INVISIBLE WOMAN

By Tran Dieu Hang

Translated by Qui-Phiet Tran


Asian women are unassuming.  They keep things to themselves instead of speaking out. That is common knowledge at this giant international corporation, nearly one hundred years old.  They are the invisible group—hard-working, but quiet, reserved, and seemingly uninterested in matters important to others in the company. 


If there were a contest to select a representative of this small invisible community, nobody can beat me.  Here’s why: from the moment my status was changed from a young woman refugee (I resent the label “freedom seeker” because the word “freedom” has long been abused by politicians) to a US citizen, to a single mother with two babies and a full-time employee, I seem invisible everywhere except at home with Su Su and Cu Ti.

During the last three years it never occurred to me that the Personnel Director would want to see me in his office.  But now he’s sitting right in front of me, looking dignified in his dark blue suit.  He shakes hands with me, introduces himself, and asks me to sit down.

“I’m sure you’re anxious to know the purpose of our meeting, so I’ll be brief,” he begins.  “It came to my attention that you’re a victim of sexual harassment by one of your immediate supervisors.  As you might know, this is a serious violation of our company’s ethics and must be stopped immediately.  That’s the purpose of my meeting with you today.  Please understand that I am here to listen to your concerns and to help you.”  

I feel that I am falling from the sky to the earth.  I come from shock to amazement to embarrassment and finally shame.  I stutter out a few sentences.  Dick Hutchinson takes out a typed letter from a folder on his desk.

“First of all, please respond to each of the questions raised in this letter by saying yes or no,” Mr. Hutchinson says with a reassuring smile.

I understand immediately that within seconds I will have to take a course of action that will allow me to achieve what I want without destroying the person accused.  I will answer Mr. Hutchinson’s questions for my own sake, not because of the company he represents.

When does the story begin?  Every story has a beginning, but mine has several.  It is like the road you are traveling where any point can be a starting point, or a chain whose connecting links form such a complete whole that an event that happens in the first link is not necessarily the cause of one that takes place in the last link.  Events in a person’s life do not occur consistently and uniformly, though, if you wish, you can put them together in their chronological order.  Rather, they resemble fragments of a forgotten story.  Yes, an immigrant’s life consists of fragments joined together by that fragile string that we call the human soul.

While Asians are taught that causes and effects go around in a circle, Westerners believe that they follow a straight line.  An American woman of Asian descent, I opt for both detours and straight lines, like someone zigzagging through a labyrinth, ducking gunfire from every direction.

Let’s start from the front yard of a Kwan-yin temple back in Viet Nam.  On the fifteenth day after lunar New Year when I was nine, my whole family went to the temple to pay our respects to the Buddha.  The superior of the temple was an old nun.  Rumor had it that the abbess was not only an enlightened master but also a renowned astrologer.  That day, after the service as we were leaving the sanctum the abbess patted me on the head, gave me some bananas and rice cakes wrapped in glossy red paper, and surprised us by telling my mother to take me to the tea room so she could cast my horoscope.  On a lined sheet I saw twelve small rectangles surrounding a larger one in the middle, all studded with the names of the stars indicating the course of my destiny.  The abbess’ reading was recorded on the back of the horoscope.  Overhearing whispered comments like  “she is destined to be lonely, restless, unhappily married, and incompatible with her family,” and  “when she grows up, she will be an exile, a wanderer,” and seeing my parents’ disappointment, I had the vague feeling that my future wouldn’t be that easy.  After my parents had thanked the nun for her reading of my horoscope, I walked closely behind her, and took her by the robe, asking, “Ma’am, will I have a lot of money to buy candies and toys when I grow up?”  She stopped, gently released my grip, and then looking at me in the eye, she said, “You’re a good girl.  You’ll be a courageous and exemplary woman.  I’m sure you’ll have a lot of candies and toys.”  I don’t know why at that age I already felt that her assurance didn’t mean anything.  I folded the horoscope full of the names of the strange stars and the nun’s wise advice and stashed it away in a drawer of my desk, completely forgetting about it until my mother sent me to America.  I found it when I was packing and I tucked it in with my old clothes,  a talisman to soothe  my worries about the dangerous sea voyage I was going to take.  Only when aboard the packed boat where each passenger was allowed only a small space barely enough for him to stand up with his face turned upward to breathe did I understand completely the significance of life and death, fortune and misfortune that I naively had taken for granted before leaving home.  Following strictly the nun’s instructions, I started to pray Kwan-yin Buddha to protect me during my escape to freedom.  Having covered some hundred leagues, our boat finally arrived with no incident at its destination in the Gulf of Thailand.

