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CHAPTER 1
Tommy had called it “The Big Summer.” He never said things like that—things that were corny, optimistic, easy to disprove. They seemed juvenile. In my eyes, he was older than his years. His mind worked so quickly that it aged faster than the rest of him.
But Tommy could sense something coming.
“It’s almost like you’re on a roller coaster, climbing up toward something big at the top, you know?” he murmured one night. I turned to look at him on the other side of the room. He faced me from his bed. Moonlight slipped in through the window, cutting through the aisle that separated my side of the room from his.
“I kind of get it,” I said, yawning. “I just think you’re nervous about tomorrow.”
Tommy didn’t reply.
The next day, he graduated from high school. Ba, Mẹ, and I were stuck sitting on the bleachers in the high school gymnasium. We were trapped somewhere in the middle, crammed on the far edge of a row.
It was sweltering hot. The gym reeked of sweat, tobacco, heavy cologne, cheap perfume. There was body odor, too, some of it heady, some of it sour. And when one scent ended, another took its place, equally as strong. The smells made me nauseous.
I pinched my nose shut with one hand.
“Veronica, stop that,” Mẹ said loudly. “You’ll ruin your nose.”
“It stinks,” I hissed.
“Not that much,” Mẹ said. “You’re being dramatic.”
“I can’t breathe,” I hissed back.
“You don’t have to whisper. You’re fine.”
I rolled my eyes. Mẹ seldom whispered in public. She and Ba could say anything in Vietnamese and get away with it. Most people didn’t understand her. But I always had to watch my English around other people.
“What kind of school sets up a graduation like this?” said Ba. He had already taken off his blazer. It was eighty degrees outside, but Ba had insisted on wearing a suit. He said we needed to dress for the occasion. “This is garbage.”
Mẹ nodded.
“Like a third-world country,” she said. She fanned herself with a paper program that she’d been given.
On the floor, there was a raised platform with a few chairs and a podium. Metal folding chairs flanked both sides of the stage. The high school band played behind it. Even the music seemed weighed down by the heat.
Ba turned to me.
“How much longer?”
“Five minutes,” I said, annoyed.
“It better.”
But people were still filing in. Westbrook High School said only three relatives were allowed at graduation per student, but it seemed like most people had broken the rules. Like the town of Westbrook, the crowd was made up of mostly white families: grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins who all added to the heat.
Someone propped open the doors and placed fans next to them. They tried to blow out the hot air, but it didn’t work. The minutes crept along slowly. Then the crowd stood up, and a wave of blue caps and gowns began streaming in, hazy and slow. Tommy was among them, tall and dark, his eyes focused on the stage. I felt feverish in the heat as we sped through the Pledge of Allegiance, the school song, the principal’s speech.
I gave up pinching my nose—I tried breathing through my mouth instead. But my tongue was parched. A bead of sweat had dripped onto my glasses. Ba had taken off his striped tie.
Then it was Tommy’s turn at the podium. He was the year’s valedictorian, and he had a gold honors stole around his shoulders and a gold tassel on his cap. Tommy was tan from his days outside, working for a landscaping company. Under his blue robes, he glowed like the sun.
Ba suddenly stood up. He had a camera in his hand, pointing it at Tommy. There was a flash as the camera snapped a picture.
“Ba,” I hissed, and I thought my cheeks were burning red. “Sit down, you’re being rude.”
The white man behind him glared, but Ba didn’t move.
From the stage, Tommy seemed alarmed for a moment, seeing our father rise from the bleachers. But when he spoke, his voice was clear.
“Greetings, everyone. I don’t plan to make this speech too long, but I just wanted to say a few words for the occasion. After all, this is a tremendous moment in the lives of this year’s graduating class of Westbrook High School.
“These past four years have moved so quickly and so slowly at the same time. We’ve all been busy: learning, playing sports, making art, performing, working, volunteering, hanging out with friends, making memories. Now I guess we’re at the end of it.”
Tommy paused, one hand brushing away the sweat from his forehead.
“Nothing’s certain in life,” he continued. “Some of us plan to go to college, others to work, others to the army. Some of us don’t know what we’re doing. All of us are still trying to find ourselves. There is no guarantee of how things will turn out—that’s the scary yet hopeful truth. But what is certain is today, our graduation, the here and now. And the fact that summer is… well, it’s here in this room.” He paused as a few people politely laughed. “So let’s all make the most of it, as we celebrate The Big Summer before the rest of our lives.”
The crowd broke into applause. Mẹ was clapping her hands so hard that her palms turned pink. Ba was nodding, beaming. Tommy only smiled as his hands gripped the sides of the podium.
We had Tommy’s graduation party at the house. Like most parties, it doubled as a family event. The usual people came over: aunts, uncles, cousins, the children of cousins, and the other aunts and uncles who we weren’t sure were family or friends or family of friends. The men sat in the garage and on the patio. They smoked and drank cheap beer and ate whatever the women brought over—bowls of mì Quảng, trays of crispy pork belly and roast duck, eggrolls, and shrimp chips with mango salad. That was how they liked to nhậu in the summer.
The women stayed in the kitchen. Most of them sat around the kitchen table, nursing a few beers, eating, and gossiping. Their favorite subjects: their children, other people, and things that happened back home.
Meanwhile, Mẹ was on the move. She cooked, cleaned, and organized the food that people had brought us. Hair spilled out of her bun, her apron unspooling behind her back. Even at other people’s homes, Mẹ could rarely stay seated. She liked to stay busy. And while the conversations grew animated around her, Mẹ smiled politely, always too busy to talk.
I was stuck outside with the kids. None of my teenage cousins had come—they’d been lucky. The younger kids chased each other around: the oldest among them was about nine, and I’d never seen him before in my life. The two of us kicked a soccer ball in the grass, but it wasn’t much of a game. I kept blasting the ball right past him.
It would have been more fun to play with Tommy, but he was on the move with Ba. Tommy was supposed to greet each adult who came by. Those greetings usually became full conversations, where Ba was talking and Tommy was stuck standing there. I knew he hated it.
“Veronica!” Mẹ called. She waved from the patio. The men sitting outside turned to watch. “Where’s your brother?”
“I don’t know.”
“Go get him. He hasn’t eaten yet.”
“Can’t you do it?” I replied.
“Find him,” she said. Her voice was pleasant, but her expression said otherwise.
I sighed. I left the kid and followed Mẹ through the patio door. The men outside watched with interest. In the kitchen, the same thing happened: the conversation went quiet, and the women stared at me. It always happened at family gatherings. The adults gawked like children at a zoo. They were just as loud.
“You know, she’s bigger than they usually are at that age.”
“It’s the milk. The extra hormones in there make them huge.”
“Is that safe?”
“Why is she slouching?” asked one of the aunties. “God makes the girl strong and tall, so why does she ruin her posture? She walks like a water buffalo.”
There was laughter. Then Mẹ suddenly stopped.
“Veronica doesn’t walk like this normally,” she said to the women. Mẹ was both apologetic and embarrassed. “I don’t know why my daughter’s doing this now.”
Before Mẹ could lecture me, I rushed downstairs to the basement. The eyes were gone, the voices quiet. I knew Mẹ wouldn’t follow me. The basement was unfinished, but our parents had furnished it with the laundry machines and a secondhand sofa. An uncle was passed out on the sofa, his face bright red.
I circled the basement, preparing myself. Then I dashed back upstairs. I shot straight through the kitchen, past the women.
Outside, the garage doors were open. The air was cloudy with cigarette smoke. A few of the men glanced up as I walked by, but they were focused on Ba, who was talking at the end of a table. Ba had a cigarette in his mouth, burned halfway through. He’d quit smoking years ago, but he made an exception for nhậu. He said he liked to smoke with friends—that was tradition.
An uncle spoke, his voice low and gravelly:
“Hien’s son is ugly as sin. He’s stupid, too, so that’s even sadder,” said the uncle. He raised his cigarette at Ba. “I don’t know what you did, but you won the lottery. Your boy has the brains and the looks. And he’s tall.”
“Lucky bastard,” added another.
“But it’s only the mind that counts,” Ba said, exhaling a cloud of smoke. He leaned back in his chair, pleased. “He’s smart. That’s how he got into the Harvard of Missouri.”
“Harvard,” someone said, impressed.
“Not Harvard, but a school just as good in this state. That’s what the kids told me. Right, Veronica?”
Instantly, the eyes turned to me. I nodded slowly. When Tommy got into his private university, our parents were pleased, but they didn’t understand the prestige that came with it. They acted as if he were going to community college. So Tommy compared it to the one school that everyone knew. Only then were our parents impressed.
“Where’s Tommy?” I asked.
Without turning, Ba jabbed his thumb toward the driveway. I wandered outside as the conversation started up again.
“It’s sad that they don’t speak Vietnamese,” muttered an uncle.
“They’re busy with school,” Ba replied. “They only need English in America.”
“It paid off, if one’s going to Harvard.”
“Maybe that’s the trick,” someone said.
The men chuckled.
I walked past the cars crammed into the driveway. A few others were parked on the street.
Across the road, there was a steep hill of grass. A chain-link fence sat on top of it, separating our neighborhood from the highway. Cars thundered above us. Tommy and I were used to the constant hum.
We were forbidden to go near the fence. Our parents said it was dangerous to stand behind it, only mere feet away from the speeding cars. They made it sound as though a car would smash into us the second we got up there.
But that only tempted us as kids. We snuck up the hill anyway. I think we were let down the first time—there was nothing special about a chain-link fence by the highway.
And then one day, on the drive home from church, we saw a three-car collision. The cars had been smashed together, front to back. There was an ambulance and a police car and a crew of first responders. The collision was on our part of the highway, right next to our house.
“You see that?” asked Ba. “That’s why you don’t drive like a crazy person. Insurance won’t pay for that.”
As soon as we got home, Tommy and I ran across the road. We ignored our parents’ shouts as we climbed the grassy hill. Then we stood behind the chain-link fence, our fingers looped in the wire.
Tommy and I saw the wreck right in front of us. We saw the bits of metal and glass that sprinkled the road. The flashing blue and red lights. The cars crumpled together like origami paper. And the stretcher that squeaked by. Then Tommy flinched as I grabbed his arm.
The two of us had seen it: the blood. It stained the white sheets of the stretcher, red like church wine. There was a live body under those sheets, its chest rising up and down as it struggled to breathe.
Later, Tommy and I could recall nothing about the victim—not even the color of their skin. We’d been fixated on the blood, though we didn’t know why. Blood looked different when it wasn’t ours. It was thicker, more alien. More alive.
We never returned to the chain-link fence after that. We’d seen more than enough.
But at his graduation party, Tommy was looking at it. He sat on the edge of our lawn, his neck craned upward as he looked across the street, up at the fence on the hill. To his left, there was the clear line where the neighbors’ yard began—their grass was dark green. Ours was tinged with yellow.
I sat down next to Tommy. His cheeks were rosy. He had a bottle of Heineken in one hand.
“How’d you get that?” I asked.
“They gave it to me,” he said, shrugging. “They said I earned it.”
“Can I have a sip?”
Tommy gave me the bottle. I’d had church wine before, but not real beer. We sat in broad daylight in front of the house, though Tommy seemed unbothered. No cars were down the street. The men in the garage were preoccupied.
I took a quick swig.
The beer tasted of bitter metal and acid. It burned down my throat. But after a moment, I took another long sip. Then I gave it back.
“You like it?” Tommy asked.
I shook my head.
Tommy smiled and polished off the rest. Then he sat there, staring out at the street. I could tell he was thinking about something. Tommy was often quiet, but when he was thinking deeply, you could feel it around him. The air would grow viscous and heavy. And there was a slight hum to it, a faint current of energy. When he got like that, Ba said he looked like a French philosopher. But it worried our mother. She said if Tommy was thinking too hard, he’d hurt his head, perhaps ruin his eyes. The latter scared her—Tommy’s eyes were healthy. Unlike the rest of our family, he didn’t need glasses. Mẹ said he didn’t need to think so hard in everyday life—things weren’t that serious.
But that was Tommy. His mind was restless.
“You’re not very excited today,” I said.
“I’m not. I feel like I’m being gawked at by every Viet person in the state.”
“But they’re giving you money,” I said, punching him in the arm. Tommy didn’t flinch. “You’re loaded now. Think of all the booze you can buy.”
“That’s uplifting, Ronny, thank you,” he said drily. But a smile had crept onto his face.
“You can spend your money on other things. Like me. We can go to the mall and you can pay.”
Tommy laughed.
“Yeah, that sounds fun.”
“I can even help you pick out furniture for school,” I said, but my voice faltered.
It was a mistake.
“Aw, are you gonna miss me?” he mocked.
I shook my head and launched a middle finger at his face, but Tommy leaned back, laughing.
“Aw, is Ronny gonna be lonely without her big brother?”
I launched a second middle finger at him, but Tommy dodged it. Immediately, he shot back his middle fingers at me. The two of us were trying to flick off the other’s face. Tommy was bigger, stronger, but I was faster. I put him on the defensive as he tried to block my arms. Unlike in those childhood fights over the remote, I actually had a shot at winning.
Laughter roared from the garage. The two of us stopped, turned, but none of the adults were outside. They weren’t looking at us. They were laughing about something else.
Instantly, I took my chance:
I struck Tommy’s left cheek with my middle finger.
“Got you,” I said loudly.
“Fuck,” Tommy blurted, a hand flying to his face. He looked perturbed for a moment, his eyes wide with shock. I thought I’d hurt him.
Suddenly, his other middle finger flew out and struck my right cheek.
“Dammit,” I blurted.
“Don’t throw shit if you can’t take it,” said Tommy with a laugh.
I readied myself, my hand about to strike back, but then I stopped. Tommy froze as we both stared at the house to our left. The neighbor’s front door had just opened, and the neighbor’s wife had stepped outside. I called her Gigi, a name of glamour and mystery. She was a white lady who often wore sunglasses and long dark clothes. We’d lived next to Gigi and her husband for years, but we had never spoken to them. They never said anything to us. And we’d reached a point where it was too late—a simple wave would have been too intimate.
Gigi stopped in the driveway. Even with her sunglasses on, I knew that she’d glanced at the street and all the strange cars that now lined the block. She’d seen our garage, observing the cigarette smoke and the men’s laughter that poured out of it. And then she’d seen me and Tommy.
Immediately I felt guilty. I put my hands back in my lap. I realized how bad it looked: an empty Heineken bottle at our feet, the two of us fighting outside of the house, swearing.
Our parents were firm about behaving in public.
If you make a scene, they’ll call the police, and what’ll you do then? Do you want to deal with that? Do you want to pay a fine, go to juvie?
The answer was no, always.
Tommy and I stayed quiet, our hands to ourselves. We waited for Gigi to get in her car and drive away. Her window was open. I caught a whiff of her perfume, a heavy dose of citrus.
By the time her car had disappeared, Tommy and I had reached a stalemate. His shoulders had relaxed, and I’d leaned back into the grass.
More laughter exploded from the garage. Someone guffawed in quick bursts, nearly half screaming. It was followed by more laughter. I closed my eyes, the sun on my face, and inhaled the fresh scent of grass and the faint burn of cigarettes. I caught a whiff of the heavy salt-shrimp smell of mắm ruốc. It was the most potent sauce in the house, something that our parents used once in a while. The odor was so bad it made me cry as a toddler.
But I realized I didn’t hate it anymore. It smelled distinctly of home.
In that one moment, everything was right. I was warm, and I was full, and the world smelled nice. It was a good day.
“We’ll do a lot of stuff, okay?” I said out loud. “Before you go.”
“We will,” Tommy replied.
Though, when I opened my eyes, I saw him staring up at the highway.






CHAPTER 2
I was fourteen that summer, too young for work and too old for cartoons. A boredom seemed to fall over everything I did—watching TV, playing on the computer, going on bike rides. I liked to sit in the plastic lounge chairs in the backyard, listening to the radio and flipping through magazines. I often fell asleep in the warm weather until Mẹ woke me up.
“Veronica, you can’t sleep out here,” she said, swatting my arm with one hand. Her other hand was held over her eyes like a visor. “You’re getting dark.”
“Not really,” I said, groggy. But when I looked down at my arms, they had already turned light brown.
“Why are you looking at bikini pictures?” asked Mẹ suspiciously. I glanced down at the magazine in my lap, spread open—I had left off on a page of half-naked celebrities at the beach. They were paparazzi photos.
“I don’t know. It’s like the summer issue,” I said.
“You don’t want to be seen looking at that.”
She shook her head in disgust as she walked away.
And I was embarrassed—I could barely watch kissing on TV without Mẹ or Ba making a snide remark. Tommy and I had learned to flip channels on cue before they could catch us.
Later that day, Mẹ took me to the library. I usually borrowed magazines, everything from the gossip rags to the interior design catalogs to National Geographic. I loved looking at the pictures, and sometimes the ads were interesting, too.
“You should try reading a book,” said Mẹ. “Your brother reads a lot. He loves it.”
I rolled my eyes.
Tommy was smart, and he liked to read. Our parents believed that it was books that had made him so smart. And if they’d helped Tommy get a scholarship to a nice college, then surely books would help me, too.
But Tommy was a reader. I was not. It was his gift—I knew it even as a child. Tommy and I could run screaming around the house, chasing each other, but when he got bored of me, Tommy would immediately crash onto the couch with a book in his hands. He would lie there for hours. I’d hear him giggle or groan as he quickly flipped through the pages, enrapt. And he digested everything—the words, the characters, the themes. He would tell me all about them, his books that included a possessed car, a vampire rabbit, a lion that reminded him of Jesus.
I never had that same magic with books. They took too much time and energy. The words could never stay still, and neither could I. The stories were never worth the effort. Pictures were more interesting—I could make a whole drama out of them.
But that day at the library, I decided to humor our mother. I went straight to the adult fiction books. And I looked for a book that Tommy had recommended: Blood Meridian by Cormac McCarthy. It looked like a cowboy book. On the same shelf, there was a black paperback lying next to it. The paperback had a rose on its cover and flowery pink and white script. I took both books home. Mẹ was beaming in the car.
When Tommy came home that night, he saw the books on my desk and stopped.
“You’re reading?” he asked. Tommy sounded surprised.
“Of course I am.” Meanwhile, I had a magazine in my hands.
“Cormac McCarthy’s great,” said Tommy. “He really digs into the concept of human morality. And the complete lack of it. Like he’s not afraid to peer into that darkness and put it out on paper. It’s intense stuff, you know?”
“Sure, yeah.”
Cormac McCarthy was a serious writer, someone whom people would talk about until the end of time. His writing sounded ancient, serious, deep. I got bored after the first page.
Tommy wrinkled his nose as he glanced at the romance paperback.
“This shit’s trashy.”
“I know,” I lied. “Sharon told me to try it.”
“Only bored housewives read them,” said Tommy.
“I know.”
I had finished three chapters that day. It was a slow process, and every page took effort, but the book was worth it. The sex was flowery and graphic—the woman kept arching her body beneath the man whose manroot throbbed with desire. Tunics were ripped and bodies were licked. The main characters acted like they hated each other, yet they kept banging anyway.
After that day, I learned to hide my romance books in my underwear drawer. Tommy never looked there. I only read them when he was at work. And I made sure the door was locked and a blanket was over me.
The paperbacks weren’t Cormac McCarthy. The characters were never in perilous situations. I didn’t learn anything important about the universe or the struggle of existence. But the stories made my heart race and they warmed me up all over. Everyone fell in love at the end and they had a lot of good sex.
But as scintillating as they were, the romance books couldn’t fend off the boredom. It was like the sweat that always came back, no matter how much I tried to wash it off.
I was used to it most summers. Mẹ and Ba never took us on vacations or signed us up for summer activities. Tommy and I never questioned why—it was all the time, money, and effort that our parents simply didn’t have for us. So we made do with what we had in the house and the backyard. When Tommy had gotten his driver’s license, the world had expanded for us. We could suddenly go to the movies, McDonald’s, and the community center pool. I liked it when Tommy drove the car—he played good music and he didn’t nag.
But this was an especially boring summer. It was my prelude to high school and Tommy’s prelude to college. It seemed significant—I had to do something special to mark the time. I knew everyone else did. Hannah had her church retreats down south, which she loved. The other girls had sports teams and cruise vacations and family road trips. And Sharon was at summer camp in New Jersey.
Sharon had even sent me a postcard. It showed a quaint lake, a dock, green trees in the background, and fluffy white clouds in the sky. It looked like a scene out of a movie. Sharon had written a message in her big, loopy handwriting:
Hi Ronny,
Sorry I haven’t written—been super busy! I CAN’T WAIT to tell you about my summer (and you tell me yours)!! Can’t believe it’s going by so quick. Kind of excited for high school but also… EW! I miss you!
XOXO,
Sharon
P.S. plz don’t write back, I won’t get it in time!
It was my only correspondence with Sharon during the summer. At camp, they had no Internet access, and phone calls were only for family members.
Her message was all excitement, no details. The news was good, something she couldn’t share around prying eyes. It was something to be discussed in person, and it could have been anything—a summer romance, a taste for cigarettes, a crime committed. Maybe in New Jersey they let kids start driving early, and it was illegal to do that past state lines. For all I knew, she could’ve lost her virginity.
Meanwhile, what did I do? Nothing. At home, I had no friends, no job, no excitement.
I barely even saw my own brother. His landscaping job had bumped him up to full-time hours. Most days, he was gone before I woke up. In the evenings, he came home tired, his shirt damp and soiled from his days under the sun. Tommy stank up the room with his sweat: he reeked of grass clippings, sour fish, and mold.
“You smell like shit,” I said, pretending to gag.
Tommy threatened to chuck his sweaty baseball cap at me.
During the week, he fell asleep right after dinner. He missed our nightly TV shows. On the weekends, Tommy either slept in or joined the family for church. Then he was gone for the rest of the weekend with his car.
I once tried to hold his keys hostage.
“I want to go to the movies,” I said breezily, the keys hidden in the crack of the couch. “Matinees are cheap.”
“I can’t. I made plans to see people,” said Tommy.
“It’s only two hours. You can see everyone else the rest of the summer.”
“I have to see them,” said Tommy. He scratched his head, and I could tell he was getting annoyed. “It’s going to be a lot harder to do that when I’m away.”
I’m here, too, I wanted to say. But it sounded corny, so I shut up and tossed him his keys.
That summer, I was lonelier than ever. The boredom made it worse.

Then came the early morning of July fourth. There was a heavy thud. I suddenly jerked awake, drool sliding down my chin. The room was still dark. To my left, I saw something in the shadows, hulking over the nightstand.
I nearly screamed.
But the shadow gently climbed down, murmuring, “Chill, Ronny, it’s me.”
“What the fuck are you doing?” I hissed.
“Don’t worry about it,” said Tommy. He slid the window back into place, locked it shut, and straightened the blinds. Then he slipped into his bed.
“Tommy?” I murmured.
He rolled over, turning his back to me.
I couldn’t fall back asleep after that. Tommy had snuck out of the house, and I hadn’t noticed. I wondered where he’d gone, what he had done. And I wondered if this had been the first time he’d snuck out. Or if it was one instance out of many.
Nobody in our family worked on Independence Day, so Mẹ decided to barbecue in the backyard. She set up the old charcoal grill, the one with the black lid. She prepared a tray full of raw drumsticks and pork ribs and drenched them with bottles of barbecue sauce. Ba mowed the lawn and picked at some weeds. Tommy slept in until midafternoon. I let him sleep, even though I wanted to smack him awake with a pillow.
I was pissed off. Tommy had snuck out without telling me. And he’d neglected to take me, his own sister, who was bored and trapped at home. I thought I deserved an explanation.
But Tommy was silent when he woke up. He took a shower and read his Philip Roth book until Mẹ called us for dinner.
“Don’t bring it up, Ronny,” he said as we left for the kitchen. “Don’t be a snitch.”
“Don’t be a dick,” I replied, annoyed.
Ba was already sitting at the table, freshly showered. As Mẹ hurried in and out of the house with the barbecue, our father cracked open a beer. He gulped it down like water.
“Can I have one?” Tommy asked.
“No, you’re too young.”
“You let me drink after graduation.”
“That was a special time. But you shouldn’t be drinking like it’s normal. You’re too young.”
Tommy frowned. Ba stared at him, sipping his beer.
“You kids should help your mother set the table,” said Ba. “Veronica?”
I got up, sighing.
We ate the barbecue and canned corn with the patio door open and a fan blowing next to us. But the kitchen stayed hot. Our parents refused to turn on the air-conditioning most days. It was only for dire situations, when the heat rose above a certain level that Mẹ and Ba couldn’t stand. Volcanic conditions, Tommy once muttered. I watched as beads of sweat appeared around Ba’s forehead. A bead of sweat dripped down Tommy’s cheek.
“Do you wanna go see fireworks?” Tommy asked me. “They’re shooting them off at the park.”
“Sounds fun,” I said. And my anger at him quickly disappeared.
“Why?” asked Ba. “You can see them from inside the house.”
Tommy rolled his eyes.
“It’s not the same as being outside under the sky.”
“But it’s not safe,” said Mẹ. She looked worried, her eyes darting from me to Tommy. “You don’t know who’s launching the fireworks. There’s a lot of reckless people. The sparks could fall, cause a fire.”
“Why are you so afraid of everything?” asked Tommy. He looked at our mother, half exasperated, half pleading. “Everything’s a threat with you two.”
“It’s too dangerous,” said Ba, and that was that. He scooped another helping of corn onto his plate. “You can watch from the backyard. It’s all the same thing.”
Tommy shook his head, incredulous. He picked at the food on his plate. His legs jittered under the table. And I knew what was about to happen: Tommy was going to say something snarky and then Ba was going to get mad.
We had the occasional fight in our family, but lately there was more bickering between Ba and Tommy. They argued over trivial things: the rap music that Tommy played on the radio; the way Ba left no space in the driveway for Tommy’s car; the ripped holes in Tommy’s socks; the way Ba spoke with food in his mouth. They kept swiping at each other, and neither of them knew when to stop.
It was partly Tommy’s fault. He was getting antsy, an adult ready to leave for college. But time didn’t move fast enough, so he grew restless at home, chafing under our parents’ rules and concerns. He wasn’t a little boy anymore. Yet the more he resisted, the more irritated our father got.
Ba could be moody. He was calm most of the time. Then one day he’d come home from work, thunder roaring beneath him. Ba never talked about the auto factory, but we could tell when the work got stressful. He snapped easily at us on those days, complaining about our noise, our behavior. Tommy and I had learned that in those moments, it was best to leave him alone. We just had to wait until bedtime, when Ba took one of his sleeping pills. He dealt with his stress by sleeping it away, completely knocked out and undisturbed. Then, the next day, Ba would be calm again.
It was the natural rhythm of his life. He didn’t throw tantrums, and he didn’t hit us—he just needed to sulk a little bit. They were the stormy days of an otherwise calm sea. And I liked the days afterward, when Ba was nicer to us. It was a fair trade-off in my mind.
We just had to leave Ba alone.
Yet we were all sweltering in that humid kitchen, Tommy boiling on the inside, ready to burst. I didn’t want him to set off our father.
I knew it was my duty to step in. And I could be a very bratty, annoying sister.
“Maybe you should take another shower, Nasty,” I said, and I pointed at the sweat on Tommy’s forehead.
“Why don’t you worry about yourself?” snapped Tommy.
“But I don’t smell like Satan’s ass crack,” I said sweetly.
Surprised, Tommy burst out laughing.
“Don’t be vulgar, Veronica. That’s disgusting for a girl to say,” muttered Ba.
I shrugged, unbothered.
“I think she can say whatever she wants,” said Tommy suddenly. Ba turned to glare at him. “In America, it’s called freedom of speech. You’re infringing on it.”
“I know what it is,” Ba snapped.
“You don’t have to be so sexist either.”
“Sexist,” Ba repeated. Even if he didn’t know the word, I was sure the mere mention of sex only made him angrier. “You think you’re so smart with your big English words?”
“No, I’m actually very stupid. Same as you.”
“Don’t use that word.”
“Stupid? It’s not a swear word—”
“Don’t say it.”
“Tommy, stop it,” said Mẹ.
“Jesus, it’s a word.”
“Don’t say the Lord’s name like that,” said Ba.
“You don’t have to be this angry—”
“Where’d you learn how to speak with all that shit in your mouth?” Ba snapped.
Mẹ stood up.
“You kids are eating outside,” she said. In one fluid movement, she reached for our plates of barbecue and glided toward the sliding door. “You two can sit in the backyard and eat and watch all the fireworks you want.”
“We’re already eating here,” complained Tommy.
I caught the dark look on Ba’s face. I quickly stood up, flicking Tommy on the shoulder until he followed me outside.
We ate at the plastic table under the outdoor lights. Mẹ brought out a bowl of corn, the ketchup and sriracha, an extra plate of barbecue, and a fresh roll of paper towels.
“I’m sorry you have to do all this,” said Tommy.
Our mother sighed. Then she ruffled the hair on Tommy’s head.
“You’re too stubborn. Like a monkey,” she said. Then she walked back into the house.
Tommy and I ate without speaking. We watched as fireworks exploded in the distance. At the back of our yard, there was a fence and a thin stretch of woods that separated our property from the house behind us. Through the trees, we could see the tiny sparklers that other families had lit.
“Tommy?”
“What?”
“I wish you weren’t such a dumbass,” I said. Tommy’s eyebrows furrowed together, but he said nothing. “And I wish you’d shut up sometimes. You get to leave soon, okay? Can’t you just… try around them? Please? Just for the summer.”
Tommy ignored me. When he finished eating, he wiped his hands on a paper towel. There were still barbecue sauce stains on his fingers. He wiped his hands even harder.
“Ronny.”
“What?”
“I’m trying,” he said, and there was a force in his voice. “I am. I have. But you can only try for so long. That shit beats you down. Then one day you don’t have the energy to try anymore. Everything just kind of… spills out. But instead of spilling out, it’s actually a flood. And then you see. You realize that it’s so—”
A door slid open. Tommy immediately shut up. But it was the neighbors who stepped outside into their backyard: Gigi and her husband. I’d never given her husband a name—he had a forgettable face. He always frowned when he saw me, as though he could smell something foul.
We glanced at them, they glanced at us. Then we pretended not to see each other. Tommy and I cleaned up the outdoor table. Our parents had already disappeared into their bedroom, though I could hear Ba’s loud ranting in the house. Tommy only scowled.
When we came back outside, lights were already bursting in the neighbors’ yard. Gigi’s husband was hollering. He lit one firework after another, sprinting away as the tiny rockets crackled and shrieked, exploding into bursts of light in the sky. As Gigi laughed, her husband yipped like a cowboy. They sounded very drunk.
Tommy and I turned off the outdoor lights, and we sat outside in the dark, watching the neighbors.
“At least they’re having fun,” said Tommy.
“You think we should join them?” I asked.
“Yeah, let’s just go on over there,” he replied. Even in the dark, I knew he smirked, too.
As it got late, the sparklers died down in the neighborhood. Families had gone to sleep, and even Gigi’s yard had grown dark again. Tommy and I yawned.
Then there was a yelp. It was Gigi’s husband. He’d lit one last firework. There was a crackle, a high-pitched shriek. And a burst of light barely skimmed over the trees behind the yard. Red sparks showered down like rain. They continued to glow as they landed on the tree branches.
“That can’t cause a fire, right?” I asked slowly.
“It shouldn’t,” said Tommy.
We broke into a run across the backyard.
I could feel his creeping panic, same as my own. It only took one spark to start a fire, and one fire to burn down some woods, some grass, a house. I didn’t know too much about money, but I knew we had little of it. We couldn’t afford to lose our house. Suppose our parents were right all along. And we’d let a firework take it all. The fear was ingrained in us.
Tommy opened the gate. As we left our yard, Gigi’s husband went back inside his house. The lights went out from his windows, and Tommy and I were left in the dark. I trailed close behind him, the woods to my left and the houses to my right. My eyes strained to see.
But there was nothing in the trees—no smoke, no sparks, no faint licks of fire.
“I think it’s okay,” Tommy muttered.
His sandals made a crunch in the grass. I heard the hum of the highway just outside the neighborhood. Yet these sounds seemed so faint in the quiet. The lack of noise was overwhelming, and it only seemed to grow with the darkness on my left. Every fear that I’d had seemed to linger in those woods. I had to break the silence.
“So when you sneak out, where do you go?” I asked. My voice was too shaky, too loud. “Are you doing something illegal out there? Is it fun?”
Tommy snorted, his back still in front of me.
“You can sneak out, too, you know. It’s actually really easy.”
“That doesn’t answer my question—”
There was a bark.
My skin prickled.
“Tommy?” I squeaked. I reached out, grabbing onto his shirt. He stopped walking. I saw nothing on our left, no big shapes in the shadows. But the barks burst out again and again. They sounded a bit like a dog, but I sensed it was something else. And these barks were angry, flowing out in one long stream of noise.
Tommy stepped forward. He barked back.
There was an abrupt silence.
Then the barking grew frenzied—it was shriller, louder, enraged. And I knew it came from the woods.
It was coming for us.
I yanked hard on Tommy’s shirt, and I let go, running back through the dark. I ran to the pale of our wooden fence. By then, I couldn’t hear the barks anymore, but I didn’t feel safe. Not until I was back in the house, with the patio door locked tight behind me and Tommy.
“You didn’t have to run,” he said to me.
But he was as breathless as I was.






CHAPTER 3
Tommy woke me up early the next morning.
“Come on,” he said. His hair was messy—he hadn’t slept much that night either. When I wasn’t turning back and forth in bed, I heard him moving around. “Let’s check it out before I have to go to work.”
We didn’t change out of our pajamas. In the kitchen, Mẹ was poking at a large chunk of meat in the sink.
“Still frozen inside,” she mumbled. Then she began to boil water in the kettle. “Veronica, why are you up so early?”
Tommy unlocked the sliding door as we slipped on our sandals.
“You’re going outside? Why?”
“We heard something last night,” I said quickly. “Near the trees.”
“It was just a dog,” said Tommy, and he gave me a look to shut up. “It didn’t seem to have an owner.”
“The dog’s gone by now,” said Mẹ. “You don’t want to deal with it—it’s dirty.”
“Mẹ, sometimes you don’t even wash your hands after touching raw meat. Isn’t that actually disgusting?” asked Tommy.
Mẹ sighed, exasperated. “You talk like this until you try cooking for a family.”
Tommy and I quickly left through the patio doors. We tramped through the backyard as she called after us: “Don’t let it bite you! It’s dirty!”
We traced our path between the woods and the backyards. The sun had barely come out, and the air had a slight chill. I kept pace with Tommy. I felt braver in the morning, and for some reason I liked knowing that Mẹ was awake in the kitchen. If either of us happened to scream, she could hear us.
The woods were sparse, and I saw nothing in them. There was no dog or deer or scary animal hiding among the trees.
“I think we scared ourselves,” I said out loud.
“Nah, you did.”
“Then why’d you shit your pants?” I asked. “You ran, too.”
But as soon as I said it, I heard a bark. It grew into a snarl. The sounds came from the edge of the woods near Tommy.
I realized there was a small metal cage sitting at the base of a tree. A gray squirrel was inside of it, snarling at us. The sound came from deep in its throat. As we got closer, it began to bark violently. And then I saw it—the blood that covered its mouth, its nose. A deep gash ran diagonally across its face.
“Oh my God,” I murmured.
Tommy squatted down to get a closer look. But the squirrel immediately leapt onto the side of the cage, its claws hooked around the wires. It faced us, its big black eyes focused on Tommy. The squirrel began to bite at the metal wires in quick, sporadic movements. The inside of its mouth was bloodied. But the squirrel kept biting at the cage, its body shaking in rage.
“Why’s it doing that?” I asked. The harder the squirrel bit the wire, the more it bled.
“I think it’s freaking out,” said Tommy. “It’s like a cat. If you trap them in a small space, they’ll panic and start thrashing around. They’ll hurt themselves trying to get out. But damn, this guy’s trying to chew through the cage. I bet he tried doing it all night.”
I remembered the fireworks—the bright flashes of light and the loud cracks of noise. And the final burst of red sparks that rained over the woods. I knew people often complained about dogs running away during fireworks. But to be trapped, unable to run, while the sky suddenly exploded above you—it would’ve been terrifying. And if Tommy and I had walked too close to it that night, the squirrel would have thought we were predators.
“They’d rather die than be trapped,” muttered Tommy. The squirrel kept biting on the metal cage, as if at any moment it would break free.
Tommy slowly reached out to the cage. The squirrel began to chew even faster, a snarl crawling from its throat.
“Don’t let it bite you.”
He unhooked the latch at the end of the cage, and the metal door sprang up. The trap was open.
“Get out,” Tommy said softly. “Run free.”
The squirrel still clung to the side of the cage, its bloody teeth gnawing in desperation. It didn’t seem to notice that the trap had been opened—it was only focused on Tommy.
“Come on. Run.” Tommy stood up and gently tapped the end of the cage with his foot. The squirrel leapt back and froze, its body turned toward the exit. It suddenly bolted, running straight as a bullet into the woods.
“Run free,” I murmured. But with the gash across its face, I wasn’t sure it would.
Tommy kicked the trap again, harder this time, and it rattled onto its side in the dirt. Tommy’s gaze slowly turned toward the neighbors’ house. The cage trap sat directly behind their yard.
“Keep an eye on them,” he said. “Cruel fucks.”

I decided to stay awake for breakfast. I knew I had to as soon as I saw Ba in the kitchen. I made myself a bowl of cereal, even though I had no appetite. And I watched Ba as he sipped his coffee, his eyes skimming over the newspaper.
That morning, he and Tommy ignored each other. It was a good sign, better than the fighting. And I was determined to keep it that way. I told our parents that we’d found nothing outside, only a squirrel.
“Your brother could’ve spent all that time getting ready. Now he’s rushing,” said Mẹ.
She got distracted when Ba read a headline about the war in Afghanistan. They talked about it all the time: 9/11, the terrorists, the Americans, the women with the beautiful big eyes, and the children stuck in the war zones. I never understood why our parents were so invested in it, their voices hushed. We had no ties to the Middle East. We never flew on airplanes, so we were safe from the plane terrorists. And it seemed like the other terrorists were too busy getting bombed.
I paid no attention until Tommy joined us at the table. His hard gaze fell on our father. I knew then that Tommy was still bitter from the night before.
“You know we shouldn’t be there?” asked Tommy. “No one asked us to be there.”
Ba glared, looking up from the newspaper.
“Impressive,” Ba snapped, “a teenager knows more about world politics than everyone else.”
“I never said I did,” said Tommy, and he looked right back at our father. “But I read enough to see the different sides of a war. It’s not always a matter of good people versus terrorists, or good people versus Communists.”
“Could you try shutting up a bit?” I asked.
“Veronica—” said Mẹ.
“Communism is evil,” said Ba.
“Maybe—”
“Communism is evil,” Ba repeated. He glared at Tommy, his mouth drawn in a hard line. “Your mother and I saw it with our own eyes.”
“A group of corrupt people made it evil. They used it for themselves. It’s like the people here who make capitalism evil. A few very corrupt people take advantage of a system for themselves. And they scare you into being afraid of everything else.”
Ba shook his head, disgusted.
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. “It’s easy to run your mouth when you’re safe in this house. I’d like to see you walk up to a Communist. You’d piss through your pants.”
“I’m not stupid,” Tommy said coldly. “I’d lie and pretend I was one of them.”
“Acting like a coward,” said Ba.
“I wouldn’t want to die for a lost cause.”
“You think the war wasn’t worth it?”
“The war was over a government that most Viet people didn’t care about. Only the Catholics and the rich cared. But a lot of people got pulled into a war that they didn’t believe in. What a wasted war.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Ba. “You’re too soft. You’d run as soon as the army called you.”
“Maybe, maybe not.”
“The army doesn’t want your kind,” Ba said darkly. “Crazy in the head. Not normal like the rest of us. Diseased.”
Tommy suddenly slammed his hands against the table, propelling himself up on his feet. He leaned over the kitchen table, looming over our father.
“Yeah? What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Tommy.
I watched him, afraid.
Tommy was taller than our father, but in that moment, he was huge. Ba looked minuscule in his seat, but he stayed put. It was the first time that I could imagine the two of them in a physical fight. I knew Tommy would win. But I wasn’t sure what Ba would do after that.
“Jesus, you lost the war,” Tommy hissed. “It’s been like thirty years. Fucking get over it.”
Ba slapped him.
There was a sharp crack in the air, like a gunshot.
Tommy’s face was aimed in my direction, his eyes staring blankly into space. He was as shocked as I was. Then his cheeks flushed bright red, and I saw a gleam in his eyes.
“Say it again,” Ba said slowly. “The vulgar things you were saying.”
I couldn’t breathe.
Tommy said nothing. He hit the table once more and stormed off into the garage. The rest of us stayed still in the kitchen, listening as a car door slammed in the driveway. Then I watched through the living room window as Tommy’s car whipped off down the road.
“Why did you do that?” Mẹ hissed.
Ba ignored her. He suddenly aimed his finger at me, his eyes burning.
“You do not listen to him. You do not act like him,” Ba warned. It was an order.
Without thinking, I nodded.
“Phước, you’ll be late for work,” said Mẹ, glancing at the clock.
Ba stood up. Mẹ gave him his lunchbox, and the two of them walked out to the garage. I could hear Mẹ’s voice floating in:
“He’s only here until the fall,” she said.
A car door slammed shut.

I sat outside in the yard, a paperback in my hand. It was about a woman who’d been kidnapped by a handsome pirate with a heart of gold. And they’d both just been kidnapped by someone else, a mysterious stranger. But it was hot and muggy, and the words made me sleepy. Still, I pretended to read, my eyes focused on the neighbors’ yard. I was doing recon for Tommy. I wanted to know when the neighbors set up their trap and what time they emptied it. Tommy would appreciate the information. We could use it to strategize. It could be our little summer project: freeing the squirrels and birds and other random animals that the neighbors had caught. Ensuring that no animal got hurt, our small act of service to the world. We could screw over Gigi’s husband at the same time—I knew Tommy didn’t like him either.
I was desperate for anything to distract my brother. Because when the evening came, both he and Ba would arrive home from work. I dreaded it.
Tommy had never been slapped before. We’d been spanked as kids, but it had been years since then. We were past that point of discipline.
And Tommy was untouchable. We lived in a bad school district, but Tommy’s grades had allowed us to go to Westbrook instead. He was a valedictorian, and he was going to a good college, and he was going to make lots of money afterward. And he was an adult. He was the pride of our family, not some delinquent.
But since Ba had slapped him, what did that now mean for us?
Was the summer going to be one bitter war between him and Tommy? Neither one liked to give in.
There was movement in the neighbors’ yard. I sat up, peering over my paperback.
Gigi stepped outside in a floppy sunhat and sunglasses. She picked up some debris from the fireworks. Then she watered a small flowerbed. She admired the plants and touched the dirt. And she went back inside.
She didn’t go near the trap—it seemed to be her husband’s hobby. I wasn’t the least bit surprised.

