35 nam, va nhi ng can nha cla mit di dan

T&#225;c Gi&#7843;: Trin KO Phong
Th&#7913; S&#225;u, 12 Th&#225;ng 3 N&#259;m 2010 19:39

B0 tom gin 35 nam dlu tién cla cullc sing nglli MO gOc Vilt, t6i nght d0n mai nha.

Khéng chl theo y nilm - va y nghta vl mOt cing ding di0c xay ding trén ninting cla sl mit
mat va tai dinh cl - mala giich va v6i vila di xay nha thic si. NhI ngBe i ; FJ.FS
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Gia dinh b0 n ngd0i trong can nha [
Huntsville, Alabama. Hinh chdp nam
1976, trong d6 tac gil dilc nglOi m0
bl ng trén tay. B0 ng xung quanh la cac
anh chi. (Hinh: tac gi0 cung cip)
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vung lan cOn nlitéi I0n 1én. Nh ng can phong ndi cOt gill bilt bao kO nidm.

C6 thO nOn kinh t0 suy thoai bli thO tr00ng nha cla slp di. Cé thl mii day nha cl a t6i da dong
hD sO téitai tr0. HoOc hai l0n tu s0a l0i chd trong vong chla din 14 thang.

NhO ng, khi nght I0i 35 nam da qua, t6i khéng ngling tim v nh0 ng mai nha nli gia dinh t6i t0 ng
sing qua, va nhi 10i ring, mdi nOindi lén mOt cau chuyln v0 ngl0i MO gic Vilt cOa chung téi.

*k%k

2/11



35 nam, va nhi ng can nha cla mit di dan

T&#225;c Gi&#7843;: Trin KO Phong
Th&#7913; S&#225;u, 12 Th&#225;ng 3 N&#259;m 2010 19:39

Mai 0 m dOu tién cla chang téi la can chung ci 0 Huntsville, Alabama. Chung t6i sl ng nii day
mOt nam sau khi di0c bl o lanh ra khOitrlitd nOn 0 Fort Chafee, Arkansas. NhI mdy dil n toan
va s mau nhil m cla Google Maps, t6i do tim 10i di0c can chung c0. N6 x0u xi, buln t0, va
nOm tr0t vao bén trong mOt nga to 10n.

T6i nght diln cha t6i. NgdOi trl vO sau mOi ngay lam céng vil c rd a chén bat, con mi thit0 m0t
tr00ng dli hO ¢ cOng ding. Toi hinh dung din chl va anh t6i 0 tuli nam va b0y, sung s00ng
di0c tha hD n6itidng Vilt sau mitngay 0 tri0ng ma mOt lubn md tr0, nhng milng I0i ngdm
cam. Con t6i thi sao? Chl miila mOt tr0 sO sinh. MOt bai bdo kU rllng t6i la ngl Ui ViOt d0 u tién
radii0 tilu bang Alabama.

0 Alabama, chang t6i chU la nhi ng nha tién phong bt dl ¢ di, khong hi n khéng kém.

* %%k

Mai 0m dOu tién thi ¢ s thul ¢ v chang t6i la mOt can thué 0 Gardena, California. Cha m0 10i
din vO California ngay khi khil nang cho phép, d0 dil0c hiOng ndng O0m va doan t0 vli ba con
than thul c. MOt I0n nOa, nha chung t6i n0 m ngay trén mit con ding I0n, xe c0 qua I0i dong
dac, va t6i biit m0 t6i cO thI0ng xuyén thip thim sO chung téi b0 xe ding.

HOi con sing 0 do, téi con qua nhl nén hDu hOt ky Oc chd lién quan d0n thiithd Du. T6i nhd 10n
dlu tién di0c ngli trén Big Wheel, xem phim quai vOt vao nhiing dl p nghd I0, d0 nhO ng ti0c
sinh nhit danh cho tr0 con. Thul Oy, m0 téi lam vil ¢ van phong, con cha téi thi lam chd mOt
clatilm ban t0 gillng.

MOt ngay n0, t6i Iai xe ngang qua ngdi nha ct dé. Bay gil né da sin I0i mau khac va chung
quanh cé thém mit I0p rao. Pilu lam t6i kinh ngl ¢ nhi't 1a n6 tréng nhi lam sao. Toi thO'y buln
c00i nght ddn hai can phong chit hi p va chil ¢ gil 0 ng ba t0 ng ma cha t6i t0 dong cho chidng
t6i. Anh t6i n0m sat triin, sat din ni, cé thD dlatay la chim dilc tr0n.

