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In memory of our ancestors, grandparents, and parents. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PREFACE 
 
This book was not written about a person, some landscape, or love. Its main emphasis was to 

portray the lifestyle, the way of thinking, and the behavior of generations of Vietnamese during the 
prolonged war. A war -- conducted by puppets from both Capitalist and Communist blocks -- that 
was imposed on a people who only wanted to live in peace and harmony among themselves and 
among all other peoples in the world. 

The author wishes to express all her love to her husband, children, sister, and brothers for their 
inspiration, encouragement, and support throughout the completion of the book. And her deepest 
gratitude to the following people without whose assistance -- in typesetting, editing, proofreading, 
lay out, and design -- the book would have still remained only as scattered ideas in the heart of a 
Vietnamese woman: Kathleen McGuirk, Ann Cusack (better known as An-Phuong Nguyen), Thuy 
Ong, Howard Seaman, Duc Nguyen, and Giahoa Pham.  

 
 
* 

 
If this book is able to raise some minimal awareness about the background of the Vietnamese 

people, awareness that leads to the understanding of the real Vietnamese whose reputation has been 
smeared for so long by individuals and news media, then it has fulfilled the purpose set forth by the 
author as well as the contributors. 

 
 



 
 
 
 
A SHORT NOTE ON VIETNAM'S HISTORY 
 
Viet Nam is both a very old and very young country: Old, because the country herself was first 

acknowledged of in the late third millenium before Christ; young, because Viet Nam only started to 
be better known by the larger world in the 1960's with the presence of the American troops fighting 
alongside her people against the invasion by the Communists. 

From 257BC, the country was annexed to the Chinese empire for more one thousand years, 
during which the Vietnamese never stopped their struggle against what they called the enemy of the 
North. 

Viet Nam regained her independence from the Chinese in 968AD, an independence lasting till 
1884. During that millenium of independence, the Vietnamese had to fight the same invaders from 
the North. Among their achievements, to maintain their fate in their own hands, they defeated -- not 
only one, but three consecutives times -- the Mongol troops, the invincible cavalry whose horses' 
feet trampled throughout the whole world. 

During this time, to gain living space, Viet Nam also expanded her boundary southward, against 
the Champa kingdom. 

From the seventeenth until (and especially in) the late eighteenth century, Viet Nam was divided 
and weakened as the industrialized western countries were plying the under-developed world for 
her raw materials and markets. Consequently, for more than sixty years, western religious forces 
and secular powers plotted to turn Viet Nam into part of a French colony known as Indochina, a 
conglomeration of Laos, Cambodia, and Viet Nam. 

During the second world war, Indochina was under Japanese occupation. Soon after the war 
ended, Viet Nam was the first of the three Indochinese countries to initiate the fight for 
independence. Unfortunately, shortsighted French policy pushed the Vietnamese people into the 
hand of the Communist Party, so that for more than thirty years Viet Nam was a battlefield between 
the two superpowers -- American capitalism and Russian communism -- and a hedge against 
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Communist expansion, to the benefit of the Southeast Asian countries (who prospered under 
American aid) and world peace. 

Presently, Viet Nam is one of the last four remaining communist countries in the world: China, 
Viet Nam, North Korea, and Cuba. 

 
 
 
 
 
MAIN CONTEMPORARY EVENTS IN VIET NAM 
 
1905, Eastbound Movement: Phan Boi Chau clandestinally went to Japan seeking help and 

appealed compatriots to go overseas learning science and technology to modernize the country and 
overthrow the French 

1925, Phan Boi Chau caught by the French in Shanghai (China) and brought back to Viet Nam 
to condemn to house arrest 

1927, Viet Nam People's Party (VPP): Nguyen Thai Hoc formed the nationalist party to chase 
the French 

1930: 
- February 10, VPP upraising without susscess, 35 members got death penalty and executed 
- March 2, Viet Nam Communist Party: Ho Chi Minh formed the party in China, soon changed 

to Indochina Communist Party by order of the Comintern, to embrace altogether Cambodia and 
Laos 

1931, July 22, Nghe Tinh Soviets: communist uprising in Central Viet Nam under the slogan 
"Intellectuals, affluents, landlords and notables, extirpate them from their base, overturn them from 
their roots" 

1940, September 22, Japanese troops entered Viet Nam 
1945: 
- March 9, Japanese overthrew French in Viet Nam. Emperor Bao Dai declared Viet Nam 

independent, annihilated all unequal treaties betwween France and Viet Nam -- August 14, Japan 
surrendered 

- August 19, communists organized meeting in Ha Noi (North Viet Nam) asking for power 
- August 30, Bao Dai abdicated 
1946: 
- March 6, Viet Nam communist government signed the Preliminary Accord, admitting French 

troops into North Viet Nam 
- December 19, armed conflict between French and Vietnamese communists. Communists went 

back to the maquis 
1948, May 15, ex-emperor Bao Dai sent message to major general Nguyen Van Xuan approving 

the establishment of the anti-commnunist Provisional Central Government of Viet Nam 
1949, Chinese communists conquerred the whole mainland 
1950, with the help of Communist China, first Vietnamese communist victory over the French at 

the Sino-Viet Nam borders 
1954: 
- French troops defeated at Dien Bien Phu 
- Geneva Accord between France and Vietnamese Communists partitioned Viet Nam into North 

and South Viet Nam 
1956, communist implemented without mercy the "agrarian, industrial and cultural reforms" to 

repress the North, preparing invasion of the South (Viet Nam) 1959, Ho Chi Minh proclaimed the 



Resolution 15 deciding to invade South Viet Nam 1960, December 20, communists formed the 
People's Front for the Liberation of South Viet Nam (Mat Tran Dan Toc Giai Phong Mien Nam) 

1965, March 8, American troop first assigned to Viet Nam 
1968, January 30, at dawn on the first day of the Tet (Lunar New Year) truce, communists 

launched the bloody Mau Than Offensive 
1973: 
- January 27, an agreement "ending the war and restoring peace" in Viet Nam was signed 

principally in Paris by the United States and North Viet Nam -- March 29, last US troops leave 
South Viet Nam, ending nearly 10 years of US military intervention 

1975: 
- April 23, President Ford said "the war is finished, as far as America is concerned" 
- April 29-30, largest helicopter evacuation began removing the last Americans from Sai Gon, 

including US Ambassador Graham Martin 
- By dawn on April 30, communist forces moved into Sai Gon  
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HOW DO THE VIETS GET THEIR NAMES? 
 
As in the case in many other cultures, the full name of a Viet is composed of at least a family 

name, inherited from the father, and a given name, bestowed by the parents upon the child's birth. 
Vietnamese family names (with a total of about 100 in the whole country) normally have no 

particular significance, but given names usually have some specific meaning. 
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In most cases, given names stand for the hope parents have for their children. Some might have 
names like Tai, meaning talent, Duc, virtue, or Nghia, loyalty. All are good characteristics for 
males. Auspicious daughters' names are Van, cloud, Mai, apricot plant, Lan, orchild, Cuc, 
chrysanthemum, or Truc, meaning bambou. The hope is that the daughters will grow up as 
beautiful as cloud in the sky or as lovely as the flowers and plants named. 

The one-word names are in their easy-to-call, shortened forms. However, there is usually an 
attributive word added in front of each given name, giving more description to it. For example Dai 
Tai means great talent, Huu Duc means having virtue, Trong Nghia means having respect for 
loyalty, Hong Van means pink cloud, Xuan Mai means spring apricot plant, Bach Lan means white 
orchid, Thu Cuc means autum chrysanthemum, and Thanh Truc means grean and lush bamboo. On 
formal occasions, compound names or even family names should be referred to, for example Ngo 
tong thong (President Ngo), Ho chu tich (Chairman Ho). 

 
 
VIETNAMESE FAMILY NAMES 
 
(Undoubtedly some are Chinese due to the millenium of annexation) An, Âu 
Bạch, Bàng, Bành, Bế, Bì, Biện, Bồ, Bùi 
Ca, Cái, Cao, Cầm, Cấn, Chà, Châu (Chu), Chế, Chiêm, Chủ, Chữ, Chung, Chuơng, Cồ, Công, 
Cù, Cung 
Dản, Danh, Diệp, Diêu, Doãn, Dư, Dương 
Đái (Đới), Đàm, Đan, Đang, Đảng, Đặng, Đào, Đậu, Đèn, Điêu, Đinh, Đoàn, Đỗ, Đồng, Đổng, 
Đường 
Giang, Giảng, Giáp, Giới 
Hà, Hạ, Hàn, Hãn, Hình, Hoa, Hoàng (Huỳnh), Hồ, Hỗ, Hồng, Hứa Kha, Khâm, Khâu, Khấu, 
Khiếu, Khổng, Khu, Khuất, Khúc, Khương, Khưu, Kiều, Kim, Kỳ 
La, Lã, Lạc, Lai, Lại, Lâm, Lầu, Lê, Liêu, Liễu, Linh, Lò, Lô, Lỗ, Lữ, Lục, Lương, Lưu, Luyện, 
Lý 
Ma, Mã, Mạc, Mạnh, Mai, Miêu, Mùa, Mùi 
Nam, Ngạc, Nghê, Nghi, Nghiêm, Nghiêu, Ngọc, Ngô, Ngu, Ngũ, Ngụy, Nguyên, Nguyễn, 
Ngưu, Nhan, Nhâm, Nhữ, Ninh, Nông, Nồng 
Ô, Ôn, Ông 
Phạm, Phan, Phàng, Phi, Phí, Phó, Phò, Phù, Phùng, Phương 
Quách, Quan, Quản, Quảng, Quỳnh 
Se, Soa, Sơn, Sở, Sử, Sự 
Tạ, Tào, Tăng, Thạch, Thái, Thẩm, Thân, Thào, Thiều, Thôi, Thục, Tiết, Tiêu, Tô, Tôn, Tống, 
Trầm, Trần, Trang, Trát, Triệu, Trương, Tuấn, Từ, Tưởng Ứng 
Vân, Vi, Võ (Vũ), Voòng, Vương, Vưu. 
 
 
HOW DO THE VIETS ADDRESS EACH OTHER? 
 
In Vietnamese address, two things should be considered. 
First, the legend regarding Viet origin is particularly important. According to this legend, the 

Viets are descendants from the group of one hundred offsprings delivered by the fairy mother Au 
Co in a sac. The Viets therefore see the whole populace as a big family and consider themselves as 
virtually all related, as dong bao, meaning of the same amniotic sac. 
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Second, unlike most other peoples, the Viets do not use the simple I and You forms when 
referring to themselves and to people they are speaking to. When referring to oneself, the individual 
will use a form denoting his or her relationship to the one spoken to. 

When talking with one's father or mother, one will refer to oneself as con (son, daughter, child). 
When communicating with the father or mother's brothers and sisters, the term will be chau 
(nephew, niece). The same word chau will be used in communicating with grandparents because 
chau also has the meaning of grandchild. 

When talking to an elder sibling, the referent is em (young sister/brother). Conversely, when 
speaking with a younger brother or sister, an older sister will refer to herself as chi (older sister) 
and an older borther will be anh. With the exceptions of helpers and tenants in the agricultural sub-
culture, who always consider themselves as children or grandchildren to the landowners regardless 
of their ages, non-related people are addressed on the basis of age. People of similar age as one's 
grandparents are referred to as ong, meaning grandpa or ba, meaning grandma. People of similar 
age as one's uncles and aunts are referred to as bac or chu, father's older or younger brother; or cau, 
mother's brothers; or co or di/gia, father's sisters or mother's sisters. People similar in age are 
referred to as anh or em, or chi or em. The way the Viets address one another in their extended 
family is very precise, contains much emotion, and is pretty complicated, especially in the northern 
part of the country. Furthermore, certain other reasons make person-to-person address confusing. 
Those who are not familiar with terms of address are prone to be mistaken about the relationship 
between the persons in question. First, there are usually several terms to address the same person in 
the family (e.g., mẹ, me, má. mợ, măng, u, bầm, đẻ all mean mother). 

Second, depending on how much feeling people want to show and on how close they want to be 
to the people they are talking to or about, the terms people use referring to themselves and 
adressing others will change. For example, a man might be addressed by his son as ong 
(grandfather). The son has put himself in the position of his own son (i.e., the father's grandson) 
because he wants to show more respect. Conversely, when talking to his grandfather, another man 
might refer to himself as con, meaning son, because he wants to show a closer relationship. 

Another aspect deserving attention is the common practice of using terms from paternal side to 
show a closer relationship (i.e., calling someone bac or chu, or co, terms referring to one's father's 
siblings, rather than cau or di or gia, terms referring to one's mother's siblings). 

Unlike Americans, who address their cousins as cousin or by name, Vietnamese cousins do not 
use the term cousin when they are speaking to each other. They refer to themselves and address 
their cousins by the same titles as people in their direct lineage. For example, there are two third 
cousins twice removed. One 60 years old Mr. A (of the 12th generation of an extended family) 
talking to Ms. B, who is much younger than he, Mr. A refers to himself as chau (grand-nephew) 
and addresses Ms. B as ba (great-aunt). 

Another feature which makes the whole issue much, much more complicated is that these usages 
can change in families and do not follow any fixed pattern. Wives are addressed by their husband's 
names and, on many occasions, parents are addressed by the names of their older children. In most 
cases, people avoid addressing other by the laters' own names and use their social titles or their 
ranks in family instead, e.g., ong phan (mister the clerk), thim giao (madam the wife of the 
teacher), ong hai (great uncle the second son in the family), bac ba (uncle the third son in his family 
or uncle the third oldest son who is one of the older brothers of one's father). In situation when 
some precision is needed, the short-form given names are added, making ong phan into ong phan 
Tai (mister the clerk whose first name is Tai), thim giao into thim giao Duc (madam the wife of the 
teacher whose first name is Duc), ong hai Nghia (great uncle the second son in his hamily with his 
first name of Nghia). 

In the northern part of Viet Nam, only men are entitled to be addressed by their ranks in their 
families. Women are addressed by their own names and, once married, are addressed by their 



husbands' ranks. On the other hand, in the southern part, very possibly because of a stronger 
exposure to the French culture, men and women alike are addressed by their ranks, but the oldest 
children in the families are not addressed as ca, which means oldest, because this title is reserved 
for ong huong ca (the village chief), cha ca (the French catholic priest Pigneau de Béhaine, 1741- 
99), ong hoang ca (prince Canh, 1779-1801, crown prince of the founding emperor of the last 
Vietnamese dynasty). 
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With her mind made up, Mai thought about something she had to do before leaving this land. 

Yes, she had to see Khang, her first love, for the last time. Mai now knew how Mother felt when she 
had said that she didn't want to leave the ancestors' tombs to move to the South. 

When Mai arrived, the cemetery was quiet with row after row of headstones. To Mai, these 
resembled troops at attention while on parade. Thousands and thousands of men had been buried 
here, but now suddenly their sacrifices became meaningless. They would have even been accused of 
being criminals by the other side. Mai felt pity for them. 

Upon reaching Khang's grave, Mai realized that she had forgotten to bring him some flowers. 
The sad eyes on his picture engraved into the headstone seemed to follow her. For many years she 
had not forgotten the sadness in those big, brown eyes. Mai found tears streaming down her 
cheeks. 

"Oh, Khang, I come here to bid you farewell. You know I don't want to, but I have no choice. 
Remember you and I always said that we were lucky that our families had brought us South. Now I 
have to do the same thing for my children. I don't want them to be blamed for being children of a 
soldier from a 'puppet government' or grandchildren of a landlord. I don't want them to hear that 
we sucked the people's blood or owe a debt of blood to the people. We don't owe anybody anything. 
Our families left everything they had built in the North to come here to start all over again, to be 
free. And now I will have to leave everything, I'll have to start all over again, because I don't want 
my children to believe that 'Uncle Ho' loves them more than their own parents and then come home 
to spy on us. I want to show them the truth and then let them decide for themselves when they are 
mature enough. 

"I know that the Communists would get rid of us by one mean or another, because they know 
that they cannot change our minds. We love this country, this land so much and want our people to 
move upward like other people in the world, but the Communists won't let us. They started this war, 
killing hundreds and thousands of people. I feel pity for those naive people who believed in them. 
Soon they will take over this part of the country, and then those people will realize their mistake. 
But it will be too late. I have felt frustrated and guilty of failing to do anything to make these people 
understand. 

"Oh, Khang, please help me, protect me and my children. You know how much I love them, and I 
hope that you love them too. Sometimes I blame myself for bringing them into this world filled with 
sufferings. Now I have to do my best for them. I know that when I take them to another land, they 
won't be completely Vietnamese anymore, but I want them to be free. Someday, when they are 
grown, they can make their own decision to come back to their native land. "It is so hard to leave 
loved ones. I don't know if I will see my parents and the other relatives in this world again or if we 
shall meet in the next world. Oh, I'm scared! I don't know if we can make it to anywhere or we will 
become prey for the fish in the ocean. Khang, please do your best. If you can, protect us and bring 
us to safety." 

Mai stared at the picture through her tears and realized how young he had looked at his death. 
His eyes seemed to stare back at her. Mai looked away and then at the thousands and thousands of 
graves in the quiet cemetery. She saw some new ones. Poor things, they died in the last minutes of 
the war. But that wasn't the end yet. Thousands and thousands more would be killed when Sai Gon 
was shelled and attacked. 

The cemetery was too quiet; Mai didn't see anybody around. The living were busy struggling for 
their lives and had forgotten the dead. Only the weeping willows were here to mourn. The sun was 
lowering in the west. Mai stood up and looked at the picture for the last time. 

"Khang, I have to go now. You know that wherever I am, I'll never stop loving you. Farewell, my 
love." 

Mai walked away quickly as if afraid that Khang would convince her to stay longer. 
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As she walked amid the graves, she had the feeling that the dead were staring at and blaming 
her for leaving them alone here. Mai whispered in her mind, "I know how much you have sacrificed 
for us and how much you suffered to see what has happened to this country. But there is nothing we 
can do. Our hands are tied since we can no longer get any weapons. This is only a political chess 
game and we are only the pawns. I don't know who is better off: you, those who lie peacefully here, 
or us, who are living in agony trying to run for our lives." 

 * 
Leaving behind her the city of the dead, Mai reached the highway in front to join hundreds and 

hundreds of the living who, anxiety showing on their faces, hurriedly tried to reach Sai Gon, their 
last retreat before dark. The motortricycle shifted gear, slowly climbing over the Newport bridge. 
From her seat looking down at the boats in the harbor, Mai suddenly felt sick. She tried to 
understand why. 

Oh yes, these trips by boat that she had come to hate so much. The first boat trip that had ripped 
her away from those bamboo hedges which had wholy embraced her childhood. Would there be 
another time when she'd have the chance to be back there again to have the feeling of being 
protected by those old bamboo hedges? The 1954 sea voyage that took her away from her beloved 
corner in the North. 

Anh now, Mai was not able to know where this coming trip would bring her and her small 
family. One thing was certain though: she was going to leave behind everything, the country, her 
parents, siblings, relatives, and friends. Slowly, slowly, images from the past came back... 

 
 
 
 
 
PART ONE 
 
I 
 
That was an early fall morning, the year of 1943. 
From her seat on the boat, little Mai looked through her tears at her Nanny standing beside two 

young men on the bank of the river. One of them held the red and gold lacquered wooden 
palanquin pole carved at each end with a red and golden dragon. The other folded the palanquin 
hammock that they had used to carry the Old Gentleman. Earlier, Nanny had carried some luggage 
and a basket of rice onto the boat. They had to wait there until the boat left to bide farewell. On the 
boat, crowds of people moved back and forth. Excitedly, they greeted each other, laughing and 
chatting loudly. But Mai just stared at her Nanny, so thin in her coarse black pantaloons and brown 
blouse. Mai prayed that the motor wouldn't run so she could return home. 

As the boat started to leave, Mai's tears streamed down her cheeks uncontrollably. Her vision 
blurred and she could no longer clearly see Nanny. It seemed that Nanny waved but Mai didn't 
want to raise her hand or move at all. The boat drifted further and further, and Nanny became 
smaller and smaller then disappeared. But Mai still saw the red tile roof of the Old Gentleman's 
house which was the tallest in the area. Seeing it consoled Mai for a moment because she believed 
that she was still near home. 

* 
This morning, when Nanny woke her up, Mai wanted to run away. She was mad at her parents 

because they were sending her away. Perhaps they didn't love her. It was too early to eat and she 
felt something swelling in her throat so that she couldn't swallow. Why couldn't she live like the 
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other children in the neighborhood? None of them had to go to the city. Lots of them didn't even 
have to go to school. 

Playing with them was great fun. They seemed to know almost everything. They could catch 
fish, shrimp, crab, and even birds. They molded earthen pots out of clay and dried them in the sun 
to be used for cooking. Sometimes, when they asked Mai to get rice for them, she sneaked into the 
storeroom near the kitchen, filled the pockets of her blouse with rice, and then walked innocently to 
the rendezvous in the banana orchard. There, Mai watched her friends put a tiny sparrow in the hot 
water, pull out its feathers and then, adding a handful of rice, make the delicious sparrow soup. No 
matter what they cooked, the meals she shared with them were delicious. 

Their lives must be so happy. 
* 

After Tet, the Lunar New Year, everybody started talking about Mai going to school in the city. 
Since age was based on the number of Tet you had celebrated, Mai was considered to be six years 
old. According to her family's rule, she would have to go to the city. 

Over and over, Mai cried and begged her father to let her go to the school in the village. But her 
tears were in vain. It was always impossible to convince Mother, but this time it was even 
impossible to convince Father. He never talked much and usually Mai didn't mind, but this time his 
sparse use of words really upset her. Once again she climbed the stairs to his room where he read 
all day.  

"Father, can I stay home?" 
He shook his head. 
"Oh, please, let me stay. Why do I have to go to the city?" 
 "All your elder brothers and sister had to go," Father said indifferently, without taking his eyes 

off the book. 
"I can go to school here." 
He didn't answer, but his silence was answer enough. 
"Why not? None of the children in the neighborhood had to go."  
"They're different." 
"Why?" 
Father just shook his head again and kept on reading. 
Mai felt more desperate each time she talked with her father. But he was still her last and only 

hope. 
* 

For a while, everybody seemed to forget about her trip, and Mai thought that her parents had 
changed their minds. But the return home of her brothers and sister from the city scared her. Mai 
had no memory of ever living in the same house with them. They lived with the Old Gentleman in 
the city and only came home for holidays and vacations. Whenever they came, they set up rules for 
her to follow: not to climb trees, not to eat green fruits, never leave the house or swim in the pond 
without asking, and more and more. Mai just hated them. She often wished that they would stay in 
the city forever and never come home. She knew that their arrival meant that her leaving home was 
near. She tried again to plead with Father, but he didn't seem convinced. At night, she cried with 
Nanny whose soft voice always made her feel better, 

"Be a good girl, study well and when you grow up and get married, I will come live with you 
and bring up your children." Holding Mai in her arms, Nanny rocked her to sleep like a baby. 

* 
Nanny had come to nurse Mai two months after the death of her own baby girl. Father hadn't 

wanted her to nurse Mai right away for fear of contamination. Mother always had a wet nurse to 
breastfeed each of her children, but they always left when the child was two or three years old. 
Nanny Mai, everybody called her that, stayed on and instead became like a member of the family. 



13 
 

All other nannies and servants respected and obeyed her. When Mother wasn't home, she 
supervised all the servants and made decisions on many things while Father stayed upstairs, reading 
his books. He only came down for his meals and to tend his flowers in the early mornings and when 
the sun was down in the late afternoons. 

Nanny Mai was also a good midwife. People from neighboring villages called on her often. Mai 
could still remember the time when Nanny delivered her little brother. Late that night Mother 
started having pain, and when Father called for her, Nanny jumped from her bed and hurried to the 
yard to pick a handful of lime and aromatic leaves. Mai followed her to the kitchen in the wing 
behind the main house and watched her boil the leaves in the big copper pot. This brew would be 
used for the baby's bath. In a smaller pot, she boiled a pair of scissors and a piece of thread - 
although everybody else in the village used a piece of broken glass or a sharp edged bamboo stick, 
Father had always used a pair of scissors to cut the cord. 

When the water was ready, Nanny brought it to Mother's room in the main house. The doors and 
windows were closed and only Father and Nanny remained in the room. A man was not supposed 
to be in the room with his wife when she had her baby, but Father was different, he was with 
Mother when each of his children was born. In fact, he was the one who tied and cut the cord. 
When a child was born in the winter, he was the one who sat on the bed with his legs crossed, 
holding the child to keep him warm until Mother's cousin came to take care of the baby. All the 
servants were up chattering while Father and Nanny were in the room with Mother. 

"Mistress's tummy was so round, it will be a girl," one said. 
 "But she liked sweets so much, it will be a boy," another disagreed. 
Despite the fact that Mother already had five boys, everybody still expected her to have more.  
People often told her, "Some people have money and some have children, but thank God you 

have both." 
To this, Mother usually replied, "Wealth I didn't have, but I was blessed with children." 
This was lucky for her, because when a woman couldn't bear her husband a son, he had the right 

to marry another woman, or women, until he got one. Often a wife found her husband a girl and 
made all the arrangements for the wedding. When the girl came to the household, she had to call 
the first wife elder sister and obey her. Sometimes the second wife was treated like a servant. 
Father loved all his children and treated them alike. As for Mother, Mai had the feeling that she had 
more affection for her sons. 

* 
When Nanny opened the door, everybody was happy to know that it was a boy. Quickly, Nanny 

closed the door behind her. It was believed that each individual had a vital spirit within, either good 
or bad, and, to play it safe, newborn babies were always kept away from strangers for exactly one 
hundred days. This was because the newborn could be affected by a stranger of bad spirit. Mother 
and the baby would stay in the room for those hundred days. Food would be brought in to her, and 
only very close relatives or friends would be allowed to visit. 

Early the next morning, Mai followed Nanny when she went to bury the placenta. In spite of the 
chill, Mai sat patiently under the coconut tree as Nanny dug a deep hole nearby and buried the 
brand new earthen pot with the placenta in it. Nanny told Mai that every time Mother had a baby, 
the placenta was buried at this same spot to make the child remember his birthplace. 

* 
The loud laugh of the woman sitting next to her returned Mai to the boat and reality. She 

sneaked a glance at the Old Gentleman and at her brothers and sister. She was relieved to see that 
they weren't looking at her. She had been afraid that they would notice the tears rolling down her 
face. Her tears tasted salty, but she dared not raise her hand to wipe them away, for fear of being 
noticed. 
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Cottage after cottage disappeared behind the thick green bamboo hedges that lined the river. Mai 
sat stiffly in her seat, watching the familiar scenes roll by. 

People were scattered in the fields, all with large brimmed conic hats, made of palm, protecting 
their faces from the bright sun. Mai could tell the men from the women only by their clothing. The 
men wore dark brown pajama-like clothes while the women wore brown blouses and black 
pantaloons. Narrow borders separated the small rice paddies, but the rice plants were tall enough to 
cover these borders. So, from a distance, the fields looked like a huge green ocean. Mai envied the 
children she saw riding buffaloes. Those children were older than she, but they didn't have to go to 
school. Early in the morning, they rode their buffaloes to the fields and left them there to graze 
while they had fun swimming in the river and climbing trees. At sunset, they rode home on the 
backs of their buffaloes, singing happily and playing bamboo flutes. Mai wished that she could live 
like that. 

Now and then, Mai saw a brick house with a red tile roof, but none was big and beautiful like 
the Old Gentleman's. 

She glanced at his ever severe face with its long salt-and-pepper beard that matched his hair. 
Quite different from her father, the Old Gentleman was tall with big, broad shoulders, a big face 
and big ears, all good traits for men. The only similarity between the Old Gentleman and her father 
was their quietness. Mai had never seen the Old Gentleman talk to anybody for very long except to 
his wife, the Old Lady. People called him either Old Gentleman or Great Mandarin. All her life, 
Mai had called him Old Gentleman, as did everybody in her family. Much later, she learned that he 
was her grandfather. 

* 
The Old Gentleman had come from a poor family. His father was a teacher who opened a school 

of his own where he taught Chinese characters, Confucius' Great Books, history, and how to 
compose poems. The students paid tuition in cash or in rice. If they didn't have money or rice, they 
could come to do the house chores or help with the farming. In those days, the Old Gentleman was 
still quite young and studied under his father. There was no reason for him to attend any other 
school because, just like his father, none of the other teachers in the area had passed the imperial 
examination. If they had, they would have been appointed mandarins. 

Every three years, the examination for mandarins was held at designated provinces. All the 
students gathered there from all over the country. Often, students and teachers took the examination 
together. The examinations were graded by high-ranking mandarins. The number of recruits was 
determined at each exam, according to the need of the King's Court. For each recruit given a license 
degree and appointed as a mandarin at the lowest level, two to three others would be granted a 
baccalaureate degree. This degree did not entitle them to a mandarinship, but served as proof of 
their academic achievement in the jungle of scholars. Another exam would take place three or four 
years later allowing the exam-takers another chance at a mandarinship. Those with license degrees 
could participate in the higher examination held the following year at the Ministry of Rites in the 
capital. Those who passed that examination could take another one held in the Imperial Palace. 
Having passed this last examination, scholars were granted the highest degree of doctorate. They 
were then invited to a banquet at the emperor's palace, where they had the chance to taste all kinds 
of delicacies including hirondelle's nest soup. The top ones would be appointed to high ranking 
positions, and many times, were offered marriage to princesses or daughters of high ranking 
mandarins. At the banquet, the emperor gave them brocade robes and hats that Mai thought looked 
like half a watermelon with two wings like a dragonfly. 

After the banquet, the scholars returned to their villages and families in a colorful procession. 
Ahead of the procession, men carried flags and were followed by a band. The new mandarin 
travelled in one palanquin and his wife followed in another. This was a great moment for his entire 
family and even for his village. Dreaming of this moment, many wives had sacrificed all their lives, 
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working to support the families so their husbands could study. They accepted their poverty proudly, 
hoping some day to wear the brocade robe of a mandarin's wife. 

Many, including Mai's great grandmother, died bringing their unrealized dreams with them. 
Great grandfather hadn't earned much from his teaching, and all her life, she had tilled her small 
rice field and raised her children alone, because teachers were not supposed to farm or do any hard 
work; they only read books and write poetry. 

* 
When the Old Gentleman took the examination, he was a mere teenager. A poor boy, he had 

helped his mother with the farming and had the dark complexion of a farmer. When the thin, dark, 
skinny country boy entered the examination ground, a guard attempted to chase him away. He 
didn't look like the other candidates who were better clothed and much older, many with gray 
beards and hair. But to everybody's surprise, the poor country boy was awarded with a degree, 
making him the youngest graduate of the year. 

Mai's grandfather was then appointed district education commissioner. He tried to save enough 
of his salary to buy some rice paddies so his mother could rent them out for shares, but his mother 
didn't live long enough after his appointment to enjoy the easy life she had dreamed of. 

Seeing a good future in the young man, his boss, the district chief, offered him his youngest 
daughter in marriage. That daughter was Mai's grandmother, who had not been taught to read and 
write even though her father was a wealthy mandarin. All her life, she was a hard working and 
docile wife, but could neither help the Old Gentleman make more money from his savings nor 
strengthen his position. She bore him two boys and one girl. 

Mai's father was her first child, the joy and hope of everybody in the family. When he reached 
school age, the Old Gentleman first hired a tutor who taught him Chinese characters. But then, the 
French had thoroughly established their domination over Vietnam, and the Old Gentleman soon 
realized that the study of Chinese characters and Confucius's Great Books wouldn't lead anywhere.  

* 
With the Agreement of Patenôtre signed in 1884, the French had divided the country into three 

parts: the southern part, Cochinchina, was their colony where they had complete control; the central 
part, Annam -- where the imperial capital Hue was -- and the northern part, Tonkin, were their 
protectorates. Theoretically, the emperor had the power to rule over these latter two parts of the 
country. He appointed his mandarins and established his own laws, but slowly the French reached 
for complete control. Soon, their high officials supervised the emperor's mandarins. They 
established a school of administration and taught French, Vietnamese, and Chinese to train a new 
generation of civil servants. 

Everybody, especially the students, were shocked by the change. For generations, Chinese had 
been the sole official written language. Now the emperor no longer held any examinations to select 
his mandarins from the thousands of students all over the country. For those students, this was the 
end of hope. Many had spent a lifetime studying Chinese and had taken many examinations. For 
many, their hair greying, it was too late to begin anew. 

Even new Vietnamese lettering was strange to them. While people spoke Vietnamese, the 
written language had never been used in any official documents. although Vietnamese did borrow 
Chinese characters and modified them to make their own written language. These modifications 
were even incomprehensible to the Chinese. Then, when the Catholic missionaries came to the 
country, Father Alexandre de Rhodes and others accommodated the alphabet to create this new 
Vietnamese lettering. 

* 
Wherever they went, the French wielded their influence and spread their culture. They founded 

schools and universities. 
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Thus, Mai's father was sent to school in Ha Noi. He boarded at the home of the Old Gentleman's 
friend, a retired province chief. When he finished the second year in high school, he was a young 
man who preferred opera houses to studying, since he was given more money than he actually 
needed. He also frequented singers' houses where singers recited poems while he accompanied 
them with a small drum. It was an art in which the audience appreciated the singer's voice and 
ability to recite poems. 

Some not so serious houses became taverns serving rice wine and opium and, in cases, the 
singers were also available as bedmates. Most opium smokers first began smoking in these taverns. 
They usually concealed the habit from their families, and when found out, it was always too late to 
make them quit. Thus, parents and wives had no choice but to let them bring their pipes home. 
When they could openly smoke at home, they no longer needed to go to taverns. Many wives 
believed that this was the best way to keep their husbands away from those shrewd singers. 

Many people believe that the French used opium to weaken the Vietnamese so that they could 
more easily control them. Opium turned the smokers weak, physically and spiritually. After 
smoking for a while, most men became thin, their faces pale, and their lips darker. Abundant opium 
was brought in from China and Laos and was sold at licensed stores. Opium dens were found 
everywhere and frequented by lower class smokers. Most well-to-do smokers had their own pipes 
at home. Thus, as a young man, Father spent his time enjoying himself in Ha Noi instead of 
studying. When the Old Gentleman found out that his beloved son frequented singers' houses, he 
called him back home and found him a wife. After that, Father had an easy life, tending his flowers 
and his dozen or more cats. He only seemed busy when a baby was born, for a few months 
afterward though.  

* 
Mai's father often boasted,  
"In my life, I have tried everything that other people did, but I never got addicted to anything." 
To this, Mother teased him,  
"Do you remember the time when you visited your sister?" 
"What about it?" Father asked, trying to sound innocent. 
"You were almost addicted to opium and women." 
"Only almost, not quite," Father laughed. 
Whenever he was bored with life in the countryside, Father took off to visit his relatives in the 

cities. Once he went to visit his sister in Ha Noi, and Mother was too busy to go to get him. 
He stayed almost a year. During this time, he smoked opium with his brother-in-law every day. 

Opium smokers usually wanted to share with others, despite the fact that opium was expensive. 
They wanted other people to become addicts too, so they would be common and accepted. 

When he got home, Father was unable to eat and kept yawning, his eyes watery. He even tried to 
leave home to search for opium, but Mother never let him out of her sight. She went to an herb 
doctor, got some dried herbs and leaves which she simmered for hours in a clay kettle, until it 
became a blackish bitter juice. She forced Father to drink it, and somehow he got over the longing 
for opium. He always said that the addiction happened because he kept smoking at exactly the same 
time everyday. Later, Mai saw him smoke many times with another brother-in-law, but he was 
never a real smoker. 

* 
Whenever this brother-in-law came to visit, the first thing he did after his arrival was to display 

his smoking utensils. Curiously, Mai watched him lay out a small rectangular, dark brown, wooden 
tray. Upon it he placed a special oil lamp with a globe that looked like a small crystal glass. Next, 
he took out his beautiful, smooth, shiny pipe and a tiny round cup in which he mixed the opium. 
Uncle enjoyed lying on the carved dais with a pillow under his neck. While he lay there, preparing 
his smoke, Father and the other men sat around him. Skillfully, Uncle heated the metal point of a 
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long needle over the peanut oil lamp and carefully dipped it in the opium. He then heated the 
needle point on the lamp causing the opium to swell. Next, he rolled the needle point against the 
surface of the pipe bowl to flatten and harden the opium adhered to the needle point. He repeated 
the procedure a dozen times until he got a small pea-sized ball of opium which he placed in the tiny 
hole at the middle of the pipe bowl. With half-closed eyes, he then heated the bowl over the lamp 
and started inhaling. The sweet fragrance of opium filled the room. After drawing a few more 
times, he put the pipe down, blew some smoke in the air and closed his eyes. At this moment, 
Uncle said only his body was there, his mind was somewhere else. When his mind came back, he 
poured some jasmine tea in a tiny cup, drank it and began to prepare for another smoke. Father and 
the other men enjoyed watching Uncle prepare his smoke and waited patiently for their turns. To 
save opium, Uncle scraped the scorched opium in the bowl to mix with the brand new juice. Most 
smokers said that opium didn't taste as good as it smelled. Indeed the distintive fragrance could be 
smelled far away and couldn't be forgotten. 

When Uncle had smoked enough, he told jokes. Mai usually didn't understand them, but all the 
men laughed heartily. They always stopped instantly when Mother appeared in the room. When 
Mother saw the children, she glanced from them to the door. They knew what she meant. They also 
knew she didn't want Father to smoke with Uncle, but couldn't say so, for fear of being called 
bossy. 

* 
While district chief, the Old Gentleman, in his position, had to take care of everything in the 

district, including its administration, judicial matters, and even maintenance of dikes. He met a 
young widow who involved in a lawsuit regarding an inheritance. 

The widow came from a well-to-do family of eight girls and one boy. Her family was unusual, 
because of the scholastic fame of the girls, at a time when almost all women were illiterate. Women 
were neither allowed to go to school nor to participate in the imperial examination. Only some 
princesses and daughters of mandarins and wealthy families were taught by governesses, and a few 
girls were taught by their fathers or brothers. But the eight daughters of that family all knew history 
and how to compose poems. 

Fascinated by her intelligence, the Old Gentleman married her as his third wife. She was 
superior to his first two who couldn't do anything but live on his salary. She dared to try everything, 
from raising silkworms to weaving silk and speculating in grain and had the best of luck when she 
bought a newly formed marsh near the sea in a nearly deserted area with only a few neighborhoods 
clustered in the higher land. Even the soil was still sour and the water still salty, she knew that the 
area would someday be prosperous. For the time being though, farmers couldn't produce enough 
grain, and it had to be brought in from older established villages. Seafood was abundant, but the 
area was too far away from any market center. Mai's Mother said that when she first moved there, 
she used to go to the sea shore with others to catch crabs and clams. People warned her not to catch 
so many, but she always ended up with a full basket. Later, it became so heavy on her head that 
eventually she had no choice but to drop most of her catch on her way home. 

The area was harsh, and every year the flood washed away many cottages, huts, livestock, and 
people. Many people had to move somewhere else or return to their native villages. Only those who 
couldn't afford a move or had no place to go stayed behind. The Old Lady bought any rice field or 
cottage sold by these people, even borrowing money to buy them, because she knew that when the 
dike was built, the land would be cultivable and the area more populous. Mother was the first one 
in the family to be sent to the area by the Old Lady, since she was the only one who could stand 
hardship. The Old Lady was wise when she chose Mother for her stepson. Many wealthy friends of 
the Old Gentleman in the city wanted to marry their daughters to Father, but the Old Lady refused 
to accept any of them. Instead, she chose Mother, a girl from a formerly well-to-do family in the 
country. Mother's father had died when she was a little girl. When her mother remarried, she was 
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sent to live with one relative after another. Most of the time she didn't have enough food to eat and 
was even abused. Mother's happiest memories of childhood were the few years she spent with a 
childless aunt who kept an inn and treated her like her own child. It was the only time in her life 
when she had a rag doll and some play cookware. 

The Old Lady was right. More and more people moved to the area when they found out that the 
dark silt was so fertile that they didn't need to fertilize the fields. The abundant water of the swamps 
was perfect for growing two crops of rice a year. 

In most other areas, water had to be brought from the river to the lower rice paddies and from 
there to the higher fields. During the summer in those areas, rice fields dried up and people dug up 
dirt, dried it, and crushed it to grow corn, sweet potatoes and maniocs. Since the land was old and 
worn out, all kinds of manure, even human feces, was used as fertilizer. A man carrying two 
bamboo baskets over a pole on his shoulders around the villages to pick up drops was a very 
common sight. Life was hard in those old villages. Many people didn't own any piece of land, and 
all their lives they had to eat rice mixed with corn or sweet potatoes. 