Ba came home later that evening. He placed a large brown paper bag on the table. Inside, there were four wrapped bánh mì.
“I got them from the deli downtown,” said Ba.
“The good one?” I asked.
“The expensive one,” he said drily.
Mẹ pulled out one of the sandwiches. She studied the writing on the wrapper.
“You bought the grilled pork bánh mì?” she asked.
Ba shrugged and washed his hands.
He didn’t like the grilled pork. Ba said it was too salty to be in a sandwich, too difficult to chew. He preferred the classic bánh mì with pâté and slices of Vietnamese ham. But the grilled pork was Tommy’s favorite.
It was a peace offering. Our family didn’t apologize with words. We were blunt about everything else, but apologies felt stilted, strange. We showed remorse through kindness, a favor, a small gift. Sometimes we continued like normal, as though there had been no fight.
And I understood that Ba was sorry about the morning. He’d gone out of his way to buy Tommy’s favorite meal. Ba had his moods, and Tommy had his. On bad days, the two of them could collide. They had opposing views of the world, and it frustrated them that no one else could see what they did.
But Tommy had not deserved to be slapped. Our father had never punished us this way.
It had been a freak incident, a lone bolt of lightning. It was a warning for us to be careful, to not push things too far with one another.
I knew that despite all their issues, Ba was proud of him. And Tommy would forgive our father—he couldn’t hold a grudge against any of us for long. His fire burned out as quickly as it started. We were stubborn and temperamental, but we were family.
Even if Ba couldn’t say it, he was sorry. I patted him on the back, almost proud of him.
“What? Why are you doing that?” asked Ba.
“No reason,” I said, but I couldn’t hide my grin.
Once Tommy came home, we’d all go back to normal. I figured on a full stomach, he would be in a better mood. We’d go for a drive after dinner and pick up some ice cream. We would make it a good night.
The three of us waited for Tommy. Another hour passed. We were hungry, so Mẹ suggested we start dinner without him.
“Maybe he went out to eat with his friends,” said Mẹ. “After this morning, I don’t think he’d want to have dinner with us tonight.” She shot Ba a look. But Ba kept chewing on his bánh mì, staring off into space.
“Wouldn’t he call you first?” asked Ba. “Tommy would tell you if he was late.”
“Today might be different,” she said.
I shrugged when Ba glanced at me.
If I had been slapped, I would’ve also ditched the family for a night. Tommy needed some time away from us. As long as it made him less pissy, I didn’t mind.
I wrapped up my leftovers. In the kitchen, Ba called Tommy’s boss. There were a few pauses as he carefully picked his words in English, asking if Tommy was still there.
Mẹ shook her head.
“He gets heated in the morning. Now he’s worried,” she muttered.
Ba put down the phone.
“The boss said Tommy left work like normal,” he said. “He should be home by now.”
“He’s fine,” I said. I stretched out my arms, thinking about how I’d caught Tommy sneaking back into our room, perched on the nightstand.
“I see police lights on the highway,” said Mẹ. She stopped in front of the living room window, staring outside.
Across the road, peeking out behind the hill of grass, there was a flash of red and blue lights. The glow lit up the chain-link fence at the top of the hill. We’d heard sirens earlier that night, but it wasn’t uncommon to hear them from the highway.
“Someone got pulled over,” I said. “It happens.”
But Mẹ and Ba shared a worried look.
I remembered what Tommy had asked: Why are you so afraid of everything? Everything’s a threat with you two.
Since Tommy hadn’t come home, our parents had connected him to the emergency lights on the highway. Their minds had jumped to the worst conclusion. And it wasn’t a habit—it was a part of them.
“The news said there’s more crime in the summer,” said Mẹ to Ba.
I rolled my eyes.
“Tommy says it’s because there’s more people outside. The heat just makes everyone angrier than usual. Kinda like this morning.”
Ba ignored me.
“Maybe I should look for him,” he said to Mẹ.
“It’s dark, though. Tommy could be anywhere,” she said. “We don’t know where he goes.”
I left them and watched some TV in the living room. After I got bored, I brushed my teeth and crashed into bed. I was tempted to read the book about the sexy pirate, but I was afraid Tommy would barge in and remind me that the book was trash.
If Cormac McCarthy wrote about sexy pirates, then that was real literature.
The doorbell rang. It was followed by a loud knock. After a moment, the doorbell rang again. The knocking grew louder, and there was a voice from outside. I could hear it from the bedroom.
We never opened the front door at night. Our parents only did it for people who called us beforehand. But everyone else was a safety concern. Mẹ said there were too many crazy people in the world, too many thieves eager to barge in. That was why we never gave out candy for Halloween.
Tommy said we were too trashy to get robbed. I agreed.
But the doorbell rang again. The knocks were so violent that I was afraid someone would smash into the house.
“Hello?” It was Ba’s sharp voice.
I sat up and hurried to the bedroom door. I cracked it open. I felt a nervous patter growing in my chest.
Mẹ and Ba stood in the foyer in their summer pajamas. A police officer stood in the doorway. No one moved. The officer spoke softly, and I was annoyed that he was suddenly so quiet.
I cracked the door open a little wider.
Ba’s voice exploded in the hallway. He sounded angry.
“What are you talking about?” he asked. “Wrong house.”
The officer shook his head. I strained to hear him, but he got quiet again, almost like he was mumbling. I entered the hallway. Sometimes people didn’t understand our parents’ English, so Tommy and I were pulled in to translate.
But Mẹ shivered. She let out a wail.
Ice crawled over my skin.
Her scream was guttural, a sound deep from the earth, as if something had reached up and throttled her. And it would rip out her voice, one cord at a time.
And Ba joined her, but he wasn’t wailing—he was yelling at the police officer. Ba, who taught us to never provoke the cops, to respect them, to be polite at all costs, was yelling at him, his words trembling between languages. He was swearing.
Meanwhile, the cop stood in the doorway. He looked uncomfortable at the hysterics in front of him.
And I felt a white-hot rage. It burned out of nowhere. I violently wanted the cop to leave. He could take his bad news to wherever the hell he came from.
A dull pain blossomed in my stomach. I wasn’t fully aware of what was happening, but a part of me knew enough.
I could hear it in my mother’s wails that rang in my ears. For a long time, the ringing wouldn’t stop.






CHAPTER 4
It was a T-bone accident right outside the neighborhood, in our little intersection on the highway.
Tommy had taken a left turn. In the opposing lane, a car had sped through the red light. It smashed directly into Tommy’s car. And Tommy’s car had been sent spinning into a pole.
“It was quick,” said the cop. This one was a lady. She was there to handle our tears, our hysterics.
But Ba and I said nothing at the police station. We barely moved in our seats. And I had nothing to translate. Ba knew all he needed to know, even without understanding all of the English.
“With the attempted hit-and-run, this isn’t a typical manslaughter case,” said the cop. “The prosecutor is very aggressive about these things, don’t worry.”
Yet the driver was still in the hospital. Where was the aggression in that? It was too mild. Somebody needed to go to the hospital, straight to the driver’s room. They needed to smash the machines and yank the cords inside. They needed to open the window, rolling out the hospital bed at full speed. The driver could go splat into the concrete.
“Here are the personal items we salvaged,” said the cop. She brought out the items from Tommy’s car, each in its own plastic bag:
Auto insurance papers. Tommy’s wallet. A rosary that once dangled from the rearview mirror.
“Where are the keys?” asked Ba.
“Confiscated due to contamination,” said the cop. Ba blinked, and my stomach hurt when I realized what she meant.
The cop slid one plastic bag toward me. There was a slap bracelet inside, hot yellow, a color Tommy would have hated. At its center were two little hearts drawn with permanent marker.
It was obnoxious, something only a lovestruck teenager would wear. But Tommy would have worn it to make someone happy. Like a crush. Or a girlfriend. The implication was there. But I couldn’t connect the idea with Tommy. My brain could not process it. It could barely comprehend that he was gone. I stared dumbly at the yellow bracelet.
“He was wearing this?” I croaked.
“No. It was inside a bag of things he’d bought—”
“What things?”
“Snacks. We had to throw them away obviously—”
“What snacks?”
“Veronica, stop pestering the cop,” Ba snapped.
I shook my head. The police had already brought us death and doom. The least they could do was give me some answers. No detail was too small, not when it involved Tommy. He would’ve done the same for me.
The cop sighed, then looked through her notes.
“Snacks in the car: a bag of Hot Cheetos, a large Almond Joy, and a bottle of pop. They were all from a gas station.”
Ba sat up slightly, his arms tightened across his chest.
And I found it hard to breathe.
The whole family liked Hot Cheetos, and pop was something we drank once in a while. But Mẹ said chocolate was bad for her skin, and Tommy and I hated the taste of coconut. Only Ba liked Almond Joys. They were his favorite candy.
Tommy had brought a peace offering.

Time moved strangely that week. It crept along very, very slowly. On a whim, I tried to lie down on Tommy’s bed. It was partially unmade, as though he’d crawl back into his sheets at any moment. Lying there, I thought I would feel his presence. But I only felt guilty, and I sat up and left his side of the room alone.
Then, on the weekend, I was told to wear a black dress. Our family wore white headbands around our foreheads. The headbands were long, the tail ends trailing past our necks. We looked a little like the Karate Kid. Tommy would have thought it was funny.
We had his funeral Mass at the Church of the Holy Martyrs. It was the Vietnamese church about an hour away from our house. Mẹ and Ba never took us there because the drive was too long, but since most of our relatives lived next to it, it was the best place for the funeral.
The interior was white, and the wooden pews were a dark brown. I stayed close to Mẹ and Ba as people came up to us. Vietnamese people were often loud and animated, but in that church, everyone was quiet. A few women openly wept in their seats, though I didn’t recognize them.
We were given prayer packets in Vietnamese—the letters looked like English, but they had extra marks and squiggles on them. I couldn’t read any of it, and I couldn’t understand the songs, and I could barely understand the priest as he talked about God, Jesus, and Tommy.
I sat in the front row between Mẹ and Ba. Mẹ wore a shapeless black dress. She’d stuffed wads of toilet paper in one pocket. She kept pulling one out and sniffling into it. I hadn’t seen her very much except for at mealtimes, when she came out of her room. She would make us fried rice before going back inside. Her hands were pale like paper.
To my right, Ba sat stiffly. He was so still that I was afraid he’d stopped breathing. Throughout the Mass, he rubbed his eyes, almost massaging them. Then he sat as still as a rock.
Tommy was hidden away in a brown wooden coffin. The coroner had warned us about the state of his body, so we chose to keep the coffin closed.
I liked to imagine that he was listening in on his own funeral. I wondered if he would have been just as bored and confused as I was—sitting in a church that we never attended, praying in a language that we didn’t speak, and mourning with people whom we barely knew.
After Mass, we all drove to the funeral home. We had a police escort who rode ahead on his motorcycle and a black hearse that carried the coffin. The rest of us followed behind in our odd assortment of cars.
They moved Tommy’s coffin into a large room with bright lights. People gave us funeral wreaths and bouquets. He was surrounded by flowers. Someone had placed a large framed portrait of Tommy in his graduation robes, an awkward grin on his face.
Relatives often said he was handsome—the comment always made me roll my eyes. But as I looked at his portrait, I realized that he had a nice smile, straight teeth, high cheekbones. No glasses, unlike the rest of our family. He really had been handsome.
Tommy would have gagged if I told him that. He would’ve said that my eyes were broken, that I was being gross on purpose. The thought made me smile.
“Why are you smiling?” asked Mẹ. She looked at me strangely. “The photographer wants us to take a photo.”
She pulled me next to her and Ba. The three of us stood in front of Tommy’s coffin, white bands wrapped around our heads. The photographer was a random Vietnamese man.
“Okay, on three,” he said.
I didn’t know what to do with my face. I smiled in pictures, but what did people do at a funeral? Ba was stone-faced, and Mẹ was broken and tired. I stared straight at the camera. And I realized that would be the last photo of all of us together: me, Ba, Mẹ, and Tommy.
Then it was everyone else’s turn for photos with the coffin. We went back to our seats. We pulled out our stapled prayer packets as the adults prayed, chanted, and sang. It went on for so long that the elderly began to sit down and the younger kids laid on the chairs, bored out of their minds. Tommy would’ve stopped paying attention, too.
When it was done, we all filed out of the room. Ba gingerly carried Tommy’s portrait with him. I knew Tommy would be happier outside under a blue sky, surrounded by fresh flowers and grass.
But the crowd walked through the parking lot.
“Aren’t we going to the cemetery?” I asked Ba.
“No.” His mouth was drawn into a straight line.
Behind the funeral home, there was a small brick building. Its garage door had been raised. The crowd spilled in. We stood in that large room, watching as the coffin was wheeled inside. It was covered under a small pile of items: wreaths, flowers, a loaded plastic bag of clothes. The coffin was pushed next to a large metal machine. The side door reminded me of an oven.
And I realized what was happening:
Tommy was being cremated.
My throat was tight—I couldn’t swallow. Ba suddenly gave me Tommy’s portrait. It was heavier than it looked. A worker led Ba to the cremation machine. The adults began to sing a short prayer, and this time, I actually listened. I didn’t understand most of the words, but they sounded peaceful and melancholy.
Then everyone fell silent.
Mẹ took off her glasses. She buried her face in toilet paper, her shoulders hunched up tight. I could hear her low, low wail. Ba shuddered for a moment. Then he pressed a button. There was a low rumble from the machine. The oven door opened. There was fire inside.
Two workers pushed in the coffin.
We watched as Tommy disappeared into the machine. He was burning in there. His skin, his hair, his bones melting away. He was leaving us behind in this dingy room next to a funeral home parking lot. The smoke itched my nose. My eyes began to water.
I knew Tommy’s thoughts about heaven. It was one of our nightly conversations in our room.
“You ever think that heaven sounds awful?” he’d once asked. “It’s the biggest destination for all these people who think they’re good. You’ve got the people who pray and do jack-shit for the world. You’ve got the people who yell at others who don’t believe in the same shit. The people who shove money up their ass, pretending that no one else deserves any. Now we’ve got people who blow themselves up because they think they’re being holy. All these people think they’re going to the same special place. They all think they’re right. An eternity with all of them in the same room? It sounds like ass.
“And you know what’s also fucked up? You’ve got people who actually do good things, run charities, help the poor. Yeah, they’re doing good things, but what’s the incentive behind it? There’s always an incentive. They want the attention or the tax benefits. Or they’re being good because they want to go to heaven…. But if you’re being good just to get into heaven, are you actually being good? Or are you being selfish?”
“Jeez, Tommy, I don’t know,” I’d said. I was tired and uncomfortable with the discussion, so I hoped Tommy would shut up. I felt like the more he talked, the more he was tempting a bolt of lightning to strike him. And my bed was too close to his.
But nothing had happened that night.
Tommy didn’t believe in God or heaven or religion. He didn’t have the heart to tell our parents that, and he never even told me. But I could sense it, in the way Tommy talked and the way he rationalized everything around him. The way he sat quietly in church, his eyes gazing blankly ahead of him but his knees jittering, as if he couldn’t wait to dash out of there.
I wasn’t sure what to believe. I just wanted my brother to be okay, wherever he was.
As I watched the flames in the machine, I felt a pang of fear. It was sharp and small and white-hot, and it pierced into my chest.
I was afraid for Tommy, who was either existing or not existing in the space after death.
And I was afraid for us, because we’d have to do the same without him.











CHAPTER 5
The kitchen was dim that morning—two of the lightbulbs had gone out, but nobody had bothered to change them. I sat across the table from Mẹ and Ba. I had a bowl of cereal in front of me. They had coffee.
And on my first day of high school, I felt nothing. No nerves, no excitement, no dread. It was simply one more day of my life.
“You take one school bus in the morning and one in the afternoon,” said Ba. That was the main topic of discussion between the two of us. “Which school buses?”
“The 125 and the 129.”
“Good.” Ba took off his glasses and rubbed his eyes. “If you don’t remember, go ask a teacher for help. If you get lost on the wrong bus, I can’t help you until after work. Your mother can’t help you either.”
Mẹ nodded. She wore a brown bathrobe over her pajamas. She used to complain about how ratty it looked, but lately, that was all she wore.
After the crash, our mother had stopped driving entirely. There was no warning, no announcement. I only noticed when the groceries ran out. That day, Mẹ made us cup ramen for lunch and dinner. She said she’d buy groceries with Ba on the weekend. That was when I realized Mẹ would no longer be driving herself to the grocery store. Her car sat unused in the garage.
Without Mẹ, there was no one to take me to school.
For years, our parents said the school bus was unsafe. There were too many chances for a child to get lost at the wrong stop, and they hated the idea of leaving their children in the hands of a stranger. So Mẹ had always driven me and Tommy to school.
But for the first time in my life, at age fourteen, I took the bus.
Mẹ walked me to the stop at the end of our street. There was only one teenager there, a boy who stared at Mẹ in her bathrobe, her hair messy around her face.
I waited for Mẹ to leave, but she stayed put. It was almost as if she was afraid I would disappear. When the 125 bus arrived, there was a face peering from a window, and I knew what it saw—an overgrown girl who needed her mommy.
I hurried onto the yellow bus as Mẹ called after me:
“You remember the buses you take home?”
“Yes,” I murmured.
“Good. Don’t forget,” said Mẹ. Her gaze was empty as she stared past my shoulder. “The 952 and the 951.”

Whenever I went to Westbrook High School for Tommy’s school events, a part of me was secretly thrilled. I liked seeing the world that Tommy existed in, separate from my own. It was a glimpse of adolescence—the teenagers who exuded confidence, maturity, purpose. The high school had bigger lockers, giant bulletin boards, a skylight in the cafeteria, and teenage couples who were more affectionate than their younger counterparts.
On those visits, I liked to imagine myself in high school—the cute clothes I would wear, the boyfriends I would have, the groups of friends I would see, all the clubs that I would join. It seemed so glamorous.
And I had Tommy to guide me through the thick of it. As the oldest sibling, he was forced to scope out the world first, wandering into its unknowns. Every mistake, every struggle, and every triumph was a discovery for the two of us. I suppose I learned everything from him—what food to eat, what driving lessons to take, and what things to avoid doing around our parents.
It was the perk of being a younger sibling. And it was something I’d always expected to have. My brother would walk first; I would run later.
Without him, I stumbled alone.
At Westbrook High School, the custard walls were ugly. The teenage couples were awkward, their hands lingering for too long on each other. The lockers were chipped. The students were bigger, but they seemed just as loud and dumb as the ones in middle school.
In the hallway, people streamed around me, each heading in a different direction. I found myself staring at all the pretty girls, wondering if any of them had dated Tommy. I liked to believe that Tommy had a secret girlfriend who was very pretty and kind. And she was the reason why Tommy had snuck out that summer. She was the reason why Tommy had the hot yellow bracelet.
I kept the slap bracelet inside a drawer. I never took it outside of its plastic bag. I wanted to keep it safe for as long as I could. It was special, a sign that he’d had some romance in his life. I was happy that Tommy got to experience it. I only wished he would’ve told me.
In the hallway, there was a flash of hot yellow. My stomach flipped as I hurried after it. I elbowed past a group of boys and stopped. It was a hot yellow keychain, a smiley face, dangling from a boy’s backpack. Around me, I noticed more flashes of neon: a highlighter in a boy’s hand, a magnet in a girl’s locker, a headband in someone’s hair. I saw yellow everywhere, and none of it meant anything. Unless she approached me, I would never find Tommy’s girlfriend. The secret had died with him.
Before the start of first period, I sat in the back of the classroom. I had no friends there, so I read a paperback. It was about a woman who was kidnapped by sexy Vikings. The words kept slipping past my eyes.
There was a tap on my desk.
“Ronny? Is that you?”
I looked up. I nearly squealed.
Sharon had gotten tan over the summer. Her brown hair had gotten lighter, and she looked as pretty as always. Hannah was next to her, wearing her silver cross necklace. I was relieved to see them.
“It’s good to see you, Ronny,” said Sharon.
“I’m so sorry about your brother,” said Hannah. “Are you okay?”
My stomach lurched. It was a simple question, yet my brain couldn’t process it. I talked just to talk, and I said something that made the two of them frown. Then the teacher stood up, and the girls hurried to the last open desks at the front of the classroom.
Our math teacher, Mr. Ed, had a forgettable face. He made us introduce ourselves and tell the class one thing we’d done during the summer.
When it was my turn, I tried to smile. My cheeks felt sore.
“My name’s Veronica,” I said. “I practiced driving this summer on some back roads.”
It was a lie, but it sounded interesting. I had actually described Tommy’s summer from a few years ago. Tommy had practiced driving in the boonies far from our house. Ba liked how sparse the area was—wide-open fields, ugly woods, and some old farms that no one used anymore. With no cars around, Tommy could practice without worry. Nobody could hear Ba’s loud complaints in the car.
Across the room, a boy smiled. His name was Michael, and he had nice straight teeth, and his hair was the color of sand. It looked soft.
“Dang, you stole my answer,” said Michael. “Except I practiced in the Wisconsin countryside.”
Sharon talked about her summer camp in New Jersey, and Hannah talked about her church retreat down south. After we were done, Mr. Ed gave everyone their schedules and locker assignments. We had the last fifteen minutes to relax before our next class.
Then he called me up to his desk.
I already knew what he would say. I could feel it in my stomach.
“I’m sorry about what happened.” Mr. Ed looked past my shoulder. “I had Tommy as a student. He was extremely bright and thoughtful. I knew he was going to do big things. But his death—it was a loss to us all.”
I realized that the class had grown quiet. I could feel eyes watching us, digging into my back. Mr. Ed handed me a yellow slip of paper.
“The school counselor wants to see you during your next class period. Your English teacher has been notified, so you don’t have to worry about her. Just head to the counseling office.”
“Can I go to the bathroom?” I asked suddenly.
I didn’t hear his answer—I just walked out the door. Somehow, my feet carried me to a bathroom, to a stall in a corner. I sat on the floor, curling my legs between my arms. I closed my eyes and took a long, shuddering heave. I was ready to burst, I felt. I was ready to flood the school, the city, the state. It was about time—I hadn’t cried once that summer, not after the crash and not at the funeral. I had a lot of tears built up inside of me, ready to spill over.
But alone in the bathroom, not a single tear came out. My body was resistant. The harder I tried, the more annoyed I got. The tears wouldn’t come on cue.
Still, I felt so much. I blamed it on everyone else: their uncomfortable stares, their watchful silence, the polite things they said. And I hated the simple questions they asked, as if I could summarize my brother into a scant yes or no. Tommy was too big, too grand to discuss with other people. None of them cared about him as much as I did. None of them could understand the void he left. None of them had to feel it every day in the confines of their house.
It was better if they didn’t talk about him at all. Leave school a neutral place, where I could smile, pretend everything was normal, and no one had to feel bad for me.
The bell rang. I heard students in the hallway, walking to their next class. The yellow note was still in my hand. The handwriting was neat and clean, and it was signed by Mrs. Darlene Smith, the school guidance counselor.
I crumpled it. After I stood up, I dropped it into the toilet and watched it swirl away.

She came to my English class, like a witch at the door.
“Veronica Nguyen?” asked Darlene Smith. She peeked in the room, her hair stark white. Heads turned in my direction—I stood out as the taller of the two Asian girls. “I think you forgot about our meeting.”
She told me to call her Darlene. She was as short as my mother, and she wore a knit vest over a white turtleneck sweater. Her office had pastel quilts and a rocking chair in the corner with a stuffed teddy bear on it. The room smelled heavily of cinnamon.
Darlene offered me a peppermint as I sat down. I declined.
“No need to be nervous, Veronica,” she said brightly. “I just wanted to check in with you.”
That made me very nervous.
“So how have you been holding up?”
“I’m fine,” I said. Darlene stayed silent, so I added, “I’m great.”
“How do you like high school so far?”
“It’s great.” I’d barely started my first day of it.
“Have you been hanging out with friends?” Darlene asked. “It’s important not to isolate yourself.”
I nodded. The lunch table would be busy, and Sharon and Hannah talked enough for all of us.
“How is your home life?”
“It’s good.”
Darlene said nothing—she gave me a kindly smile. She was clearly someone’s grandmother. I was sure outside of school, Darlene baked cookies and made crafts.
But at school, she was dangerous. She had the power to keep students from graduating. She could put others in a psychiatric ward. And she could always call CPS. It was the latter that scared me the most.
Years ago, Tommy and I had loudly wished for different parents. We were bratty kids stuck on a hot car ride. And we were bold. We wanted nice parents who turned on the air-conditioning, who took us to Disney World, who let us have sleepovers. And we wanted parents who didn’t spank us with a wooden spoon when we were bad.
“You know that spanking’s illegal?” asked Tommy. “Kids can get taken away because of it.”
Our parents had gotten quiet in the front seat. I’d felt triumphant with Tommy, as if we had bested our parents in some grand argument. Ba’s face was red in the rearview mirror. He looked like he would’ve pulled out the wooden spoon if he’d had it.
“Disrespectful,” he muttered. Though I was a bit scared, I sensed that he was, too.
Mẹ turned around and looked directly into my eyes, then Tommy’s. She was calm.
“You can call CPS,” she said. “They’ll take you kids away and put you with some strangers. And if those people beat you, starve you, or kill you, you can’t come to us for help. We’ll be in jail.”
I was stunned. Tommy had shut up. My face was hot and sticky with sweat. And I realized that though there were nicer parents in the world, there were worse ones, too. No matter how much I disliked my parents, I was stuck with them. They were my certainty.
After that moment, Mẹ and Ba never spanked us again. Tommy and I never brought up CPS again. It was a stalemate between all of us: a veiled threat and an uncertain gamble. We were stuck with each other, and we were better off for it.
Our family had already been broken once. We didn’t need Darlene Smith to make it worse.
She smiled serenely, and I looked away.
“How are your parents, Veronica?”
“They’re fine,” I said quickly. “I mean, they’re still sad. But they’re okay.”
Darlene gave an encouraging nod. I refused to elaborate. The longer she stayed quiet, the more I shifted in my seat. I looked at my hands. I tried smoothing out the wrinkles in my shirt. The wrinkles snapped back into place.
Since Tommy had died, Mẹ spent most of her time in her bedroom. She cooked less, cleaned less, and sometimes she forgot to do the laundry. I re-wore my clothes until they faintly stank. And when I asked her about it, Mẹ got irritated.
“Can you show me how to do the laundry then?”
“You’ll break something,” Mẹ snapped. “I’ll get to it. You focus on your schoolwork.”
But I think most days, she slept in. She made up for all the sleep that I lacked.
When the bell rang outside, I nearly leapt out of my seat.
“I have to go to class.”
“Let’s catch up again soon,” said Darlene. “Sound good?”
“Do I have to?” I murmured.
“I’ll pencil you in,” she said cheerfully.

I didn’t see Sharon and Hannah again until lunch. The two of them had already snagged a table. I was introduced to some new girls who joined us from the other middle schools. Their names flew by so quickly that I forgot all of them. Everyone talked about their summers again.
No one asked me about mine. I suspected they knew already. And after Tommy, what was there to talk about? The bloody squirrel we’d found? The smutty books I had read? I didn’t want to ruin the mood, so I sat quietly. I giggled on cue with the others. Beside me, Sharon seemed distracted by the people in the cafeteria. I also looked around, paranoid that Darlene Smith was lurking.
“I met someone in my church group,” announced Hannah. Her hands were clasped together.
“What? You have a boyfriend?” asked one of the girls.
“Not officially. We just hang out a lot. But we did… kiss.”
The table burst into squeals.
My jaw dropped. In my mind, Hannah was perpetually chaste. If she were Catholic, she would’ve been a nun. I could never picture her with a boy. But even she had been kissed.
It was something I hadn’t done yet.
“Nothing crazy,” she said modestly. “Just a small peck.”
But the girls were intrigued. They asked her questions about the kiss, the boy, his name, what he looked like.
Sharon was unusually quiet during all this. But then she jumped up from her seat and waved to someone on the other side of the cafeteria. A boy came over. He had a baby face, but he was tall and his hair was shaggy. He grabbed Sharon by the waist and leaned down, kissing her on the cheek.
The table fell silent.
“This is Caleb,” said Sharon. Her face was slightly pink, but she looked pleased. “My boyfriend.”
“Hey,” he murmured.
A girl dropped a fork. My head started to ache again. Everyone’s interest was now solely focused on Sharon and her boyfriend. Disappointment flashed across Hannah’s face, but she joined in, too. We all scooted down the lunch table to give Caleb a seat.
And I remembered the postcard that Sharon had sent, written in her big, loopy handwriting. The surprise that she couldn’t wait to tell me about—it was Caleb.
She’d spent an entire summer in a different state, yet she had gotten a boyfriend from home. She said there was no Internet at camp and phone calls were only for her parents. But clearly, she’d communicated with Caleb over the summer. They had talked enough to start dating.
The girls had questions. Sharon had to peer around me to talk to the others down the table. And I kept eating, and I kept giggling with the others.
But eventually, I stopped listening. It was all the same humming in my ears.

Mẹ waited for me at the bus stop. She wore her brown bathrobe, her hands hidden in the pockets. I was embarrassed—she looked so ratty and tired.
“I was worried you’d take the wrong bus,” said Mẹ.
“I’m not that dumb,” I said.
The two of us walked home. Dandelions had sprouted over the grassy hill across the street. I could hear the faint rumble of cars on the highway just behind it.
“A counselor talked to me today,” I said out loud. “She wants me to keep meeting with her.”
“Okay,” said Mẹ. I could tell she wasn’t listening. “Your aunt is visiting us. She’s arriving on Friday.”
“Which one?”
“Cô Mỹ. Your father’s sister. The one from California.”
Tommy and I had met her only once in our lives, back when I was a baby. Cô Mỹ’s family had missed the funeral because of work and scheduling issues, so she had sent flowers instead. To me, she was more of a stranger than family.
And we could barely function on our own as a household. We didn’t need a stranger to crowd the house with us, eating our food, using our bathroom, taking up our space. We weren’t ready for it.
“Why is she coming here?” I asked Mẹ. “Why’d you invite her?”
“I didn’t invite anyone,” she snapped. “Neither did your father.”

At night, we followed the same routine. The three of us had dinner in the kitchen. Mẹ barely cooked anymore, and no one had much of an appetite. Then we prayed in the living room. Our parents had put Tommy’s desk in a corner, next to the TV. They’d covered it with a white tablecloth and propped up his portrait at the center. On his left, they’d placed the small metal urn containing his ashes. On his right, they’d placed a Bible, a jade rosary, and a small prayer card with a painting of a Vietnamese priest. I assumed he was a saint. Altogether, it was a shrine for Tommy.
Each night, we stood in front of it. Mẹ and Ba prayed in Vietnamese. I stood there silently, my hands held together, staring at Tommy. I couldn’t remember any prayers in English, so I talked to Tommy instead. I told him about high school, Sharon and her new boyfriend, and the counselor. I liked to imagine Tommy’s snort as I gave him one dumb detail after the other.
After the prayers, we went to bed. I couldn’t sleep, though I was exhausted from my first day of high school.
The house was silent at night. But sometimes I could hear Ba’s soft footsteps in the living room. I never spied on him, but I imagined that he stood in the dark, staring at Tommy’s portrait. There was always a long stretch of silence. Then Ba would creep back to his bedroom.
That night, Ba didn’t come out. I figured he’d taken his sleeping pills.
I turned in bed and stared at the other side of the room. I wasn’t used to its emptiness. Over the summer, Tommy’s bed had been taken away—our parents had moved the frame and mattress down to the basement. I had the bedroom to myself, a luxury that I had always dreamed about.
For years, Mẹ and Ba had banned us kids from decorating the room. Our tastes were too different. I liked bright colors, cute animals, and celebrities while Tommy preferred quotes, musicians, and movie posters. Ba kept the room neutral, so no one could get annoyed.
But in my head, I’d always had a dream room. The walls would be plastered with celebrity posters and magazine cutouts. I would install a cute orange clock on the wall, and I’d fill up Tommy’s space with a beanbag chair, a vanity, a small table, and a lava lamp. I’d replace my old desk and office chair. And I would hang door curtains that jingled every time I walked through them. My dream room was too expensive to exist, but I’d planned to hang up some posters when Tommy left for college.
Now, I had no desire to decorate anything. I refused to use his half of the room, so I left it bare.
Moonlight spilled in through the window. I stared into the dark of Tommy’s side. I thought if I stared long enough, I could see a sliver of his face staring back at me. If I tried really hard, I thought I could see the rest of him in the shadows.
Tommy had said that the human mind was powerful, that people could see what they wanted to see: animals in the clouds, messages in the leaves, the face of Jesus on a sandwich. He said it was the placebo effect without the medication.
“So you’re saying people are crazy?” I had asked.
“Everyone’s crazy,” said Tommy. “I think people are good at keeping it to themselves. As long as you’re not shoving a grilled cheese down someone else’s throat, then I think it’s fine.”
Some nights, I imagined that Tommy was watching over me. He wasn’t scary—just a visitor. And if I stared at him long enough, maybe he would be real. Maybe he’d be alive.






CHAPTER 6
I didn’t enjoy that first week of high school. We had rubrics and readings and educational assessments. The teachers gave us too much homework. The lunch table had become crowded with too many people. In the hallways, I sometimes got lost. In class, I noticed a few stares from the teachers. And I knew they all thought about Tommy—I was sure they were fond of him. But the stares made me uncomfortable, eager to hide. I didn’t want to talk about my brother, not at school.
The only solace I had was my locker. It was my little shrine, with its mirror and magnets. At my locker, there were no quizzes to surprise me, no lessons to beat me on the head, no teachers to bother me. It was soothing to dump my textbooks inside. The more damaged they got, the better I felt.
There was a loud bang on the locker door. I jumped as it swung into me, hitting me on the shoulder.
“Sorry, kid. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Caleb peered at me from behind the door. Sharon crept out from behind him.
“Caleb, you freaked her out.”
“No, I’m fine,” I said. I glued on a smile, as if my shoulder didn’t hurt at all.
“See, she’s fine.”
“What’s happening?” It was Hannah’s voice. She came out of nowhere, looping her arm around mine.
“Do you have plans tonight?” asked Sharon.
Hannah and I shrugged.
“I have family flying in today,” I said.
“Who cares?” said Caleb. “Will Peterson’s great-great-grand-aunt just died or some shit, and his parents are heading up to Canada. Will’s got the house for the weekend.”
“He’s throwing a party,” said Sharon. Even though she tried to sound casual, I could hear the subtext within her words: a real high school party.
I knew that Will Peterson was a senior, an athlete, and the president of the honors society. And I knew that for a fourteen-year-old freshman, attending this party would be a very, very big deal. It was a ripe opportunity, the kind of high school experience that defined people for the rest of their lives. I had dreamed about it. And it was right there, dangled right in front of me.
But strangely, I felt a sense of dread.
“I don’t know if I can get out of family stuff,” I said lamely.
“It’s called sneaking out,” said Caleb. “You don’t need to ask Mommy or Daddy.”
“Caleb can drive us,” added Sharon. “He has a car.”
Hannah unhooked her arm from mine.
“I’ll go,” she said.
There was a moment of silence.
“Well, that’s unexpected,” said Caleb.
Hannah shrugged.
“It’s just a party. No big deal.”
I had a sharp moment of panic. Hannah was a do-gooder. We could always rely on her to be the slightly boring one in our group of friends. But suddenly the world was shifting at a rapid pace. Tommy was dead. I was in high school. Sharon had a boyfriend. And I wasn’t the same old person anymore—I wasn’t sure what I was.
I suppose I had taken solace in Hannah’s rectitude. She didn’t break rules, and she didn’t engage in wild behavior. She was a rock.
And yet she, too, was changing. She had kissed a boy over the summer, and she was willing to sneak out to a high school party.
I could feel an avalanche unbuckling beneath my feet. I would keep slipping away farther and farther down the lunch table, until one day I wasn’t needed at all.
Then I would be alone. And I truly would be stuck with myself.
The thought made me panic.
“I’ll go, too,” I said quickly. “I can make it.”
“Perfect!” Sharon’s eyes lit up. “Just tell us where to pick you up tonight.”
“The car’s gonna be packed,” said Caleb. He scratched the side of his neck. “Someone’s gonna need to sit in the trunk or some shit.”
“Ronny can do it,” said Hannah.
Everyone laughed, even me. And I was so desperate that I really would do it.

As soon as Ba came home, he changed into a nice polo shirt and pants. Mẹ told me to change into a blouse.
“Why? We’re just picking up Cô Mỹ from the airport,” I said.
“I want you to look clean,” said Mẹ. She brushed my hair in the bathroom, yanking away at the tiny knots that hid throughout my head. But in the mirror, she was still wearing her brown bathrobe.
Only Ba and I were going to the airport. Mẹ said she needed to do some more cleaning at home.
We sped off on the highway. I watched each of the cars that came near us. They seemed so fast, so aggressive, so eager to cut us off. I wondered which of them could hurt us the way Tommy had been hurt. He’d been killed in a flash.
“I wish he’d died,” I said.
“Tommy?” Ba asked, the rage flaring in his voice.
“No. The driver who killed Tommy. I wish he’d died instead.”
After a moment, Ba sighed. And his fire had vanished.
“Don’t talk like that,” said Ba. He sounded tired. “There’s a lot of bad people in the world. Bad people don’t always get what they deserve. There’s nothing you can do but have faith in God and pray. You’re supposed to forgive them.”
I glared at a passing car.
“No thanks,” I said loudly. It was dishonest to feign forgiveness. “Tommy didn’t have to die like that. Not out of all the millions of bad people out there. It should have been the driver. I hope he dies in the hospital.”
“Veronica.” Ba sounded shocked.
“I hope the guy kills himself.”
“Calm down. Don’t get fired up about this.”
“You slapped Tommy,” I said. I was boiling. “You get fired up all the time.”
Ba was silent. He glared into the distance as he drove. As cruel as I felt, I was pleased that I had shut him up. His hypocrisy angered me. He was an adult, and he let his temper fly without control. He was the last person to tell me what to do.
Tommy’s death was partly Ba’s fault. Since Ba had slapped him, Tommy had avoided the house after work. He’d picked up some stupid snacks and been on the highway at the wrong time next to the wrong people. And it was all because he and Ba had fought.
It felt good to remind my father about it, like a savage kind of pleasure.
Ba turned on the radio to a country music station. He raised the volume so neither of us could speak. Tommy and I hated country music, and our parents thought it was boring. But I suppose Ba preferred the music to my voice.
He shut off the radio at the airport. We slowly drove by the arrival doors, scanning the passengers and their suitcases.
“There she is,” said Ba.
Cô Mỹ was tiny. It was evening, yet she wore a large floppy hat and sunglasses. Her hair was dyed light brown, her nails painted white. Cô Mỹ had expensive metal luggage beside her.
She immediately ran to my window, knocking on the glass. Ba rolled my window down.
“Hello, Veronica,” she barked. Her voice was as soft as sandpaper. “Do you remember me? It’s Cô Mỹ, your auntie. You’re so big now.”
“Cám ơn,” I said. It was the only thing I could say clearly in Vietnamese.
“A pity about the glasses, though. You kids need to stop watching so much TV.”
“Cám ơn,” I repeated.
Cô Mỹ laughed.
“The kids don’t know much Vietnamese, do they?” she asked Ba as he got out of the car. “You should have taught them more.”
“I suppose it’s too late,” said Ba.
I caught the look of horror on Cô Mỹ’s face. She joined him by the trunk as he put the luggage inside. I could hear her loud apologies about missing the funeral and how busy her family had been. She said her husband hated to fly on airplanes and that her son was stuck in Denver at his seminary school. When Ba closed the trunk, Cô Mỹ slid into the backseat.
She knocked against the back of my chair.
“Do you remember my son, your cousin Đức? We came to visit you years ago.”
“No,” I said. “I was a baby back then.”
“You were,” said Cô Mỹ. She cackled suddenly. I felt the goose bumps rising on the back of my neck. “I remember! You pooped on the living room carpet. You wouldn’t let your mother change your diaper.”
“I forgot about that,” said Ba.
“The smell was so strong that poor Đức asked me, ‘Mẹ, is there a gas leak?’ ”
Everyone but me burst out laughing. Ba laughed hardest.
I decided then and there that I didn’t like his sister very much.
It was Cô Mỹ who mostly talked in the car. She talked about the nail salon she ran in California. She talked about her husband and the fishing he did during his free time. She talked about her son’s studies to become a Redemptorist priest. Then she talked about Tommy. She’d only met him once in her life, but she waxed poetic about him.
“He was a precocious little boy,” said Cô Mỹ. “Such a serious little face. He wouldn’t leave Đức alone. He copied everything my son did. Even when Đức ate the raw chili peppers, he copied him. Tommy’s face got so red, but he didn’t cry once.”
“I remember that,” said Ba gruffly. The car fell silent. I stared out the window.
“What a tragedy,” said Cô Mỹ. “Tommy had so much potential. He could’ve done well in life. Did you know what he wanted to do in the future?”
“He was focused on going to college,” murmured Ba. “The Harvard of Missouri.”
But it didn’t answer the question. Ba didn’t know what Tommy wanted to do. Neither did I. Tommy never talked about a dream job. He had stellar grades, but he didn’t particularly like any of his classes. For him, they were a means to an end: getting into college. Leaving.
“School’s not hard,” Tommy would say. “They just want you to bleed for your grades. You give them the answers they want. It’s not about learning, it’s about test scores.”
He made school sound so easy and robotic: sit down, study, crank out the work. But not everyone would get the same results. My grades would never be half as good. Tommy overlooked his own intelligence and willpower to get there. He never saw himself the way I did.
“Veronica, what do you want to do when you grow up?” asked Cô Mỹ.
I had no answer. Ba pulled us onto our street. I looked past his shoulder at the incline of grass and dandelions that separated our neighborhood from the highway. And I remembered the car rides with Tommy: the music, the food, the wind in my face. We could have kept driving. We could have run away for a while. We just never tried.
“I want to be happy,” I said softly.
Cô Mỹ sighed loudly, like an actress on a stage.
“Don’t we all, Veronica. Too bad everything costs money.”

The house was spotless. Mẹ came to greet us in a denim dress. Her hair was tied up into a neat bun. She’d dabbed on some lipstick and blush, but she was so pale that the color was garish. She hadn’t looked so put-together since the funeral.
“Hello, hi,” Mẹ cooed in English. Her face was pulled up into a smile. She greeted Cô Mỹ and told her how young and petite she looked. Cô Mỹ complimented her on her pale skin.
“Thảo, you could be a model with that skin,” said Cô Mỹ. And Mẹ laughed in a strange high-pitched trill.
As Ba carried in the luggage, Cô Mỹ pulled out a heavy plastic bag from her purse.
“I need a large fruit bowl for the altar.”
“You didn’t have to,” said Mẹ.
“I couldn’t come to the funeral, so I owe the boy something.”
Mẹ brought out a large white porcelain bowl from the kitchen. Cô Mỹ put in two red apples, two oranges, and two peaches. She placed the bowl on Tommy’s altar in front of his portrait. Then she clasped her hands together in prayer.
“Some fruit for the afterlife. I don’t think Jesus would mind,” she said.
But Mẹ grimaced at the bowl of fruit as if it were dirt that defiled the altar.
Cô Mỹ stared at Tommy’s portrait. She finally took off her hat and sighed.
“What a handsome child. Like a movie star,” said Cô Mỹ. “Doesn’t he look like it?”
I looked at Mẹ, but Mẹ said nothing.
“It’s a cruel world,” said Cô Mỹ.
Ba stepped into the room. Everyone was silent. In the corner of the room, Mẹ seemed to deflate back to how she had looked before: pale, tired, and broken. When she caught me staring, she gave me a stern look. I knew what it said—she wanted me to play along. And I wondered how long Mẹ could keep up the act.
When Cô Mỹ turned to her, Mẹ’s face was pulled into a smile again.

