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Eat your vegetables 

Time‟s passage prevents me from providing a date, time of day, or what the weather was 

like.  I agreed to meet my friend Tam at Tan Tan, a Vietnamese restaurant located on the 

southwest side of Houston.  Our meeting was during the time when Tan Tan stayed open for 

endless hours – twenty four hours a day, seven days a week.  When we first visited Tan Tan, it 

occupied a rather small space.   That initial visit took place because I had agreed with Tam to 

visit at least one new Asian restaurant (mostly Vietnamese, sometimes Chinese, at times Korean 

or Thai) a week.  Tan Tan, as a locale, was our attempt to keep our agreement.  Our grand 

experiment went awry when the Asian community grew faster than either of us anticipated.  The 

ever expanding diaspora affected Tan Tan‟s physical space also – it grew as fast as the 

Vietnamese community, now dominating the non-descript shopping center which mimicked the 

other low lying shopping centers gracing Bellaire Boulevard.   

Tan Tan‟s hours made it a convenient place for Tam and I to meet.  She was an airline 

employee, she worked ungodly hours.  I was an obsessive lawyer who also worked ungodly 

hours.  We met prior to going to work - sometimes three in the morning; or coming from work - 

at times three in the morning.  We generally visited about our work, our children, mostly we 

shared our observations of the world, a laugh.  On most occasions I studied the humanity which 

surrounded us – other‟s skin colors, eyes, hair styles and language.  I understood nothing of the 

languages which flowed about me, but this did not stop me from enjoying the Vietnamese 

novella (tiểu thuyết), which played out in front of me.  I remember one morning a group of 

women coming in who went to high school with Tam.  One of the women was exceptionally 

pretty.  Tam told me little, except who they were and instructed me not to say “that woman is 
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pretty” (I didn‟t).  They both were pretty (“that woman” and Tam), but that didn‟t matter, they 

exchanged terse greetings and ignored each other from afar the rest of their respective meals.      

I do remember Tam ordering Phở, but that memory does not help me much in 

establishing a time of day – Tam and I had been intermingled in each other‟s lives long enough 

that I learned Vietnamese eat soup at all times of the day.   Eight in the morning – “eat some 

soup, good for you”.  Ten at night – Tam would issue the same command, of course, always 

hidden as a suggestion.   

When I arrived at Tan Tan, there were two other women with Tam; one was her sister, 

the other person I didn‟t know.  We exchanged greetings, Tam ordered my food, as was our 

tradition.  When Tam ordered she assumed her role as the mother of five, caring less what I 

thought or what I desired.  Tam‟s behavior was somewhat like my mother‟s behavior, mother of 

seven, when she cooked.  Georgia had little time for complaints about what you would or would 

not eat, what you did or did not like, “I cooked; you will eat it” was always her admonition.  And 

we did.  

To me our arrangement was the adventure.  I learned more of Tam‟s culture by just 

listening, observing and eating what I was told to eat.  Part of me wondered - if I grow stronger, 

more self-assured, and attempted to order for myself would this mean she would immediately 

divorce me and sever the friendship.  Internally I answered my question one way, externally 

another, “yep, for sure!”  On that day, I quietly, dutifully awaited our food.  I answered their 

questions (which were few), listened and watched their interaction.  Their conversation was 

about men - Vietnamese, Chinese, White men.  I, an African American man, sat at the table with 

three Vietnamese women listening, eating as fast as I could (when you come from a family of 

seven, you learn to stop talking and eat – eat fast in order to get first shot at seconds!).   More 
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particularly, their novella‟s theme was, “which man is the best mate.”  I don‟t know how to write 

it in Vietnamese, but you know what I mean, the best partner (đối tác).  I had eaten both orders 

of rice cakes when Tam grabbed a bunch of vegetables with her chop sticks and put them in my 

plate, at the same time ordering me to eat more vegetables (“Good for you.  Why Vietnamese 

live so long – fresh vegetables!”).  

