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In Dalat, the only people still roaming the streets at one in the morning
aren’t prostitutes waiting for potential clients or junkies looking for a fix.

No, in Dalat, one of the two people still awake at one in the morning is a
tiny woman preparing for business on a curbed, uneven sidewalk on the corner
of Duy Tan and Thanh Thai. Despite her dark, woolen coat and her lumpy, gray
scarf, she shivers as a sly sliver of brutally cold wind slips through her armor of
clothing. Under the towering streetlamps, partially dimmed by the drifting fog,
she crouches to straighten three plastic tables, the color of over-chewed
bubblegum. She lines matching colored chairs along the edges of the row, four
chairs to each table. All her plastic furniture neat and orderly, the woman sits
by a large tin pot atop a small clay stove and begins to stir the brew with a
ladle. The pot is filled to the brim with steaming soymilk, perfect for warming
the stomach on this toe-freezing night. Apparently satisfied that everything is
ready, she leans back in her uncomfortable chair and waits patiently for her first
customer.

The other person still awake at this hour is me, the awaited customer.

The woman smiles at me, her crooked front teeth illumine- ting her weary
face. I stroll towards her and pull out a chair, careful not to knock anything out
of place.

“One glass, please.”

She nods. Lifting a tall glass from her tray of empty glasses, she holds it
close to the pot. She tips her ladle over the mouth, creating a waterfall of
soymilk. The sound of the warm liquid crashing onto the surface is intensely
loud in the middle of the empty night.

While it is natural for everyone to be asleep at | AM in the morning, I can’t
sleep. It is 11 AM, yesterday, in California. California, home.

This is my first trip to Vi¢t Nam without the protective presence of my
mother. Everyone disapproved of my decision to go, feeling that I had not
mourned long enough. They told me it is not right to move on with my life so
quickly. It’s only been six months. I must work hard, stay at home, light
incense every morning and every evening in honor of her spirit because that’s
what she would have wanted. But the funny thing is, although they all think
they know her, none of them really knew who she truly was. None of them
understood her desires or her regrets. They knew nothing of her fears and her
reasoning. Not even my brother.

But I know. I know because she always told me she and I were exactly
alike. She called me her second chance; her second chance to make the right
decisions. My mother, the tired plaything of Life, wouldn’t have wanted me to



hold on to her death. She would have wanted me to retrace the steps of her life,
adding my own detours and possibilities. The wistful look in her eyes when she
told me her very last story, the one she’s been hiding for all these years, was
almost like a silent command urging me to go to Viét Nam.

“Bé o1, are you a Viét kieu?”

The crackly voice of the old woman cuts into my thoughts and pulls me
back to the misty, cool streets of Dalat. A warm pleasure grows in the center of
my stomach at the word “bé”. Memories of aunts and uncles caressing my head
because [ was a little bé swirls in my mind and my face flushes at the thought
of still being a child.

I grin at her and ignore the nagging memory of my brother telling me not to
reveal that I am a foreigner in Viét Nam, lest they try to swindle the ignorant
traveler.

“Yes, I am. I’'m from San Jose, California.”

My tongue feels slightly tangled, warping around the familiar Vietnamese
words that have been mostly absent in my life for the past few months.

“What are you doing out here at this hour? It is not safe if you’re not from
here, especially for a pretty girl like yourself.” Her old, gray eyes immediately
brighten with curiosity.

I am touched by her maternal instincts and vaguely flattered by the passing
compliment.

“Oh no, ba a. I'm very familiar with Dalat. My mother used to take me here
every summer when [ was little. We would walk around Dalat with a few
friends for hours after the city was asleep. I just wanted to...” My voice
cracked. “I just wanted to relive some of those memories.”

“A, is that so? And where is your mother now? Why is she not here with
you?”

I hesitate. “She’s very busy with work this summer, but she wanted me to
go.” 1 stop, picking up the forgotten glass of soymilk to hold in my frozen
hands and continue, “She says I’'m old enough to take care of myself now.”

The woman nods understandingly, believing my lie.

I don’t want to deal with her blunt questions about my dead mother. The
Vietnamese have an almost inconsiderate way of inserting themselves into a
complete stranger’s life, forgetting that they are, in fact, talking to a person
they’ve just met. At times, when I’m lonely, the familial freedom of
Vietnamese strangers can be a welcomed intrusion. Other times, the American
in me treasures the formality full of distant pleases and thank-yous.

Nevertheless, 1 feel slightly guilty for lying to this grand- motherly little
woman, this ba.

Possibly sensing my unwillingness to talk, she turns away from me and,
with her ladle, begins scooping out the thin, white film that has gathered at the
top of her pot. I stare, mesmerized, at the hazy wisps of steam dancing on the
surface of the brew.

Suddenly, the image of an old letter from forty years ago, the first letter in a
bundle of papers, tied together with cheap string, bursts into my mind. The
careful handwriting of a young lieutenant full of hopeful love seems to rewrite



its delicate words on the wallpaper of my mind. “Happiness is all around us. It
is in our hands, and in the present. Yet, why do we waste our lives searching for
it in distant places, only to bring loneliness and disappointment to ourselves?”’

“Ba o1, how long have you lived in Dalat?”

The woman, obviously pleased at the renewal of the conversation, tilts her
head to count the years.

“Forty-four years. I have lived in this neighborhood for forty-four years.”

“Then do you know someone named Nguyén Ngoc Thuy, the son of Ong
Ly? They used to live on Minh Mang.”

“Nguyén Ngoc Thuy... Ngoc Thuy... Ngoc Thuy...” Her face contorts in
concentration as she struggles to recognize the name.

I continue, hoping to find the right combination of words to help trigger her
memory. “He was drafted into the war... um, he was a lieutenant. He played the
guitar and the drums. He, uh...he was a literature teacher...”

Her face widens into a grin, finally remembering. “The boy always carrying
a book wherever he went?”

I nod eagerly, waiting for more.

“Oh, of course I knew him! I knew everyone around here back then. Thuy
was eight years younger than me. I knew his mother. We used to—wait. How
do you know him?”” Her pale, old eyes peer at me curiously.

Again, I hesitate, reluctant to share the last story, the last treasure my
mother had left me. “My mother knew him. She wanted me to look for his
family.”

The woman sadly shakes her graying head. “No, no. You won’t find them
now. His whole family died during the war.”

I almost choke on the lukewarm soymilk, shocked.

“Everyone? Didn’t he have two brothers?”

“Yes. One died of alcoholism, Long, the younger one. The other one, I
forget his name, died of pneumonia in ‘75, right before we surrendered.”

I recall the bitterness I heard in my mother’s voice whenever she spoke of
April 30™ of 1975, the day when Southern Vietnamese forces finally
surrendered to the Viét Cong. My mother, and many of her generation, called
that year the year “we lost our country.”

“What about his parents?” I'm looking for any last links, anything
connected to him.

“His mother died soon after his funeral in 68. Ong Ly hung on for a while
after that, but I guess the realization that both Thuy and his wife were dead was
just too much for him. He went to sleep one night and never woke up again. |
attended all of their funerals.”

The old woman pauses, muffling her sniffles with her gloved hand. “It was
tragic.”

I remain quiet, letting this news sink in. The silence of Dalat is comfortably
peaceful, a refreshing contrast to the deafening quietness of back home. The
stillness of the house after my mother’s death felt as if it might crush me; the
weight of the loneliness was excruciating.

It is nearly 2 AM. I drink the last of my soymilk. Crunching on the grains
of sugar that have sunken to the bottom of the glass, I pay the small woman and
tell her to keep the change. She thanks me and reminds me to be careful.



As I rise to leave, she grasps my hand tightly, acknow- ledging our silent,
temporary bond created by our common ties to the dead. I nod and turn away.
A couple walk up to the tables, hand in hand, and sit down. They smile at the
wispy, old woman as they order two glasses of soymilk.

A menacing cold burst of wind blows my hair across my face, into my eyes
and my mouth. I pull my scarf tighter around my neck and bury my hands deep
into the pockets of my coat and briskly walk down Thanh Thdi street towards
my modest hotel room. Perhaps sleep will calm these haunting stories.

*

~T~

Even in the midst of turmoil and war, the late morning of Saigon remained
calm. The air was hot. The streets were full of life. Midnight vendors had
packed their equipment at the break of dawn leaving their empty spots for
vegetable and fruit stands to prepare for the busy, morning market.

The rusty bus full of sleeping soldiers trembled on the uneven road. Mere
miles away from her, Thity was wide awake, unable to sleep all night. He took
in the familiar sights, while her name, the most beautiful word in all the
languages of the world, echoed in his mind and heart: May.

His body felt light as he thought of the last time he saw her. The memory
had happened six months ago on his last military leave, during the final days of
his training. He often spent his two-day furloughs at Phong’s house in Saigon,
instead of taking the four hour long ride home to Dalat. Phong was his best
friend and Mady’s older brother.

Thity remembered the house had been quiet that morning as if caught in a
spell. The familiar guitar case by the window was opened. And Thuy had sat
down noiselessly at the foot of his friend’s bed and begun to strum the guitar
strings softly. Slowly, the lonely notes of Mr. Acker Bilk’s “Stranger on the
Shore” filled the half-darkened room. And then—

“Ah! Anh Thuy, is that you?” May’s delicate voice was full of surprise and,
as he happily recalled, pleasure. She had just returned to Saigon from Nha
Trang.

He remembered looking up at her face. The morning sun- shine had
sneaked into the room through the cracks of the curtains, grazing her cherry
cheeks and resting on the tips of her long eyelashes.

At that moment, having thought it impossible, Thuy felt himself falling
deeper into her dark, brown eyes, deeper into the imaginary embrace of her
arms, deeper into the kiss he had been waiting for so long, the kiss that had yet
to come.

The bus jolted gently as it crawled over potholes. Thity’s heart pounded to
the rhythm of the squeaky wheels of the bus, still hearing her voice saying his
name over and over again. Ah! Anh Thuy.

He fingered a small hole at the bottom of his seat and imagined her small
face. The corners of her pouting lips, always curved into a near smile, but
never quite there; the bridge of her nose, so slender, he often felt the desire to
rub it between his thumb and forefinger, then let his hand slide down the arch
to rest on the tip of her nose; the thick strands of constantly tangled, black hair
brushing against her intelligent, round forehead. Every wispy shadow of her



eyelashes and every crinkle of laughter on her face were embedded into Thuy’s
mind. But most of all, during the endless nights in the torturing humidity of X
Quang, when sleep seemed reluctant to come to him, the only thing keeping him
from putting a bullet through his brain was the soothing memory of her
glistening eyes, so dark that they were almost black.

He was anxious to see her again, anxious and nervous. Since six months
ago, after Phong had granted his permission for Thuy to start writing to her,
Mady and he had, in his mind, grown closer. Never once in any of his letters did
he outwardly reveal his feelings for her, but he was sure she knew. May was far
more perceptive than any other twenty-year-old girl he had ever known.
Although she never directly responded to the adoration he sought to hide (and,
in part, reveal, between his carefully chosen words,) he knew she was aware of
how he felt.

He didn’t know what he was going to do when he finally saw her. Almost
frantic because the the rusty bus was driving him closer and closer to her, he
recalled the American movies he had seen. Clark Gable had grabbed Vivien
Leigh and kissed her in a moment of wild passion. Maybe he could... No, he
couldn’t do that. One couldn’t do something like that in Viét Nam and get away
with it. Only in America.