Cô Mỹ wanted to nhậu in the garage. Ba had purchased a case of beer and a small package of cigarettes for the occasion. I thought only men could nhậu, but Cô Mỹ sat outside, gesturing at Ba to bring her a beer. We had dinner in the garage: white rice, grilled pork cutlets, and a salad doused in Italian dressing.
Cô Mỹ’s wrists were bone-thin, but she opened her beer with ease.
“It’s not ladylike to drink,” said Ba drily.
“You’ve been drinking since you were twelve,” said Cô Mỹ. “You can’t tell me what to do.”
I perked up at their conversation. I had never heard about Ba’s childhood before. He said he couldn’t remember any of it. I figured that was a lie—in my head, my father had never been a child. He had sprouted out of this earth as a dour, fully grown man.
But Cô Mỹ had confirmed that he had been twelve once. And he’d been reckless enough to drink as a child. I was very impressed.
“The grandmas always said it was booze that made them look older,” said Ba.
“Well, I don’t need to impress anyone,” said Cô Mỹ. “I already have a husband.”
“For now,” said Ba.
Cô Mỹ snickered.
The cooler was next to me, the beers chilling in a bed of ice. As they talked, I snuck a Heineken into my hands. I slid the bottle opener away from Ba. When he didn’t notice, I tried to pop off the beer lid under the table.
“I see you!” barked Cô Mỹ. I froze, staring blankly at her. But Cô Mỹ snickered again. “This isn’t Vietnam. This is America—you can’t drink at your age here.”
“Veronica,” chided Mẹ. She looked horrified.
Ba plucked the beer and the bottle opener out of my hands, his face already pink from the alcohol. He opened the bottle and placed it in front of him.
“Veronica doesn’t usually behave like this,” Mẹ explained to Cô Mỹ. But my aunt just winked at me.
I was sober as everyone else drank. Even Mẹ had a few sips of beer. The garage door was open, and I watched as the sky bled its last colors into the night. Ba and Cô Mỹ lit up their cigarettes. Mẹ wrinkled her nose—she hated the stench of cigarette smoke.
Cô Mỹ talked more about Cousin Đức. He’d studied accounting for a bit at college, but he’d been unhappy. My cousin realized he had a calling for the priesthood, so he switched to seminary school instead.
“I really could’ve had a rich child,” said Cô Mỹ. She let out a dramatic sigh. “But my son is rich with the spirit of God.”
“The spirit of God doesn’t pay for Louis Vuitton,” Mẹ muttered.
Ba laughed. Cô Mỹ quickly shushed him.
“What about you, Veronica? What do you want to study? What do you want to be when you grow up?”
She’d already asked me the question once. I could have been snarky, but I gave her an answer that I thought she wanted to hear:
“I don’t know? A lawyer?” I said.
Cô Mỹ shook her head.
“Don’t do it,” she said. “Lawyers go to hell.”
“I’ve never heard that.”
“Lawyers get paid to lie. That’s why they go to hell,” said Ba.
“Don’t you have a friend whose kid is a lawyer?”
“I never said lawyers are poor,” said Ba. He shrugged. “It’s good money. But you have to lie to get rich.”
“And it’s an important job,” said Cô Mỹ, nodding. “Someone has to do the dirty work in this world. Like the trashman. And Judas.”
I smiled dully at the table. Barely a few hours with Ba’s sister, and I was already sick of her presence. She had a grating voice, and she seemed to bring out a similarly grating side to Ba. I took my plate and my chopsticks and stood up to leave.
Cô Mỹ’s hand fell on my wrist. I nearly jumped.
“Why are you leaving?” she barked. “You barely ate.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“I’ll be cooking soon, don’t worry,” she said. Her hand was still on my wrist. “You’ll love it. But right now, you need to eat something.”
“Sit down,” Ba ordered.
Most nights, our parents didn’t care when I left the dinner table, so long as I put my dishes away.
But in that dark garage, the rules had changed. Cô Mỹ had sway over all of us, even my own father. She had some kind of authority over him, her brother, even after all the years and miles they’d spent apart. It was scary yet fascinating.
I sat down. Cô Mỹ added a slice of pork cutlet to my bowl and a few pieces of salad. Her face was flushed from the alcohol.
As I tried to eat, I could feel her eyes burning into me. The garage was silent. Ba took the chance to drink.
“Is there anything that Veronica won’t eat?” asked Cô Mỹ.
“The kids hate sticky rice and bitter melon. They hate anything sour or sticky,” said Mẹ. Her voice was quiet from her corner of the table.
“That’s a shame.” Cô Mỹ shook her head. “They have all the food in the world, yet they waste so much of it.”
“She’s American,” said Ba. “That’s how they eat. They love all their salt and sugar and cheese.”
I shot him a glare.
Tommy and I were always lumped together as the Americans in the family, especially when it came to the food we ate. It was an insult, though I couldn’t understand why. We ate most of the Vietnamese food we were given. We liked nearly all of it. But the few things we didn’t like—bitter melon, sticky rice, durian—that was all anyone could remember. In America, our taste buds were somehow deficient. And I suppose we were, too.
“You know there are kids in Africa that would kill to eat your food?” asked Cô Mỹ. “Never mind the Philippines.”
“I wish I could give them all my food,” I snapped.
The salad tasted wet and sour in my mouth. The pork was difficult to chew.
Ba fished out another beer from the cooler. I could smell the alcohol on his breath. I had the feeling that he was enjoying the conversation in front of him. After what I’d said in the car, it was my turn to be uncomfortable.
“Americans don’t know how good they have it,” said Ba. “Every grocery store is packed with all the food you could want.”
“I’m sorry you starved in Vietnam,” I said bitterly.
There was a pause. Cô Mỹ frowned.
“Who told you that?” she asked. “You’ve watched too many war movies. Do you think we all lived in huts? Grew rice in the fields? Had bombs flying over us?”
I kept my mouth shut.
Mẹ and Ba liked to mention Vietnam—it was their frame of reference for everything they encountered in America. And all things American came through me and Tommy: the styles we wore, the food we ate, the things we said, the ways we behaved. We were American kids with Vietnamese parents. We were foreigners to them: a spectacle, an experience.
But our parents seldom talked about their own lives in Vietnam. Both their fathers had been dead for years, and their mothers had never met their American grandchildren. Any questions we had were met with a shrug. Mẹ and Ba said they couldn’t remember any of it: their childhoods, their fears, their favorite colors, their teenage years. Their old lives were one big forgotten memory. So Tommy and I were left to parse the few crumbs they gave. We drew our own conclusions:
Our parents constantly worried about money because they had been poor in Vietnam. Their distaste for wasting food was because they had starved in Vietnam. They wanted us to be grateful for everything because they had lacked everything in Vietnam. Their home was a place marred by war and destitution, so that was why they came to America.
For all we knew, Vietnam truly was a place of rice paddies and poverty and war. The TV told us more about Vietnam than our own parents did.
Cô Mỹ sat up straight, her face flushed with alcohol.
“Other people starved, but in the South, we didn’t,” she said. “Even after the Communists took over, there was just enough food to fill our stomachs. We ate rice, and if we didn’t have rice, then we made do with potatoes and soy sauce. We found other things to eat. But we lost a lot of the good food we craved. It was gone—not like here in America.”
“Americans would have a meltdown,” said Ba.
“We loved meat in Vietnam: our pork, our beef, our chicken. It was in so much of our cuisine. But when the Communists took over, we suddenly couldn’t have it anymore. Meat became dangerous.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because it meant you had money,” said Ba. He let out a wet burp. “The Communists already took homes and businesses away from people—they didn’t need to know about the money you still had. Because they would take that, too.”
Cô Mỹ nodded. She closed her eyes, her face a bright pink.
“For a time, meat got expensive. You could try to buy some on the black market, but you had to hide that you were eating it. Too much work for most people. Meat was a way of life, but the Communists took that away. No more good phở or bún bò Huế or even lạp xưởng for us,” she said loudly. “We craved those things, yet we couldn’t eat them anymore. So people got creative. If you were really desperate, you could eat anything—dog meat, cat meat, even the rats nearby.”
I stopped chewing. Cô Mỹ began to giggle, and there was mirth in her eyes. “Veronica, do you want to hear a story?” she asked.
“Trời ơi,” said Ba. “You’ll scare her.”
“I’m not scared,” I shot back.
Cô Mỹ took a dainty sip of beer. Then she leaned back in her seat, and her voice grew deep and husky:
“After the war, people got desperate to leave Vietnam—we knew the Americans hadn’t abandoned us. People gave away anything to get on a fishing boat out of the country: family heirlooms, money, jewelry. But those rickety little boats were packed with people, and no one knew if they would reach their destination. People died out at sea all the time.
“But there was one incident,” said Cô Mỹ. “One of these fishing boats was caught in a storm. It crashed into a tiny island off the Philippines. Only a few people survived. The rest of the people had washed up onto the sand, all dead, their bodies lying everywhere. What do you think the survivors did next?”
“They ate the dead bodies?” I asked quietly.
Cô Mỹ cackled. The sound made me shiver.
“No, that’s disgusting,” she said. “The bodies were rotting in the sun, flies buzzing around them. Not safe to eat. No, Veronica… a survivor ate the others.”
My jaw dropped.
“A survivor went crazy. He killed the rest of them, one by one. And he ate their flesh at the campfire he made. When the Filipino navy found him, he was in good health. The Philippines didn’t want him, so they sent him back to Vietnam. And the Communists didn’t want him either, so they put him to work in a prison camp. They worked him until he died.”
I was speechless. Nobody else spoke either.
Then Ba snorted. He peered past me at his sister.
“I heard that same story at the refugee camp,” he said loudly. “But I heard there were two survivors who ate the rest. The Filipino navy shot them right away. Why would they send them to the Communists?”
Cô Mỹ shrugged.
“I don’t know. Does it matter?” she barked back. “People were so desperate that they ate each other. That’s the lesson, Veronica. Be grateful for the food that God gave you. Always finish your plate.”
But I had already lost my appetite. When I looked at the pork cutlets, brown and burnt at the sides, I almost wanted to gag. I covered my plate with a napkin and braced myself for Cô Mỹ’s complaints.
Ba said she was being too loud. She said that he was drinking too much. They bickered until they burst out laughing—it sounded like crazed yelling in my ears. Amidst the chaos, Mẹ snuck away from the table with her plate and chopsticks.
And I sat there, waiting until it was my turn to leave.






CHAPTER 7
Soon after dinner, it seemed like the entire house had fallen asleep. I could hear Ba’s drunken snores from his bedroom. Mẹ was a quiet sleeper, so I never heard anything from her. When I peeked out in the hallway, I could hear Cô Mỹ’s heavy breathing from the living room couch.
In a house of four people, these were ideal circumstances. I could sneak out, unbothered.
Instead, I laid half naked in bed. I wore a camisole, a zip-up hoodie, and no pants.
I was frustrated. Nothing seemed to look right—not the clothes on my body or the glasses on my face. My skin was oily, marked with acne, and my hair was tangled. I felt absolutely disgusting.
I had always noticed these things, but they had never bothered me so much. All of a sudden, there was a sense of urgency. I had to wear the right clothing, I had to fix up my face, I had to untangle my hair. I should have already dealt with these flaws on my own. Now, there was a high school party at stake.
I’d thought I had more time. I’d thought I had the rest of my life to sit down and learn these secret lessons in clothing, hair, and makeup. I’d even thought puberty would fix me by itself. I’d thought I could wait.
But there was no waiting with time, I realized. It was impatient, and it was sneaky. And it had already taken my brother. All of a sudden, I was a teenager who needed to know about makeup and clothes and boys. What would come next: college, a job, a house, some kids? And more death.
It would all keep moving faster, unrelenting, until it caught me by surprise one last time….
It was the kind of dark thought Tommy would’ve had. And I would have told him to shut up and go party, he was thinking too much.
In the end, I slipped on the pants with the lowest waistband. I brushed my hair and smeared on some lip balm. And I shoved the leftover clothes under my bed. I kept Tommy’s side of the room clean. Then I shut the lights off and blocked the door with a chair. I propped myself up on the nightstand and slid back the window glass. I expected to climb through the window like Tommy had done.
But there was a bug screen in place. Tommy had never removed it. In the dark, I blindly poked at the screen, patting around at the mesh. There were no large rips or holes—Tommy had never tampered with it. Eventually, my fingers traced the plastic frame of the screen. At the bottom, the frame moved slightly under my touch. I tried to wiggle the screen outward, pushing it open like a doggy door. Instead, the bug screen slid up. And I kept sliding it upward, as high as it would go. It left a large hole at the bottom, big enough for a person to climb through. Tommy was right when he’d said it was easy.
I carefully climbed out. That night it was gloomier than the night of July fourth—there were no fireworks in the sky, no moonlight that spilled on the ground. And there was no Tommy to walk with me, only the chirp of night bugs and the distant hum of the highway.
I hurried through the backyard and past the wooden fence. Then I walked along the thin stretch of woods.
And I remembered the squirrel. My body was tense, bracing itself for the bark of a squirrel, its face bloody, its teeth nearly broken from chewing on the metal wire….
Since Tommy had died, I hadn’t looked for the cage trap. I hadn’t watched the neighbors either.
In the dark, I heard nothing except for the quiet chirp of the night bugs.
There was a car waiting at the end of the block. It sat conspicuously under a streetlight. Sharon stuck her head out of one of the windows.
“Get in, bitch!” she screamed. She was already drunk.
I ran over as the back door opened. I was relieved to see Hannah and another girl sitting in the back.
“Did you not bring anything? Not even a chaser?” asked Hannah.
“I don’t know what that is.”
Sharon passed me a bottle of Gatorade from the front.
“You can share with me,” she said.
Sharon’s drink tasted dull and fruity, but I liked it better than beer. I took two large gulps and gave it back. Next to me, Hannah and the other girl had their own bottles of mixed drinks in their laps. No one had told me to bring booze.
“Your neighbor’s been watching us,” said Caleb. He gestured at Gigi’s house. A TV screen flickered through their window.
“So? They won’t do anything.”
Caleb pulled the car away. I could see his scowl in the rearview mirror.
“You live in the hood. This shit’s kind of sketchy,” he said.
Hannah snickered. My face was warm from embarrassment. I stared up at the chain-link fence that sat on top of the hill. I’d thought it separated our neighborhood from the highway, but perhaps it was meant to keep us from everyone else.
“I think it’s because we look sketchy,” said Sharon. She gave me an apologetic smile. Her eyelids were covered in frosty eyeshadow. “This isn’t the hood.”
“Nah, you’re talking about Beacon Hills,” I said quickly. I was relieved when they all laughed.

Will Peterson lived next to a golf course. His house had a basketball hoop and a large bed of flowers in front. Music blared from inside as the rest of the neighborhood stayed dark, undisturbed. Teenagers lingered on the wraparound porch. They leaned against the railing, blowing out smoke and drinking, as though they did this every Friday night. I badly wanted to impress them.
As we crossed the lawn, I asked Sharon for another sip of her drink.
“That’s vodka. Don’t go too crazy,” she said.
I didn’t like the way Hannah watched me as I drank. She was giggling.
“Your face is so red,” she said.
“Is it?” I could feel the redness simmering under my skin. The alcohol burned in my face, and it spread down my throat, my chest, my stomach. Sharon’s drink was potent. In one moment, the world was all haze.
Caleb and Sharon ran up the porch steps, holding hands. They greeted a high school senior who sat in the corner. He wore a Hawaiian shirt, a pukka shell necklace, and a set of beaded bracelets. He clutched a neon blue bottle of alcohol in one hand. It was Will Peterson.
As the three of them talked, I was stuck in the background with Hannah and her friend. Nobody cared to introduce us to the others. I was yawning, already tired from the night. Hannah and her friend suddenly counted down from three. They chugged their drinks in unison.
Will stood up, his finger pointing directly at us.
“You guys better not puke out here,” Will slurred. Hannah and the other girl smiled sheepishly. “Freshmen always go crazy.”
Will suddenly lumbered forward—I realized he was pointing at me. He peered down, his face right over mine, and frowned, his face wrinkled in a look of disgust. I could smell the fruity alcohol on his breath.
“Who the fuck are you?” he slurred. “Do I know you?”
“I-I don’t know,” I squeaked.
“Oh shit,” he said suddenly. “The guy who died in the car crash—are you his sister?”
I froze, speechless. I nodded without thinking.
Will backed away, shaking his head.
“You look way too young to be here,” he said slowly. “We can’t babysit you.”
Caleb snickered. Hannah and her friend laughed—they were relieved not to be the target of his ire. But it hurt the most when Sharon laughed, putting a hand over her mouth. I felt as though I had been betrayed. Because if I looked too young to be at the party, then so was she, the hypocrite. But no one bothered Sharon, because she was pretty and white, and she had a boyfriend. It was easier to pick on me.
I would’ve fled home had I been sober.
But that night, I was driven by spite and vodka. And the vodka had made me ballsy. I simply walked into Will Peterson’s house. He could drag me out if he wanted—I would have liked the reaction. I would have liked to explode in one big teenage tantrum. It sounded nice. But when I looked behind me, no one was there.
Teenagers were crowded in the living room, the sitting room, the hallway. The place reeked of beer, body odor, and perfume, and a mystery stench I later realized was puke. The music was loud but ever-changing. Only a handful of kids danced. Everyone else stood around.
I knew people often drank their sorrows away. It seemed like the serious, adult thing to do. I was already tipsy, so I figured I might as well try it out. There was an army of bottles on the kitchen island. I borrowed a glass from a cabinet, and I poured some vodka and fruit punch into it. I sniffed the drink. I nearly retched.
“Do you want me to try it?”
Across the island, there was Michael from Mr. Ed’s class. His teeth were as white as his pukka shell necklace. I gave him the glass and watched as he took a gulp. He grimaced, then leaned over the sink, coughing.
“This drink could kill someone,” he said after a long breath. He winked at me weakly. Then he took another painful gulp.
As I watched him, I realized he was trying to impress me. No boy had ever done that for me before.
And that one gesture made up for the entire night. My heart was beating heavy in my chest.
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Well, I live here,” he said, wiping his mouth. He was Will Peterson’s little brother. It was surprising news, but in the moment, it didn’t seem to matter as much. Michael passed me my drink.
“Oh, okay,” I said.
“Why do you say it like that?” he asked. He had a grin on his face.
I shrugged. Without thinking, I took a large gulp. The drink was all vodka and a dash of sugar. I immediately wanted to throw up. I leaned over the sink, taking deep breaths. Michael dumped out the rest of my glass and gave me some water instead. I stayed still as I gulped for air, fighting the urge to puke.
But Michael had made it a point to look away. He kept talking to fill in the silence, which made me smile. It was a subtle kindness. And I got bold—I told him that his brother was an ass. He burst out laughing.
“You’re not wrong,” said Michael.
When the nausea passed, fatigue took its place. I wanted to sleep—I was so tired that I could have slept right there on the kitchen floor.
But somehow, I made it up the stairs. There was booing in the living room as a new song played on the speakers—some boy band. And I was laughing as two people were shooed out of a bedroom. Inside, the walls were blue, and it was clean and spacious. The walls had posters, and there was a TV in the room. I collapsed on the bed, my limbs splayed out, the queen-size mattress melting under my weight. I was impressed when Michael told me it was his room.
I was so, so tired, but I forced myself to stay awake. I had an inkling that it was going to be a night of many firsts for me.
And I was right.
Michael laid down next to me. Up close, I could see his long eyelashes. He whispered to me, and though I couldn’t hear what he said, the words made my heart race. The space between us grew smaller. I could sense the inevitable.
He leaned in and kissed me. It was a small, gentle peck. My very first kiss.
I thought to myself that it was a lovely kind of night. That despite everything that had happened before, it had paid off in the end. I liked the idea of falling asleep on a soft bed next to a sweet boy. And I was glad that boy was Michael.
He kissed me on the forehead, his hand running through my hair. I was so calm, so warm. It was so soothing.
I was nearly asleep when his hands moved. I patted them away. He unzipped my pants. I was annoyed because I was tired and I wanted to sleep. He kissed me again, harder this time, his tongue darting into my mouth. He tasted wet and slimy.
My body was hot—not with the warmth I felt when I read a good romance book, but a sweltering heat that felt like a fever. It was the alcohol burning in my veins.
In my haze, Michael’s voice echoed from far away. He was there, on top of me, and then he wasn’t, because I wasn’t there anymore, not in the room, not anywhere. The scene became choppy:
My pants were off. His hands dug into me so hard that it hurt. And he was naked and rubbing against me. And he was pale yet scratchy down below. I wanted to flick him away. But I was all haze and my limbs were jelly and Michael was a boulder. He was solid, and he only seemed to grow heavier….
The panic spread through me, slow as molasses. He was trying to push his way inside of me.
But I couldn’t move. I could only hear his heavy breathing and the faint bass of music from downstairs. I could see nothing on his ceiling. I was nothing. As far as I knew, the world was made up of only one thing: a dull pain in my body. I clamped my eyes shut. I held in my breath. I wanted it to stop, please stop.
And the pain grew into a knife. I was being skewered open—
My body jolted, as though cold water had been dumped over it. I felt the desperation clawing through my veins. My body was repulsed. Enraged.
My jaw unhinged wide. And I bit down. My teeth were like claws, burying themselves in whatever they had found. I didn’t let go until he screamed. He pulled back slightly and I bit down again, my teeth engaged in a tug-of-war. And I was winning. I could feel the heat and the wet warmth—
Michael screamed and smacked at me blindly with his hands. I let go. He pulled away, launching himself onto his feet. One hand covered the side of his head. His eyes were so big that I thought they’d roll right off.
“What did you do?” he screamed.
I wiped my mouth with my hand.
I tasted blood. It had a strong, metallic tinge. And I realized there was something in my mouth, small and soft and lumpy. Michael slowly pulled his hand away from his head—he was shaking. There was a long streak of blood beneath his right ear. And I realized that part of his ear was missing.
His earlobe—it was gone.
Slowly, I opened my mouth. The earlobe plopped onto his bed. It was pink and smaller than a coin. Michael sputtered, the words lost in his mouth.
“What did you do to me?!” he screamed.
His panic made me calm. I felt like I was wading through water. I got off the bed, slowly putting on my jeans. There were dark spots of blood on his bedsheets. And other wet spots and an earlobe. But it was his bed and his mess to deal with, not mine.
Michael was sputtering as he stood there naked, one hand over his ear. His penis looked like a pink, ugly animal. When he mentioned my name, I got annoyed.
“Will you please shut up,” I said. And I left the room.
Downstairs, the music had gotten louder and the stench of sweat had gotten thicker. Bodies were pulsing to a beat—it was nice to see people dancing. I made my way outside through the front door. No one stopped me on the porch.
I kept going, and I walked off into the night.

I knew I would find my way home, even in the dark. There was a certainty to it, as sure as the sky above. I followed the same landmarks that I had seen in Caleb’s car: certain houses, trees, front yards, and a swanky outdoor mall. Not far from the mall, I found an intersection that led onto the highway. I walked in the grass beside it.
It was late, though lone cars still sped by on the highway. I was hit with a gust of wind each time one passed me. The cool air kept me awake. I thought of nothing as I walked—nothing about the fatigue or the party or the events of the night. There was a sharp pulse of pain between my legs, but it was nothing compared to the cold.
I continued on. I had no sense of time. The sky was still dark. Eventually I reached the Adopt-A-Highway sign not far from our house. I was close, and I was suddenly desperate to get home. I walked faster, my legs heavy.
A pair of lights slowed down beside me. A red car had moved onto the side of the highway. It kept pace with me. It was too dark to see inside.
“Miss, are you okay?” It was a man’s voice. “Do you need help?”
“No.”
“It’s three in the morning. It’s not safe for you to be out here.”
“It’s not safe?” I sounded like I could hardly believe it.
“I can give you a ride, no questions asked.”
I thought about it. A free car ride sounded nice. I pictured my pale corpse being found in a ditch.
Weeks after losing their first child, Mẹ and Ba would lose their second one. I knew they would be pissed. I’d get my own altar like Tommy, but instead of flowers and prayers, my altar would get a scolding. How could you be so stupid? they would ask. You did everything we told you not to do. Their anger would have no bounds. They were the type of people to pray to God, Jesus, and the Holy Ghost to yell at me. I could be rotting in hell and they would still be pissed.
The whole thing was absurd. I giggled as I thought about it.
“Are you okay?” asked the man. He leaned over the passenger seat to look at me. His face was pale and his eyes were very, very big.
I leaned in toward the car.
“I’m a stranger. How do you know I’m safe?” I asked.
“What do you mean?” said the man.
I smiled. I wondered if there was blood stuck between my teeth.
“You can trust me,” he said. “I won’t hurt you.”
“But what if I hurt you?” I asked. “What if I chewed off your ear?”
There was a pause. Then the man scoffed and laughed.
“You’re funny,” he said. “Let me help you.”
I smiled and shook my head. I started walking again. Behind me, the passenger’s window rolled up. The car sped down the highway. My grin grew even wider. It made the journey home more exciting.
When I reached the chain-link fence of our neighborhood, I let out a long sigh of relief. The fence looked ghostly in the dark. I slowed down at the intersection where Tommy had died. There was no sign of a death there. But even without a car around, I waited until it was my turn to cross.
The car wreck had long been swept off the highway. In the dark, the signal pole looked untouched, as though a car had never smashed into it. Other parts of the highway had memorials for car crash victims: little crosses, balloons, teddy bears, flowers. But our family was unsure of how to do that for Tommy. Did it require permission, money? We didn’t know. We assumed it was safer not to do anything.
Our neighborhood was quiet as people slept. But down our street, Gigi’s house was awake. I walked alongside the woods, behind our backyards. I could see through a back window. A light was on as two people moved behind the glass. It was Gigi and her husband. He held her as they spun together.
It made me stop and watch. There was something sweet about it, a married couple who danced together before dawn. It made my heart ache. I stood there, transfixed, as they spun.
My eyes got wet—I knew I was about to cry. And I felt guilty about that because I had yet to cry for Tommy who was dead and gone. And I was going to bawl over stupid things instead: the neighbors dancing, the party I’d attended, the things that Michael Peterson had done to me. And I was weak and dumb and stupid for all of it.
I held my breath as my nostrils burned. And I shut my eyes until the tears ebbed away.
I focused only on Gigi, her husband, and the sweetness they had for each other. No need to think of anything else. There wasn’t enough sweetness in the world—I had learned that overnight. I was glad that someone could have a taste of it.
There was movement in the window.
Gigi’s husband shoved her. She went flying, disappearing out of view. Her husband stood there, hands on his hips, as if he were considering the color of a new rug.
I froze, my mouth open. My heart sped in my chest.
I remembered the taste of blood. Its saltiness. Its metallic tang. The warmth of it like soup.
The way my teeth had dug into Michael’s ear, as if moving on their own. The screams from his lips, the fear in his eyes. The distance he later kept.
But Michael was far away.
Only Gigi’s husband was here, right in front of me. So close, within walking distance, cruel and warm and full of life—
He turned toward the window. I instantly crouched down, my legs wobbly. The neighbors had no fence to hide behind—I was in plain view.
But it was dark outside, and Gigi’s husband had seen nothing. He simply closed the blinds. As the window darkened, I caught a glimpse of Gigi’s hand, flying toward him….
I trembled in the dark.
And I hurried home. It was the only thing I knew how to do. It was the sanest thing I could do. I climbed in through the bedroom window, my limbs hitting the nightstand. I wondered if Gigi was being hit herself, and I shook my head no because I didn’t want to believe it.
The world looked a lot different with tired eyes. And I was very, very tired—I felt as if I had lived several lives in one night. I needed to sleep first, worry later.
I washed my face in the bathroom. I kept my eyes away from the mirror. And I scrubbed at my skin with my hands, watching as the pink water slid down the drain.
Then I stripped out of my clothes and collapsed into my sheets.






CHAPTER 8
“You look awful,” said Ba. “Did you drink a beer last night?”
I shook my head. But I knew the look on his face—he didn’t believe me.
Ba and I ate the leftover rice and pork for breakfast. At the kitchen table, Mẹ rolled a few eggrolls by herself. Beside me, Cô Mỹ had buried her face in her arms. She was hungover that morning. Ba had given her a glass of water and some medication.
Any other weekend, I would have slept in. Mẹ and Ba would have left me alone until lunch. But with a guest in the house, we suddenly had standards. Mẹ had rapped on my door to wake me up.
“I didn’t drink anything,” I murmured. “I just couldn’t sleep.”
“You need to try,” said Ba. “You need it for school.”
“Okay, Ba, let me just take one of your sleeping pills then,” I snapped.
“Veronica.” Mẹ gave me a warning look. That morning, she’d worn a yellow blouse. It clashed with her pale skin. She wanted to look presentable for our guest, but it disgusted me. I missed her dark brown bathrobe—since Tommy had died, that bathrobe had become her second skin. She was an imposter without it.
“If I spoke the way you did, I would be whooped so hard, I wouldn’t have an ass anymore,” said Ba.
I glared back. Ba shook his head.
“Why don’t you help your mother, Veronica?” groaned Cô Mỹ, lifting up her head.
“Veronica would slow me down. She doesn’t know how to roll them,” said Mẹ.
I glanced at the tinfoil pan and the square sheets of eggroll pastry in front of her. Inside the pan, there was the filling made of ground pork, spices, and bits of vegetables all mixed together. It smelled fragrant.
But my eyes were drawn to the bright pink meat: the ground pork reminded me of wriggly little worms. Mẹ scooped out some filling and placed it on a sheet of pastry. She shaped the filling evenly with her fingers, then folded the pastry at the sides and rolled up the whole thing into an eggroll. She sealed it shut with a smear of egg yolk. Then she put it into the pile of eggrolls that would later be fried.
“That doesn’t look hard,” I said. “I just don’t want to touch it.”
“How do you eat meat if you’re too scared to touch it?” asked Cô Mỹ. She sat up straighter, amused. “You American kids are so soft. You have everything at your fingertips, but then you lack the basic skills—”
I got annoyed. To prove a point, I leaned over and stuck my finger deep into the eggroll filling. The ground pork was cool and wet, and it was so soft, it gave way under my touch. It was a pleasant sensation, nothing sticky, like I’d feared. The raw meat was refreshing on my skin, like a cool shower on a hot summer’s day.
When I pulled out my finger, I had the sudden urge to lick it.
I shut my hand into a fist.
“That’s not impressive, Veronica. The real question is, can you even roll an eggroll? You have to put in the right amount of filling. Then you have to make sure that the shape is tight and rigid. No one likes a limp eggroll,” said Cô Mỹ. Then she giggled.
Ba snorted.
“I’m just talking about eggrolls,” she said innocently.
Mẹ listened with pursed lips.
“Don’t give Veronica any ideas,” said Ba. “She already reminds me of you.”
Cô Mỹ cackled, turning to me.
“That’s unfortunate,” she said brightly.
I saw Cô Mỹ’s sharp white nails and the designer purse that sat on the table next to her—and I was offended. She was frilly, loud, and rude. I wanted to be nothing like her. I left the kitchen and went outside. I sat on a plastic lounge chair, fuming.
I was prickly that morning—I felt as if my atoms were pulsing, ready to burst at any minute. My head throbbed with a faint headache, and the sun hurt my eyes. It hurt too much to think.
All I knew was that the night had been cruel. That feeling lingered with me the way a nightmare would, even if I couldn’t recall a thing. My body was still tense and scared and confused.
And I remembered the warm taste of blood, the savory hint of the earlobe—
I shook my head no, clamping my eyes shut. I brought my knees to my chest, curling myself into a ball.
A sharp pain shot between my legs. I sucked in my breath as I put them back down. I had still been bleeding that morning. The blood had dotted my underwear like flecks of rain, a remnant of the party. I’d buried that underwear in the bottom of the bathroom trash, and I’d put on a pad over a fresh pair. I continued my day as if I didn’t have a burning pain down below.
That was the reminder—the night had been real. And it was my own fault, because I had wanted to go to a party. Because I had not wanted to be left behind.
I pressed my face into my hands, my head pulsing. I was furious at myself for setting everything in motion.
I wished none of it had happened.
I wondered if this was adulthood—the things you wanted would always lose their sheen. Or they would disappoint you completely. There was no point in having high expectations or elaborate dreams, because things would never turn out the way you wanted. Optimism was for the youth.
And I supposed I wasn’t a child anymore, not after that night.

We had guests that afternoon: aunts, uncles, cousins, family friends, their friends. It was nearly as many people as we’d seen at Tommy’s funeral. When we prayed at the altar, guests spilled out into the hallway and the kitchen.
But I knew they weren’t there for Tommy—they wanted to see Cô Mỹ. Throughout the party, people came up to her, asking questions, making comments. She was making such good money in California. She was so pale, like a Korean. Cô Mỹ was blessed to have a son who was going to become a priest. She nearly glowed at the kitchen table, her face rouged with makeup. The hangover hadn’t stopped her. She was warm with everyone, as if she’d always known them.
“The boy was a quiet baby,” said Cô Mỹ. “I thought I was lucky. But once he learned how to talk, it was over. You try being stuck in a car with him for twenty minutes. He talked so much, I had to wonder—who taught him that? His father?”
There was laughter throughout the house. It came from the kitchen, where the women sat. It came from the living room and the backyard, where the kids were congregated. And it filtered in from the patio and the garage, where the men drank and smoked. I peeked into the garage and saw Ba sitting at the crowded table. He had a cigarette in one hand and an eggroll in the other. His face was bright red as he loudly told a story:
“The man turned around and ran back to his lover’s house, his pants around his ankles. But the lover’s husband had just come home. The husband sees him and asks, What the hell is a naked man doing at my house?! And the man just says, I’m very sorry, sir. I don’t mean to disturb you, sir, but could I pick up my beer money? I think I left it on your nightstand!”
Amidst the laughter, Ba was howling at his own joke. I’d never heard him speaking so crudely before. Around us kids, he was strict on the topic of sex: no kissing or love scenes on TV, no talk of boyfriends or girlfriends, and absolutely no sleepovers.
Yet here was Ba with his dirty jokes. He only acted this way because his sister was here. Cô Mỹ drew it out of him—the fun, crude, childish part of my father. It was something my brother would never get to see.
All around me, Cô Mỹ’s name seemed to float by. Everyone was curious about my aunt. She lived in glamorous, sunny California—it was as close to Vietnam as you could get in America. The weather was nicer, the food was better, and the Viet population was bigger. There were palm trees and beaches and whole enclaves filled with good, authentic restaurants. Our parents talked of California like it was paradise. They were convinced that the Vietnamese lived better there. And I suppose everyone wanted confirmation of that. Cô Mỹ was living proof.
In the kitchen, Mẹ stood apart from the others—she washed dishes at the sink while everyone else talked around the table. At family events, Mẹ was always too busy to chat with other women. I wondered if she did that on purpose—anything to avoid a conversation. Even when they tried to include her, Mẹ was polite yet curt.
We were two islands in a sea of people. I tried to sneak off with a plate of Mẹ’s fried eggrolls, but Cô Mỹ caught me.
“Where have you been?” she barked. Heads turned in my direction. “Were you trying to hide?”
“No,” I said quickly.
“I bet she’s hungry,” said Cô Mỹ. She got up from the table. Another auntie with curly hair and thick glasses joined us. The counter was cluttered with foil pans of food and plastic cutlery. Cô Mỹ gestured to a pan of bright yellow rice noodles.
“I’ll make you a bowl of mì Quảng,” said Cô Mỹ. “You can take my seat and eat at the table.”
I quickly shook my head. No matter how much I craved the noodles and soup, it wasn’t worth it to stay in the kitchen. I’d been forced to sit at the women’s table before, and each experience was the same. I was at the mercy of the women as they gawked and touched my hair, my face. It was miserable to sit there as the women talked about me. They were so brazen. I would have rather starved than stay.
“Veronica wants to eat in her room,” said Mẹ. She didn’t turn away from the sink. “Get her some eggrolls on a plate.”
“I have something even better,” said the other auntie. She picked up a paper plate and stacked a couple of thick spring rolls on it. “The kids love it when I make these.”
“Veronica doesn’t like nem chua,” said Mẹ.
Cô Mỹ gasped. She looked horrified, as if my mother had just confessed to murder.
“What child doesn’t like nem chua?” asked Cô Mỹ. “It’s so easy to eat.”
I shrugged.
The other auntie clucked. She unwrapped a spring roll at its end, peeling back the rice paper. With careful fingers, she avoided the rest of the filling—the noodles, the lettuce, the cucumber slices—and ripped off a piece of nem chua. She held it out to me.
“Try it,” said the auntie. “It’s a different brand than what I usually use. You might like this one.”
The entire kitchen was watching me. I knew I didn’t have a choice. I reached out and took the slim piece of meat. It looked like a sick sausage. It was flesh-pink yet wrinkled, as if most of the life had been drained out of it. But it was the taste that had always stuck with me: a tinge of sourness.
“She acts like it’s alive,” said the auntie.
“That’s how she looked at the eggroll filling today,” said Cô Mỹ. “It was like she’d never seen ground pork before in her life.”
I was so annoyed, I popped the nem chua in my mouth. I held my breath as I chewed. I didn’t want to taste it. I just wanted Cô Mỹ to leave me alone.
But the sensation was familiar. The piece of meat was small and lumpy on my tongue. It was only slightly bigger than an earlobe.
Only a few hours earlier, I’d had an earlobe in my mouth, blood leaking out of it. I’d spit it out on the bed before I could chew it. I’d missed my chance. I hadn’t known the full sensation of an earlobe between my teeth, the full taste of its flesh—I’d only tasted the salty outside.
My mind knew it was a revolting experience. It was unnatural. But my body didn’t seem to care. As Michael screamed, his earlobe gone in my mouth, I had felt no urge to puke. I hadn’t gagged.
I hadn’t disliked the taste.
It was actually kind of good.
If an earlobe didn’t bother me, then why would a piece of meat?
“Do you like it?”
I nodded. The sourness of the nem chua wasn’t bad. It was a pleasant burst of flavor in something that could have been too bland.
I spoke in Vietnamese: “It’s delicious, cám ơn.”
The auntie beamed. She added two more spring rolls and scooped some nước chấm onto my plate. Then she sent me outside. Two of the kids kicked a soccer ball in the backyard. They ignored me as I sat on a lounge chair. I scarfed down the spring rolls, drenching them in the sauce. I liked the crunch of the vegetables, the sour tang of the meat, the salty sweetness of the nước chấm.
I polished off three spring rolls in a few minutes. I was eating as much as Tommy did after a long day of work. And I was still ravenous afterward. After the long walk home, I’d built up an appetite.
I could’ve added more food to my plate, but I didn’t crave the hot soup or noodles or Mẹ’s eggrolls or the sticks of nem chua on the counter. And I wasn’t yet ready for the chè ba màu that sat brightly in the fridge. All those things were very tasty, but they wouldn’t sate my appetite. I could feel the gnawing in my stomach, like a hand reaching out for more—
Two of the kids yelled. The soccer ball flew in the air and disappeared over the fence behind our yard.
The kids, a boy and a girl, turned to look at me. They were expectant, hands on their hips.
“Cousin Veronica, you have to get it,” they said.
“You get it. You two have legs.”
Neither child moved. “Mommy said we’ll get kidnapped if we leave.”
I rolled my eyes. I crossed the yard, walking past the wooden fence. The soccer ball had stopped just outside the woods. As I approached it, I saw something nearby, just a few feet away from the neighbors’ yard. I slowed down, silent.
The cage trap. It was back. And there was an occupant inside: a ball of gray and white fluff.
A squirrel.
Only Tommy had ever freed one. I’d only watched last time. But I wasn’t prepared to do it by myself. I had no confidence without Tommy around. He could guide me, tell me what to do. Even when he made fun of me, he was reliable. I was sure he could handle anything that came along, both real and imagined. If there was a problem, Tommy would fix it. He would find a way. I had faith in my big brother.
But life had changed. Without Tommy there, the burden was solely on me. It would be my fault if I got bitten. It would be my fault if I couldn’t free the squirrel from its cage.
Unfortunately, I was the only option around.
As I peered down at the cage, my skin went cold. The squirrel didn’t move. It didn’t bark or snarl. It was lifeless. Blood was smeared throughout its fur. Its face was hidden, but I was certain that the teeth had been shattered, the mouth torn at the edges as it had chewed against the metal bars. The squirrel had killed itself trying to get out.
“Don’t touch it.”
I jumped. Gigi’s husband strode across his lawn. He wore a plain T-shirt, exercise shorts, and bright pink flip-flops on his feet. He looked harmless, as if he hadn’t shoved his wife that morning. The memory made me shrink back.
“I wasn’t going to touch it,” I squeaked.
“No? Not like that other time?” He snorted. “I know you kids messed with my trap last time. I saw you two out here. Am I right?”
I shook my head.
“I have to go,” I squeaked.
But Gigi’s husband stepped in my way. His arms were crossed, his eyes burrowing into mine.
“You two enjoy kicking people’s property?”
“No.”
“You know the damage these squirrels can do to a house? When you let them go, you’re making the damage worse.”
“I—I didn’t know.”
“You know these things cost time and money?”
“I’m—I’m sorry, sir.”
“So what are you gonna do about it?” Gigi’s husband waited for a response. When I didn’t answer, his frown deepened. He spoke slowly. “These things cost money. How are you and your brother going to fix this?”
The speed of his questions made me nervous. The talk of money stressed me out. Ba was paranoid about lawsuits—in America, it was easy to sue other people, and it was easier to be sued, to go bankrupt, to lose everything. Tommy and I had been taught to be careful around other people, especially those who weren’t Vietnamese. We had to give them no reason to hurt us, to bleed us of all we had.
And we hadn’t been careful around Gigi’s husband. We’d kicked his cage trap without much thought. He had a right to be angry.
But even as I shrank back, I felt a flash of rage. It burned in my chest. And the longer I looked at his frown, the angrier I got. I didn’t know where all this defiance had come from. But I wanted to give the neighbor nothing. No apologies, no promises, no respect. I knew Tommy would’ve felt the same way. Neither of us could respect someone who didn’t deserve it. We couldn’t pretend either. And Gigi’s husband, a man who shoved his wife, who trapped animals until they killed themselves—he deserved worse.
“What are you going to do about it?” he asked.
I was enraged.
I realized I wanted to hurt him.
I wanted his frown to go away. And I wanted his eyes to grow wide, his limbs shaking, the words sputtering in his mouth as he stared at me, horrified. I wanted my neighbor to bleed. I wanted him in pain. And I wanted him on my tongue, his insides raw and red and dripping with flavor….
I cleared my throat, my mouth watering: “I think you need to go and shove it up your—”
“Veronica!” It was Mẹ’s voice. She hurried toward us, a bright blur of yellow in the grass. Her hand latched onto my arm. “What are you doing?”
“N-nothing,” I stammered. In her presence, I lost all my fire.
“What happen?” asked Mẹ. Her voice was high-pitched in English. “What’s going on?”
Gigi’s husband was a head taller than me, but he towered over my mother. She had to strain her neck just to look up at him.
“You know your daughter’s a liar?” he asked. “Your kids kicked our trap during the summer. I caught her just now, about to do it again. She won’t admit it.”
I knew Mẹ didn’t understand him. He spoke English too quickly for her to sort through the words, to make sense of the meaning. But Mẹ was quick to act.
“No, I don’t know,” she said. She bowed her head slightly. “But I sorry. My daughter sorry.”
Mẹ squeezed my arm with one hand. Her nails clawed into my skin. In Vietnamese, she murmured, “Just do it, Veronica.”
I refused, but Mẹ’s other hand was on my back, pushing me forward. I gave a slight bow to Gigi’s husband. My face was hot with rage. I had never felt so humiliated in my life.
Our family didn’t bow. Other people might have, but not us. It was a foreign gesture to Tommy and me, and for our parents, it was something to be done rarely. They only bowed toward their Vietnamese elders on the most formal of occasions. It was a show of respect.
But that was not the message that Mẹ gave to Gigi’s husband. Hers was a bow of submission. She was asking him for mercy and forgiveness for whatever I had done wrong. Please don’t sue us, please don’t hurt us. We were groveling at his feet.
It made me sick. I wanted to rip the satisfaction from his face.
“How can my daughter fix?” asked Mẹ.
The door to Gigi’s house slid open. Gigi peeked out, her lips a soft red, a pair of sunglasses on her face. It was strange to see her alive and chipper.
“Honey, can you come here?” she asked. I wondered if she was looking at me. “I think there’s something wrong with the fridge. Ice machine’s not working.”
“One moment.”
“Honey, the ice machine.”
Gigi’s husband was irritated, but he had lost his momentum. He turned to Mẹ. “Please keep your kids away from our trap. You understand?”
“Yes, thank you,” said Mẹ. She bowed her head again.
Gigi’s husband gave me a stern look. Then he picked up his cage trap and walked back through his yard. Mẹ quickly steered me away, her hand clawing into my arm. She hadn’t let go since she’d appeared.
“Do as he says,” Mẹ muttered. “Leave the man alone. Don’t touch his things.”
“There’s a dead squirrel in his cage,” I said loudly.
If Mẹ had seen the bloodied corpse of the squirrel, she didn’t show it. She pushed open our gate and yanked me inside. I shook myself out of her grasp. Nearby, the boy and the girl sat in our grass, watching us with open mouths. I had forgotten about their soccer ball.
“Everyone’s watching,” said Mẹ. “Behave.”
“I don’t care,” I shot back. “What are they gonna do about it?”
Mẹ leaned toward me and hissed, “Stop it. If you keep bothering that man, I won’t be able to help you next time.”
She disappeared back into the house. On the patio, a couple of the men chuckled to themselves, glancing at me. Behind the glass door, a few of the aunties stood together, gawking. They were gossips—it was in our blood. They loved drama, and they loved to talk about drama in their loud voices with anyone and everyone.
“She’s disrespectful, but I do pity the girl,” said one of the uncles.
I immediately turned around. I stormed back out of the yard, past the kids and past the gate. I hadn’t had a tantrum in years, but suddenly I would have done anything to scream and flail and smash everything in my path.
I glared into the neighbors’ yard as I followed the edge of the woods. I half hoped Gigi’s husband would come out so I could finish what I had wanted to say. I wanted him to be enraged—I dared him to be enraged, because then maybe he would swing at me. Unfortunately for him, I was also enraged. And unlike him, I had chewed off an earlobe—
But Gigi’s husband never came out. My own mother didn’t even follow me. I emerged onto the road, near the same spot where Caleb’s car had waited.
After a moment, I kept walking. I made sure I moved quickly, putting distance between myself and the house. I wanted Mẹ and Ba to panic when they realized I was gone. Where did Veronica go? Did someone take her? Did she run away?
Did a car kill her, too?
In their hysteria, they would turn on each other. Ba would say it was Mẹ’s fault for yelling at me. And Mẹ would yell at Ba for throwing a party where I could wander off. Or they would both blame Cô Mỹ for visiting and somehow setting everything in motion. I wanted to know there was chaos and worry and screaming behind me. I thought that would make me feel better.
I continued deeper into the neighborhood, venturing onto more streets of bungalows. Some of the houses were well-kept, like Gigi’s; others were shoddy, like ours. I took a random turn, suddenly reaching an exit. Outside of the neighborhood, there was a gas station and a dinky strip mall. Warehouses and manufacturing plants loomed farther down the road.
I had just discovered an industrial area by our house. My whole life, I had lived in the same neighborhood, and not once had our parents taken us in this direction. Not once had Tommy and I biked here. It seemed that our family had done its best to look in the opposite direction: toward the schools, the church, the mall, the highway.
There wasn’t much to see. The gas station was crowded on a Saturday. There was a line of customers inside, waiting on one cashier. A group of teenagers entered through the door. Another group disappeared down one aisle.
I felt the blood pumping in my ears as I realized: what a perfect time to steal. I could filch a candy bar without getting caught. A grab-and-go. A five-finger discount. It was a rare opportunity, and I was fired up. I didn’t give a damn anymore. Who cared about the police or juvie or Mẹ or Ba? They were empty threats. People stole all the time without getting caught. People did worse without facing the consequences.
My legs were shaky as I cut toward the gas station. I tried to act like I went there all the time. I’d almost reached the door when a police car pulled in. It stopped at a pump nearby. I made the mistake of glancing at the window, because then I looked directly into a cop’s eyes. They were black and unblinking, and they knew, didn’t they—
I lost my nerve. I made a sharp turn away from the gas station. And I cut across the road, walking until I reached the dinky strip mall.
I was tense, paranoid that the cop’s eyes were trained on my back, watching me. And I was annoyed that the police could scare me off from stealing, when I’d only wanted a simple candy bar. I wasn’t hurting anybody. Yet when it came to Tommy’s death, the police could not punish the man who’d crashed into my brother. It was all so unfair and backward.
At the strip mall, there was nothing. It looked dead with its dinky wooden storefronts: I saw signs for insurance, pet supplies, upholstery services. Not even a liquor store in sight.
A bell jingled as a door opened. A small Black boy came running out, a brown paper bag swinging between his hands. He zipped past me, breathless and giggly.
“You can’t catch me!” he shouted.
“Be careful! No one’s chasing you,” called a man’s voice.
“Slow down,” added a woman. “You get hit by a car and I swear to God—”
She stopped when she saw me. The boy’s parents smiled, and I smiled back. Our mouths were closed and stretched tight.
“Hello,” said the couple.
“Hello,” I said back.
“How are you?” asked the boy’s father.
“Good. And you?”
“Good,” he replied. We made polite conversation as we passed each other. But none of us truly wanted to talk. The boy’s parents wanted to show that they were nonthreatening, and I wanted to show that I was not someone who would steal a candy bar.
I kept walking, pretending I had somewhere to go. I listened as the boy chattered to his parents. He sounded happy, the world nothing but one good day. Then the car doors slammed shut, and the family drove off.
I sighed when they disappeared.
I stood outside the shop they’d left, tucked in the corner of the strip mall. A yellowed sign hung overhead: HARDY’S MEAT MARKET.
I swallowed. There was a gentle, nervous patter in my chest.
I approached the front door and peered in through the glass. It glowed inside. I saw the white deli cases and the red meats on display like jewels. The meats sat on a bed of grassy green paper. The colors were vivid, nearly blinding. My mouth watered.
Something moved behind the counter. A large white man in a white shirt and white apron had come out of nowhere. He glowed brighter than all the deli cases. I got one full look at him before my eyes began to burn. And he was looking right at me, heading for the door—
I hurried away, suddenly shy. I walked as fast as I could without running. And I headed straight home, my body shaking all over.

