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Of Luggage and Shoes

THuy DINH

When I was little T used to think of America as a sort of unattainable
Paradise. America was grander than France, even grander than the
whole of Europe, and summed up that exotic word “abroad.” Iknew
that only smart or really rich people could ever go to America. But as
a child I did not understand or believe in my intellect. Also, my parents
were not manifestly rich. I thought I could never go to Paradise, but
was doomed to get married early, have numerous children and live a
life full of cooking and embroidery.

In April of 1975, we were givén the opportunity to go to America
as refugees of a soon-to-be extinct republic. Having recently turned
thirteen, I was ecstatic at the thought of a long-cherished dream come
true. While preparing for the trip, I never thought of the possibility
that I may leave my birthplace forever, or at least for a very long time
before I could return. 1 was yet afraid of the unknown because I had
not fully understood my life up to that point. To be thirteen was to
possess half the past and an infinite future. The present did not seem
to matter, for it was nothing but a slow moving bus of acne-ridden days.

At that time, my maternal grandfather, who for twenty years had
worked as a translator for American military advisers, alone managed
our departure from Vietnam. He also had to assume the role of
surrogate father for all of us children, because, during the months prior
to departure, my father, a journalist, was still detained in prison by the
South Vietnamese government for writing subversive materials in the
newspaper. (My father did not leave Vietnam with us but managed to
escape mere hours before the Fall of Saigon—but that is another story
to be told at another time and place).

Truy Dint is currently a government attorney based in the Washington, D. C.
metropolitan area, where she has settled since 1975.
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Due to potential war dangers and the long absence of my father,
we had left the suburbs and moved into my grandparents’ Saigon
residence fm- some time before our actual departure. During the

my was deeply about shoes.

stage
He told my mother:

Iheard that shoes are very expensive in America, so perhaps you may
want to take the children to the shoe store or to the cobbler to get
their shoes fitted. Whatever we can do now, it will save time and
‘money later on.

In Saigon all kinds of shoes were affordable. So, convinced by my
grandfather’s advice, my mother took us shopping. Each of my younger
brothers got a pair of burgundy penny loafers, with a round, shiny silver
buckle on the side of each shoe. They also got new dress shirts, jackets
and slacks to go with their new shoes. I got a pair of sling-backed,
leather pink pumps with black patent platform heels. In addition, my
mother gave me a pair of long, bell-bottom black satin pants to go with
the heels. Each of my younger sisters got a pair of black Chinese
slippers embroidered with colorful confetti-like particles.

My youngest brother, then only six months old, did not get any
shoes. Instead he got a cone-shaped kit hat in bright orange and black
horizontal stripes, with a matching play suit and pom-pom socks that
made him look vaguely like a seasoned jailbird. My mother, in her
child-like jasm and obedience toward my mply
wanted us to look our best for the trip. After all, it was our flrsl trip
“out country.”

For luggage, my grandfather told us, we each could only bring two
bags. I stuffed into my knapsacks my pink shoes, my favorite Sunday
dress and my new bell-bottom pants, along with my best witen essays
from seventh grade ition class, and bags of icks and rusty
silverware from my grandmother's kitchen cabinet. I decided to take
the chopsticks and silverware because I thought they would come in
handy if we were to travel and had to eat on the road. My younger
sister was less practical, she stuffed into her plastic carry-on a huge
comic book that she recently received for her eighth birthday. Later
on my mother took out the essays and the chopsticks and siiverware
from my bags. She also persuaded my sister to leave behind her comic
book. “Those things are not fit for travel,” she said.

I realized that whether or not something could be brought along
had less to do with its appropriateness as a thing, but a lot more to do
with your order in the world. My grandfather, as the highest authority
in the house, could bring along with him his dan-tranh, a five-foot long,
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\be lored, i d, classical Vi string
instrument somewhat similar to the Japanese koto. He has not touched
the instrument ever since we came to the United States.

We led the live-in help to believe that we were getting ready for a
trip to the country. They were perhaps unaware of the unofficial news
that the South Vietnamese Government might have lost aimost all the
rural provinces to “the other side.”

(Insidious rumors and whispers were flying about, speculating, but
unfulfilled, unsubstantiated, like the blue flies hovering in the heat,
above the chubby fingers of putrescent bananas. All the newspapers
had their front pages blocked, blackened with ink—a choked
indictment. One week an unidentified plane bombed the Independence
Palace—the President’s residence. Schools were closed early. The
President appeared on T.V., sweated, and said nothing important.)

The help became rejoiced, rather than sad, when they knew that we
were going away. There was not much for them to do but to sit back
and enjoy life during our impending absence. It was as if my elders
were handing over to them our ownership of things, severing all
concrete ties that pertained to our existence up to that point. One of
the help, an exuberant country girl about seventeen, jumped for her
freedom as she waved good-bye. We had on our Sunday best. It was
Easter Sunday, April 20, 1975.

The next day, April 21, we boarded an American military aircraft
carrier and headed toward Clark Air Base, the Philippines. It was our
first stop on the voyage to Paradise.

It was in the Philippines that I first realized I could never go home
again. Due to the upheavals of the last days of South Vietnam, all
communication lines with Saigon were cut. It was then that I began to
miss my bedroom in my grandparents’ home. I remembered the view
from the room, looking down onto the top of a tree called the “milking
breast” tree, with bulbous fruits having white, sappy juice resembling
amother’s milk. It seemed as if that room existed in another time zone,
never to be retrieved.

