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Аннотация
This story is written to understand and appreciate one family’s journey from Vietnam to America and their hope for a new beginning.
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This story is written to understand and appreciate one family’s journey from Vietnam to America and their hope for a new beginning.

Sincere gratitude to our parents,
Ms. Trinh T. Phan
Mr. Dinh N. Hoang

In memory of the hundreds of thousands of Vietnamese people who perished on the way to freedom; we pray that they may now enjoy lasting peace. Their sacrifices will not be forgotten.

I was hungry and you gave me something to eat; I was sick and you took care of me; I was a stranger and you welcomed me in. We are thankful for the people around the world who champion for freedom, stand in solidarity with our immigrants, and work to keep our families together; you inspire us all to live up to our highest ideals.


Part 1 — Escaping Vietnam

“Look, Grandpa! My kite is flying so high!” Vong exclaimed with a wide smile on his face as he held on to the string of his kite.
Sure enough, his blue and white rhombus-shaped kite floated so high above him that it seemed a part of the sky. It seemed as if it wanted to fly away, too, along with the strong westward wind, but Vong gripped the end of the string tightly in his small hand. It was his favorite toy, after all, along with the handmade bamboo flute that was in his pocket.
His grandfather merely smiled, holding on to the rope attached to the large water buffalo his family owned.
Every afternoon, after school, Vong would take the water buffalo down to the Mekong river with his grandfather. Other than that, he was also in charge of feeding their pigs and chickens while his parents and three older brothers worked on the farm.
Vong was eight years old and the youngest of four children. He lived with his family, as well as his Grandma and Grandpa, in a small mud house in the middle of a green rice paddy.
As soon as they reached the river, Vong pulled down his kite and gave it to his grandfather. Then, he handed his flute to his grandfather just before jumping into the river to swim alongside the water buffalo. Vong’s grandfather no longer liked to swim so he just sat on the riverbank and watched Vong while playing the flute.
When it was getting dark, Vong’s Grandpa called out to him. “Vong, the sun is going to set, get out of the water and let’s go home. Your Grandma should have dinner ready soon.”
“Yes, Grandpa.”
Vong quickly got out of the water and he, his Grandpa and the water buffalo headed home under the amber skies. Dinner was Vong’s favorite part of the day because it was the time when his whole family would gather together and share their experiences that day. Also, Vong’s Grandma was in charge of dinner and she was an excellent cook.
“I wonder what Grandma cooked for dinner tonight,” Vong thought out loud.
His grandfather smiled. “You will know soon enough.”
Indeed, when Vong arrived home, he immediately knew what was for dinner. It was his favorite pumpkin soup!
As soon as his nose picked up the delicious smell, Vong’s stomach started rumbling. His Grandma, however, warned him to stay away from the pot with a stern look.
“Go and change your clothes, Vong,” she said. “We’ll wait for the others before we eat.”
Vong did as he was told. Right after he had changed his clothes, his mother, father and three older brothers walked in the door, looking tired but still happy. They all washed up, then, everyone sat around their small table, lit with a bright lantern in the middle, so that they could eat dinner.
Vong slurped every last drop of his pumpkin soup in no time at all. “Cảm ơn, thank you, Grandma!” he said.
“I am glad you liked it, Vong.” His grandmother smiled at him, showing her perfectly black teeth.
After dinner, Vong’s Grandma rushed him to bed early. Vong was a little puzzled that he had to go to bed earlier than usual but he did not complain. He was tired, after all, and it was not like he had anything else to do, except stare at the sky, which was pitch black without any stars at all. Soon enough, he fell asleep.
Hours later, he was shaken out of his deep slumber by his Grandma.
“Wake up, Vong!” she said in an urgent whisper.
“Why, Grandma?” Vong asked, reluctant to get out of bed.
“We’re going on a trip, but you have to be very quiet,” his Grandma answered. “Now, stand up!”
Vong wanted to ask some more questions but something in his Grandma’s voice told him he shouldn’t. Quietly, he got out of bed and as soon as he was on his feet, his Grandma grabbed his arm, pulling him out of their mud hut so that he didn’t even have time to put on his slippers or grab any of his things, even his precious bamboo flute.
