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Kinship Language Notes

Mẹ – Mother

Ba – Father

Con – You, my child, my daughter, my son

Con – I, your child, your daughter, your son

Chú – Uncle, man old enough to be my uncle

Cô – Auntie, woman old enough to be my auntie

Anh – Brother, man older than me, my lover

Anh – Also a name meaning England, Mai’s older brother

Bà Ngoại – Maternal grandmother

Ông Ngoại – Maternal grandfather


PROLOGUE

South Vietnam, December 1975

Was it three in the morning or two? No, it was definitely three, Trinh thought to herself. She remembered because as they did the deal, she’d had the feeling that she could trust this man. That there was something about him that reminded her of ba, so it was definitely ba giờ sáng 3am, their meeting time. Her son was doing that walking running thing that he does to keep up with her. As heavily pregnant as she was, her feet still moved swiftly. It irritated her having to hurry him up with the constant flapping of her hands. He was at that age between boyhood and adulthood. The big man one moment, little boy the next. She could see him trying hard to be brave but failing. If only he was harder. Even with all her beating to thicken that skin, her boy was still soft.

There was no time for this. It was getting harder to see as they moved closer to the river’s edge. The foliage closing in around them, aiding their camouflage yet burdening them with the weight of the darkness. In the calm, sticky night, she could sense the water. The odd splash as a catfish poked its head through the surface, breaking the moonlit reflection into a thousand pieces of glass. Since the fighting stopped, you could hear the silence. As if the downy hairs on her arms had developed ears. The last time they attempted this it hadn’t turned out well. She tried not to think of the loss. How hard it was to make each bar of gold.

It wasn’t just her sweat, but the sweat of the many women who worked for her. For them it was about surviving the day to day. For her, it was something different. Her key to freedom.

The last boat they missed, the dealer had said 2am, but left long before they got there. Anger and frustration had gotten the better of her, and she had lashed out at her son. Scolding him for being slow, but in her heart, she knew the damage she wanted to inflict was on herself. She had fallen prey again. Maybe desperation was clouding her judgement. Later on, she would hear that those swindlers had stolen the fishing boat and filled it with members of their own family, taking all the gold with them. The owners of that boat, raging, had hunted down the remaining family – mothers and fathers too old to make the journey – and slashed their throats in their beds.

Cheats never get away with it. Each time she’d been swindled, she learnt to read the signs. You had to risk in order to gain. Somehow, even as she cried fat tears through the losses, she always felt like fortune would be on her side, sooner or later. So far, she had managed to evade troublesome death.

This time has to be different. The dealer looked like her father.

It must be 3am by now she thought, trying to focus on what needed to be done. She could sense hushed movements in the rustle of the palms. As she began to make her way through the thicket to the agreed location, she saw a group of people already waiting. Her heart was pounding as she scanned for the black shadows of a boat. The distracting thumping had journeyed its way up to her throat when she finally set eyes on its outline. There it was. A small fishing boat that hardly seemed sturdy enough for the eight it was intended for, let alone the thirty or so nervous passengers waiting. The man had seen them. Maybe he recognised her from her fat silhouette. Her stomach protruding unapologetically, a constant reminder of the life growing in her belly. Maybe that’s why he took pity on her. She made him think of his dead wife and daughter. It didn’t matter to her as long as he took her boy. He beckoned them to come closer and join the queue that was forming as one by one, people stepped from dry solid land onto the undulating vessel. Women and men of all ages, children and babies drugged with brandy. This operation called for quiet, unlike the violence and chaos of the last American helicopters taking to the skies. Something broke her concentration. Her boy was sobbing.

It wasn’t pretend this time. She could see it happening in front of her, his little body shaking, unable to help himself. The more he tried to swallow the heaving, the worse it seemed to get. She took hold of his shoulders, pressing down hard to reclaim his attention.

‘Don’t trust anybody. They will take everything you have.’

She had lost count of the number of the times she had said this to him. This may be the last time. She could see his young mind still struggling with what that meant. Her eyes burnt like hot needles as she bore the words into him, their whites shining through the night air. Her boy was looking up at her with his brows furrowed into deep grooves. She could see the energy it took for him to stop his tears, his body stiff with the effort.

‘I don’t want to go.’

The words spilled out. She wanted to shake the fear out of him, but her hands stayed steady.

‘When a chance comes, you have to take it. Understand?’

He nodded because that’s what he knew he was meant to do. It was a simple physical gesture that broke her heart and she pulled him close to her.

‘I want to stay here, with you,’ he whispered.

They both knew deep down that this was as childish a wish as wanting to fly. As he rubbed his tears onto her flimsy blouse, she let the moment wash over her. With her eyes fixed on the boat, she allowed the next few seconds to eke out into a lifetime, with the knowledge that this could be the last time she held him. The man waved at her urgently, so she pushed down her feelings with an equal amount of haste.

‘If you stay here, they will take you and make you fight for them. You’ll be made to kill then added to the meat grinder. I cannot lose you too,’ she said.

There was no changing the situation. Pushing him away she busied herself with the next task, pulling out the plastic packets she’d been carrying from deep in her trouser pockets.

‘What will happen to you?’ he asked.

‘Don’t worry about me.’ She couldn’t help but smile at his attempt.

‘What will happen to her?’

‘Her?’ He was pointing at her stomach.

‘Mai. I know it’s a girl.’

‘You named her?’

He nodded and smiled. She had forgotten. For those moments, she had forgotten.