0 Gardena, chung t6i d0 dint0tcl cho culc sl ng.
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Can nha téi bilt rdé hO'n hOt la mOt can duplex, hinh hi'p, mau vang, nim 0 m0n BO ¢ thanh phO
Long Beach, California. N6 khéng thulc lo0i md milu nh0t 0O trong khu v c hit sOc trang I0 nay,
nhO ng it ra chung t6i la chl cla né. Mai tli bay gil nhin I0i, t6i vin thly d6 la mOt phép 10, cha
mO t6i mua di0c nha chl nam nam sau khi chang t6i di n dinh cO trén x0 sO nay.

Can nha nay la 'trl ng tdm' trong dlli sl ng chung t6i. Chang téi l0n Ién 0 day, I0y di0c bl ng lai
xe, t0t nghil p trung hilc, rlilén dli hic, t0t c0 d0u 0 day. Ng6i nha chilng kil n cul ¢ hén nhén
cla anh chl t6i, sU ra dli cla ba chau trai va m0t chau gai. MOt thD h0 ngl0i MO gic Vilt thO
ba dang thanh hinh.

DPilu nOi b0t nhit vl ngdi nha ba phong ngll vOi mitvOOn cay an trai l0n nay 1a, bilt bao ngi Ui
da sl ng qua trong nhillu nam thang. Vi chung téi dlu la dan t0 ndn nén md t6i cé lién hO vOi
nhidu ngd0it0 Vit Nam mii sang trong hai thi p nién 80 va 90. TO mOt ba c¢6 vit bién bl ng
thuyOn, din miOtcOp vl chOng son vlimdtem bé mdisinh, din mOt nglC0i anh em h0 O tr0 d0
hic nii trd y khoa. N6i chung, c6 it nhi't1a 20 ngi0itdng glindi day la nha.

Chung téi da bén r0 0 Long Beach.

* k%

Xong dili hilc, dam tr0 t0i t6i dOn di t0 tan. Anh t6i Ién Oregon, chi 0 I0i Nam California, con toi
kilm d00c vilc 0 Oakland, California va sC ng trong mt ngbi nha t0i tan ma ngdi trén mai thi
'cai st cai con,' khil n n6 tréng nhd mOt 1ao gia 16i thdi 10 ch thi ch.

DOu rIng day khéng phiilalin dlu tién téi ra sing t0 10p, day I0i la I0n d0 u t6i phi sIng xa
nha. 0 vung Temescal, t6i khdm pha thém nhi di b0, hi0u cach sO ding philng til n céng cl ng,
va khuynh hi 0 ng chinh tr0 cOp ti0n. Téi say mé chin nay, n0u khéng mul n néi rl ng, t6i yéu no.
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V0 sau t6i din din mit chung cO tan thdin0m 0 Lake Merritt, n0i dén tim chO'y vong quanh hi
trébng nhl mOt cai vong xuyl n deo tay. Chinh nli day, t6i theo hic I0p vilt van, quylt dl nh tr0
thanh nha van, va tim din mit cOng d0ng bé bl n va gili nghl s trong t0 chlc :Viethamese
Artists Collective.'

0 Oakland, t6i tr10ng thanh.

* k%

Trong chuyl n du hanh dlu tién ma ciing la duy nhit vD Vilt Nam, m0 t6i va t6i I0u I0i cung con
ph0 ndi ma ba va ba t6i da sing tr00c khi hD vO Ot bién. D6 la quin 3, va ciing nhi nhi ng khu
vic khac 0 Sai Gon, day la nli huyén nao va sinh dil ng, hang quan san séat, sl p ban thi c ph'm
khOp ndi, trfd con n6é dua va xe gl n may phéng ao ao.

MO t6i muD n t6i hilu thém vO ba, vO culc chiln va gia dinh. Ba di n t6i d0 n ngbi giao diIng nOi
ba mO t6i lam 10 thanh hén, di tham miO 6ng ba, tham I0i ng6i nha chang t6i tOng lam ch, rli b0
I0i ma di, mOt can I0u ba t0 ng ddc bl ng xi-mang, trong co6 vl 'nglu' va cach bilt.