When I returned home, the backyard was empty. The kids were gone, and there were only two uncles who sat outside in the patio chairs.
But there was music exploding from the house. I realized that most of the guests were crammed inside, all facing the living room. The TV played a tape of Paris by Night: a shiny Vietnamese man and woman sang and danced in their sparkly clothes as the backup dancers shook behind them. Lights flashed overhead like they were in Vegas. The music was a frenetic, techno beat.
But we had a live performance, too, because Cô Mỹ sang along in the living room. She held the remote control to her lips like a microphone, and she loudly crooned in her husky voice. Cô Mỹ was a strong singer, but she was drunk as she swayed in place. Behind her, Tommy smiled awkwardly from his shrine.
Cô Mỹ stopped suddenly and said, “I need a real karaoke machine. I sound terrible without one!” And Ba and the guests clapped and cheered and heckled. Mẹ stood beside him, unmoving, watching with pursed lips.
No one had noticed that I’d been gone.






CHAPTER 9
On Sunday, we went to the Vietnamese church with Cô Mỹ. With a guest at the house, Ba was willing to drive us farther for Mass. I was told to wear something nice, so I put on the black dress I’d worn at Tommy’s funeral.
We piled into Ba’s car, Mẹ and Ba in the front and Cô Mỹ and me in the back.
The car ride was silent that morning. Mẹ and I hadn’t really talked since our spat in the backyard. And Ba and Cô Mỹ were hungover again.
I stifled a yawn.
“You didn’t sleep?” asked Cô Mỹ.
“No.”
After the party had ended, I’d gone to the bathroom before bed. And while I was on the toilet, the pain had shot back between my legs. It was razor-sharp, as though the wound was fresh. But the bleeding had slowed to a smudge of blood on the toilet paper.
In my room late at night, I was stuck with the pain. I couldn’t sleep. I rolled over and stared at Tommy’s bare half of the room. There was no moonlight, so I couldn’t pretend to see him in the shadows.
The silence was overwhelming. The dark was heavy.
And when I closed my eyes I thought about too much: the car crash, the bloody squirrel, Gigi’s husband, the earlobe. And Michael Peterson.
I wept.
It came suddenly, a torrent of tears and heavy gasps that left me panting in bed. I put my hands over my mouth to keep quiet. When the hiccups came, I buried my face in my pillow. My shoulders shuddered as the snot ran from my nose. It was easy to cry in the dark.
I hated life without Tommy. It was a cruel, frightening world without him. I hadn’t just lost a brother—I’d lost my closest friend. He understood me in a way no one else ever would. And he had been my protector, the scout who’d braved the world first, who’d warned me about its dangers, its oddities. He’d always been there, as reassuring as the sun.
Without him, the world was scary. I didn’t want to walk through it alone.
It was a sickly sweet thought, the kind of thing that would make him snort.
I think you’ll be fine—you’re being dramatic, Tommy would say. You chomped off a piece of someone’s ear. Aren’t you the scary one?
It made me giggle as tears leaked into my mouth.

The Vietnamese Mass was led by the same priest from Tommy’s funeral. As the minutes crept by, there was a special kind of torture in not understanding most of what he said.
In our pew, Ba had closed his eyes, his arms folded together. He looked like he was deep in thought, mulling over the priest’s words. Then I heard him snore. Ever since Cô Mỹ had arrived, Ba had been drinking heavily. I wondered if that was safe with his sleep medication. He seemed groggier than usual.
I nudged him to wake up. Ba frowned and kept his eyes closed.
Next to him, Mẹ held her hands together in her lap, as lifeless as stone. Her face was somber as she watched the priest.
I realized how pitiful we looked—disheveled, tired, and in need of some divine intervention. Ba’s sister looked like the saintly woman who would save us. When we’d walked into the church, parishioners had slowly flocked to her. They seemed to know she was glamorous and interesting. In these conversations, she talked about her son in seminary school.
“Đức’s father and I are very blessed,” Cô Mỹ had said. “My son brings me closer to God—and I don’t have to do any of the work!”
At Mass, Cô Mỹ wore a jade rosary around her neck. Sunday school had taught us that it was sacrilege to wear one, but at the Vietnamese church, some of the adults wore them anyway. Cô Mỹ clutched at hers during Mass, her fingers moving along each bead.
Then we kneeled. As people bent their heads, I watched the priest at the altar. He glowed in his robes, green like a bed of grass. He held up the Communion host in his hands over the rest of the wafers. And he chanted, blessing all those pieces of bread.
Except they weren’t bread anymore—they were the Body of Christ.
At the American church, a Sunday school teacher had taught us that the bread wasn’t just a symbol when it was blessed—it had become real flesh. Even if it didn’t look or taste any different from bread, it had changed. It had been transfigured into Jesus’s body. The priest did the same thing with the wine, turning it into Jesus’s blood.
On that altar, there was technically real flesh and blood. Bits of arm and leg and ear and belly and buttocks and who knows what. Jugs of dark, spilt blood. And these bits of flesh and blood were from someone people adored.
When I really thought about it, it seemed so macabre. It was like a dark ritual that I would see in the movies, performed by a cult of Satan worshippers.
But I thought it was beautiful. It seemed like a very kind thing to do. I pictured us all like the people in Cô Mỹ’s story, stranded on an island together. Instead of killing the others to survive, someone had volunteered themselves out of the goodness of their heart. Take of me and eat it. Someone had sacrificed themselves so the others could live.
I had chewed off Michael’s earlobe because he’d hurt me. But here was Jesus, a guy who was actually very nice to a lot of people, who’d been whipped and tortured and killed. But he still gave away big chunks of himself to a bunch of strangers he would never meet. It seemed so unfair and backward. Good people did not deserve to be eaten.
Still, I was grateful for it.
As I moved down the Communion line, I felt a strange, solemn reverence. Tommy might not have believed anymore, but a part of me still did. I was a little girl again, about to receive her very first Communion. Above the altar, a beam of sunshine drifted in through the skylight. It was all a special gift, wasn’t it?
A church lady put the Body of Christ in my hand. I plopped it onto my tongue. And for once, I actually sipped the Blood of Christ from a cup.
I grimaced, my lips puckered together.
I tasted sour old bread and sour church wine. I prayed a quick thank-you to Jesus for the kind gesture. I was very grateful for my food. But none of it tasted the way I desperately wanted it to taste.
The Body wasn’t fresh or warm or raw. There was no metallic tinge in the Blood, no savory flavor, no saltiness. As the Mass crept to its end, I stared blankly at the priest with only one thought:
I should have chewed off more when I’d had the chance.

Cô Mỹ invited the priest to Sunday brunch. She had never mentioned these plans in the car, but we found ourselves in the middle of a crowded Vietnamese restaurant. Our group of five people took up two small tables. I sat on one side with Mẹ and Ba. Across from me, Cô Mỹ sat with the priest. She fanned herself with a church bulletin.
Before Tommy had learned to drive, he and I had rarely gone to restaurants with our parents. Mẹ and Ba hated to wait for their food. They disliked the concept of tipping when there was already a bill, and they often said that restaurant food wasn’t worth the price. When it came to Vietnamese restaurants in the area, Mẹ and Ba could only tolerate two, and we only went on very special occasions.
“I’ll pay for your meal, Cha,” said Cô Mỹ. Before he could object, Cô Mỹ put up a hand to stop him. “I’m not arguing about this. As a priest, you have to let your parishioners be good people. I’m paying.”
“That’s very kind of you.”
“Would you like a beer?” asked Cô Mỹ.
The priest shook his head.
“The good cha is right,” said Ba, nodding. He leaned back in his seat, his arms folded. “It’s not good to drink in the middle of the day.”
I rolled my eyes as Cô Mỹ loudly agreed.
The priest cleared his throat, glancing from me to my parents. I wanted to shrink into my seat.
“I haven’t seen your family since Tommy’s funeral,” said the priest. The hair on top of his head was much thinner than the rest of it. “You should come to the Vietnamese church more often.”
Ba shrugged, staring at a spot on the table.
“We would go, Cha, but we like the American church close to us. It’s more convenient,” said Ba.
“Many of my parishioners live just as far away,” said the priest gently. “But the drive is worth it for them. Each week, they see their friends and family in a place where only Vietnamese is spoken. It feels more like home than anywhere else around here. You don’t get that sense of community in the American church.”
Cô Mỹ nodded. Ba only stared at the table.
“We go to church to pray, not socialize,” said Mẹ softly. She looked nervous, as if she didn’t have a good, respectable answer. “We see our friends and family often.”
The priest nodded, though the truth was Mẹ and Ba rarely saw other Vietnamese people. Once in a while, the men would drive Ba to nhậu at one of their houses. But Mẹ preferred to stay home. I couldn’t think of a single time when she’d gone to visit a friend. My mother’s world was made of only her spouse and children. No one else could enter it.
The priest cleared his throat and turned to Ba.
“How have you been since the funeral?” he asked.
Ba shrugged. When the priest said nothing else, Ba shifted in his seat. “We’re coping. Even when someone dies, the world turns. You still have to eat and work and live.”
“It doesn’t mean it’s easy,” said the priest.
“No. Life is miserable sometimes,” said Ba. He gave a hollow laugh. “You think things are bad one day. You think it can’t get any worse. Then it does.”
Our two little tables went quiet. There was a flurry of conversation around us and the whines of a child as it begged for a can of Coke.
Ba said he talked straight—he was blunt, he was direct, and he didn’t meander around the topic of conversation. That was how he’d spoken to us all our lives.
But that was the first time I’d heard my father express himself so openly. He was miserable. And he could admit it.
I didn’t know the specifics of his life, but I knew his past was rife with misery. Tommy and I had always sensed that truth in our upbringing. Ba never explicitly told us anything—we just knew.
Even when I was annoyed with him, I did feel bad for my father. Both my parents had lived hard lives already. It seemed unfair for more tragedy to keep following them. Out of all the people in the restaurant, the city, the state of Missouri, the world—all six billion of us—why was it my parents who had to lose a son? Why them?
“Sometimes there’s nothing you can do but pray,” the priest said softly.
Ba cleared his throat and sipped his water. Mẹ looked like she would sink into the floor. After a moment, Ba glanced in my direction, as if he’d just remembered that I was there.
“Veronica started high school,” he said. I’d been offered up as a distraction.
The priest spoke to me in English. He seemed to remember that I didn’t speak much Vietnamese: “How is high school? You like it?”
“It’s okay.”
“I bet it’s not as fun as religion class.”
“I don’t go to that anymore.”
“You don’t?” His face fell.
I shrugged. At the American church, Tommy and I had taken free Sunday school classes until we turned eleven. After that, the classes cost money, and they were held on weeknights after school. The things our family had struggled with—money, time, transportation—had suddenly become our means of escape.
“I think I might skip the religion classes,” Tommy had said. He was a scrawny eleven-year-old boy with a bowl of rice bigger than our father’s. “They’re kind of expensive, and I don’t want it to get in the way of my homework. Are you cool with that?”
“You’re baptized, you’re fine,” said Ba. He was more interested in his dinner.
“I know you’re a good boy who listens to Jesus,” said Mẹ. She looked at him directly as she said it. “You don’t need the classes like some other kids do.”
Tommy had smiled and winked at me.
I wished our parents would have always seen Tommy like that—a good boy who listened to Jesus. I wished Tommy would have acted that way around them instead of speaking his mind. I wished we could have always been content with each other, never angry, never bothersome. Maybe then our lives would be different. And Tommy would never have been on the highway…
“My church has a great youth program,” said the priest. “Plenty of Viet kids your age to make friends with. It’s a shame you can’t join us.”
“Yeah, what a shame,” I said. Ba gave me a suspicious look.
When the servers came, they brought us two trays of food. Everyone in our group had a large steaming bowl of phở placed in front of them. It was different than what Mẹ usually made. She liked cooking her phở with Vietnamese meatballs and large cuts of beef and bone that she cooked for a long time in the broth.
But that was not what we had ordered. The priest had wanted phở tái, so Cô Mỹ had ordered it for all of us.
In my bowl, half of the beef was brown and cooked, the way Mẹ always made it. The other half was bright red and thinly sliced. Raw beef. I could still see the blood in the meat. If I sniffed it, perhaps I could smell it, too.
“Nothing beats phở tái,” said the priest. “It’s so fresh.”
“This is not as good as the phở in California, but it does the job,” said Ba to his sister.
“I can’t complain,” said Cô Mỹ. “When you’re hungry, everything tastes good.”
The rest of the group prepped their food. With their chopsticks, they submerged the raw beef in the soup to cook it. They moved the noodles to the top of the bowl. They stirred the sriracha, hoisin sauce, and fish sauce into the broth. Then they piled on the garnishes of bean sprouts and peppers and mint leaves into their bowls.
But I didn’t move.
There was raw beef in front of me. The beef had been lovingly cut up into thin, delicate slices. It was a beautiful bright red, a healthy color. The blood still ran liquid inside of it.
It was real, raw flesh. I wondered if Michael’s earlobe had looked the same on the inside. If only I had just bitten through the skin. If only I hadn’t spat it out.
My mouth was watering.
“Veronica?” said Ba. He gestured at my bowl with his chopsticks. “You’re supposed to cook the meat in the broth. Otherwise you’re eating it raw.”
“I know,” I snapped.
“That’s how you get worms in your body.”
But I had chewed off an earlobe. And I had tasted blood. I was fine.
With my chopsticks, I plucked out the rawest piece of beef. It was bright red and soft. It looked like it could wriggle at any moment, curling between the chopsticks.
“What are you doing?”
I shoved it in my mouth.
There was a tiny flow of blood as my teeth mashed into the meat. The texture was nice and wet and chewy. I kept turning it back and forth between my teeth—the sensation reminded me of a wad of gum. And the blood had a tang to it, almost lighter than the broth.
For a moment, I imagined I was eating his earlobe, soft, yet so chewy. There was a flash of warmth in my belly, a burn in my chest. And in my mouth, the taste of meat only grew stronger, climbing upward, higher and higher—
“Veronica, stop that. Are you crazy?” hissed Mẹ. She clutched onto Ba’s arm with both hands, glaring at me.
“Trời ơi! You’ll get worms in your tummy!” said Cô Mỹ. She was so loud that the priest flinched.
I plucked out a second piece of raw beef and shoved it into my mouth. It was chewy and divine.
“Stop that,” Ba snapped. He leaned over and reached into my bowl with his chopsticks. He flipped the phở noodles to the top and shoved the raw meat down into the soup. To my dismay, the meat was already losing its fresh color.
“What’s wrong with you?” asked Mẹ.
“You know if you ingest raw meat, your skin breaks out into rashes. And your beautiful hair will fall out!” said Cô Mỹ.
“She’ll die from disease,” snapped Mẹ, annoyed.
But I was touched by Cô Mỹ’s comment. Nobody had complimented me on my hair before. I never thought it was special.
“I apologize for my daughter’s behavior,” said Ba to the priest. “She usually doesn’t act like this.”
The priest cleared his throat. He’d turned back to his bowl of phở, his chopsticks in one hand and a soup spoon in the other.
“She’s a teenager. It’s been a hard time for her, too,” said the priest. He smiled at me kindly, and I looked away because I didn’t want his kindness. “I’m sure the meat was mostly cooked. She’ll be fine.”
“She’s being crazy,” Ba muttered.
I fished out a slice of beef from the soup. There was no redness left, not even a hint of pink.
And that made me bitter, because I blamed it on Mẹ and Ba. I was sick of them. They always stepped in at the wrong time.
They never paid attention when it counted—never showed up to our choir concerts or class charity events. They liked Tommy’s grades, but they never went to the awards nights to celebrate him.
When we didn’t want them around, that was when our parents cared. That was when they suddenly interfered. Then I couldn’t say shit to the neighbor, I couldn’t eat the meat I wanted, I couldn’t even watch kissing on TV. Even Tommy couldn’t hide his disdain any longer. He’d been sick of them, too—I fully understood it.
“You know what’s really crazy?” I asked suddenly. None of the adults answered. “What do we do at church then? We eat someone’s body and drink someone’s blood. That seems crazy.”
“It’s fake, Veronica. It’s not real.” Mẹ looked at me directly, a warning in her eyes.
“But it is real,” I said. “The American church taught me that. Protestants and all the rest say it’s fake symbolism. But for Catholics, we actually believe it’s real flesh and blood. We’re eating a person.”
“You can’t say those vulgar things about the church,” snapped Ba.
“Jesus is watching,” warned Cô Mỹ.
“I’m only talking about religion,” I said sweetly. “Isn’t that what you want me to do?”
I felt a rush of adrenaline moving through me. I realized that was why Tommy got so swept up in his arguments—he couldn’t help himself. The inertia was too strong. The adults in our lives acted so sure of everything, but we sensed it was a lie. As teenagers, we had the compulsive need to humble them—to point out their hypocrisy, their uncertainty, their lies. They were flawed people, too. They were just older. With all that extra time, the adults had actually made more mistakes.
“Every Sunday, we’re eating someone,” I said. “So I think it’s fine to eat some raw beef.”
The priest chuckled. While everyone else was bickering, he sipped his soup. His broth was dark brown, more sweet than spicy. Mẹ and Ba would have made fun of him if he wasn’t a priest. Our family craved the heat, the spiciness, the flavor. Tommy and I had been raised on sriracha and Thai chilis. For us, the taste was worth the discomfort. Most people couldn’t handle the heat like we could. It was a point of pride for us.
I added sriracha until my soup turned dark red, like blood.
“You seem very passionate about the church, Veronica,” said the priest. “Which is why you should join our youth program. You can learn more about the Eucharist. You might find a calling for the holy life.”
Mẹ snorted, looking at me.
“We would send her to a convent if we could,” said Mẹ. “But the nuns wouldn’t let her through the door.”
I wasn’t sure how to respond, so I fumed anyway, glaring at Mẹ. But I shut up immediately after that.

After brunch, Cô Mỹ and Ba went to visit other relatives. I figured they were plied with more food and alcohol wherever they went.
Mẹ and I stayed home, avoiding each other. Mẹ retreated to her room, bundled in her brown bathrobe. She told me to microwave the leftovers when I got hungry. While Cô Mỹ was away, I watched TV in the living room. I watched the neighbors’ yard just as closely, sometimes standing behind the blinds. I felt like I was taunting them, waiting for Gigi’s husband to make a move so I could make a move. And when he set up the cage trap, I would kick it over, stomping on it until the wires snapped under my weight….
But the neighbors were gone that day.
At dinnertime, I opened the fridge. I saw the yellow noodles, soup, meats, shrimp, and veggies for the mì Quảng. I saw a tray of wrapped spring rolls and sticks of pink nem chua. There was some chè đậu xanh, but I didn’t want dessert.
I only wanted the fresh, raw beef from the phở tái. I wanted the tang of blood on my tongue and the soft touch of flesh between my teeth….
So I improvised. I ate three of the cold nem chua as if they were sticks of jerky. And I found an old package of pink lunch meat in the fridge. I shoved as many slices in my mouth as I could. There was no blood, but it was better than nothing. And I chewed so quickly, I gave myself the hiccups.
I turned on the TV as I ate. But then my eyes landed on Tommy. I realized he watched me from his portrait, from his altar. If there was a heaven, he watched from there, too.
I got embarrassed. This was more humiliating than the romance books. I knew how sloppy I looked, scarfing down lunch meat like a pig. It was abnormal. It would have made Tommy worried about me.
And if he saw me eating the meat, then maybe he’d seen everything else, including the night of the party—
I shot up, shaking my head. I shut off the TV. I went back to the bedroom, far away from his portrait. And I told myself that Tommy couldn’t see me, because he was dead. He no longer had to worry about me. He didn’t have to be ashamed, either. In death, he had the bliss of not knowing how strange and stupid and depraved I really was.
No one knew but me.






CHAPTER 10
I braced myself for school. I had to come back eventually. But I wasn’t weak—I was strong and tough, and I had chewed up an earlobe and told the neighbor to fuck off. I was a baby carnivore. I was fire and brimstone, and I would burn whoever came into my path. I thought of nothing else on the bus ride to school.
I thought I could prepare for it: the next time I would see Michael Peterson. I would not let myself be ambushed. And I would not be afraid.
Then I entered the school, and I felt small.
I was cautious in the hallway, my eyes darting from person to person, scoping out each corner, locker, and intersection. I was tense, my body coiled up tight. There were too many boys in the hallway with the same height or hair or coloring as Michael. And I was mad at all of them for looking so similar, as if they’d planned it together. My breath was shallow until I entered the classroom. When I sat down, I was already tired.
The pain between my legs was gone, but the rest of me was unwell. And I hadn’t even faced the worst of it yet—
“Ronny, you’re alive!” It was Sharon who beelined for me, Hannah following close behind.
I felt a prickliness crawling up my spine.
“Yeah, I’m here,” I said cheerfully. My smile felt like a hollowed crack.
“We’re really glad. You just disappeared from the party. We didn’t know if you made it home.”
“Yeah, we thought something had happened,” said Hannah.
I felt a nastiness seeping out of me, as thick as syrup.
“Well, if you were that worried, you could have called me over the weekend. Or messaged me,” I said. “No one checked.”
“We didn’t want your parents to suspect anything,” said Sharon. “You said they’re overprotective.”
“You didn’t have to tell my parents anything. You could’ve just called to say hi,” I said. “If you were that worried.”
The girls seemed unsure of what to say. I liked that I’d made them uncomfortable—it was a small taste of what I had felt that night.
“How’d you get home?” asked Hannah.
“I walked.”
Their jaws dropped.
“By yourself?”
“That’s such a long walk from the Petersons’ house.”
“Yeah. But I did it,” I said. And I remembered the chill night air, the wind from the highway, and the man in the red car who had offered me a ride. He could have been harmless, or he could have been bad. The odds were a coin flip. “And I was fine. It was a boring party anyway.”
Sharon and Hannah exchanged a look, and Hannah said, “It was boring? We heard something different—”
I’d stopped listening.
A new figure had stepped into the classroom, looming behind Hannah’s shoulder: Michael Peterson. My eyes landed on him, unable to move away. Michael was tall and lanky, and he looked nice and sweet, like he always did.
I wanted to hurl.
Michael kept looking straight ahead, as though there was nothing more interesting to him than the chalkboard. I nearly shuddered as he passed by. And when I saw it, I thought my heart would stop beating entirely: his ear was bandaged with a cotton ball and first-aid tape.
Michael sat down in the front. My eyes were glued to the back of his head, at a piece of hair that stuck up out of place. It looked so stupid.
And he was stupid and pathetic, yet he had hurt me. He had made me bleed. And even though I was fire and brimstone, I didn’t feel like it anymore. My eyes began to water. I wanted to slap myself for being so weak. Because angry tears and sad tears all looked the same. And I wouldn’t let myself bawl right there, in the classroom—
“Michael, your ear. What happened?” Mr. Ed stood in front of Michael’s desk, peering down at him.
The class period had started. Sharon and Hannah had slipped into seats nearby.
Michael mumbled something in response.
“Looks like you got attacked by a bear,” said Mr. Ed.
“Nah, nothing like that. It was a dog that bit me. She probably should’ve been trained better.”
One of Michael’s friends snickered, then glanced at me. I felt my blood run cold.
“I would have put that dog down,” said the boy.
Mr. Ed raised an eyebrow. But then he picked up an assignment from Michael’s desk. And I realized that everyone had their assignments out, ready to be collected. I’d never even opened my backpack over the weekend. It had seemed like more effort than it was worth.
“Let’s be careful around other people’s pets,” said Mr. Ed.
“Yeah, lesson learned,” said Michael. He didn’t move, but his friend turned to stare at me again. I caught Sharon’s worried gaze, and I could feel the eyes that flickered on me like flies.
I suddenly had the feeling they all knew.

When it was time for lunch, I hid in the bathroom stall. I waited for the lunch lines to shrink. I didn’t want to be stuck in conversation with the girls or Michael’s friends. Because I knew they were curious. They wanted answers. And I refused to talk about it.
As I waited, my stomach groaned. It whimpered. It made wet plopping sounds. I leaned against the stall door, my eyes closed. I thought of the nem chua and the phở tái and the spring rolls. I even thought about the old lunch meat in the fridge. And I kept waiting until I couldn’t bear it anymore.
I slipped to the end of the lunch line and surveyed the crowded cafeteria, looking for a table to sit at alone. I had never eaten by myself at school before. There was something strangely painful about it, to be exposed and alone in a bustling cafeteria.
A girl stepped behind me in line. She reached around me for a tray and, to my surprise, gave it to me.
“Thanks,” I said.
“No problem,” said the girl. She was short, with sleek, glossy hair.
I reached for a carton of chocolate milk, and the girl grabbed it for me.
“Thanks.”
“Are you Ronny?” she asked. I was taken aback—it was uncomfortable when a stranger used my nickname. I saw it as a privilege for only family and friends to use, the people whom I loved, who had shown a bit of care for Ronny. To the rest of the world, I was Veronica.
“Yeah, that’s me.”
“Oh, cool,” said the girl. We moved down the lunch line. A cafeteria worker gave us chicken patty sandwiches. Another worker dumped out a serving of green beans and chunks of pears.
“Did you bite off Michael Peterson’s ear?”
I nearly dropped my tray.
“Don’t drop your food,” said the girl. She was casually pleasant, as if we were talking about a class we shared. “Did you bite off Michael Peterson’s ear?”
I was speechless. The girl was bold and unbothered. Her indiscretion would have made my auntie blush.
“Why would you ask me that?”
“People said they saw you two at the party on Friday. He came out of his room screaming, and his ear was bleeding.”
My stomach roiled.
“So did you do it?”
“I don’t know,” I said quickly. I wanted her to leave me alone.
“Okay then,” said the girl. She smiled, paid for her lunch, and disappeared into the cafeteria. Her presence seemed ominous.
I hurried to the back of the cafeteria. I sat down at one of end of a lonely table; a scowling boy sat at the other end, scribbling in a notebook. We ignored each other, us freaks.
But lunch trays descended around me like paratroopers. It was Sharon, Hannah, and Caleb who sat down next to me.
“We called for you, but you just kept moving this way,” said Sharon. She glanced at the other boy at the end of our lunch table. She wrinkled her nose.
“Yeah, why are we sitting here?” asked Hannah.
“I—I don’t know, I just felt like it,” I said. I took a bite out of my sandwich: it was dry and bready and had no taste. Nothing about it resembled meat.
“You seemed like you had a good time at the party,” said Caleb. I stared at him blankly. He had taken large bites out of his chicken sandwich. Ketchup leaked out from the bottom.
When I said nothing else, Caleb took another bite.
“I heard you guys got freaky.”
“Caleb, stop it,” warned Sharon.
My face burned from embarrassment. Hannah shifted in her seat next to me. I felt grubby and disgusting. Hannah believed in purity before marriage. She was a good Christian girl, and I supposed I was now a slut.
“Biting an ear off isn’t weird. Mike Tyson did it a few years ago,” said Caleb.
“Why did Mike Tyson bite off someone’s ear?” asked Hannah.
“He took it too far during a boxing match.” Caleb shrugged, turning back to me. “Michael said you took things too far during the party. Got a little wild.”
I had to close my eyes. I felt too much in that moment—it overwhelmed me. I had the urge to run and scream, smashing things until they broke apart in my hands. I had the urge to wail like a baby did—its limbs flailing as it screeched at the top of its lungs. A baby didn’t give a damn.
And I had the urge to go back to the party, back into Michael’s room. Except, instead of letting go, I would have clamped my teeth even harder onto his ear. I would have held on until the whole thing ripped off his head. I would have chewed off the other ear. I would have savored him, his taste, my teeth digging and searching and piercing until it found his blood-red flesh, and devoured him whole—
“It sounded kind of kinky,” said Caleb.
“Kinky,” I repeated.
“That’s what he said when they patched up his ear. I heard someone poured vodka over it to prevent an infection.”
I caught Sharon’s worried gaze.
Caleb licked the ketchup off his fingers. He’d demolished his sandwich.
“I’m not here to judge,” he said loudly. “I know that people have, like, fetishes. But why biting? Does that actually turn you on?”
My stomach groaned, then cried out.
I wanted raw meat. I had a taste for blood. I wanted Michael’s.
I stood up, my body moving on its own. I could feel the cells vibrating in my body—I was nearly shaking with them. And I had my lunch tray in my hands as I circled the cafeteria. I was like a hawk, scanning the people and the tables. I was obsessive. I would not stop until I hunted him down.
Michael sat near the center of the room. He was hidden between his friends, but it was his ear that betrayed him, the white bandage like a flare. I walked up right behind him, so close I could see the label peeking out of his shirt.
“You,” I said.
Michael turned around. There was a flash of panic in his eyes, and that warmed me up all over.
“Hey, Ronny,” said Michael.
I could feel myself shaking with rage. My stomach whimpered.
“What are you telling everyone?” I asked.
“I’m stating the facts of what happened that night.” Michael straightened up; he had an audience to impress. “There were witnesses.”
“You know how stupid that sounds?” I asked.
Michael raised his arms in surrender.
“I don’t know what kind of shit you people eat. Or whatever fucked-up shit you do in your own time. But this?” He pointed at his bandaged ear. “It’s not normal.”
“It’s kind of kinky,” said another boy. There was laughter around the table. But when I turned my attention to him, he stopped laughing. I wished I could have chewed off his ear. Then he and Michael could match.
“Tell me why someone would bite off someone else’s ear,” I snapped. “Give me a real answer.”
The boy glanced at Michael. Then he stared blankly back at me.
Only air behind the eyes, as Ba would say.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“It’s called self-defense, you fucking prick.”
The boy shut up and looked away.
“You’re being psychotic,” said Michael. His cheeks flushed bright red. Anger flashed in his eyes, which only made me more enraged. He had the gall to be embarrassed, as though I made him uncomfortable.
But he failed to remember: I could make him suffer. I could make the blood pour out of him, send waves of pain rushing through his body. I could incapacitate him. I could break him. And I could chew off the rest of his body, piece by piece, until I was full.
“You don’t know how psychotic I am,” I warned.
Here was fresh, living meat. Only a bite, and the blood would leak down his clothes, the life leaving his eyes—
My hands twitched. The tray tipped over. My chicken patty sandwich, my green beans, my chunks of pears all tumbled down Michael’s body. The carton of milk dropped onto the floor. His shirt was wet from the fruit syrup and the juice of the green beans. But the stains would wash off just fine. They weren’t messy like blood.
“What the fuck?” Michael stammered.
I walked away. I gingerly put my tray back at the dishwashing station. I left the cafeteria, following the hallway. My goal was the exit door. I planned to walk out from school all the way home. And I knew people would be mad, but I didn’t care, so long as I could get away. I was sick of them—Michael, his friends, Sharon, Caleb, Hannah, the girl in the lunch line. And I was starving, desperate for something that was raw, with a hint of life in it—
I turned a corner, saw a flash of neon.
I froze.
I remembered the slap bracelet from Tommy’s car: hot yellow with the two drawn hearts. The bracelet sat in its plastic bag in a drawer. A token of Tommy’s summer romance. I had found her, hadn’t I? Tommy’s secret girlfriend. She was there in the hallway, the slap bracelet on her wrist—
“What are you looking at?” And my eyes slowly traveled past the bracelet, down the arm, to the rest of the body who wore it.
I scowled because I stared at Will Peterson. He taped a volunteer flyer to the wall. Even when I tried to get away from Michael, I couldn’t avoid him. His brother was an extension of him. They were like parasites.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” Will repeated. He didn’t resemble his brother very much—though they had the same coloring, their features had been borrowed from different parents. But I knew they carried the same toxic genes.
In that moment, I dearly wished that I had never gone to the party.
I scowled, glaring at him, and walked away. I continued looking for an exit door. I would walk down the side of the highway if I had to, the sun directly on my face. It was healthier than being indoors.
But then two of the administrators ran down the hall, yelling at me to stop.

I should have been put in detention. I would have liked the infamy from it, but the school counselor intervened. I was brought straight to Darlene Smith’s office. The room smelled like a cheap microwave meal. Darlene’s teddy bear watched me from its rocking chair.
“I heard what happened,” said Darlene. “Can you tell me why you did what you did?”
I shook my head.
“Were you involved with the injury to his ear?”
“No. Not that,” I murmured.
Darlene sighed.
“I don’t know what happened, Veronica. But I can bring Mr. Peterson in here to mediate a solution. We can all talk through this.”
“I’d rather be in detention,” I said, and I tried not to glare at her.
After a moment, Darlene leaned in, her voice very hush-hush: “I understand, I do. I remember the heartbreak when I was your age. It just felt so painful, like the end of the world. A boy ripping out your heart and breaking it—it makes you want to get back at them, right?”
I stayed frozen. My jaw was clenched. I said nothing. I let Darlene continue to think her stupid thoughts.
I would not give her the real explanation. There were too many things that I did not want to discuss with an elderly white woman: the virginity I had lost, the high school party I had attended, the broken curfew laws, the underage drinking, the earlobe I had bitten off. It all sounded like a headache, not a conversation. And it was the kind of headache that would interest CPS.
“Can’t you just put me in detention?” I asked.
Darlene clasped her hands together and leaned in.
“I think there’s a lot happening in your life, Veronica. I don’t think a punishment’s going to help.”
I avoided her gaze.
“Since this is just the start of the school year, we won’t put this incident on your record. I made sure of it.” Darlene paused, waiting for a response. “Things are hard right now for you; your feelings are all over the place. It’s been a lot of loss. But after this, there are no more second chances.”
The gravity of her words made me look up.
“Veronica, I stepped in this time because I believe you’re an exceptional kid.”
I looked in her eyes. And I sighed. I realized then that the school counselor was a liar.
I was not exceptional—I knew that fact about myself. I had never excelled, never stood out in school or in sports. I couldn’t perform, and I wasn’t charismatic. I had no special talents. I was average. My parents, my brother, my friends—none of them would pretend I was something I was not.
Darlene Smith seemed to think that a lie would help me. And she seemed to think that I was indistinguishable from my brother. In her eyes, the Nguyen kids were one and the same.
But that was a lie.
Only Thomas Nguyen was exceptional: a gifted, hardworking student. He had a distaste for authority, but he was smart enough to hide it in polite company. Tommy would have slashed someone’s tires in the dark rather than attack them in broad daylight. Only I was reckless enough to do the latter.
But I think Tommy would have approved.
Darlene filled out a form and gave it to me.
“Let’s continue to meet up, okay? But I do have to warn your parents about future infractions. Zero tolerance. Please have them sign it.”
I nodded.
“I’m on your side, Veronica,” said Darlene. “You’ve been dealing with a lot of grief and growing pains, but you will overcome all of it. These things don’t define you.”
I thought of the earlobe and the nem chua and the phở tái. My stomach gurgled.
And I smiled and nodded until I was allowed to leave.