During my stay in the refugee camp I worked as a volunteer to help those boat people who were less fortunate than I.  I came to know many young girls like crushed flowers with hundreds of bruises on their bodies, stunned looks , and piercing screams that pursued me for  days.  A chill would run down my spine each time I pictured what had happened to them because it could have happened to me.  Each evening when I gazed vacantly at the sea, I told myself that if I were to see my mother again I would ask her why she had the guts to send her only daughter into that hellhole.  Why did men commit those savageries against their fellow humans?  It took me several years to realize that they might have acted out of utter desperation and that hatred is at the extreme edge of love that drives people to the reign of death.

I went to Massachusetts to be reunited with two older brothers who had come here before 1975 on student visas.  My elder brother, who is married, is a kind but reserved man, like my father.  Living with him for a few days, I discovered that I was not much welcomed by his wife.  I then moved in to live with my other brother, a bachelor.  This decision was my grave mistake.  I got a job as a dishwasher at a restaurant near home.  I received a paycheck every week but gave it all to my brother.  Saying that he was too busy to go to the bank, he refused to give me my money when I needed it.  He also said that I had no right to have an account under my name.  I burst into tears when I had my period for the first time, needed to buy tampons but had no money and was too afraid to ask my brother.  A Mexican waitress helped me open an account for the first time in the States.  But that was not the end of my ordeal. Sexually harassed by two other cook helpers in the restaurant, I reported the incident to the manager in my broken English.  When the manager reprimanded these two despicable men, they hit her so badly she had to be taken to the hospital.  I quit working at that restaurant soon afterward.

The front yard of that Kuan-yin shrine on the other side of the globe is also a starting point on the Asian circle of cause and effect.  Because it is too far, however, the audience might lose interest in the story.  For the reader’s convenience, let’s begin where the present is proximate to the past.

Last month, Cu Ti suddenly got sick when I took him home from his baby sitter .  He wailed intermittently and wouldn’t touch his food.  Nursing him, I couldn’t make Su Su practice penmanship as usual and therefore she watched TV to her heart’s content.  With Cu Ti on my lap, I felt I was already defeated on one front.

It was already eight-thirty, but Su Su still kept her eyes glued to the TV screen.  She wouldn’t get up even though I reminded her the third time.  When I couldn’t take it any more, I picked up a ruler on the table and whipped Su Su lightly across the buttocks.  She screamed out loud as though badly hurt.  But she did leave the TV set and made for the bathroom, rubbing her buttocks and crying bitterly.  At the same time Cu Ti indicated that he wanted me with a piercing shriek.  I had to carry him to the bathroom and stay beside Su Su to make sure she brushed her teeth for one minute, or she would do it carelessly and spit.

After I put Su Su in bed, I kissed her on the cheek and wished her good night.  She mumbled her apology to me.  I told her with a sigh that I was having a rough time at work, that Cu Ti was sick and if she was not a good girl I would be unhappy and would go to the woods where I would be eaten by the bear and would not be able to see Su Su and Cu Ti again.  Frightened, Su Su told me not to go because from now on she would brush her teeth by herself.  Assuming a serious manner, I made Su Su repeat her promise.  Then, feeling Cu Ti’s forehead, I gave him a spoonful of Tylenol and got in bed with him.

About two hours later, Cu Ti’s body felt like an oven.  He was running a 103 degree fever!  Placing an ice pad on his forehead to lower his temperature, I sat watching by my son’s bedside throughout the night by the telephone so that I could call his doctor at once should his condition worsen.

Cu Ti’s face occasionally contorted because of his high fever.  I was caressing his arms, his hands, and his eyes.  He has chubby cheeks with long, curved eyelashes.  Underneath his smooth skin are his bones, flesh, and blood, part of my body that he shares.  I both understand and do not understand the existence of the other in my body.  Why is it that his body, which has been separated from mine, is still miraculously linked to mine?   Why do I keep seeing this little individual as a delicate organism and why is   harm done to him harm done to me?  His temperature dropped after the second dose of Tylenol.  Maybe it is a common cold, I thought.

