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Of Ourselves We Are Estranged  
 
In a city named after Christmas, a box          
of whatever shape can supply enough to life 
although a large one is preferred, something 
that may contain a complete guide                 
to separation or astronaut uniform for men 
who have no exact location: they who show 
up only to be absented, they who are here. 
This is not about a city. This is not              
about Christmas although we want to see 
Santa Claus naked, exposing our wishes      
with vulgarity. After all, this is about              
a box that will make us public. Open mine 
and watch how our city falls down, 
trumpeting shreds of enigma, taking revulsion 
down to our senses. This is the kind of gift            
we have—tissues of delirium, damaged 
organs, in troupes, all capable of complaining, 
detrimental no matter how unobvious, dis-
paraging, destructive—that’s why so much   
in us begs us closed. This is not necessarily 
wrong, but this is impossible, love ad-      
vices then shows our faces in the mir-          
ror painted in brown, already broken. Even if    
we can’t exclaim that love is a gospel, it is       
our better mouth that talks to people,           
our temporary eyes that capture the best in us, 
in every house. And if a beautiful mo-      
ment also feels how we are demolished,         
such beautiful moment must know that every 
house has a room in which tragic men are 
forbidden to say anything treasured.             
We are in that room. We are re-thinking      
that room is not just a room. 
 
 
You know what could happen and I know 
what we don’t want to see. This is gospel 
telling us fire. This is gospel still figuring out 
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where to exit. This is gospel touching us: it is 
an alcohol rub, and then a pinch, and then      
a lash. The uninvited body ends like this:     
on a precipice that says below you are 
welcome. Because it is not only that we can 
sense, but also that we are sensed, our better 
mouth the skin of a flat tire, our temporary 
eyes four zones of the same fire. There is       
a question here but you are afraid it is          
the irreversible opening of your box. There is      
a likely answer here but I’m afraid to take it 
would mean to take away your box. What else 
then would supply enough to life when we are 
busted, already believing what we are to keep 
forever, somewhat a contribution, iconic     
and so digressive, we involuntarily made 
ourselves, is a long, spinal rumor that tells   
we are unreal? 
 

// 
 
Đau my American-born Vietnamese neighbor 
had his first kiss at 14, his first su-            
icide attempt at 15, and his box in between.     
I was there when he got it, smiling away        
at the condom I flushed in the toilet, 
something he trusted, something I vanished—
this might change the question entirely.  
 
At 17, Đau my American-born Vietnamese 
brother is what I say to define family—this    
is the revised question, another question, 
integral part of the original question,           
the question that demands some identification 
because there is always that compounding 
void whenever we look at each other        
even in our most honest form, a bodiless 
body. We touch: we discern: we doubt. What      
kind of eyes do we have? This has an obvious 
answer: you will chance us holding hands      
in a dark alley, you will think to yourself      
as long as the alley is dark that it can never be 
always too dark.   
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// 
 
This is a rumor about sensing: once, there was 
a very little box the size of a nose or a month-
old hamster. One would say that this very 
little box can’t be anywhere between valuable 
and precious. Martha has seen this very little 
box and Mi Shen has seen this very little box 
and they’ve never been changed. In different 
places, they threw this very little box away. In 
different places, this very little box is meant 
to be claimed. 
 
This is a rumor about sensing: once, there was 
a very little box the size of a nose or a month-
old hamster. One would say that this very 
little box can’t be anywhere between valuable 
and precious—this is not always the case.     
A lover has seen this very little box and 
another lover has seen this very little box and         
both have been changed ever since. He said 
something nice and a man heard something 
nice. They slept and dreamed saying nice 
things and hearing nice things in a city named 
after Christmas where they’ve been killed.  
 
Now, there is a boy and his evangelist parents 
in a bright corner of their house. This is after 
dinner. The boy asks his good father how     
he finally expressed love to his good mother. 
The father takes a yellow paper and a pen. 
The boy blushes. The father draws something 
on the yellow paper, folds it immediately,   
and tells his son open this when you’re at    
the right age to love and then give this to    
that lucky girl. The boy still blushing,      
takes the folded yellow paper and goes up     
to his room. Through a little window and   
with his little mouth, stretched, a red line like 
a perfect incision, he checks if the street        
is dark and empty, enough for Joseph his 
friend to stand in front of the boy’s house 
unnoticed. The boy then puts the folded 
yellow paper inside his underwear, thinking 
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Joseph will have to get this himself. 
Meanwhile, the boy’s mother is praying.    
She begins praying when the boy is locked  
up inside his room and ceases it when         
the boy is in a bright corner of their house.  
 