We stayed on mattress, in a huge gymnasium within the air base.
For the first time in my life I was exposed to “communal living.” It
‘was not comfortable or pleasant. I did not like to see naked flesh in
the women'’s washroom in the morning, or sleep side by side other
bodies in a big, foreign, depersonalized space. It was accidental, grand-
scale camping. Ever hopeful, I projected my thought toward our next
stop on the voyage. Perhaps things would get better as we got closer
to America. But time did not seem to pa

In other respects we got a plenuml supply of Coca-Cola and
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Styrofoam cups and plates. I befriended a few people whose mattreases
were across from ours. There was Kim, a gum-snapping Vietnamese
woman married to an American G.1,, who taught me that “Coke” is a
shortened version of Coca-Cola. Idid not believe her. She seemed too
sure of herself, too comfortable, as if everything about her was just
routine stuff. I envied the fact that she could speak English to the G.Ls
who manned the service stations in the gymnasium. I could only say
“hello” and “How are you,” and “shall I.”

I'had learned British English at school, from a leather-bound book
with the English text having explanations and footnotes in French. It
‘was nothing like the fast, garbled speech of the G.Ls. I became terrified
every time one of them responded to my “hello” with a long and
confusing sentence. I never got a chance to finish the next lesson in
my English book, so I never knew what to say after a soldier had
answered my greeting.

My mother said most women married to G.Ls used to be
uneducated village girls from the rural slums. It thus baffled me that
Kim could be so relaxed in her new environment. She usually wore
blue eye shadow up to her eyebrows, a black muslin blouse with gold
and silver threads topping bell-bottom jeans, her tocnails painted red
above thin-strap Id I poke guttural English and
smoked Winston cigarettes. I could not see her as once having another
life apart from her present life, so complete was her transformation.
Perhaps she had willed herself, early on, to give in to her G.I. husband,
to her condition in life. She had reinvented herself for survival.

(The weather was hot in the Philippines. We were still in a time
vacuum.)

1also had another friend, a girl my own age named Trinh who left
Vietnam with her father. She was proud of the fact that she wore
sneakers:

My dad bought me the sneakers. He said everyone wears sneakers
in America for comfort.

1did not believe her. My pink heels were much more stylish than
her masculine-looking sneakers. They were now a little worn on the
heels and scuff-toed. 1 had worn them every day since we left. I closed
my eyes, dreaming of crossing a wide boulevard in America in my pink
shoes, walking, or floating, toward a slope-edged, brightly lit
skyscraper. 1 refused the proletarian notion of sneakers.

After a few days in Clark Air Basc, we finally left the Philippines
for Guam Island. But contrary to my expectations, Guam was much
more depressing than the Philippines. We were not anywhere near the

162



[image: image5.jpg]Of Luggage and Shoes

beach or the palm trees. Instead we were shuffled into a long, narrow
barrack that looked like a hospital wing. We did not have a “men” and
a “women” bathing areas, but both sexes, by rotation, shared one wet
area shielded by an off-white plastic curtain. My mother thought the
alley behind this bathing area was haunted.

At night, the G.Ls would show animated shorts in the open area in
front of the barracks. We never missed a showing. Arriving early, my
siblings and I would take up a whole bench. So there we would sit,
midway between Vietnam and the New World, with a full moon above
us, and a huge white screen in front of us, watching Bugs Bunny and
the Road Runner. Sometimes there would be Popeye the Sailor Man, or
Dr. Seuss’s The Cat in the Hat. Looking back, those animated shorts
represented the only constant vision of America. Other preconceived
notions, like fragments in a kaleidoscope, changed and shifted, distorted
by experience as time passed on.

We stayed in Guam for about a week, but it seemed an eternity.
Our clothing, new and stylish when we left, began to take on a dull
thickish look. My brothers’ penny loafers were now open at the toe
parts. They looked like shy crocodile mouths. I had worn thin the
Teather soles of my pink shoes. I missed my composition essays that [
almost got to bring on the trip. My sister missed her comic book. My
mother missed my father and their life before the changes. My
grandparents missed their whole past. Kim still looked and acted
comfortably in her environment. My friend Trinh was still proud of
the fact that her sneakers were in good condition.

One morning about the sixth day of our stay in Guam, my
grandfather ran in from outside and said: “Well, that's it, Vietnam had
been lost.” He said it in an even tone, perhaps too shocked to embrace
the reality of the situation. My mother looked at my grandmother. 1
looked at the steel bedpost, at nothing. At the back of the barrack
someone started to cry. Then several others joined in. Several infants,
scared by their elders’ weeping, also began to bawl. We mourned for
a nation that was turning fast into an abstraction.

But the memories would come back, later on, more real than ever,
years after I had learned American English beyond a simple “hello.”
Perhaps the nation did not become extinct, but evolved into something
else akin to the expatriate’s collective awareness, eternal, constant, yet
a part of my own consciousness, a part of the Vietnamese I still speak
to my parents. To be a refugee is not to avoid your catastrophes, but
to face them head on, unflinching, the eyes not dazed by the intense
whiteness of Paradise.

So with womn pink shoes, I entered the Promised Land.
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