The next morning Cu Ti still had a lingering fever.  I very much wanted to call in sick in order to stay at home with my son, but I knew that Chris needed me now more than ever.  The program I had written at his suggestion needed a minor revision and this should be done prior to our meeting with the customers.  During the last six months Chris and I had been working together continuously on this project which was due today, June 17th.  If we missed this opportunity, Chris would lose the confidence of those who have the authority to allocate money for his research program.  My job would also be in jeopardy.

I woke Su Su up, cooked breakfast, and prepared a lunch bag for her.  For Cu Ti I packed a bag with diapers, milk, medicine, bed linen, etc.  Thus, we were all ready to go as usual.  Cu Ti watched me go about making preparations for the day with a frightened look.  He let go his favorite multi-colored car toy and started wailing, “Mami, don’t go to work.”  I put the bag down and comforted him, “Mami will be home early.  Mami has to go to work to have money to buy milk for Cu Ti.”  “Don’t go to work, Mami,” the child kept on whining.

I was telling Su Su, my only close relative who was willing to listen to me at this time.  “Su Su, Cu Ti is still sick, and Mami wants to stay home to take care of him.  But  Mami can’t.”  She rolled her eyes.  “Why, Mami?”  “Because Mami’s boss wants Mami to work today,” I answered.  “Why can’t he do it on his own?” she asked again.  “Just like me brushing my teeth by myself.”  I burst out laughing, “Because he doesn’t know how to use Mami’s PC, only Mami knows how to use it.”  “Why doesn’t Mami bring it home?”  Su Su said, naively.  “Mami can work at home and be with Cu Ti.  I also want Mami to stay home.”  

It can also be said that it all started with my mother talking too much and my father saying nothing.  In my family Mother is the boss and Father her shadow.  This is hard to believe in an Asian family, isn’t it?  Though I am the only girl in a family that has five boys, the relationship between me and my mother has never been a happy one.  As I recall, I never received from her the kind of love and protection a child would expect from her mother.  Instead, I grew up not experiencing the snugness of cuddles from my mother, not knowing the smell of her flesh and her breath!  She also never sat down to talk with me intimately even for a minute.  She talked a lot, yes, but her words were cruel and full of malice.  I have the feeling that Mother never loved Father and her children.  Maybe she was always allergic to love!

At sixteen I became a citizen of the Socialist Republic of Viet Nam after the Communist victory in 1975.  Because my parents owned a well-known music shop on Pham Ngu Lao Street, we were classified as capitalists.  Furthermore, I had five uncles who were officers in the former South Viet Nam Army, three aunts employed by the American Embassy, two brothers going to school in the States, a total of ten black marks in my file.  I flunked my university entrance exam because of my low scores in History of the Communist Party and Revolutionary Ethics.  I didn’t mind joining other boys and girls my age in military drills.  With a heavy AK slung across my shoulder, I stood erect under the bright sun of a summer in that tropical country, listening to a cadre’s lecture on guerrilla warfare against imperialism, learning to shoot not by firing it but by shouting bang-bang until my voice got hoarse.  Next came the “socialist physical labor” thing: I wore my pants rolled up to the thighs and jumped down to dig ditches or cut trenches,  the most private part of a woman protected against infection by  three layers of nylon.  Nevertheless, all of this wasn’t enough to exempt my family from the Economic Zone, a euphemism for wasteland, where wealthy South Vietnamese were sent to grow their crops with bare hands.  For permission to stay in the city, my mother had to bribe the new regime with some of the small bars of gold she had stashed away in our fabric.  It was with such taels of gold that many years later, instead of staying behind and dying a slow, quiet death, I was able to buy my way out of Viet Nam and become a Vietnamese-American woman, one who has extensive experience with circular and linear causality and is constantly on the run in the labyrinth of detours and straight lines of American society.

When I turned twenty, there was a private tutor who courted me.  My mother didn’t like him, but because he had connections with an organization that was smuggling people out of the country he was asked to help me with the escape.  I was charged three taels of gold, the remaining half of my family’s fortune. 

It now turns out that the story started around the time we brought our parents to America, five years after my arrival in Massachusetts on a winter day with heavy snow.  I was then a junior majoring in Computer Programming and working part-time to support myself.  Mother brought me from Vietnam a couple of shirts made in silk with pictures of phoenixes and orioles embroidered on them.  I didn’t dare wear them at school for fear of being teased by friends.  As soon as I got home, I immediately stripped off my plain T-shirt and put on the shirt Mother had given me, but this didn’t satisfy her.  She cussed me for three days for not valuing the gift she had brought from the other end of the globe.  