The Old Lady sent a group of bricklayers and carpenters to the new village to build for Mother a 
compound. She took the best bricklayer in the area with her to look at houses in different villages. 
She combined their different designs to make a house for Mother. She came up with a design 
composed of a two-story main house with a U-shaped, three-wing compound. The main house was 
connected to the two side wings by two long, roofed corridors. The main house and corridors 
divided the space inside the U into two large brick court yards, one in front and one behind. She 
must have liked the design, because after the completion of the compound for Mother, she had one 
built for herself right next to it, using exactly the same, but on a bigger scale and with better 
materials. On the left of her larger compound, she had another one built for her grandson from 
previous marriage. 

 
 
 
 
II 
 
It was late in the afternoon when the boat reached the quay. The waiting crowd rushed toward 

the river bank when they saw the boat. People ran out to greet their relatives and rickshaw pullers 
to invite riders. 

Stepping down from the boat Mai realized that her trip was real. She had arrived in the city and 
her beloved home was far away. 

Sitting in the rickshaw with big sister Phuong, Mai looked sadly at the houses stuck together in 
rows on both sides of the street. Everything looked different from anything she had seen in her life. 
The road was paved and clean but Mai longed to be home. She felt like crying, but tried not to, 
because her sister was sitting close. 

At the first sight of the house where she was going to live, Mai disliked it immediately. It was a 
two-story row house like all the others on the street, with a small iron gate on one side opening to a 
brick courtyard which seemed miniature compared to the ones at home. The whole house looked 
dark, cold, and austere with all its somber antique furniture. 

There was a short moment when the house stirred while Sister directed the servants to store the 
rice and food brought from home, and then the quietness came back. 

* 
In contrast to meals at home, when her little brothers talked noisily while Father pleaded with 

them to be quiet and the servants coaxed them to chew and swallow, their supper here was served 
quietly. The Old Gentleman sat beside the round copper tray, quietly sipping some rice wine from a 
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tiny glass. Seeing how her elder brothers and sister sat straight around the tray, Mai wanted to walk 
away. Seeming to read her mind, Sister beckoned her. Mai obediently came to sit next to her. 
Nobody moved until the Old Gentleman picked up his bowl of rice and chopsticks. Then Sister 
began the ritual, saying to the Old Gentleman, 

"I beg you to eat your meal, Sir." 
Each younger one in the family said this in turn to the older ones. And as for Mai, who was last, 

she had to say,  
"I beg Old Gentleman, Sister and Brothers to eat your meal."  
Nobody said anything to her. 
The supper was quick and quiet. Nobody said a word. Each tried not to make any noise when he 

used chopsticks to shove rice into his mouth. By the time Mai had eaten half a bowl of rice, 
everybody had already finished and left the table, except the Old Gentleman. 

After the meal, Sister told Mai,  
"You have to eat faster here. If you are still hungry, come to the kitchen to eat more." 
Mai soon found out that the meal with the Old Gentleman was only an appetizer for his 

grandchildren. He was then left to eat by himself while they ran to the kitchen to eat heartily and 
noisily until satisfied. 

* 
A few days after Mai's arrival, six cousins came. Their parents lived in the country, so they were 

also sent here to live with the Old Gentleman to go to school. They were almost strangers to Mai. 
She has met them only once or twice before, yet their house was only about thirty kilometers from 
hers. Since they were the children of Father's youngest sister, they had to address Mai as Elder 
Sister even though they were much older. Somehow, Mai felt they didn't really mean what they 
called her. To them and everybody in the house, she was still the youngest. 

The household of twelve children and several servants was headed by an old man, but actually 
run by a sixteen-year old girl. 

Every morning, the Old Gentleman made sure that all were up by five o'clock. Since the Old 
Gentleman believed that the best time to study was in the early morning, all the children were 
supposed to do their homework while the servants fixed a breakfast of fried, left-over rice or rice 
soup mixed with dried bean or peas. 

As a first grader, Mai didn't have much to do but sit there falling asleep and get bitten by 
mosquitos. Whenever the Old Gentleman didn't hear them reading aloud, he called out from his 
room, "Are you sleeping out there? Wake up to study." So her brothers took turns reading aloud Les 
Fables de La Fontaine which they already knew by heart. The others slept sitting in their chairs. 
Seeing them read aloud with their eyes closed, Mai believed they actually read in their sleep. 

Since the Old Gentleman didn't know any French, he couldn't understand what they read, but he 
made sure that they didn't go back to sleep. To him, schooling was the most important thing in the 
world. He considered it the ultimate duty of his old age to supervise the education of his 
grandchildren. That was the main reason that he lived in the city while the Old Lady was in the 
country. He was only with her when he took the grandchildren home for holidays or summer 
vacation. Perhaps he was disappointed with his own sons and set his hopes on his grandchildren. 

* 
To compensate for his austere life, the Old Gentleman had the companionship of his friends of 

which none really was though, since they belonged to younger generations. Some were even his 
former students, and thus he was respected by all. Whenever new officials came to the city, they 
had to pay the Old Gentleman a visit, too. 

On Sundays and holidays, they usually gathered to compose and recite poems. When five people 
gathered at one time, they often played cards, but just for fun, not for money. Usually, they played 
all day long and meals were served graciously by the host. 
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One lady in the group was a spinster. This was very unusual, since in those days almost every 
woman got married, either as a first, second or third wife. The unmarried lady was of the upperclass 
and knew how to play musical instruments, cards, and chess, to paint, and to compose poems. She 
was called Golden Dragon Lady after the name of her bazaar shop, and all the gentlemen in the 
group respected her. They often praised her for her success in business and for her raising three 
orphaned nephews, one of whom became a medical doctor while the other two became school 
teachers; both professions highly respected by society. 

Poor Old Gentleman must have felt more unhappy about his sons' failure when he thought about 
the lady's nephews' successes. It seemed to Mai that he even didn't want anybody to mention 
Father. That didn't seem fair to her. After all, it wasn't all Father's fault. It was true that he didn't 
have a strong determination to study. But what teenager would, with too much money and too 
much freedom in a city full of temptation? Maybe because he realized his mistake in spoiling his 
sons, the Old Gentleman was very strict with his grandchildren. 

* 
When the Old Gentleman was at home, the house was quiet like a pagoda. As soon as he left, it 

sounded like a street market. The servants immediately stopped what they were doing to shout out 
their joy. Food peddlers were called in in the front courtyard and everyone ran out there. Sister 
Phuong was the treasurer and the Old Gentleman gave her the money to buy food for everybody. 
She often pinched pennies to pay for snacks. Snack food was a big treat for Mai. Most snacks were 
foods she hadn't tasted before, because there were no food peddlers in the country. 

In the city, food peddlers walked the streets all day long chanting about their products. Many 
people didn't fix breakfast and bought it from these vendors instead. One could even stand at his 
own doorstep to wait for the food vendors and buy all he needed for the day's meals. 

Mai loved to stand on the balcony and watch people pass by on the street below, but Sister told 
her not to, because only country folks did that. Even so, whenever Mai got the chance, she peeped 
through the glass door, to be amazed at the beautiful, colorful clothes worn by women and children. 
She noticed that only the food peddlers and servants wore coarse cotton clothes of black and brown 
and went barefoot like the villagers. All the other city people wore either wooden shoes or sandals. 
Mai felt uncomfortable in the wooden shoes she had to wear all day, and always had to take every 
effort so that no sound would be made while walking. At home, she has been free to run barefoot 
all day and only put on shoes after washing her feet to be ready to go to bed. After eating their 
snacks, Mai's brothers and cousins and their friends, who always knew when it was safe to come, 
started their games. The younger ones' favorite was hide-and-seek. Mai wanted to join in, but when 
she came close to the group they said, 

"You're a girl." 
"You're too little to run." 
"We don't want to get into trouble." 
"You are such a cry baby, you can't play." 
Mai knew that she had no chance but still ran after them to see where they would hide. They 

shouted at her,  
"Get out of our way!" 
Thus far she felt left out, Mai still enjoyed the excitement and movement around her in contrast 

to the somber atmosphere of the house when the Old Gentleman was home. He quietly read his 
books or newspapers and the servants always stayed downstairs or in the kitchen far in the back of 
the house. Many times, when Mai found herself left alone in the house with the Old Gentleman, she 
dreamed of being home again. 

While at home, Mai never felt lonesome and always had something to do. When she had needed 
Mother or Nanny, she just ran from courtyard to courtyard or to the banana orchard to look for 
them. 
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On market days, she knew that Mother would stand at the gate to buy fresh fish, shrimp, and 
vegetables before they were brought to the market. Mother herself had seldom gone to market. It 
was Nanny's job to take a couple of baskets of grain there to sell and get cash for food. Mother 
preferred standing at the gate to greet the passers-by. She knew every single one of them, their 
family members and what happened in their houses. The Old Lady had taught her well and Mother 
had a very good memory. So she knew all her rice fields scattered in many villages and to whom 
she rented each one. With over a hundred sharecroppers who came to pay their shares twice a year 
and sometimes to borrow the grain back, Mother always knew how many barrels of grain each 
owed her without looking at Father's account book. 

Also, Mai remembered when she ran out to chase butterflies and dragonflies in Father's flower 
garden. And in late afternoons, when the last rays of the sun left the front courtyard, Father came 
down from his reading room to take care of his cats and flowers. 

When they heard his voice say Meow, meow, most of his cats who had been sleeping or lying 
lazily in the courtyard ran to him. Fly swatter in hand, Father always walked slowly toward the 
windows of the main house, followed by his children and cats. Small light brown lizards crawled 
out when he turned the windows' black shutters, and he hit them with the swatter. Some dropped on 
the warm red brick, their dark brown eyes shiny like beads still open to look around. All the cats 
ran out to fight for the lizards. When one caught a lizard, he grabbed it, sometimes still wiggling in 
his mouth, and ran far away from the others. When he thought that it was safe enough, he sat down 
and gobbled it, fearful of being robbed of his delicacy. Afterwards, he licked his lips as if saying:  

"Oh, it was so good, I wish I could have more." 
Some lizards were fast enough to climb up higher on the wall, far from the reach of Father's 

swatter, but dropped their tails in the escape. Mai was always frightened to look at the tiny tails 
wiggling by themselves on the brick. Father told her that the tails would grow back. 

Wiggly or not, the cats would fight for the tiny tails which weren't big enough to give them more 
than a taste. 

Mother didn't care much for cats, so she often said,  
"Dogs can guard the house but cats are lazy; they only eat and sleep and do us no good."  
Father never replied to her comment. Sometimes Mai wondered if he heard Mother or not. To 

him, each cat had its own beauty and he wanted to keep as many as he could. 
Father usually moved on from window to window until he reached the gate leading to his flower 

garden. Some cats were smart enough to know that treats were over and turned to go back, but 
others went along to the garden. The more Mai thought about home, the more she missed Father, 
Mother, and Nanny and wondered if she could see them. Tears rolled down her cheeks whenever 
she thought about them. Everybody in the house called her cry baby. Teasing her was a favorite 
pastime. 

"I wonder how come she is so little and gets so many tears?" one brother asked. Another added,  
"She cries so much, she can't grow." 
"Hey, don't flood this house with your tears."  
Then all of them laughed loudly. Sister Phuong was the only one who could protect Mai from 

being teased by her brothers and cousins. She always told them,  
"Go away, leave her alone." But to Mai she said, "If you stop crying they'll have no reason to 

tease you anymore." 
Mai already knew that, but she couldn't help crying. 
Sister Phuong took pride in dressing Mai up in colorful clothes like all the other city girls in her 

school. She took Mai with her wherever she went. But Mai didn't like to be with her, because Sister 
Phương always found something wrong in what Mai did. 

"Keep your head straight, don't look down." 
"Keep your legs close together, don't run." 
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"Don't talk like a country girl, and don't use that word again."  
Mai found that everything was complicated in the city and she had a lot to learn. 
But slowly, she adjusted to her new life in the city, although so she still longed for home. The 

nuns began to look less scary, their black robes and stiff white wimples less strange. But she was 
still scared to pass by the casket stores on the way to school. There was no way for her to avoid 
them, because the convent was on the street called Caskets' Stores Street. In the city, stores which 
sold the same products were usually clustered on the same street. In the old days, one could go by 
the name of the street to figure out where to find something. It changed now, but in many cases, 
street names persisted after the stores didn't exist anymore. 

Mai lived on Visitors' Street where many Indians and Chinese resided. Many of the Indians 
opened fabric shops. They were called Black Westerners, perhaps because they had some traits 
similar to the French. Some Chinese people opened herb medicine shops. The Chinese doctors 
diagnosed patients by checking pulses and then decided on the kind and amount of herbs. The herbs 
would be carefully simmered in an earthen pot for hours until one got a small bowl of bitter 
blackish juice. 

The wealthy Chinese who lived on Mai's street engaged in import and export and controlled 
most of the city's economy. They spoke Vietnamese fluently, but one could tell they were Chinese 
by their own style of clothes. Their children also went to their own school where they learned 
French and Chinese. Mai was amazed to see some old Chinese ladies whose feet were even smaller 
than hers. Looking at their tiny shoes made out of cloth, Mai wished that she could have them to 
play with. 

Poor Chinese lived somewhere else in the city, often making their living as food peddlers, Mai 
loved every food she ever tasted from these peddlers. One old Chinese man clad in black came 
down the street every evening chanting in Chinese, Ham xoi pha xa. Her mouth watered. She had 
never tasted such deliciously roasted peanuts in her life. The pea size peanuts were skillfully 
marinated with spices and salt and evenly roasted. The old man also knew how to keep the peanuts 
warm for a long time. Mai loved the smell when he opened the lid of the tin can. He used a tiny 
round teacup concealed in his palm to measure the peanuts. Still Mai believed that he counted 
them, since she got exactly the same number of peanuts each time. She often wished that she could 
buy the whole can, and eat it all by herself. 

 
 
 
 
III 
 
Soon after the arrival of the Japanese in 1940, people began to mention the word bombing. Mai 

didn't know exactly what they were talking about, but the childen at school enjoyed the bombing 
drills. The sirens used to sound only once a day to remind people of noon, now, at the wail, the 
children put down their work and ducked under their desks. Under there, they could whisper to 
each other without being caught by the nuns, and they all wished the drill would last forever so they 
wouldn't have to do anything in class. 

But to adults, bombing was serious. Sister told Mai repeatedly that when she heard the sirens, 
she must run downstairs and duck under a bed, no matter what she was doing. Mai also heard that 
she wished the Old Gentleman would send the younger children home to the country. It must have 
been a big responsibility for her to be in charge of a household full of youngsters. She dared not 
suggest that to the Old Gentleman, though. 
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Many houses on the street started building bomb shelters. Every day, Mai saw cartloads of sand 
and bricks brought to those houses. Then one day Mr. Thin, the bricklayer who had built the three 
compounds for the Old Lady, arrived from home. 

Mai was happy to see him. He had always been a member of the family. Mai wanted to know 
about Father, Mother, Nanny, and everything at home, but she didn't know how to ask him. He was 
a very quiet man who only answered direct questions. Unlike other servants, he never gossiped, and 
whenever he was around the servants kept quiet. They didn't like him but respected him because he 
was loyal, honest, and hard working. 

With the Old Lady, he had designed the three compounds and, without any blueprints, 
supervised their construction. When he had finished, he went to work on the family cemetery. He 
built a high brick wall around the lot and landscaped it with flowers, trees and bushes, making it 
look more like a small park than a cemetery. 

Many wealthy people built very large, beautiful cemeteries. But the Old Lady had wanted only a 
simple one, for fear that her descendants would become poor someday and unable to keep it up. 
Two stone tombs were built for her and the Old Gentleman, one on each side of the brick walk 
which divided the cemetery in half. When they died, the stone covers would be removed and the 
caskets lowered into place. Thus, they would lie near one another but separated by a path. Their 
children and grandchildren would have their places outside the wall. Mr. Thin also built a cottage 
nearby for his family so he could easily take care of the cemetery. He still worked as a bricklayer, 
but not many people could afford to build brick houses, albeit a brick house with a brick courtyard 
was everybody's lifelong dream. He had plenty of time to trim the front bamboo hedges, fix up 
whatever needed fixing, and even graft and transplant trees. He couldn't stand to sit idle, so he 
would check around the houses, courtyards and yards and come back to the Old Lady or Mother 
with his suggestions. Most of the time they let him do whatever he thought necessary. On rainy 
days, he would stay inside weaving baskets or making straw brooms and bamboo chopsticks. When 
she was younger, Mai had often watched him weave bamboo baskets until got bored and ran away 
to play. She would then come back to check if he had finished. 

Now, Mai excitedly watched him build a bomb shelter. With the help of a young man, Mr. Thin 
plastered the bricks together with a mixture of sand and lime. The shelter was shaped like a half 
moon and looked like a tunnel with only one entrance. A brick wall acted as a shield in front. When 
it was finished, it was completely covered with sand and turned into a hill at the corner of the back 
courtyard. For Mai, it became a play area which she had badly needed. Despite the servants' threats, 
Mai sneaked out to climb to the top of the hill and slide down, pulling sand down with her. 

* 
Many times the sirens sounded, but they were only false alarms that disappointed Mai's brothers 

and cousins. They didn't seem panicked, but rather excited by the signals. They didn't want to get 
inside the shelter, but tried to stay outside hoping to see the planes. Mai had no idea what planes 
looked like, but she imagined that they must be something terrible, judging by the seriousness of 
Elder Sister's voice. 

"Everyone to the shelter, to the shelter quick. Mai, where are you, Mai? Run to the shelter, Mai." 
Sister always made sure that Mai was in the shelter, but she couldn't force all of her brothers and 

cousins in there. She knew that some of them didn't obey her, but when the Old Gentleman asked, 
she assured him that everyone was inside. Sister had no choice. She lied to him because he would 
blame her for their misconduct. To her brothers and cousins, she was not old enough to tell them 
what to do since she was only one or two years older than they. It was dark and humid inside the 
shelter, and with so many people, it felt like there wasn't enough air to breathe. Worst of all, the 
presence of the Old Gentleman in this small enclosed area made everybody feel uneasy, so nobody 
uttered a word. Everyone just wished that the alarm was over, so they could get out as soon as 
possible. 
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* 
Suddenly, everyone tensed. They all heard the noise at the same time. It must be the Allied 

airplanes that people talked so much about lately. As the noise got louder and louder, the tension in 
the shelter increased. 

Boom! Boom! Boom! 
It happened so quickly. As she usually did during thunderstorms, Mai covered her ears with her 

hands. But these explosions were much louder, and the ground seemed to shake. Nobody dared to 
breathe. 

Then came another round of rumbling sounds, Boom! Boom! Boom! Mai felt her knees shake. 
She didn't know why, but she sensed that this was more dangerous than thunder. But as suddenly as 
it began, the booming stopped, and the roaring of the planes got softer and then died. It was very 
quiet, in fact, too quiet. Everyone wondered what was going on out there. 

Finally, the siren wailed again to mark the end of the alarm. Mai felt her heart still pounding fast 
when she stepped out of the shelter. She was surprised to see that nothing in the house had changed. 
To her, the explosions had felt like they were right next door. Mai's brothers and cousins were 
already on the roof of the house and from there they proudly called aloud, 

"The Textile Mills were bombed." 
"It sure was The Textile Mills." 
"Smoke is still rising from there." 
After a while, they got tired of watching the rising smoke. They climbed down and went out to 

join their friends who were running to the textile mills to see them with their own eyes. Mai wished 
that she could go with them. On the street, almost everyone came out from their houses to gather in 
groups, talking about the scariest experience of their lives. 

From then on, the bombings happened often. Mai felt less scared and thought she would be safe 
in the shelter. Her brothers announced from the roof,  

"It was The Distillery." 
"The Glass Factory this time." 
"Warehouse Number Six." 
One by one, every factory in the city was hit. Mai admired her brothers and thought that they 

were very smart to know all these places. Perhaps to them and their friends, the bombings were 
exciting like live movies. But adults seemed to worry. 

One day, after the airplanes had just flown away, a young Chinese ran to Mai's house. At the 
courtyard, he was out of breath. He wanted to see the Old Gentleman, and it took Sister quite a 
while to understand what he was trying to say. She finally understood that the compound his family 
rented from Mother had been hit by bombs. Luckily, nobody in his family was hurt. Commercially, 
the house was in a good location, since the railroad track connecting North and South Vietnam ran 
just a few hundred yards from it. Beyond the track was the busy quay where many ships and junks 
arrived and departed each day. But since the bombing started, the track and the warehouses along it 
had been hit repeatedly, and the houses along the track were vulnerable. Ships sailing the river had 
also become targets. Not long after the bombing of the compound owned by Mother, there was 
word from home of the death of Mother's cousin, drowned when his boat was hit by a bomb. For 
fear that the passenger boat, the only means of transportation from the city to Mai's village, would 
be hit again, Mother made it clear that nobody should come home for any reason.  

* 
That noon of March 10, 1945, their next door neighbor, Mr. Phan, burst in, interrupting Sister 

and Brothers' discussion. His face was tense and he was almost out of breath when he spoke to the 
Old Gentleman, 
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"Dear Sir," he paused to gasp for air, "the Japanese took over last night. They have rounded up 
all the French." He paused again before he continued, "My office was almost empty this morning, 
there was no sign of any French, man or woman."  

The Old Gentleman looked attentive, but didn't say a word. He just shook his head several times. 
Mai had sensed that morning at school that something had changed, but she didn't know what it 

was. Her brothers, sister and cousins just looked at Mr. Phan quietly. They actually wanted to say, 
"So what, Mister? We already knew about it this morning." 

They didn't like Mr. Phan who made sweet talk that they didn't trust, but they needed him 
because he had great influence on the Old Gentleman. When they needed money to buy something, 
they dared not ask the Old Gentleman for it. Instead, they asked Mr. Phan to convince the Old 
Gentleman for them. The Old Gentleman never discussed anything with his children or 
grandchildren, but he did listen to him. 

Being about Father's age, Mr. Phan belonged to the new generation that had gone to French 
school. He didn't have more schooling than Father but he worked as a city clerk, and therefore the 
Old Gentleman believed that he was Mr. Know-It-All in this new, French-speaking world. 

The Old Gentleman also considered Mr. Phan a good role model. He rode his bike to work on 
time every morning, came home to eat lunch, took a nap, returned to work again and came back 
home late in the afternoon. This routine had gone on for years, much like the lives of many others 
in this small town.  

* 
Life still went on as usual inside the house, but outside the world was changing. Japanese in 

uniform were seen everywhere. Almost every one carried a long sword at his side. Mai was curious 
but scared to look straight at or walk close to them. Their faces always looked stern, and people 
whispered,  

"These Japanese are so short that their swords are taller than they." 
"Their eyes are so small that you cannot see them when they smile, so they don't smile very 

often." 
"Better watch out. With those swords they can kill anyone at any time."  
Mai also heard about their cruelties. People claimed that when these Japanese caught a thief red-

handed, they used their swords to cut off his hand right on the spot. 
Mai often heard her sister warn the servants,  
"Be careful about what you say out there. You can get in trouble these days." 
For almost a century, the French had established their domination over the whole country. In the 

cities, they held high positions in every office and lived in the most elegant quarters in every town. 
But overnight, the French had become prisoners. The Japanese had taken power, and now people 
didn't know what to expect. The only clear thing was that the Vietnamese feared and hated the 
Japanese more than they had the French. In fact, some even felt pity for the French when the latter 
were forced into labor. They said, "Never hit the enemy who falls from his horse." 

 
 
 
 
IV 
 
In the midst of this uncertain situation, the Old Lady got sick. The Old Gentleman took an herb 

doctor he knew to their country home to give her treatment. 
Upon their arrival with the children in the late afternoon, they found out that she had died the 

previous night. Nobody ever knew what caused her death. She started not feeling well only a few 
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days before and everybody thought that it was just a cold. But perhaps she had the feeling she was 
going to die, that was why she sent for the Old Gentleman and her grandchildren. 

Mother often said that she was lucky to die peacefully in her sleep and even luckier that she 
didn't live long to see her compatriots die of hunger and the fortune she had spent her life building 
taken away by the Communists. 

* 
To everybody in the Vietnamese culture, the death day is very important. People believe that life 

in this world is temporary, and the eternal one only starts after death. Therefore, birthdays aren't 
celebrated, but the death day's anniversary must be commemorated every year. They believe that, 
on their death days, the deads are released to reunite with their families. Everybody, rich or poor, 
tries to have food offered to the deads on the anniversary of their death day. Families always try to 
have a piece of rice field reserved to fund this commemoration -- land which can't be sold but 
passed to the eldest son for this purpose. This belief was one of the main reasons for the country to 
be conquered and dominated by the French for almost a century. 

When the Portuguese, Spanish and French missionaries came to spread Catholicism, the 
emperors and their courts couldn't accept it. For thousands of years, ancestors had been worshipped 
at altars in every house. Now these strangers wanted to replace all of those with one "foreigner". 
Outraged, the emperors executed Catholic converts and European missionaries. Using the pretext of 
protecting their citizens, the French brought their troops over to conquer the country. 

* 
The Old Gentleman always lived a simple life. He never cared much for fancy clothes or foods; 

his favorite meal was steamed fish and boiled vegetables. Even his cats ate vegetables. 
The Old Lady ran the show, but she always let everybody believe that the Old Gentleman was 

boss. She always told everybody, "I have to talk to my mandarin and he will decide." But actually 
she made all decisions and told the Old Gentleman about them afterwards. She was a very strong-
minded lady who lived in her own big compound with several servants. At night, she slept by 
herself in the main two story house with a pistol under her pillow. On the balcony, fist-size rocks 
were piled up to be used in case of an attack. Mai never saw any bandits coming to this house, but 
Mother said that they came once, when the house was still under construction and the Old Lady 
was away. Luckily, Mother dressed like a peasant. Nobody revealed her identity, so the bandits left 
without a penny. 

Now the Old Lady was dead, and as the eldest daughter-in-law, Mother had to be in charge. 
Father had entrusted everything in her hands from the time she became his wife. 

Poor Mother, she had to arrange the funeral to accommodate several different preferences. The 
Old Gentleman wanted the funeral to be simple and as soon as possible, while the Old Lady's 
children wanted it to be big. They wanted monks to come and recite prayers. They asked an 
astrologer for the exact hour and day of burial in accordance with the hours of her birth and death. 
They also wanted to hire a band to play mourning music before the burial. 

* 
This band had different mourning themes for different members of the family. After a break, the 

band changed from one theme to another, from Husband Mourns Wife to Sons Mourn Mother to 
Grandchildren Mourn Grandmother and on. When the theme Daughters Mourn Mother was 
played, all the daughters were to sit in front of the coffin to cry and lament aloud about how much 
they loved and missed the dead one. It was ironic that the daughters-in-law also had to cry aloud to 
show that they loved and missed their mothers-in-law, notwithstanding these mothers generally 
tyrannized over them. 

Each time a relative or an acquaintance came to pray at the coffin side, the band played music 
appropriate for that person, and a member of the family of appropriate rank stood there to kowtow 
to the visitor each time he prostrated to the coffin. 
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In many cases, the deceased was kept at home for a long period of time, waiting for the arrival 
of relatives from far away or the proper date of burial as chosen by the astrologer. By the time all 
the mourners had arrived, the family members were too exhausted to cry. Then, they would hire 
professional mourners to sit in their places in front of the coffin to cry and lament to the dead. The 
love for the dead was measured by the cries and laments of the living. There were some people who 
could lament systematically for hours, telling about their love for the dead. 

* 
During the Old Lady's funeral, Mother couldn't sit down for quite a while, since as the senior 

daughter-in-law, she had to make sure that either tea or meals were properly served to hundreds of 
relatives and friends, especially those from distant villages. 

The Old Gentleman sat silently on one end of the carved wooden dais. The other end, where the 
Old Lady had sat for many years, was empty. He looked sad but calm, and nobody knew what was 
in his mind. Yet he must be missing her a lot, since she was the one that he loved and respected the 
most among his three wives. In fact, after he married her, he had stopped frequenting his other 
wives, though he didn't drop them. His first wife went to live with their married daughter, and Mai's 
grandmother lived in Father's house. From the house to the cemetery, the Old Gentleman walked 
quietly behind the coffin, followed by relatives crying and lamenting loudly, "Oh, Mother! How 
could you leave us? I didn't have a chance to talk to you, to see you one last time." 

Another lamented,  
"Oh, Mother! We will never see you again. What will I do in this world without you?" 
"We will never hear your voice or see your face again." 
"Forgive me for coming home late, I should have come sooner to see you. Now how can I ever 

see you again?" 
The music itself was sad enough to make everybody cry, and these loud lamentations made 

people feel the real sorrow of the separation. It scared Mai to hear her aunts cry. She wanted to hold 
Mother's hand to keep her from dying like the Old Lady, but she couldn't tell which one was 
Mother among the many women, alike in their new white mourning clothes with white hoods over 
their heads. 

The day after the burial, the Old Gentleman opened the safe in the Old Lady's room to give the 
deeds of the houses and rice fields to his children and stepchildren. The Old Lady had transferred 
the deeds into their names a long time before, but she had remained in control of all the properties. 
She believed in hard work and in being independent. 

When Mother started out, the Old Lady gave her only a few acres of swamp land to till. Mother 
had to rent more from her and pay the same amount of shares as any other tenant. The Old Lady 
even sent fruits to be sold at the market after giving Mother some. Mother often asked the Old 
Lady's servants to sell her the fruits instead of taking them to the market and then lie to the Old 
Lady that they were sold to somebody else. 

The Old Lady thought that Mother spoiled the children by giving them too much to eat. She 
seldom came to Mai's house, though it was only separated from hers by a big orchard. She always 
asked her servants how much food Mai's family ate. Mother had to ask the servants to tell the Old 
Lady that the family ate only cheap fragmented rice and bran. 

Once the Old Lady was buried, Mother moved the family to her compound, which now 
belonged to Father. 

Only three days after the funeral, the Old Gentleman took his grandchildren to the city to return 
to school. Through the whole ordeal, nobody saw him shed a tear, although his face looked more 
austere, the wrinkles on his forehead seemed deeper, and his hair whiter. Now he himself owned 
nothing, since everything had been divided up, but he didn't seem to care. Perhaps he only cared 
about the education of his grandchildren, and through them saw the continuity of his life. 



28 
 

After the Old Gentleman left, Mother and the relatives had monks pray for the Old Lady every 
seven days for the next hundred days. They believed that praying during this period would help the 
dead person's soul go to a better stage of after-death life. A group of craftsmen was hired to make 
paper houses, replicas of the Old Lady's compound. It was believed that once burnt, these paper 
houses would become shelters for the Old Lady's afterlife. 

 
 
 
 
V 
 
It was the third lunar month after 1945 //Tet// and the coldest month of the year. According to 

the elderly people, this year the weather was the coldest in many decades. 
Wearing the thick sweater and socks knitted by Sister, Mai still shivered on the way to school. 

At night, when all glass windows and wooden shutters were tightly closed, Mai still felt cold under 
the thick cotton layer quilt. There was a fireplace in the middle of the living room, but it was 
spotlessly clean; it had never been used since the building of the house. 

In this unusually cold weather, many country folks suddenly appeared on the streets of the city. 
Clad only in their coarse cotton pantaloons and two or three cotton shirts, some heavily patched, 
these folks roamed barefoot along the streets asking for work. But there was no work to be done. 
They found that those families who needed servants already had them. Many offered to become 
servants in exchange for two meals a day but were also rejected. Some were willing to sell or even 
give their children away, still not many people wanted them, either. City folks complained about 
the high price of rice and nobody wanted an extra mouth to feed. Thus, unwillingly, these country 
folks became beggars. They sometimes marched in a group including the father, mother, and 
several children, and knocked on the door of each house looking for a small bowl of cold leftovers 
to share. Each only got a small spoonful which they quickly put in their mouths with their bony 
fingers. Only those who made their rounds early would get rice. The latecomers heard only, "Sorry, 
we don't have anything left." After a while, the families in the city began to carefully watch the 
amount of rice they cooked each meal, so there was no rice left over for the beggars. These poor 
people who had been honest, hard-working farmers, carried their emaciated bodies hopelessly 
along the streets of the strange city in which they had never set foot before. 

In the good years, these peasants had enough grain to live from one harvest to the next, and in 
the bad ones, they could borrow grain from their landlords or wealthy farmers and pay them back at 
harvest time. But this year they could hardly borrow any grain. The previous crop had been 
exceptionally bad, and the new crop was still two months away. 

In order to feed their troops and the Japanese ones, the French collected as much rice as they 
could. They asked for grain instead of money as taxes on rice fields. Many people who had sold 
their grain had to buy it back at higher prices to pay taxes. Landlords and wealthy farmers were 
also forced to sell their grain and were allowed to keep only a minimum amount. 

Believing that cities were the centers of wealth, the poor farmers came there to look for jobs and 
food. Leaving their cottages behind, these honest farmers sometimes even became thieves in the 
strange cities. Sometimes in the market-place, a man would let people beat him up, but would not 
let go off the food he stole. The food might save his life, or at least prolong his suffering for a few 
days, or hours. 

In the unusually cold nights, these miserable homeless people used doorsteps as their shelters. 
With empty stomachs, they slipped into the eternal sleep which finally freed them of all earthly 
sufferings. Those that survived would remember them as among the millions who had died in the 
famine of 1945. In the early mornings, a converted trash cart, pulled by a man in front and pushed 
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by another in the rear, stopped at doorsteps to pick up the stiff corpses of skin and bones. Dumped 
like trash into the trash cart hearses, the bodies were brought to their mass graves. Every day the 
city dug new graves. Sometimes someone's hand rose from the uncovered graves full of corpses 
and lime and tried to signal that he was still alive, but nobody bothered to dig among the dead 
bodies to save a half-dead man who would die sooner or later anyway. The city set up a center to 
shelter the hungry people, and every morning young people with reed-woven bags on their backs 
went from house to house to collect grain and brought home to be cooked, and the rice was 
squeezed into balls the size of an orange to be distributed as a day's rations. But as more and more 
people moved to the cities, the center overflowed. 

The situation in the country was similar. Beggars roamed along dirt roads to dig up any edible 
roots and plants they could find. Many died of food poisoning and diarrhea. 

It was a pity that while millions of people in the North died of starvation and millions of others 
were on the verge of starving, in the South rice was being burned as a substitute for coal to run 
engines. The biggest coal mine in the country was found in the North and the supply of rice was in 
the Mekong Delta in the South, but in this time of war, all means of transportation connecting the 
North and the South were cut off. The railroad tracks were damaged by bombings, and ships were 
also threatened by bombers. 

Most people in the South didn't even know that millions of their countrymen were dying of 
hunger in the North. 

When the harvest time came at last, many more people died of overeating. For too long, their 
stomachs had little to digest, and then suddenly they were stuffed with too much food! 

 
 
 
VI 
 
When the famine was over, there came a great change. 
People whispered about the surrender of the Japanese. Mai didn't understand, but she could tell 

that the adults were more relaxed though still cautious. There were still uniformed Japanese on the 
streets, but somehow they looked so sad that people seemed not to fear them as before. 

When the Japanese came to the peninsula from China, they had forced the French to let them 
station their troops here. Then, after they overthrew the French, they gave the power back to Bao 
Dai, the figurehead emperor during the French domination. Upon the defeat of the Japanese, the 
Viet Minh, or "Vietnamese Democratic Alliance", headed by Nguyen Ai Quoc aka Ho Chi Minh, 
took power. Emperor Bao Dai, the last emperor of the Nguyen Dynasty which had ruled Vietnam 
for almost one hundred and fifty years, abdicated to become advisor to Ho Chi Minh. 

People were very excited. The younger ones especially talked a lot about freedom and 
independence. Mai often saw her elder brothers and their friends gather to talk excitedly and then 
go to the park to listen to speeches. Mai wished that she, too, could be grown up and free to go. 

Then one day, another kind of uniformed men appeared in the streets. People called them 
Chinese and said that they had come to disarm the Japanese. People seemed to relax with the 
Chinese, but soon Mai heard them say that these were hungry troops who didn't have enough to eat 
before they came. Their legs and feet were all swollen up, so they were called Tau phu - the 
Chinese with bodies swollen due to beriberi. 

Dominated by foreigners for long period of time, the Chinese for a thousand years, the French 
for a hundred years, and recently by the Japanese, the Vietnamese coped by dubbing their 
conquerors with humorous names. In the South, or Cochinchina, the British troops came to disarm 
the Japanese. They brought the French back with them, and thus the French re-established their 
control there. 
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With the withdrawal of the English, the French were the only Europeans who remained in the 
country. After the departure of both the Japanese and Chinese uniformed men, the Vietnamese 
government met with the French in Fontainebleau to negotiate because they realized that Vietnam 
was not yet strong enough to fight. Vietnam wanted to be independent, but the French government 
refused. The people and the political parties were willing to struggle, and they were somehow 
united for the first time since the French conquered the country.  

* 
Actually, during the French occupation, the Vietnamese had never stopped fighting for 

independence. They hadn't succeeded because they didn't have a unified command. Many patriots 
had been imprisoned, sent into exile or executed. Once, the Vietnamese Kuomintang - the 
Vietnamese Nationalist Party - tried to lead a revolution but failed, and its leader and his many key 
members were beheaded by the French guillotine. Before their execution, they all shouted, "Long 
Live Independent Vietnam." 

One of them even turned his face up to look courageously at the guillotine's blade falling down 
on his neck. 

The leader's fiancee, who had been very active in the resistance activities, had committed 
suicide. 

After the incident, the Vietnamese hatred toward the French escalated. Most of the well 
educated middle and upper class people, especially the younger generation, had long been eager to 
drive the French out, now saw their chance to stand up and fight for their country. Enthusiasm was 
in the air, as young people sang and whistled patriotic songs which had been forbidden before. 

* 
Mai didn't know what independence was but she heard adults talk a lot about it. Her brothers and 

their friends changed quickly and acted like adults, with their serious looks and discussions. They 
went into a camp for some kind of training while all their cousins returned to their home in the 
country. The house was quiet now, even when the Old Gentleman wasn't home, and Mai found it 
almost empty. The Old Gentleman stayed home most of the time, except for his quick visits to his 
friends, who no longer came and spent whole days playing cards. In the quietness of the house, Mai 
missed her brothers and their friends and all the noise they had made. 

When she first came to the city, they were all strangers to her, and she had hated them for 
teasing her. But gradually she had gotten used to their presence, and they had gotten tired of teasing 
and left her alone. Then Mai had begun to enjoy all the favors reserved for her as the youngest in 
the house. When a food peddler was called in, she was the first one to be served. Her big brothers 
and their friends took turns giving her rides on the back of their bikes around and around the front 
courtyard. One of their friends, the son of a pastry-shop owner, gave Mai candy and cookies every 
time he visited. 

At times, Mai's big brothers came home with some of their friends and they took her and Brother 
to the soup or pastry shop to give them a treat. Mai noticed that there had been a change among her 
brothers and their friends. Whenever they were talking, they stopped or changed the subject at the 
appearance of some other friends who had been close to them before. Later, she learned that these 
friends belonged to or were controlled by political parties which her brothers didn't trust. 

With nothing much to do at home, Mai and Brother, who was only two years older, often went 
out to look at the big posters on the walls of almost every house. Mai couldn't read very well, so she 
just looked at the drawing: a crowd with all their fists raised straight above their heads. Brother 
explained to her, "These uniformed men are soldiers, and these are city people, and these are 
farmers." The servants couldn't read and, besides the Old Gentleman, Brother was the only one in 
the house who could keep Mai and the servants informed about the contents of the posters whose 
numbers increased on the walls almost every day. Brother sometimes stopped to spell out difficult 
words, without understanding their meaning, 
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"All the people stand up to fight the enemy." 
"All the people united." 
"We are ready to sacrifice for our fatherland." 
"We will fight to our last drop of blood." 
"Every citizen will become a soldier." 
"Our long resistance will lead to victory." 
"Retreat to the country, carry out scorched-earth policy." 
"What does that mean?" Mai asked Brother who felt so important that he was the one who could 

read. 
"I think we will have war and all of us will have to retreat to the country," he said. 
Mai didn't know about war but she felt happy that she could go home.  
"When will we go?" 
"I don't know." 
Mai believed that the posters would tell when people could go to the country. Every time Mai 

went with her brother to see the new posters, she asked him,  
"What does it say? Can we go home?" 
"It doesn't say," he would reply. 
Mai felt so disappointed. She had to live, lonely, in the almost-deserted house while the Old 

Gentleman cloistered in the living room upstairs reading Vietnamese and Chinese newspapers. His 
calmness and quietness made Mai wonder: Did he pay attention to the posters on the walls telling 
people to go to the country? 

