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CHARACTERS
MAI – Vietnamese. She/her/hers. 20s–death.
LONG – Vietnamese. He/him/his. 20s–death.
TÂM – Vietnamese-American. She/her/hers. 15–40s.
HUY – Vietnamese-American. He/him/his. 15–40s.

PLACE
The world is vast and sometimes on a different plane. Most scenes are 
grounded in America, in a town with a small Vietnamese/Vietnamese-
American community. Somewhere on the East Coast.

DIALOGISTICS
// indicate overlap, the following line should begin. 
… indicates a pause in thought/switch in thought/nonverbal response.

AUTHOR’S NOTES
On casting/age

The age of these characters should be portrayed through acting and 
clothing choices. There should be a visible generational difference between 
Mai/Long and Tâm/Huy. This cast should be fully Vietnamese.

On languages
Vietnamese greetings, simple phrases, and terms of endearment are 
used in this play because they are, to me, important to preserve. Mai and 
Long would speak Vietnamese with each other and with Tâm and Huy, 
though they do know English for most of this play. Depending on the 
actors and what the production decides to do with accents, choices should 
approximate fluency in the characters’ ability to communicate with one 
another. There are many ways to go about this, but please be mindful.

On performance
These women are firecrackers in dramatic circumstances. They do not act 
helpless, though they might really be. They should be handled with a sense 
of humor and empathy. The men, even though they do hellish things, are 
still good. The whole story should be touched with a dichotomous hand 
and the humor should come first.

On music
Music is used to set the scene and time period. This is not a musical. 
Nothing needs to be professional. The music should be for the people in 
the play to get by.
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1

1.
1975

(Afterworld. Moreover than that, a 1975 
heavenlike version of Sài Gòn. Offstage, TÂM, 
who we will meet later, hums “Honey, Honey” 
by ABBA.)

(A man, LONG, stands, dressed as nicely as he 
can. He is twenty-two years old here. He waits 
with flowers and a leather-bound book.)

(Through the audience walks MAI, a woman, 
dressed as nicely as she can. They cannot hear 
TÂM’s hum, which fades as MAI approaches 
LONG.)

LONG.  (Getting her attention.) Em.

MAI.  Wow. You look so good.
Like really good.

LONG.  So do you.

MAI.  Your skin…
It’s so, young

LONG.  (Embarrassed.) I get it.

MAI.  (Referencing the book.) That’s not a Bible, is it?

LONG.  No, it’s not
It’s a gift. From someone else,
for you

MAI.  But you didn’t bring me anything?
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LONG.  I got you these

(LONG hands MAI the flowers. She is 
disappointed.)

Don’t all ladies want flowers?

MAI.  I want orchids. They live longer.

LONG.  Okay, sorry.
I’ll do better next time.

MAI.  (Suspicious.) Did you just say sorry? You never say 
sorry.
Where am I? Is this a joke?

LONG.  No, this isn’t a joke

MAI.  Is this a dream?

LONG.  No. You’re in heaven.
Well, that’s what you would call it.

(MAI looks around.)

MAI.  Is that why I can’t hear all the…

LONG.  Yes.

MAI.  Is this the day, the day you –

LONG.  Yes! You remember

MAI.  I was so happy this day

LONG.  Of course you were.
The afterworld freezes you in the times when you were 
the most happy.

MAI.  Afterworld?

LONG.  Heaven, Nirvana, you know, 
afterworld is just an easier catchall

MAI.  The Buddhists end up here too?

LONG.  Sometimes
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MAI.  Are you going to end up here with me?

LONG.  Probably not, think I need to go through a few 
more cycles of the soul

MAI.  Ha, yeah you sinned way too much

LONG.  I know, I know, em

MAI.  So you’re not really him?
Not the him I knew

LONG.  No. I’m who your heaven needs me to be

MAI.  So do I just keep reliving this day?
This day only?
What about the rest of my life?