The four of us who were unmarried lived with our parents.  Nevertheless, Mother could be fussed by the least little thing.  The atmosphere in the house grew as heavy as the air when it feels like a tropical downpour but no single drop of rain is in sight.  Every week we bought a carload of food and put it in the refrigerator before leaving home.  However, Mother wouldn’t touch her food if she thought we were not behaving.  She would be furious if we didn’t get home before midnight, criticize us for not giving her all our salary, and accuse us of breaking family rules.  I felt sorry for her because she didn’t understand that we were struggling to secure a foothold in the new land, and a little break from our rat race was much needed.  The mode of life she wanted us to follow, like wearing old-fashioned clothes, was obsolete by modern standards.  I felt that Mother saw us as her property that she had the right to protect.

I quietly endured my mother but I was ready to blow up any moment.  One year after our reunion, she told me that I was already twenty-six and I should get married if I didn’t want to be a spinster.  “You have to marry somebody with a stable job to have a happy life,” Mother said with the confidence of a parent who thought she had a great plan for her only daughter.  “I have in mind Kinh, Mrs. Phuc Dat’s son.  He’s just graduated from medical school.”  I gave a mumble which Mother took for tacit approval, so she arranged for Kinh to meet me without bothering to let me know.

That first date with Kinh was a fiasco.  He was a jerk.  In the restaurant Kinh scanned the menu many times, then ended up ordering fried chicken, the cheapest dish!  He also persuaded me to have the same dish.  Our conversation was so boring, and it was I who did most of the talking.  When he brought me home , I told Kinh how I felt about our blind date.  “I thought that your mother’s approval was what we need,” Kinh answered.  I was amazed at the similarity of personality between Kinh and my mother although they were not related.  His confidence might have something to do with his profession .  He might think that being a doctor could impress an old girl like me!

In the family I am the only child who was rebellious.  My other brothers, like my father, never contradicted my mother.  Two last incidents made her furious.  She beat her chest, cursing me for being a disgrace to the family.  She blamed America for corrupting her daughter.  I had ridiculed my mother’s pick, Kinh, for three days but she didn’t give up.  She invited home another guy and, to be fair to me, notified me of his visit.  I had in secret prepared an ambush.  When Mother in her sweetest voice ever called from the living room, “Kim-ah, bring me some tea,” I made my appearance in my funniest, ugliest apparel with uneven pants, shirt buttoned wrong, hair mussed, clownishly painted lips.  To everybody’s dismay, with a tray of refreshments in my hands I executed a few steps of a funny dance, snickering like a fool.

I met Chau, who came from California for a visit, through a girlfriend and classmate of mine.  He was head over heels in love with me at first sight.  After my quarrel with my mother, I became closer to Chau.  I loved the distant, the exotic that he represented.  Before I graduated at twenty-seven, I had lived under the wings of family, an ideal for all traditional Vietnamese girls.  The hustle-bustle of the world out there frightened me.

Chau phoned me all the time.  When my mother found out that Chau is a welder making fifteen dollars an hour, she said contemptuously, “That breed is not fit to be my son-in-law.”  She told me to break up with him.  My brothers, who have college or graduate degrees and who were on my mother’s side, made fun of me.  Only my eldest brother, who is gentle and loves me best, supported me.  Because he lived some thirty miles away and Mother didn’t like his wife, we seldom saw each other.  When Chau proposed to marry me, I sought this brother’s advice.  I disclosed to him that Chau was divorced with two children.  My brother told me to think carefully before making my decision.  His advice was general, light as a wisp of smoke, and harmless, compared with my elder brother’s hideous laughter and Mother’s loud vitriol.

After my graduation, I got a job but didn’t give Mother all my salary as she wished.  One night, after she had scolded me for something she switched to my affair with the welder.  Unable to take it any more, I blew up. “Why did you send me to Thailand by boat?  Didn’t you know that I might run into Thai pirates?  If I had been in their hands, what would be left of me for you to brag about?”  Mother eyed me, unruffled. “If you didn’t say, who would know?”  I ran into Father’s room, closed the door, and confronted him. “Am I your illegitimate child?  Why are you so quiet?  Why do you let Mother torture me?”  Father heaved a sigh, “Remember one thing only: you’re my daughter.”  I went out to call Chau at a pay phone.  Chau asked are you determined to marry me.  I said yes, and came back in to pack.

Even now I find it hard to say how I felt about Mother.  Maybe it was no different from the way I feel about my life—it was between dividing lines.