Thuy couldn’t even fathom treating her roughly. She was so frail. One
touch, even a gentle one, by a hard hand would crumble her. No, the moment
they saw each other should be tender and loving. He wanted it to be a memory
that always made her happy.

The bus slowed to a stop in front of the small house on Yén Dé. Thity swung
his army pack over his shoulder and made his way to the front of the bus.

“Remember to send my regards to Miss Saigon!” The sleepy voice of his
friend, Tam, sung out from behind the driver’s seat.

Lighthearted laughter spread through the bus from those who were awake.

Thuy grinned, lightly nudging Tam’s head with his knuckle. “Go back to
sleep, you dog! I’ll see you in two weeks!”

He nodded to the driver and hopped off the steps.

The bus roared away leaving a cloud of smoke. He stood there for a
moment, taking in the sight of home, her home: a picturesque, brick red house
where most of his adolescent memories took place when he and Phong were
inseparable. It reminded him of the beautiful houses in the American movies he
used to watch. Of course, her house was smaller, and less fancy, but he
couldn’t imagine coming home to any other house, especially after many long,
gruesome weeks of fatigue and gore.

The metal gates in front of the house stood opened and the sliding door was
cracked just a bit. From inside the house, Thuy heard the faint, squealing
giggles of children, probably Kiéu and Chéau, Mdy'’s younger sisters. The smell
of fried rice and soy sauce wafted through the hot air of the Saigon morning.
Thuy took a deep breath, filling himself with much needed confidence, then
lifted his hand to slide the door wider and stepped into the small living room.

The familiar bookcase standing by the window displayed even more books
since the last time he saw it. A chalky smell of incense burning on the altar to
May’s father, Bac Muu, gave the empty room an oddly comfortable, eerie



feeling. The girls’ voices, mixed with Phong’s booming laughter, trailed in from
the bedrooms.

Before he could walk towards the rooms, someone softly called his name,
“Anh Thuy.” The voice he had waited to hear for more than five months filled
his head with lightness.

He turned towards the square kitchen table, a smile standing ready on his
lips. As his eyes met her enchanting face, his heart dropped to a sudden stop,
the brightness in his face dissolving into the stuffy air, along with any hope for
her requited love. His hands were suddenly clammy and hot. The weight of the
pack on his shoulder suddenly felt unbearable. The strap slid down his arm and
his pack slapped the floor with a deafening thud.

Sitting next to Mdy was a tall man dressed in uniform; a major. He was
perhaps a few years older than Thuy. Thuy felt like a dusty vagabond standing
next to this clean-shaven stranger. His sharply defined jaw line evoked a sense
of his masculinity and power. Rising from the table at which Thiy had spent the
bulk of his school years doing his schoolwork, the man flashed a smile at Thuy,
welcoming him into the house he was practically raised in.

Thuy steadied his right hand and stepped toward the man, his arm extended
for a handshake.

“Anh Vi, this is Anh Thuy, Anh Phong’s best friend. Anh Thuy is the boy |
told you about. We’ve been writing to each other for the past few months.”
May’s voice trembled slightly.

She turned to Thuy and held out her arms. “How are you, Anh Thuy?
You're a week early.”

Thuy wrapped his arms around her thin shoulders and quickly let go. “I
was granted an early leave.”

“How are things in the central region?” Vii’s voice was friendly.

Had they met under any other circumstances, Thuy was sure they would
have been good friends. The tall stranger reminded Thuy of his men in the
army: easy-going with an intense love for life.

Thuy, with a wistful smile on his face, replied quietly, “Everything’s fine.
The men are holding up.”

A forced sense of hope filled the room. Vii let out a small laugh of relief, his
eyes shining with comradeship and sympathy. He began telling the progress of
his own men at Cu Chi, where a lot of U.S. troops were stationed.

Thuy noticed Mdy’s deep eyes watching his face as he felt the sadness
seeping into his fading smile.

Sitting up on the thin mattress, I roll onto my knees to look outside the
window above my bed. The calls of vendors selling fist-sized clumps of sweet
rice wrapped in green banana leaves and warm, syrupy porridge slopping
around in little baggies drift into my room as I slide open the window. The
musty curtains with faded white and yellow magnolia prints envelope my body
as I stick my head out into the morning light. The gray fog of last night had
been replaced with the morning dew. I look down at the small figures zooming
by on dusty motorcycles, most of whom are undoubtedly on the way to one of



the many cafés in Dalat for their first cup of black coffee for the day. Across the
street from my room, a bright sign reads in mixed Vietnamese, French and
English, “Viét Hung: Restraunt de Family.” 1 laugh to myself remembering my
mother’s annoyance at the misspelling and inconsistency of the languages used.

I inhale the familiar smells of the childhood summers spent with my mother
here. For every summer since I was eight, up until two years ago, | spent almost
every morning of my Junes, Julys and Augusts waking up to this view. And
now, for the first time, I wake up to it alone. I sigh and slump back down on the
bed, restfully tired and sleeplessly sleepy.

Despite having been in Viét Nam for more than a week now, my nights and
days are still jumbled between the time zones of San Jose and here. Since I first
arrived in Dalat three days ago, sleep has been an unwilling acquaintance, often
passing over my bed on its nightly journeys through the city, forcing me further
into my thoughts of Bac Thuy and my mother.

I climb off the bed, dragging half of the thick, lumpy blanket onto the floor,
and shuffle to the small table near the bathroom door. I pick up a spiral
notebook. The green cover, once shiny and new, now barely hangs onto the
metal wire listlessly. Flipping through the equally haggard pages filled with
spurts of my thoughts and short Kodak moments of my days, captured by loopy
handwriting legible only to me, I search for the small, black and white
photograph. I find it towards the middle of the notebook, carefully taped onto
the center of the page. I had glued a copy of an old letter below the photograph.

Not wanting to face the mess of the abandoned blanket and unmade bed, |
slide down onto the floor next to the table and begin to read.

Quang Ngii, March 2™, 1968

May,

It has been raining for almost an hour now. I am sitting in a café
writing this. Ever since I sent that first letter to you, I have been living in a
state of perpetual anticipation. I can’t understand why. But I want you to
know that the ecstasy I felt in my heart when I finally heard someone say
“Lieutenant! You have a letter from a Miss May from Saigon” was
indescribable. And each time I reread your letter, I silently thank you for
giving me this much.

I am starting to feel like a real soldier. I eat my meals under the stars
and sleep on a ratty cot; the hands you have always loved and regarded as
beautiful are constantly holding an M16, along with a chain of bullets.
Fingers always, always ready for an attack from the enemy. And the metal
helmet, hot and uncomfortable, has become a permanent part of my head.
You would laugh if you saw me now because only you would know I'm
not as tough as I look.

When I first came here, I took over command for a fellow lieutenant
who had “gallantly sacrificed himself for the betterment of his nation”. 1
heard that in all ofthe battles, he always led his troops unhesitatingly, with a
willpower I can only hope to achieve. Here, let me drink one glass of
whiskey to Nhung, a fallen comrade.

It is almost 6 in the evening and the sky still refuses to stop raining.
The owner of this café is from the South, so he holds a special fondness for
my men and me. Just now he asked me, “Anything else, Lieutenant?”



Grinning, I replied, “One more bottle, please, Pop!” He is an old and
cheerful man, so everyone calls him “Pop”.

Lately, I’ve started to believe in good luck charms. If you can, can you
give me any small thing of yours so I can carry with me for good luck?
Remember, May!

I should stop, the sky is growing dark. Send my love and regards to
Phong and the family.

Anxiously awaiting your reply,

Nguyén Ngoc Thuy.

I sigh, trying hard not to think about the dangerous height where his hopes
were drifting before he realized he had nothing. Even though I’ve probably read
his packet of letters as many times as he read her letters, I still feel a passing
resentment towards May for breaking his heart and sending him back to the
battlefields under a cloud of despair.

And then, with a jolt of mild surprise, I remember that the May of forty
years ago is—was my mother. In my mind, May of forty years ago and my
mother were two completely different people in two completely different
worlds. The only thing they shared was the same passage of life, but at different
places.

My attention drifts towards the photograph. Ever since my mother died, my
eyes haven’t been able to look at this picture without filling with tears. Today,
however, my gaze is pulled towards the faded faces.

In the picture, two people sit at a table full of food, a young man and a girl.
The girl is looking down at her plate, avoiding eye contact with the camera. Her
face is a replica of my own: the same thick, black hair flowing from under a
dark-colored cap, the identical wide forehead, and similar pouty lips. The eyes,
however, are far more radiant than mine. They are deep and round, so dark, I
can almost see my reflection when I look into them. She is my nineteen-year-
old mother on the cusp of adulthood.

The young man is sitting next to her. A small patch of his crew cut hair at
the top of his head is sticking up defiantly, refusing orders to flatten. The
corners of his closed mouth lifted into a quiet smile, and the crinkly creases at
the tips of his kind, shining eyes reveal his internal pleasure. Bac Thuy must
have been about twenty-five years old when this picture was taken. I shudder,
thinking of his unexpected death a few short months later. I tear my eyes away
from his serene face and resist the urge to stare at the long, slender fingers of
his hands wrapped around a pair of chopsticks, the hands my mother had
always loved.

The late morning sunlight cuts through the pale magnolias of the curtains
and intrudes my room, the bright shadows of light dancing on the bed. I close
the notebook gently, not to upset the remaining frail hinges of the thin, green
cover. Inhaling deeply, I get up from the floor and carefully set the notebook
back on the table.

It is time for a shower. Today is a big day.

*

~T~



Mady quietly stood at the door leading into the unlit living room. She
watched the silhouette of his thin frame, so thin she was surprised he was able
to lift his heavy army pack. He was sitting on the hard, wooden chair next to the
bookshelf, listening to Phong talk about their old childhood friends. Her
brother was careful not to mention the names of former classmates who had
“sacrificed them- selves for the betterment of their nation”. Mdy hated the
language used to describe the deaths of the fallen soldiers. It was patronizing,
and lessened their deaths by turning it into some civic duty. She shook her head
and forced herself to erase the image of death from her mind. She recalled a
passage from one of his letters, trying to imagine him fighting some unknown
enemy on the battlefield. “Everything in life will come. And everything will
pass. The other day, when my platoon was surrounded by the enemy and bullets
were whizzing by like a hail of rain, the only thing running through my head
was, ‘Is my life going to end right here? Right now?’ We had lost all communi-
cations with our unit, so we took a risk and punched a hole through the enemy
fire in order to retreat. It was only when I saw our unit again that I really
believed I was still alive.”

Mady watched Thuy’s graceful fingers absentmindedly thumb through one of
her books, Hemmingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. She remembered writing
to him about her pleasure at finding a translated version at one of the old
bookstores they had often frequented together. In the dark sunlight of the
afternoon, his soft eyes stared down at the pages, nodding at Phong’s words,
and responding at the appropriate pauses.