MOt hém cli xe di cung vli ng00i anh em hi, chung t6i chl'y ngang qua mit tda nha xay bl ng
bé-tébng. Anh D'y cho bilt dly la mOt bl nh viDn ndi anh chd t6i ra chao dii, anh til p, 'L0 ra may
cingradiil dé.' Nghe vy t6i thOy hUi ‘cang.' Anh 0y nh0 cOm di0c nid m cOm kich cla téi va
ru may dit di.

0 Sai Gon, t6itiingtiing din mOt dlising chlahl dilc biltdin.

* k%

Téi tr0 vO Long Beach, vli ngay chinh ngdi nha nUi t6i tr0 0 ng thanh. Bay gill n6 tréng khac di
nhidu. Khéng phli khac U I0p sOn va san nha ma téi mii thay sau nay, hay cai skylight lam sang
sl a cai hanh lang mOt thii &m u, cling khédng khac [ cai studio tan til n do chinh tay t6i lam 40
ngUi vilt bai nay.
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Chinh s0 trIng vilng clla can nha ma nay noé trll nén khac I0. Anh t6i cung gia dinh hiln sing [0
Oregon. Chi t6i cung ba con di n qua Hawaii. Thii gian da lam thay dli ng00i MO gic Vilt
chung téi; chang t6i khéng con c¢6 ngdli ngoai dl n cung sl ng chung va da nhil u nam khéng hl
co aidindin.

Gi0 day, chd con téi va cha t6i, nay da 74 tuli, tai da lang va b0 0 c di khU p khil ng sau mt cln
dit quD vai nam tr00c day. MO téi khdng con nla, ba ra di hi.

Théang Ba vila qua, ba nam ri0i sau m0t trin d0t quld nOng.

Pay a0 TO On, Gidang Sinh va TOt Ta dlu tién chang téi thilu vl ng ba.

Tr0 10i Long Beach, chung t6i hic d0 chIp nhOn sO mOt mét.

* k%

MOt ngay nao do, tdi sU dem rao ban can nha nay hol ¢ dem cho thué. Téi muln diin sl ng giin
nd0c. C6 thD t6i sO din trd vO vung VOnh, holc phiéu I0u sang mdt nO0c khac.

T6i m0 t00ng dang bl 0c di ndi khu dinh di0n c0 Bluff Park 0 Long Beach. Hol ¢ siing trén mOt
con diilng dip dl c6 hang cay villn hai bén 0 vung Alameda xinh t00i. Lai xe di trén cac thanh
phU cull ng nhilt nh0 Mexico City, Paris hay Sai Gon.

Trong can nha sl p din, cau chuyln vl ngd0i MO gOc Vilt cla chang t6i vin con la dod tai a0
vilt.

* k%
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BOn Anh Ngl

Thirty-five years of Vietnamese America through the homes of one writer

By Ky-Phong Tran

In trying to encapsulate the first 35 years of Viethamese America, | think of home. Not just the
concept - and what it means to a community that was founded on loss and resettlement - but
the actual bricks and mortars of a house. The neighborhoods we grew up in. The rooms that
hold so many memories.

Perhaps it's the economic recession brought on by the housing market crash. Maybe the recent
close of my home refinancing. Or guiding two home remodeling projects in less than 14 months.

But when | think of the last 35 years, | return again and again to the homes my family and | lived
in and how each told a different story of our Viethamese America.

Our first home was an apartment in Huntsville, Ala. We lived there for a year after we were
sponsored out of the refugee camp in Fort Chafee, Ark. Thanks to the magic of Google Maps, |
tracked down the apartment building on my computer. It is ugly and drab and sits just off a large
intersection.

| think of my parents retuning home, my dad from a day of washing dishes and my mom going
to community college. | imagine my sister and brother, 5 and 7 years old respectively, happy to
speak Vietnamese after a day of being wide-eyed and close-mouthed at school. Me? | am a
newborn baby. A newspaper article says | am the first Vietnamese person ever born in the state
of Alabama.
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In Alabama, we are reluctant pioneers.