My wedding took place not in Kien Giang Province, Binh Chau District, South Viet Nam, but at the other end of the globe in the main hall of Huong Tich Temple, Orange County, California, USA.  There were only the abbot and the two of us.  I had submitted my resignation to my company two years before the wedding.  Before I went to California, I had made a desperate plea to my eldest brother. “I’m going to marry Chau in California.  I want you to represent our family at my wedding ceremony.”  “I can’t do anything on such brief notice,” he said.  “You’re afraid of Mother, aren’t you?” I asked.  I heard a sigh at the end of the line but no answer.  I hung up, feeling disgusted.  Reaching my other brother by phone, I defied him in a childish manner. “You know what?  I’m going to get married.”  He said, “Shit.  Are you kidding?  Don’t you dare!”   “I’m not kidding,” I answered.  “I’m leaving tomorrow.  Have already bought a ticket.”  He thundered after a pause, “Don’t come back if something happens.  You hear me?”  I said, “Na na na na na na...” then hung up.

The following morning, I showed up at the front steps of Chau’s house.  Chau was astonished to see me.  I asked him, “Tell me if you want to marry me.”  He gave a jump. “Yes, I do, I do.  We’ll get married right off.”   Thus, we were married after we had explained our situation to the head monk.  “You’ve become man and wife as witnessed by the most Compassionate One,” he said. “Please remember that love is based on generosity and forgiveness.  I hope you’ll be happy forever.”  

Three months after my wedding, I called Dzung, a close friend in Massachusetts.  Her brother was a classmate of my next elder brother.  She said my brother had told his friends that I was pregnant, that I had run away from home, and that my family had disowned me.

“Really?” I said. “I’ll send you a picture of the baby when it’s born.” 

“Don’t get me wrong,” she answered.  “I believe you, but T. said that eventually you’ll come back broken-down and will beg the family for forgiveness.”

After I hung up, I cried for several days.  I took out the horoscope cast at Kwan-yin Temple many years ago, wondering whether I could rearrange the stars in that mysterious world to alter the course of my destiny.

Then I don’t know whether my brother’s curse began to take effect or that the monk’s blessings were not powerful enough to keep we two who had exchanged our matrimonial vows at his temple, together for the rest of our lives, we broke up after four years of marriage.  In retrospect, I think my decision was good for both of us and best for my daughter’s future.  I didn’t want Su Su Janie Truong, when she grows up, to step in my shoes.  

Yen, Chau’s ex-wife, is a beautiful woman who is malicious, vengeful, and not so well educated.  She was thrilled because her new husband is richer than Chau.  Likewise, Chau was excited because I am more educated than Yen.  I have the feeling that, like many other couples, they are condemned to a rat race with no way out.  Yen dumped their two sons, age eleven and thirteen, in our apartment right at the end of our honeymoon.  In the first year of our marriage I coped with her harassment with more or less braggadocio, and it is this childishness that made me feel good each time I won.  In the second year I was busy taking care of my first-born Su Su.  Fatigue set in beginning with the third year.  The arrival of Cu Ti in the fourth year compounded with Chau’s numerous problems left me exhausted.  Yen insisted that Chau take back his younger son because he was involved with drugs and gang activities, and there was nothing that she could do for him.

Two months after Vi had moved in to live with us, I told Chau, “I can’t let Vi influence Su Su with his bad behavior any more.  Worrying about what could happen to Su Su is driving me crazy.  I’m not saying you should turn him out into the streets, and I don’t think his mother could help him with anything.  Only you can save him.  Please concentrate your time and effort on him, live with him for a while.  You never know... Vi needs you more than I need you.  I can manage on my own....”  “I don’t want to lose you and our children,” Chau said.  “You won’t lose us,” I answered.  “We’re going to stay here.  I only want to be left alone.  I’d feel much better if I don’t have to deal with things out of my control.  By the same token, you can’t  be a good father to Vi and fit into the little world that belongs to me, Su Su, and Cu Ti.  Life gives you a lot of choices, but you can’t choose everything.”  After Chau left, I was surprised to discover that I had not loved him for a long time.  It made no difference whether Chau stayed or did not stay.  I still do the same work, play the same role—that of a hen that spreads her wings wide to provide shelter and protection for her chicks.

Chau visits us every weekend.  But we are only friends, and it is the two kids that provide the connecting link between us.  Intellectually, Chau is not perfect, but he loves the children.  I think that is enough.

