"JUST A LITTLE LONGER™

. (Short Story)
(Tran Nghi Au Co)

The rain hadn’t relented, but Bus 27 was coming soon. From the empty
lobby of a low-income apartment building, an old Vietnamese couple watching
the rushing puddles of rain glanced nervously at each other.

Mrs. Pham pulled the sleeve of her husband’s oversized winter jacket and
yelled into his deaf ear, “Why don’t we go back? We can eat rice with the thijt
kho Vi brought us yesterday!”

The old man shook his head, his snow white hair fluttered in the air like
feathers of an owl. With a bellowing voice, he replied, “No! This is our first
Thanksgiving in America. We must go and have a Thanksgiving dinner like
Americans.”

The old woman sighed at the stubbornness of her husband as she slipped
her arm into the crook of his elbow. And together, the couple walked out into
the pouring rain, Mr. Pham’s shivering fingers struggling to keep the umbrella
straight. The water sloshed into their new Reebok sneakers and sunk into their
socks. The sharp chills of the cold, wet air bit hard into their skins, and deep
into their fragile bones. Mrs. Pham tightened the collar of her coat and pressed
against her husband.

The old man took no notice of the weather. His mind was filled with the
American movies he’d seen back in Viét Nam, with the big Thanksgiving feast,
and the father at the head of the table, the children running around in their best
holiday clothes, the mother walking her feeble parents to their chairs. Everyone
was warm and happy and smiling. Today, he and his wife will get to experience
that warmth for themselves.

They reached the bus stop just as the bus arrived. The driver furrowed his
eyebrows as he impatiently waited for the couple to climb up the steep steps of
the bus. The old man gently nudged against the small of his wife’s back to help
her up. She struggled to remain upright, to remain steady; her old knees—worn
with age and years of labor in the rice fields—were starting to betray her. Her
small, wrinkled hands anxiously clutched onto the rails of the seats as she
waited for her husband to drop the bus fare into the machine. The driver rolled
his eyes and heaved a sigh of impatience as he watched the couple hobble
toward the back seats, carefully avoiding tripping over the long legs of a
slouching teenage boy sitting in the seat behind the driver with his headphones
blaring.

The two old people panted as they finally settled down into their seats. Mr.
Pham always liked sitting at the back seats because they were on a platform that
looked over the rest of the bus and gave a fuller view of the passing sights from
the windows. In their second month in America, their daughter, Voi—already
tired of driving her parents from place to place in order to satisfy their curiosity
for this new city that they must now call “home”—in a fit of annoyance,
showed him how to read the bus routes on the big glossy maps at the bus stops
and told him to find his own way. Since then, he would coax his wife to ride
around on the buses for hours on end, changing from one bus to another, just



sitting, watching, struggling to pick out the few English words they understood,
and simply soaking in the American life.

Mr. Pham loved America. Ever since the first time he saw those big
American jeeps rolling through his little fishing village, he had been
mesmerized by the grandiosity of everything American. The soldiers had stuck
their heads out the windows to shout greetings at the villagers, who were too
impressed to do anything but smile dumbly in return. Mr. Pham remembered
how surprised he and his neighbors felt as they watched the soldiers toss
cigarette packs, chocolate bars, and soap out the windows for the village
children to gather. Not only were these Americans brave and selfless enough to
fly thousands of miles to a foreign country to fight a war that they had nothing
to do with, but they were also generous and cheerful. From that day on, Mr.
Pham thought of little else as he sat in his little fishing boat on those long
endless nights in the middle of the ocean with his net drifting in the water. One
day, he decided, one day he will bring his family to America.

Mrs. Pham was not as big a fan of America as her husband. The wide
streets and towering buildings suffocated her. She couldn’t get used to the
quietness of the city; the big cars were always buzzing everywhere: each party
in their own little boxes, on their own little phones, living their own separate
lives. And whenever she was forced to interact with the Americans, she was
always left with a sense of inferiority and self-pity. They all had the same
distant smile that never quite reached their eyes, and their politeness that was so
formal, it bordered on cold. This city and its people were very different from
her village back home; everything felt so muted.

Back home, neighbors bellowed greetings to each other from their windows
and shops. Women stood at fruit stands bargaining over the price of oranges
and watermelon. Men, after long nights on their fishing boats, lounged around
in the street cafés, smoking cigarettes, talking to their friends about diurnal
things. The mopeds that everyone drove swarmed through the streets carrying
anything from bundles of live chickens tied to the handlebars to wooden
construction boards strapped onto the backseat behind the driver. The small
children ran through the forest of the legs of adults, playing adventure games
and running to keep away from the hands of strict older sisters who always
dragged them back inside for a bath. Back home, the whole village was one big
family. Everyone took care of everyone else not for individual benefits, but
simply because they felt that it was the responsibility of people between people.
And it was that small touch of humanity that Mrs. Pham missed most.