For a moment, Mdy forgot about the grueling war and concentrated on the
two men, one telling animated stories while the other listened. It was almost
like the carefree days before the war, when Thuy was just her brother’s best
friend and not the man whose heart she had just broken. A surge of guilt
flooded through her body as she recalled the pained look in his eyes when he
first saw Vi. The heaviness came in most violently when she watched Thuy
shake Vii’s hand. But as she watched Thuy listening to her brother’s stories, the
guilt was overwhelming because she knew that, although Phong was his best
friend, he was not the person Thuy longed to talk to when he came to Saigon.
The person he longed to be near was May.

She shifted her feet quietly and walked into the room. The two young men
turned towards her. Phong stopped talking, while Thuy lowered his eyes. He
had washed up and changed into one of Phong’s shirts, which hung loosely on
his skeletal body. His tanned arms appeared even darker against the white of
the shirt.

“Anh Thuy,” she paused, choosing her words carefully, “I was thinking of
browsing the bookstores; would you like to come with me?”

Thity got to his feet, his eyes glistened with some of their former joy.

Phong jumped in quickly. “Go on, Thuy, you can borrow my Vespa.’

Thuty nodded, still not saying a word, only smiling.

The mild scent of cheap soap drifted from his swaying, short hair as she sat
behind him on the Vespa. The white shirt billowed in the swift wind like a
parachute.

’



There was barely any traffic. The streets of Saigon were not congested with
smoky motorcycle exhaust like they used to be; these days, most people either
bicycled or walked.

Mady raised her right hand and clasped tightly onto his shoulder to steady
herself.

He grinned and said, “When I was still training at Thu Dirc, Phong
introduced me to a girl named Uyén. And when I drove her around town, my
waist was warm because she used to wrap her arms around my stomach. Now,
when I'm driving you, my shoulder is warm, but my waist feels empty.”

Not wanting to risk giving him any more empty hope, Mdy remained quiet.
She had done enough damage with her letters. Though in her mind, they
seemed innocent and platonic, he had read them as a signs of encouraged love.

They spent the whole afternoon driving from bookstore to bookstore,
looking for novels by foreign writers with good translations. He patiently
waited for her by the doors while she looked through page after page of musty
books.

After visiting what seemed like the last bookstore in the city, Thuy turned
his head sideways to watch Mdy climb onto the bike and asked with a childish
gleam in his eyes, “May, how about some ice cream at Au Lac?”’

May felt her pounding heart sink to her stomach. She answered quietly,
almost whispering, “No, thank you. I just want to go home.”

Thuy lowered his head. Without a word, he started the engine, then drove
her home.

That evening, instead of eating dinner with the family, he and Phong went
drinking with a few of their old friends.

Around midnight, Mdy got up for a drink of water. On the way to the
kitchen, she noticed Thuy sleeping on the small cot in the living room. She
stood over his bent form, passed out from a night of heavy drinking. Her heart
swelled with love for the lonely shape lying in front of her, a love reserved for
family, not the kind he wanted from her. She looked at his thin body, curled into
the shape of a fetus, appearing more vulnerable than ever. His head was
resting on his clasped hands as if to shield them from harm. A soft ray of
moonlight shone through the slightly opened window and spilled onto his
sleeping face. Mday watched the shadows on his cheek and wondered why she
couldn’t fall in love with him.

A line in one of his letters ran through her mind while she stood still by the
cot, listening to his steady breathing. I'm not as tough as I look. To her, he
would never be tough. He would never be anything other than the gentle boy
who spent summers swimming with her family and making her laugh. He was
part of the family. That and nothing more.

Thuy shifted his body slightly. He turned his face towards her and
continued to sleep. His eyes moved restlessly underneath his lids. What was he
dreaming of? she wondered, then stopped herself, guessing the answer.

Early next morning, Mdy was surprised to see Thuy standing in front of the
bookcase, fully dressed in uniform. “Anh Thuy, where are you going so early
today?”



He smiled sadly. “I'm going back to Quang Ngdi. But first I am going
home to Dalat for a few days to visit my parents. [ wanted to wait until you got
up to say good bye.”

Painful shock overtook May. Her body felt numb, losing the ability to move.
Thuy had written to her in a letter saying he would meet her family in Nha
Trang to spend a few days swimming in the ocean together before he went back
to his post. But he never mentioned Nha Trang as he fingered through the
books on the shelves, never lifting his eyes to meet hers.

Trying her best to hide her dismay at the suddenness of his departure, Mdy
stood by him, quiet. Thuy pulled out the Hemmingway book he was looking at
the day before and asked May softly, “Can I borrow this to read on the bus?”

She nodded. Thiy muttered a “thank-you,” then followed Phong out the
door, his bulky pack riding his shoulder.

May watched his retreating back, already missing the moldy green fabric of
his shirt, faded, but unwrinkled. She waited for him to turn around and look at
her one last time. But he never did.

“Bé, where do you want to go?” The xe om driver is getting impatient. His
dirty baseball cap covers most of his greasy, black hair. The few strands that
had escaped captivity fall past his thick eyebrows and bar his beady eyes,
making him look even more menacing, and somewhat untrustworthy.

I ignore his snappy tone and continue to flip through my beloved spiral
notebook for the address Cdu Phong, my uncle, had given me. After another
minute, I finally say, “Thdnh Mdau Cemetery, please.”

The man wrinkles his stubby nose and puts his cigarette out with the toe of
his boot. I tuck the notebook safely into my backpack, then carefully swing my
right leg over the leather seat and center myself behind the moody little man.
He starts the engine and we fly swiftly past unsuspecting pedestrians and other
drivers. Not wanting to embarrass myself by rolling off the bike, but also
reluctant to touch any part of this unpleasant man, I hold on to the space in the
seat between him and me with both hands and lean in carefully.

Today is the first of August. Bdc Thuy died exactly forty years ago. His
friend, Bac Tdm, told the family what happened when he brought the news a
week later. The men had reported that everything was safe and sound. It
appears that the enemy had already left the area. So no one knew what Bdc
Thuy was doing out there in the fields. Checking for mines was not his job; he
was an officer. But before anyone had noticed he was gone, an explosion shook
their camp. He died instantly.

The houses and shops grow sparse as we approach the deserted road
leading to the cemetery. My mind cruises alongside the rushing wind,
wandering through thoughts and questions. I think about my mother on the
morning Bdc Thuy was killed. To her, it was just another normal routine day.
To her, he was still alive; still breathing and living life. How could she have
known that he laid dead in some body bag among countless other corpses? She
didn’t receive the news until a week later. During that week, she went through



her everyday life thinking he was still alive. Death, though inevitable, is always
a shock, even during times of war.

I try to imagine how my mother felt when she heard the news. But then |
stop, knowing I will never come close to understanding the horror and guilt she
must have experienced. As we speed past dusty children with matted hair
playing by the dirt road, I close my eyes and try to remember how my mother
told the story.

In a moment of disbelief, as the trumpets sounded in the cool midday air of
Dalat, May silently reminded herself to write to Thuy about the mellifluous
song, knowing that he loved the sound of trumpets. She began to write the
sentence in her mind when a cold shiver ran through her chest. A hard
realization suddenly hit her that it was the bloody remains of Thuy’s body lying
inside that black coffin, young and strong, not some old stranger’s.

Thuty was dead.

It was difficult for her to believe. It was difficult for everyone to believe.
Just last week Thuy sat right there eating an apple. Remember? He was
laughing. Remember, Mdy? He drove you around Saigon to buy books. It was
only last week. He can’t be dead. No, this has to be some kind of mistake...

But when the body arrived, there was no use trying to deny it. It was really
him. He was the person everyone was mourn- ing: it was his body in the coffin,
long legs permanently at rest, gentle eyes closed forever, his heart still. And his
arm? The tanned arm he had wrapped around her as his heart was breaking
just ten days before had been blown off in the explosion. And the elegant
fingers that had never dared graze her hand were lost somewhere in the bloody
field. Gone.

His tiny mother cried quietly to herself, unable to contain the violent sobs
that overtook her body. Her hand held tightly on to Mdy’s, never relaxing,
never letting go. His portly father, usually jovial and happy, stood in front of
his son’s coffin, broken and dejected.

Standing a little way from everyone else was a young woman May had
never seen. She was holding her head in both her hands, long, smooth hair
draped over her trembling shoulders like a black veil. Her heartbreaking
moans drowned the soft crying of the others, echoing in the still air. The tears
running down her face seemed like they would never stop flowing. Her small
hands squeezed tightly onto Thuy’s dog tags, as if trying to imprint the ridges of
his name into her palm. She had been in love with Thuy. Everyone knew it.
Everyone also knew that the love was unrequited.

You would 've been happier had you loved her instead of me, Huyén thought
bitterly, watching an old man leading the young woman away, her long silky
hair gently swirling behind her. The woman’s chilling moans, mixed with
May’s remorse and guilt, hung in the air. It was almost suffocating.

Mady’s eyes were the only dry ones in the midst of all the incense smoke and
dusty clouds from the trampling feet. The only thing running through her mind
was the slow melody of “It’s Now or Never,” the song Thuy often sang to her
and her sisters in his stammering English when he lived in Saigon. As she



watched shovels of dry dirt hit the lid of his coffin, she realized that during the
times he sang this song, he was trying to tell her how he felt in his quiet, gentle
way.

“It’s now or never

Come hold me tight, Kiss me, my darling

Be mine tonigh! Tomorrow will be too late

1t’s now or never, My love wont’ wait.

When 1 first saw you with your smile so tender

My heart was captured; My soul surrendered

1'd spend a lifetime waiting for the right time

Now that you near; The time is here at last..

It’s now or never...”

Tomorrow will be too late.

Had Mady known he was going to die, she would have been willing to cross
the universe with him just to have a bowl of ice cream, just because he asked
her to. If only she’d known. But that moment, right then, was tomorrow. And it
was too late. Please forgive me, Anh Thuy. Forgive me...

*

~T~

I look at the scrawny driver and ask again suspiciously, “$30.000 dong?”

He nods slowly with a cunning smirk on his face. “That’s right, bé. It was a
long ride.”

I know he thinks I’m an ignorant tourist, but I bite my tongue. I don’t want
to make today ugly by taking part in a petty argument. [ pay him the money and
make my way down the dirt road, hoping never to see his mousy face again.

Bac Thuy’s grave is at the opposite end of the cemetery. His simple
tombstone is clean and well kept.

Nguyén Ngoc Thuy

Born in Dalat on 10/9/1943

Died in Quang Ngii on 8/1/1968

I sit in front of it, careful not to touch any of the other graves. From my
backpack, I pull out a thin, bent bundle of white and yellow daisies. I also take
out a slightly dented box of melting strawberry ice cream, some napkins, two
small, red bowls and two silver spoons. I set the items in front of the grave. A
young caretaker cutting weeds growing on nearby dirt mounds looks up from
his work to peer at me curiously.

I stare at the grave, uncertain of how to start. Taking a deep breath, I say,
“Hello, Bac Thuy.”

A gentle breeze floats past the grave and brushes against my cheek softly,
as if listening intently to my voice.

“You’ve never met me, but I feel like I know you really well because my
mother’s told me so much about you.” I bite my lip, slightly self-conscious.

“Today is the fortieth anniversary of your death. I’'m not sure if that’s
something to celebrate, but I think it should be honored.”



I pick up the bundle of flowers and lean them against his tombstone, next to
his name. Then I continue to talk. “I picked a whole bunch of daisies for you
this morning from the garden in front of my hotel. They were my mother’s
favorite flower, but you probably knew that.”