CHAPTER 11
On the bus ride home, I forged Ba’s signature. He always signed with one letter and a loopy script of nothingness. I put the warning letter away in my backpack. I leaned my forehead against the seat in front of me and closed my eyes. I was lightheaded, tired. My stomach groaned and gurgled. I had eaten nothing at school. I had wasted my lunch on Michael.
But I didn’t mind the hunger. I appreciated it. Nothing else had mattered at school—not the stares, the whispers, the teachers, the students. Even Michael had become a passing thought. For the rest of that school day, I’d been an empty stomach, a lingering void. I’d quivered with hunger. And I had dreamed of raw beef over a steaming bowl of noodles and broth.
I walked home slowly from the bus stop. The highway loomed behind the hill on my left; our block of houses sat on my right. It was beautiful outside—a clear sky, no clouds, a warm blue that looked nearly fake. A few of the trees had begun to turn yellow at their tips. Tommy had loved the fall. It was neither too hot nor too cold, and the world was aflame with its bright colors. He liked that autumn brought the holidays with it, so that we had something to wait for. I had to agree.
At the neighbors’ house, the driveway was empty. Gigi and her husband were gone. With no one around, I gave the house the finger and kept on walking.
No one greeted me at home. Ba was still at work, and Cô Mỹ was out visiting other people. Mẹ briefly stuck her head out of her room and told me to microwave some leftovers if I was hungry.
I opened the fridge nice and wide. I looked at the covered leftovers, my stomach groaning. I polished off the rest of the lunch meat in its container. I chewed on a stick of nem chua. And I was unhappy because everything tasted cold and dull. I was tired of eating the same damn things. And as I chewed, I realized that the nem chua and the lunch meat were too processed. They’d both been formed from crushed, ground-up pieces of meat inside a factory somewhere. These meats were not natural.
I wanted something different. I yearned for something whole.
My stomach whined as I thought of the raw beef in the bowl of phở.
I thought of other red meats that shined bright like jewels, sitting on a bed of grassy green paper. And I thought of the butcher shop I had found, tucked away in the corner of that dinky strip mall: Hardy’s Meat Market.
My stomach whimpered.
I closed the fridge with too much force.
I pulled open a drawer in the kitchen, where Mẹ and Ba had dumped their coupons, receipts, bills, pens, and rubber bands. I scraped at the bottom of the drawer with my fingertips. There were coins that lined the bottom, left behind from our parents’ pocket change. Every few years we cashed in the coins, which Tommy and I were allowed to use however we wanted. The two of us called it fun money. At first, we’d used fun money on stickers and small toys and books and pens and bubblegum. But as we got older, Tommy and I liked to spend our fun money on food. We bought what our parents said were wasteful: the deluxe meals with separate drinks, the ice cream sundaes with too many toppings, the overpriced cookies from the coffee shop.
Because what was more fun than good food?
Nothing.
From the drawer, I gathered as many quarters in one hand as I could. I stuffed them in my backpack. Then I ransacked the bedroom, looking for any random bills or coins that I had squirreled away. There wasn’t much. I glanced at Tommy’s empty half of the room. His desk was long gone, its contents cleaned out by Mẹ and Ba. They’d given me Tommy’s spare change and his random trinkets. But Tommy had been smart with his money—he’d saved most of it for college. And that money sat far away in a bank somewhere, unused….
“Stop it, Ronny. Dumbass,” I said out loud. And I left the room, fuming at myself.
I felt terribly guilty that I’d even thought about it—wanting to use my dead brother’s money. It seemed rude and vile, and I hoped Tommy would’ve understood. I didn’t want to spend his money on anything expensive. I just wanted enough to buy something.
In the living room, I stopped in front of Tommy’s shrine. He smiled back awkwardly from his portrait. The bowl of Cô Mỹ’s fruit sat untouched.
“Sorry, Tommy,” I whispered. And I slipped out through the glass door.

I walked all the way there. I moved so quickly that beads of sweat had begun to drip down my forehead. I wiped it off with the sleeve of my hoodie.
At the strip mall, a door opened at Hardy’s Meat Market. I expected to see the boy from last time, his parents in tow.
But it was a white lady who stepped out. She shimmered in a velour sweat suit and a pair of sunglasses. A paper bag dangled from her wrist like a luxury purse.
As she got closer, I realized I knew this white lady.
It was Gigi.
I stared into her sunglasses. Gigi didn’t flinch. As we got within speaking distance, I suddenly got nervous.
“Hello,” I squeaked.
She passed by without a word.
I didn’t know what I’d expected. Gigi was behaving as usual. We’d always ignored each other.
But I was oddly disappointed. I knew so much about Gigi: the clothes she wore, the schedule she followed, the cruelty she endured from her husband. I knew so much after living next door all these years. Yet we couldn’t exchange a simple hello. We were politer to strangers than to each other.
I watched as Gigi put the paper bag in her car. As she left, I felt a stir in my stomach, a rumble deeper than any hunger I’d felt that day. I watched as her car disappeared.
And I remembered why I’d come.
Hardy’s Meat Market was only a few feet away. But I hesitated outside. I felt very, very shy. I had never been to a real butcher shop before. I didn’t know what to order. I didn’t even know the process.
There was movement inside the shop—the butcher. I marched inside before I could stop myself, my heart thrashing in my chest. A bell jingled as the door shut behind me.
I was blinded by the lights. The white deli cases seemed to glow, illuminating the red meats on display. The grassy green paper looked fluorescent. And the butcher himself was glowing in his white shirt and apron. He looked like an angel from heaven. And he was here to bring good blessings to all who came by—
“Can I help you?” he asked.
I was so stunned I forgot how to speak.
“Hi,” I stammered.
“Hello.” The butcher looked at me strangely. I wiped the sweat from my forehead again. “Is this your first time here?”
“Yeah.”
“Okay, well, the meat here isn’t kosher or halal or any of that, but the quality is very good.”
I nodded as though I understood.
“What are you looking for? Beef? Pork?”
“Um.” I was overwhelmed by all the offerings on display. My brain sputtered and blurted out the one lunch meat that Tommy and I preferred the most: “Um. Roast beef?”
“Right here.” The butcher pointed at a spot in the center display case. I leaned in, examining it. It was a large hunk of beef, big like a Thanksgiving turkey. Brown and seasoned on the outside; a nice healthy pink on the inside. But it looked like the roast beef we would buy from the grocery store. It wasn’t special enough.
I walked over to the display case on the left. These were the crown jewels. The meats inside were fresh, blood-red, nearly glistening under the lights. My mouth watered. I swallowed down the saliva.
“Which one’s the softest?” I asked.
“The filet mignon is not as tough as the other meats. It also cooks pretty quickly, if that’s what you’re after.” The butcher pointed to a line of meats on the far left of the display. They were small clumps of raw red beef. There was liquid blood inside—I could tell. The filets mignons looked like gemstones.
“They are pricey, though,” he added.
“I think I have enough? For the smallest one,” I said. As he took out one of the meats, I unzipped my backpack. I pulled out the random dollar bills and coins and put them all on the counter. It was a slow process as I separated the money from the other contents in my backpack: sheets of homework, Darlene Smith’s letter, pencils, and trash. Meanwhile, the butcher had wrapped the filet mignon in thin paper. His fingers were delicate, as though he was wrapping a present. He placed the filet mignon in a small plastic bag inside of a large paper one. I remembered Gigi and the little boy with their bags—soon it would be my turn to have one. I was jittery as I searched for my last bits of money. I realized the butcher had stopped moving. He was watching me, waiting.
“Uh, I think I have a little more money,” I said.
“I’m not counting all this,” he said bluntly. He stared at the mess of coins and dollar bills scattered in front of him. “Do I look like a banker?”
“No,” I said nervously. “I can count it all for you. Just tell me how much it costs.”
I tried counting out the coins with a finger to guide me. But it was hard to keep track of the total amount as my finger fell over the pennies and dimes and quarters. And I realized that the nickels and quarters looked a little too similar in size.
“You know what? That’s not necessary,” said the butcher. He sighed then, wiping his hands with a wet rag. I was afraid I was about to be kicked out.
The butcher picked up the dollar bills and scooped a handful of coins toward him. Then he passed me the paper bag with the meat inside of it.
“How much is it?” I asked.
“You get a first-time discount, okay? Like a sample.” The man opened his cash register and shoved the bills and the change inside. “Give it to your mama, make sure she cooks it medium rare. You can always come back and buy more, okay?”
“Okay,” I said quietly. And I slid the rest of the coins on the counter back into my backpack.
The butcher closed the cash register. For an awkward moment, we stared at each other. I wanted to tell him that he was a real-life angel. He fed people and made them happy, and he gave them cute paper bags bearing treasures inside—
“Okay, well, bye,” said the butcher.
“Bye.”
I was trembling as I walked out with the paper bag. The bell jingled as the door shut behind me. I waited for something to go wrong, because the whole visit had been too easy—too perfect. But I kept walking through the parking lot, the paper bag dangling from my wrist like a handbag. No one stopped me.
I had nowhere to go with the filet mignon. I had no plans to bring it home, where Mẹ and Ba would have their questions. I needed some place discreet. But Westbrook was one big suburban sprawl divided by roads and highways—there was nothing within walking distance except for the scattered patches of woods. And there was one right behind the strip mall. I walked in without a second thought. The woods were gray and green and slightly yellow at the edges. I listened to the crunch of leaves under my feet.
There was a tiny sense of urgency as I walked. I wasn’t sure how long it took before meat could spoil outside of the fridge. But I was celebrating a special occasion that needed a special spot.
The woods grew thicker, making it harder to continue forward. I hastily turned a corner and stumbled into a large dirt clearing, where the trees had suddenly stopped. The foliage was gone, showing a darkening blue sky and a strip of red in the horizon. Mere feet away, a railroad track split the ground like a ladder to heaven.
I’d heard the train before, a lonely whistle that sometimes came at night. But the noise flashed as quickly as lightning—I was never sure if I’d heard it or not. Yet it made perfect sense: a train running through our sad little stretch of town near the highway.
I followed the train tracks for a bit and then stopped. I saw a large tree nearby. It stood apart from the others, though it looked no different from the rest. The tree had a smooth gray trunk. Its green leaves were tinged yellow at the tips. An unremarkable tree, but it was good enough for my needs.
I sat down at the base of the trunk, my back against it. I moved my backpack to my right side and put the paper bag to my left. I looked up at the darkening sky and realized I was losing daylight.
Just like that, I was nervous again. I was shivering, even though the temperature was perfectly fine.
I put the paper bag on my lap. Hardy’s Meat Market had no labels on their packaging. They were no-nonsense, and I appreciated that. I folded up the paper bag and set it aside on the ground. I gingerly pulled out the little plastic bag with the filet mignon. My fingers were careful, gentle. I felt like a housewife opening a jewelry box from Tiffany, something I would cherish forever and always.
There was blood juice at the bottom of the bag. It was pink, a diluted red, and it had already soaked through the deli paper. I slowly opened the bag. Then I put my nose toward the opening and inhaled deeply. Instantly my eyes watered and my nostrils burned. The filet mignon smelled salty, like iron, like life. It smelled divine. For a moment, I was overwhelmed with gratitude—I was sitting outside on a nice afternoon, holding a bag of expensive filet mignon. I had a family, I had a body, I had sustenance. I felt like the richest girl alive. I really was blessed. I quickly made the sign of the cross with my hands to show gratitude and reverence just like Mẹ and Ba had taught me.
Then I plunged one hand into the bag. I grabbed the filet mignon in my fist. It was slimy, wet, tender. And it was still cold. I pulled my fist out of the bag and turned it, my palm facing upward. I unwrapped my fingers.
The filet mignon fit inside my palm perfectly, like a rare ruby. It was bright red, a healthy red. And it seemed to glisten even in the faintest of light. The blood dripped from the meat. It slipped through my fingers like raindrops.
I couldn’t hold back.
I took a large, desperate bite. My teeth sank through it as though it was butter, scraping against my palm. There was a spurt of liquid in my mouth—and the blood leaked past my lips. The taste was so sharp, I thought it would dry out my tongue. But the meat dissolved like cotton candy. Salty and delicate.
I kept chewing, tears in my eyes. The sharp burn of salt and liquid on my tongue, the soft breeze against my cheek, the baby hairs falling over my forehead, the sensation of tender softness between my teeth. I was so overwhelmed that I had to close my eyes.
The world fell away.
There were people who thought it was cruel to eat meat—the direct flesh of another living being. I could see the sentiment. There was something a bit savage about cutting up an animal and then eating its innards.
But that was how we’d done it. That was how we’d survived as a species in our different corners of the earth, no matter how hot or cold our surroundings, no matter how much or how little there was to eat. For the billions of people who existed and who had once existed, meat was a means of survival. It was culture and it was heritage. And for me, it was Vietnamese.
As a species, we didn’t just scarf down our meat and shit it out right after. Some of us showed gratitude to the animals. The Native Americans ate the meat and used up the rest of the parts as a resource. Farmers in Japan massaged their nicest cows and made them listen to jazz music. Other people had specific ways they prepared their meats, passed down from generation to generation. And we ate meat as we dined together, enjoying each other’s presence during holidays and simple meals. There was purpose in even eating a single slice of turkey in a sandwich. It was to keep us alive. I thought that was beautiful.
These thoughts came and went as I ate alone in the woods by the train tracks. My back was hugged by the tree. My face was kissed by the air. And my body was warmed by the food in my hands. The heat sat in my belly and burned in my chest, and it crawled down below….
It tingled between my legs. A painless pressure, but hard to ignore. It throbbed like a terrible itch. And there was more to this feeling, wasn’t there? More to eat and feel and discover, long after this meat. Between my legs, I had found a pulse.
I reached a point where I didn’t think anymore—I just ate, chewing, savoring, tasting.
It was blissful, the closest thing I’d ever felt to a high.

When I was done, I stayed very still, my eyes clamped shut. I didn’t want the moment to end, though I knew all things did eventually.
When I opened my eyes, I blearily looked at the world around me. The sky had darkened slightly and the train tracks and dirt and woods were unchanged. Then I stared at my hands. They were lightly stained with blood. It ran darkest over the lines of my palms. I turned my hands and saw the blood caked beneath my fingernails.
I realized my mouth was wet. I didn’t have a napkin, so I wiped my lips against my sleeve. When I pulled it away, there was blood on the fabric, from my wrist down my forearm. I wondered how much blood had trickled down my face, my mouth, my chin. It was diluted blood, mixed with my saliva.
I wondered how deranged I looked. Without a mirror, I wasn’t sure of my appearance.
A slow panic set in. The bliss was over—and I was stuck with the logistics. I shoved the plastic bag inside the paper bag and crumpled them up. The hoodie would have to be thrown away—there was no discreet way to wash off the blood. I rubbed my mouth over my sleeve until my lips felt raw. Then I took off the hoodie and turned it inside out, hiding the bloodstains. I stuffed the hoodie in my backpack. And I shivered outside in my T-shirt.
I peeked out of the woods, watching the cars in the parking lot. Across the road, there was the busy gas station. In the late afternoon, there were more people around than I’d anticipated. I waited until a lone car drove past, then raced across the road. I walked next to the curb until I reached the sidewalk. And I kept my face turned away from the street.
On the way back, I passed a bench and a trash can. The bench had a real estate ad on the backrest—someone had drawn a blue penis and balls on the real estate agent’s face. I dumped the butcher bags into the trash can and hurried away. I felt like I was disposing of contraband.
As soon as I entered the neighborhood, I ducked over to the side of the first empty house I saw. It had chipped blue siding and an empty driveway, no sign of a security system on the property. I figured most of the neighborhood didn’t have the money for one—we had nothing worth stealing.
I crept around the house until I found a valve and hose. I crouched down like a thief, shaking off my backpack. Then I turned the valve with both hands as though my life depended on it. A steady stream of water trickled out. I splashed it over my hands and rubbed hard at my mouth, my chin, my neck. The water was freezing, but it blasted the stickiness off my face.
Afterward, I drank from the hose. I brought it close to my mouth, gulping down more and more water. I realized I was awfully thirsty—animal blood was much saltier than I’d expected. When I was done, I sprayed off the valve and shut off the water. I neatly wrapped up the hose for the homeowner, a small token of my thanks.
Then the door to the house slid open.
I grabbed my backpack and bolted. I ran deeper into the neighborhood, and I didn’t stop until I saw the hill with the chain-link fence. I had never been so happy to see it in my life—the fence promised the safety of the highway and the house.
Dusk was descending rapidly as a strip of fiery red lined the bottom of the sky. I followed the thin stretch of woods behind our block. When I crawled through the window to my bedroom, I could feel my lips growing chapped from the cold wind and water.






CHAPTER 12
We had dinner without Cô Mỹ. I picked at a plate of leftover yellow noodles and soup. The filet mignon had filled me up, but the saltiness still lingered. My mouth was parched, so I mostly ate the soup. I watched Mẹ and Ba, wondering if they could sense how eventful my day had been: dumping my lunch over a boy, forging a signature, eating raw beef in the woods.
But that night, they barely spoke to me. I had forgotten what dinner was like without a guest—I had barely gotten used to it without Tommy. The kitchen was very, very quiet. It was dreary, and I felt like I was wilting with each passing moment. Mẹ was wrapped up in her brown bathrobe. And Ba had changed out of his factory clothes into a T-shirt and baggy pants. I lost track of how many days we’d eaten leftovers, but Mẹ and Ba made no complaints.
I drank a pop at the dinner table. I thought it would have paired well with the filet mignon. That was when Ba noticed me.
“Why are you drinking that on a Monday?”
“I don’t know. I felt like it.”
“It’s a lot of caffeine. How are you going to sleep?”
“I don’t know. I can always take one of your pills,” I said. And I polished off the rest of the can.
We’d nearly finished dinner when there was a knock at the front door. No one bothered to get up until we heard Cô Mỹ’s voice.
“Let me in!” she barked. “I feel like a dog out here.”
Mẹ sighed as Ba opened the door.
Cô Mỹ came into the kitchen wearing a long floral dress. She sat down next to me. She’d drawn on her eyebrows that day and daubed her lips and cheeks with the same rosy lipstick.
“I already had dinner, but I think we need dessert,” said Cô Mỹ.
Mẹ took out the plastic container of chè đậu xanh from the fridge. She scooped it into small bowls for each of us and passed out some spoons. We ate it cold. The mung beans tasted sweeter when they were chilled.
No one drank that night, so the adults were quieter than usual. Cô Mỹ hummed to herself to fill in the silence. She sounded different from her karaoke performance—almost lighter and breathier, like a soprano.
“How was the visit?” Ba asked finally. “What did the priests say?”
Cô Mỹ giggled, but when she smiled, I could see the bitterness in her eyes.
“Oh, the priests and clergy had a lot to say. So many words for the same single message.”
“They can’t do anything?”
“They don’t want to try,” said Cô Mỹ. “It’s the bishops and the higher-ups who choose the assignments.”
“I’m sure Đức will be fine,” Mẹ said softly.
“That’s easy for you to say,” barked Cô Mỹ. Out of nowhere, her voice had become sharp, indignant. It was the most severe I’d seen her, and her eyes flashed toward my mother. “None of your children are being sent off to Alaska!”
“Alaska is just another state—”
“It might as well be another country,” snapped Cô Mỹ. “There’s nothing up there except for snow and mountains. No Viet people and no Viet restaurants. No phở, no rice, no fish sauce. Đức will starve out there.”
“You sound crazy,” said Ba.
But Cô Mỹ shook her head. She was frustrated with some unseen presence outside of the room.
“I know how these things work,” she said, her voice raised. “They don’t send their favorites to the bad, empty churches. They always send the newer, younger priests instead, like my son. They make him the first Viet priest in Alaska and then expect miracles from him.
“But it’s hard to be the only one. It’s lonely. Đức is Vietnamese—he needs his people, he needs his food around him. Alaska is so isolated—he can’t even drive to another state to eat a simple bowl of phở. He’ll be far away, difficult to reach. I’ll see him even less than I do now.” Cô Mỹ was the tiniest person in the kitchen, but I could feel everyone shrink in her presence. “Meanwhile, other priests get dropped off near the church by my house. Some of those priests are duller than a rock. Why aren’t they going to Alaska? Why is it my only son?”
The kitchen was quiet. Nobody seemed to know what to say. Then Ba got up and went to the fridge. He returned with a bottle of beer and a glass. He poured half the drink into the glass and gave it to his sister.
“We can share one,” said Ba.
“I don’t need it.” But Cô Mỹ drank from the glass anyway. When she frowned, she looked a lot like my father. They had the same jaw, the same pair of lips. It was strange to see her so gloomy, but I suppose that was what happened when someone stayed with us for too long: our grief infected them.
I noticed everyone’s dessert bowl was empty. So I stood up and collected the dirty bowls and spoons and put them away in the sink. I then decided to wash the dishes. It was out of a strange impulse: I wanted the adults to stay seated as they had their conversation about my cousin. It was the first time I’d heard about his situation.
“Veronica’s being very responsible all of a sudden,” said Ba. His face was pink from the alcohol, and he beamed at me. “Good job, Ronny.”
I rolled my eyes.
“Your son will be fine,” said Mẹ suddenly. Her arms were crossed together under her bathrobe. She looked like a pale head that had sprouted out of a bear’s body. “Đức is a grown man. He’s smart. He’s lived off the American food at seminary school. Your son might be uncomfortable in Alaska, but he won’t starve. He’s in Alaska, not a war zone. He will be fine. Have faith in your child.”
For a tense moment, I was afraid that Cô Mỹ would snap back. Mẹ had a terrible temper when she was pushed, and I was afraid of the two of them colliding, combusting in our sad little house. Instead, my auntie sighed.
“You don’t have any relatives here who could help?” she asked.
“No,” said Mẹ. “I only had my uncle back in Nha Trang. But he’s been in poor health for a while. He has no sway in the U.S. church.”
“He worked with old Bishop Thuận, didn’t he?”
“They were friends.”
“What a waste,” said Cô Mỹ ruefully. As I washed the dishes, I kept the water to a thin drizzle so I could better hear the conversation. “If we were back home, your uncle could have put Đức at any church he wanted. Maybe even sent him to the Vatican.”
“There’s no Viet food in the Vatican,” said Ba. It was his attempt at a joke, but Cô Mỹ shook her head.
“Đức would have a choice. He could be a priest here or there, anywhere other than Alaska. He just needed to know the right people. That’s the key to life. All our lives would be less of a struggle if we simply knew the right people. It’s always been that way everywhere. Unfortunately, the church is no different.”
“That’s not true,” said Mẹ. She shook her head. “You make it a big deal.”
“I knew you’d say that,” said Cô Mỹ. She was on the cusp of raising her voice again. “It’s always the ones who have it who pretend they don’t.”
“I only had one uncle in the church—”
“And even more uncles in the government and military,” interjected Cô Mỹ. She sat up straight. I could see the fire in her eyes, as though life had poured into her. “Your cousin was married to a high-ranking officer, wasn’t she? And your father was a big landlord in the city—I remember he had a big chunk of property right next to the beach. That side of your family all went to the same church. You didn’t have one connection—you had a whole spiderweb.”
“Stop talking about it,” said Ba. He glanced over at Mẹ, who was very still, as if she was afraid to move.
“Do you remember, Phước?” asked Cô Mỹ. She said something else that made Ba frown.
“Don’t mention it.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked. I shut off the faucet completely.
But no one answered me. Cô Mỹ turned to my mother, who stayed frozen in her seat.
“Does Veronica not know?” she asked. “You never told her?”
I was desperate to understand. “What are you talking about?”
There was silence. I thought I’d been ignored, so I stopped washing the dishes entirely. I looked from Mẹ to Ba.
“Can someone please translate it into English?” I asked.
Mẹ said nothing. She stayed very still.
Ba frowned, his face flushed. I could see him thinking deeply as he tried to reach for the right words.
“Tran land. Tran home… The Tran estate.”
“What’s that?”
Mẹ didn’t answer. Without moving, she had shrunken even deeper into the brown bathrobe. It looked like it would soon swallow her up entirely. And the space that she’d lost, my auntie had taken. Cô Mỹ swelled up, leaning toward me, her voice loud and husky.
“Your mother lived there. It was a beautiful French villa—the walls were creamy like the buildings in Paris, and there was a balcony on the top floor. The villa was very big, and it was surrounded by a thick white wall. You could only see inside through the front bars of the gate, but it was beautiful: palm trees, pink and yellow flowers, and a small pond of koi fish.
“Your father and I sometimes walked by the estate after school. It was on the way to the beach. Through the gate, it looked like heaven: there was always one of the Tran kids playing out front. They had the nicest toy guns and dolls. And the clothes they wore—like straight out of an American magazine. I never saw a real Viet girl wearing jeans until one of the Tran daughters biked by. I think I was barely five.”
Cô Mỹ paused, as if she were waiting for my mother to confirm whether the girl had been her. But Mẹ said nothing—she only seemed to stare at a blank spot on the kitchen table.
“And the Tran kids were fat and healthy because of the powdered milk they drank. It was imported straight from France,” said Cô Mỹ. She turned to Ba. “And their dog! Do you remember it?”
Ba gave a slight nod. “I do. The dog was small, white, easy to love. I never saw it outside the estate.”
“Oh, I loved it. That dog was a lot like the pets here in America. Born to be cute but helpless.”
“That’s why I liked the street dogs better,” said Ba. “They had to be clever to survive.”
“Do you remember the chicken bones we saved?” asked Cô Mỹ. She had a wide grin on her face. “We thought we could lure the Tran family’s dog over to the gate. All so we could pet it.”
“We thought we were smart, but we were so stupid,” said Ba, smirking. “We threw the bones in the yard and stuck our hands through the gate. And the dog stayed away. Didn’t even look at us.”
“It was used to eating real food, not bones. And then a servant came running out—”
“The old hag, right?”
“Yes, it was her. You remember how she yelled at us? Said she’d spank us and make us bawl if we didn’t leave.”
“I didn’t run.”
“Neither did I.”
“But then she opened the gate—”
“Oh, I ran all the way to the beach. I wet my pants, I was so scared.” Ba and Cô Mỹ could barely suppress their giggles. A moment later, they burst into a laughing fit. Cô Mỹ clutched at her sides—she sounded like she could barely breathe, and Ba had put his head down on the table, his shoulders shaking with laughter.
I never liked to be present when two people reminisced about something between them—it made me painfully aware that I was left out. Mẹ avoided my gaze as we sat there, silent, waiting for the others to calm down.
When Cô Mỹ finally stopped laughing, she clutched her face between her hands.
“That hag was the scariest servant at the estate,” said Cô Mỹ. “She would’ve made the Communists cry.”
“She would’ve made them run all the way to China.”
They fell quiet again. Though the circles were dark around his eyes, the laughter had brightened the rest of Ba’s face. There was true joy as he thought about the past. Life had been easier back then, less cluttered.
As hard as I tried, I couldn’t imagine my father as a boy who got up to hijinks with his sister. I would never fully know that part of him.
“The hag was doing her job,” said Ba. “She didn’t want any problems for the family. We were trouble.”
“Just two dirty rats from the street,” said Cô Mỹ with a giggle. “Too filthy to touch the dog.”
Mẹ suddenly stood up. She mumbled about how she was tired. Then Mẹ disappeared down the hallway. When the bedroom door had closed, Cô Mỹ lowered her voice.
“What? Did I say something?”
“You always say something,” said Ba. The two exchanged a look. “There’s a reason why Thảo never talks about the family estate. It upsets her.”
My aunt snorted.
“She can’t visit home with an attitude like that,” hissed Cô Mỹ. “She’ll be upset at the mere sight of a tree—”
“We don’t plan to visit.”
Cô Mỹ paused, taken aback. “Why not? It’s safe now—”
“Thảo will never go back to Vietnam,” said Ba. “She’s always made that clear.”
“What about you?” his sister asked. She struggled to keep her voice low. “Don’t you miss any of it? The rest of your family? Your homeland? Your people? Don’t you want to see them one last time before you die?”
Ba shrugged.
“Phước, it’s your life—”
“My life is here,” said Ba. He picked up his empty beer bottle, swilling the air inside. After a moment, he sighed and set it down. “I should have just had the whole beer.”
Cô Mỹ scowled.
No one spoke after that. I turned back to do the dishes. The tense conversation had made me want to leave as soon as possible. But Cô Mỹ’s head swiveled in my direction.
“Veronica, come here,” she commanded. I came and stood by her seat. She reached up, grabbing my arm. Her gaze was unnerving. “I want you to be honest with your auntie. Do people ever make you feel small?”
I looked to Ba for help, but he didn’t move.
I shook my head no—I wanted to give my aunt an easy answer. There was no reason to talk about Michael or Will or Gigi’s husband.
“In America there are a lot of people who will want you to feel small. I’ve met some of them. Very unpleasant people in all shapes and sizes and colors. They’ll be loud and bitter and rude, and they’ll treat you like the shit on their shoe.
“But I want you to remember something, Veronica. Your mother’s family—” She said something else that I didn’t fully understand.
Ba’s face was scrunched up as he tried to interpret his sister’s words in English: “Like royalty. Kings.”
“What does that mean?”
“Like royalty. Your mother’s family. They had a lot of money and power before the war. They were big in the old government. First-class people.”
I perked up. “Really?”
Cô Mỹ nodded knowingly. And she began to whisper to me, as if she were sharing a secret.
“Americans want you to feel small. That’s how they make themselves feel better. No one wants to be at the bottom, so they’ll throw other people down there first. We look like an easy target because we’re small and Vietnamese.
“But don’t you let them. You come from money back in the old country. You come from a great family with power and influence. Like royalty,” she whispered.

That night, Mẹ never joined us at Tommy’s altar. After she had gone to her room, she never came out. The rest of us prayed as usual. And I stared at Tommy’s portrait, apologizing for our mother’s absence.
It’s not you, I added, even though Tommy would have understood the situation. It’s Mẹ and her rich family back in Vietnam. Talking about them makes her upset.
I figured that the money was long gone, same as the estate. And I figured that these things had been impacted by the war, because it seemed like everything else remotely Vietnamese was tied to the war, even Tommy and me. Though we were born afterward, we existed only because South Vietnam had lost, because life had changed for our parents, because desperation had made them run. The war had destroyed their lives and made ours.
And that was why no one spoke about Mẹ’s family and why our mother had always said she would never go back to Vietnam.
Because what was the point?
All of it was gone—the land, the power, the money, the connections. The loss was too painful for Mẹ to bear. It meant nothing to us in America. Our family still lived next to the highway. We avoided repairs until we couldn’t anymore, when the car no longer started or the heat no longer turned on. Our family shopped at the sales rack. And Tommy had worked hard in school because that was how we would get some of it back in this country—the power, the money.
Tommy hadn’t even liked school. To him, it had been his duty.
He had been a very, very good son. I hoped our parents realized that.
Meanwhile, their remaining child ate raw meat.






CHAPTER 13
I went back to Hardy’s Meat Market. I brought all the change I had left, and I was so desperate, I even took money from Mẹ’s purse in the kitchen.
When I reached the strip mall, a woman was leaving the butcher shop. She wore a thick fur coat. In each hand, she carried a large paper bag. Blood leaked from the bottom of one of them, leaving a trail of droplets behind her. She walked with a bounce, lost in her reverie.
As I entered the shop, a bell jingled. I blinked quickly, taking in all the vivid lights and colors.
My eyes rested on the butcher, my angel. He glowed from the center of the room. He seemed to be in a very good mood, because he was smiling, his eyes crinkling at the corners. The butcher was ugly, but when he smiled, his face carried all the warmth of the sun.
I wanted to thank him for everything, but he spoke first:
“It’s on me today,” he said softly. “You enjoy yourself, okay?”
He gestured at the display case below.
I saw various cuts of red meat sitting on a bed of fake fluorescent grass. Some of the meats were cut in strange shapes; others looked like long limbs. At the center of the display was a warped, bloody little thing. A human heart. I glanced elsewhere and saw a pair of human ears. They had pale skin on them. One was missing an earlobe. I could see the teeth marks that had torn it off.
My pulse quickened. I licked my lips, swallowing down the saliva that had pooled in my mouth.
I looked up at the butcher, but I couldn’t speak. There was a lump in my throat. He smiled and gave a small nod.
I slid back the glass from the display. A cold blast of air wafted out. I stuck my hand toward that bloody little heart, my hands shaking, my mouth watering.
I was so, so hungry—
Someone pounded on the door.
But I was no longer at the butcher shop.
I was lying in bed, trapped under my sheets. I blinked, looking at the dull space that remained of Tommy’s half of the room.
The bedroom door opened, and Mẹ peeked in, her head sprouting out of a bear’s body.
“You’re not awake for school? You’ll miss the bus!” she hissed.
I realized there was a thick line of drool down my mouth. I could feel the crust at the corner of my eyes. My bedsheets were damp with sweat. And there was a strange wetness between my legs.
I looked at my hands. They were clean. But why could I feel a sensation at my fingertips? Cold and wet and bloody—the feel of raw human flesh on my hands. The dream had been so vivid….
I threw on the nearest clothes I could find. I brushed my teeth so quickly that I could still taste toothpaste. And I licked at it with my tongue as I rushed through the house.
But Mẹ had gone back to her room after I’d woken up. In the kitchen, I only found Cô Mỹ sitting by herself with a cup of coffee. There was something uncanny about her that morning, something I couldn’t define.
“Don’t miss the school bus,” she said. “When you come home, we’ll have some fun together.”
I blankly stared back. I didn’t like the sound of what she’d said. Then I realized: Cô Mỹ had no eyebrows. Her face was oddly small without them. She looked both shocked yet devoid of expression. Until then, I’d never even considered that people could draw hair on their faces.
“Go to school! Run!” barked Cô Mỹ.
I bolted for the door.

I was prepared for the stares at school. I was prepared for the gossip and the whispers and the attention. I was prepared to be a pariah at Westbrook High School. The bus took me closer and closer to my fate.
At the last stop, a Latino boy got on the bus. He glanced in my direction and then sat directly in front of me. He wore a Lakers jersey over a white T-shirt. The bus had barely started to move when he turned around.
“Are you Veronica Nguyen?” the boy asked. “From the lunch thing? You know—with Michael?”
“Nope. Wrong Asian,” I said.
“Oh shit.” The boy promptly turned back in his seat.
And that was it. I was left alone. I was surprised by how little I felt afterward. I wasn’t nervous. The interaction wasn’t painful or humiliating at all. It didn’t even feel like a scratch.
Because what pain could the other kids bring me? None of them could hurt me the way Michael had.
I walked through the hallway, my head held high. I was power and strength. I felt tall, untouchable. I would not shrink down in front of Michael Peterson. I was changed by the filet mignon—I had soaked up its lifeblood, its energy, its strength. I was powerful. Like royalty.
And I repeated these things to myself before class. I stood at my locker, my eyes closed, a calm in my lungs. I was strong and unshakable—
An elbow struck me in the back. A sharp bolt of pain blossomed throughout my body.
In one moment, I turned around. I saw a smiling hamburger on a T-shirt, and the hamburger had a tongue that stuck out. EAT ME! it said in puffy letters.
And as my teeth latched on like claws, I thought the joke was kind of funny.
There was a yelp of pain. I was shaken off, sent stumbling backward into my locker. I looked up from the hamburger on the shirt and saw a boy who held his arm, his mouth agape, his eyes wide, staring at me.
I realized there was a hint of blood in my mouth, salty and metallic and warm. But it was barely more than a sample. A microscopic taste.
“What the fuck? Did you just bite me?” the boy asked. He looked like he could be a friend of Michael’s. But I couldn’t tell. All these boys and their generic faces—they were all part of one shapeless body.
“You just slammed me into a locker,” I said. “That’s not very nice, is it?”
“It was an accident!” he said. He looked at his arm. My teeth had left cute little marks on him. There was even a sliver of red, barely the length of a fingernail on his skin. The boy had been lucky.
“Same. It was an accident,” I said. And I smiled at him, the taste of his blood in my mouth. I smiled at the two people near us who’d happened to watch. “Whoopsie daisy!”
And I went off to Mr. Ed’s class like everything was normal. I sat down in my corner in the back. I stayed very still, even as my cells quivered with energy. I hadn’t even started my first class, and already I’d had a taste of blood. It seemed too early for it, like eating a slice of cake for breakfast.
When Sharon and Hannah stepped into class, they came and sat down next to me. I was surprised—I had expected them to keep their distance. Pariahs were contagious, and people wanted to protect themselves. I wouldn’t have blamed them.
“Hey,” said Sharon. She gave me a strained smile. “What happened yesterday?”
“Is everything okay?” asked Hannah. She smiled at me, but she avoided my gaze. My eyes traveled down to the cross necklace she wore.
I realized they felt guilty. My reputation made them uncomfortable, but they weren’t cruel enough to abandon me completely. I was still their friend, and they didn’t want to think of themselves as bad people. Still, I was grateful for their presence. It was better than nothing.
“I’m fine,” I said. “Michael’s a jerk.”
The girls nodded and waited. They wanted me to elaborate. There were rumors and eyewitness accounts, but only I was a primary source of information.
But I wouldn’t tell them. It was too heavy to share for a school day. There would be complications if the truth came out. It seemed punishable to chew off a boy’s earlobe. Then Darlene would get involved, then the school, then Mẹ and Ba…. That was the price of honesty.
No, the real truth would only lie between me and Michael.
He entered class at the last second. And I froze, watching him. He glared in my direction before he sat down.
Michael was mad that I had dumped my food on him. He was mad that I had injured him. He wore the bandage over his ear like an old war victim.
My eyes burned into his back. He was lucky he sat far away in the front of the classroom, far out of my reach. Because I felt like my eyes could tear into him, digging past his skin, into his flesh….
What made him so bold?
Yes, he could walk and talk and trick other people. He could smile and feel and have his whole grand thoughts.
But he was so fragile. Like a dandelion on a hill. Did he not realize this?
His insides were soft and red and bloody. He was meat. He was no different from the cows and pigs and chickens that got slaughtered every day. His flesh was flimsy.
Able to feel great pain.
Able to be cut down and ground up and destroyed.
Able to nourish—
Mr. Ed suddenly blocked my view. He went around to collect our math assignments. I automatically looked at Sharon’s desk. Her assignment was neat with its loopy numbers and x’s and y’s. When Mr. Ed got to my desk, he waited for a moment.
“You didn’t do the assignment?” he asked.
“I did.”
“Then where is it?”
“I forgot it at home.”
“Again?” he asked.
“Yeah. My bad,” I said. After a moment, Mr. Ed shook his head and walked away.
This had become a regular occurrence since the start of the school year. The first time, I really had forgotten about my homework. The other times, I never bothered to un-crumple the sheets of paper from my backpack. School had become so… un-urgent. Geometry didn’t solve world hunger. Biology didn’t prevent car crashes. And American history didn’t bring back the dead. It was all so pointless.
And the teachers had yet to discipline me. They were lenient toward me, kind even. And it was because I had lost a brother, and my brother had been the exceptional kind of student that they had loved. Even in death, Tommy still protected me.
But it wouldn’t last forever—the leniency, the compassion. People died all the time, and their sad relatives had to go back to work eventually. The economy wouldn’t run itself, and my education wouldn’t teach itself, either. There was always an end to a mourning period. After that, things were supposed to go back to normal.
People had to move on. No exceptions.
But school would never become my priority. My life had become chaotic after Tommy’s death. I was only focused on one thing now: Michael Peterson. He had chosen to hurt me the night of the party. He had chosen to insert himself into my life. And he would suffer the consequences.
My lovely dream that morning had been a sign—I was sure of it.
It had been his bloody heart pulsating in the butcher shop.
And even as I pushed the thought away, it slowly warmed me up all over:
I could eat him.

I came home ravenous after school. I’d picked at the lunch that day, the pale chicken fajitas drenched in translucent green sauce. Tommy had once puked in elementary school after eating one. I rarely ate them after that. Instead, I’d watched as Hannah had eaten the lunch her mother had packed her: a thick sandwich of roast beef, mayo, lettuce, and tomato. The roast beef had been a healthy, bright pink, as though it had just been taken from the animal.
I couldn’t focus on much else at school. I thought of the roast beef in the sandwich. I thought of the boy’s blood I had tasted by the lockers. I thought of the filet mignon in the woods. And I thought of all the flesh in my dream, laid out on display by a kind butcher.
My stomach cried out.
When I got home, I went straight for the fridge. I planned to eat some sticks of nem chua, even though I was tired of them. Mẹ would be proud that I didn’t waste the food. Meat was still meat.
But there was no more nem chua in the fridge. No more spring rolls either. We’d finally finished the leftovers. My gaze landed on a lone beer.
“Veronica!” barked Cô Mỹ. I was startled as she came out of the bathroom, her face rouged and the eyebrows drawn on. “Did you forget about my surprise?”
I looked around blankly. My eyes landed on Tommy’s portrait. He smiled back awkwardly.
“I’m taking you shopping!” she said with a giggle. “You don’t have sales tax here on clothes. It’s incredible!”
That afternoon, I found myself trapped in our mother’s car as Cô Mỹ gunned it down the highway. Somehow Cô Mỹ had convinced Mẹ to let her use it. I was sure Mẹ had bristled at the idea. What if there was another accident? Who would pay if Cô Mỹ wasn’t covered under the car insurance?
And I knew Mẹ was still upset. Cô Mỹ had brought up painful memories for my mother, who was already tired of her visit. Mẹ could hold a grudge in her own quiet way.
But my mother hadn’t stopped us as we’d left. She never came out of her room.