The servants began to feel irritated since they didn't have much wood to chop, clothes to wash, 
or people to cook for. Besides cooking two meals a day for a few people and keeping the house 
clean, they had nothing to do but sit idly in the kitchen, in the rooms downstairs, or in the 
courtyards. So they went out on the street to talk to other servants and often came home with news 
of a family that had moved to the country or of a store that had closed,  

"The Nam Hoa pastry-shop down the street is closed." 
"House No.40 has left." 
Every day, more houses on the street had their doors tightly closed. One day, a bricklayer came 

to cut holes in two walls of the house, big enough for a man to walk through. Every house had to do 
the same. Thus, on one side of the street, people could go from one house to another through these 
holes without need of going out on the street. 

The city looked more deserted each day. Only the Indians and Chinese showed no intention of 
going anywhere and, instead, bought more rice and dried fish and shrimp. On the balconies and 
walls of the Chinese residences, Mai saw big flags flying. She believed that they were some sign of 
safety and wished that her house displayed one. 

When the Old Gentleman finally decided to return to the country, almost all the houses on the 
street already had their doors locked. The whole street looked deserted and sad. When Mai left, the 
house was intact, as it was when the Old Gentleman took his grandchildren home for vacation. 

He took all the servants except Mother's distant niece, who had lived in that house and cooked 
for them for many years. Mai couldn't forget the face of Mother's niece standing by herself at the 
small iron gate in the deserted street to watch Mai and all others the moment they walked toward 
the quay. Mai looked back at her until it was too far to see very well, but Mai still saw her small 
form standing alone in the vacant neighborhood. 

When Mai first came to the city, she had disliked Mother's niece, because the girl wasn't gentle 
like Nanny. She pulled Mai's hair too hard when she washed it, and didn't care if soap got into 
Mai's eyes; when she gave her a bath, she often scrubbed Mai too hard, and the water was either too 
cold or too hot. She knew that Mai would get in trouble if complained. But later she began to care 
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for Mai, especially when there were only Mai and Brother in the house. Now Mai felt pity for 
Mother's niece because she had to stay by herself in the big house in the deserted city. 

* 
After the agreement signed on March 6, 1946, the French troops sailed to the Port of Hai Phong. 

From there they moved to Ha Noi and then to the city of Nam Dinh, the third biggest province in 
the North. In Nam Dinh, they took over the bank building, the biggest one in town, and turned it 
into a fortress. As the clash broke out in December, the fortress stood alone in the middle of the 
dead town with no soul to be seen, though a few people still lived behind locked doors. 

At night, the young Vietnamese launched mock attacks against the encircled French troops. 
They knew that their fire power was not strong enough to defeat the French, but wanted to waste 
the French supplies which had to be dropped from planes as well as wear down their spirits. In the 
darkness, the Vietnamese crawled close to the French fortress, scared them by shouting and beating 
metal objects. The French reacted quickly, firing at random in the direction where the noises came 
from. 

The city was isolated from the country and only authorized personnel were allowed in. 
Thanks to the holes cut into the walls, people who stayed behind could move from house to 

house without going out into the streets. They gathered together and shared food. At first, they ate 
rice with dried shrimp and fish; later they ate rice with salt. On the street where Mai had lived, 
people ate rice with sugar, because there were many candy stores with plenty of sugar stock. 
However, their ultimate need was for water. Except for rain, the only source of water for the city 
was the river which ran along the east side of town. From their fortress, the French shot at any 
movement or sound, so people stayed quiet in their houses by day, but when it was dark, they stole 
silently to the river to wash their clothes and take their baths. When they returned home, they 
carried two buckets of water on a pole accross their shoulder. Very often, from their fortress, the 
French shelled at random towards the river. In the country, every citizen older than eighteen was 
asked to contribute two bundles of straw which was then transported by barge from the villages to 
the city's outskirts. Youths and cadres slowly carried the straw inside the city and stored it in vacant 
houses. The plan was to burn down the town completely, allowing no escape for the encircled 
French troops. In the end, the town wasn't completely destroyed, but at different times many houses 
went up in flames. This was in part an attempt to scare off the besieged soldiers, but mostly to 
impoverish the city people so that they couldn't return. 

Mother's nephew got a permit to enter the city, and he found a ghost town of vacant houses of 
which many had been looted by the people who came before him. He reported that those who could 
get into were free to take anything they wanted, but it was very difficult to have means carrying the 
stolen goods out of the city. 

Since many rooms in Mai's house had been stuffed with straw, it was too late for Mother's 
nephew to save anything in the house. Luckily, he found Mother's niece among the others who 
were too scared to attempt leaving the city, and brought her safely to the country. 

Later, Mai's house was one that burned down. 
 
 
 
 
VII 
 
When Mai arrived home, she thought that part of the city had moved along with her. City folks, 

with their colorful clothes, a contrast to the blacks and browns of the peasants, were seen in every 
village. 
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The peasants had always considered city people superior to them. In fact, they respected and 
even feared city people. Now they saw that these people had come to seek help. Most of the city 
people got free lodging with their relatives or friends. Mother had to accommodate six families of 
the Old Gentleman's friends in her compound. 

Many city people didn't have much money, they began to sell what remained of their valuables 
then even their clothes. Peasants were quite happy to exchange a few buckets of grain for a colorful 
sweater or an embroidered blouse. The peasants usually didn't wear those clothes for fear they 
weren't appropriate, but they were proud to own something beautiful. In each village, a new 
"revolutionary committee" replaced the village chief. Committee chairmen and members were the 
former village officials but young "guerrillas" replaced the former guards. 

These young "guerrillas" were very enthusiastic. They were young men who had been buffalo 
tenders since nine or ten years old and had worked in the fields, but now, in addition to their 
farming, they were trained as "guerrillas". They were sent for training and meetings that the former 
guards had never had, and felt important. They talked about "the resistance" and entertained a big 
change in their lives. But, in general, life in the village didn't change much. People still carried on 
their daily activities as before; talks about the fighting in the city seemed irrelevant to the peasants 
here. 

* 
Gradually, villagers saw more "cadres" sent from the district. A young city man, called a 

"cultural cadre", went from village to village to campaign against illiteracy. When the young man 
came to see Mother, she agreed to let him use a room in the west wing to set up a classroom. He 
chose a young city evacuee as teacher, went to every house in the neighborhood to tell them about 
the class, and then moved on to different villages to set up new classes. Peasants had been 
accustomed to being obedient to the authorities, especially those sent from the district or province. 
Thus, when the sun was hidden behind the far away mountain range, people started coming in, 
noted by the loud barking of half a dozen dogs in the front courtyard. Mai saw almost everyone in 
the neighborhood, even Mother's old cousin who seldom went out. The room was full of people, 
and it was dimly lit by a small glass oil lamp, called the American lamp since it was believed that 
the first lamp of this type was first presented as a gift to the emperor by an American merchant. The 
lamp was barely bright enough to show the big letters, written in white chalk, on the wooden board. 

Every evening, the monotonous sounds were heard across the courtyard,  
"I (pronounced 'e' as in 'me') T (pronounced 'th' as in 'the')" "T (th) I (e)" 
Then "TI (pronounced as 'tea')" 
A new simpler method to learn how to read was used. 
When Mai first started school, she had to learn the alphabet first. Words came later. Now the 

first letters to be learned were not A and B, but I and T, and thus the word TI was read. Similarly, 
every letter was followed by a spelled word, so the learner didn't have to learn the alphabet to know 
how to read. It was believed that, with this new method, a person could read very well in a few 
months. 

However, not long after the "cultural cadre" left, the class began to shrink. At first, the elderly 
grandparents started to complain, 

"I'm too old to learn." 
"My memory is no good anymore." 
"No need for me to read, I only stay home to take care of the grandchildren."  
Then the younger adults didn't see any need to read, since they worked in their fields from dawn 

to dusk. They also felt somewhat shy about going to school at their age and doing worse than the 
children, 

"My hands are too stiff to write. They're made for holding plow, not pen."  
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After a hard day working in the fields, they repeated after the teacher with their eyes half closed 
and their heads empty. One by one, they dropped out of the class. 

One day, to everyone's surprise, several "cultural cadres" came. On regular market days, these 
cadres used bamboo branches as blockades on all the main roads. Market-goers were stopped and 
asked to read a short sentence written in white chalk on the small blackboard: 

"TOI DI CHO" (I go to the market) 
Whoever could read it was allowed to go on, applauded by the children standing by. Those who 

couldn't had to stand there to learn. Eventually, all of them would be allowed to go, able or not able 
to read. But many wouldn't walk on the roads. Instead, they went down in the rice fields on the 
sides of the road to bypass the blockade and then climbed back up to the road again. They didn't 
mind a bit of walking in the rice fields but the waiting time killed them: By the time they got to the 
market, their produce would be sold for half price and they couldn't buy what they wanted, since 
the market gathering was almost over. 

* 
In the meantime, "youth cadres" also came to villages to guide the children's activities. 
A young city girl came to Mai's neighborhood to teach the children to sing and to act. Almost 

every evening, children in the neighborhood gathered at one of the courtyards to sing. Besides the 
heroic songs, the most popular of all was about "Uncle Ho". Every child knew: 

"Nobody loves Uncle Ho Chi Minh more than we children. 
 Our Uncle's eyes sparkle like bright stars, his forehead is high, and his beard is rather long." 
They heard a lot about "Uncle Ho", that he was a smart and good man who sacrificed his life to 

liberate the people from the French domination, and that he would bring food and clothing to the 
people. His face became very familiar, since it was on bills posted everywhere. 

They sang and listened to heroic stories of the courageous grown-ups, and children, too, who 
sacrificed their lives by tossing grenades or carrying bombs into the enemy's tanks and outposts. 

The children also performed plays. Often they made the audience, composed of children and 
other people in the household, laugh by making fun of an illiterate man who showed off to other 
illiterate peasants by reading a book upside down. The peasant's superstitions and bad customs, 
such as believing in fortune tellers or ghosts, were also sneered at. 

There were also themes about cruel landlords and tyrannical village officials who extorted 
villagers and imposed high crop shares and interest on tenants. 

* 
Mai never saw anybody in her family beat up a tenant or throw him out of his cottage for not 

paying a debt, but still felt guilty that her family was wealthy. Somewhere down the line somebody 
in the family must be bad. But Mai was also afraid to assume that her ancestors were bad, for 
Mother had always said that children were not supposed to think anything wrong about their elders, 
especially the dead ones, because the dead could read the living's minds. However, secretly Mai 
wished that she had been born into a poor family. She believed that the "cadre" saw her as a bad 
girl because her grandfather was district chief, her father a village chief and wealthy landlord, all 
bad persons in the plays. 

Mai felt glad that Mother let her wear coarse homespun cotton clothes like other children in the 
village. When Mai was in the city, Sister let her wear fine and colorful clothes, although Mother 
had always wanted her children to wear peasants' clothes. 

Mai heard that "Uncle Ho" always ate rice and roasted sesame seeds, which Mai only ate when 
the food stock was low and there was no market day. She felt bad when the family ate pork, fish 
and shrimp. In that area there was no beef, and people ate chicken only on special occasions, such 
as an unexpected guest or the anniversary of a death. Every house had several chickens in their 
yard, nevertheless they never killed one to eat, except when the chicken got sick. One chicken 
became five or six different dishes, all considered delicacies. For daily meals, people ate fish, 
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shrimp and sometimes pork cooked with a lot of salt. Mai thought that if "Uncle Ho" only ate 
roasted sesame seed mixed with salt, then her family should eat that too. 

* 
Mai was captivated by school and the teacher, who was tall and skinny with a stern face, but 

whose thundering voice echoed in the big school house room. Mai was fascinated by his story of 
how the Vietnamese had defeated the Mongols who had conquered all other countries from the East 
to the West. She felt anger at learning how cruelly the Chinese and the French had treated the 
Vietnamese. The Chinese had forced the Vietnamese to dive deep into the sea for pearls and search 
the jungles for elephant tusks. Every few years, the Vietnamese emperor had to send an emissary to 
bring gifts of gold, silver, silk, and other treasures to the Chinese court. The French had also forced 
the Vietnamese to dig mines and export the resources to France. They made the Vietnamese work 
on the rubber, tea and coffee plantations. They considered the workers their prisoners or slaves and 
would beat or kill them if they tried to escape. The workers had to labor hard from sunrise to sunset 
in the isolated jungle. Many were stricken with malaria which weakened a person for the rest of his 
life if he was lucky, actually unlucky, enough to survive. The malaria victim's skin became pale 
yellow like that of a dead man and some had stomachs swollen like a pregnant woman. Many 
believed that liquor and opium could cure them, and thus became addicted and burdens to their 
families. Not many people actually returned home after they signed a contract to work on the 
plantations. Much of the time they resigned over their debts for drink, opium and gambling. Thus 
they enslaved themselves to pay for a debt that had been intentionally planned for them. Often 
families of plantation workers considered the day of their departure their death day, the day they 
commemorated each year. 

Hearing these things, Mai felt her anger rise and wished that she could join "the resistance" 
against the French. She wanted to be grown up and help liberate the country from cruel domination. 
Mai considered her teacher a hero who knew everything and would guide his students in the fight 
when they grew up, just as he led the students to the meetings. 

* 
From the school ground, students were formed by two's into straight lines, headed by the teacher 

who held high the blood-red flag with a yellow five-point-star in the middle. They marched as 
proudly as soldiers while singing,  

"Courageous soldiers, move forward, 
The song of determination to fight is echoing all over the borders,  
Let's go to fight, let's go to fight for victory, 
Let's go to the battlefield, bearing eternal vengeance in mind" 
Between songs, the teacher held his strong fist straight above his head and shouted at the top of 

his lungs, 
"Long live Ho Chi Minh!" 
"Long live!" echoed his students who unanimously raised their fists like the teacher. 
"Down with the French aggressors!" 
"Down, Down, Down!" 
"Down with colonialists!" 
"Down, Down, Down!" 
Bao Dai, the ex-emperor, had betrayed the "revolutionary government", so many people 

shouted, 
"Down with Bao Dai!" 
"Down, Down, Down!" 
Their shouts became louder as other groups of students and guerrillas joined as they passed 

through villages. The guerrillas raised their big bamboo poles with one end cut pointed and sharp 
like a spear instead of their fists. The marching lines became longer and longer. 
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Watching the long lines of guerrillas and students winding like a long, huge, brown snake along 
the dirt road, Mai was confident that any enemy could be defeated. It seemed that everybody in the 
line shared her confidence. Enthusiasm filled the air of the villages. The singing and shouting 
became louder and louder as the lines grew longer. Nobody seemed to care about the burning heat 
of the rising sun. 

After ten kilometers, they reached a big open market, the regular meeting place. The huge stage 
displayed a giant picture of Ho Chi Minh in the middle, with a large red flag as the background. 
Further away from the stage, a big fat dummy made of straw was set on a high hay stack. 

To open the ceremony, the people sang the "national anthem". Then a man in khaki uniform 
stepped on the platform, raised his fist to shout,  

"Long live Viet Nam!" 
"Long live Ho Chi Minh!" 
Like thunder, thousands of voices roared, 
"Long live!" 
"Long live Ho Chi Minh!" 
Then the man read something but without a microphone. Even those close to the platform could 

hardly hear. Still one man after another came to the stage to deliver speech after speech and all 
were followed by roaring applause. Mai could hardly hear or understand what they were saying, but 
clapped her hands as hard as she could like all the others. In between the speeches, people 
responded enthusiastically to the shouts of the man on the stage, 

"Down with Bao Dai!" 
"Down with the traitor!" 
"Down, down, down!" 
"Down with the French aggressors!" 
"Fight for victory!" 
"Fight to the end!" 
"Down with the traitor!" 
"Down with Bao Dai!" 
"Down with the traitor!" 
The thundering shouts were accompanied by thousands of raised fists. In the bright sunlight, the 

red of hundreds of flags burned on the people's faces. One man came up to the hay stack to punch 
at the dummy's face as if it were his real enemy. He punched it, punched it again and again. This 
created an uproar in the crowd. People rushed toward the dummy, and young men tried to jump up 
on the hay stack. Those who managed to climb there started to kick it and punch it as hard and as 
fast as they could, as though if they didn't do it quickly enough, the dummy would run away or the 
other people would do it before them. The punches and kicks were accompanied by the shouts of 
thousands of people,  

"Down with Bao Dai!" 
"Down with the traitor!" 
"Down with Bao Dai! Bao Dai, the traitor who brings snakes in to kill his own chicken!" (a 

saying which meant bringing foreigners in to kill his own people) Those close enough to do the 
kicking and punching really showed their anger, as if they had been waiting for this moment of 
revenge for a long time. Those who couldn't get close enough to the dummy seemed disappointed 
that they could not have their share. 

The kicking and punching continued until the dummy was torn apart and straw was flying in the 
air. Suddenly, smoke rose from the hay stack and flames shot high in the already blazing sky. 
People jumped from the hay stack, and the heat from the rapidly burning straw forced people away. 
The crumbled dummy on top of the flaming hay really looked like a criminal being executed by 
fire. Under the bright sun and the blaze of the fire, the hundreds of flags looked blatantly red, 
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obscuring the brown-clothed peasants underneath. Leaving the gathering place, everyone seemed 
happy, satisfied that they had done something important and heroic. To Mai and perhaps to the 
majority of the crowd, Bao Dai, or the dummy, was somebody unknown but must have been a bad 
guy brought out there for the execution. 

 
 
 
 
VIII 
 
With many reinforcements, the French took control of the city of Nam Dinh and many other 

cities in the delta. They formed a "nationalist government", headed by Chief of State Bao Dai, the 
abdicated emperor. He repatriated from his self-exile in Hong Kong after his unsuccessful 
cooperation with the "revolutionary government". 

So there were two zones in the country: the cities' one, controlled by the French and the 
"nationalist government" with its own policy and currency, and the countryside, controlled by the 
"revolutionary government", actually the Communist Party. It was difficult for people to go from 
one zone to another. Those who wanted to be in the cities usually moved to areas controlled by the 
French on the outskirts of the cities. There, in order to get into the cities, they had to have 
identification papers issued by the French. Evacuees who didn't have land in the villages tried to 
return to the cities that way. Many non-communist patriots who had participated in "the resistance" 
from the beginning also had to return to the cities or risk being executed by the Communists, either 
secretly or overtly, using false accusations. Thus, slowly, the cities resumed their pre-war activities. 

When the communist Viet Minh took power, many nationalist parties, patriotic individuals, and 
religious groups as well united and cooperated with them in the effort to build an independent Viet 
Nam; but secretly the Communist Party, the strongest and most well organized, liquidated any non-
communist elements, especially the more influential nationalists. Thus many leaders of different 
nationalist parties had to flee while others were killed by the Communists. In many cases the Viet 
Minh imputed the killing to the French. Usually, those who had returned to the cities dared not go 
back to the communist-controlled areas. Only the merchants went back and forth between the two 
zones. They had two sets of identification papers and knew their way around. Even so, many of 
them were arrested and sent to jail. Many died, simply because "guerrillas" or "cadres" accused 
them of being spies when they found innocent things such as the red, blue and white border of a 
fabric, or small mirrors said to be used to signal planes. Most of these "guerrillas" and "cadres" 
could barely read and write, yet they had great power. It looked like there were not enough people 
with the necessary intelligence to keep them in check, but the truth was that the whole situation was 
intentionally created by the Communists. Therefore the stupidity of these individuals led to the 
torture and rotting in jail of many innocent people. 

 
 
 
 
IX 
 
In addition to her busy daily activities, Mother often had to receive various "cadres" from the 

district and province levels. They came to ask for contributions of gold to purchase weapons and 
money to feed the troops. Mother had to "adopt" several soldiers to whom she sent money regularly 
for clothing and expenses. For this, she received a certificate naming her "Mother of the Soldiers". 
She also had to buy many government bonds. 
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One day, the village committee chairman, son of a former village official and very close to 
Mother, presented her a decree requesting all the people to lend their firearms to the government. 
Father was upset about this and insisted on keeping one pistol. Mother had a hard time convincing 
him,  

"You'd better turn them all in at one time. If they find out that we kept one, we would be in 
trouble." 

"Turn them in? The firearms belong to us. We bought them with our own money. What would 
they do to us?" 

"I don't know, but the law is in their hands," Mother knew as a fact that the Communists didn't 
want any firearms to be kept by the people.  

"I don't see any law saying that the government can take away people's property. Look here, 
read the decree. It only says that the government wishes to borrow the firearms and will return them 
whenever the war is over."  

Mother didn't lose her patience, for she knew how to deal with Father. She dropped the subject 
completely. Secretly, she turned in all the rifles and pistols before the deadline, in exchange for the 
receipt she kept with all the bonds which she knew would never be cashed. 

Through all these changes, Father maintained his routine of reading books in his room upstairs, 
while Mother had to deal with different people and new developments. "To survive, one had to 
keep eyes and ears open", she often said. She didn't have any difficulty in dealing with village 
guerrillas, and they always respected her, since their parents had been Mother's tenants for years. 
Even the village chairman informed her in advance of anything he knew. 

* 
Expanding their control, the French sent troops into the villages surrounding the cities, to round 

up guerrillas and committee members. Then a French outpost headed by a French officer was set 
up, while the pre-war administration system was re-established in villages. Village chiefs and 
officials worked in their villages during the day, but before sundown they took refuge in the 
outposts. At nightfall, Vietnamese men, women, and even youths as young as fifteen were ordered 
to gather in front of the school house carrying metal objects and bamboo sticks. From there, the 
guerrillas led them to an undisclosed outpost which they encircled in the darkness of the night. 

"Attack, attack," shrieked the hundreds of voices in the scary, dark night. The shouts were 
accompanied by the deafening beating of the objects they brought along. 

Hundreds of bullets were fired from inside the post in answer to the shouts from outside. Then, 
as in a dream, the shouting and beating of metal stopped, the firings became subdued, and the 
quietness of the night returned. Smoke and the smell of gunpowder hung in the air. 

Inside the post, those soldiers not on guard duty thought about resuming their disturbed sleep. 
But before they could do more than enjoy the sweet idea, another round of shouting mounted. Then 
they began to fire again. This game lasted until just before the first crow of the rooster. 

From inside the post, the besieged French soldiers had no way to find out the number of troops 
and civilians outside. They only knew that they were in the defensive position and could be overrun 
at any minute. Their ammunition already running low was wasted in random shooting. Thus, they 
called for reinforcements from the city and close-by outposts. 

In so doing, they walked into the trap that had been set for them: "Attack the outpost so you can 
ambush the reinforcements." The reinforcement troops could be ambushed on their way to save the 
besieged outpost, or else, the weakly defended post would be overrun. 

The following morning, the French launched a search operation in the surrounding villages, but 
there was no trace of any regular troops or guerrillas. Not even a single stranger or weapon was 
found, so there was no reason to arrest the villagers. 

It seemed unreal. Just a few hours before, hundreds of people had crawled around the outpost 
trying to scare off and even kill the people inside, but when the sun came up, everything looked so 
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normal and peaceful. Peasants went to work in their fields and carried their produce to the market 
as usual. They seemed to mind their own business and know nothing about the ambush or the 
fighting and dying on both sides. 

In reality, only the younger people were enthusiastic about their mission. The older ones only 
wanted to live peacefully and go on with their lives. But they dared not complain, despite they were 
exhausted from walking and shouting all night and working in the fields all day. They feared being 
put to death as "traitors". 

* 
Mai's village was quite far from the city, and it was still under Communist control. The area that 

included her village and several others spread out like a fan, its outer circle surrounded by the 
ocean, its smaller end by the city. People had worried that if troops attacked from both sides, the 
ocean and the city, nobody could escape. A campaign began planting bamboo at the river's mouth 
to prevent ships from sailing into the river, a tactic used by three famous generals to defeat the 
Hans, the Songs and the Mongols. 

Mother had knapsacks made for Mai and her four brothers. In each sack, she put a set of 
clothing and a bag of roasted rice. The sacks stayed next to the children's pillows, and they were 
told to take them whenever they left the house. 

Early one morning not long after the cock crowed Mai was awaken by urgent, deafening 
drumbeats. She jumped out of bed and ran through the corridor to the east wing where she found 
Mother and all the servants. Mai completely forgot her knapsack as did her brothers. Mother had to 
make sure that the children retrieved their knapsacks. Nanny carried the youngest brother on her 
back and Mai's two other younger brothers travelled in two bamboo baskets on a pole carried by the 
young male servant. Mai and Brother walked on either side of Nanny. Thus the group left the east 
wing to go into the front courtyard. In the morning's cool air, Mai found her heart pounding 
heavily. She pulled Nanny's hand, almost shouting at her, 

"Are Father and Mother going with us?" 
"No, they'll go by themselves." 
"Why?" 
Mai couldn't tell whether Nanny answered or not. She couldn't hear anything besides the frantic 

barking of every dog in the neighborhood. When they got to the first gate, Mai heard the footsteps 
running on the road. But she couldn't believe her eyes when Nanny swung open the two wooden 
doors. A stream of people was flowing by, their faces scarcely visible in the dark. Everyone had 
babies or children in their arms or on their backs and a few more trailing by their sides. 

Mai heard Nanny shout, "Where are they?" 
Nobody stopped. They kept running as fast as they could, but somebody shouted back, "Not far 

from here, run quickly." 
"They must be at the nearby village by now," another added and kept on running.  
Nanny pulled Mai's hand and they merged with the crowd. The dogs kept barking louder and 

louder and ran from their own courtyards to the bamboo hedges trying to get closer to bark at the 
fleeing people. 

Soon they left behind the clusters of houses, and the dogs' barks became softer and softer. 
Amidst rice paddies, people dispersed into the fields. Nanny didn't want to stop at a field close to 
the road, 

"Keep running! We'll go further, over there." 
They ran in single file, because the border between parcels of rice field was too narrow to walk 

abreast. Brother was ahead of the line while Mai stayed close to Nanny. The male servant swung 
the two younger brothers over the two fields on each side, the two baskets flattening the rice plants 
down and making a path in each field. Several people followed behind him. 

"Nanny, can I stop here?" shouted Brother. 
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"No, not here, go on," Nanny commanded. 
Like Mother, Nanny knew every corner of the village, and she was confident of what she was 

doing. So, along the narrow border between the fields, they passed one field after another, until 
finally they reached the mulberry patch in the middle of the fields, far away from the road. 

"There! We go in the mulberry patch," Nanny ordered. 
The patch was a square piece of highland amid the rice fields, just like an island in the middle of 

the jade green ocean. Here, field workers usually took shelter from the bright hot sun under the 
leafy mulberry trees and ate their midday meals. 

* 
Even nobody could see them behind these green leaves, Nanny still made them lie flat on the 

ground. With hay, she covered their bodies, except their faces. Mai felt so itchy with the hay all 
over her, but before she could utter a word, Nanny ordered,  

"Stay still here. Don't talk or move. I'll come for you."  
"Make your children lie down," Nanny even told those who came along, and they listened to her. 
"Nanny, where are you going?" Mai felt scared. 
"I am right here, with Youngest Brother. Stay still." 
Mai wished that she could lie near Nanny. 
She heard Nanny's voice, "Don't let your children cry." 
Mai was horrified at that. Many times she heard that babies had been smothered to death by their 

parents or others hiding in the same place, when they couldn't make the babies stop crying. Many 
said that it was necessary to sacrifice one baby to save a group of people. 

What would happen if Youngest Brother, who was only two years old, cries? Are they going to 
smother him? Mai began to worry and wished that these people hadn't come to the same place with 
her. She wanted to tell Nanny that they needed to go to some place by themselves, so she raised her 
head a little bit above the ground to look for Nanny. But before Mai could see her she heard 
Nanny's whisper,  

"Put your head down." 
Mai heard the sternness in Nanny's voice, so she just obeyed her. The sun began to show its first 

bright rays through the mulberry leaves. Mai saw the dew on the green leaves sparkle in the 
morning light. The sky was so blue and high, but also too blaring to look at, so Mai closed her eyes 
to shun the bright light. Lying still, Mai noticed that it was too quiet around her. No more footsteps, 
or talking, or movement, or even dog barks could be heard. It seemed that everybody had 
disappeared, except those in this mulberry patch. Suddenly Mai thought she heard the echo of a 
dog's bark from far away; it could be in her neighborhood. She concentrated on listening. The 
barking became louder and closer, and then she heard the shattering of multiple gunshots. Mai's 
heart began to pound faster and faster. She was petrified even to put her hands on her ears, so she 
just lay stiff there. Very different from the bombings that had rumbled the ground, the gunshots that 
Mai heard for the first time in her life sounded like the firecrackers at a Tet celebration. Yet they 
seemed menacing, perhaps because Mai had heard a lot about these sweeping operations when 
women were raped, people shot and children torn apart by their legs. The sudden stop of the 
barking of the dogs after the bursting gunshots made Mai believe that they had been shot to death, 
and that idea alarmed her more. Now and then a single gunshot was heard and she thought that each 
time she heard a gunshot somebody died. Mai suddenly thought about Father and Mother and 
wondered if they had enough time to run away. There were so many questions in her head to worry 
about. "When I left with Brother and three younger brothers, everybody else was still at home, why 
didn't they run at the same time? Did the enemy capture them? Were they killed by those 
gunshots?" Mai found herself trembling and sweating. 
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The shooting became intense again, and then subdued with only a single shot fired at a time. It 
became quiet for awhile, and when the shooting was heard once more, it was far away and got 
softer and softer. 

Mai wondered if it was over. She heard somebody whisper,  
"They must have gone to the next village." 
"If they go through the next four villages, they won't get back until this afternoon," another 

voice whispered. 
"Just wait a little longer," Mai heard Nanny's voice. 
Then came silence. Not having heard a sound, Mai was surprised to see Nanny standing up to 

peep through the mulberry leaves. Finding it safe, Nanny came to get Youngest Brother, and, 
holding him in her arms, she brushed off the hay sticking to his clothes. Mai sat up quickly and 
noticed that her clothes were wet with sweat. It was such a relief to get rid of the itchy hay. But the 
adults knew they weren't safe yet, so they still lowered their voices and limited their movements. 

The sun was getting higher, almost overhead, and it was getting warmer. Nanny used her palm 
to wipe off the sweat dripping from Youngest Brother's face. Opening his knapsack, she took out a 
shirt to fan him and then turned around to fan Mai and her other brothers. Taking out a bag of 
roasted rice, Nanny poured some into Youngest Brother's small hands. One by one, she poured the 
dried fluffy rice for Mai's other two younger brothers and then for Mai and her elder brother. 
Seeing the rice, Mai suddenly felt hungry. It was long past the time for their first meal, but she had 
been too worried to crave for food before. After hurriedly eating several handfuls of rice without 
any water, Mai looked down at the rice fields that surrounded the patch of mulberry and saw the 
reddish water that came up to half the height of the rice plants. She wanted to ask Nanny if she 
could drink some of that water, but remembering the strange taste of the water from the pond that 
she had accidentally swallowed while learning how to swim, she decided not to. 

Youngest Brother looked very tired. Nanny changed his shirt and, holding him in her arms, she 
fanned him. It didn't take long before he fell asleep. Mai also felt tired, so she lay down on the 
ground. Nanny put a knapsack under her head as a pillow. 

"Do you want to lie down, too?" Nanny asked Mai's other brothers. They all nodded. 
"Come close so I can fan all of you," Nanny told them softly.  
Mai realized how much she loved Nanny, how secure she felt when Nanny was around. She had 

noticed that Nanny treated her and her brothers more tenderly than any other servant in the house. 
She still remembered that Nanny had told she would come to live with Mai when she got married. 
She was always happy to think that Nanny would be with her forever, though one day it scared her 
when Nanny asked if she would buy a good coffin for her funeral. Mai had never thought about 
Nanny dying but, to please her, she quickly replied, "I'll buy you the best one." 

To the old people, a good quality casket ready for them in the house made them feel secure that 
their bodies would have a good shelter. What most old people feared wasn't death itself, but that 
their children wouldn't be able to buy them a coffin and so they would be buried with a reed mat 
wrapped around their bodies. If they could afford it, many people had their caskets ready. In the 
room upstairs in the main house where the ancestors' altar were placed, Mai had seen a red-
lacquered and gilded casket reserved for the Old Gentleman. The Old Lady had two caskets made, 
had chosen the wood and the design herself. But to Mai, Nanny was too young to think about a 
casket, and she fell asleep believing that Nanny would be with her for a long time. 

* 
Mai was awakened by a burst of gunshots. Before she realized what happened, she heard 

somebody whisper,  
"They've come back." 
"Lie down flat," Nanny whispered. 
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Then Mai remembered that she was still hiding in the mulberry patch. Unlike the loud and 
continuous shooting in the morning, on their return, the troops fired only single shots as if they 
were too tired to fire after a long walk in many villages or had run out of bullets. Everybody was 
quiet in the mulberry patch. The whole village was silent except for the occasional shootings. 

Then complete silence fell. After a few minutes, some people sat up, and Mai heard one say,  
"They must have reached the entrance to the village by now." 
"Stay put, they might come back. It could just be one of their tricks."  
"No, they've got to leave before dark." 
Then someone shouted from the road,  
"They're gone! They're gone!" "Let's get out of here." 
"Are they really gone?" 
"Yes, yes, don't worry. It's safe." 
"Let them go first," Nanny told the male servant, who got the two baskets ready.  
Mai jumped up, shaking off the hay from her clothes, eager to go. People in dark brown clothing 

of all ages came out from hiding places everywhere, like ants crawling out of their holes. It was 
amazing, for just a short time before all the villages had looked deserted without a soul to be found. 
The roads were crowded even more than on market days, since every villager was there, elderly and 
children also. 

People talked excitedly,  
"I saw them." 
"I did too." 
"I was so close to them. There must be hundreds of them." 
"There were many Black Westerners and traitors." 
In Vietnam, the French and anybody not Asian were called Westerners, even the Indians. So the 

Senegalese and other Africans in the French army were all called Black Westerners, while the 
Vietnamese who cooperated in the operations were called traitors. 

Everyone boasted trying to show that he had seen more than the others. Mai felt too tired for the 
long walk home, but when she saw the roofed gate from a distance, she forgot her weariness 
completely and ran with her elder brother as fast as her feet could carry her, leaving Nanny and her 
younger brothers behind. 

Passing the two open gates, Mai found all the family dogs lying in the courtyard. They rushed 
toward Mai and her brother with their tails waggling happily. Running through the back courtyard, 
Mai reached the kitchen and found Mother sitting on a stool talking to a servant who was cooking 
as if everything was normal. Mai rushed toward and threw her arms around her.  

"Where are your brothers?" 
"They are right behind us, Mother. Where is Father?" 
"He must be in the east wing." 
"Did you and Father run?" 
"Yes, everybody did." 
"Where did you hide?" 
"No! don't tell anybody where you hide," and then Mother added "Are you hungry? Go wash 

your face and we'll eat soon." 
Instead of washing her face, Mai ran around the house to find Father. He was lying on the 

wooden couch in his living room. He looked tired, so Mai left him to tiptoe to the main house. 
From the door, she peeped in to see the Old Gentleman sitting on his carved dais in the middle of 
the room, sipping rice wine from a tiny glass. Where did he hide? Mai wondered. She then ran to 
the west wing to check whether everything in the house was all right. Mai saw a room full of 
bananas that the fruit dealer hasn't come to pick up yet. Everything looked okay so Mai started to 
return to the kitchen, but she saw something sticking out between the bunches of bananas. She 
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quickly came closer to take a look. It was money. When Mai picked it out, she realized that it 
wasn't Ho Chi Minh money, but the Indochinese which had circulated here earlier. Excited, Mai ran 
through the courtyard shouting, 

"Mother, Mother, I found some money, I found money!" 
Upon reaching the back courtyard, Mai saw Mother standing at the kitchen door. She held up the 

paper money and called aloud,  
"Mother, I found some money."  
When Mai handed her the money, Mother looked at it and quickly hid it in her palm. 

Immediately she walked away from the kitchen, pulling Mai along. When they were far away from 
the kitchen, Mother whispered: 

"Where did you find this?" 
"In the west wing, Mother." 
"On the floor?" 
"No Mother, it was stuck in the banana bunch." 
"Show it to me." 
"Yes, Mother." 
Together they walked back to the west wing. 
"Here, I saw it right here sticking between the bananas," Mai said, pointing at the banana bunch. 
Mother observed the banana bunches, looked around, and said,  
"The French troops took some banana bunches and left the money to pay for them, but don't say 

a word to anybody. Don't talk to anybody or we will get in trouble," Mother whispered with 
seriousness, notwithstanding nobody was in sight. Mai didn't clearly know what the trouble would 
be, but in these days she knew that she had to keep quiet when Mother said to. 

* 
From that day on the sweeping operations became regular in these villages. The French carried 

their troops by boat from their outposts to the market pier and from there they divided into two 
groups. One went to the east to pass by Mai's village on the way to other villages bordering the 
ocean. Another group went west to search those villages on the west side. Here, like the villagers, 
they had to go on foot; the river that wound along the villages was too shallow for their boats, and 
the dirt roads were too narrow for any kind of vehicles. The whole time she lived there, Mai saw 
only a few bicycles pass by her house. Villagers soon learned that the French troops usually took 
the main roads in the villages and searched houses along those paths. They rarely went to small 
secondary paths leading to isolated hamlets or rice fields. So people often hid in the fields or 
cottages in the middle of the paddies, far away from any main road. 

When the guerrillas didn't make any move, the French troops just passed by each village, 
shooting randomly at thick bamboo hedges and bushes, returning to their posts before dark. During 
these times they were easy on villagers. If one was caught, he would be questioned and released. 
But if the guerrillas set off a mine or sniped at them, the French would become furious. When one 
in the party was wounded or killed, especially if the victim was of significant rank, the villagers 
were the objects of severe revenge. Anyone seen running would be shot at; in the eyes of the 
French, all the villagers looked alike and dressed alike in the dark brown clothes. 

Villagers were in fear of being caught by the French, since they had heard so many terrible 
stories. They always ran, even when they were ordered not to; because they believed that they 
would have a better chance running away than being caught. As a result, many innocent peasants 
were killed.  

* 
The well-to-do and well-educated also feared being caught by the French. Whenever they were 

seen in company with the French and then released, they would later be accused as "traitors", which 
meant a death without trial. A young man living in Mai's neighboring village was a law student 
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from Ha Noi University. His parents were middle-class landlords. Like most of the youths and 
students, he had joined "the revolution" as a "cultural cadre" from the beginning. With youthful 
zeal, he went from village to village to set up classes for literacy and for reconstructing an 
independent country. But also like the other patriots, he didn't know that the Communists tried to 
get rid of all non-communist elements in the "resistance forces". Being non-communist and now 
realizing his fate, the young man returned to his village to live quietly. At his mother's request, he 
got married. His wife had just given birth to their first baby a few days before the day the French 
launched their operation in the area. He didn't want to take his tiny baby and weak wife to the field 
full of water, so the three of them stayed home while everybody left the house. He was confident 
that the French troops wouldn't do them any harm, since he could talk directly to them without the 
need of an interpreter. When the French came, they offered to take them back to the city, but he 
refused, since he wanted to stay in the countryside. A day after the French left, he was summoned 
to the village's office by a guerrilla. Nobody in the family was concerned about it. They believed 
that he would be back in a little while. But they began to worry when he didn't return home that 
night. The next morning, none of the village committee members or guerrillas or even the chairman 
confirmed anything about him. But late in the afternoon, some young buffalo tenders saw his body 
tied to a stake in the village cemetery. The poor man had been tortured to death. His tongue was cut 
out, like what happened to people accused as "traitors". 

* 
It was dark when Mother got home from attending the young man's funeral. For three days, she 

had lent help and comfort to the victim's family and looked very tired. She was probably also 
frightened to think about Mai's eldest brother's fate. Now she was still in control of the village 
committee chairman who was almost like a son to her. His father was a village official who worked 
under Father when Father was village chief. But Mother knew that this chairman would be replaced 
someday, since his father was a petty landlord and former village official. 

Poor Mother! Since the war spread to this area, she had to attend so many funerals and console 
so many people. All her life, she has always been a strong pole for her husband, her children, her 
relatives and acquaintances to lean on. In any crisis, she always stayed calm, made quick and right 
decisions. Mai remembered one day some people came to call on Mother, because a young girl 
took some poison when her parents scolded her for getting pregnant and shaming the family. Her 
family wanted her to die, so nobody tried to save her. When Mother came, she mashed up some 
leaves and poured the juice into the girl's mouth to make her throw up, then talked to the girl's 
parents, "You cannot change what happened, but if she dies, then you are responsible for killing 
two lives, not only by the law in this world, but even after your death." 

Even so, the parents were still determined not to let the girl give birth in the house. They set four 
bamboo sticks at the corner of the yard and then tied a reed mat to make a roof and four more on 
the sides for walls. This was the labor room and shelter for mother and baby for a while. In addition 
to feeling ashamed, the family also believed that an unwed mother would bring misfortune to them. 
They refused to allow the pregnant girl to live in or raise the baby in their house after it was born. 