Bah!  I completely forgot what the story was about and where it started.  Let me think.  Ah, it must have taken place most recently, perhaps last August.  One evening, after I had given my daily report, I told my boss:

“Chris, my son Steve had a high fever the day we were scheduled to meet with the Ted Springs people.  Though I went to work on that day, I was so worried about leaving him with the baby sitter.  If I had a PC at home, I could have finished the project sooner  and wouldn’t have worried about my son.  As you knows, a program  is likely to get  buggy  if you’re not paying attention.”



“That’s right.  I couldn’t agree with you more.  But we’re in a crisis right now.  I don’t think our budget would allow for any purchase at this time.”

“I’m sure you can get the money, if you try.”

“You think so?  Suppose I can get the money, what would you give me in return?”

“I’ll treat you to one lunch.”

“That’s too cheap.”

“How about two lunches?”

“You only need to sleep with me for a year.”


“You must be dreaming,” I said, trying to brush him off with a hearty laugh.

Chris began to make himself closer to me when he learned that Chau and I no longer live together.  Naturally there were times when I felt blue.  After a quick knock or two on my door Chris would burst into my office before I could wipe my tears.  He inquired about my problem.  I told him the story.  He comforted me and fondled my hair.  It can be said all this crazy thing started at that moment.

Chris would stay on to chatter each time he dropped in to discuss my job assignments.  He is unmarried, at least over fifty, with gray hair, kind of short by American standards.  I heard that a heart surgery had forced him to quit working for several months.  In his endless monologue he talked about everything, such as his spending twelve years in graduate school to earn three doctorates.  A wealthy uncle who had no children had promised him $20,000 for each degree he earned.  The old man, however, did not outlive his promise.  Chris buried him along with all the doctoral diplomas to appease his ghost.  Every now and then in his monologue Chris paused and  took me by the hand amorously, to say that my fingers are long and beautiful.  He also gave me a massage on the shoulders, claiming that he wanted to help me release tension due to work.  Several times I thought about gently warning him, but then I changed my mind.  Maybe Chris meant well.  Maybe it wouldn’t be necessary for me to make him upset when our company is undergoing a complete reorganization.  I don’t know if Don, my chief supervisor, would be allowed to stay in our division or transferred to another state.  Chris is a powerful man.  He may keep me or he may turn me down.

I felt sorry for Chris because I have heard his story and see him as  a pathetic elderly friend.  Chris keeps complaining that he doesn’t have a steady girlfriend even in the last stage of his life.  He did have some girlfriends, but they all left him to go out with other men or to get married.  Chris lives in a house which resembles a funeral parlor.  To make it less dreary, he has its floor re-carpeted every few months.  He loves to deposit huge sums of money to his checking account so he can see it grow although this type of account doesn’t yield much interest.  Nevertheless, he wouldn’t quit womanizing.  When Caroline came across the other day, Chris told her he had been dreaming of sleeping with her the night before.  Caroline is a blonde who is sort of heavy set but extremely sexy with her big bust and locks of fine hair cascading over her shoulders.

One day, Chris asked me, “How come you always know what I want before I finish my presentation?”  I answered, “Why, I’ve worked with you for a long time, I’ve followed your instructions every step of the way when writing a program.  I should be able to predict what you want next.”  


“There are many things in my head you shouldn’t know,” Chris said with a laugh.  “If you knew what I’m thinking about when I’m looking at you right now, for example, I’d be in trouble.”  Another time, when I was looking around for a chair to sit down next to Chris in his office, he patted himself on the lap, saying tongue in cheek, “Why bother about getting a chair?  Just sit on my lap.”  “Aren’t you afraid of me breaking your legs?”  I retorted with a hearty laughter. “Don’t you know I weigh at least 300 pounds?”  Pretending that nothing was happening, I bent by his side and explained to him the use of the program I just finished writing.  Not long ago, his sexual advances grew much bolder. “Kim, aren’t you afraid I might rape you someday since you and I keep working late together like this?”  I was stunned, but pretending to stay unruffled, I said with a giggle, “Me afraid of you?  Good Heavens!  An old man with heart trouble like you would never rise again if I give you a kung fu kick!”  “Don’t be fooled,” Chris argued.  “I’m still young and strong.  But are you sure you know kung fu?”  Banter like this would turn our provocative statements into childish pleasantries.