I pause, trying to think of something else to say.

“I’'m sorry they’re so sad-looking. I had to put them in my backpack
because I didn’t want the petals to fly off on the ride here. I guess that would’ve
been better than having the stems all broken, huh?”

The chirping of flittering birds ripples through the empty air like a soft
chuckle.

Remembering the sopping container of ice cream, I carefully set the box
atop of a piece of napkin and pull off the lid. The ice cream, victim to the warm
air, is melting rapidly. Using one of the spoons, I fill the two bowls with the
runny slush, then place one bowl at the center of his grave. I lean back and look
at the grave as if someone is sitting there.

“Before my mother died, she told me about your last furlough. I’'m really
sorry she didn’t accept your invitation. I don’t know how to show it except to
have some ice cream with you.”

Thinking for a moment, I add, “In her place.”

[]

CHO NGUOI
TRONG ANH

(Truyén Ngdin)
(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

O Dalat, nhitng ai con lang thang hé phé vao hic mét gio sang thi khéng
phdi la cdc c6 gdi giang hé dang doi khdch, hodc nhiing ké ghién ma tiy dang
doi kiém hang mua.

Khong, ¢ Dalat, mét trong hai nguoi con thuicc vao luc mot gio sang la mot
phu nit bé nhé dang chudn bi don hang noi con doc gdp ghénh, géc dwong Duy
Tan & Thanh Thdi. Dii khodc trén nguoi cdi do lanh ddy véi mot cdi khan
quang mau xdm dd so sdc, than hinh ba van thdy run lén méi lan c6 con gié
lanh tan nhan tat qua, luon vao trong do. Bén dudi ngon den dwong cao bi mo
am di boi swong dém, ba cii minh sap xép ba cdi ban bang nhua c¢é cdi mau
gzong nhw mau ciia mét miéng keo cao-su da duwoc nhai di nhai lai nhiéu lan;
réi dat bon cdi ghe nhé vao chung quanh moi ban. Xong xudi ddu vao do,
nguoi dan ba ngoi xuong canh cdi noi lon ké trén lo, dwa cdi va dai qudy lop
sita ddu nanh dang béc khéi, mén thirc uéng rat thich hap cho khich qua
diong trong mot dém gid lanh dén buot gid nhw dém nay. Nhw théa y véi moi
thir dd sdn sang, ba dwa lung vao thanh ghé op ep va kién nhan doi cho nguoi
khach ddu tién.



Ké thir hai con thirc vdo gio nay chinh la t6i, nguoi khdach dang tim dén cdi
quan cua nguwoi dan ba.

Nguwoi dan ba mim cwoi véi t6i, ham rang truée khong déu lam 16 ré nét
mét méi trén khuén mat. Téi budc vé phia ba, kéo ghé ngoi xudng, can than dé
khoi lam chao dao cdi ban.

“Cho con xin mot ly sita”.

Ba gadt dau, nhon cdi ly khéi cdi mam, dwa dén gan sat bén noi; xong miic
mét vd sita rot vao. Tiéng sita do xuong nghe vang to hon giita dém lanh ving.

M6t gio khuya, ai ai ciing déu da ngi thi phan t6i lai khong thé ngi. By
gio dang la 11 gio trwa hom qua ¢ California. California, noi toi da chao doi.

Pay la lan dau téi vé VN ma khéng cé s hién dién ciia me téi bén canh. Ca
gia dinh chdng ai dong Y véi cdi quyét dinh ndy, vién c6 rang thoi ky tang ché
cia t6i van con chwa ditt. Ho cho la t6i dd sai lam trong viéc ti song theo y
minh gap rit nhw vay. Méi ¢é sdu thang thoi. Va theo nhu ho thi toi phai lam
nhiéu viéc, phai ¢ nha, thdp nhang moi ngay trén ban tho me 16i. Nhung co
diéu dang buon cuoi la khong ai hiéu dugc noi uoc muoén hay moi hoi hdn ndo
ciia nguoi da khudt. Ho chang biét gi vé nhitng y nghi me téi. Ngay cd anh téi
ciing khéng biét.

Con 16i, t6i hiéu. Téi hiéu boi vi thwong nghe me néi rang tam tw va hinh
thé t6i thit giong véi ba. Ba goi téi la co hdi thik nhi ciia ba, ké diéu chinh ginm
nhitng gi ba ting ld‘m lan. Me t6i, mét mén do choi mét moi cua Cugc Do,
khong mong toi cir tiép tuc bi anh hwong buon sau sau khi ba da chét. Ba chi
muon téi lan theo nhitng buéc chdn cua doi bd, thém nita, trén nhimg khic
queo cua cugc doi riéng (oi. Anh mdt buon ba ciia me toi khi ké cho nghe cdu
chuyén cudi ciing ma ba di chén gidu trong long tir mdy chuc nam qua da
giong nhw mét ménh lénh am tham, budc t6i phai lén dwong tim vé VN hom
nay.

“Bé 0i, con cé phdi la Viét kiéu khéng?”

Cai giong khé khang cua nguoi dan ba lam cdt ngang y nghi, kéo toi lai
trén nhitng con dwong ddy swong lanh 180 ciia Dalat. Mot néi am dp lan vao
tim khi nghe chiv “bé” ba goi. Ky niém nhitng lan duoc cdc cdu cde di vé nhe
lén dau ma déi ma néng birng y nhw khi con la mét dira tré, cir xody xody trong
dau t6i hic nay.

T6i hé miéng cwoi voi ba va khong mang nhé dén nhitng 16i van hay nhdc
nhii ciia anh t6i rang khi tré vé VN, ditng bao gio néi cho ai biét t6i la mét Viét
Kiéu dé khéng bi nhin nhw mét du khach dé bi gat gam.

“Da phai, con tir San Jose, California dén.”

Cdi luéi téi hinh nhw do ciimg khi da ldu, ké tir ngay me chét, téi khéng cé
dip néi tiéng Viét véi bat cit ai.

“Sao gio' nay con con ngoi day?” déi mdt gia nua ldp tirc dnh 1én nét to
mo, “khong an toan dau khi con la mot nguoi tir xa dén, nhdt la con lai xinh
dep nita.”

Toi cam dong vi sw lo du cua ba danh cho, y hét nhu cua mot nguoi me, va
ciing thdy hoi thii vi vi [6i khen t6i dep trong cdu néi sau cing.

“O khong, ba a. Con rat quen thugc voi Dalat. Khi con nho, con van duwoc
me dira vé ddy trong méi mia nghi hé. Hai me con con lai thuong di dao véi



vai nguwoi ban khi ca thanh phé déu da yén ngu. Con chi muén...” Giong téi
run run. “Con chi mudn tré lai nhitng ky niém dé thoéi.”
“Vay ha? Bay gio me con dau? Sao khong ¢ day voi con?”

“Me con bdn lam trong mia hé nay”, téi dam do dw, “nhwng ba van muon
con divé VN.”

Ngirng 161, dwa lén méi coc sita dd bi bé quén trong ban tay lanh ngdt, téi
tiép:

“Me con néi, bdy gio con da di I6n dé cé thé tw lo cho minh.”

Nguwoi dan ba gdt dau vé théng cam va tin ngay 16i néi doi ciia toi.

T6i khong muon doi dién véi nhitng cdu hoi thang than vé ngwoi me da
chét. Ngueoi VN thuong hay c6 cdi tanh gan nhw s6 sang khi cit wa nhdy vao doi
tw ké khdc bang nhitng cdu hoi, cho dit d6 la mot ngueoi ho viea méi gap. Thinh
thoang, khi cam thdy cé don, thi cdi tinh c6i mo than mdt ciia nhitng ngwoi VN
c6 thé dwoc t6i wa thich. Nhwng ciing c6 lic, cdi mau My trong t6i lai thdy
thodi mai hon voi nhitng nghi thire lich sw xd giao cua nguoi phuong Tay.

Tuy nhién, t6i tw nghe cé téi chiit it vi da néi doi véi nguoi phu nik gia nho
bé nay.

C6 1é cam nhdn sw khéng mudn chuyén tro cia téi, ba quay di, cdi v trong
tay, bdt dau vot 16p man mong dong lai trén noi. Téi cham chii nhin theo lan
khoi dang nhay mua.

Béng dung, mét trang thw cii dwoc viét ra tiv bon muoi nam trude, la thu
ddu tién trong ca xdp gidy to dwoc cdt bang mét soi gidy mong manh, loé hién
trong éc. Nét chiv dep ciia mét vién Trung 1y tré, trong tim chira day hy vong
tinh yéu, bdy gio nhe nhang in lai trén cdc birc tuong cua khoi ndo t6i. “Niém
vui, hanh phiic chi hién dién chung quanh, trong tam tay va & hién tai. Vay thi
161 gi phai kiém tim xa x6i dé roi chi nhén ldy nhitng cé don ray ricc?”

“Ba o1, ba ¢ Dalat tir khi nao vay?”

Nguoi dan ba ré rang 16 ra mirng ré khi lai dwoc tiép tuc cudc tro chuyén
Véi t6i, ngdng cé dém so nam:

“Bon muoi bon nam. Ba di séng trong viing nay bon muoi bon ndm roi con
a’”

“Vay ba c6 biét ai tén Nguyén Ngoc Thiry, con trai éng Ly? Ho ting lwu trii
trén dwong Minh Mang?”

“Nguyén Ngoc Thity... Ngoc Thiy... Thiy?” Khuén mdt nguoi dan ba
nhan lai nhu thé dang luc loi tri nho theo cdi tén toi vira goi.

T6i tiép tuc trong hy vong, c¢é tim loi dé gitip ba roi vao ky irc:

“Cdu trai bi goi di linh... um, timg deo lon Thiéu vy. Thuong choi dan ghi-
ta va trong. Cdu ta, wm, ... ciing la gido sw van chwong...”

Khuon mat ba sang lén trong mot cdi cuoi khi cudi cung moi sy ciing dwoc
nho lai:

“Cdu trai luén cam cuon sdch trén tay ¢ bdt cir noi nao, phdi khéng?”

T6i mau mdn gdt dau, doi cho thém nhitng dir kién ké tiép...

“O di nhién la ba biét! Ba biét hét moi nguoi song trong thanh phé nay dao
d6. Thity nhé hon ba 8 tudi. Ba biét me cdu ta. Ching téi thuong —xem nao!
Nhueng sao con ciing biét cdu Thiy?”

Déi mdt nhot nhat gia nua nhin t6i cach to mo.

Lan nita, téi do dw, khéng muon chia xé cau chuyén cudi cung, thir gia tdi
ma me toi da giao lai cho to6i:



>

“Me con biét nguwoi dy. Ba muén con di tim gia dinh ho.’

Nguwoi dan ba buon ba ldc dau: “O khong, khéng. Con khéong thé tim ra ho
ddu. Tat ca moi nguoi trong nha ho déu da chét hét réi trong thoi ky chién
tranh.”

T6i gan nhir hot hoang trén ly sita dd ngudi, kéu lén: “Tdt ca moi nguwoi?
Co phai nguoi nay co hai anh em trai?”

“Puing. Mot chét vi nghién rwou, tén Long, nguwoi em. Con nguoi anh kia,
ba quén mat tén, chét vi sung phoéi nam 1975, ngay truée khi Mién Nam bi
chiém.”