But still Mother was sometimes superstitious too. For example, on the first day of Tet, she 
always asked Mr. Thin, the brick layer, to come to the house very early in the morning before 
anybody else, for fear that they could bring the family bad luck. But when it concerned somebody's 
life, Mother was very flexible. 

Late one afternoon, after the French troops had left, a young male servant of Mother's niece 
rushed into the front courtyard. He didn't mind the dogs' barking but walked straight toward the east 
wing inquiring with anxiety,  

"Where is Mistress? Where is Mistress?" 
"What's the matter?" asked Nanny. 
"I need to talk to Mistress." 
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From inside the house, Mother heard him and hurried to the court,  
"What is it?" 
The young man looked bewildered as if he was out of his mind,  
"Oh, please come quick Mistress, please come with me right now," he pleaded.  
"But tell me what's the matter?" 
"Oh, my master's family, my master's family." 
"What about your master's family?" Mother seemed impatient.  
"Oh, they were killed, Mistress, oh, please come with me. Mistress' niece asked me to come for 

you," He was on the verge of crying. 
"Who killed them? When were they killed?" 
"I don't know, the French, they killed them all." 
"How is your Mistress?" 
"She wanted you to come." 
Turning to Nanny, Mother said, 
"Please bring my ao dai" 
While putting the long dress called ao dai on over her white blouse, Mother raised her voice to 

tell the servants from inside, 
"Tell your master that I'm going to Mrs. Nhan." And to Nanny she said, "Come with me." 
In the rush, Mother didn't realize that Mai followed them. Mother's niece lived with her 

husband's family two villages away from Mai's. She was Mother's favorite niece and also loved by 
many people, even her mother-in-law. Mother and many other people felt sorry for her since she 
had given birth to three girls in a row. Mother always encouraged her, "You are only just over 
twenty, still young enough to have many more children, and you will have boys. I know a woman 
who had nine girls in a row before she got a boy." Nevertheless, Mother worried sometimes when 
she said to some people, "I don't know why my niece is so nice and yet so unlucky." However 
Mother also felt a little reassured by the fact that her niece's husband was only the third son and not 
the heir in the family. He also showed his love for his wife in many ways. 

On the way to the niece's house, the servant told Mother that his master, his two sons -- one was 
Mother's nephew-in-law, a grandson, and nine neighbors were killed. When the French troops 
searched their houses, they caught these people hiding in the hay stacks, bamboo hedges, and on 
top of coconut trees. They gathered these people together and told them to stay put; but as soon as 
the French left, they went to hide again. When the French troops walked a little way down the road, 
a mine exploded killing three people. One of them was a Frenchman, and the soldiers became 
infuriated. They searched every inch of the area, and thirteen people were caught, two of them 
women. They killed them all in cold blood. 

Upon entering the courtyard, Mai heard people crying and wailing aloud. Mother got through 
the crowd which surrounded the victims. Following her, Mai was shocked to see the bodies lying 
on the brick, red blood plastered everywhere on the yellow wall, on the court, and on the corpses. It 
was hard to tell where the bullets had hit, since blood was all over the bodies. The stale smell of 
blood made Mai feel sick to her stomach and she wanted to throw up. Mai knew that it was 
unrespectful to the deads to have that feeling but she couldn't help it. She squeezed Nanny's hand 
without saying a word. 

Many women sat flat on the brick, even on the blood, near the bodies of their loved ones. Mai 
heard ones lament, 

"Oh, my God! He didn't do anything. Why did they kill him?" 
 "He didn't do anything bad in all his life. Why must he die this brutal death?" 
 "What did he do to deserve this?" 
"Who is going to raise my children?" 
"Oh, I wish I could be dead instead of my husband." 
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"He was alive this morning and now he lies here dead with blood all over him. He didn't do a 
harm to anybody." 

Mai heard Mother's voice,  
"Please don't cry anymore. It's fate, nothing we can do. Please be strong and think about the 

funerals for them."  
Mai found that her cheeks were wet with tears. The dead had horrified expressions on their 

faces. They must have been very terrified to see the first one shot. One man still had his eyes open 
and a woman seemed to have her hands folded in front of her chest as if she had been begging her 
slayer in vain. Mother came close to her niece, who was sitting flat on the court next to her 
husband's body, weeping silently, her long black hair spread over his blood-covered chest. Her face 
was pale and blank. When Mother put her arm around her, she looked up and, as in a dream, said, 

"Oh, Aunt, I want to die, I don't want to live anymore." 
"No, don't say so, be calm. You have three children to think about and the fourth one to be born 

yet." 
"Aunt, I don't care about anything, I only want to die." 
"Come inside and rest. Leave it to me. You have to take good care of yourself and the baby 

inside you. Your husband will be happy to see his child born safely." 
"It's a boy. A fortune teller told me that it would be a boy, and his star would be incompatible 

with his father's. I didn't really believe it, but it is true now. He is dead before seeing his only son." 
Holding her niece's arm, Mother led her inside and then, coming back to the court, she told a 

servant standing nearby,  
"Go cook a big pot of rice soup." Mother knew that in distress people usually refused to eat, 

especially hard foods. 
"Has anybody sent for the caskets yet?" Mother asked, turning to a brother of her nephew-in-

law. 
"No, Mistress." 
"Please get rice wine to wash off the blood so we can take them inside." 
"But Mistress, they died here," one man said. 
According to the customs, people who died outside the house weren't supposed to be brought 

inside. The casket would be brought to where the body was and the funeral would be started from 
there. 

"This is wartime. We have to change a little." 
The bodies were brought inside, arranged in a row on wooden beds while being washed with 

clear rice wine. They were changed into clean clothes instead of the new clothes that the dead 
usually wear. 

Putting the customs aside, Mother arranged the funerals for them. She didn't call for an 
astrologer to check for the appropriate time to put the body in the casket or the exact time to have 
the funeral which would customarily have been based on the hour the dead person was born. 

Mother wanted the funerals to be finished with as quickly as possible, for fear that the French 
would come back soon for another round of revenge. 

* 
Two months after her husband's funeral, Mai's cousin gave birth to a beautiful boy, and 

everyone was convinced that the fortune teller was right. However, he hadn't known that only a few 
years later she would be killed, too. Two years after her husband was killed, Mai's cousin drowned 
when the boat she boarded was blown up by a Communist mine. The boat had been overloaded and 
most of the passengers were women. When the mine exploded, people became panicked, and the 
boat sank before the rescuers could arrive. The river was not too wide, a good swimmer could swim 
ashore rather easily. But those women who didn't know how to swim clung hysterically to the few 
male swimmers, resulting in that no one could get off of the sinking boat. Many bodies were found 



47 
 

with their heads badly injured from hitting the side of the boat as they tried to get out while their 
arms and legs were tightly held by panicked people. 

Again Mother had to go, this time, to look for the body of her niece. For three days, Mother and 
her elder brother waited by the river from morning till dark for the divers to find the body. Mother 
kept praying to her niece,  

"If you love your four children, let us find your body. We'll bury you next to your husband. We 
won't have peace of mind till we'll find you. Rest in peace, we'll take good care of your children." 

When the body was found, it was swollen so big that it couldn't fit into any casket, and they used 
a very sharp bamboo stick to strip off the flesh and only buried the bones. Even so, Mother felt 
relief that they had found her niece and believed that her prayer was answered. 

* 
Mother had absolute faith in the worship of the deads. She never forgot to commemorate any 

death anniversary of Father's ancestors. As for her own ancestors, her elder brother was in charge, 
and she only had to come to his house where everything had been prepared for the commemoration. 
To Mother, the commemoration of the dead was the most important thing in the life of a person, 
apart from the funeral. On these anniversary days, Mother would get up earlier than usual to 
supervise the preparation of the foods to be offered at the altar. Mr. Thin, in charge of killing hogs, 
was usually the first to come. Then all the relatives, neighbors and tenants would come later to help 
in the food preparation. 

* 
For many poor peasants, the only times they had meat to eat were on the days of 

commemoration of the dead. No matter how poor a peasant was, he had to have some meat to 
prepare for the offerings to his dead ancestor. Sometimes he had to borrow money to buy a piece of 
pork or a chicken. 

Usually villagers didn't need an invitation to go to the commemoration of the wealthy families. 
With an offering of minimal monetary value, but important enough to show respect to the dead, 
villagers felt free to come. There, they were served a big, round tray of food consisting of over a 
dozen dishes, prepared from pork, which was shared by four men. 

There was a poor old man who remembered every death anniversary in the village as well as 
others nearby. Thanks to his good memory, he had many free big meals! He would put on his best 
outfit, white pantaloons and black ao dai, to go to a house where the food was being prepared. Like 
everybody else, he brought along a bottle of clear rice wine to offer to the dead. Usually, wine was 
set on the altar and then served to the guests afterwards. But everybody knew that the old man was 
poor, so his wine bottle was always returned to him after he ate a free meal. The old man always 
insisted that the family keep the wine, while the family almost forced him to take it back. Finally, 
the wine would stay with the old man and he would take it to another house the next time. Many 
people even joked that the bottle only contained clear rain water instead. 

* 
After arranging many plates full of food on the red-lacquered and gilded altar, Mother solemnly 

prayed in front of it with her eyes closed while the candles flickered in the holders and the incense 
smoked in its burner, filling the room with fragrance. 

When Mother finished praying, she called all the children one by one to come in front of the 
altar to pray. 

"How would I pray, Mother?" Mai asked. 
"Just talk to them as if they were alive. Say that you are their great-granddaughter and would 

like to invite them home for this meal. Ask them to help you keep healthy, grow up fast and study 
well." 

Mai believed that her ancestors had protected her and everybody in the family, but there were 
times she wondered why her cousin's husband didn't come to save his wife from being drowned so 
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she could live to raise their children. Mai heard some people say that perhaps her husband loved her 
so much that he wanted her to join him. As for Mother, even she grieved deeply for the death of her 
nephew-in-law and his wife, she also found a good explanation for this injustice, that nice people 
suffered brutal death while the cruel ones enjoyed a happy life. She believed that in their previous 
lives, the nice people had done something bad and they had to pay for it in this life, and perhaps 
even in their reincarnated lives yet to come, until their wrong-doing would be fully paid off. And 
the bad people could get all the luck because in their former lives they had done many good deeds. 
Thus Mother maintained that no matter how much one had to suffer in this life, he still had to bear 
it and try to do as many good things as he could in order to pay off as quickly as possible what he 
had done wrong. Those who did something wrong in this life would pay the consequences, 
sometimes in this life and sometimes in their next lives. It was perhaps this belief that helped her 
bear up under all the sufferings, especially during the time of war. 

* 
The family just finished eating the first meal of the day when somebody said, 
"Do you hear that strange sound?" 
Everybody seemed to stick out his ears to listen. 
"It sounds like the grain grinder," Nanny said. 
"But from here we cannot hear the grain grinder." 
Mother went out to the front courtyard, looked around and concentrated in the direction of the 

sound,  
"The sound seems louder. Come out here to listen." Everybody ran out to the court. 
"It's getting louder and louder." 
"It could be a boat coming into our river." 
"No, a boat cannot get in our river." 
Only small junks could sail when the tide was high in the small river just in front of Mai's house. 
"It could be an airplane." 
"No, it couldn't." 
Never before had an airplane flown over this area. The planes had bombed only the cities and 

the boats sailing in the bigger rivers. 
Everyone looked up in the sky. It was a beautiful day; the sky was high and clear with cotton 

white clouds floating on the blue foundation. 
"It's an airplane." 
"Where? Where?" everyone asked at one time. 
"Over there from the west," Mr. Thin said. 
"One, two, three, four... ten," Brother said proudly. 
Mai had never seen an airplane. She had only heard its roaring sounds over the city during the 

bombings. To Mai, the planes now looked like big birds flying in a flock, but their sounds were 
scary. 

"Children, get inside, quick!" Mother shouted. 
Once inside, Mai worried that they didn't have a shelter. Mai saw Mother run to the second floor 

of the main house and then she heard the quick and loud drum beats to signal villagers of danger. 
But unlike the other times, people didn't run out to the village road. Perhaps everybody had heard 
and seen the airplanes. Except for the roaring sounds of the planes, the village was very quiet. 
Mother came downstairs looking worried, 

"There are many airplanes. It looks like they aren't coming in this direction, but what's going to 
happen?" 

"Which way are they going, Mistress?" asked Mr. Thin. 
"I think to Thanh Hoa. They may bomb Region IV." 
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Thanh Hoa is the gate to Region IV. Since the war broke out, this area was the safest place due 
to its special terrain. At the narrow entry to this region, mountains on two sides make it like the 
neck of a bottle. Like the Chinese hundreds of years before, the French dared not send their troops 
there for fear of being entrapped with no road for withdrawal. 

Turning to Mr. Thin, Mother said, 
"Let go outside to find out what's going on." 
"Yes, Mistress." 
Before stepping out into the court, Mother turned back to Nanny,  
"Get them ready and wait for my return." 
As soon as Mother walked away, Nanny went to the bedroom in the main house to bring down 

five knapsacks and set them on the wooden divan where Mai and her four brothers sat. The roaring 
of the planes still reverberated. They seemed to get louder still. Mai worried about Mother. What 
took her so long? Did she take cover? Did the planes see her? Were they going to bomb this place? 
Mai wished that Mother would get inside quickly. The waiting was so slow. Finally Mother and 
Mr. Thin rushed into the room. 

"They parachuted down into Phat Diem. They could be here any time," Mother said.  
Phat Diem was just over ten kilometer away, and it was the Region III's last township bordering 

Region IV. 
* 

Some people had known about the massive French operation a few months ago, but nobody 
mentioned anything about parachuting. 

It was assumed that the French would clear out the whole region with their troops from the cities 
of Nam Dinh and Ninh Binh. With that assumption, Mother sent Mai and her four brothers, the five 
youngest children, to Father's half-sister in a village south of Phat Diem. Her home was just next 
door to Thanh Hoa province in Region IV. There, people could hide in the mountains during the 
operations, and it seemed much safer than in the rice fields, which gave no cover, especially after 
the harvest when the rice plants had been cut off. There was another advantage: from Aunt's house, 
they could flee to the sanctuary of Region IV in case of intensive fighting. 

After staying with their aunt for two months, Nanny took Mai and her brothers home. The big 
operation never materialized. 

* 
Now it seemed that there was no place to run. To the east and south, the ocean wasn't very far. 

The north side led to the city of Nam Dinh, a stronghold of the French. The west side border was 
under attack. 

Mother sat down on the divan and tried to think of a plan. She then looked up and said,  
"Mr. Thin, what would you and Nanny think if I sent the children to Van village?" 
Van was little more than ten kilometers north of Mai's village, therefore it was closer to the 

French dominated city of Nam Dinh. But for the time being, it was necessary to run away from 
Phat Diem, the hot spot. 

"Mistress, I think it's a good idea." 
"Can you take them over there for me?" 
"I will, Mistress." 
"You and Nanny take them, and if everything looks okay, you can come back and let Nanny stay 

to take care of them." 
"Nanny, will you get more clothes for them and stay there until I send for you?"  
"Yes, Mistress." 
"I don't know what to tell you right now, but use your judgement. If you hear that they attacked 

us here, take them to their uncle's." 
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Uncle was Mother's elder brother who lived about twenty kilometers from Nam Dinh. Mai 
hadn't been to his house before, though before the war one could travel there by rickshaw. 

When Nanny got back with bundles of clothe, Mother gave her a handful of Ho Chi Minh 
money, 

"It's up to you and Mr. Thin to decide in which house you should seek shelter. If you get short of 
money, borrow from the people over there, but I'll try to send you more." 

Turning back to the children, Mother said,  
"You have to behave yourselves and obey Nanny. Mother will send for you soon." 
Mother bent down to kiss Mai's three youngest brothers on their heads. She thought Mai and 

Brother were too old to be kissed. 
As usual, in cases of danger, Mai and her brothers were the first ones to leave the house and the 

last ones to return. 
Out on the village road, many people journeyed in the same direction. Perhaps this was the only 

choice. The village was still quiet, without gunshots. Out in the open, where Mai could see clearly 
without being blocked by the tall house and bamboo trees, she saw parachutes falling slowly from 
the clear blue sky like giant mushrooms. This was the first time that the villagers had ever seen 
such things; they were frightened and tried to walk as close to the bamboo hedges as possible. 
When the planes seemed to zoom right over their heads, everybody lay flat under the hedges. 

The sky was still crowded with planes; many flew in as many others flew away. Ducking down 
under the hedges, Mai thought about Mother and worried whether she had stayed inside or had 
gone out and been seen by the planes. Mai wanted to ask Nanny why her parents didn't go with 
them, but seeing that everybody was quiet, she decided to ask her later. 

All during her childhood, Mai had worried about Mother's death. Her memories of the cries and 
sorrows of her aunts during the Old Lady's funeral came back to her during a long sickness that 
Mother had not long ago. Like the other members of the family, whenever Mother was sick, she 
was treated by local herb doctors. The nearest hospital, operated by the "revolutionary 
government", was in Region IV; in any case, it wasn't the family's custom to go to a hospital, Mai 
thought, since she hadn't known of anybody in the family going to one. 

Many times Mai saw relatives and friends shake their heads after their visits with Mother in her 
bedroom. 

While Mother was in bed, the whole house seemed to be at a standstill, though the servants still 
carried on their daily work under the supervision of Nanny. However, the house was too quiet and 
felt dead without Mother's voice and presence. 

One day, while sitting on a branch of the star fruit tree in the back courtyard, Mai overheard the 
servants in the kitchen saying, 

"If the worst happened to Mistress, this house would fall apart the next day."  
"I know. Master would remarry soon, and everything would be gone."  
Mai was scared, and she thought about stories of step-mothers who beat up step-children and 

told lies about or kicked them out of their own houses. She thought that she and her brothers would 
become beggars wandering in different villages and would never see each other again. 

* 
"Please pick up your bag and we'll walk again," Mr. Thin said before he stood up to shoulder the 

bamboo pole, swinging the two baskets with one younger brother in each as he walked. 
After a while, the bag grew heavy on Mai's back, and the sun began to get warmer. 
"Come on, my little ones. We're close to the ferry. I'll get you something to eat," Nanny coaxed. 

Mai felt that she just wanted water. 
Seeing Mr. Thin far ahead, Mai tried to walk faster. But it seemed that her small feet couldn't 

carry her very far. 
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"We're almost at the river," Mr. Thin said, while he slowed down to wait for Nanny, Brother, 
and Mai. This was the first time that Mr. Thin had taken care of them in their flight. Mother knew 
that along with Nanny he could make good decisions. 

Many people had reached the river before them. They had been there waiting for two sampans to 
ferry them across. The river was very big, especially during that time of high tide, so people 
believed that they would only be safer once they were on the other side. 

Before the war, the buses from Nam Dinh city made their last stop at the other side of the river, 
so passengers from Mai's side of the river had to be ferried over by sampan. 

The ferry man had his cottage near the river bank where his wife could sell refreshments to 
passengers. As Mai walked into the thatched roofed, mud-walled room, she found a crowd sitting 
on the smooth earthen floor and on the four bamboo benches at the rectangular bamboo table. 
There were a few empty clear glass jars which had been used for peanut brittle. On the table were 
the medium-size heavy stoneware bowls used for tea. There wasn't any steamed rice dough 
wrapped in banana leaves or even a fresh banana, the familiar snacks usually found in such places. 
It had been a good business day for the ferry man and his wife who couldn't boil tea fast enough to 
sell to the evacuees. Although Mai wasn't hungry, she still felt disappointed to see nothing to eat on 
the table. The idea of having some candies or a piece of peanut brittle made the road shorter. Mai 
hadn't eaten any candy since she left the city. Though an inn near her house had candies and peanut 
brittle, Mother never bought them, while Mai didn't have any money except at Tet when she was 
given new money by everyone to celebrate her getting one year older. 

The innkeeper came out to greet Mr. Thin, who often waited here for the sampan on the way to 
and from his old village and his work. 

"We'll have tea soon," the innkeeper said. 
Mai didn't care to have tea, since the fresh green tea leaves which were very strong and bitter 

made her feel sick to her stomach. 
"Do you have anything to eat?" asked Mr. Thin as if reading the children's minds. 
"We are sorry, but there isn't anything left. There are so many people today, you know," the 

woman seemed cheerful, "But, if you wish, my children could fix a meal for you all. We have some 
dried shrimp that would make a good soup with fresh vegetables from the garden." 

To Nanny, Mr. Thin asked, "Do you think we should cross the river first?"  
"Yes, I think so." 
Turning to the woman, he said, "We'd better cross the river first, thank you. How long do you 

think we have to wait?" 
"Not very long. Both my husband and daughter are ferrying out there."  
Following Mr. Thin, who knew this cottage very well, Nanny and the children reached the 

earthen courtyard behind the cottage. Seeing a jar of rainwater under a betelnut tree, Nanny took 
Mai and her brothers there. With a ladle made of a coconut shell that was smooth and darkened 
with long use, Nanny dipped into the jar to give the three younger brothers a ladleful of rain water 
before giving some to Mai and Brother. After taking some mouthfuls herself, Nanny ladled more 
water into her hand and washed the face of each child to cool them off from the hot air. 

Mai found the rain water refreshing and a little sweet, perhaps because it ran through the 
betelnut flowers before it reached the jar. 

At home, Mother kept two big clay jars in the front courtyard where the gutter ran down from 
the roof. Father never let his children drink this rain water without boiling it, but market-goers 
quenched their thirst with it on hot afternoons. 

With the two big gates always open, villagers just felt free to follow the brick walk to the 
courtyard. They were greeted by the loud barking of the many dogs, but didn't care; nobody living 
in the country was ever scared of dogs. Actually, these markets-goers could buy hot tea from a 
cottage not far from Mai's house, but being thrifty, they'd rather have a ladle of rain water. They 
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said that the rain water coming from the tile roof tasted very good. Mai hadn't realized herself how 
good it was until she had to drink the muddy, sour water from the rice swamp that Nanny got for 
her using her palm hat. Despite Father's belief that drinking unboiled water caused stomach aches, 
nothing bad happened to Mai and her brothers. 

"Do you want some roasted rice?" Nanny asked, showing a handful. Mai just shook her head, 
not feeling like eating because it made her thirsty. "Just have some and I'll cook you rice when we 
get to the other side."  

"I'm not hungry," answered Mai 
"How about you?" Nanny turned to Brother. 
"No, I don't want it either." 
"Don't you tell me you are hungry later on," Nanny warned.  
Mai watched her three little brothers reach their small hands into Nanny's for roasted rice. They 

all looked at the family sitting near-by eating their cooked rice. Mai turned away and tried not to 
look at them anymore. Sitting here near the cottage, Mai looked at the big river, perhaps bigger 
than the river where the boat first carried her away from her village. Mai had the feeling that she 
might have seen this place before. But she knew that she had never gone this way in her life. All the 
villages near her own were separated from each other by small rivers, and over them were high, yet 
very small, bamboo bridges. Each bridge was made only of two or three bamboo trunks joined 
together and the rail was so high that Mai could never reach it. 

* 
Suddenly, Mai remembered why this scene felt familiar, even if she hadn't been here before. 

Yes, it must be the story that Mother told about her near-death experience. 
When Mother was about ten, an epidemic killed many children. Mother was one of the victims, 

and one afternoon she was believed dead. There were no clock, villagers based the time on the sun's 
position in the sky. The day was divided into twelve portions named after twelve animals, the same 
for the twelve months of a year, starting with the mouse and ending with the hog. Only these hours 
were important in recording the birth of a newborn baby, in arranging the time for a wedding in 
compliance with the horoscope of the bride and groom, and in setting time for a funeral. For a 
child's burial, however, there was no need to ask an astrologer to check for the right time. 

When Mother was believed dead, her body was laid on her bed to be watched by her fifteen-
year-old sister-in-law while waiting for the return of the servant who had been sent to buy her a 
casket. 

* 
Mother said that she didn't feel any pain, and her body was so light that her feet didn't seem to 

touch the road as she walked on it. The sun was very bright but it was cool and peaceful, like under 
the full moon. It was very quiet around her; she didn't see anybody, any house, or any rice field. 
The entire scenery looked like an endless desert under the cool milky sunlight. She walked and 
walked but didn't feel tired and, then, at a distance, she saw a small cottage, and beyond it was a 
large but very calm river. She thought the cottage must be the place where passengers stopped to 
wait for the sampan, and there they could buy their tea and snack food. Mother tried to reach the 
cottage, but it must have been a mirage, because the faster she walked, the further away it moved, 
and it looked like it would take her forever to get to it. Then from nowhere appeared an old man 
with beautiful white hair and a long white beard, clad in a long red robe. Pointing his bamboo cane 
at Mother he inquired, "Little girl, what are you doing here? Go back home." 

Mother was so stunned, she stood still. The old man began to chase her. She ran and ran and, 
believing that the old man was still after her, did not dare to look back. 

She then heard somebody screaming. Opening her eyes, Mother saw her sister-in-law run out of 
the room. The room was dark except for the small area around the bed lit by the small peanut oil 
lamp. Mother heard many footsteps running toward her room and saw her mother bend down to 
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kiss and hug her. It was believed that the old man she had seen was in charge of the registration of 
deaths. After checking, he guided those whose time had come inside the cottage. Those who had 
paid off all their wrongdoings were ferried across the river to begin their immortal lives, those with 
their sins still not cleared off were given a bowl of forget-it-all soup which made them unable to 
remember anything about their previous lives and had to be reincarnated. But he sent the ones who 
weren't on his list back to life on earth. 

* 
"Let's go to the river bank to wait for the sampan," some voice cut off Mai's thought. 
Mai looked up and found Mr. Thin instead of the old man that Mother had met. No, there wasn't 

any resemblance between the two. Mr. Thin's face was very tanned and bony while the statues of 
the gods Mai had seen had white and full ones. 

In his usual calmness, Mr. Thin picked up the bamboo pole leaning against a betelnut tree and, 
when they saw it, Mai's brothers knew that it was time to go, so each stepped into one bamboo 
basket. 

The sampan was small and had no cover, with two wooden benches along the sides. It tilted to 
one side whenever a passenger stepped aboard. When twenty passengers, adults and children, 
settled on the benches, water almost reached the sampan's gunnel. Mai looked up at the ferry man 
to see how he was going to handle with so many people in his sampan. Calmly, he simply untied 
the rope and then stepped on. 

Mai was surprised that, instead of sailing across, the ferry man paddled up the river as if he were 
going somewhere else. Mai looked to the passengers, expecting them to tell the ferry man that he 
must be going the wrong way, but they were busy chattering and nobody voiced any concern. 
Actually, he managed to keep the sampan going along with the rising tide. The middle-aged ferry 
man with his tall body and tanned face looked robust and healthy. He had the confident look of 
someone who knew the river like the back of his hand. Slowly and skillfully, with his two wooden 
paddles, he guided his sampan closer to the river bank where the current wasn't as swift. Despite 
she had often heard how well ferry men and ferry girls could row, Mai was too scared to look down 
at the river and see the water almost licking the gunnel of the sampan. Mai thought it must look just 
like a toy boat in the middle of the river. She solely felt relief when at last the sampan reached the 
other bank of the river and she could set foot on the ground. 

Following Mr. Thin, they walked along the wide dirt road leading to the village.  
"Where do you think Sister and Brothers should stay?" Mr. Thin turned to Nanny.  
Nanny and Mr. Thin were almost members of the family, so they talked about Mai and her 

brothers as though they were their own younger sister and brothers.  
"I don't know. It's up to you, since you know the people and this area more than I," answered 

Nanny. 
Without saying a word, Mr. Thin led the line. They passed hamlet after hamlet before Mr. Thin 

stopped in front of a neat looking wooden house. He told Nanny and the children to wait at the 
bamboo gate, and then walked through the earthen courtyard. Before he could reach the middle of 
the court, four dogs jumped up from their sleep, barking loudly. Although the dogs approached him 
with menacing looks and loud barking, Mr. Thin didn't have any intention of stopping. 

An old woman then appeared at the doorstep and Mai saw her rush toward the gate after talking 
with Mr. Thin, 

"Please take young miss and young masters inside the house. You must be tired after walking all 
day." 

Mai heard her voice before she could see her. Mai had never met her before, but Nanny knew 
her. 

The old woman was short and thin but still quick for her age. She led them through the court 
while the dogs, seeming excited to see so many strangers, barked louder and ran around, trying to 
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get closer. The old woman walked toward the dogs and stamped her foot on the ground to chase 
them away, but after backing away a few feet they came even closer. Mai was terrified to see their 
wide open mouths full of sharp teeth. She gripped Nanny's hand and walked close to her. 

"Don't be afraid. They only bark, but never bite anyone," the old woman assured Mai. 
Mai found her heart still pounding fast as she stepped inside the house. 
"Please seat yourselves," the woman said while removing a palm fan from a reed mat on the 

wooden bed. "I'll go cook rice for you. You must be hungry. It is long past noon already," she 
added. 

Mai was happy to think about a meal, but Nanny replied, 
"There is no hurry. Sister and Brothers have had some roasted rice." 

* 
Mai then remembered that it wasn't proper to accept a meal at the first offering. Somehow 

people were very sensitive about being hungry, and one was supposed to conceal his hunger from 
others. Mai often watched Mother having a hard time convincing a visitor to stay for lunch or 
supper. As for the hostess, it was considered inhospitable not to be able to make the visitor stay to 
eat if he came around meal time. Usually Mother ran quickly to the kitchen to tell a servant to catch 
a chicken in the backyard to fix the meal. Then she returned to the room to resume the conversation 
with her visitor. When the meal was brought up in the round copper tray, Mother said, as if she 
didn't plan it, "Since it's meal time, I would like to invite you to eat a simple meal with us." 
However, everyone knew that it wasn't a simple meal for there was no chicken for daily meals. 

As a rule, the visitor always found excuses, such as "I am not hungry" or "I have to go" even 
though he had stayed without mentioning anything about leaving. After a lot of persuasion from 
Mother, the visitor sat down to eat, apologizing for creating so much trouble. 

* 
Mai saw that the old woman was anxious to fix the meal for them as she walked to the detached 

earthen walled hut at the side of the house. Nanny also followed the woman to the kitchen, leaving 
Mai and her brothers in the middle of the house. 

Like most of the standard houses here, this one had a big room in the middle, and on each side 
was a room for the parents or a married son. Two columns of wood pillars divided the main room 
into three sections. The ancestors' altar was in the center and there were two wooden beds arranged 
close to each other on each side, where the family had their meals and the children slept at night. 
Before the French came to this country, the emperors forbade to build two-story houses. There 
were limitations to styles and sizes of common people houses as well as gates. The mandarins, 
however, were allowed to build houses corresponding to their positions. One could tell how high 
the owner's position was by looking at his house. 

When she looked at the altar, Mai believed that the spirits of the dead were up there looking at 
her and her brothers, then felt worried at the idea that she had to sleep here at night. Thinking about 
it, Mai suddenly felt homesick. 

* 
The next day, since it was so quiet with no sound of gunshots even from afar, Mr. Thin left early 

for home. Mai and her brothers sadly watched him walk away. Mai wished that she could return 
home with him. 

It was strange that everything seemed normal but they couldn't go home. They then had no 
choice but to adjust themselves to this new life. They had to eat less refined rice which still had a 
lot of bran instead of the refined fragrant kind, and no longer had big fish and shrimp, but only 
small ones, simmered with a lot of salt. 

After eating with the host family for a few days, Nanny decided to cook the meals herself, under 
the pretext that the children ate much later, but actually to save the family the burden, since they 
refused to accept her offer of money.  
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"We are happy to have the young masters with us in our house. As for food, they eat as little as 
cats. We only fear that our food isn't good enough for them."  

"No, they never ate much at home either, but they aren't used to eating so early, so I think it 
would be better if I could cook for them," Nanny finally convinced the hosts. 

She took the five children with her to the market to buy food, but bought the same kind of food 
that the host family ate. 

Except on market days when Mai could follow Nanny, she was bored with nothing to do and 
being confined in one room of a quiet house. Early in the morning, all the adults left for the fields 
except the old woman who stayed home to take care of her two grandchildren. During the day the 
whole village was quiet except for an occasional dog bark and cock crow. 

In the late afternoons, when the sun was lower and the air cooled off, Nanny took Mai and her 
brothers for a walk along the village road leading to the river. Everyday Mai hoped that they could 
meet somebody from home on their walk but she was always disappointed and was sad on their 
return,  

"When can we go home, Nanny?" 
"I don't know. Mother will send somebody to take us home."  
"Can we just go home?" 
"No, I can't carry three younger brothers at the same time."  
"They can walk like us." 
"No, they cannot. It's a long walk and they could not make it."  
"Most of the people have returned home except us." 
"I know. I want to go home, too, but we have to wait for Mother."  
Nanny must be bored with keeping five children. At home, she did a little bit of everything, but 

certainly wasn't a full time baby sitter. She often said that at her age she couldn't keep up with the 
small children.  

* 
Everybody expected that after dropping their troops into Phat Diem, the French would launch a 

massive operation to gain control over the surrounding areas. People waited and waited but nothing 
happened. It was peaceful and quiet everywhere, as if the French were satisfied with their newly 
controlled zone and leaving the Communists in charge of theirs. 

Finally, Mother decided that it was safe enough for the children to return. When they saw the 
young male servant who came to take them home, Mai and her brothers were very excited. Even 
the youngest one seemed to know why his elders were so happy. 

However Mai was disappointed to hear Nanny say that they couldn't go until early the next 
morning, 

"Why not today, Nanny." 
"It's too late to go now." 
"No, it isn't. We can run." 
Nanny just smiled and added, "We'll go to bed early tonight, and we'll leave early in the morning 

before it gets warm." 
* 

Mai found the trip home much shorter, perhaps because they didn't have to wait for the sampan 
which now only carried her group as passengers, since everyone else had returned home long time 
ago. 

As soon as they saw the roofed gate from afar, Mai and Brother ran to try to be the first one to 
get to the house. When they entered the gate opening to the courtyard, all the dogs ran out and 
started to bark, but they immediately stopped and began to wag their tails. They seemed as happy 
as Mai, followed Mai and her brother to the steps and looked up at them walking inside, their tails 
still wagging as if saying,  
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"Come out to play later."  
Mai was rushing to the east wing when she noticed that there was a visitor with Mother. She 

slowed down. 
"Children, say hello to aunt Nam." 
Mai and her brother crossed their arms in front of their chests and bowed their heads down to 

say simultaneously,  
"Good day, Aunt." 
"Thank you very much for your greeting. Good day to you, too, young Miss and young Master." 
The visitor wasn't Mai's aunt but one of the tenants whom she barely knew by face. 
"Where are your brothers?" Mother asked 
"They are coming, Mother," answered Brother. 
Mai wished that the visitor wasn't there that she could come to Mother right away. But she knew 

that she had no choice, so, along with Brother, Mai left for the corridor leading to the main house. 
She overheard the woman talked to Mother, 

"Young Miss and young Master have grown up so fast." 
"Your niece and nephew are still very childish," Mother said. 
Mai had heard Mother say that many times before. Actually, compared to the children in the 

villages, Brother was old enough to tend buffaloes and Mai to learn to cook, do housework, and 
prepare for marriage. 

Out of Mother's sight, Mai and Brother raced up the stairs to the second floor to look for Father. 
Sure enough, they found Father there, lying on his bed reading a book. But unlike other times, he 
lay down his book right away upon hearing their voices. 

 "Are your brothers home yet?" he asked.  
"We ran ahead of them, Father," Mai quickly answered before her brother could say anything. 
Turning to Brother, Father said, "Your cat had four kittens."  
"Four kittens!" exclaimed Mai, "What colors, Father?" 
"I don't know." 
"Where are they, Father?" asked Brother. 
"They are in the hay box, but don't try to get close to look at them. If you do, the mother will 

hide them somewhere else." 
Without paying much attention to what Father said, they turned and ran back downstairs. 
"Don't run. Watch your step." 
Father's voice was heard behind them and so were his footsteps. He was going to follow them 

downstairs. But before he could get to the first floor, they had already run to the back courtyard and 
then to the kitchen. A servant was startled when they jumped into the kitchen,  

"Oh, you scared me to death, I didn't know that you were home." 
The house must have been quiet without the five youngest children, and everyone must have 

gotten used to it. 
"Where are the kittens?" Brother asked with an air showing that he owned them.  
"The mother took them to the grain storage." 
Disappointed, Mai asked, "What colors are they?" 
"I didn't look at them." 
Mai was always told not to touch the small kittens because some dumb cats would eat theirs 

when they smelled differently. Many times Mai had seen the mother pick up its kittens by the scruff 
to hide them in another place because children came to look at them too much. 

Mai walked to the back courtyard where she found most of the cats sleeping on the warm bricks. 
Unlike the dogs, they didn't even bother to open their eyes to welcome her home. Except for the 
dogs who gave her warm welcome, nobody in the house seemed to care about her presence. 
Looking at the dome-shaped star fruit tree in the middle of the court, Mai thought that it had grown 
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taller while she was gone. It seemed to Mai that she had been away from home for a long time. 
Same as before the war, every time Mai returned home for vacation from the city she found that the 
house had been changed in some way. 

This time she asked Nanny, "Nanny, did Mr. Thin repaint the house?"  
"No." 
"I think it looks different." 
"No, everything is the same." 
Mai then ran to the yard to check on the fruit trees. Each of them was a friend to her. Mai often 

sat on their branches in the quiet afternoons, eating the fruit if she could find it, even so it was often 
still green, sour or bitter. Mai remembered how the branches of each tree were formed. She often 
climbed up on one tree, sitting there for awhile, and then moved to another one, thinking that if she 
didn't, the other tree would get lonesome. However, there were two kinds of trees that Mai had 
never climbed up: the coconut and the betelnut trees. Both had round trunks with no branches, 
except the palm fronds spreading like a fan at the very top. The betelnut was smaller but taller and 
its nuts weren't edible; people only chewed it along with betel leaves and then spit it out like 
chewing tobacco. To climb up these trunks, one had to wrap his arms and legs around the trunk and 
slide upward. During the sweeping operations, people often climbed up these trees to hide within 
the fronds, confident that the French troops couldn't uncover them. 

* 
For Mai, life returned to normal once she was home again with Father and Mother. Every time 

she was away from home, she worried about their safety, especially after the deaths of Mother's 
niece's husband and his family. She wondered if her parents could find a safe place to hide. 

Mai was so happy to have room to run around after being confined in a smaller house. But there 
was one thing that the girl didn't like: she had to return to school! 

It was actually a private class. 
Prior to the war, the village had a one-room schoolhouse where one teacher was in charge of all 

students from first grade to third. The "revolutionary government" continued to maintain the school 
with the only change being a new teacher. But later, they closed the school because of the frequent 
French operations in the area. 

Meanwhile, down the village road lived a man, a brother of Mother's niece's husband, who had 
been a clerk in some district office before "the resistance". He was called Mr. Clerk, according to 
the customs of calling an adult by his title, the trade he engaged in, the rank of his birth in the 
family, or even by the name of his eldest child instead of his own. People tried in every way 
possible not to call a person by his real name in front of him. Mr. Clerk was considered a well-
educated man despite the fact that he only got a diploma for finishing the fourth year of junior high 
school. In those days, a person with such a diploma could easily become a civil servant with a 
comfortable standard of living. His children were also two years apart like Mai and her brothers: 
his eldest son the same age as Mai's elder brother, a girl the same age as Mai, then a boy two years 
younger, and a few more after. He taught his three eldest children at home, and Mother asked him 
to teach Mai and her two brothers, too. 

He started out in this way with six students in the middle room of his house, and gradually 
children in the village and neighboring ones came to enroll until the number grew to almost forty. 
In a way, the school was similar to Mai's great grandfather's, but the new curriculum was composed 
of Vietnamese, French, Math and Social Studies, and not Chinese. 

The monthy tuition of two barrels of grain or cash of equivalent value was very reasonable. 
However, farmers seldom sent their children to school, not because they couldn't afford it, but 
because they didn't see any need. When a boy was old enough, he could tend buffalo. Then he 
learned to reap and plough and got married to begin the cycle again. His few years of schooling to 
learn to read and write didn't have any effect on his life. The children of wealthy farmers and 
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landlords didn't often pursue higher education either, because classes beyond fifth grade were 
available only in the cities. Actually the public school system had existed in the country for a long 
time, under many dynasties, but very often children inherited the professions of their fathers and 
forefathers. Therefore, farmers didn't think that their children were fit to go to school. 