The climax of this story of so-called sexual harassment occurred most recently.  Chris had the guts to grab my buttock before turning to leave.  My face burned with outrage and shame as though I had lost my dignity.  But then again I awkwardly comforted myself with the thought that Chris committed that blunder in a moment of loneliness and insanity.  Maybe he didn’t mean to look down on me.  Maybe we are friends in a certain aspect of life.  Why don’t I see him as a lonely, pitiful fellow human, I told myself.  Who knows he needs a friend to confide in?  It turns out that I am defending him so I don’t have to take any action against him.  But what would I do if he did it again?  I would act decisively!  This can be done, I thought, but Chris can also turn me down as his assistant.  Because I haven’t been with this company too long and don’t know many people, my chance for another research position here is slim.  Furthermore, if this embarrassing story goes public, I wouldn’t dare show my face.  As I said before, I want to be invisible, to sink and vanish into the roiling stream of life in this country.  But does that mean I’m denying myself my rights as a citizen?

Looking back at my fragmented memories of the past, I discover that I’ve always been driven to seek many escapes—escape from home, escape from a political regime of which I became a victim overnight, escape from family, escape from an unhappy marriage.  Each escape leads to a debacle, like a mazy computer program that you debug repeatedly but not always successfully, or a bog that the more you struggle to get out of the deeper you sink into.  But does this also mean we can see the world in which we live as an endless series of stories that call for clarifications and interpretations?  In this clarifying and interpreting process, amid the misfortune, difficulties, and changes to which I have been subjected, I seem to have discovered this simple truth at the present moment:  I love my little ones and love the mother who loves her little ones in me; I love that mysterious silence, the latent force, that exists in woman who is me.

When I went to see Don to give him the results of my new lab experiment, we had a chance to share with each other the rumors about which division would go out business and which one would be expanding.  Every employee in this building knows that Don and Chris are not getting along.  Though they often avoid seeing each other, they are all eyes for each other’s research activities.  Don would ask me about the work I am doing with Chris, about my general well-being at the company.  Like a stream full to overflowing, unintentionally and spontaneously I poured out everything except the last incident, about which I don’t know why I remained tight-lipped.  I asked Don about the best way to deal with Chris, emphasizing that I didn’t want to make it sound like a scandal.  Don threw up his arms, saying that he didn’t understand why in the world I would put up with Chris’ grave offense like that without taking any legal action.  Maybe the nun’s prophecy at that Kwan-yin temple many years ago began to take effect.  Maybe I am the Buddha’s reincarnation.

Stories like these with many twists and turns don’t bother me a bit.  What worries most is what my daughter said to me recently, “Don’t tell my teacher, Mami.  She’ll be angry with me!”

This happened just two weeks ago after Cu Ti recovered from his flu.  When Su Su got home from school, I found some bruises on her knees.  She wouldn’t go to school the next day.  When pressed hard, she said she was chased every day by other kids at school.  Trying to comfort Su Su, I assured her that I would ask her teacher to stop this immediately. Su Su didn’t seem convinced, but she still let me take her to school anyway.

When seeing Mrs. Williams, Su Su’s teacher, I knew why Su Su was skeptical about my promise.  Mrs. Williams spoke to me condescendingly after hearing my complaint, “Ah, your English is fairly good.  If other Asian parents speak English well as you do, it would be much easier to communicate with them.  About those kids?  It’s natural for young boys to get rowdy once in a while.  You worry too much, ma’am.”  “Would you worry if you saw bruises on your daughter’s body?”  I retorted.  Stunned by my reaction, she argued weakly, “Janie may have fallen while playing.  It doesn’t necessarily mean she was chased by anybody.  But all right, I’ll watch her more carefully.”  The next day, Su Su came home with more bruises on her elbows.  She cried bitterly and again refused to go to school.  I comforted her, saying, “Maybe they thought you wanted to play with them because you were running.  Next time you just stop and tell them you don’t want it.  If they still bother you, go tell the teacher before they run away.”  The following day, Su Su came home in tears, blaming me for the detention she got.  She said my advice did not work.  When she stopped those boys still pushed her down, and when she came limping to see her teacher to report the incident she got a detention for her unruly behavior.  Still, Su Su begged me to say nothing to her teacher.  “Don’t tell Mrs. Williams, Mami.  She’ll be mad at me.”  I said, “Don’t worry, dear.  If worse comes to worst, I’ll move you to another school.  But I’m not going to let you put up with it any more.  School is where you’re loved, not where you’re bullied.”  Su threw her arms around my neck while I was patting her tiny back.  

