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PREFACE


The seeds of this book were planted around 2002, when I was a graduate 


student and took a detour from my art education training to get lost in the 


world of oral history. The transcripts of my family’s stories (and the clumsy, 


homemade book that I produced) from that time were more meaningful than 


any art I had made before. I was trying to understand the forces that caused 


my family, in the late seventies, to flee one country and start over in another. I 


titled my project “Buis in Vietnam and America: A Memory Reconstruction.” It 


had photographs and some art, but mostly writing, and it was pretty academic. 


However, I didn’t feel like I had solved the storytelling problem of how to 


present history in a way that is human and relatable and not oversimplified. I 


thought that turning it into a graphic novel might help. So then I had to learn 


how to do comics! I drew the initial draft of the first pages in 2005, and it’s been 


a steep learning curve working in this medium.


For that and other reasons, this book has taken me a very long time to 


make. When my son was one, and the book was also just a baby, my family 


and I moved from New York to California. I helped open an alternative public 


high school for immigrants in Oakland, where I taught for the next seven years. 


It was difficult to carve out the time and headspace to work on something 


that not only required a lot of historical research, but was also intensely 


personal and at times painful. I often wanted to quit. With my mind on current 


immigration issues and the lives of my students, I gave my book the name 


Refugee Reflex


and worked on it during school holidays. Besides sounding 


an awful lot like “reflux,” this title was problematic because it didn’t quite 


encompass everything the book was about. In 2011, while I was reorganizing 


my life so that my aging parents could be more involved in it, I realized that the 


book was about parents and children, and it became 


The Best We Could Do


. 


On the long road to getting this book made, I received many gifts from 


the people I encountered: The opportunity to pitch this book to a wonderful 


publisher. Unwavering support and generous guidance from artists, writers, 


and editors I admire. The camaraderie of storytellers and magic makers. And 


the unconditional love and trust that were placed in me by my family. My head 


spins in amazement. My heart swells with gratitude.


—Thi 


Thi Bui


Berkeley, California


July 2016
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