At the mall, Cô Mỹ led the way, her arm linked in mine.
I had never been to the mall on a weeknight. There were throngs of teenagers around us in their little groups and couplings. They walked breezily without an adult in sight. Meanwhile, I was practically holding hands with my aunt.
“It’s so busy. Don’t these kids have school?” barked Cô Mỹ. She was so loud that people glanced in our direction. I was even more embarrassed than before. “Veronica, where do you like to shop?”
“Nowhere,” I said.
“You don’t have a favorite store?” asked Cô Mỹ.
“No.”
When our family went to the mall, we went to the department stores. It was Mẹ who loved the sales. She often picked up things that she thought would be useful for us: socks that were too long, shirts that were too tacky, and belts that had gone out of style. Tommy and I were often unhappy with the things she bought. Tommy tried to tell her she wasted her money on the sales rack. And Mẹ had grumbled that it wasn’t a waste—she would wear everything we didn’t want. That was how she’d gotten that ugly brown bathrobe.
Cô Mỹ suddenly stopped, her arm still locked in mine. We stood in front of a dimly lit store. In the windows, there were ads of half-naked models in jeans and T-shirts. A heavy blast of cologne came from inside. Teenagers disappeared in and out of the shadows.
It was one of the brands that kids often wore at school. And it was one of the expensive stores that our family avoided. We’d once taken a peek inside, and we’d quickly left because our parents had been disgusted by the prices. Even when it had been just Tommy and me at the mall, we’d never come back.
“We’re too poor to even smell the cologne,” Tommy had joked.
But Cô Mỹ tugged at my arm, leading me inside.
“Let’s try this one!” she said. “Lots of teenagers in here.”
While we were shopping, Cô Mỹ wrinkled her nose. She complained about the prices. She complained about the rock music that was too whiny and the pop music that was too loud. She disliked the styles, which were too plain and embroidered with too many labels.
“Where are the sequins? The flowers? The polka dots? Why is the style so boring?” asked Cô Mỹ. “Do you kids hate fun?”
But Cô Mỹ was patient as she followed me throughout the store. She looked through the shelves and racks, searching for my size. Cô Mỹ told me to try on anything that looked interesting. And for once, no one made any snide comments.
I had a small pile of clothes that I liked: two pairs of jeans, some graphic T-shirts, and two pastel-colored hoodies. I asked Cô Mỹ how much I was allowed to spend.
Cô Mỹ didn’t answer. She simply took the clothes out of my hands and brought them to the cash register. Cô Mỹ gave the retail worker her credit card.
“Are you sure?” I asked quickly. Mẹ and Ba would’ve protested. Our parents never spent that much during a shopping trip. It seemed unfair that I got to buy all the clothes I wanted with someone else’s money. Tommy had never gotten the same experience.
“Don’t worry about your auntie,” said Cô Mỹ. “I make enough. You need some new clothes anyway. Some of the things you wear look ratty.”
“Cám ơn,” I said. And I sincerely meant it.
As we walked through the mall, I peeked inside my two bags. I almost didn’t believe they were there. For once, I could dress like Sharon and Hannah and all the other girls. I would protect my new clothes for as long as I could.
We stopped at the food court. I smelled fried rice, salty pretzels, greasy French fries, and the sweet scent of freshly baked cookies. I felt lightheaded all of a sudden. My empty stomach let out a wet gurgle.
“Did you not eat today? I don’t want people to think I don’t feed you!” barked Cô Mỹ. “You order what you want. I’ll pay.”
I ordered a deluxe cheeseburger. As Cô Mỹ paid, I leaned over the counter toward the boy who worked at the cash register. He looked barely older than I was.
“Uh, can you guys make the meat a little less cooked?” I asked. The teenager stared, impassive. “Like, can you make the meat pink on the inside?”
“You want it rare? Like a steak?” he asked.
“Sure. Yeah.” I said. And I nodded because it sounded like something I’d heard on TV. “The rarest you can get.”
“Okay.”
The cheeseburger dripped with grease and butter. There was a puddle of oil at the bottom of the wrapper. The meat was juicy and soft red on the inside. The cheese had oozed onto the bun, and the caramelized onions melted into my mouth. Cô Mỹ said hunger made everything taste delicious, but I really thought it was the best burger I had ever tasted in my life.
The food court was busy as we ate dinner. Cô Mỹ had a plate of fried rice and kung pao chicken. The teenagers came and went in their little groups. But it was easy to ignore them. I didn’t mind having dinner alone with my auntie. Cô Mỹ had been kind to me—much kinder than I deserved.
“Trời ơi, did they not cook your hamburger?” she exclaimed. “The meat’s all pink.”
“It’s fine,” I said. And I scarfed down the rest of my burger before she could stop me.
“You Americans are so strange,” said Cô Mỹ. I shrugged as she giggled. Then Cô Mỹ leaned in, her voice oddly lowered to a whisper. “An American boy was looking at you.”
I froze, looking at the crowded table where Cô Mỹ had pointed. I recognized the faces—they were all from Westbrook High School. They seemed to be part of a student group. To my relief, Michael wasn’t among them.
But his brother was there. Will Peterson sat at the head of the table. He sipped a soft drink, a notebook in front of him. He wore a hot yellow slap bracelet. I realized they were there for an after-school honors society meeting.
Will suddenly glanced in my direction. Our eyes met. And I scowled as he frowned. I boiled with anger all over again. He was a remnant of Michael, a ghost sent to taunt me. No matter where I went, Michael lingered.
But why did I have to be afraid? I was the one who wanted to eat him. On the car ride home, I could think of nothing else. I knew where Michael lived. I knew the color of his room. I knew he owned a TV. And I knew I could chew through his flesh.
I really could eat him. It seemed fair. I didn’t plan to kill him—I was not a murderer. But I could eat a part of him: the other earlobe, a chunk of shoulder, a chunk of something else. I could show him as much pain as he had shown me. I could make him feel paranoid, unsafe. Whenever he saw a girl with long black hair, maybe he would think of me. Maybe he would always be afraid.
I longed for that. It was my own grim fantasy. The more I thought about it, the more plausible it seemed.
And the more my mouth watered.

When Cô Mỹ and I came home, we found Ba slumped over the kitchen table. His head was buried in his arms. Four empty beer bottles sat neatly in a row in front of him. He was still as stone. I thought back to the summer, when the police had first come to our house. I was terrified as I watched my father. He was motionless. And I was frozen, ice crawling under my skin.
Ba let out a painful snore, his lips smacking together. Cô Mỹ quickly sent me to my room.
“Go do your homework, Veronica. Don’t come out here,” she said calmly. I hurried away with the shopping bags.
When I peeked out into the hallway, Cô Mỹ was roughly shaking Ba’s shoulders. She shook him again and again until he stirred. His head slowly rose up from the table, as if pulled by a string. His face was flushed red like a tomato.
“Wake up! What are you, a monkey? Why did you drink so much when you have work tomorrow?” Cô Mỹ barked. Her voice was thick with worry.
Ba murmured under his breath.
There was a hiss of movement in the hallway. A sliver of a door had closed from Mẹ and Ba’s room.
My mother had been quietly listening.
But she hadn’t come out.






CHAPTER 14
I shut my eyes and waited for sleep. It never came. The hours had turned into minutes, and the minutes slowed into seconds. Time was not moving. That night, I had no lush dreams of meat or villas.
Instead, I thought about Ba’s body slumped over the kitchen table. The way he hadn’t moved. The way the four beer bottles had stood over him, both as guard and culprit.
In the past, Ba would never have passed out like that. Our mother would not have let him. Even when Ba got very drunk, he always slipped off to bed. Our parents were careful not to look sloppy.
But things had changed.
Ba now drank himself unconscious in the kitchen. My father had never looked so helpless and exposed before. Mẹ had already withdrawn from the world, and it seemed like Ba was next. They were waiting to join Tommy. No use in trying anymore.
And I would be alone.
I blinked back tears, shuddering. I sat up in bed, leaning against the wall, my legs curled up between my arms. I stared into the dark half of Tommy’s room. And I saw nothing—no shadows, no movement, not even a hint of a face.
Tommy had said that the human mind was capable of believing in its own made-up things, like alien spaceships in the clouds and secret messages in the numbers around us.
But no matter how hard I tried, I saw no sign of my brother. I needed him, but he was gone.

Eventually there was a thin stretch of light on the horizon. I listened as the birds chirped outside. My stomach whimpered as it gnawed on itself. Just as the dawn began, my hunger sank deeper. I felt like I was starving.
My appetite had grown wild. I was like Tommy when he’d hit his growth spurt. At age fourteen, he could devour an entire bag of chips in one sitting. He could polish off a box of cookies with ease. Mẹ had learned to cook bigger portions because Tommy always wanted more rice, more noodles, more fish. And I supposed I was the same. The Nguyen kids were a hungry bunch.
I used the bathroom. When I came out, the rest of the house was still dark.
I crept down the hallway. On my right, I could see a mound of blankets over the couch. It moved slightly as Cô Mỹ slept, her breath soft yet heavy. I crept quietly, keeping the lights off.
In the fridge, I looked for something to eat. The shelves were nearly empty. And my mind was empty as it stared into space. My eyes lingered on a beer.
I pulled out each drawer and looked inside. We had nothing, not even expired lunch meat.
Then I yanked open the drawers at the very bottom. My fingers brushed against the rough edges of ripped plastic. And I pulled it out—a half-opened sleeve of bacon. I couldn’t remember the last time we’d eaten any.
I studied the bacon in the glow of the fridge. No bugs, no strange colors, no mold. I sniffed it—it smelled normal enough. Tommy would have told me to look at the expiration date, but I didn’t want to know. I liked my ignorance.
I peeled off a strip of bacon. It came out smoothly in one satisfying motion. The bacon strip dangled between my fingers. It was slightly oily. I stuffed it into my mouth like a long piece of candy.
The cold bacon was saltier than I’d expected. I could taste more of the fatty bits, savoring the smoky flavor. And it was pleasantly chewy. It was almost better cold than cooked.
“Veronica? What are you doing?”
I slammed the fridge door shut.
Behind me, Cô Mỹ stood at the edge of the kitchen. Her pajamas seemed to glow.
“What are you doing?” she asked with a yawn.
“I’m eating a snack,” I said quickly. I noticed the sleeve of bacon still in my hands. “And I wanted to make breakfast.”
“Okay. Let your auntie use the bathroom first,” she said, disappearing down the hallway.

I had never cooked before in my life. Mẹ had never offered to teach me, and she never asked me to help her. I’d figured I had years to learn it on my own. Cooking seemed pointless since we already had one good cook in the house.
But that morning, I found myself standing at the stove. Cô Mỹ stood behind me, watching as I fiddled with the knobs.
“I’m just making sure you don’t burn anything,” she said lightly.
It was hard enough to find a skillet. Then I was confused by the knobs and buttons on the stove. I felt like one wrong move would set the house on fire.
Cô Mỹ stepped in. She turned on the front-left burner. In the early morning, she had no eyebrows on her face. I could barely recognize her, and that made me uneasy.
I set the skillet on the burner. I poured in canola oil the way Mẹ sometimes did.
“Trời ơi, that’s too much,” said Cô Mỹ. Even at a low volume, she sounded forceful. “You don’t need all that oil when there’s fat in the bacon.”
She used a paper towel to sponge up the excess. Then she raised the heat and waited. When it was hot enough, she handed me the sleeve of bacon. I dangled one slice over the skillet, my arm raised far from the hot oil. Then I let go. The bacon fell in. Droplets of grease and oil burst out. One landed on my arm, burning me. I winced, backing away.
“You don’t cook at all, do you?” asked Cô Mỹ. “You’ll splash the oil if you just drop the food in like that.”
Unfazed, she gently placed the bacon in the skillet with her bare hands. The grease simmered, but nothing exploded. She then flipped over the bacon with a pair of chopsticks.
Once that was finished, Cô Mỹ said we would fry eggs. She stared at me expectantly. I tapped an egg against the counter two times. A faint crack ran down the shell, but the egg refused to break.
“Do you think that egg will bite you?” scoffed Cô Mỹ. “Crack it harder. I’ve seen toddlers with more strength.”
She suddenly reached out and put her hands on top of mine, guiding me through the process. My auntie had a very firm grip. Together, we cracked the egg over the skillet, watching as its insides spilled out. Then Cô Mỹ threw away the eggshells.
“You’ve got soft hands,” she said. “You haven’t done much hard labor in your life, have you? Your mother made sure of it.”
I slowly looked at my hands, confused. Then Cô Mỹ stretched hers out toward me.
“Look at mine, Veronica. It’s easy to see.”
Cô Mỹ’s hands were pale and tinier than mine. But there was a spiderweb of skin over her palms and in the nooks of her fingers. Her hand was covered in calluses. I touched her palm with a finger. The skin was coarse like the scales of a lizard. It was so thick it could stop a knife.
My hands seemed so tender in comparison.
“Your mother did a good job,” said Cô Mỹ softly. “You have beautiful, expensive hands. Keep taking care of them.”
For some reason I felt terribly guilty, as though I had taken my hands from someone else.
As Cô Mỹ cooked, I set up the table and toasted slices of white bread. Then I set out a small bowl of soy sauce to go with the eggs, bread, and bacon.
My auntie sat down across from me. I thought we would have a quiet breakfast together before school, but Cô Mỹ leaned forward, her arms crossed, as though we were about to conspire.
“Do your parents fight a lot?” she whispered.
I said nothing. I swallowed a piece of toast. I thought it would tear open my throat.
Tommy and I didn’t snitch on each other. I suppose that rule also extended to our parents. No one needed to know about our family’s issues—not our teachers, not our friends, and especially not other Vietnamese people. We even kept distant family at arm’s length. It was embarrassing to make other people worry about us. We were not defective. We were not in need of help. We were fine.
And Mẹ and Ba had rarely fought in the open in front of me and Tommy. I could only remember two occasions when it had happened.
Ba’s voice had grown into a roar until he was nearly spitting out his words. And Mẹ’s high-pitched voice had climbed higher and higher until it was nearly a shriek. Her pale face had turned pink, her hair falling out of its clip. Ba’s had darkened to red.
Both times they had argued about money. Both times, Mẹ was furious with Ba. She said it was his fault for squandering his paycheck. She said he sent too much of it back home to his relatives in Vietnam.
“You act like you have money flying out of your ears!” Mẹ had screamed. “Like a rich uncle from America. You offer them money for a motorcycle, a car, school, to fix up the house. ‘You’re so rich and kind, Uncle!’ A saint!
“But what about your own children?” Ba had refused to look at me and Tommy. We were just old enough to understand. “Here in America, your kids need government money to pay for lunch. Trời ơi, that’s pitiful!”
Ba had yelled back about the money he’d earned.
“I am obligated to help them! Life is hard over there!”
“Life is hard over here!”
Ba had roared suddenly, pointing at nothing in particular: “If we’re so desperate for money, then you go back to the nail salon! You think I want this misery? You think I like crawling on the ground like some beggar? No one does! We all hate our jobs! You’re the one who chooses not to work. Not me!”
After the initial yelling, they had retreated to different parts of the house. Tommy and I had watched TV in the living room, grateful for the peace and quiet.
But the noise soon drew Mẹ into the living room.
“Turn down the volume. You kids will go deaf listening to that.”
Tommy had complied, but Mẹ stayed near us, pretending to clean up. She grumbled, ranting about Ba to no one in particular. Tommy and I had said nothing, but I supposed we were a captive audience.
I felt like I owed my auntie an answer. She was genuinely concerned.
“Mẹ and Ba argue once in a while, but it’s not that bad,” I said.
Cô Mỹ leaned in, a frown etched in her forehead.
“Does your father hit your mother?” she asked gravely. “Tell me the truth.”
“He doesn’t,” I sputtered. And I was offended for Ba. Our parents had spanked us as kids, but they never raised a hand to each other. Their worst fights were all verbal.
“Are you sure?”
“Ba doesn’t hit Mẹ,” I said confidently.
My auntie studied me as though she doubted my honesty. I stared back. I stuffed a piece of bacon in my mouth. Cooked bacon was too hard and crumbly. It really was better raw.
“You don’t have to protect your father,” Cô Mỹ said gravely. “I’m not afraid of him.”
“Ba doesn’t hit Mẹ,” I insisted. But as soon as I said it, the doubt crept in. I remembered Ba slumped over the kitchen table. “I would know. I’ve seen the neighbor hit his wife. But nothing like that in our house.”
There was a heavy silence afterward. Cô Mỹ sipped her coffee. I realized I’d said something wrong, so I quickly ate the rest of my breakfast. The white bread got too soggy in the egg yolk. I wished it was thick and crunchy like French bread. That was better for dipping.
“Veronica, stop watching the neighbors,” said Cô Mỹ. “It’s rude to watch them.”
“I don’t watch them! I just saw it in the window one time. By accident.” I was riled up as I thought of Gigi’s husband. “What if I have to call the police one day?”
My auntie shook her head. She reached for a piece of bread and gestured with it between her fingers.
“Men hit their wives everywhere. I don’t like it, but it’s normal,” she said. She put up a hand before I could say anything. “Most people hide it. Other times you can hear a wife crying as her husband beats her. You can hear every hit. It happened to one of my neighbors in Nha Trang. The whole street could hear them fighting.”
“Did someone stop him?”
“No.”
“No one helped the wife?”
“The lady was alive. She left the house with a busted lip and a dark bruise over her face. She could still walk. A grandma on the street tried to check on her. And you know what? The lady swore at her like a crazed monkey. She threatened to beat the old grandma if she didn’t leave her alone.”
My jaw dropped. Cô Mỹ sipped her coffee.
“Why would she do that?” I sputtered. “The lady should be mad at her husband, not the grandma!”
“She was embarrassed,” said Cô Mỹ. “It’s bad enough to get beaten at home by a spouse. You think she wanted other people to know? To stare and talk? To feel bad for her? It sounds humiliating.”
I scowled.
“The lady wants her privacy,” said Cô Mỹ. After a moment, she spoke in English, slowly reaching for a word. “Give her… dignity.”
“You could’ve told the Communists to lock up her husband,” I said.
“This was long before they took over. The police don’t work like that, especially not in Vietnam,” said Cô Mỹ, snorting. “The lady had a chance to leave. She could call the police. She could run and hide. She could ask the neighbors for help.
“But she still went to the market to work. She came home like any other day. She stayed with her husband, even though he hit her. They had kids, a home, money problems that tied them together. No one can force her to leave him. She has to make the choice.”
I stared blankly at a spot on my plate. I realized my legs were shaking beneath the table.
I’d thought I knew about the worst that humanity had to offer, things like rape, genocide, torture, murder—big, grand awful things. I had a suspicion that I’d tasted some of them myself.
But there were smaller, everyday evils. I would find them down the road, at the mall, in the cafeteria. They were pernicious, easy to overlook. And the real evil was that there would be people who would never stop suffering—the evil they endured was a part of their routine, like brushing teeth or fixing hair. It boggled my mind that the world could be continually cruel like that. It seemed inhumane. And I realized I would never stop learning about the ways people fail each other.
“Veronica, stop frowning. You’ll get wrinkles like that,” said Cô Mỹ. She patted me on the back like I was a baby. “If a man hits you—say bye-bye to him! You decide to leave, okay?”
I nodded slowly.
I could nearly taste the earlobe in my mouth.
“There are good men out there. I like my husband. We laugh all the time, and he’s an easygoing person. He’s never dared hit me.”
“That’s good,” I said glibly.
Cô Mỹ let out a sinister giggle, her voice low. “Because if he tried to hurt me, I would fear for his life. I don’t like violence, but it’s your own fault if you try to hurt the wrong person. Some of us are crazy up here. Do you understand, Veronica?”
I looked into Cô Mỹ’s eyes. And I nodded. I understood.
Footsteps thundered up from the basement. I sat up straight. Ba rose from the stairs, entering the kitchen. His sleep clothes were wrinkly, and the dark circles under his eyes were a deep purple. He’d slept on the basement couch.
“No one woke me up?” he asked.
“We wanted you to sleep,” said Cô Mỹ. “We made you breakfast.”
“I don’t have time,” said Ba. He hurried to the bathroom.
Cô Mỹ picked up a piece of bacon between her fingers. She held it daintily like a flower.
“You know what,” Cô Mỹ mused brightly, “I don’t like bacon that much. Too salty. It doesn’t go well with the eggs and soy sauce. You need lạp xưởng for that. What do you think?”
Cô Mỹ chewed on the bacon, her gaze now focused on the breakfast in front of us. After Ba’s intrusion, Cô Mỹ had made it very clear: our conversation was over.
I looked at the leftover yolk, oil, and soy sauce on my plate. I felt tired after a long, long morning. I hadn’t even started the day yet.
“How do you like this breakfast, Veronica?”
“I think we need lạp xưởng,” I said softly.

I was drowsy at school: tired from a lack of sleep and sleepy from a full, hearty breakfast. And I was warm, bundled in one of the new hoodies that Cô Mỹ had purchased for me.
A hand waved in front of my face. It was Sharon’s boyfriend who stopped me in the hallway. Every time I looked at him, I had to tilt my head back. I flatly said hi.
“Hey, kid. You bite anyone recently?”
My eyes froze on his dopey, happy face.
“No, I haven’t,” I said quickly. “Do you wanna be next?”
“What?”
“What?” I said innocently.
We stood in the middle of the hallway, looking at each other. Caleb’s grin had drooped slightly, the discomfort gleaming in his eyes. And I beamed back like a pageant girl.
I wanted to tell him that he was very lucky to be Sharon’s boyfriend. He had someone to protect him. For Sharon’s sake, I would never try anything.
But I had some very sharp teeth. And a healthy appetite. And I had sampled other boys before.
I wanted to convey to Caleb that he needed to be very, very careful around me.
“Well, see ya,” he said. And Caleb walked away with his scared, droopy grin.
I had a bounce to my step as I walked to my first class. I found Sharon and Hannah in their seats, checking over the homework that I had neglected to do. They sighed, rewriting equations on their worksheets. They worried so much about their grades—it was something I both admired and pitied.
“You guys don’t need to stress out so much. You’ve always been good at math,” I said honestly. “I trust you enough to cheat off you guys.”
“Thank you for the support,” said Hannah. She shook her head but grinned. She turned to Sharon. “We’re proud to be math geeks. You tell Caleb that.”
“I actually saw him just now,” I said.
Sharon rolled her eyes as she erased some numbers off her worksheet.
“Is everything okay?”
“Yeah, we’re fine,” said Sharon, but she kept her eyes on her homework. “He’s just been annoying lately. I can’t put my finger on it, you know?”
I nodded somberly, but on the inside, I was thrilled with this development.
As class began, I hurried off to my seat. And I sat down, my eyes landing on the doorway just as Michael came in.
A girl crept behind him.
She had long, beautiful hair. A cute face. A name that I could not remember. She sat up front next to Michael and one of his friends. They brought out their assignments, leaning in toward each other, talking. She smiled at him.
Another day. Another girl.
I was frozen, pure ice. I couldn’t focus. Assignments were handed in, except for mine. Mr. Ed made a comment to me, but the words slipped past me like wind.
My eyes lingered on the girl. She ran a hand through her hair.
Would she get hurt the same way I had? Fooled by some sweetness and a smile?
Or would she be treated decently?
Michael was friendly with the girl. He and his friends spoke to her all the time. They made her laugh. She was one of their own. That friendship made her different from me. I realized that, aside from a smile, Michael had only ever spoken to me once in class. The other time had been at the party.
My hands clawed at the sides of my desk. I kept myself steady, fighting the urge to tremble. My pinky finger grazed a dry wad of gum that someone had stuck under the desk.
Michael passed a highlighter to the girl, their fingers touching. Then he suddenly stood up. Michael went up to the chalkboard, solving an equation for Mr. Ed.
I heard the screech of the chalk. I saw the white of the makeshift bandage.
I was boiling.
It was Michael’s choice at the end of the day. He could drown the girl in sweetness, peppering her with kisses and fun dates. He could call her his girlfriend, holding her hand in his as they walked around town. He could buy her cute little gifts to warm her heart. And during a school dance, he could hold her close with gentle hands. Maybe they would hold each other afterward that same night.
She could get a sweet, loving Michael.
I wondered what I had done to get the other one. What made me worth so little kindness?
My eyes watered, and I blinked hard to keep the tears away. The girl leaned forward as Mr. Ed talked through Michael’s work. Michael stayed at the chalkboard.
For some reason, I thought of the neighbors next door: Gigi and her husband.
Maybe the girl would get both the sweetness and the pain. They could dance together one moment until Michael shoved her in the next.
It all depended on him. He would ultimately decide how it all went. It didn’t matter whether he chose kindness or cruelty or both—it enraged me that he had so much power. He could be a parasite. Or he could be warmth. The other girl had no idea.
Michael suddenly glanced at me. Our eyes locked.
And I couldn’t think. My fingers peeled off the dried wad of gum beneath my desk. In my hand, the chewed gum was a dark, faded blue. Most of its stickiness was gone.
And as Michael watched, I threw my head back and plopped the gum into my mouth.
His eyes seemed to bulge out of his head.
I smacked my lips and chewed that gum with an open mouth. It wasn’t bad. I tasted artificial blueberry and tiny wooden shavings from the desk. There was even a strange hint of cheese. But in that moment, nothing else could taste better. And I smiled at Michael.
He immediately looked away. He sat back down before Mr. Ed had fully talked through his answer.
I wondered if the gum reminded Michael of our night together, when I’d had his bloody earlobe in my mouth. Last time, I had spat it out. I hadn’t known any better.
Michael later turned to look at me. He was curious, scared, desperate to know if I still watched him.
I smiled back savagely, the gum resting between my teeth. He quickly looked away.
I decided then and there that I would feast that night.
He would be the main course.
This time, I would chew.






CHAPTER 15
I had a beautiful bus ride home. I pushed the window down and stuck my hand outside, feeling the sunlight on my palm and the breeze between my fingers. When we picked up speed along the highway, I closed my eyes. And the breeze became a rush of air, threatening to tear me apart. It was glorious, thrilling.
I planned to leave for Michael’s house that night, when everyone was asleep.
In the kitchen, I found Cô Mỹ at the sink, wielding a cleaver. She was hacking the scales off a white and yellow fish.
“Veronica, I promised you I would cook. I haven’t had time until today,” she said. “I even took myself to the grocery store.”
“What are you making?”
“Canh cá nấu ngót,” said Cô Mỹ, and she pointed her shoulder toward the giant pot on the stove. “I’m tired of eating all this meat we’ve had. We need some warm soup and fish to cool down our stomachs. Fish is good for you.”
There was another creak from the basement. Mẹ’s head suddenly rose from the stairway. Her face was pale, while the rest of her was bundled up in the brown bathrobe.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Your mother’s doing the laundry. What else would she be doing?” said Cô Mỹ. As Mẹ entered the kitchen, Cô Mỹ quickly glanced at her. My mother had a full laundry basket in her arms.
“Did I scare you, Veronica?” asked Mẹ.
I let out an exasperated sigh. “I’m not scared. You’re just so quiet that you sneak up on people.”
Mẹ disappeared down the hallway.
“I’m not quiet,” she said softly, her back turned. “You’re just too loud.”
Cô Mỹ said nothing as she cooked. She was too cautious to speak to my mother directly. And Mẹ continued to avoid my aunt, even when they were in the same room.
“It smells ngon,” I said to Cô Mỹ. She giggled slightly. I wanted her to feel better.
Then I went to my room and napped until it was dinnertime. My mind followed the vague path to Michael’s house, tracing every landmark that I could remember. And I let my body rest as it stored up its energy for the long journey ahead.

When we gathered at the kitchen table, we were quiet. Mẹ was stoic in her little corner. Ba spoke to my aunt, but he avoided my gaze. Meanwhile, Cô Mỹ fluttered around the kitchen, bringing the noodles, the two pompano fish, the garnish plate, and the tiny bowl of fish sauce to the table. Then she warned us not to move. Cô Mỹ carried over the large bowl of canh cá nấu ngót. It was steaming and filled to the brim. She cupped the bowl with her bare fingers around the top.
Like Mẹ, my aunt was not bothered by the heat in her hands. She moved slowly, gingerly, until she placed the soup at the center of the table. Not a drop had spilled.
“Soup is always good for the body,” she said. She wiped her hands on her apron. It was my mother’s, and it hung past her knees. “Do you agree, Veronica?”
I nodded.
Canh cá nấu ngót was not a meal that Tommy and I ever requested. We liked it just fine, but we never craved it the way we did bún thịt nướng and bánh xèo. Canh cá nấu ngót was boring in comparison—a bowl of either rice or noodles, sour soup, and fish. It was a meal for sustenance, not enjoyment.
Still, I was used to Mẹ’s recipe. I knew what flavors and textures to expect. I knew the ratio of pineapple chunks, tomatoes, and onions in my mother’s soup. And I could always rely on the canh cá nấu ngót to be a bright red-orange.
It was not the soup my aunt had made. Hers was clear and faintly yellow. It reminded me of a cloudy bowl of water. Inside, I could see the sliced pineapple chunks, vegetables, and Chinese celery. The soup looked like it had no flavor.
I ate it anyway. I poured it over my bowl of noodles and pompano fish. It was a decent meal, but the soup was a bit plain. It needed more salt, and it lacked the sour kick that went well with the fish. The tomato slices were a bit too hard, as though Cô Mỹ hadn’t cooked them in the soup long enough.
“How does it taste? Do you like it?” asked Cô Mỹ.
“Very ngon,” I said. Cô Mỹ beamed.
“I think it needs more fish sauce,” said Ba. When my aunt gave him a look, he shrugged. “I’m telling the truth. It’s not salty enough.”
“You cook then,” said my aunt.
“I would, but Veronica wouldn’t be as nice about my cooking.”
Cô Mỹ cackled.
She began to spear out the meat from the fish head, just above its glassy eye. She dumped it into my bowl.
“Here. The fish brain makes you smarter.”
Mẹ and Ba used to say the same thing. It was both a joke and a superstition. The “fish brain” was just regular fish meat. Tommy usually ate it because he was the hungriest. I liked to believe that it sharpened up his intellect.
But this time, I ate the fish brain with some rice. I didn’t feel any different.
In the middle of our meal, Ba stood up. He went to the fridge and took out the last beer. He sat down and cracked it open.
Cô Mỹ straightened up in her seat. And I remembered the previous night, when we’d found Ba passed out with the four beers in front of him.
“You’re drinking again?” Mẹ said softly. She watched him from across the table. There was no movement on her face, not even a twitch of her forehead. Somehow that seemed even scarier, because though I couldn’t see it, I could feel Mẹ’s rage percolating in the air.
Ba raised his beer toward her, as if to toast her. Then he sipped it.
“Where’s my beer? You won’t share one with your sister?” Cô Mỹ’s words landed flat on the table.
Ba said nothing as he drank. Then he put down the beer and began to eat the noodles and soup, slurping loudly.
He spoke calmly: “I have been working nonstop. I have been doing all the driving since the summer. I do all the errands outside the house. And I have been picking up groceries when I can so that we don’t starve. I’m tired. If I need a drink to relax, then I will have one.”
He spoke to Mẹ without looking at her.
Cô Mỹ and I stayed silent, nervous for what would happen next.
But Mẹ didn’t move. After a moment, my mother looked back at her food. She ate it quietly and said nothing else to Ba as he drank his beer.
For the rest of dinner, it was mainly Cô Mỹ and Ba who talked. Cô Mỹ tried to keep the conversation light.
Then Ba asked, “What time do you leave for the airport tomorrow?”
“Around noon,” she said.
I whipped my head in her direction.
“Cô Mỹ’s leaving?” I asked.
“You need to pay more attention,” Mẹ said softly.
My aunt smirked, amused.
“Don’t worry, Veronica,” she said theatrically, her voice lilting louder. “I’ll be gone tomorrow. You’ll have the living room to yourself again. You can use the TV and the computer without worry. Your auntie can’t look over your shoulder when she’s gone.”
“I’m sure Veronica’s very excited,” said Ba.
I glared at him, but he coolly stared back.
“I’m excited to sleep in a real bed again,” said Cô Mỹ. “And I need to check on my husband. Hopefully he hasn’t starved.”
After dinner, the four of us went to pray in front of Tommy’s altar. Cô Mỹ had put on the jade rosary around her neck. For each Hail Mary or Our Father we prayed, Cô Mỹ’s fingers drifted to the next bead. The prayers were long that night—our aunt’s way of saying goodbye to Tommy. Cô Mỹ’s bowl of fruit looked untouched. The fruit looked only slightly ripe.
Afterward, my mother brought out the clean, folded laundry for Cô Mỹ. As my auntie quickly put away the clothes in her luggage, she told Mẹ she would wash the dishes.
“I can do them tomorrow,” said Mẹ.
“No, I insist.”
“You should relax—”
“I will do the dishes!” barked Cô Mỹ. The Vietnamese language often sounded like yelling when someone got animated. “You’ve been gracious to let me stay here. I won’t take no for an answer.”
“Okay,” said Mẹ. She hesitated, then turned and disappeared down the hallway, speaking over her shoulder. “Phước and I will pay for your taxi then.”
Cô Mỹ sighed.
It was a forceful stalemate between my aunt and my mother. I suppose it was their way of making peace. There was never an apology in these situations—just polite gestures both parties had wordlessly agreed to.
Ba had disappeared to another part of the house.
Cô Mỹ caught me as I tried to sneak away.
“Veronica, come help me wash the dishes.”
While my aunt did the washing, I did the rinsing. We stood side by side at the kitchen sink. Cô Mỹ hummed to herself. Then she leaned in.
“You can be honest with your auntie,” she whispered. “Do you have a boyfriend?”
I grimaced and pretended to gag. At the current moment, the idea seemed laughably unreal. Cô Mỹ giggled.
“That’s good. Boys are too much trouble. They were the worst distraction for me when I was your age. Your bà nội was sick of it.”
“What happened?” I asked.
“Oh, there were different boys. Nothing serious—I just liked the attention. There was one boy who tried to sing love songs to me in French and Chinese. He was an awful singer. Your bà nội said she’d cut off his tongue if he came by the house again.
“I wore a lot of blush to impress another boy. Very handsome, nice strong shoulders. He took me to a café. Vietnamese iced coffee always makes me shake with heart palpitations. But you know what happened? That boy put me to sleep! I yawned every time he spoke. Handsome, but his head was empty.”
My auntie and I shared a smirk.
I knew Cô Mỹ was not especially beautiful. She had too many of my father’s features: his lips, his jaw. And her eyes were small and set slightly too close together.
But none of that mattered. Cô Mỹ was vivacious, a woman of glamour. She had a personality that drew people in toward her—loud, warm, inviting. She carried herself with a sense of sureness, a lack of apology for her presence. I was sure my auntie had attracted many suitors in her youth. She’d lived a full, interesting life.
Cô Mỹ gave me a bowl to rinse. She lowered the water pressure to a thin drizzle.
“It was young, dumb fun,” said Cô Mỹ. I nodded. Then her voice softened. “It’s okay to be lighthearted. It’s good to enjoy things when you’re young. Life is hard already. You need to find those little moments that make it worthwhile.”
It sounded easy when she said it. It sounded obvious. I was fourteen—I wanted that young, dumb fun.
But then I thought about Tommy, whose life had been plucked away because he’d been on the highway at the wrong time. I thought about Mẹ, who barely left the house after Tommy’s death, and Ba, who indulged in his beers. I thought of Gigi, of the husband who beat her and the bloody squirrels he trapped outside.
And I thought about Michael and the night of the party.
And the bloody plans I now had for him.
These were the heavy parts of my life, and they were so intense that I couldn’t focus on much else. I was blinded, overwhelmed by all of it. It was easy to forget the lightness out there: the breathless laughter after a dumb joke, the sweet taste of candy on my tongue, and the bliss of a romance book in my hands as I laid in bed. These were the light, easy things in my life. It had been too long since I’d reached for them.
“Look at your father,” murmured Cô Mỹ. “He’s still happy sometimes.”
“He’s only happy when he nhậus,” I said bitterly.
My auntie sighed. She handed me a few more soapy dishes. As I rinsed them off, she shut off the faucet, looking over her shoulder. She leaned in so close that I thought our faces would touch.
“The Communists took your father when he was Tommy’s age,” she hissed.
I blankly stared back.
“What?”
“They arrested him when he was in college in Saigon. They put him in their camps for two months. They said they educated him. Then they dumped him out of a truck in the countryside far away. He was a skeleton when our father brought him home, the skin barely hanging onto his bones.”
My mouth was open, but no sound came out.
“He’ll never talk about it. Don’t ask him,” she said. Cô Mỹ turned on the faucet again. She began rinsing the dishes on her own. “I don’t know what they did to him at the camps…. He doesn’t want us to know. But he still lived his life afterward. He still laughed.”
I found myself staring at the soapsuds that trailed out of the bowl she held. The water carried the suds down the drain, leaving behind a lone, tiny bubble.
“It takes work to be happy,” she said. She sounded both grave and desperate. Her words came out like a soft wisp of air. “You have to try, Veronica.”
I nodded, looking into her eyes.
I would try harder than I ever had in my life.
After I was done with Michael.






CHAPTER 16
I laid in bed, wearing a pair of tight sweatpants and an old stained hoodie. These were the clothes that I would throw away soon enough. I could afford to stain them with blood.
I waited for silence throughout the house. I listened to the sound of conversation in the living room as Cô Mỹ packed. I listened as the bathroom door opened and closed. And I listened as Ba finally went to his room. After one night in the basement, he was desperate to sleep in a bed again, even when it meant lying next to a woman who was furious with him.
I sighed.
An image sprouted in my brain, climbing out of nowhere: a skeletal young man, his bones protruding against his skin. You could trace each rib and sunken hollow. The man was supposed to be Ba, freshly dumped out of a truck by the Communists. But the face was vague, not my father’s. And the body was an amalgamation of all the wartime prisoners I had seen in old photos.
I covered my eyes in the dark. I didn’t want to see my father like that. And I stayed still until I heard the faint tap of rain outside. Then I realized the house was dead silent.
I slowly sat up, peering out the window. Our backyard was dark. The only light nearby came from the neighbors’ house next door. But Mẹ, Ba, and Cô Mỹ were asleep.
It was time.
I perched on the nightstand just like Tommy had. I slid the window open. My fingers fumbled in the dark, raising the bug screen upward.
And I climbed out into the yard. There was a glow from the neighbors’ property. Tiny flecks of rain tickled my forehead as I walked across the grass. It was a peaceful, morose kind of night. I shivered, thinking about all the blood and chaos that would leak from Michael Peterson while the rain twinkled over the city. It was a hazy, pleasant dream, but I would make it happen.
I slipped past the gate, following the stretch of woods behind our block. Nearby, I heard the hum of the highway.
And the bark of a squirrel.
I slowed down in the rain. The sound was unmistakable. And I watched the ground in front of me, afraid that I would step on the cage trap. I squinted in the dark.
A shadow rose from the trees.
I squeaked in terror.
The shadow turned around and jumped back.
“Who’s there?” It was a woman’s voice. The shadow approached me, even as I backed away. “Oh, Jesus Christ, it’s just you.”
She talked as if she knew me. I stared at the shadow for a moment until I recognized the shape of her hair, her face. It was Gigi.
She didn’t wear her sunglasses—I realized I had never seen her before without them. Her eyes were exposed in the dark, watching me. Their whites glistened. And it made me very uneasy, how unnatural it was. To me, Gigi and the sunglasses were one organism.
“Sorry, ma’am,” I said. “I thought I heard a squirrel.”
“Oh, you did.”
Gigi’s shadow bent down. There was a snarl and the rattle of the cage as she lifted it into the air.
My stomach sank when I realized what was happening.
“My husband and I catch them. I just want to make sure the trap doesn’t rust in this rain,” said Gigi. And she gently shook the cage trap. The squirrel snarled from the back of its throat. It was a shivering lump in the dark. I knew the animal was shaking with rage. Perhaps its mouth was already bloodied as it chewed desperately at the metal wires. “We have to keep the squirrels off our property. They’re expensive pests.”
“They hurt themselves,” I squeaked. “They get bloody.”
“I know. But it can’t be helped,” said Gigi. She sounded mildly tired. “We don’t force the squirrels to do anything. If they avoided our property, we wouldn’t have to do this to them.”
I was stunned, my mouth hanging open. Tommy and I had blamed her husband for all the traps. It boggled my mind that his wife was involved. The cruelty was shared between them. Gigi was complicit.
“Look, we sometimes free the squirrels far away from here. But we have busy schedules. We don’t always check right away.”
“You sometimes free the squirrels?” I asked.
“The live ones, yes,” said Gigi. She sighed again. “Sometimes they get so worked up, they bleed themselves out. They’re angry little pests. My husband spoke to you about it, didn’t he? Just ignore them.”
“You’re hurting them. It’s not—it’s not necessary,” I said.
Gigi shrugged, the cage trap in her hands.
“These things happen sometimes,” she said. “Just don’t think about it.”
Gigi turned, looking toward her house. Her husband stood behind their sliding door, a large hulk of a shadow. He was watching us. I felt a flash of rage.
“It’s kind of late. Don’t you have school tomorrow?” asked Gigi.
I was speechless as she turned, swinging the cage trap with her. She crossed the yard and disappeared into the house.
And I was left outside in the rain.
It hurt slightly, to see Gigi like that—it felt like a betrayal somehow. She was a housewife whose husband shoved her. She most likely suffered worse. She was supposed to be a poor, thankless victim.
So why did she inflict such misery on the squirrels? I couldn’t believe it. I continued on, a knot of disgust in my stomach. It bothered me more than the rain, which had begun to soak through my clothes. The raindrops pelted me as I stepped onto the highway. I walked on the pavement, away from the grass and mud.
The highway was not as busy that night. But the cars moved swiftly and loudly, sending currents of water splashing alongside their tires. My legs were drenched as a car passed by so close that I could nearly touch it.
This was dangerous, wasn’t it? Cars that sped so fast over the wet roads that they could slip off the ground in seconds. Hydroplaning, as Tommy had called it. It sounded like a word he’d made up.
Maybe it would only take one car to hydroplane into me. And I would die on the same highway Tommy had….
I shivered, squeezing my arms into me.
I couldn’t die until I reached Michael Peterson. It was already a long journey to his house. Once I got there, I would need to figure out what to do. Would I climb up the side of his house to reach him? Would I lure him outside? And the aftermath, when the deed was finished and my belly was full—what then?
I didn’t know. I wasn’t smart or practical like my brother. I never had been, and I never would be.
I was a creature of instinct, starved and savage and desperate.
I only had dreams to guide me: dreams of Michael’s blood, his howls of pain, his flesh between my teeth. They were my calling.
But… tonight was not the night. That became clear as I looked at the endless gloom of the highway. The weather posed too many problems. The road conditions were dangerous. And I was soaked and exhausted in the rain.
I stopped walking, my cold hands buried in my armpits. I needed to plan better. I needed patience. I wasn’t giving up on Michael Peterson—I was rescheduling! He had gotten lucky that night.
I turned around, retracing my path on the highway. I dreamed of my warm, dry bed.
And as I walked, a yellow glow appeared under my feet. It grew longer and brighter, stretching out beneath me like a path.
The high beams of a car.
I watched the car as it crept past me, splashing my legs with rainwater. Then it finally stopped. And the passenger’s window rolled down.
I recognized it: the red car from the night of the party.
I walked up to the open window, shivering.
A man leaned over the passenger’s seat to look at me. His face was pale and his eyes were very, very big.
“I—I need a ride home,” I stammered.
The man unlocked the passenger’s door. With a shaky hand, I opened it and slipped inside. The car smelled musty, and there were cracks in the fake leather seat. Rain dripped off me, soaking the car’s interior.
“What’s the address? Where do you need to be dropped off?” he asked.
“I live close by,” I said, then stopped. The man watched me, unmoving. My hands shook when I realized I didn’t want him to know where I lived.
I gave him Michael’s address instead. The man tittered as he pulled onto the highway.
“Why are you walking out so late?” he asked.
“I—I felt like it. I’m just coming back from a friend’s house.”
“That’s not a very nice friend to leave you out here like this. Why didn’t you call your parents?”
“I—I don’t know.” My voice sounded very far away.
“You afraid you’ll get in trouble with them?”
“Yes,” I squeaked.
I heard the click of the car lock. We stopped at the red lights of the intersection. But instead of making a U-turn toward Michael’s house, the man turned into my neighborhood. We passed by the chain-link fence, my bus stop, and the street where I had lived for the past fourteen years. We continued past neighbors’ homes as the rain pattered overhead. I stayed very still.
“Well, don’t worry. I’ll take good care of you.” Even though I was staring straight ahead, I knew the man had turned to look at me.
“My house is the other way,” I said. “Other side of town.”
“I know. I just gotta get some gas first.”
He exited the neighborhood. He continued past the quiet gas station and the dinky strip mall. The shops were dark, but I could see the sterile white glow from the freezers of Hardy’s Meat Market. The butcher was home somewhere, asleep in his bed.
“We just passed by a gas station,” I said in a tiny voice.
“I can’t go there. Too expensive,” said the man.
He drove us past warehouses and manufacturing plants; then he abruptly turned us into a parking lot with no lights. Only a pale block of buildings sat in front of us, no other cars in sight. The man seemed to park as far away from the road as he could. Then he shut off the engine. We sat in the dark, listening to the rain outside. And I trembled as my heart thrashed in my chest. It was so loud that I bet he could hear it.
“My house is the other way.”
“Of course it is, miss. A girl like you lives next to a golf course.” He laughed; he was mocking me. “But I’ve seen you walking twice around here, by the highway.”
He put a firm hand on my thigh.
He squeezed it.
My body burned.
And I launched myself at him. I was an animal of instinct. My jaw locked around his neck, my teeth digging into his skin. I could smell the fruity hint of his cheap cologne over the sour stench of his body odor. I could feel the heat of his body and the rapid kick of his pulse. His heart moved faster than mine did.
I drew blood. A tiny trickle on my tongue. My stomach groaned as though it was empty.
There was a drive in me, a hunger buried deep within me. I moved without thought, gulping him down like air. What hunger.
The man began to scream. His voice was shrill, blasting my eardrums. His hands tried to push me away. But my teeth only sank deeper into his neck, finding more heat, more wetness…
The man shuddered. Then he stopped moving.
When I pulled away, I realized he’d slumped back in his seat.