Barefoot, he ran as fast as he could behind his Grandma, his two older brothers, mother and Grandpa ahead of him and his other older brother and father behind him, all of them staying close together under the cover of the dark night. Vong didn’t know why they were fleeing or where they were headed but he dared not ask. He simply tried to keep up with everyone else, not wanting to be left behind.
After a while, Vong heard some dogs bark in the distance. Then, he heard his father speak in a whisper.
“We must hurry,” his father said. “If the village patrol catches us, we will be sent to jail.”
At the words, Vong ran faster, gripping his Grandma’s hand tighter. “Grandma, I’m scared.”
“Shh, don’t cry,” his Grandma pleaded. “Just keep going.”
Vong obeyed, willing his feet to go as fast as they could, ignoring the mud that is beginning to coat the soles of his feet as they go through the rice paddies and step on puddles. Vong still couldn’t see anything but as they continued running, he thought that they were heading for the river.
Vong was right. Soon enough, he picked up the scent of the river breeze and while he paused to catch his breath at the riverbank, he saw a tiny, wooden fishing boat. Vong and his family climbed aboard and went inside the cabin. There, Vong recognized some of the other families from his village and he was about to greet one of the children he knew when the captain of the boat spoke.
“No light, not a single noise or crying.”
Vong nodded. As the captain shut the door to the cabin, his family huddled together, packing themselves into their corner of the cabin like sardines. Vong sat with his Grandma, wondering what would happen next. Soon, he heard the engine roar to life, the only sound amid the silence all around him, and he smelled the kerosene from it. He felt the boat moving, too, and he knew that the boat was going down the river, drifting into the dark of night. Exhausted from his flight, he, too, drifted off into the darkness of sleep.

Part 2 — Voyage To The New World

When Vong woke up, it was already morning, a faint sliver of sunlight seeping in through a small hole in the boat. Vong took a peek through the hole and he found himself looking at dense palm trees lining the river on each side, the river opening not far ahead.
Vong was still confused, but it was slowly becoming clear to him that they were leaving their homeland. He wanted to ask why and where they were headed exactly, but since everyone else in the cabin was quiet, he decided to keep silent. He would have wanted to stretch his legs and go out for some fresh air, but he somehow understood that they had to stay inside. There was still a chance that they could get caught by the river police.
Vong sat quietly beside his Grandma and thought of their beloved water buffalo, as well as his kite and his flute. He suddenly wished he had brought both with him. There was nothing he could do about it now, though, and looking around at all the other people squeezed into the cabin, he realized they did not have many things either and so he decided not to complain.
He tried to think of happy thoughts, imagining what kind of place they were headed to. Would it have endless green rice paddies that he could run across, too? Or would it be very different with tall buildings perhaps that he had seen in the books at his school, or castles even?
After a while, though, Vong could not stay still or silent any longer. He was feeling hungry.
“Grandma, I’m hungry,” he whispered.
His Grandma looked at him sadly. Then, she whispered something to his mother, who was sitting on her other side.
Vong’s mother took out a bag of sweet potato chips from her bag and handed him a few. Then, she poured him some water in a bottle cap to drink.
“We don’t know how long we’ll have to stay in this boat, so this is all I can give you for now,” she told him.
Vong nodded, eating the chips slowly and drinking the water. By the middle of the afternoon, he was starting to feel hungry again, but remembering what his mother had told him, he said nothing. He just closed his eyes, trying to think of happy thoughts again, and when evening came, he went to sleep early.
The next day, their second day on the boat, Vong woke up early. Excitedly, he looked out the hole again, hoping to see something different from yesterday, and oh, was it different indeed. There were no more trees in sight, nor any land. All he could see was water everywhere and he could smell that the air was salty and cooler as it whipped against his skin.
“We must be in the Pacific Ocean,” Vong thought.
He watched as the waves hit the sides of the boat, rocking it gently and causing it to creak and he felt a little happier. Not everyone was happy, though. Some of the people in the cabin were starting to get seasick and as a result, the cabin was becoming more uncomfortable. Still, the captain would not allow anyone out of the cabin, fearing that some Thai pirates would spot them.
The next day, their third day on the boat, Vong once more looked out at the ocean but unlike yesterday, this time, he was scared. Not only did the water look as dark as the night sky, but the waves were also bigger, no longer rocking the boat gently but jerking it violently from side to side and making it creaks louder.