Like most of the young people, Mr. Clerk joined "the resistance" in the beginning. Later, 
however, he was mistrusted because of his middle landlord family background and his eldest 
brother was a member of the Kuomingtang. He moved to this area, where his younger brother 
lived, to stay aloof from any political activities. 

He was a very strict teacher, and the parents, who often mentioned the saying //Love the child by 
using the rod//, appreciated his strictness. Though he fought against the French, Mr. Clerk still 
valued their literature. He made his children and Mai and her brothers learn excerpts by Anatole 
France and Victor Hugo by heart, even if the children didn't really understand what they had 
memorized. He pointed out the beauty of the ideas and styles of those authors, but these were 
totally incomprehensible to the students. Books were very hard to find, so he forced his students to 
read whatever he found, and it was always too difficult. 

He was especially pushy with his eldest son. Most of the times, he tortured that poor boy. After 
breaking too many wooden rulers, he found himself a metal ruler to save money. The boy was not 
only black and blue but also humiliated as well. Luckily for him, only two girls, Mai and his own 
younger sister, were in the room. The village girls didn't go to school. 

The boy often had to kneel on the hot brick courtyard under the bright sun. All the passers-by on 
the road could see him since the new bamboo hedges were still too low to provide cover. It wasn't 
too bad on regular days, because not many people went on the road, but on market days, hundreds 
of people passed by the house. Mai thought that she would rather be dead than kneeling out there 
with so many people looking. However, Mai often heard that Mr. Clerk was considered such a 
good teacher because he even punished his own children harshly. The poor boy had a very strange 
habit of sticking his tongue out when he was writing, and his tongue moved in the same direction 
with his hand as it moved from the left side of the page to the right. His father gave all the students 
the permission to slap the boy in the face whenever his tongue was seen sticking out, but no one 
wanted to do that unless forced to do so, and usually they only slapped the boy very lightly until 
ordered to do harder. 

* 
Like everybody else, Mai had no choice but to resume her daily activities. The adults did the 

same, but they all knew that they were sitting on top of a steaming volcano. The French troops were 
almost next door. People sometimes whispered about unfamiliar young faces passing through the 
village. "They must be scouts of Father Tu," they whispered, looking around to make sure that 
nobody was eavesdropping. Father Tu was actually the bishop in charge of Phat Diem diocese 
which was a stronghold of the Catholic anti-communist movement. 

It was late one afternoon, the sun was gone but the summer light still lingered. Mother was 
sitting on the divan in her living room taking it easy after a busy day. She was checking with Nanny 
to see what needed to be bought at the market tomorrow when the dogs started barking. Nanny 
stuck her head out of the door to see who was coming so late. 

"Who is it?" Mother asked. 
But before Nanny could answer, the neighbor was already at the steps.  
"What makes you come so late?" Mother asked 
"I've had something to ask you but I kept forgetting about it. Actually I should come tomorrow 

but..." he stopped there and looked around. 
He tried to talk and act as normal but Mother seemed to understand some evidence of 

strangeness. He looked at Nanny and Mai and then at Mother. When she nodded her head, he 
whispered,  
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"Mistress, I saw two guerrillas taking an unfamiliar young man to your banana orchard." 
"When?" Mother lowered her voice. 
"Just a few moments ago, Mistress." 
"Did they see you?" 
"No, I don't think so." 
"Did you recognize the young man?" 
"I didn't see him well, but I don't think that I have ever seen him before."  
Mother looked worried and thoughtful and turned to the neighbor, "You better stay here for a 

while. If someone sees you come and leave too soon, he might suspect." 
Nanny then brought out the tea substitute, made of leaves from the two big lid eugenia trees in 

the yard. These leaves, after being processed, would be saved and used for a whole year; and as 
they gave the flavor of tea when boiled in water and cost much less, almost every rural family in 
the North had one tree planted. 

Mother maintained a casual conversations with her visitor for a while. After he left, she told 
Nanny to go fetch a male servant,  

"Tell him to bring along a big knife." 
When Nanny returned with the servant, Mother, standing at the side door to wait, calmly said to 

him,  
"You come with me to cut some bananas for the market tomorrow. I saw some just this 

afternoon that would be too ripe for the market, but I had forgotten all about it." 
"Mistress, you want me to go, too?" Nanny asked. 
"No, it isn't necessary." 
Before the parachute drops into Phat Diem, Mother sold the bananas wholesale to merchants 

who took them to Thanh Hoa by barges. Now that the road had been cut off, nobody came here to 
buy them, and Mother had to sell bananas retail. It looked natural for her to show the servant what 
to cut for the market. Mother had gone quite a while and Nanny became nervous. She kept looking 
through the side yard where Mother took a short cut to the orchard. She didn't say anything but Mai 
knew that she was worried, and that made Mai worry too. As if to keep Mai from worrying, Nanny 
took all the small lamps on the table and put them on the floor. She took a rag from a drawer, wiped 
the spots from the glass bulbs, and then carefully filled up each lamp with peanut oil to be ready for 
the night. 

It was dark when Mother at last reached the side door, followed by the servant with a big bundle 
of bananas in each hand. 

Nanny showed relief,  
"Mistress, it took you so long!" 
"Yes, I had to show him what he should cut down tomorrow morning."  
After the servant was gone, Nanny lowered her voice,  
"Did you see them?"  
"Yes, from afar. I tried to raise my voice to let them know of my presence. It was dark out there, 

and I only saw some shadows crawling toward the road." Then, walking closer to Nanny, Mother 
whispered, "I'm afraid that they might come back tonight. If they killed that scout and buried him in 
our orchard, the French would level all these houses." And after a short pause, she sighed, "I don't 
know what to do." 

Lately, Mother took extra precaution about what she said and always looked around to see if 
anybody was eavesdropping. Mother told Nanny that almost every night somebody was out there in 
the yard listening. She was also very careful when the servants were around. 

The next day, Mother returned to the banana orchard, saying aloud she had to make sure that all 
the ripe bananas had been cut down before the birds came to eat them. Actually she came to see if 
there was a newly dug hole with a body in it. She didn't find one. 
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* 
In those days, many landlords had been brought before the village committee by their servants 

for mistreatment. 
It was true that some people made their servants work hard and that had become a fact of life. At 

the age of ten, children of the poor and large families often came to work for the wealthy. 
Usually their parents negotiated for two sets of cotton clothes and about twenty barrels of grain 

per year, and asked for it to be paid in advance. The poor children had to work year after year, as 
long as their parents saw the need for them to stay. With enough food to eat and good treatment, 
some were better off than at home but some were worse off, depending on their luck. Usually these 
young servants returned to their families when they were at a marriageable age. People were very 
happy and proud when they could find a girl and afford a wedding for their son. And that was the 
reason why the parents of a fifteen or sixteen year old boy would feel ashamed whenever somebody 
asked them, "Why don't you find your son a wife? Isn't he too old now?" while they had to answer 
that "We are too poor, and nobody wants to marry him." In the old times, a boy had to come to live 
and work for free for his parents-in-law-to-be for at least three years. During this time, he was 
under their observance and wasn't allowed to be close to his wife-to-be. At the end of three years, if 
his parents-in-law-to-be thought that he wasn't good enough, then his proposal was turned down 
with the loss of all his time and hard work. Nowadays, not many people demanded such harsh 
conditions for a boy anymore, but still he had to bring gifts to his fiancee-to-be's family on Tet and 
other important holidays as well as on the commemoration of her ancestors. This courtship - 
actually the relationship between the two families, since the boy and girl to be married weren't 
allowed to be near each other - could last for a few years, depending on the ages of the children. 

 
There were times when, due to the sudden death of a grandparent or a parent, a wedding which 

had been well planned was postponed for two, three years to wait for the end of the mourning 
period. There was one exit to the awkward situtation though. Provided the two families agreed to 
carry out the wedding in a hurry, right after the death of that family member and before the 
distribution of mourning clothes and the burial. The wedding celebration was still seen as proper 
because in that case, the dead was still considered alive at the wedding, since the mourning had not 
started yet. 

As for the regular wedding, the boy's family had a lot of worries. There was the pre-engagement, 
the engagement, and the wedding itself. Besides bringing in the new clothes and jewelry for the 
bride - at least a pair of silver earrings, the amount of cash demanded by her family, the boy's 
family had to pay for a feast for his relatives and his bride's. For this occasion, the poor bought pork 
from the market while the wealthy killed one or several hogs. Since there weren't any cows in the 
area, a buffalo was sometimes killed for the big wedding, and people talked about it for months, "It 
was such a big wedding, a buffalo was served!" But since buffalo was very precious to farmers, 
only the old ones were killed. And people still thought that it was delicious even though the meat 
was as tough as rubber: they probably tasted it only once in their lifetime and had nothing to 
compare it to. 

Many poor families had to get a loan to pay for the wedding, and the whole family had to work 
hard in the following years to pay it back. This could be one reason that a mother-in-law didn't like 
the daughter-in-law to start with. But as for the girl's family, if they let their daughter marry without 
asking for money or a big wedding, people might believe that their daughter wasn't good enough or 
that something was wrong with her. 

Many masters, however, played the role of matchmaker between the young servants within their 
households. Mother had two boys who started to work for her as buffalo tenders during the time she 
still tilled the land herself. When they grew up, they plowed the fields until old enough to get 
married. Mother arranged their weddings and then started them out by renting them fields to till. 
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Now each had several children of his own, and they kept coming to help in the house whenever 
they saw the need. To them, Mother was almost like a parent because people of their generation 
were always grateful for any favor done for them. 

Despite Mother hadn't had any trouble with the young servants, she often reminded Nanny to be 
careful. But Nanny said,  

"Don't you worry, Mistress, we have always treated them well. I don't believe they will lie about 
us."  

"You never can tell! With all the meetings they have attended where other servants had 
something to report about their masters, they will have to find something to say about us, too. They 
are still too young to know what is right and wrong." 

* 
On the way home from school, Mai saw a big crowd at the end of the bridge down the road. 

Along with her two brothers, Mai ran as fast as she could. Once there, Mai didn't see anything, but 
a group looking down at the river. Then she saw two men standing in the water trying to pull free 
something stuck in the bamboo pilings of the bridge. The water was low and barely covered their 
waists. 

Now Mai could see what they tried to pull: a man. "He must have drowned," Mai thought. But 
that was strange, because Mai hadn't heard anything said about a drowning. Usually news spread 
quickly in the village, especially exciting ones. Watching the two men trying hard, Mai wondered 
how the body could get in there. Surrounded by the bamboo pilings, it looked like being trapped in 
a bamboo cage. Finally, they managed to pull the body out of the cage and bring it to the river 
bank. The crowd rushed toward where the body was laid. One man pulled up a big rope tied to the 
body and said,  

"He must have been tied to a rock which fell away." 
Mai had often heard about this kind of murder, called to be sent diving for shrimps. Many non-

communist patriots had been dumped this way. These days, it was hard to know what happened to 
people. Many families bid good-bye to their sons or fathers joining "the resistance", only to never 
see or hear from them again. Poor men, many were still imprisoned in different camps in the deep 
jungles or had to live like fugitives and couldn't get in touch with their relatives. And many had 
been buried in the riverbeds. The body was carried over to the road by the two men, followed by 
the crowd. As soon as it was laid on the ground, the crowd circled around it. Mai tried to squeeze in 
to get a closer look. A chill ran over her when she did, but out of curiosity she tried to get even 
closer. The body was very swollen, especially the face which had many purple bruises, and a very 
deep one around the neck,  

"He must have been strangled to death," someone said. 
"Is he the guy who passed by here a couple of days ago?" 
"I am not sure, it could be." 
Oh, that man who was led to the banana orchard, Mai thought to herself. She should go to let 

Mother know about it, but she decided to stick around a little longer. 
"I wonder who he was?" 
"He isn't from around here." 
One man was searching the pockets of the brown shirt on the dead body.  
"No papers", he said aloud. 
But, from under the shirt, he pulled out a white necklace, still in place around the neck. There 

was a white cross on it. This kind of necklace was familiar around here because every Catholic in 
this area wore one like it. Many Catholics lived here. In fact, Mai's village was one of the few non-
catholic. Many neighboring villages were either completely catholic or mixed. "They are coming." 

"The committee is coming," somebody said softly almost like whispering.  
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Four men were approaching the crowd. One was the village committee chairman, one was chief 
of the village guerrilla forces and two were young guerrillas. The crowd voluntarily moved to give 
them way. 

The four of them approached the corpse,  
"Who saw this man?"  
"I did," It was the woman who lived near the bridge and sold tea and snacks for market-goers 

and passers-by. "From my yard I saw something floating inside the pilings of the bridge. I thought 
that it was a dog, but when came closer I saw the clothes floating, so I called for these people 
walking on the other side of the river," the woman added. 

"You're supposed to report to the committee instead of deciding to do it by yourselves," said the 
guerrilla chief. 

"Sorry, we didn't know," one of the men said. 
The two rescuers looked nervous. They had expected praise for their work but instead were 

being reproached. 
Lately, the village committee chairman had been overpowered by the guerrilla chief, who 

belonged to the farmer's class and could barely read and write. But it was believed that he was 
member of the Communist Party. The committee chairman wanted to quit, but he hadn't found a 
way out yet. Many times he had told Mother that he was riding a tiger. He knew that sooner or later 
he would be replaced, but if he chose to quit at the wrong time, he would be accused of being a 
"traitor" or "reactionary". 

"Be patient and very careful in what you say and do. Wait for the right time," Mother had 
advised him. 

"Take this body to the village committee's office," the guerrilla chief told the guerrillas. "And 
you two have to go to the office as witnesses," he added looking straight at the two men who had 
pulled the corpse out of the river.  

The two men looked worried. They hadn't known that they would get themselves into trouble 
like this. Most people believed that if one saw a corpse and buried it nicely, the dead would be 
grateful and do favors for that person and his family. 

Before the two guerrillas picked up the body, the crowd began to disperse quietly. In the 
presence of the officials, nobody said anything. Mai tried to run ahead of her two brothers to reach 
home first to tell Mother about the corpse. 

"Nanny, Nanny, where is Mother?" Mai asked before she could catch her breath when she saw 
Nanny sweeping the court. 

"Mother is in the backyard. What is it? Why do you run so fast?"  
"Nanny, they found a dead body stuck in the bridge pilings. He was strangled to death." 
"Shush," Nanny looked around before she added, "Don't say anything. If anybody asks you any 

questions, just say you don't know and haven't heard anything."  
"Does Mother know that they found a corpse over there?" 
"Yes, everybody heard about it. But just remember that you don't know anything."  
With such a warning from Nanny, Mai thought that in a few days some people would come to 

the house and ask questions. However nobody ever came.  
* 

One day, Mai noticed that the new "cadre" from the district didn't respond in a friendly way to 
Mother's greeting. He introduced himself as an "agricultural cadre" sent to discuss with landlords 
the reduction of their crop sharing. Mother ignored his unfriendliness and called for a servant to 
bring in boiled water for tea. Mai heard Mother say, 

"As you know, our tenants only have to pay us thirty barrels of grain per mau -- a unit of 
measurement, equivalent to 3,600 square meters -- while they have to pay the others thirty-five to 
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forty. Besides, I have always been flexible. Whenever the crop was bad, I cut down my share 
accordingly. I can show you my account book." 

Seeing Mai in the other room, she called,  
"Mai, go get Mother the book from Father." 
"Yes, Mother." 
Quickly Mai ran upstairs to ask for the book from Father. She became impatient when he took 

his time to finish the line and carefully placed the open book face down so he wouldn't lose the 
page he was reading. Slowly, he stood up and went to the glass-doored bookcase, took out the 
account book and handed it to Mai, without wondering aloud why the book was needed. Before 
Mai could reach the staircase, Father had already resumed his reading. 

She rushed downstairs clutching the notebook to her chest, fearing that her slowness might get 
Mother in trouble. Never before had Mai seen anybody show any unfriendliness or talk to Mother 
with such a stern voice. 

Upon reaching the room, Mai handed the notebook with both hands to Mother.  
"Say hello to Elder Brother," Mother told Mai, referring to the "cadre".  
Mai and her brothers always had to call everybody who was older than them, even the family 

servants, Elder Brothers and Sisters. Those who were much older were called Uncles and Aunts, or 
Grandpas and Grandmas. 

The "cadre" slightly nodded his head in response to Mai's greeting. He was a young man in his 
early twenties, clad in peasant brown, but his face looked more like a city man's and his accent was 
obviously not from the rural areas. Handing him the account book, Mother said, 

"Here is the book in which we record the amount each tenant pays us. You may look at it and 
see if I tell you the truth. You will notice that I don't charge any interest on the grain that tenants 
borrow back or on their late payments. If you don't believe me, you can double check with my 
tenants."  

The "cadre" only skimmed the notebook. 
Mother added, "Your parents must also have land. They understand how it is."  
"I know, but this is the government's policy, and everybody has to comply with it. I wish to see 

you make some reduction for the next harvest." Somehow his voice sounded less stern. 
"How much does the government want us to reduce?" 
"There is no fixed rate. It's up to the landlord to decide but we'll be back to make sure that there 

is reduction." 
Yet, perhaps due to the intensity of the war in the following years, Mother never saw that 

"agricultural cadre" again. 
 
 
 
 
X 
 
A few weeks after the scout incident, a massive sweeping operation was launched in the area. 

Unlike the previous ones, this operation consisted of more Vietnamese than Black and White 
Westerners. 

From her hideout behind the border of the rice fields, Mai could see the troops on the road. She 
could hear them speak Vietnamese though she couldn't understand what they were talking about. 
Somehow Mai felt less scared hearing them speak Vietnamese. She thought that if they caught her 
she could talk to them, and they wouldn't hang her or her brothers up by the legs and tear them into 
two parts like she had often heard about. 
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The search was so long, the troops kept coming back and forth. Mai wondered whether it was 
the same group or different ones. 

Nanny didn't have a chance to go around to check on Mai and her brothers, but Mai kept hearing 
her whisper, "Keep your head down. Stay still. Don't make any noise." 

Even Mai's younger brothers seemed to know the danger of the situation. Every time they heard 
the boots pounding on the dirt road they stayed quiet as mice. When the troops passed, Nanny said, 
"You can eat your roasted rice, but be quick. They might come back." Mai saw Nanny take 
Youngest Brother into her arms and whisper something in his ears. Mai prayed that he wouldn't cry. 
It was almost dark before Nanny thought that it was safe enough to leave the fields and head for 
home. From afar, Mai saw a crowd gathered in front of her gate. Nanny slowed down and then took 
the children to hide behind the bamboo hedge. She turned to the young servant, "You stay here with 
them. I'll go see what it is." 

"Let me go for you," he answered. 
"No, you are a man, I'm an old woman. It is safer for me to go than you." Turning to Mai and 

her brothers, Nanny said, "You stay put here, I'll be right back." 
Mai wished that Nanny would let the servant go instead of going herself. Nanny walked toward 

the house with care, trying to stay close to the earthen wall surrounding the bamboo hedges. A man 
was running toward Nanny, and Mai wondered who he was. He seemed to be shouting. When he 
caught up with Nanny, she turned back to wave at Mai and the brothers to come on. Then she ran 
back to carry Youngest Brother. 

"It's okay. It is just the neighbors waiting for us," Nanny said as she picked up Youngest 
Brother. 

Without saying a word, Mai and Brother began to run toward the gate. Mother and the neighbors 
were standing there at the gate chatting. Mai wanted to wrap her arms around Mother, but with all 
the people there she decided not to. Mother held out her arms to take Youngest Brother from 
Nanny. "You must be tired," she said as she kissed him on the head. "Will you excuse us? We must 
take them in and feed them," Mother told the neighbors. 

"Yes, Mistress." 
"Goodbye, Mistress." 
After they walked through the roofed gate, the servant closed the thick, black, wooden bar 

across the two panels. In her mind, Mai believed that the house could really be a stronghold since 
the whole compound was surrounded by a thick, tall bamboo hedge. The only way anybody could 
get in was through these two front gates. Mai thought that it would take them a long time to break 
the sturdy, thick wood, and then they had another one to break before they could reach the 
courtyard. By this time the whole family would have enough time to run upstairs in the main house. 
From there, they could throw rocks down. Mai wished that Mother hadn't turned in all the weapons 
so they would still have guns to fight with instead of rocks. By the time the enemy broke into the 
first floor in the main house, the family would have climbed to the attic and then pulled up the 
ladder. 

"They haven't left yet. I heard that they are still staying at Nhi and Hoi villages," Mother cut off 
Mai's thought. 

"What are we going to do?" Nanny asked anxiously. 
"I don't know. There is nothing we can do, just wait and see. They have never stayed back at 

night before. I'm afraid they might attack tonight," Mother showed signs of worry. 
* 

Mai's village was sandwiched between Nhi and Hoi villages where the enemy now stayed. In 
both were churches and many brick houses. 

Nhi village was considered the wealthiest, with more brick houses than any other village. It was 
well known for the extravagant living of its residents. The Old Lady had many rice fields in that 
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village, but she had not wanted any member of the family to have close relations with the wealthy 
residents over there, for fear of their bad influence. 

Mai heard the story of a wealthy man from the city who built a summer house in that village. He 
had sixteen children, and each had a separate room instead of sleeping in one room like other 
villagers here. He also had things unheard of in the whole area such as running water in the house. 
In order to have this convenience, he built a water tower, and the servants had to carry water up by 
buckets to fill up the tank. He also raised horses for his children to ride and had a boat for them to 
sail. Sometimes he would have a party for no reason, where wine imported from France was served 
instead of the home-made, clear, rice wine. With his money, he bought the title of district chief, so 
everybody called him Mr. District Chief, although he never held that position in his life. In these 
days, anyone who had money could buy an honorary title which was elevated in proportion to the 
money one paid. 

The Old Lady had always been critical of Mr. District Chief's living style, as well as those of the 
other wealthy people in that village who always ate the best foods and wore the best clothes of silk 
instead of cotton. The Old Lady never spent money on anything unnecessary. All her life she had 
always saved money to buy land and houses. To her nothing was safer than rice fields, since 
nobody could come to rob them. When the honorary district chief went bankrupt, the Old Lady was 
confident that she had known in advance that it would happen. Actually, the man went broke 
because his venture in plantation businesses went wrong. It was during the depression, so he 
couldn't get more loans from the bank to carry on his business. For a few years, the bank couldn't 
sell his house in the country, since no wealthy man from the city would buy such a big house in this 
backward area, while the local people couldn't afford it and besides, it hadn't been designed for 
their living style. The bank finally had to lower the price to get rid of the house and the Old Lady 
bought it, not because she liked it, but because it was a good buy. Nobody in the family had ever 
lived in the house, but it had been taken care of by the caretaker. 

* 
The French must have thought that they would be safer in the wealthy villages or perhaps they 

found more big houses in which to station their troops. After supper Mother said, "We'd better go to 
bed early. Everybody should stay alert tonight since they are so close to us and may launch a 
surprise attack any hour. Nanny, will you go check all the doors?" 

"Yes, Mistress," Nanny left the room with a small lamp in her hand. Lying on her bed in the 
dark room Mai tried not to go to sleep, for fear of being unable to hear the drumbeat. She wished 
that the sun would come up soon. Everything looked less scary during daytime. Mai tried to 
concentrate to see if she could hear anything suspicious. But it was quiet except for the occasional 
tac, tac sound of a lizard clicking his tongue. That monotonous sound made Mai feel very sleepy. 
Her eyelids became heavy, her head blank, and her body felt so light. She made a last effort in her 
struggle to stay awake, but it was impossible. Mai slipped into a sound sleep after an exhausting 
and scary day. When Mai opened her eyes the whole room was bright with morning sun. It was 
peaceful and quiet, but remembering yesterday, Mai quickly jumped out of bed. When she didn't 
hear Mother's voice anywhere, Mai knew that Mother must have gone outside to see what was 
going on. 

For the next few days it was quiet, with no operations or gun shots anywhere. People gathered 
on market day but not in big crowds as before. None of the guerrillas or village committee 
members was anywhere in sight. In this subdued atmosphere, power changed hands in the whole 
area. In each village, a new village chief was appointed along with other officials. Almost everyday 
a few guerrillas or village committee members were led by Mai's house with their hands tied behind 
their backs. Mai recognized most of the guerrillas in her village, and noticed that when Mother was 
standing at the gate, the guerrillas kept their eyes downcast and pretended not to see her. But she 
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still talked to them in as friendly a way as before, the same with those who had arrested them: she 
knew them all, even those from the neighboring villages, since they were born. 

Mother knew that these guerrillas had been indoctrinated by the Communist Party, but 
outwardly they hadn't done anything wrong to her. Mother also knew that she had been closely 
watched and they hadn't found anything to be used against her yet. 

* 
Mai's area was part of the delta with the highest yields of rice in the North. The French didn't 

want the "resistance forces" (by now it was the Communist forces) to get hold of the rice supplies, 
so they tried to get control of the area. However, they didn't want to tie down their troops, so the 
responsibility of defending the area was given to the Catholics who were tightly organized and 
were in the majority. 

With the support of the French, the Catholic forces were formed, and a new province, which had 
been part of Nam Dinh, was also established and headed by a bishop. The Catholics then were in 
firm control of the area day and night and became the direct enemy of the Communists. 

Every day Mai heard stories of cruel killings between the Communists and Catholics. It was 
reported that the captured person was tortured and killed by brutal methods; he was hung upside 
down by his toes, his tongue was cut off, he was buried alive or strangled to death. Many of the 
captured were tied together in a row and dropped in the river. Mai didn't know how true these 
stories were, but Mother grieved when she heard them, "It is a great pity that people of the same 
country have to kill each other." 

However, Mai saw that some of the guerrillas in the village were released to return to their 
normal peasant lives. The villagers didn't care about the changing of the guard because they knew 
very well that there was nothing they could do about it. They only prayed that they could live in 
peace to till their land from dawn to dusk. 

"It doesn't make any difference who's in power, we still have to work hard to make a living. 
Nobody gives us anything," they often said. The peasants accepted everything that happened, 
including war and the killings of their loved ones, as fate, something God made. Many times Mai 
heard people say, since the time God made this war. They said it calmly without hatred or reproach, 
as if it was a fact of life like rain or sunshine. Quietness began to return to life in the rural area. 
There were no more unexpected operations. However, Mai still had nightmares about hearing 
horrifying drumbeats and running out of the house in the dark of the night to hide in the rice fields 
and mulberry patches. In her dreams, Mai always tried to run as fast as she could but strangely 
enough she could neither control her legs nor run as fast as she wished. Thank goodness, Mai 
thought, that she always woke up before she was caught. 

In reality, Mai felt relief that now she didn't have to go to meetings or act in the plays depicting 
bad deeds of the landlord class. Mother, for fear of being accused as "reactionary" and 
"uncooperative", had forced Mai and her brothers to participate. Mai had always felt uncomfortable 
and had not wanted to join, knowing that the other children stared at her and thought ill of her 
family. Now Mai had more free time in the evening to play hide-and-seek with her brothers and 
children in the neighborhood, and to catch lightning bugs to put in a glass bottle to be used as a 
lamp. 

Visitors could stay over long after the small lightening lamps had been lit. Previously, Mother 
hadn't wanted any visitors to stay late in the evening, especially the wealthy ones, because she 
could be suspected of plotting against the regime. Now Mother didn't have to look around before 
saying something, since she didn't care if the servants were there or not. She knew that there wasn't 
any eavesdropping. 

* 
The whole family was excited about the coming visit of Mai's aunt. Mother told the servants to 

dust the furniture carefully and sweep the floor, even under the tables and dais. Mai barely 
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remembered meeting Aunt a few times before the war but she often heard about her and the 
luxurious gifts that she brought home for everyone. 

Mother had to live with a relative in the country when she was young, while Aunt went to live 
with another relative in the small town of Quang Yen, near Hai Phong. There she married a young 
man of a wealthy family at the age of sixteen. Like most daughters-in-law, she had a rough time 
with her in-laws, especially the female ones who, trying their best to make her life difficult, 
watched every move she made. Aunt had to serve everyone at meal time before she could sit down 
to eat, even they had plenty of servants. They believed that it was her duty to serve them, and, if 
they had already finished by the time she was able to start eating, she had to get up, too. In those 
days she stayed hungry most of the time. 

* 
For generations the marriages were arranged by the parents through a matchmaker, based on the 

family and economic backgrounds. 
Married women could only get a break if the couples were allowed to move out to be on their 

own. This could be easy for the well-to-do, but the poor only got relief at the death of their 
mothers-in-law. Strangely enough, when these daughters-in-law became mothers-in-law they 
treated their daughters-in-law the same way they had been treated. 

These poor young brides must have been frightened. A bride always cried at her wedding 
knowing that she would have to leave her family to go to live in a family full of strangers, including 
her husband, whom she hadn't talked to but only quickly glimpsed. 

However, there were also the exceptional sweet mothers-in-law, usually in the well-to-do 
families where the relationship wasn't too bad because, except for the eldest who had to live with 
his parents, all the younger sons were allowed to move out after their marriages. And very often 
when the grooms came from the wealthy families, the brides also came from the same background, 
so the mothers-in-law couldn't easily tyrannize their wealthy or powerful daughters-in-law. 

* 
The arrival of Mother's sister made Mai think about Father's younger sister whom she hadn't met 

but whose sad life story had always disturbed her. When the Old Gentleman was chief of a district 
near Ha Noi, Father, his brother and sister lived with him and the Old Lady, while their own mother 
lived in the Old Gentleman's village. The Old Lady introduced her stepdaughter to the silk trading 
business. Father's sister brought silk from villages to sell to the shops in Ha Noi in horse-drawn 
carriage. Sometimes she had to bleach it before selling, and sometimes she bought the thread and 
then wove the silk herself. A well known family in Ha Noi wanted their son to marry the Old 
Lady's stepdaughter. The Old Gentleman was very pleased, since the young man's ancestors had 
been mandarins and well known for generations. For the engagement, the Old Lady requested 
hundreds of gifts including rice cakes and boxes of tea from the groom's family to be sent to the 
bride's relatives and friends. As for the wedding, the groom's family had to bring the bride's 
trousseau of silk clothing, pure gold necklace, earrings, bracelets and to pay for the feast. The Old 
Lady also demanded a large amount of cash. Customarily on the wedding day, when the groom and 
his party came to the bride's home to pick her up, he and the bride had to kow-tow before her 
ancestors' altar and then her grandparents, parents, and all the aunts and uncles before they left her 
house. During these kow-tows, the dowries and gifts were given to the couple by her parents and 
relatives. Then the newly wedded couple had to visit the bride's family a day after their wedding. 
For the well to do family a whole roasted hog was brought home as a gift. When one of the pig's 
ears was cut off, it meant that the bride wasn't a virgin and she could be returned to her parents who 
had to pay all the expenses for the groom's and her whole family was left to endure the shame. 

In this case, the groom's family expected the wealthy Old Gentleman to give his daughter the 
deed to a house, many rice fields, and a big sum of cash to balance what the Old Lady had asked 
from them. However, the Old Gentleman didn't know anything about the arrangements for the 



68 
 

wedding. He also didn't understand that when the Old Lady told the couple they only had to kow-
tow to the deads and were excused from doing so to the livings on the wedding day, she already 
made up her mind to get away without giving the bride a dowry. 

When Father's sister returned home, she was in tears. Right after the guests left, her mother and 
sisters-in-law had taken her to her room and asked what she brought as dowry from her family. 
They were outraged when she told them the truth, that she didn't have anything. They then searched 
her trunks and even took off her clothes to look for hidden money and jewelry. They then took back 
all the jewelry they had given her, since actually they had borrowed all of it. Poor Aunt! At the age 
of seventeen, she realized that her husband married her because his family expected to get her 
dowry. Now she had to live with the hostile women of her husband's family. She soon found out 
that his family was actually broke, but had been covering it up to live up to the family name. She 
had to quickly think of a way to support her student husband and pay the debt for her wedding. 

She came home to beg the Old Lady for a loan to start her business. Having enough experience 
in silk trading, Aunt then opened a fabric shop on the most popular street in Ha Noi. At the time of 
her death, only nine years after her marriage, she owned two shops and had bought two cars. 
Except for the carriage that the Old Gentleman had when he was district chief, Aunt was the first 
one in the family who had ever owned an automobile. 

Because she was so smart and so beautiful everybody believed that it was her fate to die young. 
People believed that the Creator was always envious of beautiful and talented beings, as in the old 
saying, Since ancient time, beautiful women and great generals have never grown old to show the 
people their gray hair. 

When she was grown up, Mai wondered why nobody in the family suspected any foul play in 
her Aunt's death. Mother said that she suffered after-childbirth sickness and Sister believed that she 
had overworked or got an infection at childbirth. 

When talking about Aunt, Sister was covertly critical of the way the Old Lady had treated her. 
She thought that the Old Lady should have given Aunt a dowry like she had done for her own 
daughters and that she shouldn't have demanded any money at Aunt's wedding. But Mother thought 
that the elders were always right and the younger generations shouldn't criticize them. 

* 
While Aunt was busy with her two stores, her husband quit school and led an easy life. He then 

became addicted to opium smoking, and, when she found out about it was too late, so she had to let 
him bring the pipe home to smoke openly. After the Old Gentleman retired and moved to live in 
Nam Dinh, the family didn't get in touch with Aunt very often. Grandmother came to live with her 
for a few years, but she then returned to live with Mai's family in the country because Father was 
her eldest son, though she was much happier living with her daughter. Father went see his sister 
whenever he was bored with life in the country but didn't pay much attention to her family or the 
condition of her health. Aunt had been dead for two days when the Old Lady arrived for a visit. 
While her body was still in the bedroom, her husband laid on a dais in the living room smoking 
opium with another woman. Shocked at the sight, the Old Lady asked, "Who is that woman?" 

"Dear Old Lady, she is my cousin. I am too grieved to do anything, so she comes to prepare the 
pipe for me," answered Uncle. 

After one year of mourning, Uncle married that woman, who happened to be an opium smoker 
too. As most of the women who smoked opium came from the singer's house, the Old Lady and the 
whole family had no respect for her and cut off relations with Uncle. 

Somehow, Uncle knew that the Old Lady had transferred the deeds of houses and rice fields to 
all the heirs and heiresses, while in reality, she was still in full control of them. He then brought the 
case to court to collect the shares given to his wife. The Old Lady was outraged about this and she 
never saw him again in her life. 
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Mother suspected that Uncle had had an affair with the woman a long time before his wife's 
death, but nobody in the family seemed to be concerned about it. At that time, a man was allowed 
to have five wives and seven concubines, while a woman was supposed to be loyal to her husband. 
People even laughed at jealous wives. On the other hand, when a woman was accused of adultery, 
she could be severely punished by her husband and his family or the villagers. For light 
punishment, her nape hair would be shaved off and her nape painted with white lime. She was then 
sent back to her family. If severely punished, the woman would be tied up to a raft and dropped 
into the river to drift away. She could be saved by a goodhearted peasant somewhere or else die a 
slow death. But very often people didn't want to save a woman who had been justly, as they put it, 
punished. The practice was actually illegal but in many cases, the emperor's laws were overruled by 
the villages' customs. 

Mai's imagination led her to believe that Uncle or his mistress could have put some poisonous 
leaf or root in the pot to be boiled with the other herbs for Aunt to take. 

* 
Compared to Father's sister, Mother's was more fortunate. She was given money by her 

husband's family, and with the money she bought houses to rent and rickshaws to lease. However, 
she always longed for a son that she couldn't have. After giving birth to her daughter, Aunt never 
had any more children and her husband blamed her for not being able to bear more children for 
him. She, on the other hand, believed that the V.D. he had contracted while frequenting 
whorehouses led to his sterility. To prove his point, Uncle then married another woman, and finally 
realized that it was he who couldn't have any more children. However, he preferred his second 
wife, moved to Hai Phong to live with her and left their daughter to Aunt. Like most of the women 
of her time, Aunt was never angry with her husband for deserting her. Whenever he came to visit, 
she treated him nicely and still considered him her husband. 

Like Mother, Aunt was very energetic. She could never stand being idle. When she visited Mai's 
family, after a few days of receiving friends and relatives, she started her customary task of 
cleaning the whole compound inside and out. Mother asked her laughingly, "Did you come to visit 
me or clean the house for me? You do that every time you come." 

"This place is filthy, filthy, I can't stand it," Aunt answered with a hearty laugh, then moved on 
with her work. Unlike Mother who always said nice words were free, so everyone should choose 
the nicest words to make others happy, Aunt was straight-forward and sharp-tongued. But 
everybody loved her since they knew that she was goodhearted. She often told Mai and her 
brothers, "Your mother is richer than me yet she is so stingy, she never buys you beautiful clothes. 
Come live with me and I'll buy you embroidered silk clothing." Mai knew that Aunt would, 
because she had brought Mother many pairs of beautifully embroidered phoenix and peacock 
pillow cases which Mother never used. Aunt had always been generous with her gifts. She 
remembered every servant, relative and friend. At her arrival, the house was full of people who 
came to meet her. Actually, they loved her more than her gifts. Whenever she tried to leave, 
everybody wanted her to stay longer. Mother and the servants hid her suit cases the morning she 
planned to leave so she had to stay much longer than she had planned. Mother usually asked her, 
"Why do you want to go home so soon?" 

"I've been here over a month, I have business to take care of." "Oh, your daughter can take care 
of it. Now it is time for you to relax and come to stay with your relatives. Besides, you haven't 
finished cleaning my house," Mother said jokingly. 

"Yes, I have finished, but if I stay longer, I'll have to start all over again." Truly, right along with 
the servants, Aunt had worked hard to clean everything, polishing the brassware, cleaning all glass 
windows and shutters, and scrubbing the dirt-covered brick floor and courtyards. 

"Perhaps you are anxious to go home to clean your house," Mother teased her sister. 
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Everybody in the family laughed about Father and Aunt's cleanness. Aunt was conscious of the 
spotlessly clean house, while Father was only concerned about clean food for his children. Mother 
often said that she never heard of anybody dying from being unclean. To this, Father never 
commented but always stuck to his own way of deciding what kind of foods his small children 
could eat. * 

Aunt convinced Mother to let the children go back to the city to go to school. By this time, all 
the city people who had evacuated to Mai's area had returned to the cities. As for Aunt, she didn't 
stay in the country area long but only fled for a few months and then returned home after the 
French had taken over control of the city. Mother had been reluctant to send her children back to 
the city, even though she believed that it was safer for them to stay there to go to school. She knew 
that if she sent her children to the city, she would be attributed as "traitor". Now, however, the 
whole area was under the control of the Catholic forces, so people were free to go back and forth 
from the city to villages. Mother decided that Aunt was right about returning to the city. Unlike her 
first trip, this time Mai was excited and looked forward to the new life. Besides, on this trip, Father, 
Mother, and Nanny went along to help them get settled. A barge was chartered to carry over twenty 
people and furniture. Mr. Thin and his crew also went along to fix up all the houses. Mother knew 
that the house in which the Old Gentleman lived before the war was burned down but she didn't 
know the extent of the damage and hoped that it could be fixed. Upon arriving at the city, Mr. Thin 
and Mother went to check on the house. They soon found out that it was damaged beyond repair 
and all the rented houses were occupied by the former tenants who had returned to the city long 
before Mai's family, except the one rented to a Chinese family which had left for Hai Phong. This 
house was not touched by fire or bullets but was damaged by weather. While the family was 
confined to the barge, Mr. Thin and his crew began the hard work of changing broken tiles on the 
roof, fixing up doors and windows, and, worst of all, getting rid of the mountain of trash dumped in 
the courtyard when the tenants hadn't been able to get out of the house. 

For the first few days, Mai was excited to see the city again. From the barge at the pier, she saw 
the city lit up by hundreds and thousands of electric lamps in the evening. Compared to the country 
where people went to bed when it was dark, the city at night seemed to Mai as bright as during 
daylight with its electric lamps. Besides, Aunt treated Mai and her brothers very well. She actually 
bought every kind of snack food found on the pier. Everything tasted so good to Mai, even plain 
French bread. For several years Mai hadn't eaten ice cream and now it was too cold for her. 

"See what happens to you when you live in the country too long! Come live with me, I'll turn 
you into a city girl," Aunt convinced Mai. 

Aunt actually wanted a niece or nephew to live with her, since her only daughter was already 
married and had children of her own. Aunt loved her grandchildren but she couldn't raise them her 
way. 

Once she had adopted a half French boy whose mother was a nanny for a French family and 
Aunt did a good job of spoiling that brat. When she came to visit, all the servants and neighbors 
wondered why, with all the children in the world, she had to adopt that bastard. "Children of mixed 
blood are always bad. You cannot teach or discipline them," they often said behind her back. Aunt 
tried to convince everybody that he wasn't a half-breed, despite his eyes are green like those of a 
cat and his hair red and coarse as corn's as people put it. In such a homogeneous society, anybody 
with different traits was mistrusted. Any woman who married a foreigner, even Oriental, no matter 
how wealthy or how high his position, was still looked down on by society. Their children were 
often made fun of by other children on the streets. The mistrust of foreigners could have originated 
from the society's need, for thousands of years, to be defensive. Always attacked and dominated by 
other countries, the people of such a small country had to stand united to fight against their 
invaders. Even when princess Huyen Tran of the Tran dynasty was married to King Jaya 
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Sinhavarman III of the neighboring Champa kingdom, in exchange for peace and a gift of two 
provinces, people considered it a disgrace to the nation. 