The bus drove over a bump and jolted the old couple back to the present.
Mr. Pham put his leathery hand into the pocket of his jacket and took out a
piece of paper. He gingerly unfolded it for what seemed like the millionth time
to read the big bold writing printed in big glossy letters:

ONLY AT BIG EATS!!!

ONE COUPON FOR 50% OFF
FOR A MEAL FOR TWO
THANKSGIVING DAY ONLY!!!



“Stop taking it out to look at it! Be careful so that the wind doesn’t blow it
away!” Mrs. Pham shouted into her husband’s ear.

The driver glanced into the review mirror to look at the little Asian couple
and shook his head in annoyance, muttering exasperated profanities to himself.
The other passengers looked out their windows to save the couple from
embarrassment. Only the teenage boy sitting behind the driver’s seat stared
until he caught Mrs. Pham’s eye. He pulled down his hood—bright blond hair
spilled out into the air—then flashed her a gleaming grin and nodded in
agreement to whatever she was saying, despite not understanding.

Mrs. Pham lowered her eyes, cheeks pink with embarrassment, and smiled
a timid smile in return.

It had finally stopped raining when the bus rolled to a stop at the Center Rd.
stop. The couple wobbled down the steps into the cold. Clutching each other’s
tightly, they crossed the street, walked down two blocks and waited at yet
another stop for Bus 64.

“How many more buses do we have to take?” Mrs. Pham hollered.

Mr. Pham pulled out the bus route map from his pocket and looked over the
swirley lines for a moment, then answered, “Only two more.”

“It’s so cold. I'm not even hungry anymore.” Mrs. Pham complained as she
snuggled closer into her husband’s side.

“You must. When we get to the restaurant and have our big Thanksgiving
feast, this will all be worth it.” His voice was so confident and reassuring that
the small, shivering woman couldn’t help but be soothed.

Bus 64 was more crowded than the other bus. Only one seat was available.
Mr. Pham nudged his wife into the seat while he stood by her clenching onto
the railings because he couldn’t reach the handles above. The ride was bumpy
and it was difficult for him to remain upright. Many times, he nearly fell into
the lap of the other passengers, causing them to scowl. One woman even
shouted at him in irritation. He couldn’t understand what she said, but he could
tell they were curse words.

Mrs. Pham was nearly in tears by the time they got off. “Why don’t we go
home now? I don’t want to eat a turkey. I want to eat rice. | want to go back to
Luong Son.

Can we go back to Luong Son?

Mr. Pham, holding back tears of his own, resolutely shook his head and
said in a voice much quieter than his usual bellowing voice, “We can’t go back
to Luong Son. This is our home now. We will be happy. Come, one more bus
and we can have a Thanksgiving feast.”

He gently took his wife’s hand and pulled it in his pocket to keep both their
fingers warm. He led her across the street and they stood to wait for that last
bus. Bus 89.

The driver of Bus 89 was a robust, middle-aged woman. She smiled
cheerfully at the couple as she waited patiently for them to climb onto the bus.
She even waited for them to settle down in their seats before taking off. Mr.
Pham grinned gratefully at her reflection in the review mirror from his platform
seat as his wife struggled to regain her breath.



With his confidence renewed, Mr. Pham turned to his wife and his usual
bellowing voice, shouted, “All this walking is making me hungry? Are you
hungry again yet?”

Mrs. Pham shook her head and two trails of tears rolled down her cheeks
and seeped into the collar of her coat.

Mr. Pham pretended not to notice and started to chatter in order to make her
smile. “Tonight, I will call Voi and tell her to buy some telephone cards so
tomorrow morning we can call back home. Do you want that?”

His wife remained silent.

He continued, “We will call Bac Loc and tell him and the others about
today’s feast. We will explain to them what Thanksgiving is. We will tell them
the story of Mr. Clolumbus. And we will tell them the Americans are caring
and generous and welcoming just like the ones Mr. Clolumbus brought over.
Ok?”

Still, Mrs. Pham would not answer.

Mr. Pham cleared his throat and thought of more things to talk about. “You
can tell C6 Ba about the shoes and candy you bought for her son. Don’t you
think that will make her happy?”

Mrs. Pham only sniffled softly in reply.

The old man, hungry and tired, dropped into silence and looked out the
window. It had started to rain again. And the streets were nearly empty. Maybe,
he surmised, everyone was at home with their families. With the long dinner
table and the big, golden turkey in the middle of the table on a big silver plate.
Everyone would be laughing and excited. He chuckled to himself. The
Americans were really something different.

The bus stopped in front of a big restaurant with the words “BIG EATS’
painted over the door in bright, red letters. Mr. Pham waved to the friendly bus
driver as the climbed down the steps.

The two old people stood in front of the door and stared in awe. They
nervously grasped onto each other’s hands and walked in.

