating the water at all. In fact, I’m able to breathe just fine underneath the water.

			All around me there are corals of different colors. Fish, red and yellow, blue and green, purple and pink, silver and gold, swim by themselves and with others. I’ve never been snorkeling. I can’t believe I get to see this, to experience this wonder. I can’t wait to tell Lee and Phong about how cool this is.

			The light from above travels through water in streaks. It is as if we are on a giant stage, and each of us gets our own limelight. We are all performing our lives. I stand straight in the water. I’m not treading water. I’m not on the seafloor. I’m just standing tall. Confident. I bow. I bow again and again. The last time, I put a hand to my heart. This is the way it should always be.

			Then, I see it out of the corner of my eyes. My first instinct is to flee. It is a red water dragon. I see its teeth, top and bottom, two sets of fangs glinting. Its eyes are orbs of deepest black, a stark contrast to the blood red of its body. It has arms and legs, each with a set of claws as sharp as the tips of Hmong knives, four to each appendage. Its long tail ends in a fan-shaped fin. Its magnificent mane, like a stallion’s, twists and turns with the slithering movement, carrying the creature toward me. Whatever ability I just had in water has left me. I cannot move. I’m anchored by the pressure I can now feel pushing at me from all sides. My breath halts.

			The dragon comes to me like a curious dog. It sniffs me. Bubbles rising out of its nine nostrils. All I can do is turn my head to follow its movements. It studies me. I am at its mercy. My neck will break beneath its jaws. My arms. My legs. With a jerk, it will tear me to pieces. If the dragon before me were a dog, I might be able to read the wagging of its tail, the look in its eyes. All I see in its gaze is an image of me, floating in water, dark eyebrows raised in fear.

			He does not speak to me, but I hear him through the water gurgling at my ears.

			Where is your sword?

			Where is your shield?

			I have no sword. The closest thing I have is that icicle I played with as a child. I have no shield. All I have ever had is the look in my eyes. All my life people have said my gaze is so dark. None of these people have stared into the eyes of a dragon. I can’t believe I’m staring into the eyes of a dragon. Me. Malcolm.

			Do you want to play?

			Do you want to fight?

			What do you want to do, Malcolm?

			The air in my chest feels hot, and I’m afraid I might explode at any minute, just combust, all the pieces of me catapulting from the inside out. I shake my head. I don’t want to play. I definitely don’t want to fight. I don’t want to be here. But how do I say all that to this dragon in this moment?

			When I do speak, my voice is a young child’s voice, like Lee’s or Phong’s.

			I say, “All my life I have been afraid of you. I’ve been afraid of you. Please, please let me go.”

			Laughter in the water around me. Bubbles rising like magic.

			I squeeze my eyes shut. If this is a dream, now would be a good time to wake up. I squeeze my eyes and I wait and I wait and I wait, but nothing happens. I open them again, just a little.

			The dragon is in front of me. Its head moving like a snake’s, ever closer to me. I take a sniff, expecting putrid breath like rotting flesh, like fish that has gone bad, but I smell nothing peculiar, nothing unlikeable.

			Malcolm, who are you trying to escape?

			Malcolm, I am you.

			The beating heart of you.

			It is tricking me. I’m sure of this. First Uncle and Curly and the poj ntxoog. But I don’t feel what Curly felt in that jungle. I don’t have a baby to protect. I am not even certain I will die here. I’m not calling on the ancestors for help. I look around. This underwater world is as magical as it had been. Even more so now with this dragon before me.

			“You are the beating heart of me?”

			Yes, Malcolm. I am. Yours is a dragon’s heart.

			“That can’t be.”

			How would you know otherwise? When have you ever met your heart before?

			I look into the glistening darkness of the dragon’s eyes. It sucks me in.

			All of a sudden, I am the dragon and I’m looking out at this shell of a boy in the water, uncertain, caught in disbelief. I sniff the water. He smells like me: like he needs a shower, like he has played outside on a summer’s day and now smells like sweat and exhaustion. I study the boy. He’s short. He’s plump-ish. His hairline. His thick eyebrows. I see inside the beating heart of him. I see myself.

			What have I been afraid of all this time?

			Am I the enemy I imagined in the world?

			A flash of lightning at the feet of the boy, at the feet of the dragon.

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

			Chapter 26

			Pog

			I opened my eyes and scanned the village behind me, saw the smoke rising from the chimneys, the chickens scattered in the yards, the ducks sitting close to the ground beneath their favorite trees. I know that in my own wooden house, at its center, Malcolm’s grandfather was preparing the afternoon meal. Our oldest was a child once again. He was at the table, perhaps clanging a spoon to the wood, banging out a mealtime song. They are perhaps wondering where I am. I saw my empty place at that sturdy table, the seat worn and smooth.

			The trees behind Malcolm were closing in. The poor stuffed animals, the brown teddy bear and the striped tiger cub, would not be able to keep that door open for much longer. The trees were bending back into place. The opening in between them, perhaps now too little for a boy to slip through.

			I said with force, “Malcolm, you have to go back. Your job is to build a life, a village, as big as this one—bigger, even—filled with people who love you. You’re too young.”

			I continued, “I was an old woman, Malcolm. It was my time. My work was done.”

			I gestured to the spread of homes behind me. “Why do you think there are so many homes here? So many people?