‘Mai. That’s a pretty name.’

Being reminded of her compromised female form made her bristle with frustration. Irritated once more, she spun him round and began to shove the packets down the back of his trousers.

‘I’ve sewn a pocket inside your pants. It can double up as an arse cushion. Everyone speaks the language of dollars.’

This is what she was sending him off with. Something she knew to be true. From the top man to the bottom scroungers, the only way to get ahead in life was with the lubricant of promise: money. If she had taught him right, he would know what to do. Know that money wasn’t there to be spent like water but used to blast your way through tight spots. She hoped to God that he wouldn’t have to be tested. That he would make it to the other side with his spirit intact. If the rumours were true, a place existed where he would be fed and cared for. Not thrown like chunks of meat into the fire of this continuous fighting. And where there’s a hair of a chance, life had taught her that you had to take that leap. That you had to have faith. Faith in the hope that another sunrise will always come. That God will be there to look after you. There was only so much she could protect him from, and now she had run out of options.

‘What if the boat sinks?’

That thought had been haunting her restless nights every day for months. So much so she couldn’t remember a time it wasn’t there. She had successfully reduced it to an unsettling buzz in the back of her mind, but his words had now turned it into a deafening roar. She wanted to slap him. Only a child would voice such a thing, and as he looked up at her, it was clear that he was still only a child. A child that needed the false reassurance of an adult. They would both play this game one final time.

‘It won’t sink,’ she replied.

‘What if I fall?’

‘You know how to swim.’

‘What if I don’t make it?’

No more games. If this was the way he was going to approach the journey ahead he wouldn’t last a day.

The air around them shifted. A switch as fast as a match being lit. The task ahead loomed large in their awareness. The time had come for him to listen, not with his ears, but with his whole being.

‘Fear is just a sign telling us we have to try harder.’

He nodded. Her words had the results she intended. Determination set in his jaw and soon spread to replace the pleading that was in his eyes.

He was just playing, she told herself. Testing her as much as she tested him. She knew her son. His soft demeanour was just padding over a gut of steel. He came from her after all. He couldn’t be so different. It’s much better this way. People are more likely to come to your aid when they feel unthreatened and being underestimated has its advantages. As a woman, this was a weapon she was an old hand at wielding.

She’d taken her eyes off the boat. When she looked back the queue had nearly gone. Their time was running out. They both felt it accelerate uncontrollably towards the inevitable, helpless to stop it. She held back the swelling of tears that was flooding her chest. It was suffocating.

‘You have to raise yourself up, my son. When you get to the other side, say you’re nine instead of ten. No – eight, seven, the younger the better. They look after children … My prayers will keep you safe. I will wait for you. Even if it takes a thousand years.’

The sight of all those people on this tiny boat reminded her of the paper ones she used to play with as a child. Stuffing them with stones to see how much they could take before they sank to the bottom of the river. There were families on that boat. Whole families and here she was making hers crumble. She couldn’t go with him, not in her condition. She would lessen his chances, and that was a gamble she wasn’t prepared to take. He was ready. Her place was here and his was in the future.

‘Go.’

She pushed him towards the river, now resembling black satin being blown by an unfelt wind. She could see the current moving away from here, towards somewhere else and that was all that was needed. He had to go now. The boat was about to leave, and the boy stubbornly wasn’t moving.

‘Mum,’ he said.

It was barely audible but filled with the entirety of the word. He leapt at her, not caring. Desperately not wanting to care about anything. She could have broken at his touch, but she didn’t. Her mother’s instinct knew that if she did, his tears could not fall, and he needed them to fall.

‘You have a lucky number, my son,’ were her parting words. Not ‘I love you’ or ‘you will always be in my heart’, nothing as sentimental as that but something practical. Something that would give him a belief that would carry him through life as it had carried her. These words would give them both hope.

The boy was sobbing now. Great heaving sobs that made his knees buckle. A last frantic wave came from the man. She garnered all her will and gave the boy a final shove, making him stumble to the floor. She reflexively went towards him but stopped herself. Instead she waited, breath held. Slowly she watched him stand up, brush the dirt off his knees and run towards the boat. He was so light the transition from land to water was seamless. In the dark, collaged against all the other shadows, she could hardly make out his small frame.

The men on board dug long oars into the mud and heaved the overladen fishing vessel away, causing velvet ripples to break up the invisible silence that had come over all of them. Slowly, their silhouette became swallowed into the blackness of the water and the void of the unknown.

It wasn’t long before everything was as before. Empty of a boat, empty of people. She wasn’t the only one left after they had gone. There were others but they did not dare look up at her, each busy nursing the wounds of their own grief. Instead they quietly made their way back to where they had crawled from, leaving her standing alone. She stared at the spot where he had fallen for a long while. Her thoughts were no longer clear but a churning muddy river disturbed by falling rocks. They darted from the past to the future, from birth to death, in no discernible order. She remembered the pain she felt bearing him. He had taken over her senses then, making her feel mad, whimpering on her knees as she cracked open, fragmenting, split through the middle. This is how it feels to be parted from one’s own flesh and blood. There was nothing left but the roar of the sea. The crashing of waves. The screams of people as they rode its rage in tiny boats, specks in the ocean, in helicopters, in the fields, on the street, in their homes. The noise was overwhelming, but then something shifted in her belly. The baby. It kicked. Life was still moving. Everything was quiet again.

There was always a tomorrow.

There was Mai.
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