The place was bustling inside. The waiters and waitresses in white
buttoned-up shirts and black slacks were running back and forth, carrying trays
full of wine glasses and colorful plates filled with vegetables, sliced meat,
sauces. In the waiting room, there was a long line of people waiting to be
seated. No one took any notice of the old couple.

Mr. Pham squeezed tightly onto his wife’s hand, took a deep breath and
walked up to the hostess standing by the podium. Her thick, red hair was tied
into a low ponytail and her blood-red lips smacked loudly on a piece of gum.
She turned to him and raised her eyebrow expectantly.

He reached into his pocket and pulled out the sacred piece of paper,
unfolded it and placed it in front of her.

The hostess looked down at the paper, not even bothering to pick it up, then
back up at the couple. Her eyes swept up and down the two, surveying their
windblown hair, eager eyes, quivering lips; the woman’s lumpy trench coat that
draped over her body as if she were rolled up in a full-length curtain; the man’s
oversized jacket and baggy khaki pants that look like they belong to someone
much taller. She glanced down at their shoes, muddy and wet, both much too
big for their feet, and scoffed.



“Ok. Have a seat over there. This is a coupon meal, so we can’t seat you
until there’s an opening.”

Mr. Pham nodded, half understanding, and led his wife over by the door.

She turned to him and put her mouth against his ear, “When do we get to
eat?”

He shrugged and replied, “That girl said until there is an empty table. Just a
wait a little longer.”

Mrs. Pham leaned against the wall. Her knees were starting to feel shaky
again. She glanced longingly at one of the cushioned seats. A small blond child
was bouncing up and down on the seats, screaming at his mother. The mother, a
slender woman of about mid-thirties, knelt down besides her son and talked
softly into his ear. The child simmered down and climbed off the seats and
followed her outside.

“Can we sit down?”

Mr. Pham shook his head. “No, those seats are for people who don’t use
coupons. We have to stand. Don’t worry. It’s almost our turn. Just a little
longer.”

A little longer became forty-five minutes, than an hour and a half, then
nearly two hours.

“Let’s go ask her again.
indignation.

“Don’t!” Mrs. Pham tugged at her husband’s sleeve, afraid to cause a
scene, but he broke away and walked up to the hostess.

He unzipped the collar of his jacket and said loudly, “Hello. You say for us
to wait. We wait almost two hours. Do you have seat?”

The hostess rolled her eyes and retorted, “Ok, fine. Let me go see.” And she
walked away lazily.

Mrs. Pham walked up to her husband and slipped her hand into his. And the
two waited.

The hostess came back and motioned for the couple to follow her. They
passed big round tables filled with family and food, just as Mr. Pham had
imagined. They passed tables with couples drinking wine, tables of friends
chatting, tables that hadn’t been cleared yet, empty tables. Finally, they reached
their table: a small square, wooden table in the corner by the kitchen doors.

“Here ya go. Here’s your seat. Have a nice meal.” With that, the hostess
turned and walked briskly away.

Mr. and Mrs. Pham glanced at each other, uncertain and confused, but still,
they took off their coats and sat down.

Mr. Pham began to comfort his wife, but was interrupted by a waiter setting
down two small plates of mashed potatoes.

“Excuse me, sir. But we did not order yet.”

The waiter sighed in exasperation and said, “You’re using a coupon, right?”’

Mr. Pham nodded.

“Well, this is the coupon meal. Mashed potatoes, a slice of turkey, and a
water.”

The couple remained silent, not understanding.

The waiter rolled his eyes and said, “Well, enjoy your meal.”
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Mr. Pham said, his voice trembling with



Mr. Pham started to ask for some napkins, but the waiter had already left.
He looked at his wife, whose eyes of confusion and humiliation sent shocks of
hurt through his heart.

“Ah, see?” he said, pushing her plate closer to her, “This is good. This is a
good meal. A real Thanksgiving meal.”

She turned to look at the other tables. A man was giving a toast and his
family was listening and everyone was smiling.

“I’m not hungry.” She said, pushing the plate away. “I don’t like this food.
I want to go home.”

The old man’s eyes watered. He, too, had lost his appetite. “Well, what can
we do?” he asked, “We’re here.”

“Let’s go home.” Her voice was soft, but he heard every word clearly.

And for the first time since their wedding nearly sixty years ago, Mr. Pham
saw his wife the way she was as a girl. Her long, black hair, thick and silky,
knotted up into a bun, her dark, billowy pants rolled up to her knees to prevent
them from getting wet as she splashed into the water to gather up the fish nets.
Her ao ba ba hugged her slim waist and made her seem, in his eyes, much more
beautiful than any of those American actresses in the movie posters. She would
look at him with her big, dark almond eyes. And even though her lips hardly
ever smiled, her eyes were always shining with the incandescent glow of a
smile. She was always so proud to be his. So proud to be Mrs. Pham.