Everybody was glad that Aunt couldn't take her spoiled son with her on this visit. He actually 
could be long dead, since as a young man, he joined "the resistance" and she had not seen him 
since. Many times Aunt had checked with different fortune tellers, who all told her that her son was 
alive and well. Mother believed that he was killed by the Communists because of their mistrust of 
his French blood, although he never had any connection with the French except what he inherited. 
The communists had always maintained that "better to kill one hundred innocent ones than 
mistakenly release a guilty". 

No matter if he was dead or alive, all the servants and children in the neighborhood were 
grateful that he wasn't there to shoot them with his sling shot, push them into the pond, or put 
caterpillars in their hair. * 

Mother couldn't say no to Aunt when she wanted to take one of the children with her. "You can 
have any one of them who wants to go with you," Mother said. In the end, Aunt couldn't persuade 
any of the children to go with her, so she flew back to Hai Phong by herself. She was the first one 
in the family to fly in an airplane. Mai couldn't imagine how flying was as smooth as sitting in the 
living room like Aunt said. To Mai, airplanes were for the bombings and fighting in the war. 

Father and Mother were invited to come visit Aunt with their plane tickets paid for by her. But 
Mother said that she had to stay to see that all the houses were fixed up and then she had to return 
to the country, since it was about time for the new crop. Mother was always busy and seldom went 
to visit her relatives. Aunt often told her, "Nobody can carry his money to the grave, and everybody 
only needs two meters of land to be buried, so why don't you take it easy?" To this Mother only 
laughed, and said that she had no choice. * 

After Aunt left, Mai was bored, confined on the barge, especially during the daytime when 
Mother and Mr. Thin and his crew went to work on the house. While Nanny was busy cooking, and 
Father concentrated on his reading, the three little brothers started fighting and Mai was left with 
nothing to do but watch activities on the pier. 

In the early morning, people came to the pier to board ships. The big ones went to Ha Noi and 
Hai Phong while the smaller went to villages. After a quiet night, the pier became alive with all the 
movement and noises. Rickshaw men carried passengers' luggage to the ships and food vendors 
chanted aloud about their products. Each tried to chant louder than his competitor, making the pier 
sound like an open air opera. 

Mai was amazed to see some food vendors jump off the boat to the pier after the gangway had 
been withdrawn. Mai decided that they must practice a lot, jumping with a heavy basket balanced 
on their heads. 

After blowing their shrieking sounds, toot, toot, toot, one by one the ships left the pier, and the 
dock became quiet until other ships arrived in the late afternoon. Then the animated scenes of the 
early morning returned. * 

Watching the crowded ships leaving and arriving at the pier, Mai thought about a short story she 
had read: 

A crowded ship was about to leave Ha Noi for Nam Dinh, when a young man dressed in 
fashionable western clothing overheard the shouting of the boat controller, "If you've got no money 
for the ticket, get off the boat at once." "Please sir, I am too poor, I don't have a penny. I will 
always be grateful to you sir, if you let me board the boat just this one time," begged a miserable 
old country man who was bare-footed and clad in faded brown, coarse pantaloon and an old black 
ao dai. 

"What's going on here?" inquired the young man. 
"This old man tried to board the boat without buying a ticket," answered the controller. 
"Dear sir, I don't have any money and I am begging him for a free ride," said the old man. 
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"Here is the money for the ticket," said the young man handing the money to the controller. 
"You are lucky this time, but don't show your face around here again," shouted the controller to 

the old man. 
"I'm forever grateful to you, sir," the old man bowed to the youth, with his arms folded in front 

of his chest. 
"Forget about it," said the young man indifferently and left to find his seat. The old country man 

then threw under the bench a small package wrapped in betel nut spathes, his only piece of luggage, 
and sat down to take a long nap. When the ship arrived at Nam Dinh, the old man came to look for 
the young man, "Dear sir, you did me a great favor that I can never pay back. Please come to the 
inn to eat a simple meal with me." 

"How can you buy me a meal while you didn't have money to pay for your boat ticket?" 
"Sir, this is my home town, I can afford to eat on credit here. I beg you to come, otherwise I'll 

worry about the debt the rest of my life," insisted the old man. 
When they arrived at the inn, they found two strong young men awaiting the old man. He tossed 

them his luggage, "Take this to my wife and tell her I'll be home in the morning. I'll stay here 
tonight to drink with my benefactor." The old man then went to the back of the inn to tell the owner 
to prepare him a good meal. 

The young man was shocked when a meal with many courses and the best rice wine was served. 
Reading his mind, the old man said, "Drink your wine and fill your stomach first, then I'll tell 

you the whole story. We'll have a whole night here." When the meal was half over, the old man 
said, "If you'd like something else, just order it. Don't you worry about money. You know, I'm not 
as poor as I look. Actually I'm the chief of a village not far from here. The package I gave to the 
young men contained money, yes sir, a lot of money. I was told that there were many skillful 
pickpockets on those ships. But who would think about stealing from a poor old country man who 
couldn't afford to buy his ticket?" It so happened that the well-dressed young man was one of the 
professional pickpockets that the old man talked about. 

From the barge, Mai tried to peer into the crowded ships nearby to see if she could spot a 
pickpocket. Mai had often heard Mother say never judge people by their clothing, but it seemed 
universal that a well-dressed person was always treated better than a poorly one. 

* 
Thank goodness! Mr. Thin finished with the house at last and the family was able to leave the 

barge. It was such a relief to set foot on the ground for good. Somebody once said,  A day in jail is 
as long as a thousand years outside, but Mai thought a day confined on the barge was also as long 
as a thousand years. 

Walking along the street, Mai was surprised to see such a big change. It wasn't as beautiful as it 
used to be. All the houses looked older, they all needed a new paint. Many houses were reduced to 
rubble and many walls were riddled with numerous bullet holes. Some stores were open, but many 
houses were still vacant and their doors tightly closed. Perhaps the owners were dead or still in the 
communist-controlled areas. 

People living around were glad to see the family move in. A neighbor said it was a thousand 
times better now than it had been when he returned to the city, which had been almost like a ghost 
town with only a few families on each street. 

The house Mai moved into was much smaller than the one they had lived in before. There was 
no front courtyard, only one separating the house from the kitchen in the back. But after living on 
the barge for almost two months, everybody was only too happy to live in any house. 

After they had finished fixing up all the houses, Father, Mother, Nanny and the two youngest 
brothers returned to the village, along with Mr. Thin and his crew. The house then seemed deserted, 
with only Eldest Brother, his wife and their two year old child, Mai, and two other brothers. 

* 
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Mai returned to the same convent just a few blocks away, while her brothers went to the 
Catholic school for boys. Besides the public schools, which were very hard to get into, the Catholic 
schools were the most well-organized and disciplined ones. Mai was still scared to pass by casket 
stores. She always tried to walk faster and not look at them. 

Mai found the convent exactly as she remembered. Unlike the houses on the streets, everything 
here was intact. The big black door still kept the convent separated from the outside world. The 
small chapel - fragrant with fresh flowers - was still spotlessly clean, its shiny wooden benches 
gleaming under the flickering candlelight. Mai wondered if all the sisters lived here when the city 
was encircled. She tried to remember whether it was the same French Mother Superior but wasn't 
sure. To Mai, it seemed unreal that here in the convent all activities were just the same as the day 
she returned to the country six years ago, before the war broke out. Mai felt that she had grown up 
in those six years. She had seen and heard too much about death and cruelties, and had lived in fear 
for so long. 

Out of curiosity, Mai and her two brothers took their nephew for a walk along the streets almost 
every afternoon. They counted the damaged houses as well as the vacant ones, and were very 
excited when they saw a family move into a vacant house. 

Very often they came to stand in front of their old damaged home, which was on the same street. 
The front part had fallen, but Mai still saw the roof and the walls standing in the back. Once, Mai 
and Brother tried to walk over the rubble to get inside and see for themselves the house they had 
lived in. Before they could reach the front courtyard, they heard somebody shouting from behind, 
"Hey kids, what are you doing in there? Get out! Do you want to be killed?" Mai didn't know who 
he was, but she and her brother quickly walked back to the pavement. "Why? It isn't his house, " 
Mai mumbled, watching the man walk away. Looking at the piles of broken bricks and tiles, Mai 
knew that nothing would be the same again. Once, this house had been a home full of people and 
noises; now its walls and roof lay crumbled. Even if it were rebuilt, everything had changed. The 
Old Gentleman didn't want to return to the city. Sister Phuong had gotten married and moved to Ha 
Noi. Mai's cousins didn't come back to the city for school. All the servants got married, had 
children, and lived in the village. They might never set foot in the city again. Many of Mai's big 
brothers' friends were killed, some during the fighting, some murdered for political reasons. Many 
others were still in the armies, of both sides. "Let's go," said Brother softly. 

Mai looked at him and believed that he had the same memories. They walked quietly, following 
their own thoughts. It seemed strange that one always adored something that he couldn't have 
anymore. Mai wished that she could live in the same house with the same people as before, but now 
all were only memories which were beautiful, but sad. 

The rubble and bullet-riddled houses were the marks of the past, but the presence of the jeeps, 
military trucks, and French troops were the reminders of a war which was still going on. 

Almost everyday truckloads of soldiers were carried out of the city. When they returned at dusk, 
their trucks were all covered with brown dust and so were the combat fatigues. If the soldiers were 
jumping and singing it meant that they had won. On those evenings, all the dancing bars in town 
were jammed. Mai was told not to go near these bars, especially when they were crowded, since 
there was a good chance of a grenade being tossed into a bar at anytime. Many soldiers weren't 
killed in battle, but in the midst of their victory celebration in these dancing bars. 

Except for the bars which soldiers frequented, the city was dead at night. People managed to 
return home before dark. All doors were tightly shut and bolted long before the curfew hour of 
eight o'clock. All the wooden shutters of the windows facing the street were closed, and the 
yellowish light of the street lamps made the streets look spooky. 

Many nights, peeking through the shutter holes, Mai and her brothers saw one or two men 
moving around after curfew. Scared as they were, they still liked to play detective. They tried to 
watch and find out what these mysterious men were doing on the street. But, blocked by the 
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balconies, their view was limited, and they could only see the men appear and disappear now and 
then. "Who are they?" whispered Mai 

"I don't know. Wait, there they are," answered Brother. 
"Where?" 
"They're gone again." 
The men on the street disappeared again, perhaps into the damaged or vacant houses. 
They could be guerrillas or robbers, since nobody was supposed to be on the street after curfew. 
"Let's go to bed," whispered Brother. They tried not to make any noise for fear that those 

mysterious men were nearby and knew that they were still awake. Lying in bed, Mai thought that 
these men could even sneak into their house, since nobody was downstairs at night. From 
downstairs, they could come up here and then Mai would have no way to escape. The balconies 
facing the street and the back courtyard were too high to jump from. Mai was even more frightened 
when she remembered people saying that many times people had been taken away from their 
homes at night and had never been seen again. She also heard that the ward chiefs and street 
representatives never dared to sleep in their own houses. Many nights Mai was awakened by loud 
banging on the door. When Eldest Brother called them downstairs, Mai saw a platoon of French 
troops with rifles in their hands standing in the front room. Mai glanced secretly at some Black 
Westerners whose cheeks had three or four scars from deep, lengthwise scratches as if somebody 
had used broken glasses to cut them. Looking at the soldiers' giant bodies and big long arms, Mai 
believed that they could tear Mai and her brothers apart if they wanted to. 

"Is there anybody else in the house?" asked the street representative, who went along with the 
French troops, after checking the I.D. of Eldest Brother and his wife. 

"No sir. This is everybody in our family," answered Eldest Brother. The street representative and 
the troops left to go to another house on the street. Actually, the street representative knew about 
every family living on the street, and during these house checks people were detained when they 
didn't have I.D. or had failed to register for staying, either temporarily or permanently, in a house. 

* 
By this time, the "nationalist government" had been formed and was headed by ex-Emperor Bao 

Dai who appointed himself Chief of State. The government was run by a prime minister, whose 
office was in Sai Gon. The country was divided into three regions, North, Central, and South, each 
headed by a governor. The Vietnamese government was only in charge of the administration while 
the French were in complete command of the military. Many patriotic Nationalists who opposed 
both the Communists and the French had no choice but to live in the cities and stay aloof from 
politics. 

The war became more intensified. There was an increase in movement of military personnel and 
vehicles inside as well as outside the city. Except for three civilian automobiles belonging to the 
province chief, the deputy chief, and the French commander, all vehicles in the city were military. 

Gradually the city became crowded with evacuees from the country. Those villagers who had 
relatives and friends in the city moved there, since staying in their villages, they could be killed or 
arrested in the sweep operations during daytime or accused and kidnapped by the Communists at 
night. In Mai's village, the situation was also changed. The Catholic forces were no longer in 
complete control. They only came in the morning and withdrew before nightfall. At night, the 
underground guerrillas came out to collect taxes and "donations". Thus, villagers had to pay double 
taxes, and they often complained that they bore two yokes on their necks. 

Phat Diem township was still under control of the Catholic forces, and merchants coming from 
communist-controlled Region IV often whispered about the "denouncement of landlords". Mother 
really didn't believe what she heard because what people talked about seemed too terrible to be 
true, and there were so many rumors these days. 
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Then one day, Mother's grandniece came to see her after returning from Region IV. The 
grandniece's father had been a merchant who brought things from the French-controlled zones to 
the Communist zones to sell. The Communists arrested and him accused of being a spy. He was 
then imprisoned without trial at Ly Ba So Camp, the most horrible prison in Region IV. Not many 
people survived to leave this place. They were either tortured to death or died of hardship and 
disease. Mother's nephew had been dead for a long time before his family learned about it through 
some merchants who came from that area. His daughter then went to collect his bones to bring back 
to his village for burial. It was always considered important to have a decent burial, even if only the 
bones remained of the dead. 

* 
While in Region IV to inquire about her father's bones, Mother's grandniece actually witnessed 

"the denouncement of landlords". 
"Dear Grandaunt, what I saw over there was more terrible than anything we had heard. I myself 

attended what they called 'the people's court'." It was set up in the open air with both judge and 
prosecutor acted by Communist cadres. A large crowd had already gathered before an old man was 
carried there in a bamboo cage. When pulled out of the cage by a young guerrilla, the old man was 
too weak to walk. He was forced to kneel on the ground in front of the crowd. He was around sixty 
years old and looked like a walking corpse. His eyes were hollow, his face was pale and covered 
with bruises and cuts. His graying hair stuck together and looked coarse like bamboo roots. 
Apparently it had been covered with blood and now the blood had dried up. 

At his arrival, some young men among the crowd, who must have been cadres, held up their fists 
and shouted, "Down with the crooked landlord!" "Down with the crooked landlord!" echoed the 
crowd. 

"Louder! Louder! Louder!" said the cadres, moving back and forth among the people to 
motivate them. 

With his hands tied behind his back, the poor old man tried to kneel straight but he fell forward 
each time. The young cadre standing nearby pulled his hair to keep his head up. 

The prosecutor stepped down from his chair to read a list of crimes filed by the long list of 
villagers who had claimed to be the victims of this old man. "Who wants to denounce this old crook 
first?" asked the prosecutor. "Dear Comrade, me!" A middle age woman stepped out from the 
crowd. Pointing her finger at the old man, she shouted, "This old wretch sucked our blood. During 
the famine he let us starve to death while his grain piled up in the storage. He has to pay his debt of 
blood to the people. Kill him! Kill him! He should be chopped up into a thousand pieces." The 
woman jumped toward the old man and pushed his head backward, "Down with the crooks! They 
must pay their debt of blood." 

"Down! Down! Down!" shouted the crowd, their fists moving up and down corresponding with 
their shouts. 

The poor old man raised his blank eyes to look at the crowd and then looked down quickly. 
Perhaps his brain was dead and he couldn't understand anything anymore. A strong young man 
walked out from the crowd toward the old man. Pulling the old man's hair, making him look up, he 
said, "Hey, old crook, remember me? I was your buffalo tender. Remember how bad you treated 
me? You worked me to death. Remember how many times you slapped me? Now it's my turn." The 
old man fell to the ground at the first blow. But he was picked up to be slapped and kicked again 
and again by his former buffalo tender, while the cadres led the cheering of the crowd, 

"More! More! More!" 
Encouraged, the young man tried to show off even more. He pulled the old man up from the 

ground and again forced him to kneel while he repeated the kicking and slapping. 
In the meantime, the crowd shouted over and over, 
"Down with the crook!" "Down with the wicked!" 
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"Down with the tyrant!" 
Then one voice shouted above the crowd, "Kill him! Kill him!", and the crowd began hurling 

fist-size rocks and clay at the old man. In an instant he became the target of a rock throwing game. 
The poor man lay motionless on the ground, his clothes soaked with blood. I also saw blood 
covering the ground near his body. I thought he was dead. I wished that he was dead. I couldn't take 
it anymore. I just turned to walk away but a cadre disguised as a peasant standing nearby whispered 
to me, "It isn't over yet, 'comrade'." 

I felt intimidated and stood still, trying to fight back my tears. Looking around, I realized that 
the rocks and clay hadn't been laying in piles accidentally. Many people stood still, but at the sight 
of a cadre they started shouting again and picking up more rocks to throw at the target. At a secret 
signal, the rock-throwing stopped. Two guerrillas picked up the poor old man and threw him back 
into the cage to be carried away. The crowd started to scatter. I approached an old woman and 
whispered to her, "Did you know him?" 

"Yes, I live in the same village as him." 
"Why didn't they kill him right away?" 
The old woman looked around to make sure that nobody was nearby, "You aren't from this 

area?" 
"No, I'm from Region III." 
"Yes, I can tell by your accent," the old woman then lowered her voice. "They lied a lot about 

him. He and his wife have been tortured like this many times before. At first he fought back, but 
they tortured him more for doing that. This time he knew that it was no use to defend himself or 
perhaps he was too weak to do that. I prayed to God and Buddha to let him die so he wouldn't have 
to suffer anymore. His wife died a few weeks ago. She couldn't take it as long as he did. Poor man! 
In his previous life, he must have done something really bad that he had to pay for in this life." 

Then the old woman added, "Many of us didn't want to go to look at this, a man being treated 
worse than an animal. But if we didn't go, they would have accused us of being 'reactionaries'." 

"Dear Grandaunt, you have got to go to the city. They will do the same over here whenever they 
get complete control of the whole area. I didn't believe what people said before, but I actually saw it 
with my own eyes. You must believe me, Grandaunt, you cannot stay here any longer. Those who 
were denounced in Region IV weren't as wealthy as you," persisted Mother's grandniece. "I know, I 
believe you. I haven't had a chance since they keep their eyes on me. Don't tell anybody about my 
intentions and don't talk much about the 'denouncement' you saw, either." 

"Don't worry Grandaunt, I know better than to do that." Mother had often praised her grandniece 
for being smart, an eighteen year old girl who didn't go to school but who could deal with any 
situation and any people, including cadres. * 

This situation lasted for a while, then came the day that the Catholic forces didn't return and the 
Communists were in control day and night. The former guerrilla chief then became committee 
chairman in Mai's village, and Mother knew that she was going to have a rough time ahead. In spite 
of this, she continued to collect her shares of the crop as usual. 

As seen by the neighbors, life went on normally at Mai's home in the country. Along with Mr. 
Thin, Mother was busy with pruning and transplanting fruit trees. She asked Mr. Thin to check and 
change all the broken tiles on the roofs. Together they also made a plan to fix and repaint the 
compound. Mother bought small fish to raise in the ponds as she had done every year. Then one 
day Mother went to the village committee and asked permission, which was granted, for the Old 
Gentleman to go visit his daughter living in the Catholic controlled area of Phat Diem. From there 
he went to the city. However, it was difficult to find a reason for Father and Mai's two youngest 
brothers to leave the village. 

It happened that there was an outbreak of smallpox in the area that year because, due to the war, 
children hadn't been vaccinated for several years. Mother said that it was the worst epidemic she 
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had ever seen. Almost every child was infected and the herb doctor was too busy to make all his 
rounds. Many children died, making villagers believe that people had done something very wrong 
to be punished first by the prolonged war, and then by disease. Many put fruit on the altar, praying 
to God and Buddha for their children's lives. Mai's two youngest brothers also fell ill with 
smallpox. Father had to stay day and night with them in an isolated dark room in the west wing. 
When his children got sick Father never trusted anybody, even Mother, to take care of them. 
Luckily the two boys did get well except for some pockmarks on their bodies. Seeing the brighter 
side of the situation, Mother kept them isolated in the room and told everybody that they suffered 
from complications of the disease and had to be treated in the hospital in the city. 

Thus, Father was permitted by the committee chairman to accompany his sons. To make them 
look very sick on the day they left, Mother had the two boys covered from head to toe and carried 
by servants to the boat about two kilometers from the house. 

After a while, the committee chairman became suspicious and asked Mother when Father would 
return home. 

"I believe he has to put the two boys in school. I guess he might stay there for a while to help 
them get used to their new life, since they haven't been away from home before," Mother tried to 
convince the chairman. 

However, he wasn't convinced and his suspicion that no member of the family would return kept 
growing. From then on, he kept a closer watch on Mother who, acknowledging the situation, tried 
her best to act natural and to take all precautions. Mother knew that a single mistake could lead to 
her imprisonment or even to her disappearance. At night, when everybody was sound asleep, she 
left her room to sleep in another one, sometimes in the least likely place, like the grain storage area. 
Mother even hid in the bushes in the yard to find out who came to spy on her at night. 

During the day, Mother still carried out her daily activities while making long-range plans. 
Instead of selling any grain, Mother hired people to carry it from storage to courtyards to be dried 
and then stored back in the same place, made offers on rice swamps for sale to prevent being 
suspected of trying to collect money to leave for the city. She also reminded the servants to take 
care of the flower garden for Father, since he would come home anytime and be upset if his flowers 
weren't well taken care off. 

However, no matter how hard Mother tried to maintain a normal daily life, the chairman and his 
cadres still came regularly to check on her. Mother continued to be careful about every word she 
said. 

On the day to commemorate the anniversary of the death of one ancestor, Mother ordered hogs 
to be killed and prepared as usual for the offerings to the dead and then to be served to the living. 
All villagers as well as relatives and tenants from other villages came for the commemoration and 
stayed for supper. Among them were the committee chairman, his cadres and guerrillas. Mother 
told the servants to serve them the best quality rice wine. 

When they were half drunk and tried to leave, Mother persuaded them, saying, "Please stay a 
little longer, I feel so sad today when my family is not here with me to commemorate the death of 
our ancestor." 

They were only too happy to stay to drink more and eat more. To these peasants, feasting was 
always a luxury, and the only time they could eat as much as they wanted was at the 
commemoration of the dead. Mother asked some of her nephews to sit and drink with the chairman 
and his entourage. 

Mother didn't go to bed that night, but stayed up to make sure that her guests were well-served. 
When they all fell asleep with their unfinished meals nearby, Mother went to open the safe to 
gather all the deeds to put in a bamboo basket. She then sat there to wait while the night dragged 
on. She couldn't leave the house during the night even if most of the cadres and guerrillas were 
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sound asleep there. It was not usual for anybody and especially for her to go out in the night, so she 
had to wait for the right time, when peasants started going to their fields. 

Before leaving the house, Mother poured rice into the basket to cover the deeds. She then woke 
Nanny up and told her to carry the rice basket to the barge to be sent to the city. Mother also told 
Nanny that she would go to a distant village to check on the rice fields, since tenants there had 
complained that their rice plants didn't grow as well as they should. Clad in peasants' old clothes of 
black cotton pantaloons and faded brown cotton blouse, Mother covered her face with an old black 
scarf and large-brim palm hat and, in the dark, she left her home for the last time. She took 
secondary roads cutting through rice fields to go to the barge mooring at the market's pier. On the 
way, Mother met several peasants, and no one showed any suspicion since it wasn't unusual for 
Mother to check on rice fields in the early morning. 

With the help of the barge's owner, Mother hid in the bottom of the barge, underneath piles of 
merchandise. Staying quiet as a mouse, she heard the voice of a cadre checking the passengers' 
papers and merchandise. It took him forever to check their papers, since he barely knew how to 
spell. Mother knew him very well because his parents had been her tenants for a long time. As for 
himself, he would let her go if he saw her, but in front of other passengers and his "comrade" on the 
pier, he would have no choice but to arrest her. As in any other difficult situation, Mother prayed to 
the ancestors' spirits to help and protect her. Like many other people, Mother had a strong belief 
that dead relatives always did their best to help their living loved ones. It was such a relief for her 
when the cadre left the barge. She wished that the barge would leave at once, but the owner had to 
wait for some late passengers rushing toward the barge with their baskets on their heads. Finally, 
the barge left the pier. When she felt the cool air, Mother knew that it was in the middle of the 
river. She thought that it was safe enough for her to get out, but being cautious, waited for the 
signal from the barge owner. She waited and waited, but there was still no signal from him. Mother 
started to worry - perhaps there was a cadre or guerrilla on board. If she were caught here the owner 
would be in trouble. She tried to listen to the passengers to see if she could recognize the voice of 
any cadre or guerrilla. She recognized most of the passengers' but gave up on those of some 
strangers. Mother worried with the idea it could be some cadres from the district. Being exhausted 
by a busy day and a long, sleepless night, Mother couldn't help dozing off. It was late in the 
morning, and the sun was already high in the sky when Mother was awakened by the barge owner, 
the only one who knew of her hiding, "Sorry, Mistress, to keep you uncomfortable in there for such 
a long time, but we were still in their controlled areas. They could call us in to check any minute, 
and we can't trust anybody these days. But from now on we are safe. We are in the French zone." 

"That's alright, I don't know how to thank you for helping me. I'm very grateful to you." 
All the passengers were surprised to see Mother appear from the piles of merchandise. Mother 

knew all the merchant passengers buying and selling goods between the two zones. They were 
clever and could get away with almost anything in both zones. They were always ahead of the 
Communist cadres in concealing their precious merchandise of medicines and other goods. 

Mother arrived at the city safely, but Grandmother and the Old Gentleman's first wife were still 
left at home. Mother couldn't take them along for fear of arousing some suspicion, since they had 
seldom left the house before. Later, when Mother sent people to help them escape to the city, they 
decided not to, since they trusted no one any more. 

* 
After Mother left, the committee chairman was in complete control of the house. The two old 

women were rationed on grain and weren't allowed to get any fruit or vegetables without his 
permission. Poor women! They couldn't understand why they were forbidden to touch what 
actually belonged to them. Many tenants and neighbors were still loyal, but they dared not come to 
see them. At first, Grandmother tried to prevent some people from taking furniture and grain away, 
but she was slapped by the tailor's wife and had to keep quiet from then on. To her, the tailor's wife 
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was a member of the family. When the Old Lady had moved to this newly founded village, she 
brought with her a bricklayer, a carpenter, and a tailor. Among the three, the tailor was the poorest, 
since he was crippled with one crooked foot and a leg of only skin and bones, so he couldn't do any 
farming. At that time, there wasn't a tailor in the village. She built the tailor and his family a cottage 
at the corner of the yard facing the main road. She also helped them open a shop with a sewing 
machine. The tailor's wife came to wait on the Old Lady and brought all the news of what happened 
in the area to the Old Lady who seldom stepped out of her compound. At the Old Lady's funeral, 
the tailor's wife cried and lamented louder than anybody else. Hugging the casket she cried her 
heart out, "Oh, how can I live without you? I want to go with you to wait on you forever. When can 
I pay you back? Without your help my family would have been dead of starvation a long time ago." 

Some people were touched by her loyalty when they heard her lament. But still, many servants 
held that she was a hypocrite. It seemed that Mother also knew that. Even so, when there wasn't 
enough land to lease to her many tenants, Mother still reserved the good fields for her and her 
children who were now all grown up. And to the protests of the servants and other tenants, Mother 
often quoted the old saying, one has to know how to employ people like a carpenter knows how to 
use his wood. "Like wood, each person had some bad and some good traits, since nobody was 
perfect," she would then add. 

But there was one thing Mother didn't know: not too long after, the tailor's wife was the first one 
in the area to turn against Mai's family. She was the one who started the looting and came to control 
Grandmother regardless of her husband's opposition. To him, the Old Lady had always been his 
benefactor. Like Mr. Thin, in all his life he had never uttered a word against the family, and had 
never flattered any member of the family as his wife had generously done. In her simple mind, the 
woman thought that the more she denounced the family the more shares she would get of their 
property. 

At the end, Grandmother and Step Grandmother were kicked out of the compound. The two-
story main house in the middle became a jail due to its strong structure, and the surrounding wings 
were turned into office and storage space for the "village committee". 

Grandmother went to live with Uncle, who was two years younger than Father. Mai had never 
met him except for some quick glances when he passed by the house. It was forbidden to mention 
his name in the family. Gradually, from different gossiping sources, Mai found out about Uncle's 
story. Different from Father, Uncle was a hard working man with a tall and strong build like the 
Old Gentleman, but instead of marrying a girl chosen for him by the Old Lady, he eloped with a 
young maid. He then no longer existed in the family, despite his many times begging for their 
forgiveness. Grandmother loved him and wanted to see him, but she had no voice in the house, so 
Uncle went to live as a farmer with his wife's family, and later, along with his in-laws, he joined the 
Communists as a cadre. 

The family heard about Grandmother's death only after moving to the South. 
 
 
 
 
XI 
 
From 1951, the war became more intensified. Each day more bodies of French and Vietnamese 

soldiers were brought back to the city for burial. More prisoners were also brought back to the city, 
many of them innocent peasants who were caught in the sweep operations. Mother had to take food 
and money to the detention camps for relatives and tenants who were kept there. Very often a cyclo 
pedaler came by the house to give Mother a message that so and so was just brought from his 
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village to the camp and badly needed money. Because Mother couldn't turn her back on anybody, 
she also took food and money to captured cadres and guerrillas. 

Everyday there was a headline in the front page about a big battle somewhere. Mai read about 
the battle in Ninh Binh province where the only son of general De Lattre de Tassigny, the 
commanding officer of the French Forces in Indochina, was killed in a place called Goi Mountain. 
She also read about the battle in Hoa Binh, and the Field of Jars in Laos, but she wasn't concerned 
about them. A typical teenager, she thought battles far away had no effect on her life. Mai's routine 
was going to school twice a day and doing homework at night. She even felt more secure since the 
city was crowded with people and no habitable house was left vacant. Mai's was also overcrowded 
with the big family and relatives who had evacuated from the country. 

In the rural areas, it was getting rougher. To release pressure around their controlled areas, the 
French troops launched frequent, massive operations in the disputed zones. The Communists tried 
to avoid clashes in these maneuvers, but more peasants were killed and captured. Those peasants 
who could afford it moved to the city. 

The draft order was also the most discussed subject among people. Many young men received 
orders to join the army, and the draft deferment became strictly limited and very difficult to get. 
One of Mai's elder brothers received the order to go to the South for military training. Previously 
there had been a Reserved Officer's School in this city, but due to the intensive fighting in the 
North the school was moved to the South. 

Mother worried day and night since Big Brother received his draft order. She kept telling him, 
"Be careful, especially when you are in a strange place so far away from home." 

To most of the people in the North, the South was a different world. No one ever dreamed of 
going to live there, except the poorest of the poor who had to sign up as plantation workers. Those 
workers who had returned home from the South described it as an area swarming with fly-sized 
mosquitos, unsafe spring water, and filled with the poisonous gases from the jungle. 

Mother cried for many days after Big Brother had left, and Mai realized that the war had begun 
to affect the family. 

In the city, night time house checks were conducted more often to search for draft dodgers. 
During the day, young men were checked for their I.D.s on the streets. Many were taken on the spot 
to military training centers without having a chance to tell their families where they were being 
sent. Many of them were even under draft age. 

* 
The battle of Dien Bien Phu became the daily big headline, but Mai didn't have any clear notion 

of where it was. Her geography lessons at school didn't help much. 
It was rumored that the young draftees had only a few days to learn how to shoot and then were 

air-dropped to Dien Bien Phu. Mai vaguely knew that the French and Vietnamese troops were 
stationed in the valley, while the attacking Communists occupied the surrounding mountaintops. 
This was why all the reinforcement troops and supplies had to be air-borne to the valley. Everyday 
people whispered about the increasing number of KIA (killed in action). 

Mother kept reminding Mai's Young Brother, who was only fifteen, that he couldn't go 
anywhere except to school and straight back home since she was afraid that they might take him to 
Dien Bien Phu. 

Along with the big headlines about the battle, there were other headlines about the negotiations 
in Geneva. The Communists were on one side while the other side was made up of the French, 
supported by the British and the Americans. The Vietnamese "nationalist government" was merely 
an observer and didn't have any voice in the conference. Many people thought that the end of the 
war was near when the Conference was held. But to the contrary, the war became more savage, 
with the hottest spot still Dien Bien Phu, where the French troops were closely encircled. 

* 
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At this time Sister wrote many letters trying to persuade Mother to bring the whole family to Ha 
Noi. Mother wasn't convinced, since she didn't see any difference between living in Ha Noi or in 
Nam Dinh. Life in the city of Nam Dinh was still normal; nobody had moved anywhere yet. 

Finally, after several more urgent telegrams from Sister, Mother reluctantly gave in. All the 
relatives were surprised to see the family move to Ha Noi where mother had no house. But Mother 
assured them, "I'll just go there for a while, and will be back as soon as the situation gets better." 
She really believed that she would be back soon. 

But not long after the family left, the French troops withdrew from Ninh Binh, Phat Diem and 
then Thai Binh, Nam Dinh, Phu Ly. 

When the French troops were defeated at Dien Bien Phu, many people believed that they were 
let down by the Americans who had promised to give them air support. The Americans didn't keep 
their word when the French troops were encircled. With this defeat, the division of the country 
became a reality. At the Geneva Conference, the only dispute was over the location of the division 
line. The 17th parallel was finally agreed upon as the DMZ (demarcation military zone). The 
Communists took over the area north of the 17th parallel, the French and the "Nationalists" 
received the territory south of it. Each side was supposed to withdraw its military forces to its zone, 
while civilians were free to move to their zone of preference. An election was to be held in the next 
two years to show the people's choice of their preferred regime. 

Mai had always dreamed of visiting Ha Noi, the former capital that she had heard so much 
about. Mai wanted to see its parks and the well known lake Hoan Kiem. According to the legend, it 
was the place where Le Thai To, the founding emperor of the Le dynasty, returned his sword to the 
Sacred Turtle. The emperor had used this very sword to lead the Vietnamese resistance against the 
Ming invaders to victory in the fifteenth century. Mai wished to visit all the historic spots where the 
old citadels had stood and where the Vietnamese troops had heroically fought the Chinese several 
times. 

Unfortunately Mai's first, and last, visit to the city was at the wrong time. The whole city was in 
a chaotic state and overcrowded with people from the provinces. Military personnel, civil servants 
and their families were being flown to the South. 

In Ha Noi, houses and furniture were put up for sale at give-away prices. Mother planned to buy 
a house at such an unbelievable bargain and settle there, but Sister was against the idea. She 
maintained that the whole family had to move to the South. 

"But it is a strange place. How can we make a living? I don't have much money. Besides, we 
cannot leave our ancestors' tombs here with nobody to take care of," argued Mother. 

"Mother, with our background, we cannot live here. I've got some friends in Sai Gon, and I 
believe that they will help us in the beginning. I will go to work to help the family. We have no 
choice Mother, we must go. You've heard all about 'the denouncement of landlords' in Region IV," 
Sister explained trying to convince her. 

"We haven't done anything bad. We have treated our tenants well. How can they 'denounce' us? 
Besides, there are hundred of thousands of landlords. Can they kill them all?" Mother asked. 

"They would! I believe they would, Mother," answered Sister, perhaps thinking about what had 
happened in Russia and China after their "revolutions", something she couldn't explain to Mother. 

During her life, Mother had always made decisions for herself and for the others, but now her 
daughter was trying to persuade her to make a big decision - leaving her fortune, relatives, friends 
and ancestors' tombs to go to an unknown and uncertain land. To Mother, none of her children 
would ever be mature enough, and she believed that they would always need her. 

* 
Mother just wasn't quite convinced. She believed that if she settled in Ha Noi, nobody would 

know about her family, because the village was too far away. But everyday Mother met more 
people who had escaped from Nam Dinh after the Communists had taken over. Many of them had 



82 
 

children and relatives serving in the Communist army and government, and they waited for their 
return after many years of separation. They were confident that their "patriotic" relatives would 
give them immunity from "denouncement" or mistreatment. To their astonishment, they were 
criticized by their own children for their "reactionary" lifestyle. One of Mother's friends told her 
that when her daughter and son-in-law, a high official in the Communist government, came home, 
she prepared a special meal to welcome them. But at the table, her twelve year old grandson pushed 
away the food in anger. "We cannot eat the wicked landlord's food. This is the people's blood they 
have sucked." 

"I was shocked, and my tears kept rolling down. From that day, my daughter's family and ours 
lived like strangers under the same roof. We had to be careful about every word we said in front of 
them, especially the grandchildren. We had to escape and from here we'll leave for the South as 
soon as possible". Mother's friend was determined, but when she talked about her grandchildren she 
was in tears, "They are no longer our children and grandchildren. We had longed to see them and 
looked forward to catching up on lost time. But now, we wish that we hadn't seen them, and still 
kept the good memories we had of them when they left us years ago." 

For some other people their relatives were nice enough to advise them, "You'd better go to the 
South. We cannot protect you. On the contrary, you can create trouble for us." Thus many cadres 
helped their relatives escape from the countryside to Ha Noi, where there were flights to the South. 
Playing her last card, Mother got in touch with Father's cousin, who had been a Communist Party 
member for a long time and was holding a good position in the Communist government. He had 
always been close to the family. Mother had given him money whenever he asked for it, and he 
warned Mother of any impending danger he knew of. Once Mother let a relative who was a 
Kuomintang member hide in the house for several months until Uncle signaled that the hide-out 
had been discovered. Thanks to him, the relative left before the communist security troops came for 
him. 

Mother asked Uncle whether with his position he could protect the family. But through a trusted 
messenger he sent his advice, "The whole family must go to the South as soon as possible." He also 
sent the same message to his brother who was in the army of the "nationalist government". 

The decision was made. The family was on its way to Hai Phong, where ships of many free-
world countries waited to take refugees to the South at no cost. * 

At the stations, thousands of people waited to board buses and trains, which were all jammed, to 
the port of Hai Phong. It was a great luck to get the tickets, and those who couldn't had to walk. 
Seeing people walking along the road, with baskets on their heads and children running by their 
sides or carried on their backs, Mai wondered if they would be able to make it all the way to the 
port. 

Mai had never seen so many people in her life. In Hai Phong everybody was eager to go to the 
South, even though they didn't have any notion of what is was, or would be, like. The majority were 
peasants, since most of the well-to-do people in the cities had been flown south. Most of these 
peasants were Catholics, since under the guidance of their parish priest they knew about the 
evacuation and had banded together whole villages, everybody leaving at the same time. In some 
cases, they had to fight the Communists who tried to keep them from going. Most of the non-
Catholic peasants didn't know that they could go to the South. Many landlords and well-to-do 
farmers knew about the evacuation, but they couldn't escape the Communists. By this time, except 
for Ha Noi and Hai Phong, the whole area of the North was under complete control of the 
Communists. The Geneva Accords stated that people were free to move to their area of preference 
using any means they could, but the Communists prevented them from leaving for the two 
exceptional cities where they could depart for the South. The Communists strictly controlled the 
people's movement; each person had to report to the authorities when he stayed overnight at 
somebody's house. Three families were formed into an inter-family unit which had the 
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responsibility of controlling each other, making the whole group responsible if a member was 
missing. There was an international commission in charge of controlling the cease-fire and 
guaranteeing the people's freedom to move to where they wanted to live, but its members' 
itineraries were controlled by the Communist authorities, and the people were forbidden to meet 
them. 

Upon arriving at Hai Phong, Mother wanted to go to Quang Yen to persuade Aunt to go to the 
South, but everybody in the family was against the idea. Sister maintained that the family had to 
wait at Hai Phong for the first available ship to get out of the overcrowded and chaotic city. So, 
through a relative, Mother sent Aunt the message that her family was going to leave the North soon 
and wished that Aunt and her family would join them in the South. But, having lived in the city all 
her life, Aunt didn't believe any of the rumors about "the denouncement of landlords". She 
reasoned that since she hadn't committed any crime, and had made her money in an honest way, she 
didn't see how could she be accused. Mother believed that Aunt also wanted to stay to wait for the 
return of her adopted son who had joined "the resistance". 