In the dark, he was so pale. His breathing was heavy, and his chest rose up and down. He made my mouth water.
But I had pulled away. I’d gotten repulsed after my nose touched the strands of his hair. I didn’t like the way my head brushed against his, burying into the side of his neck. It was too intimate, as though I was giving him a love bite. But I was here to take, not give.
The man had an open wound on his neck. A small chunk of him was gone—not something he’d miss. But the rest of him was still there. The iron aroma of blood lingered in the air.
I wanted to eat him, but I wanted to touch him as little as I could.
You’re being too picky, Mẹ would say. Some people do more to eat less than you do.
The thought made me roll my eyes.
Then I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. And I wiped my hand against the top of my sweatpants.
Nearby, his right arm rested over the gearshift. It was splayed from the rest of him. I touched his wrist. He didn’t stir. I tugged his arm closer to me, and still the man did not move.
I quickly made the sign of the cross. I wanted God to know I was a grateful girl. And I hoped He could ignore the rest of what I would do.
I gingerly rolled up the man’s sleeve. His forearm was long and pale and thick. It was heavier than it looked, a limb full of deadweight. But with both my hands, I propped it up in the air. Slowly, I rotated his arm, revealing the fleshy underside. I held it up to my face like a corncob. And I brought it to my mouth, my lips nearly kissing him.
I took a long, deep bite….
Before I finished chewing, I took another bite.
Before I could swallow some air, I bit once more.
I scarfed him down. He was hearty, warm like soup and calming like syrup. He was rich in meaty flavor, with a kick so sharp, it was spicy. I couldn’t think of anything else that compared to the taste of human flesh: raw and savory, yet mild. All the textures in my mouth: tough, chewy, and delicate. No taste overpowered the others. Each bite was balanced. In my mouth, he was broth and stew.
I grew feverish. There was that warmth in my belly and that burn in my chest. Between my legs, the pulse had come back, a deep, heavy ache. The pressure was almost unbearable. I wanted to make it go away. My body seemed to be breaking open. And I was leaking between my legs. Down there, it was hot and wet, nearly as drenched as the world outside.
But I kept eating, one bite after the other.
The pressure swelled between my legs. The pulse grew frantic. And as I ate, blood and saliva dripped down my chin. My body suddenly shuddered. A blast rippled through me, one tremor after the other, from the spot between my legs up to the coil in my belly. The sensation was almost too much. I imagined that this was what heaven must have felt like—overwhelming, past the limits of the human body. It could make people go blind. It could shatter their hearing. And it could singe off their taste buds.
I was no longer a body—only air.
And I was divine.
I let out a moan.
His arm twitched.
I froze. I stayed very, very still, his arm held in my hands, my heart racing.
I thought if I didn’t move, then he wouldn’t move. People spasmed all the time in their sleep. I was sure it happened to unconscious people, too. I just had to stay still. The moment would pass.
But there was a low groan from his throat. I let go of his arm as he tugged it back.
It was dark in the car. Without much light, he couldn’t see me in the passenger’s seat. He couldn’t see the mess that had dripped onto the gearshift and the seats and the dashboard. He couldn’t see the gaping holes in his arm either, lined with teeth marks.
The human body didn’t need to see, though. It could feel that parts of itself were missing. It could feel that lightness and that wet warmth that leaked out of it. And it could feel the raw pain as its nerves were exposed. It could feel the violation.
His shadow shook as though he could see everything in front of him. He shook so hard that the car did, too.
He jolted fully awake. His free hand clutched at his bloodied arm. It flew around his bloody neck. I thought I could see the whites of his eyes.
He screamed, then choked, the pain caught in his throat. His other hand swatted at me like I was a fly. He murmured incoherently. But I stayed still, watching his shadow as it writhed against his seat.
Then there was a faint click from the door behind me. To my surprise, I could open the passenger’s door. I noticed the blood on the back of my hand. It stained my fingers, my arms, and the clothes I wore. And it stained the car seat under me. I’d been a very sloppy eater. I turned to look at the mess on the man.
“Are you okay?” I said mechanically.
The man cried out, his voice higher than any note I could reach.
I opened the door and stepped outside. The rain had lessened to a drizzle.
The man moaned, then whimpered. He leaned over the seat and yanked the door shut. I heard the snap of the lock—he’d locked himself from me. A moment later, the car engine roared. The car sped backward and zipped away into the night.
I had only been hungry. And I had feasted.
I smiled to myself, looking up at the rain.






CHAPTER 17
The next morning, I smelled coffee in the hallway. In the kitchen, Cô Mỹ stood by the screen door, looking out. I joined her, curious about what she’d seen.
“Look at all the yard space,” she said. “If an American family lived here, the yard would be good for a dog.”
I’d never noticed it before. On the patio, we had the plastic outdoor furniture, the two lounge chairs, and a black kettle grill—all of it slick from the rain. The rest of the yard was a patch of yellowed grass surrounded by a wooden fence. After childhood, Tommy and I had rarely ventured onto the grass. The yard really was wasted on us.
I eyed the leftover coffee.
“Don’t drink that,” barked Cô Mỹ. “Coffee stunts your growth—makes you short. What if you’re meant to be a supermodel?”
“I’m tall enough,” I said. I tasted a fleck of blood in my mouth. Then I added, “I’m taller than you.”
Cô Mỹ shushed me.
I poured some coffee into a blue mug. I added some milk and a spoonful of sugar, the way Tommy had done it. I stirred the coffee and took a sip. I grimaced—it tasted milky, sour, and bitter all in one go.
“Do you like it?” she asked.
“I love it,” I said, and I took my mug and sat down at the table. Cô Mỹ joined me with her cup of coffee.
“Now you’ll never be a model,” said my auntie, and she gave a long, heavy sigh. “You’ll be addicted to coffee for the rest of your life.”
“I won’t.”
“Everyone in our family needs it. It’s a terrible addiction,” she said.
“Who said Veronica could drink coffee?” Ba entered the kitchen in his pajamas. Something must have shown on my face because he looked at me suspiciously. “What are you looking at?”
“Nothing,” I said.
He poured himself a cup of coffee. Ba was fleshy, even with his small frame. He had a tan that stopped abruptly on his arms and knees, a patchwork of dark brown and warm yellow skin. He had a peppery head of hair. And he was short by American standards, barely taller than me.
Ba looked as ordinary as ever.
There was no hint of the people that Cô Mỹ had told me about: the young college student, the prisoner of the reeducation camp, or the man who’d left with the skin barely hanging onto his bones.
And there were other versions she hadn’t mentioned: the escapee who’d fled out of Vietnam, the voyager who’d crossed the sea, and the settler who’d landed in the American Midwest.
I couldn’t make sense of all the people he’d been, all the things he’d seen, all the lives he’d lived. The numerous things he’d experienced in his life: all the joys, furies, sorrows, triumphs, and sufferings. Yet they all existed in one person, my father.
“Is there something on my face?” he asked.
I shook my head. My eyes were slightly wet.
“You look very handsome today,” I said.
Ba snorted as Cô Mỹ giggled.
“I don’t know what you want, Veronica, but you’re not getting it,” he said.
I only shook my head. Ba turned the conversation to his sister. He asked her about her plans once she got home to California.
“I’m stressed,” said Cô Mỹ, but she sounded very relaxed. “I don’t trust the ladies at the nail salon. I’m always afraid that one of them might offend a customer, and I won’t be there to fix it.”
“You barely speak English,” said Ba.
“I don’t need to speak English. I only need to be sweet and to say ‘I sorry’ over and over again until I fix the problem. That’s why my customers love me—‘I sorry’ all the time.”
“You’re not sorry at all,” said Ba with a smirk.
Cô Mỹ shushed him, giggling. They began to talk about a distant relative whose wife worked at a nail salon. I stopped paying attention and sipped my coffee. Mẹ silently came out to join us, and she and Cô Mỹ made us a quick breakfast of buttered toast. Cô Mỹ sprinkled sugar over hers. Mẹ raised an eyebrow but said nothing.
“Did you do something to your skin?” asked Cô Mỹ to my mother. “Your skin’s glowing like glass.”
“I’m not sure,” she said. “I mostly drink water.”
“It’s good to drink water.”
“It is,” said Mẹ. She paused, seemingly unsure of what to say. “Your eyebrows look nice today. They look perfect.”
Cô Mỹ smiled. Her eyebrows were the only thing she’d put on her face that morning.
We had a quiet breakfast. The adults made polite conversation, but Mẹ and Ba mostly spoke with my aunt, not with each other.
When it was time to leave for school, Cô Mỹ walked me to the bus stop. She wore a thin, short set of pajamas. We made it to the mailbox before she stopped. Behind the chain-link fence overhead, the highway thundered with rush-hour traffic.
“Give me your hands,” she barked.
I held them out. I thought she’d swat them away. But Cô Mỹ reached into the pocket of her pajama shorts and pulled out a small stack of money. She put it in my hands.
“Don’t tell your parents,” said Cô Mỹ. I flipped through the money—all twenty-dollar bills, ten in total. I tried to shove the money back at her, but she shook her head.
“I don’t want it,” I said. My hands felt like they were holding a grenade. I’d never held so much money before in my life.
“I want you to spend it on something fun,” she barked. “Don’t tell your parents, because they’ll make you save it. And then your dad will get mad at me.”
“It’s too much money.”
Cô Mỹ waved the thought away.
“You spend it as you like. That’s an order, okay?”
“Okay,” I said. There was no use in arguing with her. My auntie was a boulder.
“Don’t put the money in the pocket of your pants. Put it in your backpack! Trời ơi, you make it too easy for the robbers.”
I unzipped my backpack and stuffed the money inside. I was overwhelmed, thinking about all the things I could buy—new clothes, accessories, meat. Before I could straighten up, Cô Mỹ wrapped me into a tight hug. She seemed so frail in my arms, but her grip was firm, as though she held on for dear life. Then she stood on her tiptoes and gently kissed me on the forehead.
“You’re a tall girl. That’s good—don’t be short like the rest of us.” Her hands cupped my face, and I could feel the hardened skin of her palms against my cheeks. “I won’t see you for a while, Veronica. But you be good and you be happy,” she said.
I nodded, my eyes burning, a lump in my throat. I heard the roar of the yellow school bus down the block.
“Don’t miss your bus!” I turned and began to run after it. Cô Mỹ yelled out in English, “Bye-bye, Veronica!”
“Bye-bye, Cô Mỹ!” I yelled back.
“Buy some flowers for Tommy!” she called after me. “Wear the nice clothes I bought you!”
I was sweaty when I made it onto the school bus. I hurried into a seat and craned my head against the window, hoping to get a glimpse of Cô Mỹ.
But the bus pulled away, and I saw nothing but half of an empty road.

I sat very still before Mr. Ed’s class. There were rumors of a surprise quiz, which worried Sharon and Hannah. They skimmed through their notes, checking the concepts with each other. And I sat very still, staring at a spot of nothing on my desk.
I was so, so tired. I had barely slept for the past two nights, and the fatigue had finally set in. The last bit of energy I had, I’d spent overnight. I wondered if I was sick from my walk in the rain.
And I wondered what had happened to the man in the red car. If he’d gone to the hospital, what had he told them?
In the daylight, it seemed unreal: the man, his arm, his neck, his flesh now sitting in my belly. It was a grisly nightmare. Or the dream of someone mean and crazed and psychotic.
Not a fourteen-year-old girl.
Mr. Ed came to my desk with a yellow slip of paper. I didn’t bother to look at it.
“School counselor wants to see you after class,” he said. Mr. Ed hesitated, then added, “It’s early in the school year. You have plenty of time to get yourself back on track.”
I looked into Mr. Ed’s eyes. I wanted to convey that out of everything in my life, school meant very little to me. I wanted to feed my soul and my stomach, not my mind.
But as class began, Michael slipped into the room at the very last second. The girl with lush hair followed right behind him.
I shuddered, my skin growing cold.
On the side of Michael’s head, the makeshift bandage was gone. His ear was naked for all to see. It was small and deformed. A dark red scab, almost black, had crusted at the bottom. It showed precisely where the earlobe had gone missing. Up close, I bet there would be teeth marks.
“Your ear looks rough,” said Mr. Ed. “It doesn’t hurt, I hope?”
“Nope. It’s fine. Still healing,” said Michael. He shrugged. “I don’t know if it’s ever going to get fixed.”
“It’s kind of cool, though,” said the girl. She sounded like she was smiling. “It makes you look like you got in a gang fight or something.”
Michael snorted. Mr. Ed shook his head, amused.
I clawed both my hands into my desk, the nails digging into the wood. And I reminded myself of the man in the red car. The teeth in my mouth that had ripped through raw flesh, both human and animal. The earlobe I had spat out like a wad of gum. Michael had been spared because another man had intercepted me on the highway. But it had only delayed the inevitable.
I was still so hungry.
I waited for Michael to turn around. I would taunt him, and I would glare. And I would teach him that I was his ghost, there to haunt him and to deny him peace. I would remind him of what was coming: a feast just for me.
All through class, I watched him, my eyes never leaving the back of his neck. Waiting. Salivating.
But Michael didn’t turn around. He never looked back. He never tried to steal a glance. He ignored me, focused on the chalkboard and the girl to his left.
My rage, though dulled and sore and tired, burst open. It was inflamed, seeping out of my pores.
He wanted to move on, leaving that night in the past. I made his life uncomfortable, so he chose to ignore me.
But who was he to decide?
I had been ripped open by him. That night lingered in my body, and it would not leave me just because I had chosen to ignore it. It slept in my cells, dormant, like a virus. And I knew that days or weeks or years down the road, it would flare, ravaging my system until I could barely move.
I listened to the scrape of chalk and the drone of Mr. Ed’s voice. My eyes lingered on Michael’s neck. I could taste the faint hiss of blood in my mouth and the savory nip of flesh. Despite my anger, there was a cold, clear calm in my head.
It would end tonight. I would teach him his lesson. I would not sit through another day of class with Michael where he thought he could ignore what he’d done. I wanted him to cower before me.
When class was dismissed, I rushed for the door. I had nowhere to go, only a current of energy that required movement.
I nearly crashed into Darlene Smith, who stood outside with a clipboard.
“Hello, Veronica,” she said sweetly. “I’m here to pick you up for our appointment. Just in case you’d forgotten.”
I was taken to her office with its pastel quilts, its cinnamon smell, and the teddy bear in its rocking chair.
Darlene looked through a file as she jotted down notes. For a couple minutes, the conversation went in circles.
“Everything’s fine?”
“Yep,” I insisted.
“Can you tell me some of the emotions you’re feeling today?”
I shrugged.
“I’m good.”
“Yeah?”
“Yep. Very calm. Chill.”
“That’s it? Just chill? No negative feelings at all?”
“No, not really.”
Darlene stopped writing, looking directly at me.
“You threw your lunch at Michael Peterson only two days ago. You don’t have any thoughts on the situation? No feelings of anger or sadness or regret?”
I stayed quiet. Darlene jotted down more notes. And I was suddenly nervous that she thought I wasn’t natural or normal—I was actually an unfeeling psychopath who needed to go to juvie.
“I am a little sad today,” I added quickly. “But it’s not because of Michael.”
“Why are you sad?”
“My aunt is leaving. She came to visit us for a few days.”
“Well, that’s understandable,” said Darlene. “Were you close with her?”
I nodded quickly. And it felt strange, because only days before, I’d been so uneasy around Cô Mỹ. I had wanted her to leave, this intruder who’d descended upon our family. Ba’s little sister was loud and overbearing, a force of nature.
But I would miss her. She was generous and kind. And she had so much life. Cô Mỹ seemed like the only person in the house who was keeping us afloat. Mẹ, Ba, and I were drowning.
In the counselor’s office, I imagined Cô Mỹ as she boarded the plane. She would fly back to sunny California, the land of good Vietnamese food and warm beaches. I wished she could have taken me with her.
“Let’s talk about your schoolwork,” said Darlene.
I sank into my seat.
“From what your teachers have told me, you haven’t been turning in many assignments. It’s a repeat pattern of forgetting homework.”
“I’m a forgetful person,” I said. “It happens.”
“Veronica, your education is important.”
I nodded like I agreed.
Darlene sighed, holding the file and notebook on her lap. She leaned in toward me like a dour Mrs. Claus.
“I know you’re going through a lot,” she said. “More than what a teenager already does. Grief and growing pains—these things break you. They’ll skin your knee, they’ll smash your heart. And you’re dealing with them the best you can. Because that’s how we’ve always done it.”
I held her gaze, my breath small and shallow. I was afraid to move.
“And how do we deal? We choose to distract ourselves with things that make us relaxed and happy. Easy, fun things that make life bearable. You don’t want to struggle any more than you have to. You don’t have the extra energy for school. It’s a nuisance, isn’t it? It has no impact on the grand scheme of things.
“But you are building a path for yourself. Every day, you lay down one more brick. You don’t even notice it. You don’t know where it’s going. You can’t see that path ahead of you because you’re young.
“But just know these things like school and friends and family and boys—they do affect your path. They can be little slopes in the ground or bumps in the road that send you in another direction.”
I swallowed, looking away from Darlene. I was afraid she could see it in my eyes: the blood, the meat, the saliva that pooled in my mouth.
“Ten years from now, where do you think your path will have taken you?”
I stayed very still. I tried to picture it.
All I saw was nothingness. And that didn’t seem right, so I thought of fog. It was opaque. There could have been anything on the other side. Or there could have been nothing. But I could not see past it.
I could not picture myself at twenty-four. I had no dreams or aspirations.
On my path, I could only look behind me.
And I saw a weekend lunch in the kitchen with Mẹ, Ba, and Tommy. The four of us were eating a warm stack of bánh xèo, each stuffed with bean sprouts, shrimp, and pork. We added lettuce and mint leaves to our crepes and dipped everything in nước chấm. The bánh xèo was lovely, both soft and crispy. We swallowed the crepes down with pop. And as we ate, we talked about something so stupid from the news the whole family laughed. The memory was strong—I could feel the spring breeze that blew into the kitchen.
But even then, my eyes were drawn to the meat thawing in the sink. There was the scent of blood in the air. And there was the rumble of a machine and the crackle of fire within, burning away the flesh of my brother….
These were my shadows. And they had shaped my path.
The next brick I would lay down was already decided:
Michael.
I could not see much farther than him.
“Veronica, did you hear the question?” asked Darlene.
I nodded. And I smiled, my mind drifting back to the present.
“I see happiness,” I said.






CHAPTER 18
I skipped lunch at school. No meatloaf and mashed potatoes for me. The food looked inedible. I’d had a taste of fresh meat, straight from the source—why would I eat garbage right afterward? And I was going to eat very, very good that night, so I was saving more room in my stomach. I was like a monk, fasting for a feast day.
When I came home from school, the living room was clean. Cô Mỹ’s blanket and pillows had been folded and piled neatly on the sofa. Her luggage no longer took up space on the floor. Her things were no longer scattered over the coffee table.
My auntie was very much gone. I felt a pang in my chest.
“Veronica?”
The word made me jump. I realized that Mẹ stood in the corner of the room, beside Tommy’s altar. She wore her brown bathrobe, her hair clipped up. She had a plastic bag in her hands.
“Why were you scared?” she asked.
“I didn’t know you were there, Mẹ. You’re so quiet you could give someone a heart attack.”
The corner of her mouth twitched. She turned back to Tommy’s makeshift altar. She took a ripe apple from the bowl of fruit and tossed it into the plastic bag.
The sight made me cold.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m cleaning up.”
“But that fruit is for Tommy.”
“Tommy is dead, Veronica. He can’t eat it.”
I watched as she took away one orange and two peaches.
“But it was a gift from Cô Mỹ.”
“We are very grateful,” said Mẹ. She took out the last orange and dumped it in the plastic bag. “But that’s how Buddhists do things.”
“I thought Cô Mỹ was Catholic.”
“She converted so she could marry her husband. That’s what your father did for me. But they both grew up Buddhist,” said Mẹ. It was the first I’d ever heard of it. I could not imagine my father praying to a statue of Buddha. Cô Mỹ had been so proud to have a son who wanted to be a Catholic priest. “Your aunt has her way of doing things: she can sing and dance and talk until she tires herself out. But that’s not how we do things.”
With the bag of fruit in one hand, Mẹ took the white porcelain bowl back to the kitchen. There was a heavy thud in the trash. Mẹ left the porcelain bowl on the counter.
“Your father’s buying pizza today,” she added. Then she asked, “Don’t you have homework, Veronica?”
I didn’t answer. Without the bowl of fruit, there was a dearth of color on Tommy’s altar.
Mẹ disappeared into her room.
I stayed still, my eyes wandering back to the altar.
My auntie’s gift to Tommy had been tossed aside like a sandwich wrapper. It wasn’t right, what Mẹ had done. And it was very, very wasteful.
But even though I was upset for Cô Mỹ, something else nagged at me:
Yet again, I had learned one more surprising fact about my father. No one ever sat down to tell me these things—about Ba’s time in the reeducation camp, or his childhood on the beach, or the fact that he’d been raised Buddhist and not Catholic. I only learned these things when they spilled out. And it was never Ba who told me—it was always news from someone else’s lips.
I was awfully bitter about it. I was lucky to catch these bits of information, like flakes of snow from above. But Tommy had never had the chance to learn about our father. Tommy, who loved his books and his stories, would have savored our family’s history more than I did. But Ba seemed to think it wasn’t worth sharing with us, his own children.
My stomach gurgled, and I glanced at the fridge, uninterested in the leftovers inside. I went straight to my room and laid down in bed. I stared at Tommy’s side of the room until my eyes closed.

When I opened them again, it had grown dark outside.
I was only hours away from dinner. The journey to Michael’s house would be long, but I would move swiftly, my legs pumping the pedals—
I shot up, remembering: the bike was trapped in the garage.
Out in the hallway, I saw a large pizza box on the kitchen table. There was grease and cheese and heaven inside. My stomach whimpered as I slipped into the dark garage. My bike sat in a dusty corner, its handlebars covered under a spiderweb. The paint was chipped, and its back tire was slightly deflated. But the bike had worked for Tommy and for the previous family who’d sold it. It would work for me.
I activated the garage door, watching as it shuddered open.
Ba stood in the driveway beside his car. He was facing the street and half turned to look at me.
“Veronica, what are you doing?” he barked.
“I wanted to go for a ride,” I said quickly. I wheeled the bike onto the driveway. I wanted Ba to leave so I could park it outside.
“You can’t bike at this hour. It’s too dangerous.”
I rolled my eyes.
Ba quickly turned away. And I suddenly smelled it in the air: cigarette smoke.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“You should be doing your homework,” Ba said stiffly. But he kept his gaze on the street. And I noticed the trail of smoke that climbed into the air and the tiny orange-red glow that burned from between his fingers.
I dropped my bike on the grass.
“You’ll damage the bike if you drop it like that,” Ba said sharply.
I approached him, fuming. Ba just looked at me. And then he put the cigarette back in his mouth, as though he were afraid I would swipe it from him. Up close, I realized the cigarette was a nub. Most of its white paper was gone.
“What’s that?” I asked, and I pointed directly into his face. “Why are you smoking? I thought you only did that at parties.”
Ba didn’t reply. Instead, a corner of his mouth opened up, and a small puff of smoke came out. He looked past me toward the chain-link fence on the hill. I noticed the ashtray at his feet. It was loaded with yellow cigarette butts. I sensed that most of them hadn’t come from party guests.
They were from Ba. I knew it as he avoided my eyes. Ba smoked more than he let on—maybe one cig a day, maybe a whole pack. He could have smoked at work on his lunch breaks. He could’ve smoked during any of the errands he ran. He could’ve smoked in the car as he drove. He could have simply walked outside when Mẹ and I were cooped up in the house. Ba knew we didn’t pay enough attention to catch him anymore.
Ba took the cigarette out of his mouth and dropped it on the driveway. He crushed it with his foot.
Since I had just caught him, Ba no longer had to hide the cigarette butts—he could litter freely. From his back pocket, he pulled out a lighter and a pack of cigarettes. The pack was half empty.
He was so brazen, it made me angry.
“You know those are bad for you?” I said. “They give you lung cancer and heart disease and all kinds of bad things. And they’re a waste of money.”
Ba lit his cigarette. He inhaled deeply, his eyes closed.
“You told me and Tommy never to smoke. But look at you.”
“What are you—my mother?” snapped Ba.
I scowled.
“Those cigarettes will kill you,” I said darkly.
Ba took another long drag of the cigarette. His face was impassive as he stared into the distance.
“Good,” he said simply. “I’d like to go quicker.”
I shivered with rage. I was so angry I couldn’t speak—I simply stormed back into the garage, then the house, slamming the door behind me.
I only left my room after Mẹ came to get me.
“Your father bought pizza,” she said.
“I know,” I snapped.
The three of us gathered at the kitchen table. Ba had changed into his nightclothes. I couldn’t smell the cigarette smoke on him. He acted like nothing had happened.
“It’s been a long time since we’ve had pizza,” Mẹ murmured. “It’s been months.”
Pizza was one of the few Western foods our parents liked. Mẹ and Ba didn’t care to try much else. Mẹ always got us the same exact order: pepperoni, Italian sausage, green peppers, mushrooms, and onions. The thicker the crust, the better. Nothing else.
And even though I was upset with both Mẹ and Ba, my stomach groaned anyway.
Ba opened the box.
I was confused, staring at the pizza in front of us. It had more toppings than cheese. Sprinkled among the usual things, I saw black olives, pineapple chunks, mushrooms, Canadian bacon, spinach, salami, banana peppers, and dried tomatoes. The pizza looked overburdened, as though it was drowning in the weight of all of its toppings.
“What did you order?” asked Mẹ. She sat down in her chair, wrapped in her brown bathrobe.
“I told them to put a little bit of everything on the pizza.”
“Why?”
Ba shrugged.
“You don’t know how to order a pizza?” murmured Mẹ. “You’ve lived in this country for how many years, and you don’t know how to order the pizza I always get?”
“I come home tired from work, I can’t even think straight—” Ba snapped. But he was flustered, his face growing red. He hadn’t yet opened his beer. “At least I left the house to go and get us food. Otherwise we’d starve tonight.”
The slice of pizza fell apart in my hand, drooping downward. I was glum as I picked off the excess toppings. The crust left behind was soggy and undercooked. When I bit into the pizza, I could taste the oil, raw dough, and watery sauce.
I chewed on the slice, then stopped.
Ba drank his beer and ate his pizza as though it wasn’t soggy.
“This pizza tastes fine,” he said.
Mẹ nibbled on the crust. Then she left it on her plate. Our mother had taught us to finish all our food, but I knew she wouldn’t finish her slice.
“Did the taxi arrive on time?” Ba asked.
“Yes,” said Mẹ.
“And you gave Cô Mỹ the money for the ride?”
“Yes,” said Mẹ. She gazed blankly at the soggy pizza in the box. “But before she got in the taxi, she said she had to use the bathroom. I found the money sitting on the counter.”
Ba scowled.
“She shouldn’t have done that,” Mẹ said grimly. “We don’t need her pity.”
My mother’s voice irked me. I was starving, and the pizza was bad. And I was sick of Mẹ and Ba and their helplessness and their hypocrisy. It made me tremble in my seat.
“Cô Mỹ just wanted to help,” I snapped. “She’s not making fun of you. She feels bad for us because everything here is shit.”
Mẹ coldly stared back. That only made me angrier.
“What do you do in return, Mẹ? You threw her nice present in the trash. Do you think Jesus gives a shit about some fruit for a dead person? No. It’s just a gift—”
“Veronica, don’t speak to your mother like that,” Ba snapped.
“You smoke when no one’s looking,” I shot back. “Mẹ, did you know about that?”
My mother’s head slowly swiveled toward Ba. I wanted her to yell at him, I wanted to see her fire and anger. But her cold expression didn’t change. It was almost like she’d already known.
“You’re giving us a headache, Veronica,” said Ba. “Stop talking.”
“I don’t give a shit.”
Ba’s dark eyes finally lit with rage.
“Stop being vulgar,” he warned. “Do you want to get in trouble?”
“I don’t care,” I hissed, and I leaned in as though tugged by a string. “Is someone going to spank me with a wooden spoon?”
“Veronica—” Mẹ hissed.
“Are you going to kick me out on the street?”
“Veronica—” Ba warned.
“Are you gonna slap me?” I asked. And I immediately choked on my words. For once, I hoped their English would fail them—sometimes I spoke too quickly to be understood. But Mẹ and Ba stared at me, their mouths hanging open. They looked at me as though I had been the one to smack them across the face.
I couldn’t bear to look at their shocked expressions. It took all my willpower not to look in the direction of the living room. Instead, I stared at the disgusting pizza on the table. I wanted the earth to swallow me up.
“Bedroom. Now, Veronica,” Mẹ muttered.
I got up and disappeared into my room. And I sat on my bed in the dark, staring at the empty wall. I waited for someone to come in and scream at me, beating me with the wooden spoon. I would have accepted it. I wouldn’t resist this time.
But as the hours passed, no one came for me.
I heard the sounds in the kitchen as Mẹ cleaned up and put the pizza away. And I heard the soft prayers from the living room that sounded almost like music. Mẹ and Ba had good singing voices that lilted up and down. There were more footsteps in the hallway and the bathroom.
Then the last lights shut off.






CHAPTER 19
I saw nothing after I climbed out through the window. Even the neighbors’ house was dark. I supposed Gigi and her husband were asleep for the night. My stomach sputtered, crying out for its meat.
I carefully crept around the side of the house, my body bent low under the windows. I almost wanted Mẹ and Ba to slide theirs open, peeking out to yell at me. But there was only the rumble of the highway and the chirp of the night bugs.
I found the bike lying on its side like a dead animal. I picked it up and quickly wheeled it onto the road. I kicked off, pumping my legs on the pedals. To my right, the chain-link fence loomed like a mountain. And as I biked, I felt the slight drag of the back tire—it was slowly deflating. It took more effort to move forward, but I pumped my legs frantically, zipping alongside the highway. The more distance I put between Mẹ and Ba, the less awful I felt.
At night, the wind was chilly, ripping across my face like the lash of a whip. But I dove headfirst into the cold air.
This was my pilgrimage. I had to overcome the limitations of my body: its cold temperature, its lightheadedness, its hunger. I had to suffer to reach my destination. And I had the grit and faith and resilience to do so. I couldn’t simply take my reward like a spoiled child—I had to earn it first. That was how I would savor the fruits of my labor.
And I thought of Darlene. I wanted her to know that I was forging a path for myself, late at night in the blistery autumn air. I did not take it for granted—I worked for it. Darlene should have been proud of me.
I soon realized I didn’t know where I was.
I stopped on the sidewalk outside of a swanky outdoor mall: clothing stores and fast food chains and coffee shops. But at that hour, the area was empty and quiet. It was on the way to Michael’s house, that much I was sure. Up ahead, there was a four-way stop. Each street branched off into the shadows, stretching on and on.
I perched on the bike, balancing on one foot, one hand stuffed in my pocket. I racked my brain, trying to remember the car ride to the party. Caleb had driven us past this mall. But it had been a quick moment, and I wasn’t sure of the direction.
Later that night, I’d walked home drunk and dazed and bleeding. Yet now on my pilgrimage, when I was grim and sober, I was on the verge of getting lost.
I crossed the road beneath the green traffic lights. There was a yard sign in the grass nearby. Up close, it read:
BANQUET SERVERS WANTED AT WESTBROOK GOLF & COUNTRY CLUB.
I read it once more. And I read it again.
I swallowed, the saliva pooling in my mouth.
Michael Peterson had lived next to a golf course.
The yard sign listed a phone number. It also had a fat arrow that pointed to my left.

When I saw the green grass, aglow beneath a streetlamp, I wanted to cheer. The country club’s golf course stretched in a wide field of black shadows. But I knew where I was again. And I cranked my legs harder and faster, sweat dripping down my temple.
I entered Michael’s fancy neighborhood. The homes were dark and quiet on a weeknight. The roads empty. As I slowed down, I noticed a home security sign in someone’s yard. That made me nervous, because I couldn’t recall if Michael had one.
I was so close, I could practically smell the blood that flowed in his veins.
But I hadn’t planned for the execution. I could chuck a rock at his window, hoping that he was dumb enough to come out. I could crawl onto the roof, forcing my way inside to his room.
But what if there was a security system in the house? How would I work past it? What would I do if his parents or his brother came out?
What about the screams? Michael would cry and shout and fight back. He wouldn’t be quiet like I had been. He wouldn’t bury the pain within him.
No, he was the kind of person to make his suffering public. He would show everyone the wounds, the bite marks, the blood. And unlike the man with the arm, Michael knew exactly who I was….
I stopped in the middle of the road. I was only a few houses away.
But the fire in me had begun to sputter out. Fatigue had spread to my muscles, making them sore. And I was anxious for what would come—the violence, the bloodshed, the chaos that would follow.
In the quiet, my stomach let out a deep, hollow rumble. It continued like an echo, wave after wave, as it reverberated down the street, spilling into the neighborhood.
I was so, so hungry.
After a moment, I walked with the bike between my legs, the blood pumping in my ears. I passed one quiet yard, then another. Only three houses away from Michael.
There was a metallic squeak—the sound crawled up my spine. But when I looked around, I only saw a car parked on the side of the street. Its lights were shut off.
A moment later, the car squeaked again. It moved ever so slightly. There were people inside.
In our town, there were plenty of places for a horny couple to park. Lovers’ Lanes were everywhere, and if you were really desperate, you could always make room at the park, the golf course, or the swanky outdoor mall.
So many quiet places to choose from—and yet this car sat on Michael’s street.
I was starving. And I was losing my mind. I only wanted to eat. And I had journeyed here through the cold. I deserved to feast. I deserved my vengeance.
Why couldn’t they just leave?
The car squeaked again. My stomach rumbled in its deep, sharp growl. I was so hungry, I was desperate. And enraged. I sped toward the car on my bike. Through a rear door window, I saw the two shadows of the couple. I rapped against the window with an angry fist.
The shadows pulled apart.
And I caught a glimpse of hot yellow inside—
The rear door swung open, slamming into me. I stumbled sideways, the bike still trapped between my legs. I wobbled for a moment—and gravity won. I tumbled onto the ground. The pain shot up from my right hip, my arm, my legs. My hands scraped against the surface of the road.
I sucked in a deep breath, shuddering from the pain in my body. And I clamped my eyes shut, wincing.
“Holy shit, is she okay?” asked a boy’s voice.
“Why the fuck does that matter?” said another boy. His voice sounded familiar. I wished I was at home. “She’s a pervert.”
There were footsteps, and then fingers gently touched my arm. I opened my eyes and looked up into a pale teenager’s face. With both hands under my armpits, he pulled me up. I groaned in pain. The bike was freed from my legs, clattering back onto the ground. The boy waited until I was steady on my feet. Then he let go.
“Hey, sorry about that,” he said softly. He spoke as though the entire neighborhood was listening in. “He didn’t mean it. You’re fine, right? Everything’s fine.”
“No,” I mumbled. My eyes moved to the other boy, who now leaned against the driver’s door. His back was turned to me. This was the one who’d slammed me with the car door. The one who’d called me a pervert. The one who had ruined my night.
“You,” I said. I was pumped full of rage and adrenaline. The boy kept his back turned to me, facing the other end of the street. I hobbled toward him, my body throbbing with pain.
The figure refused to turn around.
“Look at me,” I hissed. I would not be ignored anymore, not by the people who hurt me. When I hurt them back, I wanted them to see.
“Hey, don’t do that,” said the pale boy.
But I latched onto the other boy’s arm with my hands, my nails digging into him, yanking him toward me.
When I saw his face, my mind went blank.
The boy angrily shook me off.
“Will?” I stammered. Michael’s older brother. President of the Westbrook honors society.
Will Peterson was seething, his face bent low over mine.
“Is this what you do? You go around watching people?” Will hissed. But his eyes were big and terrified. My gaze fell onto his pukka shell necklace. It was nearly as pale as the boy who’d helped me from the ground.
Two teenage boys in a car late at night. Terrified about being caught.
I’d seen it before on television: a couple who appeared briefly while the main character squirmed and the audience laughed. The world was made of all kinds of people. It made sense that they could all love differently.
Still, I had never seen it up close before. I always thought it was something exotic and distant, found in the big cities like L.A. or New York.
But it didn’t seem possible here. Not in the Midwest. We were a flat, rigid square. The most exotic thing here was me.
“I—I didn’t see anything,” I stammered. “Promise.”
“Why are you here?” asked Will, but then he stopped. He slowly glanced over at his house. “Are you here for my brother?”
Goose bumps rose over my skin. My blood turned cold.
“Why won’t you leave Michael alone? Stop stalking him.”
I trembled. My eyes grew wet with angry tears. The concern in Will’s voice was like fire on my skin. And it burned so bad that I could barely breathe.
“You know how fucked up this is?” I said bitterly. I wiped at my nose, which had begun to leak. “He gets to sleep while his brother’s out here protecting him. I don’t even have mine anymore. How the fuck is this fair?”
“What are you talking about?”
“If Tommy was here, he would protect me,” I continued. “Tommy would stand up for me. He’d beat the shit out of you and Michael. I know he would. Because we’d do that for each other. I’d give up all the meat in the world for him. And I would kill for him—I’d kill anyone for Tommy, I don’t give a shit.”
“What are you saying? Where’s all this coming from?” asked Will.
“I think she’s in shock,” said the other boy.
But as they spoke, my mind sputtered. I was suddenly focused on Will’s wrist.
And the band of hot yellow that glowed from it.
In one fluid movement, I latched onto Will’s wrist with my clawed hands, yanking it down toward me. Will pulled away, but it was too late—I had already seen the hot yellow slap bracelet. Up close, it had two drawn hearts scribbled at its center.
“How do you have that?” I asked.
“What? What are you talking about?” asked Will. He covered the bracelet with his other hand.
I felt like I was standing in front of a door. And I knew what was behind it, what objects and memories lurked in this unseen room. But to open that door, to face all these things, to have them confirmed and actualized in front of me—it was too much. I wasn’t ready. I wanted the door to stay closed, to forget that I’d ever seen it.
But the words spilled out of my mouth.
“My brother Tommy had a bracelet like that,” I said hoarsely. “Same yellow color. Same two hearts. It was in the car with him when he died.”
Will froze.
I thought of Tommy, who’d learned to slip out of our house through the bedroom window. And I thought of his late-night escapades when no one else was awake. But he hadn’t gone out to see a secret girlfriend.
“How do you know my brother?” I asked.
Will hesitated, then said nothing. That was answer enough for me.
“Was he with you?” I asked quietly. “Before he died?”
Will stared at me, the whites of his eyes glowing in the dark. After a moment, he nodded slightly.
I felt as though something sharp had pierced into my side. The pain was agonizing.
Tommy’s last hours on earth had been with a teenage boy. Not with his own family. Not his parents. Not me, his baby sister who loved him and needed him.
“Will?” asked the other boy.
But Will cleared his throat, looking everywhere but at me.
“Yeah, we went to an arcade together after he got off work. All we got was some pizza and the stupid bracelets.”
I stared at the strip of hot yellow on Will’s wrist. The other one sat in a plastic bag in my room.
“Tommy was not in a good place that day,” Will continued. “He had a long, shitty day at work. His boss was an asshole. And he was pretty sure the guy was skimming off some of his paycheck.
“But he wasn’t even that pissed about the work stuff. Not when it compared to your parents. I know your dad slapped him that morning.”
I was speechless, my body pure ice. I felt oddly betrayed, learning about our family’s problems from a stranger. Tommy had shared it with him. He’d had a confidant outside of me, someone that he kept secret. And he’d lumped me in together with our parents, as someone worth keeping at a distance. It hurt.
But Tommy was dead, and I wasn’t supposed to be mad at the dead. Instead, I directed my fury at Will. Tommy and I had our own grievances against our parents, but only we could point them out. Nobody else had that right, especially not Will Peterson.
“No,” I said. “No.”
“You know how pissed off he was that day?” Will asked softly. “Tommy was so sick of your parents’ shit. The way your dad called him crazy and sick in the head. We knew exactly what he meant. Then hitting his own kid… Tommy couldn’t wait to get out of there. He deserved to.”
My nostrils burned. My eyes were watery. It sounded like the Tommy I knew. I could picture him on one of his long, passionate rants. Tommy would have pointed out our parents’ hypocrisy, their flaws, and all the misdeeds they’d done throughout our lives.
In our family, my brother and I had been our own little island. The two of us floated in the sea of our parents. We held on to each other, we protected each other. We shared an understanding between us that no one else would ever know. That had been our sacred bond.
I had never considered anything else—that Tommy was his own island. That I was my own island. That no matter how narrow it was, there was still a sea between us.
“You know what’s worse?” asked Will. A chill crept up my body. I wished I could shut off my ears. “This kind of thing happened a lot with him and your family. Every single time, he’d feel bad afterward. Imagine getting slapped and you feel like part of it was your fault. That’s not normal.”
I shook my head, though I wasn’t sure why. What Tommy had felt—it was how things were for us.
“That sounds like him,” I said hoarsely.
“That’s all you can say about it?” asked Will. He sounded angry, as though I had sent my brother off to his death. I was glad that he cared about Tommy so much.
“I’m sorry,” I said. It was my childish, honest answer. And I felt terribly cold and exhausted outside. The dark made everything seem so final. Michael had faded into a problem for another night. He had been saved by his brother. “I’m gonna go home now.”
“If you say anything about this…”
I waited for the rest of Will’s threat, but his words trailed off. I looked from Will to the pale boy who stood quietly nearby. They were just like Tommy, asking for discretion.
“Why would I say anything?” I said softly. “I wouldn’t do that to him.”
I glanced at the slap bracelet on Will’s wrist. Then I hobbled over to my bike on the ground. My breath felt heavy in my chest.
Will grabbed my arm. I jolted at his touch, a snarl in my throat. His flesh was Michael’s flesh, and my body was repulsed, yanking itself away in disgust.
“Don’t touch me.”
Will stepped back, his hands held up in front of him.
“Why’d you come here?” he asked. “Why are you so hung up on Michael?”
I froze. My whole body seemed to tremble in the cold. But when I heard my voice, the words sounded so crisp and clear:
“Your brother fucked me. It hurt. I didn’t want it.”
Will blankly stared back. His mouth opened, but no sound came out.
After a moment, I got on the bike. And I kicked off, my legs cranking on the pedals. I sped out of the neighborhood, toward the golf course and the world beyond. The cold air made my eyes water. My vision got blurry as hot tears burned down my face.
I was alone again.