Vong was scared. What if the boat they were on sank in the middle of the ocean? What if all of them ended up drowning?
Vong was also not feeling well, since he hadn’t eaten properly in the past three days, and they were already out of water, too, and so he was feeling weak and dehydrated. He huddled even closer to his Grandma and tried to sleep to recover some of his strength. After a while, though, he woke up to a strange, new sound.
Curious about the sound, Vong looked out of the hole and he saw a big ship a distance away.
“Dad, look! There’s a big ship!” Vong said to his father excitedly.
His father took a peek in the hole. “It looks like a cargo ship,” he said.
Vong kept his eyes on the ship, amazed by its size, wondering if the ship was going to rescue them. After a while, he saw some boxes being lowered on to their boat. Then, the cabin door opened and the captain brought one of the boxes in.
“That ship couldn’t rescue us,” the captain said. “But at least, it gave us food and water to keep us alive.”
Vong’s mother helped the captain distribute the food and water inside the box among the families in the cabin. Then, she handed some to Vong.
Vong was glad to be able to eat and drink and he gobbled all the food up and drank the water quickly. The next day, though, on their fourth day on the boat, Vong felt even more unwell that he could not eat or drink. He was starting to get seasick just like the other people in the cabin and he was also tired, not only physically but emotionally. He felt as if he would get stuck in that cabin forever, and he did not know how long he would be able to last in that small space.
He rested his head on his Grandma’s lap and closed his eyes. He imagined that he was flying his blue and white rhombus-shaped kite across the rice paddies and that he was swimming in the river with the water buffalo. How he missed doing those things and how he wished he could do them now.
By evening, Vong felt even worse and so his father brought him up on deck. There, they both laid down and looked up at the starlit sky. Vong was happy to see the stars again, which seemed brighter than when he last saw them, and he felt a little better. He watched them flicker like diamonds, as if they were blinking at him. Then, suddenly, one of them started to move across the sky.
“Look, Dad!” Vong pointed at the sky excitedly. “It’s a shooting star!”
“I see it, too,” Vong’s father said. “Quick, make a wish.”
Vong closed his eyes and clasped his hands together as he whispered, “Wherever we’re going, I wish we’ll get there soon.”
“We will,” his father assured, pulling Vong into his arms to give him a warm hug.
Vong snuggled into his father’s chest since he was starting to feel cold. After a few minutes, though, his father suddenly sat up.
“What is it, Dad?” Vong asked. “Do you see another shooting star?”
“Big ship! Big ship!” his father started to shout.
Vong, too, sat up and sure enough, he saw a big ship headed right in their direction. A few seconds later, the boat captain joined them and using his telescope, he confirmed that there was indeed a big ship coming. He gave Vong’s father a tire and a can of kerosene, telling him to set the tire on fire and hang it so that they could catch the attention of the big ship. He also handed Vong a white flag.
Vong was still feeling a little weak but the warmth from the bright fire his father made and the thought of finally leaving the small boat gave him strength so that he was able to wave the white flag as high as he could. Soon, the large ship sounded its horn. It had seen them!
Slowly, it approached the small wooden boat. As it did, Vong saw that the name of the ship was Cap Anamur. It seemed to be the largest ship Vong had ever seen!
Vong watched as the sailors on the big ship lowered a long ladder to connect to the small boat. Then, one by one, the sailors carried a person from the boat and carried him up to the big ship on their strong shoulders.
Vong was one of the first people to be brought up to the ship and as soon as he got there, he sat on the big deck and watched as the rest of the people from the boat were carried up to the safety of the ship. He felt safer now.
Once everyone was aboard the Cap Anamur, the big ship started to sail away. Vong looked at the wooden boat which had taken him away from his home, watching it until it became smaller and finally sunk into the dark Pacific Ocean water. Then, he turned to the captain who greeted everyone with a smile.
“Wilkommen an Bord!” he said.
Vong saw that everyone else seemed to be smiling now that they were on the big ship. Suddenly hungry and thirsty, he ate and drank what the captain and his crew offered him until he was so full.