// 
 
We are put in a different world, Đau says,      
a wrong world, which means it is daybreak 
and I am alone, I can see Đau looking at me, 
crushing what any future wishes standing, 
cropping out his heart just by looking at me.  
 
Đau is a question. Yes, he is, the bed             
or someone says, if you try to answer him, 
while I’m minutes away from sleep or when 
masturbating. It is embarrassing to think that 
he is the focus question, the best way to 
identify. Because when wound forms an 
immobile horse that makes up Đau, totally 
banishing him—spent and so unpredictable—
I don’t know why I see the immobile horse   
as a beautiful, so beautiful body. The more     
I see this useless animal the more I feel 
empowered as if I could create what I would 
live to see unchanging all day, all night.  
 
Lover, what kind of wound do you have        
that forms a beautiful body out of me? 
 
 
Đau is a question from some box dis-
crimination left in America. Discrimination 
belonged to America, but the box is not 
American. Everybody should know that      
this little flat in which I live took shape too 
after someone left, the shape of sky, russet,    
a dark sky. I don’t know why I’m certain, and 
everybody should know this, too, that             
a human other than me holds a moon 
somewhere in this dark sky, a moon so 
lambent I can’t wish for another sky,            
its moon-ness questionable for being too near, 
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too tangible like a thick strip of flesh            
my mouth could spark into. To address him, 
that human, to tell him to keep the moon-ness 
of this “moon” is to seek first which part in 
where I live is the question and which is 
America. Like senses, I accept what may      
be given: I take nothing for an answer. This is 
seeking what I already have. Don’t think        
a wound is easy to see. 
 

// 
 
Where a populous city remakes itself            
as a locked up office, a man named Joseph   
has a way to enter: through the ceiling, 
through a high tendency of falling down.  
This man hasn’t eaten for several years and  
he doesn’t want to spend his remaining coins 
for food, not for anything my sadness, my face 
in a fogged up mirror wouldn’t be replaced 
by, he says. Before he came in, the secretary 
swallowed all the wrong people and wrong 
senses that abound in the office to make it 
ideal for business operation. Joseph scans   
the office with eyes of someone who died     
of asphyxia. You shouldn’t have come here, 
you who this place cannot invite! Now 
knowing exactly which black cabinet contains 
the voice that negates him, he seizes it, opens 
it with a strong kick. There is nobody inside 
yet the voice continues to strike. You 
shouldn’t have come here, you who this place 
cannot invite! He takes off his dirty pants and 
ties the empty black cabinet onto a chair. You 
who this place cannot invite! He takes off his 
sweated, soiled white shirt and forces the 
black empty cabinet into it like a dead pigeon 
that is too big for a cadaver’s bag. 
 
Now naked, inimically bare, here, your boss 
left what is mine all along, Joseph jeers         
at the disappeared secretary the way               
a wound—out of cruelty, of form—
remembers, scoffs, and inevitably incubates 
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revenge that is chiefly experienced by the 
bearer, always an attack against the self, of 
the wound. 
 
What is it that Joseph was deprived of        
and still lingers to? A document? An archive? 
A datum of his own contact to emptiness, 
which, if found, might have been meaningful? 
Let’s imagine what exists that can’t in any 
way exist. Imagine a hand that easily gets 
inside him, a path to a feeling, a value. 
 

// 
 
There is a rumor about a box everybody 
knows of: 
 
Yaw the son of an immigrant goes to class 
always ahead of time, ahead of everybody.   
He hates coming to class only to find           
out a cream gum is patched on his chair. Rest 
assured that everyone hates him, which is not 
the entire story of his life. Of course, this is 
not about hate; only that hate creates the box 
this rumor is about. Ninety minutes after 
lunch-hour, he buys his food, already cold, 
pork and something slimy. He chooses        
the table at the far end of the cafeteria, puts 
his food tray on it, sits properly, and takes 
from his backpack a cardboard box, its top 
with a hole only formed when a knife failed    
to make a perfect circle however gently done 
many times. While eating, he looks at the 
cardboard box, specifically at its bad hole and 
then talks, I discovered a quieter place near. 
Soon I’ll bring you there. He is the only boy 
at school who talks to a hole: he believes life 
could exist inside a cardboard box. Is that 
really life? 
 
