The River

My mother told me stories about her childhood when she was as small as me. These were
memories I heard before I went to sleep. She caressed my forehead, whispering her love for the
river to me. She spoke about the waves that hit her arms, sounding like a crowd of people
cheering and dancing.

At the river, no one felt alone. The noise rang in your ears and nagged like a mother does
to her beloved child. When she let the water take her away, she stared into the sky where birds
flew over her. She watched them until she could not see anymore and extended her arms out as if
she were these birds, calmly floating down the stream. She told me about her neighborhood swim
competitions and how she always won. Her friends called her a child of the water, and my
mother wore that title with a powerful smile on her face.

These stories were my mother’s peace. Her face softened when she spoke, and nighttime
became my favorite time of the day. I loved hearing her soothing voice, as calm and ethereal as
the river under the stars. As she grew older, she still loved the river with her soul.

That is how she came to name me, Giang, her child of the water.

The Mekong River was right behind our house. The town we lived in was one long street,
and if we went straight ahead, there would be another river. This was Vietnam, where rivers
existed no matter where someone went. I could see the river from my room, and I spent most of

my days staring out there, listening to the sound of waves. I saw the path behind my house which
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led to the edge of the river, and I imagined my mother as a younger version of herself running
down as fast as her little legs could carry her as she dived into the currents.

I adored my name. My mother told me that my name sounded as free as the water did
with how easily it rolled off the tongue. I repeated my name all the time, in different pitches and
paces, and loved its sound every single time.

I loved the river just as much as my mother did, even if I never swam in it before.

In her days, there was no man in a green uniform and hat hiding behind the thick trees
on the other side. When she was a child, the river was her safe place. I could barely step outside
without my mother telling me not to go to the river. Her foot on the ground meant that it was
absolute. The yearning in my chest tightened more. She always told me after her nighttime
stories that they were the past, and everything was different now. Never try what she used to do. I
contemplated many nights after she closed the door to let me sleep. I was a child of the water but
never stepped a foot in it, so long as that threatening man stayed perched with his rifle.

At the time, I did not understand war was the reason why my mother’s childhood was
only a fable too good to be true. Her face hardened in the day, unshakable, and ruined its glow
that I saw even in the night. Her eyes knew a pain that transcended my six-year-old brain. I never
questioned her.

She shut herself out from society, away from her friends, to keep my existence a secret.
The Vietnam War appealed to those who wanted control, power, and greed over other people’s

lives.
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My mother just wanted to watch the birds with me next to her, floating in that once

peaceful river.

Joseph Williams was a weak man in the Vietnam War. He had an average build with
hands and feet that were not proportional to his body. His expression was easily readable, and the
first day we met, when he aimed his firearm directly at my face, his hands were shaking and he
forgot to load his gun. He embarrassingly lowered his weapon and had the courtesy to lift me
from my cold wooden floors. He apologized to me, and in a flustered reaction apologized again
because he said “Sorry” in English and thought that I did not understand. I smiled anyway. The
world decided to give me another day with a young man unfit for his job.

He took a liking to me. Joseph stopped by occasionally to drop oft supplies since he
believed I could not survive on my own without his help. In the beginning, he incessantly
apologized for pointing a gun to my face, an expression of guilt on his own as he pleaded for the
forgiveness I already gave him. He disappeared once for a long time but came back with a tacky
souvenir he got from the capital. I laughed at him and thanked him anyway. Those gifts were
only bought by foreigners who thought that was what Vietnamese culture looked like.

I still kept it on the nightstand and stared at it whenever he was gone.

I told him my name and he pronounced it perfectly. He asked me what it meant, and I

tried my best to let him know “Thanh” meant something of high value, delicateness, and
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brightness. After several attempts, he understood and said that name fitted beautifully for
someone of my character. I never smiled harder that day since the start of the war. I believed in
my name’s meaning in relation to me for the first time in my life.

We learned to communicate with each other without speaking much. Joseph still talked
to me in English as he would his army friends, and there I picked up basic words, but not enough
for us to talk on the level we both wanted. I enjoyed this man’s company, and he made me believe
that some people in this world were still good.

After a while of seeing each other, I knew I was undoubtedly pregnant. I was happy that
our relationship was now the product of a child, but I was scared for my life. Vietnamese women
were not allowed to have affairs with American soldiers. Punishments included death and only
death. I did not know if Joseph knew about what would happen if I was caught, and I was too
terrified to tell him. When he found out about my pregnancy, his eyes lit up and he immediately
went to kiss my stomach.