Vong loved being on the big ship. After a few days, it was time to leave the ship. The Cap Anamur took them to the island of Palawan, one of the largest islands of the Philippines in Southeast Asia. There, Vong and his family were brought to a refugee camp enclosed by barbed wire fences, where other families that had fled Vietnam were also staying.
“Why are there barbed wire fences, Dad?” Vong asked as they entered the camp.
“It’s because we’re not allowed to leave the camp,” his father explained. “We are refugees.”
“What is a refugee?” Vong asked.
“A refugee is someone who has left his country,” his father said. “Right now, we will have to take refuge here until we find a new country where we can live.”
Vong quickly learned that life at the refugee camp was different from life at home. There was no school for him to attend and no animals to take care of. In fact, there was not much for him to do except to wait for news about their new country.
Still, being in the camp was better than being cramped up in the small wooden boat. At least here, Vong could run around and play games with the other children. He could also go to the beach everyday so he could swim just like he used to do in the Mekong River and make castles out of the soft, white sand. He was even able to make a kite out of newspapers and sticks, which he played with on the beach.
At night, Vong and the other refugees would gather around the fire. They would sing songs and tell stories, mostly about life in Vietnam. It was during one of those stories that Vong learned the real reason why they left their home. He learned that after the war, life became more difficult in Vietnam, especially because of the re-education camps, which was just another word for prison camps. Although his father had never shown it, he had been worried about the future of his family, especially of his four children, which was why he and his friends had decided to save some money and build a small, wooden fishing boat so they could escape the country and go to America — the land of opportunity.
After learning all these, Vong realized just how much his parents had to sacrifice and he did his best to help them. Slowly, as the days passed in the refugee camp, Vong grew up, no longer a child who was merely concerned with playing, but a young man. Like the rest of his family, he was prepared to make sacrifices and like them, he waited anxiously to begin his new life in America.
Every month, more refugee families came to Palawan refugee camp, fleeing Vietnam in search of a new country and a new life. With help from the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, many families accepted entrances to Canada, Australia, Japan, France, United Kingdom, Germany and Norway.
Patiently, Vong and his family waited for their turn to go to the United States of America and finally, after 12 months, their wish was granted.

Part 3 — America: A New Beginning

Vong’s family flew from Palawan to Manila, then from the Ninoy Aquino International Airport to the San Francisco International Airport in California. Vong had never been on an airplane before and so he was very excited during the long flight that he was hardly able to sleep. He looked out the window at the clouds and thought of all the wonderful things he had heard about America. He could not wait to see America.
At the airport, Vong’s family is met by a group of happy nuns from Catholic Charities. They bring Vong and his family to Oakland, a city by the bay, and helped them settle into their three-bedroom apartment in a government housing project. This small apartment would be their new home and though it was small, especially for eight people, and had only one bathroom, nobody complained. They were simply happy to live together in a place where they could begin their life in America.
If living in a refugee camp was a surprise to Vong, living in Oakland was very different. It was a whole new world compared to Vietnam. There were also so many people from all walks of life; they looked and dressed differently and spoke languages that Vong had never heard before.
Even after sunset, the city did not go to sleep. It seemed even more alive with bright streetlights, loud music streaming from car radio and even sporadic police sirens.
Unlike in the small village where everyone grew their own food, the food in Oakland was bought from large supermarkets where they were in colorful packages neatly lined up in shelves. Even the fruits and vegetables, which were bigger than those Vong had seen, were well-arranged while the drinks and meats were kept in gigantic fridges which sent a cool breeze against Vong’s cheeks each time he opened them.
Indeed, everything looked so nice that just a visit to the supermarket alone was a treat for Vong. They receive government food stamps with a strict budget of about $3 a day per person for food. They did not have much money and so they bought only the essentials such as rice, green vegetables and fish. They couldn’t afford the salty snacks, the colorful drinks and sweets that Vong loved to look at.
Sometimes, the family ran out of food stamps before the end of the month, Grandma and Grandpa put on their hats and walked to the local food bank for some free bags of food. The bag contains cans of sardines that had recently expired but were still good to eat and apples and cabbages with few brown spots that did not look good enough to be displayed on the supermarket shelves but were still good enough to eat.
Vong was thankful for the free food, but he knew it was only a last resort, just a temporary way to keep food in their stomachs until they could make ends meet again. He knew that receiving free food made his Grandma and Grandpa uncomfortable since it was as shameful as begging for them.