There is a rumor about a box I could see      
our bodies lying in:  
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A summer sun shows up and it is not even 
summer. There is no vacation to speak about 
but a stray dog sniffing what looks like           
a makeshift house—scrap woods and broken 
umbrella and plastic bottles assembled 
together. Flies come around and out from it. 
Ridiculous but this is a homeless man’s 
resource and a dog is sniffing it, its scantily 
pieced walls, the back of a tarp that makes   
its door. Flies come around and out from it. 
Perhaps the train, working like a mil-         
itary lieutenant, or the artificial garden or     
the new internet sensation has already desen-
sitized people: they pass by this house, the 
dog sniffing it without noticing this house,   
the dog sniffing it. But flies come around and 
out from it. Loyal mourners. How hungry. 
  
There is a wound that is our core, a cavity less 
known than sex, and it is not a rumor: 
 
From Newark, Đau arrived in Hanoi on time 
and alone. The trip was relatively smooth,   
but he was so worn out, he walked slowly 
toward the crowded luggage pick-up with his 
hands tightly clenched, his face an appearance 
of surrender, you know something bad 
happened earlier, he can’t tell the details.     
At home, he lay on the floor next to his red 
suitcase. Then, he took it, placed it above     
his body, and closed his eyes. Perhaps          
for some time he was asleep. Or only that 
kindly, he was murmuring. Then he opened 
his suitcase and realized he took some-       
one else’s, a wrong box of personal smog, yet 
he knew, without a doubt, to whom it be-
longed. This is not a joke. This is a joke,      
he says while his mind says my name, a tally 
of droll mistakes, adlibs. Rapt, he tries          
to laugh and he laughs. Then shortly, he cries.  
 

// 
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There is a city that has stripped of its name 
several times. In this city, memory forms       
those to never be remembered or my hands    
if those to never be remembered are with me 
and burning. No seclusion can be any more 
spirited and crowded than here. 
 
There is a fire and there is one home 
obtainable. There is still a fire and I’m trying 
to understand what embodies you. Is it Frozen 
Dust? Is it Queer Moon? Remembering 
Wound? Unidentified American? Or this water 
I can’t hold? 
 
There is this absence and from dreams        
my body digs a man, the foremost penman of 
my emotions. There is this partition. There is 
this wall that is not a wall. There is division 
and I’m the worst effect of that, a problem 
with one hand and one knife. To get some 
sign of earth and kind fabrications, I call     
my foster family and they say to call them 
back after they finish praying. What kind of 
sign is that? 
 
There is a healer and there is discussion of 
faith, endless, otiose; and along this long 
procrastination there is neglect, the details    
to castigate the harm of fire, the broadest 
blow of intolerance to haze. Whose world     
is this act of temerity? 
 
I sent my last breath to my last beloved      
and you know it is a heart of revolt. However 
little, this heart has a stomach for fire. 
Underwater where most of his life is to be 
done, he clears his eyes of sand and thinks, 
what is this for?   
 
You know most fears of a stranger. You know 
what crowded means when I’m alone. You 
know how to be identified, the hopeless fright 
when you can’t be identified, the public 
shame of being unidentifiable. You clutch 
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your ventral skin like some fluffy animal    
that has learned to live in you, and you want 
to keep it living, firm, distinguishable           
as yours, able to feel—yes, your hand makes 
sense, you are able, but why do you need       
a proof of what you are? 
 
You lock yourself up in my room. A desk 
remains and it will never be the back of          
a man. A telephone is above the desk, but      
it only is a collected ash. You shout          
your name and you open the door into         
the thinking that someone is just shy to call 
you. You say the fire is gone, but the fire 
swallowed me. You go out for a minute,    
your head turns to the right, to the left,       
and then you get back inside. Easily a routine: 
you open the door as if my room is a box of 
invisible bodies you keep opening since you 
haven’t seen the invisible yet. You try            
a random name and still nobody appears. You 
go out from the room for a minute, for a day, 
beyond a day’s day right outside the door, 
your back against the door, then against       
the burned wall, then you imagine there is       
no wall, but you, with many questions all 
founded in houses of longing, can’t fall down. 
How can you be this so much strong?  
 
Meanwhile, many shadows approaching       
the room we thought was not just a room, 
they’re a number significant to restore         
the view where we said and heard nice things, 
but it’s a day everyone is running late.       
There are a lot of reasons to look, some even 
more vigilant than a technique of finding        
a virus, but there’s just nothing to see. 
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