In those early pregnancy days, they were the best times during the war. He visited more
often with additional supplies and loved me harder than ever before. He promised me that he
would take me and our child to America with him, where it was a lot safer and our child would
have a better opportunity there than here. I was ecstatic but terribly naive. In the time that I
started bonding with Joseph, I forgot how weak he was. He was just a young man from a poor

family, drafted to fight in this war.
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So when the news came, I had no reason to be shocked. I was a fool to think my dreams
were possible in the Vietnam War. I was nearing the end of my pregnancy when Joseph returned
and told me he was leaving for America. I did not process the news when I heard it. I laughed,
telling him that he would see me tomorrow.

He was not joking that day. His face was full of sorrow. He brought his hands into mine
and held them up to his lips. Joseph promised he would come back. He promised a better future.
Those promises.

What an idiot [ was.

Joseph pulled out photographs, letters, and papers and handed them to me. They were
supposed to help me remember him, to always think about him, and show our child when they
grew older. They felt weightless in my numb hands. He kissed me goodbye and went out the
door. He disappeared again, just like that.

I will never be able to describe the feelings I felt after the door shut. I do not remember if I
acted in complete sadness or a crazy fury. Perhaps it was both, but I knew that those documents
of him could not exist. I ran to the back of my home and set off a flame with the wooden planks
nearby. As quick as he gave me those papers, I threw them into the orange flame. The photo of
him and his family melted together into one face before charring. His name, that I saw correctly
spelled for the final time, burned alongside his blackened face. The tip of the flame roared and
seared the top layer of my skin. My ears pulsated with the sound of Joseph echoing “Thanh” over

and over again. I stomped into my home again to my nightstand where the souvenir lay. Cruelly,
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I tossed the item into the flame and wiped the tears and ash from my eyes. The backyard smelled
awful, and the black smoke polluted the air. I hoped the sight and stench of it all reached to him,
and I prayed that he would rot in his disparity for the rest of his life. My breathing was sporadic
and my heartbeat uncontrollable. I could not hear anything, not even the looming flame over my
head. All I could feel was the raging kick of this bastard child.

My mother kept me hidden from the town. I knew no one but her and the green uniform
man. [ was not allowed to leave beyond the cracked walls guarding our home. This meant that
she was my teacher and a strict one at that. She went out to buy pamphlets and school supplies
for me to learn. She helped me trace the alphabet with my fingers and draw pictures of new
words I hadn’t seen before. One day, we were doing exactly that, when I learned something that
I'd always think about.

She showed me words like apple, tree, pillow, and dad. I knew what the first three were
because I read about them in stories but I didn’t know what a “dad” looked like. My mother told
me that they were boys, but older like her and the idea puzzled me. It didn’t occur to me that I
never knew what boys actually looked like. She explained that they are part of your family and
you don’t normally address every boy as your “dad.”

I looked up at her and she knew what I was going to ask. She wasn’t looking at me but she
was waiting. When the question came out, she made no sound and quietly stood up to get

something. Mom, who is my dad?
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She came back with a tiny square photograph in her hand. She crouched down to sit with
me again and laid the picture on the ground for my curious eyes to see. My mother whispered
very quietly and said that this was the only photo she found of him recently while cleaning the
house.

The man was wearing the same green uniform and I had an innocent thought that he was
the one right across the river, but I knew by this man’s smile that he had a different heart. As
intensely as I observed the photo, I went to see if my mother looked just as interested as I was.
She wasn’t looking at him. Her eyes were everywhere but that photo.

I began spitting a million questions at her like any child would. I wanted to know
everything about him. Where is he? Do I not remember him? Why does he look so different?
What makes him my “dad?” Are you born with a dad? What’s his name?

She grabbed a pencil and a flimsy piece of paper and began scribbling. She’d take random
pauses as if she was trying to remember something, but then hurried to finish. She passed it over
to me and put her fingers on the letters so she could help me read it. I stopped at the first letter.

J? Ilooked at her and told her that wasn’t in the alphabet she was teaching me. I pointed
to W, the first letter in his last name, and said the same thing. She simply nodded.

She told me that my father is an American, and not Vietnamese. That was why these
letters were foreign because they don’t exist in our alphabet.

He was that much of a stranger.
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My mother tried pronouncing his name. It was alien to hear it. I started feeling anxious. I
asked her how I could pronounce “Josep Willams” if she wasn’t exactly sure either, and she told
me to just try.

S-oh-sep iil-ahms?

The strange letters put him farther away from me than I imagined. It pained me that I
couldn’t pronounce his name no matter how hard I tried. My tongue could not form the sound
of a J or W. His name sounded like a muddy creek, so different from the clear water of my name.
When I said Giang Vu to the wind, it flowed effortlessly. When I said Thanh Vu, the same
happened. The fact that this man’s name could not reach that etherealness stunned me. Isn’t he
supposed to be part of the family, as my father? How can our perfect balance be thrown off with
the jarring sound of his name?

My mother noticed the distress that his presence created for me, and took the paper and

photograph away. She patted my head and kissed my cheek, telling me that everything would be

23