Once Vong and his family had settled in, it was time for Vong and his three older brothers to enroll in the local public school. Vong was a little scared to be going to a new school in a new country. He was afraid he wouldn’t fit in, especially since he did not speak any English.
On his first day of school, Vong gathered his courage and told himself to be brave. He wanted to study so that he could help his mother and father someday. He put on his newest t-shirt from the Goodwill store, which was where second-hand clothes were sold for very low prices. The t-shirt was two sizes too big but Vong did not complain. Instead, he tucked the extra length inside his pants.
Since his Mom and Dad were both busy working at their new jobs, Vong walked to Lockwood Elementary School with his Grandma and Grandpa. Two of his older brothers would be attending the Havenscourt Middle School adjacent his school while his oldest brother was going to Fremont High School at the opposite end of town.
Vong and his Grandma and Grandpa went straight to the principal’s office to enroll Vong in the fourth grade. They had to fill out many forms with a translator; it took them over an hour to fill out all the forms. The principal, who was a nice old woman with thin glasses, reviewed the forms. She went through all of them quickly then went back to the very first one.
“Hmm, I like your name,” she said. “But I notice that you don’t have a nickname. Would you like to come up with one?”
“Vong is my name,” Vong answered with the help of the translator.
“I understand,” the principal said. “But sometimes, a nickname is easier for other kids.”
Vong understood what the principal was trying to say but he didn’t want any other name. “I’d like to keep my name if that’s okay,” he said.
“Got it, then!” The principal nodded with a smile.
After leaving the principal’s office, Vong’s Grandma and Grandpa head back home. Alone, Vong feels scared again but he told himself to be brave and kept his shoulders straight. The principal walked Vong to Rm. 126 to meet the instructor who dressed in a bright pink floral blouse and beautiful, long dreadlocks.
The principal turned to Vong. “This is Ms. Carter.”
Vong nodded, understanding.
“I’m happy to have you in my class, Vong,” Ms. Carter said as she gave him a hug. Then, she led Vong inside the classroom so that he could stand in front of the class. “Everyone, may I have your attention please. This is our new classmate, Vong. Vong is a refugee from Vietnam and he and his family just arrived so please give him a warm welcome.”
His classmates just stared at him curiously, making Vong start to feel uncomfortable. He was glad when he was finally led to his seat by the window, although even then, he could feel some of the stares following him. He could even hear some students murmuring about him, though he couldn’t understand exactly what they were murmuring about.
In fact, Vong could not understand anyone else in the class. When everyone stood up to recite the Pledge of Allegiance, Vong also stood up with his right hand on his chest, but said nothing. In addition, Vong realized that he was the smallest in the class, with his feet barely touching the floor when he was seated and he was beginning to think he wouldn’t really fit in.
Recess was even worse. Although Vong followed his classmates out of the classroom, he didn’t have anyone to play with since he didn’t know anyone and didn’t speak a word of English. He didn’t even know where to sit so he just stood near the playground and watched the other children play. They looked like they were having so much fun and wishing he could join them.
Suddenly, a group of kids approached Vong, forming a circle around him. At first, Vong thought they were going to ask him to play with them and he smiled but when he saw the looks on their faces, he frowned.
“Look at this illegal alien,” one of them said. “He’s so skinny he must be very poor.”
“He’s got a funny name, too,” another said.
“And look at that rag he’s wearing,” yet another said. “Yuck!”
They started laughing at him as they came up with funny names. Vong could not understand but he knew that the kids were making fun of him. Even so, he tried to ignore them but when they began to push him around, he pushed them back and stared each of them in the eyes. Sure, he looked different from them and he was new, but he was not afraid. He knew he was just as strong and as smart as they were.
Seeing that Vong was not afraid, the children didn’t know what else to do and left him alone. For a moment, Vong thought about running to Ms. Carter and telling her what had just happened but he realized he did not know how to tell her and so he just clenched his fists in frustration. He felt sad and frustrated but after a while, he remembered what his father had said about going forward no matter how hard things were, because they were sure to always get better, and so he kept his chin up and went to sit on an empty bench nearby.