T6i nhé lai néi cam hon trong giong néi me t6i bat cir khi nao ba nhdc vé
bién c6 thang Tw 1975, khi Mién Nam VN cudi ciing bi mdt vao tay Cong San.
Me 6i, va nhiéu ngudi trong ciing thé hé, thuong goi dé la nam “ching ta mat
qué huong.”

“Con cha me Bdac Thiy thi sao, thwa ba?” Téi dang c6 do héi cho biét bat
cir lién hé ndo vé Bdc.

“Ba me chét khéng lau sau khi dam tang cdu Thuy, vao cudi nam 1968.
Ong Ly rang thém dwoc mot thoi gian, nhung ba dodn rang sw chiu dung dau
khé theo cdi chét con trai va v thi qud ning né cho ong nén vao mot dém, ong
dd ngii luén, khéng thire ddy nita. Ba da timg di tat ca cac dam tang trong gia
dinh ho.”

Ngu’o‘i dan ba ngirng mét chiit, dwa tay che miéng nhie cé ghim tiéng thon
thire: “Thdt la t9i nghiép!”

T6i ngoi im, nghe ngam vdo tim nhitng diéu vira biét. Su tinh lang van bao
trim Dalat, ém dém mat mé, khdc hdn véi diéu t6i thuong cam nhan ¢ Calif-
Sau khi me t6i chét, su tinh lang cua can nha co ho nhw dé triu trén t6i cdi ganh
ndng cia cé don va dau khé.

Pd gan 2 gio sang. Toi uong hép sita cudi cing, nhai nhai nhitng hat
duwong dong lai dwdi day ly, tra tién va bdo ba chii qudn giit phan tién thoi. Ba
néi cam on va nhdc nhé téi phdi can than cho chinh minh.

Khi t6i dirng lén tir gid, ba duea tay ndm chdt tay t6i, nhw thé mot lién hé da
dwroc néi chdt gitka ca hai qua cdi chét ciia nhitng nguwoi viva dwoe dé cdp. Toi
gdt dau, bude di. Mot cdp tinh nhdn tay trong tay xa xuéng noi ban. Ho vira
cuoi voi nguoi dan ba mong manh viva goi hai ly sita ddu nanh.

M6t luong gié lanh budt théi vao mdt, téi kéo khan quang sdt cé va dit sdu
hai tay vao tii do khodc réi bude nhanh trén dwong Thanh Thdi hudng vé can
phong khdch san ré tién ciia minh. C6 1€ gidc ngii sé dim di ginm téi hét cdc cdi
am anh nay ma thoi.

Ngay cd giita lic chién tranh tran ngdp, cdc budi sdng ¢ Saigon van con
gitk duoc sw ém dém ciia né. Khéng khi néng sot. Nhitng con duong v tran sw
song. Cdc nguoi ban hang khuya da don dep xong quang gdanh, thé vao dé la
cdc nguoi ban trdi cdy, hoa qua ban ngay.

Chuyén xe buyt cii ky chat ddy cdc nguoi linh ngii ga ngii gat, lan banh trén
con dwong khiic khuyu. Con Thity, tron dém qua van khéng chop mat dwoc gidc
nao. Anh nhin canh tri quen thudc hai bén dwong, trong khi tén nang, cadi tén



dep nhdt trong s6 cdc cdi tén con gdi trén doi, vang vang diu dang giita trdi tim
anh: May!

Anh ldng lang nho lai bita sau cung gap nang. Mot ky niém xay ra da tir
sdu thdng trede trong lan vé phép cudi thoi gian dang con thy hudn quan su.
Dao @6, anh thwong trdi qua hai ngdy phép cudi tuan tai can nha ciia Phong ¢
Saigon thay vi ddp xe do bon tiéng dong hé vé Dalat. Phong la ban than cia
Thuy va la anh trai cua May.

Bita do, can nha Saigon vo cung yén tinh. Cdai hop dan guitare quen thuoc
dang dé mé, canh cira s6. Thity ghé ngoi noi chdn givong Phong, bat dau khay
nho nhé timg note nhac mong. Timg note, ting note. Am thanh ciia ban nhac
Stranger on the Shore déi 1én giita cin phong béng t6i con day. “A! Anh
Thity!” Giong néi nhé nhe ciia Mdy chira day ngac nhién; va bdy gio nhé lai,
anh nhdn ra khéng chi ngac nhién, ma con cé cd niém thi vi trong dy nita.
Nang vira méi tir Nha Trang tré- vé Saigon. Anh ngude nhin lén. Anh sang ban
mai len lén bo vio phong, ddu lai trén hai md va mi mdt nang. Ngay gidy phiit
do, that khéng sao ngo dwoc, tw dung Thity thdy nhir bi rét sdu trong déi con
nguoi den nhanh; lai con sdu hon nita trong vong tay 6m tuong tuong, trong nu
hén ma anh timg doi cho ao wéce bdy lau.

Chiéc xe chom nhe khi truon qua cdc 6 ga 16i I6m. Trdi tim Thity g6 nhip
déu theo vong quay ciia cdc banh xe, vang vang bén tai la giong néi nang, ldp
di lgp lai. “A! Anh Thiy!” Ngén tré cia anh cik xody mdi vao cdi 16 rdch trén
ghé ngoi ciia minh, trong éc hinh dung dén khuén mat nang. Moi géc canh trén
d6i méi niing niu lam thanh ny cwoi nhung khéng han la cuoi; song miii thanh
thanh khién anh civ nhir mudn dat ngén tay minh trén dé ma vudt vuot; nhiing
soi téc roi bay bay trén vang tran rong. Tat ca moi sdc nét trén déi 1ong mi va
luén ca nhitng nép nhan khi cuoi trén khuén mdt nang in han trong tri ‘twong
anh. Nhung trén hét, vao nhitng dém dai nhw vé tdn cua cai xir Quang dm wot
ay, gidc ngii thieong khéng kéo dén, thi chi déi mat den sdng ngoi cua nang moi
chinh la hinh anh givp anh tranh xa cdi diéu muon ké cdy sing vdo giita tran
minh ma thoi.

Anh chot ngai nging khi sé gdp lai nang; mét néi lo au va hot hodng ddu
ddu. Ké tir sau thang qua, sau khi Phong da cho phép viét thw giri nang, anh
cam thdy nhw May tro nén gan giii voi anh hon. Chua hé mét lan ‘qua nhirng ld
thw ma anh néi ré tam long minh, nhung anh tin rang nang da hzeu May von la
nguoi nhdy cam hon cdc co gdi cung tuéi anh timg gap. Du rang nang khong
mét lan dé cdp dén moi tinh sdu dim anh dang che gidu (dong thoi anh ciing
muon phoi té chit it gitta nhitng giong thw dé dat), nhung anh biét rang nang
da thau suét nhitng gi dang lam xao dong trdi tim anh.

Anh khong biét sé ¢ phai lam gi khi gap nang. Hau nhw hoan toan roi logn
khi chuyén xe dwa anh dén cang gan hon véi nang. Anh nhé lai nhitng cuon
phim My dda xem. Clark Gable da tung om hon Vivien Leigh trong mot gidy
dam mé nong tham. C6 thé anh ciing... O ma khong, anh khéng thé lam thé.
Ngueoi ta khong thé hanh dong nhie trong phim anh My ¢ Viét Nam. Nhitng diéu
nhu vay chi xay ra o My!

Thily ciing khong thé twéng twong dén cach doi xir s6 sang voi nang. Con
nguoi nang mong manh qud! Chi néi mét cie chi manh mé, dir dieu dé dén tir
mot nguwoi dan ong lich s, ciing dit lam ton thirong nang. Khong, gidy lat gap



nhau cua ho sé that du yém diu dang. Anh muén rang dé sé la diéu khién nang
vui méi moi khi nhé lai ky niém budi nay.

Chiéc xe tir tir ngirng lai trie can nha nhé trén dwong Yén Po. Thiry deo
lén vai cdi ba 16 va lan vé phia cira trude.

“Nho cho tao gui loi tham nguoi dep Saigon nghe?”, cdi giong ngdi ngu
ciia Tam, ban anh, bt lén tir phia sau lung 6ng tdi xé.

Nhitng tiéng cwoi nhe tir nhitng nguwoi ban da thirc han vang lén.

Thuy dua tay vé nhe dau Tam:

“Ngu tlep di, thang khi! Hai tuan nita tao lai gap may!”

RO gat dau chao ong tai xé, anh nhdy xuong khoi xe.

Chiéc xe lan banh, dé lai mot dam bui mit dang sau. Thity dirng lai gidy lat,
nhin quang canh ngoi nha, nha cua nang: mot ngdi nha gach do dep nhw tranh
ma trong thoi nién thiéu cia anh va Phong, thdt nhiéu ky niém ciia hai ngieoi
ban than nhw hinh véi béng da timg dwoe ghi dau. N6 khién anh hinh dung dén
nhitng ngoi nha dep trong cac phim anh My. Hdn nhién, ngéi nha ciia nang nho
hon va khong hoanh trang bang nhung anh khong thé nghi ra diéu di vé mét
ngoi nha nao khdc ngoai noi dy, dac bi¢t la sau khi da trai qua hang thoi gian
dai gian kho VO day mé héi va mdu cia anh va dong déi da do ra.

Canh cong sdt mo rong va cira nha dang hé ra mot ti. Vong tir bén trong,
Thity nghe tiéng cueoi dia tré con, chdc la ciia Kiéu va Chdu, hai em gdi nho
cua nang. Mii com chién béc lén trong bau khong khi Saigon néng birc buoi
sang. Thiy tho sdu, tw tran tinh con nguwdi, roi duwa tay ddy cdnh cira cho réng
ra, xong budc vao.

Cai ké sach quen thugc ké canh cua 56 thd'y cang nhiéu sach hon thud
trieGe. Miii nong thom cia khéi nhang trén ban tho bac Muu, cha ciia Mdy, bao
phii gian phong trong trdi trong tinh chat vira la ky vira thodi mdi thdt nhiéu.
Giong kéu ciia nhitng cé gdi nhé, hoa lan giong néi Phong, vang ra tir nhirng
can phong tiép theo sau.

Truée khi buede han vao d6 thi anh chot nghe vang lén hai chit nho nhe
“Anh Thiy!”.Giong noi anh tung doi cho trong bao ngay thang!

Anh quay vé phia cdi ban vuong dat trong bép véi mét nu cuoi né hé.
Nhung roi khi bdt gap khudén mat linh hoat ciia nang, trdi tim anh bong dung
chiing xuong, vé twoi vui cling véi nhitng hy vong tinh yéu bat than tan bién.
Péi ban tay anh néng hwe. Cdi ba 16 trén vai tré nén cang nang trich hon dén
nhie khéng thé chiu néi. Cdi quai tudt xudng khoi canh tay, roi trén san nha tao
thanh mét tiéng dong khé khan.

Ngoi canh Mady la mét thanh nién cao Ién mdc qudn phuc, vai deo lon
Thiéu Ta. C6 Ié ngueoi ndy gia hon anh vai tuéi. Ty dung, triedc mdt con ngueoi
lich sw do quan kia, anh tw thdy minh giong nhw mot ga lang thang vé dinh so.
Cdi cam vudng trén khuén mdt ong ta cang ré hon cdi nét nam tinh. Nhém ddy
khoi ban —cdi ban ma Thiry dd tirmg ngoi lam bai trong thoi nién thiéu-, ong
nhin Thiy, nu cuoi no rong trong cdi cach don chao anh tai chinh ngay ngoi
nha ma thud xwa anh da timg trii ngu nhiéu nam.