CHAPTER 20
I biked alongside the highway. I wanted loud, fast cars to zip past me, blasting currents of air that would send me flying away. I wanted to fight against the elements of wind and sound—anything outside of me.
But the highway was mostly empty at that hour, and the few cars that passed swerved far away, keeping their distance.
I focused on the back tire that dragged slightly beneath me, the sweat that dripped down my temples, the air that tumbled out of my lungs. But I felt unbearably heavy, as though a lead weight pressed down on my shoulders. That heaviness crept under my skin, wrapping itself around my heart, my stomach, my lungs. I felt like I was gently being crushed alive from the inside out.
I sniffled and wiped at my nose. A moment later, tears leaked out of my eyes like water from a broken dam. No matter how hard I wiped, the tears came back.
I was overwhelmed. I’d never experienced it so fully before. I realized that this was the bitter taste of adulthood—the numerous ways life could topple over someone, one thing after another, relentless, like a flurry of blows. There was no respite from it, the constant aggression of life. We were all at its mercy, we adults. We were expected to just carry on.
And I wanted no more of it. I’d sampled enough for the rest of my life.
I only wanted to be a child again with Tommy.
We could relive the carefree parts of our lives with Mẹ and Ba: eating breakfast at McDonald’s after church, swimming at the community center pool, getting lost in the sea of people at family parties. We could skip the rest of it—the boring bits, the painful bits, and the misery that sometimes followed. I wanted our lives to be carefree again, happy, unmarked by death.
I had a child’s dreams, and they made me weep.

The chain-link fence was there to greet me on the highway. I sped through the intersection where Tommy had died, entering our neighborhood. I turned onto our quiet street.
And I stopped.
Something sat in the middle of the road, at the edge of a streetlamp. It was a black animal, coiled tight on the ground, straddling the boundary between the light and the shadow. Though I squinted, I couldn’t tell what it was. It could’ve been a small cat or a large squirrel.
But I thought I could see its eyes, glinting like two pinpricks. It was staring back at me.
Slowly, I turned around, unnerved. I had no willpower left to deal with an animal. It could own the street for all I cared. I had used up all of my energy that night.
I only wanted to go home to a warm bed. I wanted to sleep, because sleep was the only thing that asked nothing of me.
I looped toward the back of our street and got off the bike, wheeling it to one side. I went onto the grass behind the yards, walking alongside the thin stretch of woods.
I listened to the chirp of night bugs and my own tired breathing. I heard an owl hooting from the trees. Instead of a roar, the highway gasped with the soft whir of cars. It was so still it was lonely.
Only Gigi’s house was awake. Lights glowed from the back windows.
Inside, Gigi and her husband were squaring off. I could see it in the way they moved, their bodies slightly drifting around opposite ends of the room. They faced each other, their shoulders stiff. Gigi’s back was turned to the window.
I knew something was about to happen, but I was startled when it was Gigi who moved. She struck her husband on the chest. He didn’t react. Gigi struck him again with both hands, pummeling him. He shoved her back.
I trembled, my hands digging into the handlebars.
Gigi’s husband suddenly restrained her—his hands were wrapped around her neck, covering the strands of her hair. The two of them seemed to sink together to the floor. It was almost theatrical, the way she knelt at her husband’s feet as he huddled over her, his hands wrapped around her neck. Gigi’s thrashing arms reminded me of a drowning swimmer’s.
I realized I was about to witness a death.
It would be too late, whatever I did: running home, waking up Mẹ and Ba, calling the police. It would all be too late. My neighbor would die.
And I was supposed to continue with my life afterward, going to school, going to church, flipping through my smutty romance books. When I got my hands on a raw piece of beef, its blood dripping between my fingers, how was I supposed to enjoy it?
During all these moments, my mind would drift back to Gigi and the fact that I had let her die. The memory would follow me, no matter where I went or what I did.
I had let a woman die.
And I would be alive, a person who’d done absolutely nothing.
The thought made me nauseous. But as I shivered, my body hardening in the cold air, I recalled the memory on my tongue:
I had chewed through a man’s arm. I had chewed through a boy’s earlobe.
I had my teeth, my rage, my hunger.
Gigi’s husband meant nothing to me. He was only a piece of meat.
I threw the bike sideways onto the grass and cut across the yard, running at the window. My hands were closed into two fists. I pounded hard against the glass. Gigi’s husband looked up. His eyes were wide as he stared at the window, almost afraid of what lurked outside. He let go of Gigi. She crumpled backward, her head slamming into the ground. Her eyes were closed shut. The skin around them was discolored, a strange mix of brown and yellow.
The husband bolted out of the room. And I took off running toward home.
The house was safe—I fully believed it. The house would protect me because Mẹ and Ba were in it. Before we’d moved in, the house had been blessed by a Catholic priest. It was why we’d never had a fire, a robbery, or a tornado at our place—it was protected by God. I would be safe there.
It was so dark I blindly collided into the fence, my hands scraping against the wooden panels. I let out a yelp of pain. A light had turned on behind Gigi’s house. Her husband was at the door, a blurry shadow behind the glass.
He saw me in the light, but I hurried around the fence, reaching for the gate. Not far away, I could hear the man’s heavy breathing as he ran, the rustle of grass under his feet. I fumbled with the latch, fresh tears in my eyes. I wondered if I would be locked out that night, left to die….
I battered myself against the gate. I would break the latch if I had to. I would smash through the wooden panels if it meant I could get away.
The gate suddenly swung backward, and I was rushing forward, my feet stumbling into a run. The light behind the neighbor’s house had spilled into our yard. I ran straight for the house. At night, it had a faint pale glow, but in that instance, it had never looked brighter. My feet carried me to my bedroom window—it was the path I knew best. My fingers fumbled for the glass.
Hands clawed at my head, tangling into my hair.
“Tommy!” I screamed.
I was yanked off my feet and pulled backward onto the grass. I screamed again, my hands clawing blindly above my head, fending off the neighbor, his arms, his hands. I would’ve ripped through his face if I could have reached it. But he was behind me, over me. As the two of us fought in the dark, I noticed the stars that watched us. They were tiny, peaceful, and they had a pale icy glow.
Then a weight was on top of me. And I screamed louder, a guttural cry from the depths of my belly, a scream of pain and hate and terror. The neighbor’s hand pushed down on my face, as though he wanted to crush my skull. The other hand clawed around my neck. Throttling it.
“You little shit,” muttered the neighbor. He was a shadow in the night. “You can’t keep your tiny little eyes to yourself?”
I shuddered for air. My mind went black—focused on nothing at all, no longer existent, adrift in its own blank void. And then it moved too quickly. The thoughts came in violent spurts:
I’d been here before.
Trapped beneath a body. Frozen in place.
Michael.
His body. His earlobe.
My mouth. His blood.
My mind sputtered, stopped.
And I was back, shuddering as though I’d been doused in cold water. I could feel the skin of the neighbor’s palm as it shoved down hard on my face. I could feel the saliva building in my mouth, leaking out. I was drooling like a newborn babe. I could feel the sharp, ice-cold grass beneath my body. And I could feel the goose bumps rising on my skin.
Just one bite. That was all I needed. One bite of his hand, his arm, his shoulder, his neck. One bite would lead to many. I could gnaw through bone if I had to. I had chewed through flesh before—I would do it again.
My teeth began to bite at nothing. They scraped at the skin of the neighbor’s palm. He immediately yanked his hand off my face. My mouth was free. I tried to scream.
“Tommy!” But it was a feeble gasp.
Tommy, who would rise out of the ashes from his urn, who would appear tall and strong, who would pull the neighbor off me, beating him into a bloody pulp…
The neighbor had both hands around my neck, and he squeezed so hard my legs jolted in surprise. My throat burned with heat.
Above me, the dark sky had disappeared. And I was in a lightless world, a place so devoid of color that I could barely comprehend it, a barren, empty plane.
Then I saw the yellow lights of heaven. They glowed above me, the light piercing into my eyes, blinding me. It was so bright that it hurt. And I heard a splat, felt a warm liquid trickling onto me. I heard the neighbor suddenly cry out.
He’d let go of my throat. The weight of his body had fallen off me.
I gasped for air, shuddering.
Near me, the man’s cries had reached their crescendo. Then the sound quickly died into a groan and a whimper. But I kept hearing the sound of wetness, an explosive, heavy squelch. And in unison with that squelch was a high-pitched grunt. I thought I recognized it.
I blinked, realized I was staring up at the faint rays of our backyard lights.
Slowly, I turned my head. The neighbor was lying nearby in the grass. Another body huddled over his, its right arm moving mechanically up and down.
It was the second body that grunted, heaving for air as it worked. I recognized the small, pale frame beneath a thin camisole and pair of pajama shorts.
It was Mẹ. Her skin was unnaturally pale, almost ghostly in the night. Her hair spilled out over her shoulders like a bird’s nest. I could tell Mẹ was cold outside—her nipples were poking through her camisole. She always said we’d get sick if we stood in the cold without a coat on. But there she was, ignoring her own words.
I saw a splatter of blood in the air. It was dark like ink. The blood rained on Mẹ’s clothes, her arms, her hands. She was holding a meat cleaver. The square blade looked comically huge in her scrawny little hand. But Mẹ’s arm swung it up and down with ease. She looked as well-practiced as any butcher.
But instead of meat, Mẹ was hacking away at the neighbor. He was on his back, his face aimed up at the sky. His chest neither rose nor sank. He was motionless as blood flecked out of his torso like rain.
He’s deader than dead, I thought.
It was a horrific situation—I knew that. But I watched the scene with muted interest. Mẹ kept working, hacking away at him. Sometimes tiny little clumps of flesh or viscera flew in the air, landing on her.
It was overkill, the way she worked. But the meat cleaver had become a part of her body.
As I laid blearily in the grass, I realized I was impressed.
I knew there would be consequences. It was wrong to kill a person, especially in one’s own backyard. Mẹ had done it outside under the backyard light. It would take only one neighbor, one phone call, to get her locked away in jail. She was being careless, hacking away at the neighbor outside.
But I felt no urge to stop her. Mẹ’s arm looked like it would keep going forever, full of eternal energy.
“Mẹ?” I asked weakly. I spoke to her in English. “What are you doing?”
Mẹ stopped suddenly. She’d heard me, though she didn’t look in my direction. Slowly, Mẹ looked at her left hand, which held nothing in it. She seemed to realize there was blood glazed over her skin.
After a moment, Mẹ brought her hand to her nose. She sniffed a finger, inhaling deeply.
Then she brought the finger to her mouth.
And she licked it.






CHAPTER 21
In the beachside city of Nha Trang, there once lived a wealthy landowner and his family. The landowner had a wife and eight children: five boys and three girls. He owned five properties in the city, including the Tran estate, a large French villa where his family lived.
The landowner was a devout Catholic and a prominent member of local society. Naturally, his sons were also destined for prominence. The eldest son helped manage the family properties. Another son opened a restaurant. A middle son joined the priesthood, and the other two served in the South Vietnamese military.
The daughters, however, were all expected to be married.
“Your bà ngoại didn’t want us to work,” said Mẹ. “She didn’t teach us how to cook or how to clean. She wanted life to be easy for us until marriage. She knew how hard life was for the servants and the street vendors. There were stories of young girls who went to Saigon to work. Then those girls ended up working at bars.” Mẹ whispered the next part: “Or they became prostitutes for the American soldiers. Bà Ngoại wanted better for us.”
One of the daughters had married into a large military family. The middle daughter had married a landowner. Since Mẹ was the baby of the family, she was still in school.
“I was a terrible student,” said Mẹ. She sighed, thinking about it. “I fell asleep in class so often the nuns slapped my hands with a ruler to wake me up.”
Mẹ was my age when Saigon fell. Life changed overnight. Local governments in the South collapsed as people fled. There’d been a fear of lawlessness even before the Communists installed their government. With no police or military in place, people could steal, kill, kidnap, and rape each other with impunity. Mẹ’s family stayed put in Nha Trang, but every time a stranger came to the door, Mẹ had to hide in a nook under the house.
By the time she was twenty, the Communists had confiscated most of the family’s land, splitting it among the high-ranking officials. Mẹ and her parents moved into the last property in their name—a small, shoddy apartment building.
“We had rats that lived with us,” said Mẹ. “Even the dog was scared of them.”
She was engaged to a man named Liêm, who was the son of a former banker. Liêm had served in the army for a month before the war ended. They’d met through friends. Liêm dreamed of becoming a diplomat. He was good at reading, writing, and speaking English. And he was very handsome, with big eyes and high cheekbones.
“So that means you were beautiful,” I said to Mẹ.
She shushed me.
“I wasn’t ugly. But I was very shy around other people. That’s why I liked Liêm—he talked enough for the both of us.”
After their engagement, the two saw no future for themselves in Vietnam. They were punished for their families’ involvement with the enemy: denied access to college, barred from high-paying positions, their money and property taken away, and their future children to be raised according to Communist doctrine.
And Liêm had received a summons for reeducation. That was when he and Mẹ decided to run. They bribed a fisherman for two seats on his boat headed for the Philippines. To protect their loved ones, they told no one else about their plans.
Late one night, they snuck through the beach to a rickety fishing boat. Dozens of people and kids had shown up. They all jammed onto the boat and took off.
The fisherman had warned each passenger to bring one small item of food with them. Mẹ and Liêm had brought the split halves of a lemon dipped in sugar. They sucked on the lemon for hydration and licked the sugar for nutrition.
They were at sea for days. Mẹ lost count. The lemon slices dried up. The fisherman’s supply of rice soup ran out. When the engine suddenly died, the boat drifted along the waves. It became clear that the fisherman had never sailed as far as the Philippines before. The people on the boat prayed for a navy ship or a cargo ship to come save them.
Most of the boat had no shade. The passengers were exposed under the harsh glare of the sun. Since there was nowhere to move, they were mostly stuck in place. Arguments quickly broke out, and a child wailed until its mother slapped it quiet. After that, there were long stretches of silence as people wilted, hungry. Mẹ could feel her stomach eating itself. Under the sun, the stench of body odor, sweat, feces, and vomit became unbearable.
“I thought I was in hell,” said Mẹ.
She got quiet as we put the trash bags in the trunk. There was a loud thump as Mẹ shut the door. I was nervous that Ba would hear us, but Mẹ had faith in his sleeping pills.
“He could sleep through the end of the world on them,” she muttered. She paused for a moment, staring at the keys in her hand, then the trunk of the car. “Did I just lock it?”
Before we left, Mẹ turned on the sprinklers in the backyard. The water would wash away the blood, soaking it into the grass and dirt. I thought we looked suspicious watering the yard in the dark.
“We’re Vietnamese. They’ll think we’re just being strange like usual,” she said, flicking her hand.
We changed out of our clothes in the shower. The water was ice-cold—Mẹ said that was the best way to get out the bloodstains.
“Are we going to wear these again?” I asked.
“No. Do you think I’m crazy?” asked Mẹ, snorting. “Before we throw them away, we have to get the blood out just in case.”
I stood naked, shivering in the shower as the cold water poured over me. There was a heap of bloody clothes at my feet: Mẹ’s pajamas, my ratty old hoodie and sweatpants, and the night clothes that the neighbor had worn. I watched as the blood became diluted, turning light red, then pink as it washed down the drain.
And I remembered the bag of bloody clothes I’d hidden under my bed.
“Mẹ, I have other clothes that we need to throw away. There’s blood on them, too.”
“Trời ơi.” Mẹ sighed. “Why?”
After we drenched the clothes in water, we stuffed them in another trash bag. Then we hid it in the cabinet beneath the sink. We bundled up in warmer clothes, our hair dripping wet as we got in the car.
It had been a long time since Mẹ had last driven. She was already a nervous driver in the suburbs. The highway scared her with its fast cars and reckless drivers. And the highway had already taken her son away from her. We’d all thought she would never drive again.
But Mẹ was calm as she guided the car out of the garage. She sat with her back resting against the seat, her hands gingerly on the steering wheel. We glided onto the quiet highway with ease. There were very few cars around us. Mẹ drove as if she did it every day. I supposed she was too tired to worry anymore. Compared to everything else that night, the highway had become a minor inconvenience.
“Remind me to throw away the clothes and to bleach the bathtub,” she murmured.
“Okay,” I said. I let out a heavy yawn.
“Try to get some sleep, Veronica.”
I smothered the yawn in my mouth.
“You never finished your story,” I said.
They were in hell on that fishing boat. Mẹ thought they were losing their minds when they saw a little strip of land in the distance. The morning sky had suddenly grown dark with clouds. The air was deathly still. Then the wind and rain came. The people held on to the boat as it rocked back and forth. Before Mẹ could fully comprehend it, a large wave had crept up behind them, taller than any building she’d seen. The wave swallowed them up and spat them out.
When Liêm woke her up, Mẹ thought she’d died. There was too much sunlight—it was blinding. Mẹ realized they’d washed ashore onto a little island. And they weren’t alone—there were three lifeless bodies nearby, their stomachs bloated with water. The waves had sent them all to the same place. There was a third person who had survived, a medicine man with a beard like Ho Chi Minh’s.
“I hated that beard,” said Mẹ.
The three of them were slightly bashed and bruised, but they were alive.
But the island had little vegetation and no animals. It was mostly sand and rocks. Around them was nothing but the sea.
“We were so hungry, we could barely do anything. Making a fire, collecting seawater, boiling it. It was like climbing a mountain. Even after you boiled the seawater, you could only drink the water that came from the steam. We had the whole ocean around us, yet we could only drink a handful of it,” said Mẹ. We passed under the highway lights.
“But the hunger,” she whispered, “I was shivering from it. Shaking, freezing at night. I thought my bones would rip through my skin. There was not enough water to fill me up. I was so hungry I tried to chew on one of the rock-hard weeds in the ground, but Liêm ripped it out of my hands. He said it could be poisonous—I didn’t care. I wanted to die.
“Liêm was shivering, too. His eyes looked like they would roll out of his head. In Vietnam, he saw things at night when he slept—demons with glowing eyes. But the hunger made the night demons stronger, so Liêm refused to sleep. That was how he caught the medicine man. That man was hovering over the dead bodies, staring at them. He wanted to eat the dead, even as the maggots feasted on them. He said we were dying without food. How were we supposed to get off the island if we were too hungry to think? Were we going to waste the dead?
“Liêm and the medicine man bickered so loudly I woke up. The medicine man retreated to another part of the island. He left the dead bodies alone. But I was terrified—there was something dangerous that day. I could feel it. I stayed close to Liêm. We were afraid the medicine man would sneak up on us, so we forced ourselves to watch him as he watched us.
“In the middle of the day, the man had fallen asleep where he sat. We were all so tired. Liêm took a large rock. Bashed the man’s head in.”
I turned to Mẹ, my mouth agape, speechless. As we continued on the highway, Mẹ looked ghostly in the shadows of the car. She’d stopped speaking, lost in thought. We turned onto an exit ramp that led us behind the noise barriers. Tucked beside the highway was a city park.
Mẹ slowed us to a crawl, switching to the car’s low beams. She drove us through the empty parking lot, then stopped. Ahead of us, gold-yellow lights shimmered over a surface of water. I realized it was a lake.
“Have you been here before?” I asked.
“Once when Tommy was a baby. We came to look at it. Your father didn’t like it—he said the park was too empty and lonely. Come help me.”
Mẹ turned off the engine. We left the car, moving in the dark. We each took out two garbage bags from the trunk. There were five in total. The bags weren’t full, but they were heavy. I was sweaty as we walked along the edge of the lake, following the dapples of yellow over the water. I could feel the liquid sloshing inside the bags.
Mẹ stopped and told me to follow her instructions.
“This is a good spot for you. Make sure the bag is tied as tightly as you can get it, otherwise it’ll float,” said Mẹ quietly. In the dark, her voice was disembodied, both everywhere and nowhere. I did as she said. Afterward, Mẹ checked my knot. Then we swung the bag between us, throwing it as far as it would go. There was a dull splash in the black water. And then silence.
“Pray they don’t float,” said Mẹ.
We continued around the lake, tossing each bag into the water at different points. When we were done, Mẹ took my hand in hers and led me back to the car. It was a strange sensation, feeling the rough skin of my mother’s fingers, the hardened scales of her palm. In the early morning, it was silent. And I didn’t want to ruin the moment.
At the car, we had one garbage bag left. I sat in the passenger seat, watching as Mẹ’s pale figure floated away in the dark. There was a faint splash as she chucked in the bag. Then she got in the car and took us home.
My eyes began to droop. There was a blazing red line in the distance—the start of dawn. I was nearly asleep when Mẹ spoke softly, and her voice jolted me awake.
“I saw the medicine man’s brain. The inside of his head… the red and pink and white… it was all over the sand. It was worse than the bodies. Liêm had murdered someone…. But he said if he didn’t kill the man, the man would’ve killed us first. I knew he was right.
“I didn’t want to see the body. I wanted to throw it into the ocean before the maggots and germs could reach it. The other bodies were already infested, and we were too scared to go near them.
“Liêm said, We have to hurry then, Thảo.
“He cut up the body. He cooked the parts over the fire. I couldn’t look—I faced the ocean instead. I tried to pray. But I could hear the sounds. I threw up twice. Nothing came out of me except water. I laid down. I hoped to die.
“Liêm wouldn’t let me. He put a piece of cooked meat in my mouth. It burned my tongue, but I chewed it like a wild beast. I had tears coming out of my eyes. That one bite of meat had warmed me up.”
I stayed very still in my seat.
“What did it taste like?” I asked quietly.
There was a long pause from Mẹ. I was afraid I sounded too eager. But when I looked at her, I saw the lines etched in her forehead. And I realized she was deep in thought. My mother had locked those memories away for decades, burying them on that island. It took work to unbury them, to dust off each piece.
Mẹ had never planned to revisit the past—like Vietnam, it held too much grief, sadness, anger, and regret. None of it was worth the effort. For most of my life, Mẹ had been more focused on the practical matters at hand: the groceries, the meals, the laundry, the cleaning, the never-ending needs of her children. Her world was small and mundane. But she was like Ba—she’d chosen to make that her world. The goal was to survive each day: no dwelling on the past or the future. It was what kept them sane.
Around us, cars trickled onto the highway. The early morning sky had become lined with more hues of red and orange and dark blue. Mẹ continued to calmly drive.
“The meat was chewy. Plain like chicken, but it had a sharpness. At the time, it tasted like heaven. Liêm and I ate until our stomachs hurt. We knew the meat would spoil quickly, so we couldn’t waste it. My stomach had bloated so much that I looked pregnant. It ached. I laid in the sand until the sun began to set. I knew God was watching us, angry at what we’d done. But I didn’t dwell on it—I was happy just to have eaten.
“I was in a deep sleep until I felt Liêm’s hand on my face. It was night. I knew he wouldn’t sleep with his night demons, not on the island. But when he touched me, I realized he was watching me as I slept.
“I knew I would be next.”
Mẹ’s voice stayed soft. But I held my breath. I didn’t dare move.
“I stayed awake with Liêm until the next morning. I was terrified. I made us talk about our future together, the beautiful kids we would have in America, the nice Italian scooter he would buy, the big house we would share. We would have a pool and everything. He said we’d be like the American movies.
“In the morning, we boiled more water. We drank what was left. But it wasn’t enough. We would be hungry again soon, our stomachs empty. Liêm and I didn’t want to feel that hunger ever again. His eyes were big and gloomy when he looked at me. He told me he loved me. I knew he would kill me that night.
“We looked at the water together. I prayed to Jesus. I prayed the rosary in my mind. I begged God for forgiveness for all the sins I had committed in my life, all the people I had hurt. And I apologized for what I would do.
“Because I would not starve.”
I turned to Mẹ. She quickly took her eyes off the road to look at me. I couldn’t see her expression.
“You killed him?” I asked hoarsely.
She turned back to the road. Her voice was soft, unchanged.
“I was gentle. I stood up to drink some of the boiled water. As Liêm looked at the ocean, I took a rock and hit him in the back of the head. I had to do it many times to end his suffering.”
I stayed very still in the car.
My mother was meek. She was a pious, tiny wisp of a woman. And she had violently shed the blood of two different men. She had eaten human flesh. I was fascinated by her and the way all these truths could exist in one person.
“After Liêm died, I did what was necessary. I was sick to my stomach… but I ate to survive. I took the clothes off Liêm’s body and hung them up like a flag. And I pushed his body into the sea.”
“Cô Mỹ’s story was true,” I said softly.
“They were rumors spread by the Filipino navy,” said Mẹ. She sounded mildly irritated. “When their ship found me, I was alone on the island next to bones and decaying bodies. I said they had died because of the storm and hunger. The sailors didn’t understand me, but I could see the fear in their eyes. They thought I was crazy. They thought I’d eaten the others. But I stayed quiet. At the refugee camp, it was easy to disappear among all the Vietnamese. There were so many stories and rumors that people told to entertain each other. I was just another runaway from Nha Trang.”
I stared blankly at the highway in front of us, then looked back at Mẹ. Physically, she was unchanged.
“You never told Ba?”
Mẹ shook her head. “He’s a good man. He had his own hardships. Why would I add more to his burden? When you love someone, you want to protect them, Veronica.”
I thought of Ba, who slept most nights next to my mother. Had he ever felt the slightest inkling that his wife was dangerous, capable of killing another person? Would he have feared her had he known?
Had I ever considered my parents’ full lives before me?
The answer was no. I could only see the scope of my own life and the people in it: the family, the friends, the strangers who flitted in and out—I could only see them as what they showed me.
“You were never going to tell me and Tommy,” I said.
“No. Why would I?” Mẹ sighed. “It’s all in the past. It’s over. It has nothing to do with us in America. I never once thought you kids would be like me.”
We fell into a silence. I realized that we’d reached our strip of the highway and the chain-link fence that lined the side of the road. The fence would rise higher and higher, climbing with the hill.
“What happened to you, Veronica?” asked Mẹ softly. “For you to be this way?”
I stayed very still, staring at my hands in my lap.
At that hour, the memories and the people were all muddled together. There was no coherent explanation I could give. They were all clouds floating in my brain.
Though I was tempted to tell her. My mother and I were trapped in the car together, bound by the same grim secret. If there was one person who would have understood, it would have been her….
But I was not used to being so open with my mother. I wasn’t yet comfortable sharing such personal things with my parents. It was tiring and stilted, a bit like speaking a new language. It would take more energy than I could muster.
And my mother had been through enough. I didn’t want to burden her with any more pain. Not now, when we were so raw.
I took a deep breath, looking out the window.
“I’ll talk about it when I’m older,” I said. “I’m okay, Mẹ.”
We stopped at the intersection outside of our neighborhood. There was a car waiting to turn onto the highway. Mẹ put a finger to her lips, lost in thought.
“This part of the highway is very dangerous,” said Mẹ, “long even before Tommy. The intersection abruptly stops in the middle of the highway. It surprises a lot of drivers. Too many car accidents next to us. Your father and I didn’t realize it until after we’d moved in. We thought the stoplights would be safe for you kids.”
I heard the ache in my mother’s voice: the regret, the guilt, the fear.
“You didn’t know,” I said. “It’s not your fault. No one told you.”
The light turned green, and Mẹ drove us into the neighborhood. I turned back to the chain-link fence on the hill.
I remembered when Tommy and I had once stood up there as kids. We’d seen an accident.
A three-car collision, the vehicles smashed together, front to back. It had been on our stretch of the highway, the source of the traffic all around us. There’d been an ambulance and a police car and a crew of first responders nearby.
When we saw the stretcher, Tommy had flinched as I grabbed his arm.
The two of us had seen it: the blood, red like church wine. There was a live body under those sheets, its chest rising up and down as it struggled to breathe. We couldn’t recall much about the victim afterward—we’d been more fascinated by the blood. It looked different when it wasn’t ours. It was thicker, more alien. More alive.
“Tommy! Ronny!” It was Ba’s voice. He stood at the base of the grassy hill, gesturing for us to come down. Mẹ was nowhere to be seen. “Why are you watching that? What if the police yell at you?”
Tommy and I shared a nervous look. When we looked back, a paramedic had closed the ambulance doors shut.
“Get down from there. Now!”
Tommy and I took our time walking down the grassy hill. We were strangely solemn, paying close attention to every step we took. Ba waited at the bottom, his arms crossed.
“Did you see it?” Tommy murmured.
“Yeah, I did,” I said.
That was the end of our discussion. We weren’t sure what else there was to say. We never stood by the chain-link fence again.
But I knew Tommy had felt that same rush I had. The sight of spilled blood had shocked us, enthralled us. It was a harsh glimpse of the world, one of which we were fully aware.
Had I felt it that day—that pang of hunger?
Had it always been there, gnawing softly at my core, a gift passed down from my mother?
Or was I deceiving myself, tainting my memory with something I had only recently learned?
My mother and I—we were ravenous, monstrous. That was how we would survive.
Maybe that would also have been Tommy’s fate. Maybe he, too, would have learned about hunger. He was our mother’s child after all—given some time, he could have reacted just as violently as she had. It was a poor way of coping with the world, but it was the best we could do.
“Do you wonder about Tommy?” I asked quietly. “Did we really know him?”
“I don’t understand your question, Veronica. Tommy was real. How you remember him—that was real,” said Mẹ. She had continued to drive us into the neighborhood, past our street. She didn’t want to go home just yet. “But your brother’s like everyone else in the family. We act one way around each other, but we’re different when we’re around other people.”
Mẹ’s words were cryptic. I wondered if she knew about Tommy, or the nights he snuck out, or the boy he saw while he was out. I wondered if she’d had the slightest inkling, or whether she, too, was completely unaware. My encounter with Will Peterson had been so recent—only hours ago, I realized. But in the morning, it felt strangely far away.
“Tommy was like that,” I said.
Mẹ shushed me.
“Don’t say anything about Tommy if he never talked about it. Your poor brother’s dead—we have to respect his wishes.”
“I know.”
We were silent as Mẹ turned us back to our street. The car slowed to a crawl as we passed by Gigi’s house. I strained my neck, trying to peer inside the front window. But there was no sign of her. She’d been left unconscious on the other side of the house.
“If we don’t see the woman by tomorrow, you call the police to check on her,” said Mẹ.
“I don’t want the police here.”
“You tell them you heard something at the neighbor’s house. They can help her, you know. Her husband left her on the floor, now he’s missing—that’s a big problem.”
Our garage door was open, but Mẹ had left the car idling in the driveway. She was fixated on the neighbor’s house. Mẹ was a cautious woman—her mind was defensive, always seeking out a fire before it could start.
“I did nothing evil,” said Mẹ. Her voice was gentle yet grave. “I’m very sorry about it. What I did is between me and God. I’ll tell a priest at confession. We both will. And the priest will think we’re crazy, but that’s fine. Why do we care what one man thinks? He’s only there to serve as an ear for God. Jesus will know what’s in our hearts. We’ll show how sorry we are. Right, Veronica?”
“Yes,” I murmured.
“But the police don’t need to know.” My mother was very still. I thought I could see a glint in her eyes. “They make mistakes all the time. They could put the wrong person in jail. They have more important things to worry about. I’m not a threat.”
“I know,” I said. I desperately wanted her to be right.
Mẹ took a deep breath, looking out the window. Then she reached out and touched my cheek. There were hues of red and orange in the sky. Her fingers felt icy, yet her palms were warm and rough.
“What I did for you, I would have done for Tommy,” she whispered.
I nodded. My throat tightened, and my chest began to burn. I couldn’t remember such tenderness from my mother. It was rare for us. And I stayed silent.






CHAPTER 22
Later that morning, I rode the bus to school as though nothing had happened.
When the bus made another stop, I took a quick sip from the thermos in my hands. There was hot, milky coffee inside, and so much sugar that I could nearly taste the grains.
“You’re old enough for coffee, Veronica.” Mẹ had given me the thermos while Ba was preoccupied in the bathroom. She’d stopped, listening to the flush of the toilet. “You have to stay awake at school today. You have to fight the urge to sleep. You cannot draw attention to yourself.”
And though my head ached and my eyes drooped shut, I sipped that coffee as though it were water.
The bus continued down the road. I held the thermos between my thighs and the backpack between my arms. I held on so tightly that I could feel the crunch of papers inside, every piece of homework smashing against the walls of a notebook.
After a moment, I unzipped the backpack. I took out a math assignment, smoothing it against the back of a bus seat. As the bus slightly shook, I scribbled down some answers.
Mẹ said I couldn’t draw attention to myself, but I already had a school counselor who watched me. Darlene Smith was too invested in me, too worried. I figured the best way to get rid of her was to improve my academics.
Tommy had a straightforward philosophy about school: They just want you to bleed for your grades. You give them the answers they want. It’s not about learning, it’s about test scores.
And I really could do it. I could copy my answers and turn in every assignment. I could spit out the essays that they wanted. I could cram before each exam. Once my grades were good enough, the school would be less concerned about me.
And I could take it further. I could behave like a model student, glossing over every past incident. I would do whatever it took to appear well-adjusted, so long as Darlene would leave me and my family alone. I could be whatever she wanted me to be.
Before class began, I chugged the rest of my coffee. And I stopped at my locker, organizing the textbooks I’d dumped inside. Down the hallway, I caught Sharon and Caleb walking together, his arm slung around her shoulders. He said something that made her laugh. When Sharon came up to me, Caleb quickly drifted away.
“Okay, so big news!” she said. But then she stopped, her eyes darting around my face. “Are you okay? Your face looks like it’s about to bruise.”
“Is it?” I asked. I gently touched my nose and a cheek with one hand. My face was tender, sore to the touch. At home, I’d thought I looked slightly red.
But the bruising made sense. Only hours ago, the neighbor had been on top of me, pressing down on my face with his hand, as though he could crush my skull—
“Ronny, your skin looks a little purple.”
“I walked into a door,” I said. And I rolled my eyes for emphasis. “God, it was so dumb, it’s embarrassing.”
“Maybe you can get it checked out?”
“I guess,” I said, and I shrugged. “You said you had big news?”
“Oh yeah.” Sharon beamed, her mind pivoting toward happier things. “Guess who just got asked to the homecoming dance?”
“No way,” I said.
“I’m honestly kind of nervous. Like there’s not much time to plan and buy a dress. But what’s a good color to wear for this kind of thing? Do you wear school colors or autumn colors?”
I liked listening to Sharon’s excitement. She made me feel like a perfectly normal teenager, our lives focused on romances and clothes and the ways our feelings could fluctuate about other people.
But then we walked into Mr. Ed’s class. Every morning, I couldn’t avoid it—my own little prison. I greeted Hannah, who was looking over her homework. And I sat down at my desk, waiting for Michael Peterson to arrive.
When he walked in… I felt a strange calm. I kept my composure on the outside: no rage, no tears, no violence. On the inside, my blood flowed in a smooth current. I was like a placid river.
Michael was a very lucky boy. He had a nice home and family. He had a good reputation at school. And he was going to have a lovely period of time where nothing would happen to him.
I wanted him to savor this time.
Because one day he would lose it all.
I would unleash a flood that would collapse this lovely world he’d built, tearing his flesh from his bone, stripping him raw of everything that gave him life.
No one stayed lucky forever. His big brother would not always be there to protect him. Will Peterson was now the one other person who knew the truth about that night. I couldn’t control what Will did next. But I wanted Michael to know that I had talked, I hadn’t disappeared quietly. And I wanted Michael to be nervous each and every day, wondering what I would do next. I wanted each day to suffocate him like a long-held breath.
And as I continued through life, there’d be no more distractions like the man in the red car or Gigi’s husband.
There was only Michael.
Whether it took days or months or years, I would come for him.
And I would savor the moment.

I walked home from the bus stop. To my left, the chain-link fence rose like a mountain. Behind it, traffic thundered. The air was perfectly crisp yet cool. I buried my hands in the pockets of my new hoodie. I had the urge to go for a long walk. I still had Cô Mỹ’s money in a drawer, sitting next to Tommy’s hot yellow bracelet. I thought about returning to Hardy’s Meat Market. I could see the butcher again, my angel in his white clothes.
The filet mignon was pretty good, I would say. My mama loved it. What else have you got?
And he would point me toward some other gem of meat sitting in a case….
It would sate my appetite.
I slowed down as I walked past Gigi’s house. A squirrel darted through the empty driveway, running up a tree. The house was very still, as though no life existed inside of it.
For all I knew, Gigi was dead on the floor, and her husband was missing, and the police were speeding down the highway, barreling right for us, looking for my mother….
I rushed home, panic spreading through me.
But when I slammed open the door, I was greeted by the smell of a warm and heavy broth. It calmed me down. My stomach let out a soft whimper. There was a stock pot on the stove and a colander of rice noodles on the counter. Mẹ was washing dishes at the sink, her back turned to me. That afternoon she wore a pink set of house pajamas, and she was humming to herself as she worked—a light and delicate tune. Mẹ turned to look at me.
“Don’t slam the door, Veronica,” she said.
“Sorry,” I mumbled.
“I saw the neighbor today,” Mẹ added. She made it sound like casual conversation. “The woman went outside and got the mail. Then she drove away. She was gone for hours before she came back with groceries. She got here just before you did.”
“That’s good,” I said. I imagined my mother at the window, tensely watching Gigi’s house, hour after hour, until the woman finally stepped outside.
“It’s very good. The neighbor seemed gloomy, though. It’s understandable—I’m sure she loved her husband a lot,” said Mẹ. There was pity in her voice. “You can still love someone who hurts you. She probably thinks he went off to kill himself after what he did. But she didn’t seem too alarmed by it. She was very sad yet calm.”
I nodded, overwhelmed by the news.
“So no police then?”
“No. She can call them if she wants, but they’ve got nothing to do with us,” said Mẹ.
As she continued to wash the dishes, I noticed the pop of color on Tommy’s altar. Next to his portrait was a vase of fresh white daisies. They glowed bright yellow at their centers.
I set the dinner table. And I put down the place mats, the chopsticks, the ceramic soup spoons, and the sauce bowls. Then I tried to do some homework, and I fell asleep at my desk.
Mẹ woke me up when Ba was home.
“Don’t argue with him,” she said quietly, shushing me.
Ba stood motionless in the kitchen, staring at the table. Then he looked inside the stock pot, inhaling deeply.
“You made phở?”
“I did,” said Mẹ. “I think it’s a good day for some warm soup and noodles.”
“Did we have the ingredients to make it?”
“I had to buy a few things today. It’s been a while.”
Ba turned and looked at Mẹ, utter confusion on his face.
“You went to the grocery store?”
“I did,” said Mẹ.
“You’re driving again?”
“I don’t like to do it. But life is miserable here if you don’t drive,” said Mẹ. “I had to get groceries somehow.”
Ba nodded. He sat down at the kitchen table, speechless. As Mẹ prepped the bowls, I sat down across from him. I felt the tension between us.
We’d fought bitterly the previous night, arguing over bad pizza and the smoking he did in secret. Then I’d cut my father at his most tender wound: Tommy. I wanted to apologize to him, but I was mute. I was afraid if I opened my mouth, the wrong words would spill out, and Ba would learn the savage truth about his wife and daughter—
“You look different today,” said Ba.
“What do you mean?” I asked. I nervously touched my face, afraid he could see the bruising.
“Your clothes look new,” said Ba. “You look less disheveled than usual. It’s nice.”
I couldn’t help it—I smirked.
“Are you saying I look gross most of the time? Like a monkey? Or a rat?”
“I never said anything like that,” said Ba. “I’m not trying to get in trouble.”
“But you’re already in trouble,” Mẹ said softly. Her voice moved like music in the kitchen. “You couldn’t even order the right pizza for dinner.”
For a moment, Ba didn’t react. Then he sheepishly folded his arms together over the table.
“It was a very bad pizza,” he admitted.
“I thought you liked it,” I said.
“You know full well that it tasted like shit,” said Ba. And his face thawed into a smirk.
Mẹ served us phở in the big white bowls with the blue flowers on the side. She’d put in a hefty amount of rice noodles and brown-yellow broth. Steam rose out of the bowls, warming my face. Mẹ had put in two different kinds of meat: a large brown chunk and some thin, bright red strips. I pushed the raw meat under the soup to cook it.
I added hoisin sauce, fish sauce, and a few tiny pieces of Thai chilis to my bowl of phở. And I piled on the bean sprouts, mint leaves, and a spoonful of fried onions. I drizzled sriracha over everything.
As I mixed my bowl of phở, Mẹ quietly stood up. She poured some broth into a fourth bowl and placed it on Tommy’s altar. The blue and white bowl sat next to the vase of flowers. Tommy smiled awkwardly at the gifts before him. Ba and I exchanged a look, but we said nothing.
We waited until Mẹ sat down.
“Don’t wait for me,” she said. “Eat!”
I sipped the soup. It burned my mouth, but the soup was spicy, savory, and warm. It tasted of home. Ba sipped the broth, ate some noodles, and then dipped a piece of meat in sriracha and hoisin sauce. As he chewed, he nodded.
“It’s delicious,” said Ba. “This is the best phở you’ve ever cooked.”
A tiny smile appeared on Mẹ’s face.
“You only say that because I haven’t made it in a long time.”
“What do you think, Veronica?” asked Ba.
“I think it’s the best damn phở in the whole word,” I said honestly. Ba nodded as Mẹ shushed the two of us, her smile growing slightly.
“Veronica’s right,” said Ba. He took another bite of his food and sipped the broth again, lost in thought. “This phở’s delicious. I almost don’t recognize the taste. The meat and the broth are saltier. Almost sharper.”
“You’re a good cook,” I said to Mẹ. “Ba says so. I say so. Tommy said so, too.”
She shook her head—she was too modest to take the compliment. But as the three of us ate dinner, Mẹ smiled serenely, a glow on her face.
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