I had been scheduled to meet with Mrs. Williams about Su Su.  I arrived on time, but a couple was ahead of me.  Mrs. Williams teacher greeted me with a smile. “Can I see you tomorrow?  I’ve got two parents ahead of you!”  I was about to explode when my native culture, which stressed silence, told me not to.  I feared that she would leave in Su Su’s innocent mind a bad impression about school.  Besides, I wanted to be sure that I was right about Mrs. Williams.  Before going back to work, I stopped by the Principal’s office and asked to see that morning’s appointment schedule for parents of kindergarten children.  The nine o’clock appointment was for Ms. Truong.  The administrative assistant said that Mrs. and Mrs. Trueblood’s appointment was the next day and apologized for the mix-up.

In my meeting with Mrs. Williams the following day I didn’t make any further complaint.  I had written down everything in my letter to the Principal the day before.

For several days Su Su was fussy and distressed.  She said it was not fair to be bullied by her classmates and punished by the teacher.  She wondered if all teachers are like that.  I told her, “Just wait!”  When we returned to school, the teacher was on vacation and her substitute, a younger woman with a kind look, greeted us with such reassurance that I wanted to confide in her.  In the Principal’s office, the boys , though they were blaming each other for starting the harassment, admitted their wrongdoing.  They were told that if they were caught doing it again, they would be expelled immediately.

I told Su Su, “You see, Mami has kept her promise to protect you.  But maybe we should move to another city.  I don’t find this place exciting any more.”

“You’ve confirmed the facts stated in the letter.  Do you want us to take any action against Chris?”

“No.”

“How do we know that you’re not going to sue us?”

“As I said, I don’t want to make an uproar about this yet.  Let’s give him a chance to explain.  I believe that Chris just kidded me—he might not realize that he went too far and hurt the person he was kidding.”

“Chris has been notified of our meeting today.  If you wish, I’ll phone and ask him to come right now.  I just want him to assure us that this excessive kidding, even though he meant well, must be stopped at once.  We all must understand that Best Tech will not tolerate kidding that could end in a multi-million lawsuit.”

“May I be excused from the meeting with Chris?” I said.  “You know that I didn’t bring up the issue.  I was just trying to blow off steam with Don.  I didn’t know I would be thrown into this uproar.”

“Too late now,” Dick Hutchinson shook his head.  “We have received Don’s letter.  We have to take the responsibility . . . ” Lowering his voice a little, he continued:

“Of all the employees in similar cases I have dealt with over the years, you’re the only one who defends her offender.  I respect your decision, Ms. Truong.  But please understand that I am on your side.  I only want Chris to confirm with us that he has gone too far in his kidding and it’s not going to happen again.  If he disagrees, then we’ll have to begin our investigation.  Don has been involved in this case, and more or less his honor is at stake.  I hope that we’ll find a satisfactory solution to the problem and that you’ll go back to work happily.”

“All right,” I said with a sigh.  “I agree to meet with Chris.”

When Chris appeared, I had the impression that he looked older by a couple of years.  There was an anguished look in his eyes.  His eyes burned with shame.  “Coffee?” Dick said as he asked Chris to sit down.  We shook our heads.  “I’ll be back right away,” Dick said and rose to leave.  Taking advantage of this opportunity, I told Chris quickly, “It’s not me who told the Personnel Office what happened.  I have no intention to harm you and I’m sure you know it.  I told Dick you loved to kid, and I didn’t like it.  That’s all.  Things won’t get better if you deny what you did.  Remember, the whole thing was a joke.”

The commotion ended quickly.  Though nobody except the four of us, knew about it, Dick Hutchinson didn’t want me to work with Chris any more.  A month later, Chris was transferred to another division.  A week after Chris’ departure the Technical Support Office notified me of the arrival of a PC486 SZ/66MHz, the latest model, that Chris had ordered for me.  Though the machine is the company’s property, that I have only the right to use, I take it as a token of my old friend’s gratitude to me.  Dick later told me that Chris’ file has blemishes similar to the most recent one.  If I hadn’t quickly changed the contents of the story, he would have been terminated.  As for Don, he felt no prick of conscience at all for having defended a woman who prefers to be invisible.

I sent Chris a thank-you note with the picture of a cat and her two little ones.  On the card I wrote: “I find your PC wonderful on rainy days or when the kids are sick.  Thank you, my friend.  I love a cat’s quiet and cozy life.  And furthermore, I’m beginning to believe in Oriental astrology.  It’s good to believe in something. What do you think?”
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