Thity ghim déi tay run rdy, budc vé phia nguoi dan 6ng, gio' tay ndm ldy
ban tay dang dwa ra trueéc mdt minh.

Giong noi Mdy run nhe:

“Anh Vii, ddy la anh Thity, ban than ciia anh Phong, ngudi ma em ting ké
voi anh. Bon em da giri thir cho nhau mdy thdng nay roi.”



Nang quay vé phia Thity, dwa tay ra:

“Anh khoé khong, anh Thity? Sao anh vé sém mét tudn viy?”

Thity vong tay ém déi vai méng mdnh ciia nang roi véi buéng ngay:

“Anh dwoc phép vé sém.”

“Mién Trung lic nay ra sao, anh Thiy?”, giong néi than mdt cia Vii vang
lén.

Néu gap nhau trong mot hoan canh khac, chdc ho da la ban t6t cua nhau,
Thity tw nghi. Con nguoi xa la cao 1ém nay khién anh tuwong dén cdc chién hitu
cua anh: nhitng ké yéu doi va thoai mdi.

Thuy, voi mot cai cuoi buon ba, dap nhe:

“Moi chuyén van thé. Pon vi t6i dang con chéng do duoc.

MGt néi tin twéng mién cwéng tran ngdp can phong theo nhitng 107 Thiy
vita néi. Vii cwdi, cdi cwdi théa man, doi mdt sang lén mot tinh ban thong cam.
Anh ta bdt dau ké vé tinh hinh phia dong dgi ciia minh ¢ Cii Chi, noi ¢6 nhiéu
linh My dang tru dong.

Thiy cam nhén doi mdt to sdu cia May dang cham chii nhin minh, trong
cung lic v6i néi buon trong tim anh tham vao ny cwoi dang dan tréi tudt khoi
doi moi.

»»

Ngoi bdt ddy trén tam ném mong, t6i quy lén hai goi nhin ra ngodi dwong
pho. Tiéng rao ciia nguoi dan ba ban nhitng goi xéi dwoc tim lai trong ld chudi
xanh véi nhitng boc ché treo hing lang noi dau ganh, vang vao phong khi canh
cira s6 mo ra. Ca con nguoi téi dwge cuon lai trong tam man cii kj ¢é diém
nhitng canh hoa mau vang va trdng trong khi 16 dau ra ngodi dnh ndng ban

ai. Lan swong xam ctia dém trudc duwoc thay thé bdang nhitng giot swong
mong. Téi nhin xuéng cdc con nguoi nhé bé dang di déng trén nhitng chiéc xe
gdn mdy, hau hét cé 1é dang di dén cdc qudn dé uong coc café den dau tién
trong ngay. Bén kia dwong, ddp vao mdt téi la mot tam bang dwoc viét bang ba
thir ngon ngik Viét-Tay-My trén lan va chinh ta sai be bét: “Viét Hung:
Restraunt de Family”. Réi cuoi tham nhé lai sw buc béi ciia me t6i bat cir khi
nao nhin dén tam bang kia.

T6i hit sau vao nguoti cai mui than thugc cua nhitng mua nghi hé ngay tho
tai noi nay. Cir moi miia hé tir khi téi lén tam cho dén hai nam vé trude, téi hau
nhu trdi qua nhitng budi sang thang Su, thang Bay va thang Tam ngay trong
chinh quang canh hién tai. Va bdy gio, lan dau tién, t6i thite ddy mét minh. Téi
tho dai, dwa nguwoi tro lai trén givong, mét moi va ngai ngu.

Dui d@d vé VN tir hon mt tudn qua, nhing dém va ngay cia t6i van cie bi roi
logn giita gio khdc ciua hai ving San Jose va Dalat. Ba ngay trude, t6i dén
Dalat, giac ngu thuong khong tim t6i voi t6i ma chi di vong quanh thanh pho
voi nhitng ke khac; dieu dé lai cang ddy t6i sdu hon trong nhitng suy nghi vé
me t6i va vé Bac Thiy.

T6i nhom ddy khoi giwong, kéo theo tam chan day roi xudng trén san, roi 1é
chan t6i cdi ban nhé dét canh phong tam, cam cudn sé lén. Cdi bia mau xanh
la cdy da ting sang bong khi con moi, gior chi dung duwa I6p vong cuon bang i-
noc noi canh gay. Gio ting trang nhan nhim c6 viét day nhiing y tuong dot
xudt va cdc ky niém nho nhé hang ngay bang nét chir viét tay ma chi moi téi



méi doc dwoc, déi mat t6i dung lai noi tam anh nhé véi hai mau den trdng.
Tdm anh dwoc can thdn dan vao ngay giita cuén sé, bén dwdi, mét ld thu da ci
vang ciing dwoc dan lén.

Khéng muon nhin dén sw bira bdi ciia chan va giwong, toi tudt nguoi trén
san, bat ddu doc lai ld thu.

Qudng Ngai ngay 2 thang 3/1968.

May,

Troi mwa da dwoc mot gio roi. Anh dang ngoz o mot quan café viét thw nay
cho em. Ké tir khi giri vé em ld thu thir nhat, anh song trong s cho doi ma
khéng hiéu tai sao. Nhung anh muén em biét niém hanh phic trong tim anh
khéng thé nao dién ta cho dii khi nghe tiéng kéu ciia mét nguwoi linh: “Thiéu 1y,
6 thw ciia c6 Mady ¢ Saigon giri t6i”. Va cit moi lan doc lai thu em, anh déu
tham cam on em mdi.

Bay gio: anh méi cam thdy minh la linh, an gitka troi, ngii 16 cét, luén luén
bt ly than véi khau M16 va mét day dan. Ban tay ma May khen la dep, lic nay
phai luon ghi khdu sing, ngon tré hom san noi ¢o, bao gio ciing trong tir the
san sang xong trn, thém cdi non sdt trén dau. Em han sé phdi cwoi xoa néu
nhin thdy anh lic nay béi chi méi em méi biét rang anh khéng phdi la ké ciing
ran nhir bé ' ngoai hién tqi ciia anh.

Anh ve thay nguoi ban chi huy trung dgi néi tiéng nay, béi anh ta da “hy
sinh vi t6 quéc”. Nghe ndi, trong cdc cudc tan cong, anh ta luén dan linh chay
dau voi mot nghi lyc ma anh khong mong voi t6i. Bdy gio, anh dang ngoi uong
mét coc ruou dé tuong nho Nhung, mot d‘ong dgi da chet.

Pd gan sau gio chzeu roi ma troi mwa van chwa dirt hét. Ong chii quén gia
la nguoi Nam, nén rdt thich bon anh. Ong héi anh: “Nita théi, Thiéu iiy?” Anh
cuwoi: “Mét chai nita Ba a.” Ong dd gia va vui tinh nén bon anh ai ciing goi
ong la Ba.

Moi day anh bat ddu tin di doan. Vay néu cé thé, em gl cho anh mot vdt
nhé dé anh mang trong nguoi lam biia hg ménh. Nghe em!

Anh nging but, troi da ti roi. Cho anh giri dén Phong va gia dinh 16i tham
héi ciia anh. Anh rdt mong thir em.

Nguyén Ngoc Thity.”

T6i tho dai, c¢o khéng nghi dén cdi chiéu cao nguy hiém ma niém hy vong
ciia Bdc dang ddu lai triede khi Bac hiéu ra la chang c¢é gi hét. Dii da doc xdp
thuw ciia Bdc rdt nhiéu lan, bang sé lan Bdc timg doc thw ¢é Mady thi t6i van cir
mang cam gidc bwc boi danh cho Mdy, nguoi con gdi da lam tan nat trdi tim
Bdc, dén noi ddy Bdc tré lai chién truong véi mot l6p mdy mu tuyét vong trong
tim. Va roi, gidt minh ngac nhién khi chot nhé rang ¢é May ciia bén muwoi nam
trudc chinh la me toi. Trong Oc t0i, nguoi con gdi tén Mdy cua thoi gian xa cii
va ngueoi-dan-ba-me-t6i, la hai c¢d nhdn hodn todn toan khdc, song trong hai
thé gici riéng biét. Piéu tiwong dong duy nhdt ciia ho la ciing bude di trén mot
dwong doi nhung & hai thoi diém khdc nhau.

Déi mdt t6i lai tré vé véi tam anh. Tir khi me chét, méi lan nhin dén tam
anh nay, t6i deu khong thé khéng ruém 16. Nhueng hém nay, sw chii tam cia t6i
chi la danh cho nhitng khuon mat da phai tan cua thuo ngay xua.



Trong anh, hai nguoi, mot nam mét nit dang ngoi noi mét cdi ban day thirce
an. Nguwoi con gdi cii dau nhin xudng nhw thé muén tranh cdi ong kinh cia
ngueoi chup dnh. Khuén mdt nang cé rat nhiéu nét giong véi t6i: ciing mdi téc
réi, day budng ru bén dudi cdi non ddm mau; cing cdi tran cao va rong do;
ciing cai cwoi ning nju do. Chi moi déi mdt moi thay rang co phan khdc voi doi
mdt 16i. Chiing vira to vira sdu, anh ngoi sang dén néi t6i co thé soi dwoc bong
minh moi khi nhin vao déi mdt dy. Nang la ngwoi me 19 tudi ciia ti, con nguoi
dang dirng trén chdp dinh ciia thoi tuéi tré xinh tuoi.

Nguoi thanh nién ngoi canh bén nang. Mot mang téc nhé noi dinh dau
dang chia 1én nhw thé khéng chiu nghe lénh phdi xep xuo”'ng Goc canh noi cadi
miéng khép kin cia anh lam thanh cai cuoi dang nhéch len mot cach lang le;
cdc nép nhan noi dudi mdt hién va sang dwa ra cho thay niém hanh phiic dang
tran ngdp trong long. Bac Thiy lic dy chdc la 25 tuoi. T6i ring minh khi nght
dén cdi chét khong ngo sé xay ra cho Bac mdy thang ngdn ngui tiép theo sau.
T6i quay sang hwong khdc dé tranh nhin khuén mat diu dang kia va ciing dé e
chéng cu wéc muon nhin vdo nhiing ngon tay dai dang cam doi diia, nhitng
ngon cua doi ban tay rat dwgc me toi quy yéu.

Anh séng buéi xé trua chiéu lén tam man cé diém nhitng dom hoa, xam
nhap vdo phong va nhdy mua trén givong t6i. Nhe nhang, 16i dong cuon sé, can
than dé khong lam twa di thém nhitng manh gidy nhé van con dinh trén cdi bia
mau xanh la cdy. Toi the manh mot hoi dai, dirng lén va dat no lai trén ban
viét.

Téi gio tam roi. Hom nay la mot ngay quan trong véi téi.