From the bench, Vong continued to watch the other kids playing, some of them swinging on the monkey bars, others playing tag and basketball. Feeling lonely, he suddenly wished he had his old blue and white rhombus-shaped kite. He started to imagine he was flying it across the playground with his classmates cheering him on. He was so deep in thought, in fact, that he did not notice a red ball flying in his direction. It bounced off his knees and landed a short distance from his feet. Quickly, he picked it up and handed it to the girl who was running after it.
“Gracias,” the girl said with a bright smile as she got the ball. She went back to her friends and resumed playing kickball but after a while, she came back and signaled Vong to join them. Vong was happy to be able to play with the other kids and was very thankful to the girl, whose name he learned was Lucia, for inviting him. He did not know how to play kickball but he quickly learned, running as fast as he could from one base to the next and kicking the ball as high and as hard as he could. He had such a great time.
The next morning, Vong woke up extra early so he could ask his Grandma to make him an extra spring roll for lunch. Vong’s Grandma gave him a puzzled look but she made one anyway.
Later, at lunch, Vong looked for Lucia and when he saw her sitting all alone at the end of the lunch table, he went to sit beside her. Lucia smiled at him, remembering that he was the boy who had played kickball with her and her friends yesterday.
“¡Hola!” she greeted cheerfully.
Vong simply smiled back. He did not understand her language. He was pretty sure she would not understand his, as well, and so he did not speak. Instead, he opened his lunchbox and gave the extra spring roll to Lucia.
Lucia was confused, at first, but after a few seconds, she finally understood that Vong wanted her to have the spring roll. She decided to try it and looked at Vong with a bigger smile, her eyes gleaming.
“Mmm, delicioso! Gracias, Vong,” she said.
Again, Vong merely smiled.
From then on, Vong and Lucia spent a lot of time together. At first, they did not speak much, simply keeping each other company, but as they learned new English words together, they started talking and understanding each other.
Vong learned that just like him, Lucia and her family just recently came to live in the United States, which was why she didn’t know English, either. She wasn’t from Vietnam, but from another country called Mexico, and so she spoke Spanish.
Sometimes, after school, Lucia would teach Vong some Spanish words and in turn, Vong would also teach her some Vietnamese words. They would greet each other in the mornings, saying ‘Hola’ or ‘Chào’ then in the afternoons, before they went home, they would say, ‘Hasta luego’ or ‘Tạm biệt.
Apart from learning new words together, Vong and Lucia loved to do artwork. Once, when they were asked to make collages in class, Vong and Lucia poured out all their imagination into their works and ended up having the best works. The collages were so good, that Ms. Carter hang them on the bulletin board for everyone in the school to see.
At home, Vong and his family were doing better. At the end of each day, Vong loved to welcome his parents back home. He would sit by the window and wait for his father to come around the corner. Then, he would run up and give him a hug, even if he was covered in mud and grass from gardening. As a reward, Vong’s father always brought home a bag of treats from work, usually wild fruits such as wild pears, apples or persimmons.
Vong’s Mom usually came home late from the dry cleaners. Vong would still wait for her, and he loved hugging her even more because she smelled like fresh laundry.
Since Vong’s family could not afford a TV, Vong spent most of his free time reading the books Ms. Carter assigned, trying to finish one book before moving on to the next. Whenever he has trouble pronouncing a word or doesn’t understand a word, he would ask his brothers for help and if they didn’t know the word either, they would all go check the thick dictionary together.
As the days passed, Vong learned to love reading. Because he read so much, he realized he needed a bookmark. One Saturday, he searched around the house, looking for one, but he didn’t find any.
“I wonder if I could make one by myself,” Vong thought. “But out of what?”
Vong searched around the house again, keeping an eye out for anything he could make into a bookmark. Finally, he spotted a few extra wire hangers his mother had brought home from the dry cleaners sitting at the bottom of the closet.
That night, Vong asked his mother if he could have them.
“Can I have three of the hangers please?” he pleaded.
“I don’t mind,” Vong’s mother said. “But what will you do with them? Hangers can be dangerous, you know.”
“I’m just going to make bookmarks,” Vong said. “And I promise I’ll be careful.”
“Bookmarks?” Vong’s mother eyed him curiously.
Still, she allowed Vong to have the hangers and Vong set to work. For a while, he just stared at the hangers, wondering where to start. Then, he asked his oldest brother to cut the wire and straighten it out. Afterwards, he started bending the wire carefully, trying to make different shapes.