Their discussion was wide-ranging – companionship, money, sharing, sex, children, 

expectations.  While they shared among themselves, my mind separated into two parts.  Part of 

me consumed the sea of shades of yellow/brown/hued faces which occupied Tan Tan.  The other 

part of consumed as much food as I could, while listening to my table companions‟ opinions of 

others.   

“Why are you smiling, what‟s funny?” 

“Of nothing, I‟m just enjoying the conversation.” 

“Why so?” 

“Most times Black men are generally the topic of discussion about being dogs, „no good 

dog!‟  It is nice to hear such good things said about other men!” 

I wrapped my noodles around my chop sticks, slurped my soup as if I grew up in Van Lam (my 

lai), and laughed.  “Please continue” – and they did. 

 I tell this story in light of the rash of incidents surrounding the recent reports of alleged 

domestic violence by professional athletes (with respect to Ray Rice, “alleged” surely is not the 

proper use of the English language).  What struck me was most of them, if not all, shown on the 

various forms of media, have been African American men.  Few, of our commentators, used the 

opportunity to explain domestic violence is not endemic to Black men and unlike sickle cell, the 

disease is not the domain of any particular group.  I am sure the social commentators could have 
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found some news feeds of White, Chinese, Vietnamese, Peruvian men inflicting their disease on 

others.  I say this in context of being old enough to remember the only times Black men ever 

appeared on television was in the form of being arrested, the criminally accused.  We were a 

negro man”, a “colored man” charged with rape, robbery or murder.  Race mattered, in a 

negative context.  One need not be a sociologist to understand why men who looked like me are 

considered dangerous, and why my mother‟s repeated “soap”, when a heinous crime was a 

reported, was the same, “was he black?”  She was always relieved when “he” wasn‟t.  When he 

was, my mother‟s, and her friends‟, exaltation was clear, “why is he embarrassing the race.”   

These men on the TV were too young to have heard Georgia‟s refrain – or does it matter, 

the disease crosses all boundaries, race notwithstanding.  But no one ever said as much when 

they were reporting on this non-raced based disease.  Tam and her friends didn‟t talk about 

domestic violence when they were discussing the ideal mate, but I sure one of them had 

experienced violence firsthand.  Statistics tell us one in every four women in her lifetime is a 

victim of the domestic abuse.  And even though Tam and her friends‟ discussion took place years 

ago, the facts haven‟t change - the specter of race, wealth and professional sports is preventing 

any realistic discussion by most of the talking heads, writers and social commentators.  Instead 

of studying, discussing and addressing how we train our boys and define their relationship to our 

girls, we fail to even broach the subject.   My mother use to instruct me in the same manner as 

Tam, “You will learn how to take care of yourself and not expect it of a woman (“it is good for 

you”).   “You will learn how to cook, clean and any other job men say is the job of women” (“it 

is good for you”).  Georgia‟s words were spoken before Gloria Steinem wrote, “If Men Could 

Menstruate”, but her point was no different.  Georgia‟s anger was directed at the devaluation of 

women, “we are not property”.  
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“If he puts his hands on me again, my children will be homeless.  I will be a murderer.  

None of that should happen.” 

No, we haven‟t stopped the massive over-arrest, beating and confinement of men of color 

(I must borrow Dr. Cornell West‟s observation again, “race still matters”).  However, at least 

when they present us on that TV, vid-e-o, webcast, cable report, Internet feed, they don‟t 

announce “a negro man” was arrested today.”    

With seven children, Georgia escaped from a violent second marriage (to “make sure my 

children are sane and safe, even if that meant we are now poor”); she never had time to watch 

soaps.  Her real world observation tower allowed her to identify the soap opera which played 

daily (no makeup artist, writer, director or actors needed).  The same can be said for other‟s 

novellas, tiểu thuyết, and other “soaps”, which play out on a daily basis, all while we ignore 

domestic violence is not their problem, but something we should all own.                

 