			“Malcolm, I had a life. I was a wife. A mother. A daughter. A big sister. A grandmother. I have lived a life, Malcolm.” I spread my hands far again. “Look around you. This is unfamiliar to you. You don’t know this village. You don’t know these people. You don’t know me. Not the way you should.”

			I said with the breath that remained inside of me, “Malcolm, one day, you’ll return to the ancestral home of your making. The people you love will be there. The place will be just the way you like it. The days spreading out just the way you wished they would. But that day is not today.”

			I pointed to the darkened jungle behind him. The stuffed animals were gone. “Malcolm, get up and go back, walk into those trees. They will open for you. Now.”

			A battle raged inside the boy. I saw the dance of his eyes looking around us, shining with the fallen tears. Then, those eyes were looking steadily up at me from his seat on the ground, running over my face, memorizing my features. When he was satisfied, he sniffed, wiped his eyes with the back of both his hands. He pushed himself up.

			He said, “Before I go, I have one question for you: How do I bring you into my ancestral home if I’ve never known you, or all the others?”

			I closed my eyes. I had no answers for him.

			I waited until the wind around me shifted, and I knew he’d turned away from me, and I was sure he’d walked into that waiting wall of trees.

			When I opened my eyes, he was gone. All that remained was the bit of earth he’d sat on and the pebbles he’d picked along the way, this grandson, a momentary visitor to my dreams of the afterlife.
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			Chapter 27

			Malcolm

			2016

			I wake up to the sound of the gongs. The shaman’s back is to me. I see that the top half of his face is covered in the traditional red cloth. I turn my head and see I’m on the sofa in the white house on the prairie. My mother is before me. Her face is haggard. She puts a hand to my heart.

			All around me, my father and brother and sisters sit and stand. The littlest children are crying for attention. Lee and Phong stand beside Tom, who sits on a folding chair close by. The bigger family unit moves behind them. The window is open.

			A breeze blows from the open window, and my dragon’s heart responds. I breathe. I see that the aspen trees at the back of the yard near Dad’s chicken coop look like ripened fruit, yellow. Summer is over. We are in the beautiful autumn days now, the secret, perfect Minnesota days. I try to tell my mother with my eyes that I’m okay, just thirsty. It is as if I’ve been on the road for a long time. I’m parched from my travels.

			Once the ceremony ends, the shaman excuses himself. He signals for my parents to follow him. They go talk in Mom and Dad’s bedroom. I just soak in the day. The smells of food cooking and people gathering.

			Kou, Vang, and Moua approach me, and it is Moua, the kindest of the brothers, who says, “You are going to be okay, Little Cousin.”

			I nod.

			Linda approaches me with a cup of water. I take big gulps. I finish the whole cup.

			I tell her, “I feel like I just got up.”

			She whispers, “I know. It was the same with me.”

			I move to rise from my bed on the sofa. She helps me into a sitting position. My body feels weak in her arms. I see that my extended family, including the older and more distant relatives I don’t know, have all gathered. They are sitting on folded chairs along the walls of the dining room and living room. This is a real spirit calling, and it is for me. On the ground before me, there’s a clean and gutted pig. There’s a rope leading from it to me.

			Second Uncle approaches and says, “Son, I’m happy to see you sitting up. You had us worried.”

			As with Kou, Vang, and Moua, all I can do to acknowledge his words is nod.

			I will find out that Fong woke up one morning and found me gone. The family looked for me inside and out. True discovered me in the basement, collapsed before the cancer wall. They called the ambulance. The paramedics came and took me to Mercy Hospital. There, they could find nothing physically wrong. In fact, I was alert but not myself. My family took me home. At home, I seemed to be exhausted, falling in and out of a deep sleep. After a few weeks, Mom and Dad called the shaman. They had deduced that what seemed to have departed was my spirit. They had called family and organized this spirit calling. Everybody had been so worried.

			When the shaman came back with Mom and Dad, he looked down at me and said, “Malcolm, you have shamans’ spirits. They have come calling for you. It is time for you to answer their call.”

			I found my voice.

			I said, “Okay.”

			In that simple “okay,” I gave myself up to a path that was older than I knew to imagine. I gave myself to a calling to find the beauty in the world, to salvage the ills of the human spirit, and to fight for a life that is worth living for myself and others. I became something more than just a Hmong boy on the Minnesota prairie, walking the trails that those who love him had made for him. I became someone those who were lost and hurting could follow, not with a guarantee of safety, but with the knowledge that I cared deeply and would call to them across their seasons of fright, of pain, of sorrow.
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			Epilogue

			Malcolm

			The once white house on the prairie has been painted over many times. A new family lives there beneath the trees, among the tall prairie grass. My father’s chicken coop has been dismantled. The trails my father made for me as a boy are now long gone.

			But in my dreams, in my wanderings between this world and the others, I walk those trails, still. When I grow tired, I lean back on the memory of my father’s chest. My hands are atop his, and we navigate the unknown roads, me atop my horse, me breathing my dragon’s breath, traveling through air and water. For me, it is as sacred a site as I’ve known.

			From those years in that once white house, my family remembers me as their diamond explorer. I remember myself as a boy, uncertain of his own shine, fighting the currents of his destiny, breathing only because the wind kept blowing, not knowing he himself would one day become as strong as the wind, capable of lifting heavy hearts and weary souls. It was the beginning of my pilgrimage.
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