He looked at her now. Her long black hair, now gray and short, clasped at
the nape of the neck with a cheap hairpin that Voi had given her. She was still
slender, but it was not the strong youthful slenderness of girlhood. It was the
slenderness that fringes on illness, the kind that’s caused by decades of manual
labor and long nights of worrying about food for her family. And her eyes, her
once beautiful eyes, were now tired and milky gray. That glowing spark that he
had once adored so much was gone.

Mr. Pham smiled weakly at his wife and said, “Ok, let’s go home.”

Mrs. Pham looked at him, not believing.

But he meant it. He beckoned to the waiter and paid for the meal. The two
helped each other put on their coats and walked out the door. As they were
walking out, a young man in a long business coat was walking in. He held the
door open for the couple, stepping aside to let them pass. Mrs. Pham gave him
one of her shy smiles in gratitude. He nodded and returned the smile.

Right before the heavy glass door closed, they heard him say, “Happy
Thanksgiving!”

And he was gone before they could reply.

(Thanksgiving 2012)
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"JUST A LITTLE LONGER"

(Bai nay do chinh Au Co tir chuyén Viét ngiv; Me chi sira gitim chiit dinh cdc 16i
chinh ta hay van pham thoi).



Troi chira hét mwa nhung chuyén xe buyt sé 27 sdp téi réi. Tir trong phong
khdch ving ciia mét can chung cw danh cho nhitng ngudi huéng tro cap chinh
phil, mét cdp vo chong Viét Nam dieng nhin nhitng viing medc muwa roi lai nhin
nhau bang dnh mdt lo du.

Ba Pham vira khéu cdi tay do lanh réng thénh thang, ghé mdt vdo cdi tai
diéc ciia chong, néi to:

“Sao minh khéong tré vé phong? O nha ma an thit kho con Voi dem tdi toi
qua!”

Ong gia ldc dau, mdi téc trang nhu tuyet bay phdt pho nhw 1éng canh cia
con chim cii. Bang giong néi to gan nhu rong, ong tra loi:

“Khéng dwoc! Hom nay la ngay 1é Thanksgiving dau tién cia minh trén
nudc My. Minh phai di an mot bira nhu nguoi My.”

True6e sy ngoan co cia chong, ba Pham thé dai, luon mot tay vao canh tay
ong. Hai nguoi budc ra ngoai trong hic troi dé mwa to. Ban tay run rdy cia
ong rat khé khin méi cam dwoe cdy dii cho viing. Nuée muwea tat lén hai déi
giay ba-ta Reebok méi mua ciia ho, tham vdo trong vé. Luong gié lanh budt
nhw cdt manh lén lan da, Xuyén vao tdn trong xuong cot ho. Ba Pham cdi chdt
niit cé do khodc, di sdt vao chong. Con éng thi khéng dé y t6i thoi tiét, dau éc
chi nghi dén mét cuon phim My éng dd xem khi con ¢ Viét Nam, trong c6 mot
ban an linh dinh nhan dip 1é Thanks- giving, nguoi cha ngoi ¢ dau ban, mdy
dita con nit chay vong vong, do quan dep dé, va nguoi vo dang diu cha me gia
vdo bdan, moi nguwoi ai ndy déu té ra vui vé. Hém nay, éng va vo' éng ciing sé
diege huong ndi am dp nhue thé.

Hai vo chong dén tram doi ngay khi chuyén xe buyt vira tro' téi. Ong tai xé
cau may, vé non nong khi nhin éong ba Pham leo lén bdc thang cao mot cach
khé khan. Ong Pham nhe nhang day lung vo lén trudc. Ba ran hét sirc dimg
vitng; nhung hai dau goi—dd mon méi Vi tudi tdc va mdy chuc nam lam
rugng—bat dau “phdn bgi” ba. Ban tay nho nhan nheo bau cht cdi thanh ghé,
vé hoi hop, trong khi ong chong bo tlen vdo mdy. Ong tdi xé ddo mdt, kho chiu
nhin theo cdp vo chong gia viva run rdy buéce chdm chap t6i hang ghé cudi, vira
tranh né cdp chéan dai ciia mét ga thanh nién dang khom nguwoi nghe nhac on
ao sau cdi ghe cua ong ta.

Ngoi xuong trén ghé, 6ng ba Pham tho hon hén. Ong van thuong thich ngoz
noi hang ghé cudi cing béi vi né cao hon cdc hang khdc nén cdi nhin ra cira SO
dwoc thodng hon. Thang thit nhi sau khi dén My, Voi, con gdi ho --rdt buc bdi
sau nhiéu phen phdi ché cha me di quanh phé d@é théa man néi to mo ciia ho vé
mét noi chon méi ma gio day dwoc goi la “qué huwong”
gidn, da day cho cha cach doc [9 trinh cua xe buyt trén cdi bang sang anh den
gan ¢ mot tram doi cong cong va bao ong hay tw kiém dwong di day di do. Ké
tir dy, ong hay cung vo ngoi ca may tiéng dong ho trén xe, chuyén tir chuyen
nay qua chuyen khdac, nhin ngo dwong pho va co gdng nghe nhiing chir tiéng
Anh ma ho hiéu [om bom, va don gidn nhdt la tlep nhdn doi song My.