A few months after Hai Phong was turned over to the Communists, Aunt and her family were 
kicked out of the main house to live in the servants' quarters in the back. There she had to grow 
vegetables for a living since all her rental houses were confiscated by the Communist government. 
Worst of all, a high level cadre's family moved into her main house where they could keep watch 
over her. An outspoken woman before, Aunt now had to keep her mouth shut and be careful with 
every movement she made, even in her own house. Mother always regretted that she didn't have a 
chance to convince Aunt to go with her. Many times, with tears in her eyes, Mother said that she 
herself might not be able to see her relatives again. 

 
 
 
 
 
PART TWO 
 
 
 
 
I 
 
One day near the end of 1954, Mai and her family boarded a huge American ship. For many 

years, Mai had learned about France and her people, but she didn't know much about Americans. 
Although Mai had taken English at school, she couldn't understand a word these American Navy 
seamen said. To Mai, they all looked like the French she had seen, except for their uniforms with 
flared pants and their strange speech. 

Mai had never liked to go by boat but this was the worst. The ship was overcrowded and its 
smell of diesel fuel, blended with people's sweat, made Mai feel sick to her stomach. The three days 
and nights on the ship were hell for her. She kept throwing up until only yellowish water came up 
from her stomach and was bitter in her mouth. At one point, Mai thought that she was going to die, 
and she didn't remember anything except dozing off and then waking to throw up. The journey 
seemed endless. 

But finally, the ship arrived at Sai Gon. Mai's head was blank, she couldn't think of anything 
except feeling tired and unable to stand by herself. She was helped to a military truck and taken to a 
newly built hospital in the city which had been converted into a refugee camp. For a week, Mai still 
felt rocked by the ocean waves while she lay on the concrete floor of the hospital. Most of the 
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schools in the city were turned into refugee camps, too. Shortly after their arrival, the city evacuees 
with money moved out of these transitional camps to be on their own. Most of the peasants didn't 
have money so they stayed together. Very often a whole village, led by their priest, was taken to the 
city outskirts to be resettled. At their resettlement centers, the evacuees were given money and 
materials to build their own cottages. As for Mai's family, Sister went out to locate her friends to 
get help for their resettlement in the city. Upon their arrival at the camp, Sister's friends showed 
their pity when they saw the whole family was living on a few reed mats in the corner of a room. 
They insisted that the family come stay with them, but Mother and Sister refused for fear of being a 
burden to them with so many people. 

Finally, with the help of her friends, Sister found a house for the family. After they departed 
from their temporary shelter, Mai was surprised to find out that she could hardly understand the 
Saigonese. With their unfamiliar accent, it seemed to Mai that they spoke a different language. 

Many neighbors wondered why the Northerners had left their land when the country was freed 
from the French domination. Mother tried to explain to them, "We would have been stripped of our 
property, which we wouldn't have minded if allowed to live in peace, but they would 'denounce' 
and kill us or put us in prison." "How about the poor peasants? They had nothing to be stripped of." 
"They would be stripped of their right to go to church or pagoda." However, most of the 
Southerners weren't convinced. 

* 
Due to the French policy "divide to rule", and the limited means of transportation, the three 

regions of the country were somewhat isolated from each other, and therefore the less educated 
people in one region didn't realize that people from the other regions were also their compatriots. 
To the popular Southerners, the Northerners were considered foreigners. At one time, there was a 
group of people in the South who maintained that the South, or Cochinchina, must be an 
autonomous country. During that time, a handful of Northerners who had migrated to the South had 
to hide in order not to be captured and beaten by some Southerners. Many people believed that the 
French had something to do with it. 

Mother said that the hostile attitude was understandable, since the overflow of refugees made the 
city short of food and housing supplies, as well as skyrocketing the cost of living. 

When Mai went out of the house, small children called from their house, imitating the 
Northerners' accent, "Hey, Tonkinese, you eat wooden fish." Then, they laughed behind her back. 
Mai didn't have any idea why they said that the Northerners ate wooden fish, but she felt insulted. 
In her life, Mai had never before encountered such rude children. Knowing that there was nothing 
she could do about, Mai just ignored them but she did find out about the wooden fishes story. The 
Southerners joked that the Northerners were too poor to have anything to eat with their rice, but 
were too ashamed to admit it, so, at their meals, they put out a wooden fish on a plate to deceive 
any visitor. Mother just laughed at the story but she was very serious about forbidding her children 
to fight with the children in the neighborhood. Like most of the other refugees scattered in Sai Gon, 
Mother felt a little insecure, so she often said, "This is their land. We are only strangers here, so we 
better be nice to them to win their hearts." 

Most of the refugees from the North looked on Premier Ngo Dinh Diem as their protector, 
whom, they believed, brought them from the North and helped them resettle here. Despite the 
family didn't get much help from the government because Mother chose to stay in the city, she was 
always grateful to Mr. Diem, who had been brought home and supported by the Americans, but 
opposed by the pro-French elements in the South. Mother praised him for his work of resettling 
almost a million refugees. 

* 
All of a sudden, early in the 1955, even before the refugees could settle down and have a chance 

to get used to the life in this big city, gunshots were heard right in the center of Sai Gon. Mai had 
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heard a lot of gunshots before, but in the country, not in the city. Mother believed that the 
Communists took advantage of the uncertain situation to take over and she began to worry when 
the Premier had not yet gotten control of the government, "Where can we go? We don't even know 
this city yet." Then, turning to Mai and her brothers, Mother said, "You children stay inside, I'll go 
out and see what's going on." Looking through the window, Mai saw that most of the people in the 
neighborhood, including children, were out on the street. They didn't seem frightened, just eager to 
see for themselves. Mai and her brothers forgot what Mother had told them and went out to join the 
crowd. Mother saw them, but she didn't say anything because she was busy talking and believed 
that it was safe. "What's in that direction? Are there any military compounds or government 
offices?" Mother asked a man standing nearby. 

"No, I don't think so," answered the man. 
Some men left the crowd. 
"Where are you going?" somebody asked. 
"To check out what's going on," they repied. 
More men and boys joined them. Together they walked toward the direction from which 

gunshots were heard. 
"Hurry back to let us know," shouted a man. 
At one point, the shooting was intensified by continuous machine gunfire, but that seemed to 

stay in one area. 
Later they found out that the shooting was between the government troops and the Binh Xuyen 

forces which were cornered into a high school for boys. The Binh Xuyen was one of the parties in 
the South which had commanded the police, security forces, and the casino industry during the 
French administration. Sister said that it was the struggle between the American-backed 
government of Premier Diem and the French-supported forces. Mother was afraid that if Premier 
Diem was defeated, the Northern refugees would be run off the land or be mistreated. 

The fighting became fierce and some neighbors packed up to go. "Where are you going? 
"Mother inquired of them. 

"We're going to our relatives in Gia Dinh to get away from the shooting." The evacuation of the 
neighbors made Mother worry more, but she also knew that the family didn't have any place to go. 
The fighting was only a few kilometers from Mai's house, and Mother was afraid that it might 
spread to the whole city. But she couldn't do anything except stock up on water and dried foods. 
After several days, the fighting was over. There were no more gunshots and the city resumed its 
quietness. The Binh Xuyen forces were chased out of the city. Life returned to normal for Mai and 
her brothers. They all went to the schools which had moved from the North. Here at school, Mai 
felt at home and happy to be among all the Northern teachers and students. At school, Mai thought 
that she was back in the North again, while on the street or in her neighborhood, she was always 
reminded of being in a strange land. 

* 
On October 23rd, 1955, along with the students and refugees from the North, Mai marched from 

the streets of Sai Gon to the city of Cho Lon in the demonstration. They were demanding that Chief 
of State Bao Dai, who was residing in France at the time, be deposed. Carrying banners bearing the 
words "Down with Bao Dai!" and "Long Live Premier Ngo Dinh Diem!" the students shouted their 
heart out at the signals of the teachers. 

"Down with Bao Dai." 
"Long live Premier Diem." 
The students' shouting was echoing in every street while people went to cast their votes in the 

referendum. The result was that nearly "one hundred per cent" of the voters decided to depose the 
Chief of State and select Mr. Diem as the first president of the Republic of Viet Nam. 
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In reading newspapers which all printed bad stories about the deposed Emperor who was then 
called a playboy, Mother complained, "It isn't nice to smear somebody who no longer has power 
and cannot be present to defend himself." Perhaps in her mind Mother was still influenced by the 
teaching the emperor, the teacher, and father. In old times, everyone was supposed to obey that 
order so it wasn't right to be against the emperor, the teacher, or one's father. And as for women, 
they had to obey their fathers when still at home, their husbands when married, and at their 
husbands' deaths, they had to follow their sons' decisions. 

* 
Mai had already forgotten about the Binh Xuyen incident when all school students in the city 

were ordered to attend a parade to celebrate the defeat of Binh Xuyen in the Rung Sac jungle. 
Colonel Duong Van Minh was the hero of the operation. 

In uniforms of white ao dai, all the students in Mai's school, grouped in lines of six and, guided 
by the teachers, marched toward Thong Nhat Boulevard to watch the marching of different groups 
of soldiers and military vehicles. To Mai, these events didn't seem to concern her except as a day 
off from school, but Mother was very interested in following the news from the newspaper. She 
seemed to feel more secure when President Diem became stronger. She believed that he was the 
only one who would protect the Northerners and, because of his Catholic background, would keep 
the Communists from taking over. Mother was very interested in reading the news and she always 
commented on what she read. She was the one who brought vitality to the house. Sister said that the 
family should be thankful that Mother didn't lose her mind when she lost everything she had 
worked for all her life. One of Mother's friend who had escaped from Nam Dinh after the 
Communists had taken over, lost her memory. Sometimes she couldn't remember Mother, but 
whenever she did she wept and lamented, "You and I lost everything, how can we make a living 
here, in this strange land?" 

"We have to thank God and Buddha that our families could make it safely here. If we stayed in 
the North we would be 'denounced' and dead by now. Don't worry, when God created elephants he 
had to sow grass." Mother consoled her friend whose family was having a rough time because they 
had to watch her like a baby. Whenever she left the house, she got lost. Many times, standing in 
front of her own house, she would ask her neighbors, "Where is my house?" She couldn't accept a 
wooden, tin-roofed shack in the slum as her house. She was searching for a beautiful three story 
house on the biggest street in town. It was strange how each mind reacted and coped with the 
difficult situation. Mother wouldn't show any sign of distress in front of anybody. For the first time 
in her life, Mother's activities were limited to the inside of the house. With the help of her distant 
niece, she took care of her four grandchildren and the meals for the family, although she was not a 
very good cook. Aunt had often commented, "Your Mother can only cook country meals. Let me 
cook the fancy dishes from the city for you." Only at Aunt's visits would the family have eggrolls, 
squid soup, fried bananas and other delicious dishes. Some of the priests whom Mother knew in the 
North sent word that if she wanted to live in their resettlement camps they would do their best to 
help her. Mother knew that they could do a lot for her since each priest was in charge of a camp and 
had money in his hands, but she politely thanked them and choose to stay in Sai Gon. "To let the 
children attend schools," Mother replied to them. Mother, the one who lived all her life in the 
country, the one who had loved the land and worked in it all her life, suddenly decided to have 
nothing to do with it anymore after seeing how much trouble it had brought to its owners. Like the 
Old Gentleman, Mother now realized that without any field or house to be given to her children, it 
was important that they go to school to learn how to make their living in the city. 

However, Mother still hoped that she would be able to return to the ancestors' land to live some 
day. To her, one of the great sorrows was to leave the ancestors' tombs unattended. She often 
worried that the Communists would dig up the tombs to expand the arable land. Mother believed 
that in two years the "Nationalists" would win in the general election specified in the Geneva 
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Accords. She thought that after living under the Communists, the people in the North would be 
willing to vote for the "nationalist government". But Mother started worrying when she realized 
that the Northerners would have no freedom to choose what they wanted, while the "nationalist 
government" in the South wouldn't be able to convince all the people to vote for them. And even if 
all the Southerners voted for the "nationalist government", the Communists still could win because 
they had more people in the North who would definitely have to vote the way the government 
wanted them to. 

However, the general election was never carried out. 
* 

While reading the newspaper, Mai only glanced over the news, while searched for short stories 
and serialized novels, but Mother always read the news carefully, especially the ones concerning 
the evacuation and resettlement of refugees. She also enjoyed listening to anti-Communist 
propaganda programs on the radio. Mai believed that if Mother had a chance to go to school, she 
would be a good government administrator. In fact, when Father was village chief, Mother played 
an important role. When village officials met at her house, Mother was always present and they 
often seriously considered her ideas and suggestions. Mother was happy to know that the 
evacuation program was extended and that the port of Hai Phong would not be turned over to the 
Communists for another year. Due to this extension, one of Mother's nephews was able to escape to 
the South. From him, Mother heard first-hand stories about life under the Communists in the 
villages in the North. She would sit for hours listening to him and inquiring about her relatives and 
friends. He said that all those who knew about the evacuation wanted to go, but it was too late for 
them since the Communists had taken over and they wouldn't give anybody permission to leave his 
own village. Thanks to a merchants' guidance and fake papers, a small number of people were able 
to escape to Hai Phong. He himself had been brought back three times but since still a minor he 
was only detained for a short period. He made the fourth attempt and was just in time to board the 
last ship to the South on October 30, 1955. 

His father - Mai's uncle - was a middle-class landlord whose children also farmed. He was only 
"verbally denounced", which meant that he was brought before a crowd and was loudly cursed and 
reviled by his neighbors and former tenants. Many of them secretly came to his house to tell him, 
"For your own sake and ours we'll have to shout at and lie about you, but try to stay calm, don't 
deny anything, just admit that you have made mistakes and ask for forgiveness and we'll try our 
best to help you." 

At night, they came to Uncle's house to remove what could be carried to hide in their homes 
before he was evicted from his own house. After being brought out to be "denounced" a few times, 
Uncle was stripped of all his properties and had to build a hut to live in. None of his children were 
allowed to work. At this time all the rice fields belonged to the government, and villagers were 
hired to till the land, to be paid with a fixed wages and a free meal in the afternoon when all the 
farmers ate at the commune mess hall. 

Uncle was much luckier than other landlords who were wealthier than he. These were 
"denounced by force", which meant they were tortured by the mob. Their slow suffering and 
humiliating deaths were the result of kicking, stoning, and beating. Many peasants had to actively 
participate out of fear of the cadres, and others thought that they would get more shares of the 
landlords' properties if they strongly "denounced" them. Nobody actually felt guilty for killing 
people, because everyone thought to himself, "I only kicked him a few times, he couldn't be dead 
because of that." 

Many landlords committed suicide before the cadres came for them. Outraged by being 
outwitted, the cadres still brought the dead bodies to the crowd to be "denounced". Mother's 
nephew said that he saw the body of an old landlord from neighboring village drawn by buffalo 
from village to village before it was finally given to his family for burial. 
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Mother's tears ran down her cheeks when her nephew told her that the former village committee 
chairman also committed suicide when he knew that he would be tried as a "traitor". "I knew that 
and I told him not to go back, but he wouldn't listen to me," Mother said. "He slept on a cot right 
here in this living room not long ago. I told him what would happen to him and he knew it, too, but 
he was so anxious to see his first son. Poor man. He was such a nice person," Mother was almost 
talking to herself. 

That committee chairman was almost a son to Mother, who was close to his parents and had 
watched him grow up since birth. Due to his well-to-do background, the Communists replaced him 
with a lower class peasant. During the intensive fighting, he went to the city to avoid being caught 
by either side. From the city, he boarded a ship to the South along with other refugees, while his 
entire family was still in the village. Here in this big, strange city he felt lonesome and lost with no 
close relatives. He then came to see Mother and told her of his decision to return to the North to his 
family. 

"They will kill you if you go back," Mother warned him. 
"But Mistress, I didn't do anything. I just came here but couldn't stay because I miss my family. 

So I will return." 
"You know better than that. To them, you have lived in the city, you came here in the South, and 

then return. They will accuse you of being a 'traitor' or a 'spy'. Stay here and wait for your family. 
They might escape." "No, Mistress, it is impossible for them to escape. They live too far away. 
How can they even get to Nam Dinh much less Ha Noi or Hai Phong? There is no reason for me to 
live here by myself. I haven't seen my first son since he was born." Mother knew how much he 
longed to see his son since, after being married for over twenty years, he hadn't had any children. 
Everybody, including his wife and her family, tried to convince him to marry another woman to 
have children, since he was the eldest in the family. But he said that his wife was a sweet woman, 
he didn't want to hurt her and he still hoped that she would bear him children someday. But that day 
never came, so finally he had to give in to marry a young girl chosen by his wife. Both the wives 
lived peacefully with his parents in the village. Just before he left for the South, his second wife 
gave birth to their first son. 

"You go home and they will execute you. Your family will suffer less when they know you live; 
far away, yes, but safe. As for children, you can marry again and have more children," Mother tried 
to convince him. 

"But Mistress, I believe that they will understand and grant me clemency, since they have won 
the war. I cannot feel happy until I see my son." Mother knew that it was no use trying to persuade 
him when he was shocked by the big change in his life . 

The morning he left the house for the ship to return to the North, Mother was certain what his 
fate would be. She stood sadly at the gate watching him walk toward his death. 

"He will be killed when he gets home," Mother whispered to herself. * 
After hearing these stories, Mai was scared to think about what would have happened to Father 

and Mother had they stayed in the North. Her cousin said that they burned all Father's books and 
magazines. All the furniture was looted but later the village committee got it back. 

The poor peasants were very disappointed, since they believed that they would get shares of the 
wealthies' properties. When the cadres said that everything belonged to "the people", in their simple 
minds, they thought that they were "the people" and would get everything and become rich 
themselves. But now everything belonged to the government, and they only got privileges over the 
rich by farming for the government. The rich now became the untouchables, who were stripped of 
their land and their homes, and weren't allowed to farm. But worst of all, they were isolated from 
the rest of the villagers. Nobody dared to talk to or have any connection with the former rich 
farmers and landlords. Now there was only one class, the poor class. Everyone had to work harder, 
but even so all became poorer than they had ever been before. In addition, after working hard all 
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day, people had to attend meetings, in which they criticized each other for their "counter-
revolutionary" thoughts and activities. When someone criticized a cadre or secretly ate a meal at 
night, they would be reported by their neighbors, or even by their own children who had their own 
meetings in which they were asked what their families ate and what their parents talked about at 
home. 

Previously, when a visitor came to a family at mealtime, he was warmly invited to eat with 
them. Now, nobody could afford to ask anybody to share their food, since they didn't have enough 
for themselves. Nobody had enough rice to eat. It had to be mixed with dried corn, sweet potato, 
manioc and taro root. Meat was non-existent in their meals since nobody was allowed to raise hogs 
or poultry for themselves. Every pig and chicken was counted, since they all belonged to the 
government, and if one was dead it had to be reported. Previously, the poor could turn to the rich 
farmers or landlords to borrow grain, but now they couldn't turn to the government to borrow 
anything. They couldn't go to the village committee for a feast, something frequently offered in the 
past by the well-to-do in the villages on occasions such as the anniversary of a dead or a wedding in 
their families. 

Though always stayed half hungry, the villagers were forced to dance a "peace dance" during the 
meetings in the evenings. For generations, dancing never existed in the Vietnamese culture, except 
in the city where a small group was influenced by the French. In the villages, people felt weird that 
they had to hold hands with the opposite sex and dance, because they had never done this before. 
Men and women sat separately in public. Father and Mother sat at the same table for the daily 
family meals but whenever there were guests, Father sat with the men while Mother was with the 
women. 

People were even tired of hearing about gigantic Russia, gigantic China and gigantic comrade 
advisors, because they didn't know what it was all about. Some people even dared to whisper, 
"Everything is gigantic and we also have gigantic empty stomachs." Many people wished that they 
could live in the old regime when they could rent the land from a landlord to till for themselves to 
make their own living, instead of slaving for the government and getting less to eat than before. 

Mother was furious that the neighbors didn't believe what her nephew told about life in the 
North. They thought that the Northerners just wanted to move to the South and then sided up with 
the government to back up its anti-Communist propaganda. But Mother knew that as a young 
country boy her nephew couldn't make up such stories if he hadn't witnessed them himself. 

 
 
 
 
II 
 
Mai was surprised to realize that she liked most of the things Father liked. Mai had learned to 

love flowers and plants from Father. She knew what kind of plants could be rooted in water and 
what kind of flowers bloomed at night. She liked to plant flowers and trees but the house only had a 
tiny front yard where Father and Mai had to grow all kinds of flowers and fruit trees that they 
collected. Now Mai missed the house in the countryside in the North with its big yards planted with 
many fruit trees. She knew that she could never return to the North, but Mother still had that hope. 

Like her father, Mai also liked to read novels so much that very often she forgot about her 
homework. Mai thought that if she inherited money like Father, she would stay home and read all 
day, too. When the family first moved to the South, Mai heard Sister and Brothers complaining that 
if Father had paid attention to the family business and convinced Mother to sell some land in the 
village and houses in the city, then the family wouldn't have had to worry about making a living in 
the new area. They also said that had Father had some kind of job when he was young, the family 
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would be better off now. Mai knew that they were right but when thought it over, she believed that 
it didn't make sense for Father to go to work, to be far away from the family, at a time when his 
salary was nothing compared to his fortune. 

Secretly, Mai wanted to become a writer, but she knew that she had to stick to school and 
become a civil servant like most other people. When in the North, Mai knew that finishing school 
was not considered important for her. Most of the girls in the countryside, even those of the 
wealthy families, didn't go beyond elementary school before they got married at the age of fifteen 
or sixteen. In the city, girls were married a little bit later, but, except for a few, they weren't 
expected to build their own careers before their marriages. Even when she was still young, Mai 
knew that with the house and the rice fields Mother would give each child, she wouldn't have to 
worry about making a living all her life. Very often Mai had heard the servants whispering, "With 
all her rice fields, many families will want their sons to marry her." 

But now Mai realized that she had to have a job to make her own living unless some man would 
want to marry her. However this prospect seemed dim. Mai was in junior high school and the 
family expected her to go all the way to the university. 

At the end of the fourth year of junior high, Mai had to take the nationwide examination 
organized by the Ministry of Education. For three consecutive days, all subjects taught during the 
school year were tested. After passing the written tests, students had to go on with an oral 
examination where all the subjects were examined by teachers from other schools in order to avoid 
favoritism. If they failed, students had three months to prepare for the next exam. If they failed the 
second time, they had to wait for another whole school year until the exam would be given again. 
Those who passed it could take examinations to enter different trade schools to become elementary 
school teachers, nurses, or technicians. A few years before, students couldn't go to a higher grade 
when they flunked the exam. Now, however, the Ministry made it easier by allowing students to go 
to senior high when they got average scores in classes. 

After passing the examination, Mai wanted to take the entrance exam to the School of Pedagogy 
where she could study three more years to become an elementary school teacher. However, Sister 
was against the idea, "If you want to be a school teacher you better go on for three years to finish 
high school and then enter the university to become a high school teacher." "I want to go to work as 
soon as possible since the whole family depends too much on you." Actually Mai was also afraid 
that she might fail the two examinations to finish high school. 

"No, don't you worry about it, let me take care of the family finances. We are no longer wealthy 
like we used to be, but we'll make it and Mother wants all of you try your best in school and build 
yourselves a good future. We have lost our fortune, and we only hope that through education you 
can climb up. Many children of families poorer than us have made it. I want all of you make 
Mother happy with your successes, to compensate for all her losses." 

Mai knew very well that Mother wished that all the children could eventually be admitted to the 
university. Many times Mother talked about the children of this or that former tenant who had just 
entered the university. From her expression, Mai could tell that she wanted to say, "And you, 
children of a former landlord and grandchildren of a cultured man, a mandarin, are expected to do 
the same." Thus, Mai had no choice but to go on to senior high school. She did well with all her 
subjects except English and Algebra. She hated English the very first time she started it in the sixth 
grade. That was because the pronunciation was so hard for her. However, she had no choice, since 
it was required of every student. Mai always wished that she could hide under her desk when it was 
her turn to stand up to read aloud a paragraph to the whole class. No matter how hard she tried she 
never read it right. As a matter of fact, each teacher pronounced words differently, and Mai actually 
didn't learn much from the English class because of her resentment. 

As for Algebra, Mai thought that she could do much better if she tried harder. But she always 
preferred reading novels to doing her Algebra. She could stay up all night to finish reading a novel 
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while the textbooks always made her fall asleep. Mai even tried to write some short stories. She 
wished that some writer would edit them for her, but wasn't lucky enough to know any. Many times 
she wanted to send her stories to a newspaper, but was afraid of being rejected. The thought of 
making Mother feel proud and happy kept Mai working hard at school. Even so, along with her 
friends, Mai sometimes cut classes to go to the movies. To these young girls, Robert Taylor, 
Gregory Peck, Rock Hudson, and James Dean were very handsome. Mai collected pictures of most 
of the actors and hid them among her books. 

Each grade had a proctor supervising students, and roll call was at the beginning of the school 
day at eight in the morning. After that, students were supposed to stay in their classrooms while 
teachers came to their class for each session. However, at the end of the session, when teachers 
were transferring from one class to another, some students tried to sneak out of their classroom. It 
was fun to play games with the proctor and outwit her. The school was a public high school for 
girls, but students often joked that it was worse than a convent since its high wall and gates isolated 
the students from the outside world. The principal even screened all the male teachers sent by the 
Ministry of Education and refused to take young unmarried males. Thus teachers were all women 
and old married men. Worst of all, the school's proctor general could remember perfectly the full 
name of every single girl and sent the ones caught trying to sneak out of the school to Sunday's 
classes as punishment. It was not too bad for students to go to school on Sunday even thus far it 
was their only day off in the whole week. The hardest part was thinking of a good explanation for 
parents. 

When she had grown up, Mai fondly remembered those times that she and her friends sneaked 
out of the school without being caught and rode their bicycles to the movie theater, then returning 
home on time as if they had stayed in class. 

* 
Everything was running smoothly in the family when suddenly the Old Gentleman got sick. He 

had to be taken to the hospital for the first time in his life of over ninety years. He had stayed 
healthy all his life except for some colds. Although his mind was still as sharp as ever, over the last 
few years one of his legs had become weaker and weaker until he could hardly walk without help. 
He had been confined to his room most of the time except early in the morning when he was 
carried to the front yard for fresh air. 

Now seeing him in the hospital bed asleep but his face still showing his struggle with pain, Mai 
felt remorseful. She and her brothers should have been closer to him and taken care of him instead 
of leaving the job to Mother's nephew who wasn't related to him but felt obligated because he lived 
free with the family. Mai resolved that when the Old Gentleman got well and returned home she 
would spend more time with him. 

But instead of getting better, his health became worse and his doctor believed that surgery 
wouldn't do much for such an old man. Mother then decided to take him home because, like most 
people, she maintained that one should die in his own home and not in a hospital. Mai wished that 
the doctor was wrong and by some miracle the Old Gentleman would recover. But Sister started 
sewing white mourning clothes for members of the family, while the Old Gentleman lay in his 
room, his wrinkled face twisted with pain. 

Mai remembered a long time ago, when she was little, the Old Lady got seriously sick. It was 
believed she was going to die, so all white mourning clothes were sewed for all her relatives. But 
the Old Lady then recovered completely and lived in good health for some more years. Mai hoped 
that would happen to the Old Gentleman also. 

Late at night, while Mai was helping Mother and Sister with their sewing, Mother said, "Mai, 
come check on the Old Gentleman." 
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When Mai pulled up the mosquito net, she didn't hear his soft moaning sound, and it was too 
quiet, as if he wasn't breathing either. In an instant the thought that he was dead snapped to her 
mind and she became hysterical. "Mother, Mother come quick," Mai shouted. 

Mother and Sister rushed to the room. Mai heard Mother say softly beside her, "He is gone." 
Calmly, Mother put her palm on his eyes to close his eyelids and then straightened his long legs 

and arms along his side. She didn't show any sign of fear. Assured by Mother's calmness, Mai 
looked down on the Old Gentleman's face and found complete peacefulness. There was no more 
sign of pain and it was as if he had slipped from his sleep to this state. His wrinkled face and white 
hair and beard made him look like the statue of the Longevity Deity. Perhaps death itself was not 
fearful, but the fear of dying was the most dreadful thing. Mai stayed up all night with Mother and 
Sister to help them with the sewing while thinking of what people said about the dead. Many said 
that when a person died, his soul, a dimly lit vapor ball, escaped from his body. This happened so 
quickly that not many people could see it, but they said that dogs, with their sensitivity, could sense 
it and usually barked when someone died. But here in the city there were no dogs around, so Mai 
didn't know whether that was true or not. Somehow she did feel a chill in the room and wondered 
whether it was the cool air of the night or the coldness of the dead body. 

* 
Father's sister wanted the funeral to be big since her son-in-law was a high official in the 

government. But due to the family finances and, most important of all, to respect the simplicity that 
the Old Gentleman had maintained all his life, Mother organized a simple funeral. There was a 
good, plain casket drawn in a black carriage by two horses draped in black and followed by his two 
children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren to the big cemetery reserved for the Northerners. 
Simply he lived and simply the Old Gentleman died. After the funeral, Mother served a meal on the 
altar twice a day for a hundred days. Mai started to wonder if people really had souls? Where 
would the souls go after death? Did they really go to Nirvana or Heaven? Could the dead help or 
protect their living relatives as people believed? Mai wished that she could discuss these questions 
with somebody. She wondered if the Old Gentleman himself believed in life after death and 
reincarnation. She had never heard him say anything about this. 

Somehow, his regular favorite meal of steamed fish and steamed vegetables set on the altar in 
front of his picture made Mai feel that the Old Gentleman was still present in the house. Mai still 
saw him in the trips by boats back and forth from the city to the village; still heard him call his 
grandchildren to get out of bed in the chilly mornings; and she remembered the meals when he sat 
quietly sipping his rice wine, while the grandchildren ate hurriedly to get away from the table as 
quickly as possible. Mai still saw him sitting on the wicker chair reading the newspaper under the 
tree in the front yard while the leaves' shadows danced on his white hair and shirt. 

Mai wondered, was he disappointed with his sons? Father, his eldest son in whom he had set so 
much hope, had failed, and Uncle had disgraced the family with his unmatched marriage. What did 
he think about the loss of the family fortune? Was he regretting that he couldn't be buried in the 
family cemetery next to his beloved wife in the carved, red-lacquer and gilded casket that she 
bought for him? 

He had never said anything about these matters but it seemed to Mai that he had still been 
concerned about the education of his grandchildren, although, since moving to the South, he no 
longer supervised them like he used to. But whenever Mai and her brothers stayed home from 
school, he had usually asked, "Why don't you children go to school today?" 

"Dear Old Gentleman, today is a holiday." 
He didn't say anything but Mai knew that he thought the children got too many days off from 

school. In his time, he studied day and night and there was no such thing as a holiday to get off 
from studying. 
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Mai wished so much that he could have lived a few years longer to see her and her brothers get 
into the university. She regretted that she had lost a few years of schooling during the war. 
Otherwise, she could have finished high school before he died and made him happy, knowing that 
although his children didn't try as hard as he expected, at least his grandchildren had. Mai told 
herself that she would try her best to get into the university to make the family feel proud that even 
with no more money, the children could still make it. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
PART THREE 
 
 
I 
 
At the end of this school year Mai would have to take the big examination, the result of which 

would determine whether she was allowed to attend the last year in high school. Most of her friends 
had to attend private classes to prepare for the examination. After staying half a day in school, 
students rode their bikes around the city to attend one private class after another to try to grasp as 
much as they could. For many years, since the French established the school system to replace the 
Chinese way of teaching, the education program had changed little. The only change now was that 
in the public schools French was replaced by Vietnamese as the main language. But the French still 
maintained their own programs and so did the Catholics, as well as some other private schools 
attended by students from high social class families. 

Mai worried that if she failed this exam, her efforts during the last two years would become 
worthless. She would then have to stay in the same grade for another year and take it again. Or she 
could use her junior high diploma to take the exam to enter some middle-level trade school. But 
Mai knew that her family expected her to go to university. 

Mai wanted to attend private classes which prepared the students for the examination. She also 
knew that Mother would never complain about paying for the children's education which she now 
considered of the utmost importance. But still Mai didn't want her mother to spend any more 
money. Thus, she was overjoyed when Kim, one of her best friends, said that she could join when 
her cousin Khang came to tutor in Algebra, Mai's weakest subject. Mai had met Khang several 
times at Kim's house but the only thing they had ever exchanged was the customary hello. Besides 
her brothers and cousins, Mai hadn't had much chance to talk to or befriend any boys. Many of her 
big brothers' friends often came to her house, but she wasn't expected to talk to them. Except for a 
small number of Westernized and sophisticated girls who went to dancing parties and had friends 
of the opposite sex, most of the girls didn't know much about boys. 

* 
Khang was rather quiet. He limited his words to the explanations of Algebra to Kim and Mai. 

When Kim wasn't there Mai didn't know what to say to him, so they both kept quiet. 
Somehow Mai was curious about him. He had the most beautiful eyes she had ever seen. They 

were so big and clear, yet looked so sad. Mai wished that she had those beautiful brown eyes. 
Through Kim, Mai found out that Khang was attending the Army's School of Medicine because he 
couldn't otherwise afford to pay for medical school. His father had been an elementary school 
teacher who joined the resistance against the French in 1946 but wasn't heard of for a few years 
after that. Everybody believed that he was killed by the Communists because he was a patriotic 
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nationalist who belonged to the bourgeois class and a Catholic. But Khang's mother nourished the 
hope that he was still alive and would come home when the war was over. For many years, she had 
raised their six children by herself, and even before he finished high school, Khang tutored small 
children to help her out. 

Compared to Khang, Mai thought she was lucky. With the help of Sister and Big Brothers, her 
whole family lived rather comfortably, like most of the other middle-class ones. Mai thought that to 
some extent Mother had spoiled her and her brothers. Perhaps she felt sorry for them and guilty 
losing their inheritances. She seldom asked them to help with the housework. All of the work in the 
house was carried out by Mother, her nephew and a servant. Kim said that, unlike Mai, Khang had 
always helped his mother. At night, when nobody was around, he had to carry water from the 
public fountain to the house for his mother. In these days, hard work was always reserved for the 
poor class, and middle-class men felt ashamed that they had to do household chores. Many times, 
looking secretly at Khang, Mai thought he must love his mother and brothers and sisters very much 
to do so much for them. One day, when Kim went to the kitchen to get a glass of tea, Mai stared at 
Khang while he was busy checking her Algebra problems. Suddenly he looked up and his eyes met 
hers. Mai felt embarrassed by being caught, but his gentle look reassured her, as if saying "It's 
okay." 

Feeling encouraged by his gentle look for the first time, Mai looked straight into his beautiful 
dark brown eyes. Suddenly she felt the soft touch of his palm on her hand. In an instant, she sensed 
an electric current running through her body and her heart started pounding faster and louder. Mai 
believed that Khang could hear her heartbeat from across the table. Instinctively, she tried to pull 
her hand back. As if he read her mind, Khang gently took it into both his hands. 

Time seemed to stop and everything faded away except the touch of his hands and the gentle yet 
passionate look in his eyes. Mai had mixed feelings. This was the very first time a man had ever 
held her hand, she was happy and scared and didn't know what she was afraid of. 

Hearing Kim's footsteps, Khang quickly pulled his hands back. Pretending to pick up a pencil, 
Khang tried his best to act natural, "Where is your homework?" Mai felt his nervousness and, as for 
herself, she had the feeling of a child caught in the act of stealing candy. Yet she felt so happy that 
she believed the whole world was changing. She couldn't concentrate on solving the equations and 
didn't understand what Khang was talking about. She only remembered the moment her hand had 
been between his. 

When Khang said goodbye to Mai, once again he looked deeply into her eyes. She thought that 
her whole body was melting at his gentle and passionate look. Somehow Mai thought she saw a 
trace of melancholy in his look, but it could have been her imagination. 

On the way home, Mai wondered whether he had been going to say "I love you" when Kim 
showed up. She wished that Kim had stayed in the kitchen a little while longer. But it didn't make 
any difference. Whether he voiced it or not, his look and touch said more than words. 

For the next few days Mai thought of nothing but Khang. Sometimes for hours she kept looking 
at her textbook but couldn't understand what was written on the pages. She longed for the day she 
would have Algebra lessons with Khang again. * 

Before Mai went to Kim's, she took more than usual care to comb her hair and put on her 
favorite light blue ao dai. When she entered the room, Mai secretly glanced at Khang sitting in his 
usual chair. She thought that his face lit up when he saw her. Mai was overjoyed to know that he 
was eager to see her, too. A week later, after the tutoring session, Khang waited for Mai a few 
blocks from Kim's. She was surprised to see him standing beside a big tamarind tree. Mai was 
frightened at the idea of standing there talking to him, stared at by every passer-by. 

"Can we go somewhere to talk?" asked Khang. 
"Where?" 
"How about the park?" 
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"I don't know." 
It felt strange to Mai to go alone with a man. She had never done that before and knew that her 

family wouldn't approve of it. She had seen young men and women having their rendez-vous in the 
park, but it was considered inappropriate, especially for the middle-class families. A girl wasn't 
supposed to be seen going with a man before their engagement, except in some Westernized 
families. Before Mai could make up her mind, she heard Khang say softly, "It isn't far from here." 

Looking up at him, Mai found pleading in his eyes and somehow she was confident that she 
could trust him. 

"You go first and I'll meet you there," answered Mai. 
In her heart she was quite eager to be with him, but she also felt guilty for doing something she 

was not supposed to do. 
Upon entering the park, Mai saw Khang right away but she looked around to be sure that 

nobody she knew was there before coming up to him. Luckily, she didn't see a single soul. As she 
walked toward Khang, her heart was pounding loudly. Mai was afraid that he could hear the loud 
beating when she approached him. He grinned at her and she grinned back. Quietly they walked 
side by side toward a bench under a green vine-covered arch. The cement bench was still warm 
from the late afternoon sun. It was a perfect setting since they could hardly be seen from afar, 
thanks to the overgrown circular hedge behind the bench and the vines running down from the 
arched trellis. 

After sitting down, Mai felt more at ease. She was thankful that Khang was gentle and didn't do 
anything to make her feel afraid. Kindly he took Mai's hand, held it between his palms and softly 
caressed it. Passionately he looked into Mai's eyes. Words were not necessary. His look expressed 
more than thousands of words to her. Mai could feel the blood circulating faster in her veins. She 
put her other hand on his and they sat still looking in each other's eyes. 

Mai heard Khang whisper as if in a dream, 
"I want to be near you all the time." 
He then brought her hand to his lips, kissed it and rubbed it over his cheek. Gentlly he said, 
"Your hand is so soft." 
Looking at his face, Mai thought his cheek bones were too prominent and his square jaw bone 

stuck out. He must be working too hard and didn't eat and sleep enough. She felt so much for him 
and knew that he had sacrificed a lot for his family. 

Continuing with his thought Khang said, 
"I have passed by your house many times." 
"What for?" 
"I just wanted to see you." 
Mai was happy and surprised to hear that. She couldn't believe that somebody would have ever 

cared for her that much. Mai sat still, savoring her happiness. The plants grown in a star-shaped 
landscape in front of the bench, looked beautiful with different shades of green leaves and small red 
and yellow heart-shaped flowers. 

Time seemed to fly by while they sat there holding hands and whispering to each other. 
Afterwards, they couldn't remember what they had said. When the sunlight moved away from the 
flower bed, Mai seemed to wake up from her dream, "I have to go, I must be home before supper." 

Standing up from her seat and looking at Khang, Mai said, 
"You stay here. Wait for me leave before you go, so nobody can see us." He nodded and also 

stood up. 
When Mai turned to leave, he gently pulled her hand back, put his arm around her shoulders and 

quickly kissed her on the lips. Mai was too surprised to have any reaction or feeling. When he let 
go of her she looked around and then quickly walked away. 
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Mai thought that she was the happiest girl on earth at that moment. She felt the love that she had 
very often read about in novels and wished that she could stay longer with Khang. 

Out in the street, Mai realized that it was rush hour. The streets were crowded with cars, 
motorcycles, bikes, motorized and pedal rickshaws. Mai pedaled her bike much faster than usual to 
try to reach home before supper time. Mother usually expected everyone to be at home on time for 
meals. When Mai got home she found Mother was spoon-feeding her little nephew on the veranda. 
She tried to act natural and hide her secret. Somehow she thought that everybody knew what she 
had done just by looking at her. She thought she must still be blushing. But Mother didn't seem to 
suspect anything. "Uh, oh, Aunt Mai is home, clap your hands," she told the little boy. With his 
mouth full of food the little boy clapped his little chubby hands. Mai bent down to kiss his tiny 
fingers. 

