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My son claimed on our American paperwork after we fled from the Laotians that I was almost 
thirty when I had him. That is a lie. I was no more than twenty. Probably just seventeen. But because of 
that lie, I am too old at eighty nine (almost ninety) for any health insurance with a decent premium. It 
does not matter that I am truly only seventy six. That does not matter. It never did. Age is but a measure 
of fecundity in marriage. 
 When I was just five years old my mother and father died. They left me and my four sisters in 
the care of my mother’s brother, our uncle. In exchange for a share of his house and food though, we 
had to care for his cows. We had to wake up early every morning and take them out, watch them graze 
and swat them back home. They were lazy, slow moving brown, white, black and gold things. It didn’t 
matter if it rained or if it was cold outside. We had to pretend everyday was lit with sunshine even if the 
cows knew it wasn’t and refused to move away from beneath their shade trees so distantly planted from 
our temporary home.  
 Hence, the damp breezes of the early mornings and late nights prematurely aged my face. The 
heels of my feet were crackly and stained with dirt even at twelve. I had hands as tough as any man 
thrice my age and I could pull a cow along the road for at least a half mile. If we could not persuade the 
cows to come home before the sun set, we slept outside with them until we did. Those were long nights 
alone with the crickets. Stories of tigers and ghosts made it more difficult to fall asleep. But at fifteen, I 
was fearless, and for this reason, He chose me.1

 I was still a very young and naïve child the New Year I met my future father-in-law. My cockiness 
drew his notice. When I was a young girl, I was a very talented singer, and I would show it. It was all I 
had that was my own. Anyone who came to challenge me, anyone who wanted to court me fell lover to 
the way I told my stories of woe—who could have a sadder story than an orphaned girl in the mountains 
with only sisters for protection? I never lacked for ball toss partners even though my sisters and I wore 
the smallest amount of coins on our dress. We only ever suffered when it came to proposals, but I never 
dreamed I could ever truly leave my sisters. So I never worried. If anything, the day He came to see my 
uncle was the only day I ever feared I might have said too much for once. 

 

 I was never truly prepared to be any man’s wife or any child’s mother. My husband could only 
teach me to ride horses and like the wind during the rainy season, I soon became wilder. I bore his 
attempts at love only temporarily. Ten years married and I gave him five sons, but I always remembered 
how his father bargained for me and the reality that I was still second wife and that these white Hmong 
were not my green family.2

                                                            
1 My grandmother has always told grossly negative tales about my Great Grandpapa. I have never met him. It was 
impossible. He died years before my mother was even born, but through her stories and lamenting, I have realized, 
Great Grandpapa was like a God: all powerful, all knowing and sometimes ruthless as a villain. 

 Despite the reality that I was the only one of my sisters to make it to age 
seventy—needless to say seventy six—and to live in America, I would rather have never left them. I 

2 The Hmong have created a social hierarchy along lines of dialect. The two most dominant are “white” and 
“green.” These divisions are based superficially on clothing patterns as well. My father’s paternal lineage has 
always been purely white. My father’s maternal lineage is dominated by green. It is believed that the white Hmong 
dialect sees themselves as superior to the green Hmong dialect. This has always been a source of (some) tension 
between the Hmong. My grandmother was at the forefront of this war seeing as she was a most obvious casualty 
of the white, suave Hmong man fleecing the green, ignorant Hmong man—or so she used to tell me.  



would give all my children, my ten trophies, for five girls huddled together in the night. I regret my rash 
attempt at stalling Hell. If only I had been smarter and been such a cocksure fool. 

The only thing I ever did say was, Find two chickens, one male, one female. If their feet match I 
will go with you—it is meant to be, but if not, I will be allowed to stay here. With my sisters, I had 
thought, so sure of my own genius that I forgot the duplicity built into those white Hmong men. Only as 
my firstborn lies dying, my greatest revenge plan falls apart, that I know the truth.3 His cousin had found 
two chickens, but they were one male and one female from the same nest, the same mother hen. (Their 
mother I later ate for dinner. That bitterness in the meal should have tipped me off, but I attributed that 
to the normally terrible cooking of my aunt.) He tricked me, He cheated. How could He have known they 
were of one womb? And now He declares He does not hear me as my son lies dying a thousand miles 
outside my arms.4

Sometimes at night I awake to find a scared Girl eyeing me. She responds to my call of daughter, 
but I know she is not wholly mine. I think she is the child of one of my minions. A terribly trained bitch. 
She never knows where we are. She never knows where my father-in-law is. She just drags me from 
between the bed frame and mattress, covers me and up and shuts the light off. Then she scurries away 
to wherever it is the hallway will lead her that I cannot follow. I fall back to sleep, but the men who I 
thought were dead then follow me and I can’t help but call out for her again. She comes and sometimes 
she brings my minion, my youngest son and his aggravating wife. Such a good woman. I have tried to 
beat her spirit down. Life is never kind to us women, but she just continues to bathe me gently without 
any recognition of my shame for my sagging breasts and graying hair.  

 I may have never loved my husband. I hated his father. But I have always loved my 
son. God of my sons. It is him I miss in this world of betrayers and whites who dragged me to America 
never to see my sisters, their children or our land again. 

Help! Help! I scream in the night. The Girl comes back to me: Grandmother, what’s wrong? 
There is nothing to fear. You are home. No. I don’t know who that is. Please go back to sleep. Where are 
you? You are home. Uncle is not here. He left, remember? He is far away. No. I can’t take that down. 
Don’t worry about it so much. It is night, and you are home. Grandmother, please… 

The next thing I know my third son is back and he is yelling at me. I acquiesce to the fear in their 
eyes—fear is good. It means I have won (something). In the morning I will ask again. I will ask that 
spineless child to remove my father-in-law’s alter from my home. Where is He when I need Him? That 
bastard stole me from my sisters. My best son lies dying, and He’s hiding. Hiding where…If only these 
legs worked!  