Ong Pham rat yéu neée My. Tir ngady 6ng thdy mdy cdi xe jeep cia linh My
chay ngang qua lang chai ca cua ong, ong da bi thoi mién boi vé long trong
ciia My. Cdc nguweoi linh tho dau ra cira sé cdt tiéng chao dam ddin qué, nhiing
con nguoi khéng biét phan img gi ngodi cach dng ngdn ra ma cuwoi tra lai ho.
Ong Pham nhé lai cam gidc ngac nhién ma 6ng va nhitng nguoi hang xém da




cam nhdn trong khi nhin cdc anh linh My ném nhiéu hép thuoc ld, keo
chocolate, va xd bong cho mdy dira con nit.

Nhitng anh linh nay, khong nhing la khong ich ky va diing cam dén dg bay
qua mdy ngan dam t6i mot dat nuée xa qué nha dé tham di vao mét chién
tranh khong dinh liu gi voi ho, ma ho con vui vé va hao phong. Tir ngay do, ong
Pham khé ma suy nghi vé chuyén gi khdc khi dang ngoi trén cdi ghe nhé trong
nhitng dém dai giita bién véi cdi luéi dang tha tréi trong nude. Mot ngdy, éng
quyét dinh, mot ngay t6i sé dem gia dinh t6i qua My.

Ba Pham thi khéng ngudng mé nuede My nhw chong. Puong phé réng rii
va nhitng toa nha cao lam ba thdy ngop. Ba khéng cach ndo quen dwoc voi su
im lgng cua thanh phd nay; nhiing xe 6-t6 w t6i  lui: moi nguoi déu y nhu
trong nhitng cdi hdp riéng twe, néi chuyén trén dién thoai cia minh, song doi
séng riéng biét. Va méi lan bat budc phdi tiép xiic véi nhitng nguoi My, ba luén
luén bi cam thdy thua kém va tu ti mdc cam. Nguoi My ai ciing co nu cuoi xa lg
nhung doi mdt vé hon; cdi vé lich su cia ho thi qud may moc dén nhw lanh
ling. Thanh phé nay va nhitng con nguwoi ¢ day rat khdic voi qué nha ciia ba;
tat ca déu nhw ling cam.

O qué ba, hang xém chao héi nhau tir cira s6, qudan hang. Phu nit thi dimg
& nhitng ché ban rau, trd gid theo tung quda cam, trdi dua. Ban ong, sau nhiing
dém dai theo ghe ra bién, tré vé bén, ngoi trong mdy qudn café céc, phi phéo
thuéc 14, néi chuyén doi. Nhitng xe gan mdy phong t6i lui trén dwong, cho du
cdc thit, tir nhitng con ga song cho dén nhitng miéng vin lam nha cot chat phia
sau lung tai xé. Cdc dira tré con chay, choi tro cudp bat va cé lanh né canh tay
ciia mdy nguoi chi nghiém khdc luén muon kéo ching vé nha tam rira. O qué
nha, tron ngoi lang la mot gia dinh lon. Ai ciing lo cho nhau, khong vi lgi ich
ca nhdn ma vi trach nhiém cua loai nguoi voi nhau. Cdi tinh nguoi nho do la
diéu ba Pham nhé nhit.

[Bai dang dwgc Me diéu chinh téi diy (chiéu Thir Nam, 18/2/2016) thi
Au Co lén xin Me nguwng dich tit ci cdc bai ciia Au Co. Loi rang: "Me dich,
con doc thidy nhw khong con la bai con viét!" Va thém: "Véi lai, tw twéng
ngay do ciia con dd thay doi.” Ciu cuéi ciing lam ndt tim Me. Nén NGUNG
tai ddy, chi sira ginm nhitng 16i chinh td thoi].

i

Ong tai xé ldi qua moét 6 ga va vuc hai vo chong lai trong hién tai. Ong
Pham bé mét cdi tay da ciing cdp (leathery) vao tii va ldy ra mot miéng gidy
dang xép lai. Ong nhe nhang mé ra va doc nhitng chir to lén trén dé cho lan
nhuw la lan thir mot triéu:

CHI TAI BIG EATS!!!

MOT GIAY COUPON 50% GIAM GIA!

MOT BUA AN CHO HAI NGUOI

NGAY T4 ON THOI!!!

“Ong dirng ldy ra ngam hoai! Coi chirng gié théi né di d6.” Ba Pham la to
vdo tai chong.

