










"Ray's dad didn't show up again;' Chantrea said to Oscar. 
"I ' ve never seen him. I bet you his parents divorced and he's just too 
embarrassed to tell anyone:' 

Jorani became quiet after Chantrea said this. 
A lanky teenage employee walked into the room. He held a 

big chocolate cake with one lit candle. 
"Oh man, I 'm stuffed;' Diego said, patting his belly. 
"Me too;' Oscar said, mimicking his uncle's tummy-patting. 

After they sang to the birthday boy, the smiley birthday cake entou
rage of Bill E. Beaver and Shelly Squirrel lumbered into the room. 
Each mascot held an assortment of balloons. "Billy! Billy!" the kids 
chanted before rushing over to them. Diego smirked as he watched 
them swarm the mascots like a cloud of locusts. 

"Let's go get a balloon;' Oscar said to Chantrea. 
"What do you want a stupid balloon for?" she said. 
Oscar hesitated, then scampered over to the mascots. 

Chantrea stared across the table at Diego as he conversed with her 
mother. 

"I saw you playing Paint It Black:' Diego said to Chantrea. "I 
love that song:' 

She crossed her arms. She stared at him with a yeah, so
what expression. 

"Sweetie;' Jorani said, leaning toward her daughter, "It's 
rude not to respond:' 

Chantrea sighed. 
"It's a good song;' she said. 
"Where did you get such good taste in music?" he asked 

her. 
"My mom:'

"They play a lot of Stones in Cambodia;' J orani said. "It was 
the only good thing that came out of that war-all that rock 'n' roll 
we got from the Americans:' 

Diego smiled and nodded. Chantrea rolled her eyes. She
ran off to join the kids. 

Suddenly, the Bill E. Beaver mascot howled in pain just as 
a cluster of balloons floated to the ceiling. Giggling, Chantrea ran 
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ing children who were born decades after the war. 

"Nimol's parents didn't survive;' Jorani said. "Intellectuals 
like them were rounded up and killed after the Khmer Rouge took 
power. He was a child, just seven, when they found them. He never 
saw his parents again:' 

She paused, stirring the straw in her screwdriver. Diego 
wondered why she kept referring to him in the past tense. 

"They put him in a labor camp. He survived three years in 
those death camps. Can you imagine?" 

Hanging his head, he took a sip from his beer. "Were you 
in the death camps? I've read about them. When I was in Phnom 
Penh, I went to the Killing Fields:• 

"My family fled to Thailand right after the Khmer Rouge 
took power. We returned to Sihanoukville years after the Vietnam
ese overthrew them:•

Jorani stared off, stirring her drink again. "Nimol was a gen
tle person, but he had terrible mood swings. We thought he'd get 
better once we left Cambodia, but it got worse once we got here. He 
found this country to be cold. Neighbors hardly knew one another:' 

"What happened to him?" 
Jorani took a breath. 
"He killed himself' 
"Oh, God:' Diego put his hand on her shoulder. ''I'm so 

sorry to hear that:' 
They sat with a wall of silence between them. 
"I don't know why I told you. I just met you:' Jorani drank. 
Diego looked at her with a morose expression. "I can only 

imagine how difficult that must be;' he said. 
"Chantrea thinks her dad died from the war-which is 

essentially true, but-" 
"That's understandable. I don't think that's something you 

would want to tell a child that young:' 
The two stared at the shelf full of bottles behind the bar. An 

80s dance song played from the jukebox. 
"Two years ago, I almost died;' Diego said. "I had leuke-
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here for you and your mom:'A convenience store stood on the corner of a main drag. Diego held the front door open for her. She followed him to the coolers where he grabbed a carton of cream. "You want anything?" he said as they passed the candy aisle. "No thank you:'Back on the residential streets, Chantrea continued to step over the cracks in the sidewalk. "You really like my mom, huh?" she said, staring up at him. Diego nodded as they stepped through a pool of streetlight. "I do, but I also happen to think you're pretty cool, too:'"Why do you like us so much?" He hesitated. "Because we're all survivors;' he said. ''.Although your dad isn't with us, you come from him-and he went through a lot to bring you into this world. Someday, when you're older, you can read about what he went through:' "I already know:'Diego peered down at Chantrea. She stared ahead with a knowing gaze. "And that's what makes you different from all the other kids. 
/ It's a curse and a blessing, but I think you already know that:' Before long, they reached the apartment complex. He turned to look both ways before they crossed the street. Chantrea grabbed his hand. "Here. I know a shortcut;' she said. 
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