LONG.  Uhm, well – it seems your heaven is small.
If people have felt the climax of happiness multiple 
times, they have bigger afterworlds.

MAI.  Then why is mine just you?

LONG.  I don’t have that answer.

MAI.  Am I in your heaven? Probably not, right?
Is it just a montage of women you womanized?

LONG.  Okay well, let’s not get into that.
We’re supposed to recreate this special day,
this happy memory of yours

MAI.  I’m really trying to be in love with you,
but I can’t stop remembering

LONG.  I am sorry, you know. For everything.

MAI.  You never said that when we were alive,

LONG.  I know. But I’m saying it now.

MAI.  It was so painful. I felt crazy. I was so alone, and all 
I had was //

LONG.  Well maybe if you had told me this,
if we tried harder
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MAI.  Would you, the real you, have really listened?

LONG.  Well, the way the world was,
the way the culture was, everywhere…
I thought it might be different in America but

MAI.  You would have cheated on me no matter what

LONG.  Well you were depressed,
you never left home,
it was very hard to love you

MAI.  I was sick.

LONG.  Your life can’t be my fault.

MAI.  You were my life.

LONG.  I never asked for that.

MAI.  You triggered it all.
I left my home for you,
I gave you everything;
You sinned.

LONG.  (Steering back.) Em, you look beautiful.
Let’s dim the lights, maybe try this again

MAI.  What if this day never happened?

LONG.  It happened.

MAI.  But why?
Why did we do this with each other?
We are so different,
we made each other // miserable

LONG.  Because I want to see your life,
Be in your life, witness you firsthand,
Have children who look like you,
Talk like you, get mad like you,

MAI.  That’s what you said,
that’s what you said before
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LONG.  I’m leaving, em,
my family is finding ways out of Sài Gòn
and I want you by my side.
Through thick and thin, forever

(He gets down on one knee.)

Will you marry me?

(TÂM, still offstage, begins humming again.)

MAI.  Do I have to say yes?

LONG.  That’s the memory,
that’s how it happened

(TÂM begins to sing “Honey, Honey” softly 
between MAI’s lines.)

MAI.  But I have all my other memories too.
I can’t look at this moment with the same happiness.
I was innocent.
I can’t, this can’t be it
Help me understand

LONG.  Well, this isn’t my heaven to understand –
It’s yours.

(LONG hands the leather notebook to TÂM as 
she enters; then he exits. MAI watches LONG 
leave.)
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2.
1989

(A dirty kitchen somewhere in America. TÂM, 
now fifteen, changes the song she sings to 
“When All Is Said and Done” by ABBA while 
she rolls egg rolls. Off-key, she messed up the 
lyrics, replacing “fly” with “free.”)

(MAI, singing with TÂM, makes a mess as she 
looks for something.)

MAI.  Con, you mixed up the songs.

TÂM.  Oops.

MAI.  And you’re a little off-key.

TÂM.  Oh.

MAI.  It’s “we FLY instinctively”

TÂM.  Oh.

(MAI sings the correct lyrics. TÂM parrots her. 
MAI nods.)

I kind of liked “free instinctively” better…

MAI.  So we’re just going to change the song?

TÂM.  Why not?

MAI.  Are we free instinctively?

TÂM.  I want to be.

MAI.  No such thing.

TÂM.  Oh well.

(TÂM sings the incorrect lyric.)

MAI.  Words wrong, singing better
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TÂM.  Don’t you miss singing at church?

MAI.  I sing here, all the time

TÂM.  You love church, your friends are there

MAI.  I don’t want to go.

TÂM.  Can I go?

MAI.  No. People will still know, and they’ll look at you bad

TÂM.  I don’t care, I’m there for the Lord

MAI.  They’ll think you have no father,
that we were worth leaving

TÂM.  I think they’ll think he’s bad, not us

MAI.  Well your father is the devil

TÂM.  I thought he was just Buddhist

MAI.  Do you know where his Bible is?