Ong tai xé nhin vdo kinh (review mirror) & cdp A Chau nhé va lic dau
trong cach buc boi, tw chiri nhitng chir tuc tiv. Nhitng nguoi khach kia nhin ra
cira s6 dé gia bo nhu khéong nghe. Chi ¢é chang thanh nién ngoi sau ghé tai xé



nhin ba Pham cho dén khi bdt dwoc mdt ba. Anh chang kéo nén trong do
XUOng—téc vang sap ra ngodi—va toét ra cudi véi ba ta va gdt dau trong sir
dong y véi nhitng gi ba da néi, dit rang anh khéng hiéu.

Ba Pham nhin xuéng, md do trong sw mdc ¢& va tra lai cho chang thanh
nién mot nu cuwoi nhut nhat.

Troi dia hét mwa khi xe buyt ngieng lai & tram Center Rd. Hai vo chong
rung rinh leo xuéng xe va vé hoi lanh. Cam ldy tay nhau chdt ché, ho bing qua
duwong va di b qua hai quéng dé doi & mot tram xe khdc cho xe buyt sé 64.

‘Minh phdi di mdy chuyén xe nita?” Ba Pham hdi to.

Ong Pham ldy ra mét cdi bang dé xe buyt tir trong tii va nhin mét hoi roi
tra 101, “Chi hai chuyén nita théi.”

“Nhung troi lanh qua. Téi ciing khong nghe doi nita” Ba Pham than van
trong khi di sat vao bén chong.

“Ba phdi rang lén. Khi minh t6i quan an va an dwoc bita Thanksgiving lon,
mdy chuyén nay sé khéng lén ma.” Giong éng ta rdt tw tin va an vi nén ba gia
nho, va run khong thé khéng tin.

Xe s6 64 dong hon xe kia. Chi c6 mot ghé trong théi. Ong Pham nhiwong
ghé cho vo va ong ditng bén ba, cam cdy ray vi ~ong khong voi 101 mdy cdi cdy
trén noc xe. Chuyen xe rat gdp ghénh nén ong rdt khé dimg viing. C6 nhiéu lan,
ong té vao dii mdy nguwoi khdach kia, khién cho ho nhdan may. Mgt ba con churi
ong trong sw tire gidn. Dii éng khéng hiéu la ba ta néi gi, nhung éng biét rang
ba ta chii thé.

Khi dén tram xe buyt ciia hai éng ba, Ba Pham gan khéc réi. “Sao minh
khong di vé di? Téi khong muon dn ga tdy nita. Téi muon an com. Téi muon vé
Liwrong Son. Minh vé Liwong Son dwoc khong ong”

Ong Pham, tw kém ché nude mdt udt vrc ciia chinh minh, ldc dau mét cach
kién quyét va néi véi vo trong mét giong néi nhe nhang hon giong néi manh mé
thwong ciia minh, “Minh khéng vé Lieong Son dwoc. Bdy gio ddy la nha minh.
Minh sé hanh phiic ma. Di, chi con mét chuyén xe nita théi la minh cé thé an
mét buoi an Ta On nhw nguoi My.”

Ong kéo tay vo bo vao tii minh dé nhitng ngon tay cia ca hai nguoi déu
diege am. Ong ddt ba qua bén kia dwong va hai nguoi dirng doi chuyén xe cudi
ciing. Xe so 89.

Tai xé ciia xe buyt s6 89 la mét phu nit tuéi trung nién, to con. Ba ta cuoi
vui vé va kién nhan doi cho hai nguoi gia leo lén xe. Ba con doi cho ho ngoi
xuong roi méi ldi di. Ong Pham cuwoi véi ba trong cdi kiéng chiéu hdu véi mot
sw cam kich trong khi ba Pham rang lay hoi tho lai.

Véi tw tin manh lén lai, Ong Pham quay qua vo va véi giong néi manh mé
nhuw xwa, noi to, “Di bo nay glO’ 16i thdy doi qua! Ba doi lai chua? "

Ba Pham ldc dau va hai giong niede mdt chay xuong ma va tham vao cé do.

Ong Pham gia bé nhw khéng thdy va néi lung tung tiép cho ba vui. “Téi
nay, t6i sé€ goi cho con Voi va bdo né la mua mdy thé dién thoai dé mai minh
goi vé Luwong Son. Ba muon vdy khong?”

Ba Pham ngoi im.

Ong Pham néi tiép, “Minh sé goi cho Ong Lic va ké cho éng va mdy nguoi
kia nghe vé budi an ngdy hém nay. Minh sé giang cho ho nghe 1é Ta On la gi.
Minh sé ké cho ho nghe vé Ong Clolumbus. Va ké néi cho ho biét la nguoi My



rdt c6i mo, rong lwong va hoan nghinh minh nhw nhitng nguoi éng Clolumbus
dém qua, nhe?”

Ba Pham van ngoi im.

Ong Pham tang héng roi suy nghi thém chuyén dé néi. “Ba cé thé néi cho
Ba Ba biét vé déi giay va bich keo ba mua ting cho con ba. Chdc ba nghe la ba
vui lam.”