“What shape should I make?” he wondered.
He thought and thought and after a while, he decided to make a heart-shaped bookmark. He also decided that he would make three bookmarks — one for him, one for Ms. Carter and one for Lucia, since her birthday was coming up. He set himself to work happily, even humming one of the tunes he used to play on his flute. He was glad because not only was he able to make his own bookmark, he was also able to make gifts for others to show them how much he cared.
The next Saturday, Vong got out of bed early. He was excited because today was Lucia’s birthday and he had been invited to Lucia’s birthday party at the park.
Vong helped his Grandma make his favorite spring rolls, as well as new sushi rolls filled with avocado, fresh cucumber and carrot sticks, which he hoped Lucia would like. Then, he helped his Grandma pack all of the rolls neatly into food containers.
Vong carried the containers as he walked to the park with his Grandma and Grandpa, whom he had asked to accompany him to the party since he knew how much they missed spending time outdoors. At the park, he immediately spotted the balloons and colorful party decorations and he heard the lively Mariachi music playing and as he came closer, he saw Lucia wearing a pretty dress.
“Chào, Vong!” Lucia greeted enthusiastically.
“Hola, Lucia!” Vong greeted. “¡Feliz Cumpleaños! Happy Birthday, Lucia!”
“Gracias, Vong.”
“These are my grandparents,” Vong introduced. “My Grandma made your favorite spring rolls and new sushi rolls for your birthday. I hope you like them.”
Lucia looked at Vong’s grandparents. “Thank you very much. ¡Muchas gracias, mucho gusto!”
Vong’s grandparents nodded and smiled.
“And here is your birthday present.” Vong handed her a rolled up grocery bag.
Lucia quickly unwrapped her present and when she saw the heart-shaped bookmark, her face lit up. “It’s beautiful, muy bonita! Did you make it, Vong?”
“Sí,” Vong answered. “I needed a bookmark so I made one for myself and I thought you might need one, too.”
“This is wonderful, Vong!” Lucia pressed the bookmark to her chest, happy that she had received a handmade gift on her birthday. “¡Muchas gracias!”
Afterwards, Lucia, Vong and his grandparents went to join the others and soon, the feast began. Lucia placed the special homemade rolls next to the Mexican dishes. Vong had never eaten Mexican food before but he could tell that all the dishes were tasty just by how good they looked and their delicious smell — the maize chips with guacamole and spicy red salsa, tamales, enchiladas and empanadas.
After the meal, Vong joined the other children in dancing around to the Mariachi music, then, they all took turns in hitting the donkey piñata which, after several tries, burst open with plenty of candies and toys.
Vong’s grandparents were very pleased to see Vong having a great time with his new friends, but after the piñata, they wandered to a more quiet section of the park. Worried, Vong followed after them and as soon as he caught up with them, he saw that they were staring at the park with a sad melancholy look in their eyes. He realized that they miss Vietnam more than anyone because they spent the most years there and had the fondest memories.
“Grandpa, Grandma, are you alright?” Vong asked as he approached them.
Vong’s grandfather sighed. “I miss home,” he said in Vietnamese. “But our life is here now and I believe things will get better.”
“At least, we are all together,” Vong’s grandmother added.
In spite of their answers, Vong still sensed their unhappiness and he frowned. “I wish that all of us can be happy here in America. I like it here.”
Vong’s Grandma looked at him and lifted his chin. “Do not mind your Grandpa and I. Just keep going forward. Keep doing well in school. After all, you are our future. You are our hope, just as the name ‘Vong’ means ‘Hope’ in Vietnamese.” She smiled at him, showing all her perfectly black teeth.
For a moment, Vong was reminded of the night before they fled Vietnam and he realized how far they had come since then, how much their lives had changed. He knew that Vietnam would always be a part of him but he knew that his life was in America now and that his grandparents and parents were counting on him to make the most of all the new opportunities in America, to make all their sacrifices bear fruit.
Vong smiled back at his Grandma and gave her a hug. “I will do my best, Grandma,” he promised.
As long as he had hope in his heart, he knew that in America he could make his dreams come true and the people around him happy. His new life, after all, had just begun.
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