TÂM.  He has a Bible?

MAI.  He got one, after we got married. 
To show his commitment to me. 
Ha. What a clown. 
I’m gonna burn it

TÂM.  Má, that’s a big sin

MAI.  The devil owning the bible is a bigger sin

TÂM.  I’m sorry he made a mistake, // Má

MAI.  Oh no, con, it wasn’t ONE mistake
it’s COUNTLESS mistakes,

TÂM.  He sent us money this week, again.
He’s trying to take care of us

MAI.  Such a coward.
I’ll never use that disgusting money.

TÂM.  Did you see the present he got me before he left?
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(TÂM holds up her leather notebook. MAI kisses 
her teeth and keeps looking.)

MAI.  Oh yes, let me leave my daughter alone with her 
thoughts after I leave her and her mother for some 
other woman

TÂM.  And a baby

MAI.  DON’T TALK ABOUT THE BABY.

TÂM.  Okay, okay, I’m sorry

(A beat.)

Did you pay rent yet?

MAI.  Yes.

TÂM.  How? Egg roll money?

MAI.  Con. Why do you think you’re doing what we’re 
doing right now?

TÂM.  It was six months of rent.
How did you have enough?

MAI.  This is why you always save.
What does Má always tell you?

MAI.  TÂM.  
Never spend money.
Never not study.
Never trust men.
You will live a good life.

Never spend money.
Never not study.
Never trust men.
You will live a good life.

TÂM.  Má, do you think all men are bad? Do you think if 
you married the other guy, you’d feel differently?

MAI.  Who told you about the other guy?

TÂM.  …you did

MAI.  Oh –

TÂM.  You said the other guy stayed, stayed back there. 
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And Dad was going to America. 
You wanted to go with him because you wanted to leave. 
And because you loved him –

MAI.  Shhhh, con, stop memorizing everything I say 

TÂM.  I write it down

MAI.  Don’t write anything down. Do your job. Egg rolls. 
For the bills, remember?

TÂM.  But shouldn’t you go back to the factory?

MAI.  No. Look at me. I cannot work.

You have to go sell these at the farmers market tomorrow

TÂM.  Alone?

MAI.  Yes, con

TÂM.  But, but

MAI.  You know how

TÂM.  No one is going to care when they see you,
I promise

MAI.  Oh yes they will, and they will know that something 
is wrong, con

TÂM.  Má, I just //

MAI.  Con, I feel bad for you. You’re going to be a woman. 
Women have it so bad. We have it so hard.

TÂM.  I don’t know, Má.
I don’t think Ba is happy either.
You know I watched this movie in school,
It’s a Wonderful Life.

MAI.  That’s a lie in a movie. Go on.

TÂM.  Okay well actually,
It’s about a man who wants to die.
Kind of like Ba.
But him and his wife have boys
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TÂM.  And they’re happy.
Maybe if I was a boy //

MAI.  // Movies are lies. Men are lies.
You should write that down.
And do your homework.

(TÂM finishes the egg rolls.)

MAI.  I cannot find this stupid Bible

TÂM.  The Bible is stupid?

MAI.  No, no, no, con. Ugh. (Looks up at God.) Sorry, no,  
I meant my husband, you know, he’s bad, you get it.

TÂM.  Do you want me to hate Ba?

MAI.  Con. Take the money he sends.
Save it. Okay? For you, for your future.

(TÂM nods.)

TÂM.  (Re MAI’s Bible search.) Want me to help? 

MAI.  No. 

TÂM.  But you’re making a mess…

MAI.  Oh well. 

TÂM.  Má! 

MAI.  Why do you always say Má. 
“Má Má Má” 
I wish you would just stop 

(A beat.)

TÂM.  Okay. I can leave you alone.

MAI.  Please. 

TÂM.  …Maybe I could go to the summer fair? 

MAI.  …with who? 

TÂM.  Hạnh// 
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