The first house we ever lived in was a rental in Gardena, Calif. As soon as we could, my parents
wanted to reunite with relatives and the warm weather of Cali. Again, the house is on a big,
busy street, and | know my mom must have worried constantly about us getting hit by a car.

Because | was so young when | lived there, most of my memories are of childhood. | remember
my first Big Wheel. Monster movie marathons on holidays. Lots of birthday parties for us kids.
By then, my mom worked in an office and my dad owned a furniture store.

| drove past that house the other day. It's painted another color and has a fence around it. But
what surprised me most is how small it is. | laugh now, thinking of the crammed two bedrooms
and the triple-level bunk bed my dad built for my siblings and me to sleep in. My brother slept so
close to the ceiling he could reach up and touch it.

In Gardena, we make ends meet.

The house | know best is a boxy, yellow duplex on the north side of Long Beach, Calif. It’s not
the fanciest of houses in the most glamorous of neighborhoods, but we own it. In what | think is
a miracle to this very day, my parents managed to buy a house just five years after moving to
this country.

This house centered us. We grew up here, got our drivers’ licenses, graduated from high
school, went off to college. This house witnessed my brother and sister get married and the
birth of my three nephews and a niece. A third generation of Vietnamese America becoming.
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But what's most remarkable about this small three-bedroom house with its large backyard full of
fruit trees is how many people have passed through it through the years. Because we were
refugees, my mom could relate to all the newcomers from Viet Nam who came in the 1980’s
and 90s. From an aunt who fled by boat to a newlywed couple and their newborn son to a
cousin doing his medical school internship, it's easy to say that at least two dozen people called
this place home at one time or another.

In Long Beach, we put down roots.

After college, the kids move all over. My brother to Oregon. My sister to Northern California. |
take a job in Oakland, Calif., and live in a ramshackle craftsman with loose shingles that make it
look like a scruffy old man.

Though it's not my first time living on my own, it is my first time living so far from home. In the
Temescal area, | discover walking neighborhoods, how to use public transportation, and radical
politics. | am enamored, if not in love.

| later move to a modern apartment on Lake Merritt, where pink lights circle the lake at night like
a bracelet. It’s there that | take writing creative writing classes for the first time, decide to
become a writer, and find a community of friends and artists in the Viethamese Artists
Collective.

In Oakland, | grow up.

On my first and only trip to Viet Nam, my mom and | stay on the very same street my parents
lived on before they fled. It is in District 3, and like the rest of Sai Gon, it is rowdy and lively,
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packed with shops, food stands, kids playing and scooters racing.

My mom wants me to understand her, the war, our family. To show me loss, she takes me to
the church where she and my dad were married. To my grandparents’ graves. To the house we
owned and abandoned. It is three-stories and made of cement, making it cool and distant.

One day, riding with my cousin, we pass a concrete building. He tells me that it is a hospital,
where my brother and sister were born. “You were supposed to be born there, too,” he says. |
tense up. He senses my apprehension and speeds away.

In Sai Gon, | imagine a life that never was.

I’'m back in Long Beach again, the very same house | grew up in. It's very different from then
though. Not just the new paint or floors | recently had installed. Or the skylight that brightens a
once-glum hallway. Nor is it the modernist studio | built and from where I’'m writing this.

It’'s the emptiness of the house. My brother and his family live in Oregon now. My sister and her
three kids moved to Hawaii. Times have changed in Vietnamese America; we don’t have people
stay with us and haven't for years.

Now, it's just me and my 74-year old dad, hard of hearing and walking with a limp from a stroke
he suffered years ago. My mom is gone, having passed away this past March, three-and-a-half
years after a major stroke.

This will be our first Thanksgiving, Christmas and Tet without her.
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Back in Long Beach, we learn to accept loss.

One day, I'll sell this house or rent it out. | want to live closer to the water. Maybe I'll move back
to the Bay. Or live out a dream and move to another country.

| imagine myself walking the old estates of Bluff Park in Long Beach. Or living on a handsome
tree-lined street in quaint Alameda. Navigating the hecticness of Mexico City or Paris or Sai
Gon.

In my next house, my story, our Vietnamese America is still to be written.

Téc gil: Trin KO Phong

(Nguyén tac Anh NgO: Thirty-five years of Viethamese America through the homes of one
writer)

ChuyOn ngl: Tridu Phong
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