*

~ T~

May dimg im noi nguong cira phong khach, nhin cham chi cai dang gay
gay cua Thity, khong twong duoc rang sao anh lai ¢6 thé vdc néi cdi ba 16 ning
dén vay. T hity dang ngoi trén cdi ghé go cung dat ké bén ké sach, ling nghe
Phong néi vé nhitng nguwoi ban thoi nién thiéu cia hai nguwoi. May nhdn biét
Phong dwong nhw né tranh khéng nhdc dén tén nhitng nguoi ban da “hy sinh vi
T6 Quoc”. Cd nang ciing thé, khong thich nghe o dién ta cdi chét ciia nhing
nguoi linh bang cdi 16i gia doi an can dé chuyén doi diéu dé thanh ra nhiing
bon phin cong dan. Nang lac dau nhw tw x6a tan khéi tri ndo nhitng hinh anh
chét chéc. Va nghi t6i mét doan thw ciia Thity, hinh dung ra cdi lic anh dang
chién dau véi nhitng ké thir trén chién tran. “Cdi gi t6i sé téi. Cdi gi qua sé
qua. Mt bita, khi trung dgi anh bi dich bao vay va dan bin nhir miwea, Y nght
trong anh la ‘Khéng I& doi minh t&i day thi hét?’ Bon anh mat hét lién lac véi
don vi, vi vdy danh phdai mo deong méu rit lui. Chi khi thdy lai don vi, méi tin
rang minh dang con song.’

Mady nhin nhitng ngon tay thanh nhd dang ho hitng ldt ra cuén The Old
Man and The Sea ciia Hemmingway. Nang ciing nhé lai cdi lan viét cho anh vé
su thii vi ctia minh khi kiém ra dwoc ban van nay trong mot tiém sach, noi ngay
xua ho thwong cing di dén dé. Trong lan dnh ndng ciia budi chiéu sdp tdt, déi
mdt xa x6i ciia anh ddu hitng ho trén nhimg trang gidy, cdi dau gdt gat theo
nhitng loi Phong va chi dap tra mot cach nhat gimg nhiing cdu héi nao can
thiet.



Trong mét lic, Mdy quén hét chién tranh tan nhan ma chi tp trung y nghi
trén hai nguoi thanh nién trudc mdt;, mot nguoi dang hang hadi noi lén nhitng
cdu chuyén, va nguoi kia thi ling tai nghe, y hét nhu trong qudng doi vé tw ciia
ho truée lic chién tranh; cdi lic Thity chi la ban than ciia éng anh nang chi
khong phdi la con nguoi vira bi nang xé ndt trdi tim.

Mot mac cam c6 19i tran ngdp tam tw nang hic chot nho lai anh mdt dau
dom ciia anh budi sang hom nay nhin thay Vii; cang ndng né hon theo cdi bdt
tay cua Thity dwa vé phia Vii. Nhung phai ndi rang, mdc cam ndy tro thanh qua
do ngay lic bdy gio nhin Thuy dang ling tai nghe nhimg cdu chuyén ké cua
Phong; bdi vi nang biét ré rang, du la ban than cua anh nang thi Phong van
khéng phdi la ngueoi dé anh muon tro chuyén trong lan nay tré lai. Chi nang,
anh moi ao woc dwoc can ké ma théi.

Nang buoc lang I€ vao phong khach. Hai nguoi thanh nién ngudc nhin lén.
Phong ngirng néi trong khi Thiry citi dau nhin xuong. Anh vira méi tam rira va
dang mdc trén nguoi cdi do chemise cia Phong; cdi do rong nhu mot vat dang
bi treo lo litng trén than hinh gay guéc; mau trang cia né lam dam da hon cdi
mau ndu ram ndng tir hai canh tay anh.

“Anh Thuy”, nang ngdp ngung, e de tung chit. “Em dinh di mua sach, anh
c6 muon di cing em khong?”’

Thity mau mdn nhom ddy, déi mdt sang 1én niém vui da mat.

Phong nhanh chong vao cugc:

“Pi di, Thiry. Ldy cdi vespa ciia tao ma céi.’

Thity gdt dau, van khéng néi 16i gi, chi mim cuot.

Mui thom xa phong téa ra tir mai toc ngdn ciia anh trong khi nang ngoi lén
yén sau chiéc vespa. Cdi chemise trang cdang ra giong nhw cdi dii cia nguoi
linh Nhay Du.

Pho xd vdng vé. Nhitng con duong Saigon khong bi nghet trong lan khdi xe
6 giong nhw triede; bdy gio, hau hét dan ching chi chay xe dap hay di bo.

May dwa tay phdi lén nam ldy vai Thity d@é tw lam cho viing thé ngoi.

Anh hé miéng cwoi va noi:

“Lic dang con hoc o quan truong Thu Dirc, anh Phong co gioi thi¢u voi
anh mot c6 gai tén Uyén. Khi di choi voi nhau bang chiéc vespa nay, cdi bung
anh dm Vi ¢0 dy quen 6m eo éch. Bay gio, cdi vai am nhung bung lai thdy lanh
lanh, trong tron.”

Khéng muén cho Thiyy thém hy vong vé ich, Mdy im lang. Nang dd lam anh
dau dén di roi bang nhitng ld thuw, dit trong 6¢ nang, dé lai la nhitng ld thi vo
toi va cao thuong.

Ho trdi qua tron budi chiéu bén nhau noi nhiéu tiém sach dé kiém nhiing
tac pham hay. Anh kién nhan doi nang & civa tiém trong khi nang cir mdi gio
tirng trang ndy qua trang khdc, bui bam day trén mdt bia sdch.

Luic ra xe, Thuy ngodi dau vé phia sau, t6 by trong dnh mdt tho tré:

“May, em c6 muén di an kem & quan Au Lac khong?”

Trdi tim May ddp manh. Nang lang 1€ dép, gan nhw thi tham:

“Khéng anh a. Em chi muén di vé.”

Thity ciii dau, khéng néi 161 ndo nita va né may xe.

Buéi chiéu hém do, thay vi ding com cing gia dinh May, anh va Phong da
di uong rweou ciing vai nguoi ban cil.

’



Vao khoang nira dém, May tinh ddy di tim mede uong. Trén 16i vao nha
bép, trén mét chiéc givong don ké & phong ngang, nang nhin thay Thity dang
say ngi sau trdn rieou ban chiéu. Trdi tim nang tran ngdp tinh thirong cho con
nguoi c6 don trudc mat; mot thi tinh gia toc chir khong phai tinh yéu nhw anh
cho doi bdy lau. Cdi dang gay gay nam cong nhu than hinh mot dira nho cang
lam tang thém noi anh sw ¢é doc. Cdi ddu nghiéng sang mot bén, ké trén hai
ban tay chdp lai nhw mudn bao vé chiing khoi nhitng riii ro ¢é thé dwa dén. Mot
luong sang trang chiéu vao qua cdnh cira s6 hé mé, roi xuong trén anh. May
nhin khodng t6i trén déi ma Thity va tw héi minh tai sao nang lai khéng thé yéu
anh?

Mot giong chit trong mot la thu anh luct suot qua tri khi May nghe tiéng
thé déu déu ciia ngiroi dan ong truoc mat: “Chi moi em moi biét rang anh
khéng phai la ké ciing rdn nhie bé ngoai hién tai cia anh.” Thdt vdy, véi nang,
anh sé khong bao gio la ké hung bao; khéng bao gio tré nén mot diéu gi khdc
hon ngoai hinh anh mét chang trai tinh tinh nhé nhe, trong méi mia hé ngdy
tho van ciing chi em nang dia gion trén séng bién Nha Trang, giita nhiing
tiéng cwoi vui thii. Anh la mot phan cia gia dinh nang, va khong cé gi khdac hon
nika.

Thity hoi cira minh, mdt hiedng vé phia nang va lai tiép tuc chim trong gidc
ngii. P6i mi mdt anh di dong nhé nhe. Anh dang mo thdy gi, Mdy tw héi, va
ngung lai, tw dodn cdu tra loi cho riéng minh.

Sdng sém hom sau, Mdy ngac nhién khi thdy Thiy dang dimg truée ké
sdch, qudn phuc té chinh. Nang hoi:

“Anh Thuy, anh di dau som vdy?”

Anh mim cuwoi buon ba:

“Anh dang sdp tré ra Quang Ngdi. Truée hét la vé Dalat thim éng ba cu.
Anh cho em ddy dé tir gid.”

Sw dau dom vdy chup ca con nguwoi Mdy. Than hinh nang té cirng nhu chon
chan tai ché. T) huy da timg viét rang sé cho gap chi em nang ¢ Nha Trang daé
cing trdi qua mia nghi hé noi vimg bién, triedc khi tré- lai ving dat day khoéi
lika. Nhung lic nay, trong khi nhitng ngon tay cir lan gio tung trang sach rut tir
trén ké, anh khéong hé nhdc gi dén tén thanh phé dy, va doi mdt ciing khong mot
lan nhin dén May.

C6 gdng hét sike dé che gidu sw buon bd vi cude ra di bdt ngo cia Thity,
May ding ling bén anh. Thity rit ra mét tdc pham ciia Hemmingway ma hon
mét lan trong ngay hém truée, anh di doc, roi héi nho:

“Anh c6 thé mwron cuon nay dem theo?”

May gdt dau mét cach tuyét vong. Thity ndi khé:

“Cam on em”

r6i theo Phong ra xe, cai ba 16 nang lai dwoc vac lén vai.

May ditng nhin theo, bdt dau cam nghe nhung nhé cdi mau do xanh linh
trdn di bac mau. Nang doi anh quay nhin lai lan cuéi. Nhung diéu dy khéng
bao gio con xdy ra nita.

“Bé muon di dau?”’, ong xe 6m hoi don dap. Mai toc do ban ciua ong ta
dwoc lap di duoi cdi non két; vai mdang nho thodt ra khoi vanh mi, ru xuong



chdan may, che phit mét phan déi mat hi, tao nén cang nhiéu hon noi éng mot sw
gian xdo rat dang ngo.

T6i b6 ngodi tai cdi giong khé chiu ciia dng ta, tiép tuc gid cudn so tay yéu
ddu d@é tim cdi dia chi cdu Phong da ghi cho. M¢t liic tréi qua, t6i méi néi voi
ong:

“Xin diea t6i dén Nghia Dia Thanh Mdu.”

Ngueoi tai xé nhan hai canh miii va qucfng diéu thuoc la xué'ng dcft ldy chén
di lén trén né. Téi can thin dat cudn sé vdo trong cap sach roi ngoi lén cdi yén
boc da, sau lung ong ta. Chiéc xe dugc no mdy, lwot nhanh qua mat cac nguoi
di bé va nhitng chiéc khdac. Khéng muén bi xau hé néu bi ngd khéi xe, va ciing
khéng muon dung cham dén than thé nguoi tai xé khé chiu nay, t6i gio cd hai
tay cam ldy thanh sdt chdn gitta yén xe, ngan cach éng ta va toi.

Hoém nay la ngay Mong Mt thang Tam. Bac Thiy chét ding 40 nam xua.
Tuan 1é sau khi Bac Thity chét, nguoi dong ddi tén Tam da ké cho gia dinh Bdc
nghe nhitng gi di xdy ra. Nhitng nguoi linh dwdi quyén bdo cdo an toan, ké
dich da rut di hét; nhing khéng ai biét tai sao Bac Thity lai mot minh tién ra
gitta viing cam dia. Bac la si quan chi huy, dau can phai lam sw tham do nhu
the Tuy vdy, truéc khi moi nguoi biét ra hanh dong nay cua Bdc thi mot tiéng
né long troi vang lén, lam rung chuyén ca 16 cot. Ngay khi dy, Bdc chét tirc thi.