Wait, where am I? Bastard, come back! 
*** 

The qeej has whined incessantly for days to a secret ritual drum beat that echoes so deeply in 
my mind I think it may have embedded itself in the motions of my body. It purports to guide me home 

                                                            
3 My uncle died suddenly of a stroke in Wisconsin. My grandmother was here in Fresno, CA, with us. She has never 
gotten over his death. He was her favorite, her first born. My dad, the second oldest, has never meant anything 
remotely similar to her. Uncle and grandmother were/would have been the most politically affluent couple to have 
ever existed in the Hmong community if not for the Fall, if not for the reality that neither of them could speak 
fluent English. Even then we all still tiptoed about when they were on a rant together—it was like sneaking out 
bottles from underneath a pair of violent drunks. 
4 Grandmother developed a kind of malaise after Uncle died. Eventually this turned into what we all assumed was 
Alzheimer’s, but the prognosis never matched up in my mind. It was more like dementia with her loss of all 
memory and ability to distinguish people, places and time. Her vision was always terrible, but the real tragedy was 
her loss of ability to walk and take basic care of herself. She also experienced hallucinations in the night. She never 
cared or seemed to recognize her fragility when she fell and couldn’t lift herself back up again. Multiple times I was 
unable to deal with her declining health. I doubt we would have ever accepted a diagnosis of frontotemporal 
dementia though. Grandmother was always unusually blunt to the point of rudeness. It was a part of her charm. 



from the way I have come in life—backwards across the United States from California, Texas, and 
Oklahoma, fly an ocean across Japanese lands into a nameless Thai refugee camp before settling in 
Vientiane where I married my husband and bore his sons and daughters. I was once a little orphaned girl 
in a village called Paket where I lived with my Uncle (who sold me) and my four sisters. I don’t know 
where I was born. I have forgotten because there is no one to remind me. My mother is dead. My father 
is dead. My sisters are dead. 

They now wait for me. 
I can hear my daughters-in-law weeping alongside my daughters, a series of breathless hiccups 

beside my bouquet of calla lilies wilting heavy perfumes in the summer heat. My granddaughter shuffles 
them away so they may take a break from their shows of mourning and toneless wailings. Even a dead 
woman needs respite.  

Girl does not cry once in three days (but I have seen her tears on the day I first departed from 
my body much as I have seen the heavy stains beneath her eyes as my dementia took me further and 
further away). She gathers the children around and they sing lullabies to me as they pat my stiff hands 
and smooth my waxen brow to reassure themselves I will not follow them home in the night after these 
three days when I am meant to return home across the ocean. She makes sure they don’t leave me little 
trinkets. I try to wink, but the cream on my face has frozen me in eternal slumber. I cannot say anything 
reassuring, if I have ever done that in life at all. 

A-B-C-D-E-F-G-H-I-J-K…Like a diamond in the sky… 
The txiv qeej translates my words to them, the living, as the children kneel before my body 

offering me succor in the form of folded paper money and incense sticks. Chickens are sacrificed for me 
too. I hope they don’t send me any cows though. Anything but cows. I have had enough of them in my 
last lifetime to do without beef or milk for ten more. I will never touch another piece of leather so long 
as I am able to find my sisters. 

 Every few hours the children stand up to stretch, pee and snack on sugared wafers imported 
from Thailand. I can smell the two day old stench of boiled pork and mustard greens, ginger, green 
onions and grease emanating from the daughters’ clothes, their skin and nose pores. Girl looks most like 
me. Her garlic scented hands are cold as ice in her lap. There is a strength in her that admire although I 
tried hardest in her to break it. Only she knows the real reason why I hated her so much. She 
remembers that even in the worst moments of my deterioration, it was her name, her face that I saw 
guiding me towards the light. 

The way home though, is a perilous journey fraught with ghosts and traps and many stops. 
Hunger. That is why my children pay others to guide me and Girl sits so closely to me.5

I will return to the lush green hills of my birth. Not Paket, not that hellhole of steep paths and 
frosty, turgid Winds. Not the house on Elm where I walked my last steps before I stumbled in an eternal 
misery away…There is also the hospital bed in the retirement home.  

 That and because 
they can now do things for me without too much retribution. They know I fear getting lost. They know I 
want to return to a life they have never known. In the afterlife, I only want to be with my mother and 
my father. My sisters. My family. I will have forsaken them, but after a lifetime of servitude it is my due.  

Rehabilitation center, Girl whispers to me, but they were all the same in those last twenty years: 
never home, my gilded prisons. 

                                                            
5 I was forced to sit beside my grandmother’s coffin not only because I was the only one who didn’t fear her (in 
death and life) and still loved her despite her crankiness,  but because my mother and aunts were afraid someone 
might wish my family ill and in doing so, leave metal in my grandmother’s death clothes. That metal would have 
prevented her spirit from moving on. If we had never caught the metal before we buried her, she might have to 
stay. Grandmother, who so obviously though wanted to move on, might then just visit illness upon our household 
until we figured out there was metal, the removal of which was is the only way to send off cantankerous spirits.  



I am free.6

 
 

                                                            
6 There is a common understanding, at least in the academic world, that the word “Hmong” means free. The social-
cultural realm of the Hmong has also accepted this understanding. Who wouldn’t? 