Ba Pham chi hit miii nhe thoi.

Ong gia, viea mét, viea doi, rot vao im lang va nhin ra cua s6. Troi da bat
dau muwea lai roi. Puong phd gan nhie khéng c6 nguoi. Co thé, ong tw dodn, moi
nguoi dang o nha voi gia dinh voi mot ban an dai va o gitka ban c6 mot con ga
tdy chin vang trén mét cdi dia bang bac. Moi nguoi déu cwoi va vui vé. Ong
cuoi mot minh. Nguwoi My thiét la khac la.

Xe buyt ngung trudc mot qudn an co chiv “BIG EATS” son trén cita bang
mau dé 1om va dagm. Ong Pham vdy tay véi ba tdi xé c¢éi mé va buéce xuong xe.

Hai éng ba gia dirmg trude cira kiéng om trong nguong mo. Ho hoi hip
cam lcfy tay nhau va di vao.

O trong rdt nhén nhip. May nguwoi boi ban mdc do chemise trdng va quan
den chay 101 chay lui, cam may cai khay toan day ly rwou va nhitng dia do dan
thit, do xao, nuwée sot. Trong phong doi ¢6 mét hang dai cua khach dang doi
ban. Khéng ai dé y téi hai éng ba gia.

Ong Pham nam chdt tay vo, hit tho vao manh va di téi buc goA~ cua coé ditng
chao khach. C6 ndy téc do cét lén cao va doi moi mau mdu do chat chat on do
trén mét miéng keo cao su. Co quay qua ong Pham, long may nhiu lén.

Ong voi vé tiii va ldy ra cdi gidy quy gid va dé trueée mat 6 ta.

Cé ta nhin xuéng, khong thém cam 1én, va nhin 1én lai hai 6ng ba gia. Déi
mdt ¢6 ta nhin lén nhin xuong, khdo sat hai vo chéng nhin téc bii xi bi gié thoi
cia ho, hai d6i mdt hang hai, hai déi méi run cam cdp. Ao mang 16 cua ba gia
mdng trén nguwoi ba nhw la ba dang bi qudn trong mot cdi man cua 6 dai; con
do khodc lanh ciia éng gia réng thénh thang va quan ka-ki dai thung thi giong
nhw la phdi cho mét nguoi cao hon nhiéu mdt méi viea. C6 ta nhin xuong gidy
cua ho, wot va dinh ddy bun, thiét la qud rong cho ho.

“Puwrgc roi. Ngoi xuong bén dé di. Pdy la bita dn coupon, nén ching toi
khéng thé cho hai nguoi dn cho dén khi c¢é ban tréng.”

Ong Pham gat dau, nira hiéu, nita khong va dan vo qua bén cira.

Ba quay qua 6ng, ké miéng gan tai chong va hoéi, “Chirng ndo minh méi dn
dwoc?”

Ong nhiin vai va tra 1oi, “Cé kia néi la phdi cho cho dén khi c6 ban trong.
Ba rang doi thém mot chut nita di.”

Ba Pham dira nguweoi vao twong. Hai dau géi ciia ba bdt dau run tré lai. Ba
nhin cai ghé sa-1éng mét cach ao wée. Mot thang bé nhé dang nhay lén nhay
xuong trén ghé, va hét vao mdt me né. Nguoi me, mot c6 nguoi thon c¢& 35 tuoi,
quy xuéng bén con va noi nho trong tai thang bé. Thang bé leo xuong va theo
me ra ngodi dwong, van la hét om xom.

“Minh ngoi xuéng dwgc khéng?”

Ong Pham lic dau. “Khéng dwge. Mdy ghé dé la cho nhitng nguoi khong
diing coupon nhw minh. Minh thi phai dimg thoi. Sdp téi phién minh réi. Ring
doi mot ti nita di.”



Mot ti nita tré thanh 45 phit, réi mét tiéng, roi mot tiéng rudi, roi gan dén
hai tiéng.

“Dé t6i di héi con nhé dé lai mét lan nita” Ong Phgm noi, giong run voi sy
phan né.

“Dung ma ong!” Ba Pham kéo tay do chéng, so' lam phién mdt mdt minh,
nhung ong ddy ba ra va ti cé don khdch hoi nay.

Ong kéo phet ma tuya do xuoéng va néi to lén, “Chao cé. C6 néi ching téi
doi. Chiing t6i doi gan hai tiéng. C6 ¢6 chd cho chiing téi khéng?”’

C6 don khéch ddo déi mdt va néi céc can, “Duoc roil Dé t6i di coi.” Va co
quay di mét cach lam biéng.

Ba Pham t6i bén chong va khodc tay vao tay chong. Va hai nguoi doi tiép.

Cé don khdch tré lai va ngodt tay kéo hai nguoi theo cé. Ho di ngang nhiéu
ban tron by day nhitng gia dinh va ban tiéc d6 an nhiéu, giong nhw éng Pham
da tuong twong.