Nhitng ngéi nha va cira tiém bdt dau it dan hon trén con dwong ving tanh
dan t6i nghia dia. Pau oc t6i tréi theo lan gio, lang thang sudt qua nhitng cdu
héi. Téi nghi vé me t6i trong budi sang béac Thity tir nan. Véi ba, d6 chi la mét
budi sang nhw moi budi sang binh thwong. Va véi ba, khi dy Bac Thiyy vin con
song, con thé va con ¢é cudce doi, lam sao co thé ngo rang than xdc vun ndt ciia
Bac dang bi dat chung trong vo 50 nhitng xdc chét khac. Ba khong nhédn dwoc
tin nay cho mai dén tuan sau. Trong tuan truée do, ba song tieng ngdy don gidn
voi y nght rang Bdc dang con hién hitu. Cdi chét, mdc di khong ai tranh duorc,
van la dleu gay kinh khung cho con ngum ngay ca trong hic chién tranh.

T6i c6 gdng twong fuong cdam xiic cua me 161 ra sao khi nhan tin dir. Nhung
10i ngung lai khong nght tiép, béi biét rang sé khong bao gio c6 thé do lwong
néi sw khiép hai va mdc cam cé t¢i ma me téi da trai qua.

Trong khi chiéc xe phong qua mdt nhitng dira tré c6 mai toc do bén roi bi
dang choi dia trén nhitng con dwong ddt, t6i nham madt va rdng nhé lai cdi

cach me t6i ké cho nghe cau chuyén ciia ba.
*

Bat ngo, tiéng kén trompette vang 1én giita lan khong khi mat mé ciia mot
ngdy Dalat. Mdy dimg ldng, nghi tham sé viét ké cho Thily nghe vé nhing dm
thanh tuyét diéu ciia thir nhac khi ma anh timg mén yéu. Nhitng loi thu dang
dwoc khéi sie viét trong c thi chot mét cam gide rimg minh dé dp xuéng giita
trai tim Mdy. Sy nhgn biét bat than ddap manh vao nguc nang nhu mot cu dam
dir dgi: Cai mo thit vun dang dat trong quan tai kia chinh la cua Thuy, nguoi
thanh nién tré trung va manh khoe, chw khong phdi cua mot nguoi gia nao.

Thily dé chét. Nang khdng thé ngo nhu thé. Khong bt cit ai ngo dwgc. M6i
tuan 1é trude, Thity ngoi ngay ché dé an mét trdi tdo. Nhé khéng May? Anh ay
dang cuoi. Nho khong Mdy? Anh cho minh di phé Saigon mua sach. Moi tuan
trieGe théi ma. Khong thé ndo. Anh chwea chét. Pay la mét diéu khong thit...



Tuy nhién liic cdi quan tai boc kém dwoc dwa vé, khong ai con cé thé phii
nhén néi su kién dau long nay. D6 chinh la anh, ké dang lam cho moi nguwoi
phai khoc. Cai xac trong quan tai chinh la cua anh, doéi chdn khong con di
déng, doi mdt dju dang nhdam lai mudn doi, trdi tim vinh vién khéng con rung
lén nhip thé. Con cdanh tay anh? Cdnh tay rdm ndng ma chi méi mweoi ngdy
trudc do da vong quanh than hinh nang trong khi trai tim anh hoan toan vo
nat. Canh tay c6 nhitng ngon dai thanh nhd chiea ting mét lan dam nam ldy tay
nang, gio bay phdang mdt theo tiéng né trén mét bdi chién truong vieong vii
mau me. Hét.

Ngueoi me bé nhé ciia anh ndm chdt ban tay Mdy va khéng ghim néi nhiing
tiéng thon thirc. Ngueoi cha dang hinh bé vé, tinh tinh vui vé hoat bat, gio bién
thanh con nguoi u ru, dau khé va tuyét vong trude quan tdi con trai.

Ding xa xa vé > phia sau la mét nguot con gdi la, mdi toc den dai lang mudt
x0a xuong trén doi vai dang run ray, y hét mot tam mang phii mau den. Giong
khéc I6n nhw xé rudt gan cia cé lam at di tiéng khée nhitng nguoi khéc trong
viing khéng gian im vang. Nhitng giong Ié lién tuc chay xuéng trén khuon mat
tuong ching khong bao gio ngung dwoc. Mot ban tay ¢6 nam chat cai thé bai
ciia Thity tuong nhw muon in han cdi tén anh vao trén chinh thit da co. C6 yéu
Thity, moi nguoi ai ndy déu biét; nhung ho ciing biét thém rdang dé chi la mot
méi tinh don é vé phia cé.

“Thué truée thay vi danh tinh yéu cho em ma lai danh cho ¢é dy, c¢é 1é anh
s€ dwoc hanh phiic hon”, Mady vira nghi tham mét céch cay ddng vira nhin mot
ong cu dan nguoi con gdi di, mdi téc min mang bay ldt phdt sau lung. Am vang
tiéng khéc ron minh cua cé ta tron lan voi sw hoi han trong tim May da khién
nang thay gan nhu ngop tho.

Déi mdt Mdy van rdo khé giiva lan khéi nhang va bui bam boc 1én tir nhitng
ban chdn lui toi. Ludt qua 6c la It’s now or never, ban nhac Thiy thuong hat
cho chi em nang nghe bdng thir tleng My khong chinh xac thoi gian con &
Salgon Bdy gio, nhin nhimg nam ddt khé dwoc quang voi xuong trén ndp quan
tdi, nang méi bt than nhdn ra rang nhitng loi hat kia da chinh la nhitng loi am
tham bay té mot cach that té nhi moi tinh cam lang cua anh

“It’s now or neve

Come hold me tight, kiss me, my darlin

Be mine tonigh!

Tomorrow will be too late

1t’s now or never, my love wont’ wait.

When 1 first saw you with your smile so tender

My heart was captured; my soul surrendered

1'd spend a lifetime waiting for the right time

Now that you near; the time is here at last..

It’s now or neve

Tomorrow will be too late!...”

(Bdy gio hodc khong bao gio nita
Hay dén ém anh, va hon anh, em yéu!
Xin thudc vé anh dém nay

Ngdy mai tdt ca déu da mudn,

Bay gio hodc khong bao gio nira,
Anh khéng thé cho doi lau.



Thoat gap em voi ny cuoi ngot diu
Trdi tim anh rung dong, tdm hon bi vy chup bat ngo
Anh da de tron doi cho gidy phut dy
Va cudi cing em da dén véi anh.
Bay gio hodc khong bao gio nita
Ngady mai, tdt ca dd mugn tré roil)

Ngay mai, tt ca déu da muén tré! Néu hay rang anh sé chét, Mdy han sé
san sang nhdn 16i moi di véi anh dén tn chan troi géc bién div chi d@é an véi
nhau mot bita kem. Gid nhw nang biét!... Nhung cdi gidy phit dé, bay gio, da
vinh vién tré thanh “ngay mai”. Va dd qud mudn roi!

Xin hdy tha thir cho em! Tha thir cho em...

*

T6i nhin 6ng tai xé gay nhuw que cii va ldp lai trong sw ngo viee:

“30.000 dong ha chii?”

Ong gt nhe ddu trong cdi cuoi gid ld:

“Dung réi, bé, dwong xa ma!”

Téi biét ong nghi téi la mot ¢é Viét Kiéu ngu ngoc nhung mdc ké. Toi
khéng mudn bién cdi ngay hém nay tré thanh do ban chi vi mét cude cdi va nho
mon véi mot ké la. Téi tra tién va bude dai trén con dwong dat, hy vong rang sé
khéng bao gio gap lai khuén mat déu cang ciia éng ta.

Ngéi mé Bac Thiry nam bén day cudi cua phia doi dién. Cdi bia dd trong
don gian, sach sé voi hang chir ghi trén do:

Nguyén Ngoc Thity

Sinh tai Dalat ngay 9/10/194

T trdn tai Qudng Ngdi ngay 1/8/1968

T6i ngoi xuong trude ndm mé, can than dé khong phai dung cham dén cdc
ngéi mo khdc. Roi 16i ra tir trong tii sach mot bé hoa marguerite da bi héo di
chut it. Ciing 16 mgt hop kem ddu da bi chday thanh nudc, vai tam gidy lau
miéng, hai cai chén nho mau do va hai cai muong bac, roi dat tat ca cdc thir dy
trieée nam mg Bdc Thiy. Mot ngueoi canh nghia dia dang cat c6 phia dang xa,
ngurng tay, ngung lén ngé ve > phia t6i 16i, dang vé bo ngo.

T6i nhin vao tam bia, khong biét bat dau ra sao. Hit mét hoi dai vao buong
phm, t0i noi nho:

“Con xin chao Bac Thuy!”

Mot con gié nhe w6t qua go md, giong nhw mot linh hon vira dap lai 1o
toi.

“Con chua bao gio gap Bac, nhung con cam thay rat gan giii voi Bac vi me
con di ké cho con nghe vé Bdc rat nhiéu,” téi cdn méi, cam thdy ngirong mot
chut.

“Hém nay la ngay gio thir bon mieoi ciia Bdac. Con khéng biét ngay nay cia
bon muoi nam trude c¢é phdi la ximg dang khéng cho Bdc, nhung véi con bdy
gio lai la mot ngay rat dang nhé.”

T6i cam bé hoa ddt 1én dau md, canh bén cdi tén ciia Bdc, va tiép:



“Con da hdi bo hoa nay sang nay trong vieon khach san. Po la loai hoa me
con yéu thich nhat, chdc Bac cing da biét.”

T6i ngirng mét chiit, ¢é gdng kiém thém nhitng gi khdc dé néi lén véi Bdc.

“Con tiéc la nhitng cuong hoa da bi gdy. Con phdi bé né vao cdp sach vi
khong muon nhitng canh lé ciia né bay di. Nhwng, tha canh ld bay di con hon la
cuong hoa bi gay, phai khong Bac?”

Tié leng chim riu rit trén nhitng canh cdy vang suot trong khéng gian tinh
mich giong nhuw nhitng tiéng cuwoi khiic khich.

Chot nhé rang hdp kem c6 I¢ da bién thanh mét 16 sip, t6i can than dat né
trén tam khan lau miéng, mé ndp hép ra. Lop kem lic bdy gio tré nén la nan
nhan cua Zuong khi nong chung quanh, tan ra thanh nudc. Toi dung muong
muc kem rot day hai cdi chen, réi dat trén nap m¢. Xong, nhich lui lai mét chut,
16i nhin vao nam mé, nhw thé cé ai dang ngoi doi dién véi minh.

“Truée khi me con chét, ba di ké con nghe cdu chuyén ngay phép cudi
cung ciia Bdc. Con xin 16i gitim cho me la dd khéng nhan loi moi di an kem cua
Bac. Con khong biét néi sao bdy gio ngodi s viéc cing ngoi xuong an voi Béac
mét coc kem.”

T6i tram ngdm mét lic, xong néi thém:

“Gium cho me con!”

(Cali, May 17/2008)
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