Ho di ngang nhiéu ban c6 nhitng cdp tinh nhan dang thi tham uéng rwou.
Di ngang ban co6 ban bé dang tro chuyén, ban chua dwoc don dep, va ban
trong. Rot cude, ho téi ban ciia ho: mét ban go vuong gan cira vao bép.

“Pdy la ban ciia hai ngwoi. An ngon nhe.” Réi ¢é don khdch bé di.

Ong ba Pham nhin nhau, bap bénh va boi réi, nhung van cdi do lanh ra va
ngéi xuéng.

Ong Pham bdt dau an 1i vo, nhung bi thang boi ban cdt ngang bang cdch
dat hai cdi dia khoai nhuyén nhé xuong.

“Xin 16i cdu, ching téi chwea kéu mén an ma.”

Anh boi thé dai manh va néi, “Céc ngueoi dang xai coupon, phdi khéng?”’

Ong Pham gt dau.

“Thi bita an ndy la mét bita coupon. Khoai nhuyén, mét miéng ga tdy va
mot ly nuoc lanh.”

Hai éng ba ngéi im, khéng hiéu.

Anh boi liéc mdt va néi, “Vay, hai nguoi an ngon nhé.

Ong Pham tinh xin vai gidy lau mi¢ng, nhung anh boi da bé di roi. Ong
nhin vo, va thay suw nhuc nhd va boi roi cia vo lam dau thoc vo tim ong.

“A, ba thdy d6i chwa?” éng héi, va ddy dia thit gan téi ba, “bita an nay
ngon khéng? Ngon ldm! Y nhw la mét bita an Thanksgiving.”

Ba quay di nhin mdy ban kia. Cé mét éng dang dimg Ién, gio' ly ruwou lén
moi gia dinh dn, va cd nha éng ta ai ciing ldng tai nghe va cwoi toét miéng.

“Téi khéng thdy déi.” Ba ndi, va ddy cdi dia di. “Téi khéng thich do an
nay. Téi muén di vé.”

Déi mdt éng chong tra nuwée. Ong ciing thdy khong himg thii @é ma an nita.
“Thi minh lam gi dwoc bay gio?” Ong héi, “Minh ciing da téi day roi.”

“Théi minh di vé di.” Gipng ba rat nhe, nhung ong nghe timg chit rat ré.

Va lan dau tién tir ngay dam cudi cia ho hon 60 nam xwa, 6ng Pham thdy
duogc vo minh nhu luc con la con gai. Toc den dai cua ba, dﬁy va muét, boi lén
mét cuc, quan den ong réng xdang lén téi dau goi dé cho khoi bi wot trong khi
ba 16i vao nuée dé voi ludi ca lén. Ao ba ba cia ba 6m vao nguoi thon cua ba
va la cho ba, trong mat éng, dep hon tdt ca c6 dong phim trong phim My ma
ong da thdy trong hinh. C6 khi ba nhin éng voi doi mdt to va dam nhuw hai hot
nhan. Va di déi méi ba hiém khi cudi, déi mdt ba luén luén cé mot anh sang
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ruec ré ciia mot nu cuoi. Hoi xwa ba luén luén rat hinh dién la dwoc lam vo ciia
ong. La duoc lam “Ba Phagm”

Ong nhin ba bay gio. Toc den dai, gio ngdn va xam di, kep ¢ chan o voi
mot cdi kep toc ré tien ma Voi da mua cho ba. Ba con rat gay nhung do khong
phai la cdi gay ciia co thiéu nit tuéi tré. Gio la cdi gdy gan nhu bénh hoan, cdi
gay tao ra boi vi mdy chuc nam lam lao dong va thirc dém vi lo ling vé chuyén
an, dm ap cua gia dinh. Va doi mdt ciia ba, doi mdt timg dep cia ba, gio thi
mét méi va sam sam nhw sita. Cdi tia sang ma éng da timg ham mé gio- da bién
mdt roi.

Ong Pham cuoi yéu 6t véi vo va néi, “Théi duoc, minh di vé.’

Ba Pham nhin éng, khéng dam tin. Nhwng 6ng néi thiét. Ong ngodc anh boi
1Gi va tra tién. Roi hai nguoi givip nhau mdc do vao va di ra khéi cira. Trong
liic ho di ra thi co mgt anh chang mdc mot ao mang toé dai dang di vo. Anh
chang mo cira nhwong hai ong ba di qua truoc. Ba Pham cwoi cai ny cwoi nhiit
nhdt ciia ba dé cam on chang. Chang gat dau va cuoi lai.

Ngay trude khi canh ciea kiéng ngng né dong, hai vor chong nghe chang
chuc to, “Chuc mung Thanksgiving!”

Va anh di vao trudc khi hai nguoi nghi cach tra loi.

’

(Thanksgiving 2010)
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