"You have come home late today," Mother said as Mai was bending down. She was glad that 
Mother couldn't see her face when she was lying, "I stayed a little bit longer to study with Kim." 

"Go get changed and we'll have supper soon." 
"Yes, Mother," Mai walked away fast and felt great relief. * 
In the following months, Mai regularly met Khang at their rendez-vous bench in the park. Khang 

became more talkative. He often talked about his mother and how much she had sacrificed for him 
and his brothers and sisters. Mai put her head on his shoulder to listen to him, now and then leaned 
over to kiss his bony cheek. 

"You've got to take care of yourself, don't work so hard, you've got to eat more," Mai whispered 
to him and gently squeezed his arm, "You are so skinny. Be careful. You might get T.B. from 
overworking." 

"Don't you worry, I'll be okay. Are you trying to be my doctor?" Khang laughed softly. 
Sometimes Mai wondered what his family had to eat. Mai thought that she was lucky that 

Mother always managed to provide whatever they needed. Mai remembered being shocked when 
she heard that one of her classmates always ate rice and steamed vegetables without a bit of meat. 
Mai was surprised because that girl had always been well dressed, better dressed than many other 
girls. And her house was also well kept, like most of the other lower middle-class. Mai then 
realized that such a way of living was typical of the Northerners in the cities. Those city folks tried 
to spend as little as possible on food and more on clothing in order to look stylish when they went 
out. The peasants didn't care much about clothing, but they always tried to build bigger and better 
houses; a brick house and brick front yard was everybody's life dream. On the other hand, the 
Southerners enjoyed their food more than beautiful clothes. Most of the Northerners were surprised 
at the easy-going lifestyle of people in this part of the country. Here, one seldom heard about 
having to stock up on grain for famine times and save clothes for cold winter months. 

In the North, the social distinctions between the rich and the poor classes were strictly observed. 
The poor had always talked politely to the rich. A servant or food vendor, no matter how old he or 
she was, had to address a little rich boy or girl young master or young miss. 

But in the South, people were less bound by these customs. Many people in this city didn't even 
try to save money for their future or think about buying a house. Many single men rented only a cot 
placed on a veranda or under a carport to sleep on at night. A rickshaw driver, after some trips 
carrying a few passengers in the early morning, would stop at a noodle soup store to have a bowl of 
noodles and a cup of coffee for breakfast. Then again around noontime he would stop at a corner to 
buy his lunch plate from a street vendor and eat it right there. After lunch, he would pull his 
rickshaw to a shady place to take a siesta. In the meantime, his wife would stay home to play cards 
with the neighbors in her slum neighborhood. On Saturday afternoon, he would carry his wife and 
children on his rented rickshaw to a low-cost Chinese restaurant for supper and then to the theater 
for a traditional opera. 
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To many, life was as simple as that. They only needed a roof to keep them from the rain or hot 
sun. Mother said that people over here were lucky, because they didn't have to worry about warm 
clothing for winter or about typhoons blowing away their houses. It seemed to Mai that food was 
the matter that most concerned this city. Food vendors were found everywhere on the streets. 
People stood right on the pavement to eat their snacks, a habit never accepted in the North by the so 
called middle-class. Here a lot of women only wore ao ba ba, a pajama like shirt, instead of ao dai, 
to go out on the streets. Actually people did whatever they felt like. They didn't care much about 
business. Most of the big businesses were controlled by foreigners, and the majority of the shops, 
from the low-cost restaurants to the luxurious jewelry stores, were operated by the Chinese. 

"What are you thinking of?" Khang cut off Mai's thought. 
"Oh, nothing, nothing." Actually Mai was curious what his house looked like and wondered if 

his family had only rice and vegetables all the time. From the neighborhood his family lived in, she 
could guess that his was a tin-roofed frame house which turned into an oven under the hot midday 
sun. Mai squeezed his arm and felt that she loved him more for what he had gone through. 

 
 
 
 
II 
 
Along with some of her classmates and thousands of other students, Mai waited anxiously in 

front of a public high school for boys where she had taken the examination two weeks ago. Soon, 
the Chairman of the Examination Committee would come out to read, over the microphone set up 
at the arched entrance of the school, the names of the candidates who had passed the written part. 
Students gathered in groups to talk in order to kill the endless waiting, but they couldn't hide the 
worry on their faces. Each one knew that his future depended on this exam. Listening to her friends 
discuss how they had done, Mai began to worry. She didn't want to remember anything about those 
tests, but prayed that her name would be called in the next few minutes. 

The big clock on the front wall of the school said nine-thirty but still nobody showed up with the 
list of names to be read as the Committee had promised. "Perhaps they haven't finished adding the 
scores up," Mai heard somebody say. Every year, the Ministry of Education had all the hardship of 
organizing these examinations. The students were sent to different centers in the city and teachers 
could be sent from one province to another so they couldn't help or favor their own students. Each 
candidate was assigned a code number so that when a test was checked nobody knew to whom it 
belonged. Each subject was graded by at least two different teachers. The average score was 
multiplied by some pre-determined coefficient and then added to the total score of all the other 
tests. 

In an instant, the thousands of students waiting in the school courtyard held their breath as an 
old, bespectacled teacher appeared with a few sheets of papers in his hand. Mai thought that her 
heart had stopped beating and perhaps the others around her felt the same. Mai had never felt such 
a quietness before. Thousands of eyes were glued on the tall, skinny man. But instead of starting to 
read the names on the list, he slowly put his hand in his pants pocket to pull out a white 
handkerchief. Slowly he wiped one lens of his eyeglasses, and then the other, held them up to 
examine them, and then wiped them again. It was as if he didn't see the crowd in the courtyard 
waiting to know about their fate which he held in his hand. 

Finally he began to read, and each time a name was read, a shout of joy was heard in the crowd. 
Mai wished that they would keep quiet so the others could hear. Mai's heart started to beat faster 
when she heard the man read the first name beginning with the letter N. Her name began with the 
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letter M, and she hadn't heard him call it. As if unsure of her hearing, Mai turned to one of her 
classmate to ask, 

"Did you hear my name?" 
"No, did you hear mine?" her classmate answered with a sad voice. Mai's head went blank, she 

couldn't think of anything. She only wanted to get away from the crowd, to be alone. As Mai 
started to walk away, she heard somebody say, 

"Mai, wait, they're going to post the list, you better read it before leaving." Without looking up, 
Mai stood still. Yes, she should wait to read the list. The man could have skipped a line when he 
read it. Mai built up some hope. As soon as the old teacher finished reading, the students rushed 
toward the entrance to wait for the list to be posted on the wall. It was impossible to get close to the 
wall, so Mai stood far away, waiting for her chance to read it. She tried to fight back her tears, 
seeing the failed candidates leave the school in despair. 

Mai went to the wall where the lists were posted, she read and reread them. She didn't know how 
many times she read, but she couldn't find her name on those white pages. Mai walked away in a 
daze from those impersonal papers locked up in the screened wooden box. 

After leaving the school gate, Mai didn't know where to go. She didn't want to go home to face 
Mother who had so much hope for her. Before the exam day, Mother had even cooked special 
dishes to offer on the ancestors' altar to pray for Mai. Mai knew that there was nobody to blame but 
herself. Perhaps she didn't work hard enough. She had been daydreaming and thinking too much 
about Khang. Every year, several students committed suicide after failing the exam, but Mai knew 
that she would never do that. She felt desperate, and wished that she could be by herself for a while. 
When Mai got home, the whole family was napping except Mother who was waiting for her. 
Seeing Mai's face, Mother knew at once without asking any questions and just said gently, 

"Go wash your face and eat lunch." 
"Yes Mother." 
But instead of eating, Mai went to her room to try to sleep, to forget the whole thing. Many 

students were scolded by their parents for failing the exam even though only about twenty per cent 
of the students in the whole nation passed it each year. Mai was grateful that her family was very 
understanding. Nobody said anything to her. On the contrary, they treated her more nicely than 
before. Mother encouraged her, 

"Take a rest for a few days and try to study again. If you need any private lesson, I'll give you 
money." 

Mai felt so discouraged and ashamed that she didn't want to look at her books again. She just 
wished that Khang would ask her to marry him so she wouldn't have to go to school. But she knew 
that he couldn't, since he was still in school himself and his family could hardly make ends meet, 
much less talk about a wedding. 

Mai tried to stay calm at home, but when she met Khang she couldn't control her tears. Leaning 
over his shoulder, she let her tears stream down his shirt, "Oh, I don't know what my future will be. 
Maybe I can never pass this exam. I feel I have wasted two years for nothing. I should have taken 
the exam to enter the School for Elementary Teachers after I had passed the junior high exam." 
Gently Khang lifted her head up and with his handkerchief he dried her tears, "Be calm. I'll go with 
you to the Ministry of Education to check on your scores to see if they were high enough, which 
I'm sure they are, so you will be allowed to take another exam in the next three months. From these 
scores I'll see what you need to study the most and I'll help you." 

Mai was alarmed, 
"What? Do you mean that I might not be allowed to take another exam this year?" Mai had 

forgotten all about the elimination rules that wiped out all students whose scores were too low. 
"Don't worry, I'm sure your scores weren't that low," Khang assured her. "Oh, I don't know what to 
do, I just want to give up on everything." "No. You have to try your best, and don't give up so 
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easily. Tens of thousand of other students failed, too. I have known many who have taken the exam 
for four or five years straight." 

"You sound like my sister who insisted that we had to go to university. She said that we had lost 
all our money, but we had to follow our grandfather's footsteps and get a good education. She 
thought that it was her duty to help us out, since she was lucky and grew up when the family was 
rich, while we grew up in poverty. But I don't want to be a burden, and if I fail again I don't know 
what I am going to do. With my junior high diploma, I can only take the exam to become a clerk in 
the government; but unless you know somebody, that is very hard because there are so many 
people and just a few openings." 

"Forget about the job for now. Just think about studying hard to pass the exam." Gently he 
squeezed Mai's shoulders, and looking tenderly into her eyes, Khang whispered, 

"Promise me not to cry anymore. Meet me at the Ministry of Education at ten o'clock on 
Monday." 

Mai managed to put on a smile for him, and felt somewhat more assured than before. 
* 

For the next three months, with Khang's help, Mai put all her mind into studying. But sometimes 
Mai felt scared when she thought, "If I fail again or if I pass the written exam but fail the oral, I 
won't have the courage to study all over again for another whole year." Mai tried not to think about 
the negative side but still became nervous about her possible failure. How would Mai face the 
family, especially Mother who had put so much hope on the children? Mother didn't have much to 
look forward to except their future. Mai didn't want to disappoint her, thinking about all the years 
Mother was the first one to wake up in the morning to make sure that her children and 
grandchildren went to their schools on time. 

Mai became more nervous when the exam day came close and it seemed to her that she couldn't 
remember anything she had learned. 

But Mai passed both the written and oral exams! 
To reward her for her efforts, Khang took Mai for the first time to a restaurant outside the city. 

Mai knew that he must have saved up for some time or squeezed some other expenses to give her 
this treat. 

Mai liked this restaurant more than any other she had known, not because of its food but of its 
simple and natural setting which Mai thought was beautiful. It was a simple cottage nestled among 
coconut trees in the middle of rice fields. Diners could have complete privacy in the thatched-
roofed gazebos scattered around. Most of the people who came here were young lovers who didn't 
have much money, but sought privacy. Here one could order a soft drink or a glass of fresh coconut 
milk and sit as long as they wanted to without being disturbed. Mai preferred the atmosphere so 
much that she changed their rendez-vous place from the park to this restaurant. Sitting here, Mai 
could relive her childhood. Leaving the city noises and hustle and bustle behind, she found in here 
the tranquility of the countryside. Mai loved the freshness of the air, the sweet fragrance of the 
green rice plants and the soft whispering of their leaves in the evening breeze. Holding Khang's 
hand, Mai asked, 

"Do you like the countryside?" 
"I don't know, I haven't been in the countryside long enough. We only lived in Mother's village 

for just over a year during the evacuation and then returned to Ha Noi. I was always scared of 
snakes and darkness. I hated to have to go to the out-house at night." 

"Me, too," Mai said with a hearty laugh. "But I wasn't scared of snakes. My brothers and I used 
to pick up sticks to beat snakes whenever we saw one. Sometimes I was scared when a snake got 
away since I often heard that snakes came back to get revenge against those who tried to kill them." 
Holding Mai's hands in his, Khang asked, 

"What do you plan to take in college?" 
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"I don't know, I still have one more year to go and another exam to take. I don't know if I will 
pass the exam or not." 

"I know you will if you study hard from the beginning and pay attention to every subject and not 
read any more novels." 

"That's what my brother said. But how do you know that I read a lot of novels?" "Of course. I 
know everything about you," Khang grinned and softly squeezed her hand and then kissed it. 
Suddenly, looking tenderly in her eyes he asked, "Are you willing 'to convert' to Catholicism?" 

Mai was too surprised to say anything. She had never thought of such a question. She tried to 
avoid a direct answer. 

"It depends," Mai smiled to cover her surprise. 
"Depends on what?" 
"On why I have to shift faith." 
"If I ask you to." 
"What for?" 
"Darling, if we were going to marry, you would have to convert to Catholicism." Mai felt her 

heart pounding so fast as if it was about to jump out of her chest. She didn't know what to say. She 
just stared at Khang, trying to read his mind. Was it a proposal? Was he serious about marrying 
her? He must be since he had thought about the religious matter. She had never thought about this 
before. Mai only knew that she loved him and was happy to be with him. Khang was also quiet. He 
seemed to be waiting for her answer. Mai tried to slow down the fast beating of her heart, and 
debated with herself whether to tell him what she really thought. She was surprised to hear her own 
voice, 

"I wasn't raised a Catholic and don't have faith in your religion. Even if I am willing to become a 
Catholic, that would be only a question of formality and deep down in my heart, I still don't believe 
in it." 

Looking straight into Mai's eyes, Khang said softly, 
"Do you know that I have always adored your honesty? If it was only for my sake, I wouldn't 

care what you believe in. What I care about most is that we love each other and that we would be 
happy together. But that is the way it should be. Besides, I don't want to hurt my mother, who is a 
devout Catholic and who has sacrificed so much for us." 

"I wonder what my family would say if I told them that I may become a Catholic. They have 
always criticized those who adopted Catholicism in order to get a good position in the 
government." 

In the old times, everybody's dream was to become a mandarin. The social classification of 
students, farmers, crafters, and then merchants had been well-observed for generations. At that 
time, the students' goals were to get degrees and be appointed mandarins. Now, everyone's 
aspiration is to become a civil servant. The higher he climbs up the ladder the more money he 
collects, not solely from his salary but also from bribery, corruption and other mysterious sources. 
It seems obvious that in order to get a good position in the government, one has to either come from 
the Central where President Diem came from, or be Catholic. If one can't change his place of birth, 
he at least can change his religion. Thus many high officials have been "converted" to Catholicism. 
Behind their backs, people call their changeover conversion for rice since they didn't do it because 
of faith but for their own profit. "But this is different, you will 'convert' for love, not for money or 
position." "I don't know how Mother would take it. I don't want to hurt her either. But I think she is 
more open-minded now. When she was in the North, she strongly opposed any relative who wanted 
to marry a Catholic." 

"I still have two more years to go, and by that time you will finish one year of college. My 
younger brother and sister will also finish college in the next few years, so I only have to worry 
about one younger sister and two brothers who are still in high school." 
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"You are such a good brother." 
"They were too young to know Father, so Mother and I tried to do our best to make that up to 

them." 
Thinking about Khang's mother, Mai respected her courage and also pitied her. Somehow she 

also felt scared for no clear reason, perhaps thinking about the widowhood that the poor woman 
had lived with for so many years. Mai reached out to hold Khang's arm, and put her head on his 
shoulder. He seemed to sense her feelings, so he tenderly put his arm around her and bent over to 
kiss her forehead. Then so absorbed in his thoughts, he sat quietly while Mai tried to keep her head 
still on his shoulder so as not to disturb him.  

 
 
 
 
III 
 
Mai didn't have time to rest before the new school year started. Every student of this final class 

felt a lot of pressure. If one didn't pass this exam at the end of the year, all his efforts became 
worthless since he would not be considered as having finished senior high school and would have 
to start the whole school year all over again. 

1958 was the first year Mai's school had opened this twelfth grade class for girls. Previously, 
there were very few girls who could stick to school this far. Most of them were eliminated by the 
rough exams, and they stayed home to get married or entered lower level trade schools. Those few 
who could make it were sent to a boys', since the group was too small to form a class. Since Mai 
was so busy with her studies, the year passed by quickly. However, she still found time to see 
Khang at their rendez-vous in the restaurant without the knowledge of her family. Khang never 
mentioned anything again about her "conversion" and neither did Mai. 

* 
After Mai enrolled in the College of Liberal Arts, she felt more confident that she could have 

control of her future. After four years in college, she would able to apply for a teaching job at a 
high school and could help relieve her family of some of their financial burdens. Mai believed that 
although she still didn't have any say in anything, to some extent, her family had started treating her 
more like a grownup. Mother wasn't as strict as before with Mai's schedule. At college, compared 
to her high school years, Mai got too much freedom. There were no more roll calls and the 
classroom was kind of open to the public: everyone could come and go as he wished. In fact, the 
room was always overcrowded. In order to get a chair, one had to come really early, otherwise he 
had to stand up during the whole session. 

Unlike high school where students had known each other for quite a while, where students didn't 
pay attention to politics, here they didn't have enough time to get acquainted, still Mai heard they 
whisper their criticism of the government when they were in small groups. Besides, it was obvious 
that the general public disliked Mr. Nhu, who was President Diem's younger brother, and Mr. Nhu's 
wife. Most people thought that Mr. Diem was a nice man but wasn't shrewd enough to lead the 
country and that he was being manipulated by his brother and his sister-in-law who were 
considered power hungry. People also complained that the country was firmly ruled by Mr. Diem's 
family members. His younger brother Can was believed not to have finished elementary school and 
yet governed the central part of the country like a tyrant. There were also many rumors about Mme. 
Nhu's businesses which were spread by opposition elements such as Communist, pro-Communist, 
pro-French or even the CIA to stir up hatred toward Mr. Diem's family. Most people didn't like 
Mme. Nhu's no-divorce law. They believed that she used her power to protect her sister who was 
married to a lawyer from one of the wealthiest families in the South. The lawyer was once a 
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minister in Mr. Diem's government, but had since left the country, and wanted a divorce. Many 
times Khang warned Mai, 

"A lot of people might have their ears open and may report what they hear." "I know, I think that 
this country is really a police state like a Communist one. I heard that many students in my school 
have been arrested but I didn't know them." 

* 
That very early morning of November 11, 1960, Mai heard gunshots right from the center of the 

city. She soon found out that the shooting took place at The Presidential Palace, only two blocks 
from her school. Out of curiosity, Mai went along with a group of students to check it out. 

The whole scene looked like battle excercise to Mai. A lot of soldiers and tanks positioning at 
the park right in front of the Palace's main gate. More surprising was the presence of many 
civilians. The less daring people stood at The Cathedral one block away from The Palace so they 
would have good shelter, but the young ones stayed close to the soldiers. They crawled along with 
them toward The Palace and then ran back to hide behind the trees when gunshots were fired in 
their direction. People seemed to enjoy the excitement. They knew that it was a coup d'etat 
maneuvered by a group of field officers. And even not knowing who these officers were, the people 
looked enthusiastic and seemed to favor them. 

After staying for a while without seeing any clear results, Mai left, hoping that the coup would 
be successful. 

Far from The Palace, the city was quiet and daily activities went on. When Mai got home, she 
saw Mother anxiously waiting in front of the house. Before Mai could get close, she asked, 

"Did you see your brothers?" 
"No, Mother, where did they go?" 
"They went to see the fighting at The Palace." 
Mai didn't say anything. She pretended that she didn't know about the fighting over there. She 

believed that her brothers were among the young men who stuck close to the soldiers. Suddenly 
Mai felt scared when she realized that it could be dangerous. She hadn't thought about it when she 
took shelter behind a tree in the park. In fact nobody out there seemed to be scared. Mai went inside 
the house to avoid being questioned by Mother. She came out when she heard her brothers' voices, 

"It's a coup d'etat! It's a coup d'etat! They took over The Radio Station." They were very excited, 
and their voices could be heard throughout the whole neighborhood. 

"Why don't you turn on the radio, Mother?" asked one of the children. Mother was also excited 
and forgot to mention their going to the scene of the fighting. Perhaps she felt relief that they were 
home safely. Mother stayed close to the radio to follow the development of the coup. Like most 
people, she was very disappointed when she heard the coup was crushed by the government forces. 
Mother had been a strong supporter of Mr. Diem, but, perhaps influenced by public opinion, she 
didn't like the other members of his family. 

It was rumored that Mr. Diem was out of touch with reality. Before holding the highest position 
in the nation, he had left the country and had lived in a seminary abroad for three years, so it was 
doubtful that he understood his countrymen's lives and thoughts. It was said that he once gave his 
old servant an amount of money, enough to buy a bowl of noodle soup. He told the old man that he 
could buy anything he wanted to, thinking the money still had the same value as the time he was a 
young mandarin many decades long ago. People also said that he privately wished to be considered 
as an emperor with absolute power and complete obedience from everybody. For all that, he was 
often cheated by his entourage. One time when he went to visit a resettlement camp, fresh cut 
branches were transported from afar and stuck in the ground to make the area look prosperous. The 
soil was actually uncultivatable and people wanted to move away. 
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After the abortive coup, the atmosphere became more tense. More oppositionists were arrested 
and everyone was more careful about what they said, since people felt the presence of the secret 
police everywhere. 

Mr. Nhu had formed a party which would be a counterpart to the Communist party, except for 
the lack of devotion and fanaticism of its members. Besides a small group of Mr. Nhu's loyalists, 
most of the party members had joined involuntarily because they all were civil servants and were 
afraid of losing their jobs. People whispered that Mr. Nhu was a tricky and cruel man who was on 
the same level with the Communists. Many people accepted his anti-Communist campaign, but 
they couldn't take his treatment of Nationalist opposition elements. It was rumored that he usually 
came to witness the torture of his key opposition leaders. 

* 
Mai always remembered Mother's and Khang's frequent warnings, "Be careful about what you 

do and say. If you are on the black list, your future will be ruined since you will not have a chance 
to have a job with the government." Mai knew that government jobs had always been the best 
choice for everybody. She also knew that literature and history, the subjects that she would teach, 
were in low demand in private schools. There, the study of math, physics, and chemistry was 
stressed in order to pass the exams. 

Mai always respected Khang's maturity. Perhaps it was due to his hard life and early 
responsibility toward his family that he developed his carefulness. Following his advice, Mai never 
discussed politics at school and always left whenever some student started criticizing something the 
government had done. Most students did their best to stay uninvolved for fear of being baited by 
government lackeys. It seemed that the school was divided into three different groups. One 
included children of the government officials that their school mates assumed as pro-government, 
while another was anti-government. Perhaps due to cowardice, Mai belonged to the third group: the 
uncommitted one comprised of the students who were only concerned about their studies. 

* 
Mai was happy when Khang graduated from school, but felt very sad when she learned that he 

was assigned to a province far from Sai Gon. The day before he left for his new job, Khang had to 
comfort Mai many times when she put her head on his shoulder to sob silently, "Don't worry, 
darling, it isn't too far away, I'll come home to see you as often as I can." 

Mai didn't want to tell Khang, but she worried that she might lose him to some beautiful young 
woman in the province or a nurse who was going to work alongside him. Mai was afraid that he 
would soon forget about her when he couldn't see her very often. People often said that out of sight, 
out of mind, and Mai really saw some truth in it. However, Mai felt a little reassured when Khang 
said, "I have to work for a while to save money to buy Mother a comfortable house before we can 
get married. If we get married right away, I won't be able to help my family much." 

Mai felt hurt when she realized that he cared more for his family than for her. But thinking it 
over, she believed that he was a very good man, since after all, it was his family that he had lived 
with all his life, while he had only known her for a few years. Mai was also happy when she knew 
that Khang was serious about her and had a clear plan for their marriage. Holding her hand in his, 
Khang added, 

"I will ask Kim's parents to be matchmakers and talk to your parents about our marriage." 
"How about your mother? Have you talked to her about me?" 
"No, not yet, but I think she will be happy to have you as her daughter-in-law." Holding up 

Mai's hand to caress it, Khang said, 
"After we get married we will settle in the province, and you can teach there. I know that you 

have always loved living in the countryside." Mai looked up at Khang's face and grinned, 
"I still do, provided it is not too far from the city. I have gotten used to the convenience of 

running water and electricity." 
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Mai remembered when she lived in the village, people had to use river water. Only the wealthy 
households could afford to build reservoirs to store rain water for their year-round use. In her mind, 
Mai drew up her simple dream house in the middle of a big yard full of fruit trees and surrounded 
by a bamboo hedge to make it look more cozy. Since her childhood, Mai had always loved the 
bamboo hedges surrounding every house and every village. Mai would remember forever the green 
hedge in front of her house, always well trimmed by Mr. Thin. Mai felt the security that the hedges 
provided. She considered the tall, thick hedges the fortresses for the houses. They protected the 
houses during the flood and typhoon season. Many houses were swept from their foundations by 
the floods but were kept from floating away by the hedges. 

In her mind, Mai still saw the beautiful picture of hundreds of storks as they returned in the early 
evening to their nests in the bamboo hedges. Mai wished that she could paint those beautiful white 
birds flying in the tranquil, grayish-blue sky; their white, feathered beauty landing and decorating 
the dark green hedges. Their arrival at the hedge stirred up the corner of the yard for a while before 
night fell over the quiet village. Watching them standing close to each other in the bamboo trees, 
Mai fancied that they were chattering about their experiences of the day. 

Mai remembered that the servants often came to steal the birds' eggs to eat when they were 
away. Mother had always asked them to leave the birds alone because she believed that birds live in 
good land. 

Mai suddenly felt homesick. She wished that the Communists had never been around so she 
could return to her native village where she could teach the children of her tenants. Then with the 
money she would have inherited, she could open a free dispensary where Khang could treat sick 
villagers. All her life Mai had felt sentimental about her village. She also regretted that she couldn't 
keep her promise to let Nanny live with her when she got married. Mai wondered if Nanny was still 
alive. She hadn't heard anything about her for a long time, since the Communists had cut off postal 
relations between the North and the South. Mai still had in her mind the scene of Nanny hanging up 
Mother's cream-colored silk blouse in the front courtyard one day. Nanny carefully shook the water 
off the blouse instead of squeezing it and blew into the sleeves to make them straighten up. 
Watching her, Mai believed that Nanny must like the blouse very much because she took such good 
care of it. Mai told herself that when she grew up she would buy Nanny a silk blouse. But she 
hadn't had a chance to give Nanny anything yet, including the coffin that Nanny had talked so much 
about. "What are you thinking about?" 

Khang's question brought her back to the present. 
"Oh, I was wishing that we were still in the North." 
"Well, then we would not have had a chance to meet each other." "That's right," Mai smiled at 

Khang and squeezed his hand.  
 
 
 
 
IV 
 
After Khang left for his post in the province, he came back to Sai Gon every few months to see 

his family and Mai. 
Mai felt more assured of his love for her when Khang saw her every time he came home. 

However, she was very worried whenever she heard that a bus or a government vehicle was blown 
up by a mine, or that a government official or military officer just disappeared. Mai longed to see 
Khang as much as possible, but on the other hand, she didn't want him to ride back and forth to Sai 
Gon too often, since the more he traveled, the more risks he took. She often warned Khang, 

"Be careful! Don't take the early bus in the morning or the late one in the afternoon." 
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This was a precaution that everyone thought of because sometimes a bus or a vehicle would be 
stopped and certain passengers were taken away by unknown people. Although the inter-provincial 
buses didn't need a convoy as they did during the war, the scattered terrorism made people feel 
insecure. "I know. Don't worry. The route is safe. No bus has ever been blown up or stopped yet," 
Khang assured Mai. 

When the country was divided, the Communists were supposed to withdraw their troops, cadres, 
and weapons north of the 17th parallel. But in reality, they buried their weapons and planted their 
cadres in the South. A few years after the division of Viet Nam, it was fairly safe to travel 
anywhere in the country. It seemed too good to be true when, during those few short years, 
gunshots were not heard in the country where war had been a fact of life for a decade. 

But now, safety was something of the past. Now, the Communists showed their presence by 
carrying out terrorist activities in various places in the country. It was almost impossible to be safe 
from these terrorist acts, since they could occur at any place and at any time. Still, Sai Gon was 
considered a sanctuary. 

* 
One day Mai went to see Kim. Mai was reading a magazine while waiting for her. She heard 

Kim's voice before her approaching footsteps, 
"Hey, Mai, did you know that Khang is going to get married?" "Get married? Who told you so?" 
Mai's heart started beating faster and faster. 
"His mother told my mother last week." 
Mai stared at Kim trying to find out how much she knew about the love between Khang and her. 

Mai had never confided in Kim, but it was obvious that she knew about it. 
Mai thought that she saw a quick expression of sadness on Kim's face while she tried to act 

natural. Mai sensed that something was wrong but didn't know how to put it into a question. 
"Have you finished reading the book I loaned you yet?" asked Kim as she tried to change the 

subject. 
That made Mai more suspicious. She had just seen Khang last month, and he didn't say anything 

to her about marriage. If he was planning their wedding, he should have let her know in advance, so 
she could study cathechism and prepare for her change of faith. Why did he tell his mother before 
he told Mai? She remembered he told her that he would save money to buy his mother a decent 
house before he could think about marriage. 

"Kim, did you see Khang the last time he came home, about a month ago?" "Yes, he brought us 
some mangoes. Why?" 

"Did he say anything to you about his marriage?" 
"No." 
Mai actually wanted to ask, "Who is he going to marry?" but somehow she couldn't say the 

words. Instead she said, 
"Did his mother say when the wedding is to be?" 
"No, she said that they would try to get him transferred to Sai Gon first." "How could that be 

done? He has only been there for a year." "They will pay to get him transferred." 
"Where will they get the money?" 
Kim looked straight into Mai's eyes. She seemed to struggle with herself to decide whether or 

not to tell Mai. Perhaps seeing the pleading in Mai's eyes, Kim made up her mind to be frank. 
Mai heard her soft voice. 
"Do you remember Thi who was in the same grade with us when we were in high school?" 
"Yes, what about her?" 
Kim was hesitant. She glanced at Mai. 
"Go ahead, tell me," Mai said anxiously. 
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"Her parents will pay for Khang to be transferred to Sai Gon and when he marries her, they will 
give them a house and money to open an office. They will also pay for him to be discharged from 
the army." 

Mai was stunned. Her mind went blank. She sat motionless on the chair and stared at Kim. She 
saw a look of pity on Kim's face. She suddenly felt resentful toward her, as if Kim was the cause of 
the bad news yet she knew that it was unreasonable to feel that way. 

Kim seemed to realize that she had made a mistake, so sat quietly, glancing at the cover of a 
magazine on the coffee table. 

Mai felt that something was stuck in her throat, so she picked up the tea cup from the table. 
When she brought it to her mouth, she felt tears rolling uncontrollably down her cheeks. She looked 
down into the cup to hide her face. Tears dripped onto the cup and the saucer. After a few sips of 
tea mixed with her own tears, Mai put the cup down. She wanted to be alone. After drying her 
cheeks with a handkerchief, Mai stood up and told Kim softly, "I have to go." 

Kim didn't say anything. She just stood up and followed Mai to the door. Out on the street, Mai 
didn't know where to go, but she didn't want to go home, since it was Saturday afternoon and 
everybody was there. Mai didn't want anybody to notice her sadness. 

When Mai passed the tamarind tree where Khang had waited for her the first time, she suddenly 
thought about the park where they had met so often. She believed that at the park she could be 
alone to think about what had happened. * 

When Mai arrived, many children were playing on the playground. Mai hadn't been here for 
quite a while, but its familiar scenes still recalled her memories. When she was here with Khang, 
she had planned that they would bring their children to this park to let them play while Khang and 
she would sit on the same bench where they had sat close to each other for the first time. The bench 
was vacant, so Mai walked up there to sit by herself. Watching the children swinging and sliding 
Mai thought, "Some day Khang will bring his children here as we had planned, but they will be his 
only, not mine. Perhaps he won't have to bring them here because Thi's house has a huge yard 
where they can set up a playground for their children." 

Mai felt sad and angry at the same time. She thought that she had been cheated. She wondered if 
Khang also had been seeing Thi during the same time he was seeing her. Did he also take her to the 
same restaurant and sit in the gazebo to talk about their future? Did he also hold her hands and 
caress them as he had done with hers? 

"Why didn't he tell me the truth?" wondered Mai. She didn't even bother to wipe away the tears 
running down her cheeks. Mai thought perhaps Khang looked down on her because she went out 
with him, even though they didn't do anything more than hold hands and kiss quickly. For many old 
fashioned families that was too much, since many girls only met their husbands-to-be a few times 
before their wedding, and those who went out together were always accompanied by a younger 
brother or sister. 

Mai thought money was the main factor in the whole thing. She had honestly told Khang that 
her family didn't have money. Mother and Sister had to put money together to buy a house, and the 
whole family had lived on the salaries of her Big Brothers and Sister. If she and Khang got married, 
they would have to start by themselves without any help from either family. But when Khang 
married Thi, he would instantly get a house, a car, and an office, the fortune of a lifetime's work. 

Many young men with their degrees, especially those with medical ones, were often fortunate 
enough to marry wealthy girls. Through the matchmakers, the rich families, most of them "nouveau 
riche", advertised their daughters' dowries. More often than not, these families had a lot of money 
but no degree, so they needed a highly-educated son-in-law in order not to be looked down upon. 
Many of these families had been cheated by shrewd young men, especially those who returned 
from abroad without any degree but falsified their diplomas. People often jokingly called them 
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dancing professors, since, while living abroad, they didn't study seriously, but only learned how to 
dance. Still, many had high respect for the returnees from France. 

Thi's family was one of these "nouveau riche". At high school, Mai had heard many girls talking 
a lot about her. They said that she had the gestures and airs of a country girl, no matter how she 
tried to. In fact, she was too dressed up for a high school girl. At that time, almost nobody wore 
makeup to school, and very few could afford to go to a beauty salon more than once every six 
months to have a permanent. Thi had her hair fixed neatly every week at a beauty shop. She wore a 
lot of makeup and expensive clothes, and while most of the girls rode bicycles to school, Thi was 
driven in an American car. They also commented on her country accent which couldn't be hidden. 
Strangely, these country folks had a special way of mixing up their letters. They could pronounce 
clearly every letter but exchanged one sound for another, such as 'th' sound for 's' and 'l' sound for 
'n'. Thus, when they wanted to say 'turn on the light', they would say 'turn on the night', and 'good 
night' would become 'good light'. Even many highly educated people couldn't get rid of this country 
accent. Sometimes Mai felt thankful that she didn't speak like that and wondered when she lost that 
accent, since she was born and raised in the countryside, too. 

To Mai, Thi was a beautiful girl. She had a very smooth, bronze complexion and a tall, strongly 
built body. To some old-fashioned minds, Thi was too tall for a woman and her skin wasn't white 
enough to be called beautiful. But Mai thought that people were just jealous of Thi's wealth. They 
said that her father was a poor barber with a small shop in a rural district who, one day by chance, 
dug up a jar full of gold in his back yard and thus became rich. Now he had a jewelry store in a 
first-rate shopping area in front of the central market. His family lived in a big two-story house with 
a two-car garage and separate servants quarters, surrounded by a huge yard and an iron fence in the 
most prestigious residential quarter in the city. 

Mai remembered that at school she had casually chatted with Thi several times and had thought 
that she was nice, not snobbish as some girls had said. Mai hadn't talked to her since Thi flunked 
the exam and stayed home to help her parents take care of the store. 

Mai had never thought much of Thi until this day when she was challenged by her in this way. 
But Mai told herself, "No, there is no comparison here since I'm not pretty and my family doesn't 
have any money. Why not forget the whole thing as if it had never happened?" No harm had been 
done, except for the hurt she now felt. 

 
Mai was glad that nobody knew, except Kim, and she believed that Kim would never talk about 

it. 
Suddenly Mai felt such relief, like a heavy object had been lifted off her chest and she could 

breathe more easily. She believed that she had found a solution for herself. She would never see 
Khang again and if by any coincidence they met again, she would greet him as a casual 
acquaintance. 

As Mai sat there watching two little boys and their sister on top of the slide, she guessed they 
must be one year apart since one was taller than the other by a head. Each tried to be the first to 
slide down. Their mother had to interfere, "Let your little brother go first." 

Mai thought how simple children's happiness could be. The little boy could be on top of the 
world just because he was ahead of his brother and sister. Mai told herself, "I am not going to let 
this bring me down. I have to move on and prove that I can make it on my own. Some day I will 
bring my children here to play, too." 

As she stood up, Mai realized she had picked up some leaves and had torn them into small 
pieces. She left the park, still hearing the happy laughter of the children behind her. 

* 
That night when Mai went to bed, she couldn't help but think about Khang and herself again. It 

wasn't easy to obey one's reason. 
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Mai wondered if she would still have Khang if her family still had money. People often said that 
money couldn't bring happiness, but Mai thought that in her case it would. 

Mai believed that her sister was much luckier. Sister was not only prettier but had also grown up 
when the family was wealthy. She had gotten the beautiful clothes she wanted while Mai had to 
wear her hand-me-down's. Sister got all gold jewelry when she became a teenager; and the only 
piece of jewelry Mai ever had was a sterling silver chain given to her by her sister, which she lost. 
Mai hadn't thought much of the loss of the family's fortune before, since nobody in the family 
complained about it. Mai had been content with what the family had provided her, and she believed 
that she had as much as most of her friends did. She had enough clothes to wear, a bike to ride to 
school, and money to buy books whenever she needed. In fact, the family even ate better and more 
city dishes now than when they had money. Perhaps having realized that her huge fortune, obtained 
through a whole life of saving and building, had vanished in just a twist of fate, Mother decided 
that saving money was not important anymore. In addition, Mother was also influenced by the way 
of life of the people in this city. 

Now, for the first time, Mai felt the value of money. She realized that with a high school 
teacher's salary, it would take her over thirty years to save enough to buy a small row house in a 
working class neighborhood. 

Mai often heard her sister and brothers criticize those who forgot about their pride to run after 
money and position. She looked at the women who followed Mme. Nhu as the flatterers at court in 
an old play. Mai thought that they didn't have any dignity when they surrounded her or sat with her 
on the viewing stands. They acted like they were small and inferior to her. Mai thought she would 
never flatter anybody for anything. But now she realized what an important part money played in 
life. Money is money, no matter how one gets it. Many people believed that Thi's father became 
rich through smuggling between the French and the Communist zones, and to cover this up, he 
spread the news that he had found a jar of gold. No matter how he got the money, he could now use 
it to buy anything money could buy, even happiness for his children. 

The war had changed the value of this society. Previously, one was respected for his education 
and integrity, but now the value of a person was measured by the amount of money he had. 

Thinking it over, Mai realized that it would be unfair to Khang and his family if he married her. 
He and his mother had worked hard and sacrificed a lot for their family, and now they should have 
a chance to have an easy life. Mai had often read and dreamed about love in a thatched hut, 
describing the romantic life of poor young lovers who found happiness in their poverty. But she 
didn't believe that such happiness really existed. Mai thought about a friend who fell madly in love 
at the age of sixteen, and threatened to commit suicide when her parents refused to let her marry the 
man she loved. A few years later, Mai came to see her in her hot, tin-roofed frame house in the 
slum. She was shocked to find the young and pretty girl she knew turned into a gaunt, hollow-
cheeked woman. When she entered the room, Mai was almost suffocated by the strong urine odor 
in the hot weather. She had to use a paper hand-fan to relieve the terrible smell and keep from 
throwing up. It seemed that her friend and her two little children didn't smell a thing. Perhaps they 
were used to it. Mai felt sorry for her friend, and believed that there wasn't anything romantic about 
her life anymore. She must mourn her mistake, but there wasn't anybody to blame except for 
herself. So Mai wasn't surprised to hear that her friend divorced her husband a few years after. 

Mai believed that if she married Khang, someday he would come to regret it, when he needed 
money or when he saw how wealthy his friends were. Mai knew that she wouldn't be able to stand 
it if Khang blamed her. 

But Mai still felt hurt thinking about the day when Khang would hold Thi in his arms and 
whisper in her ear that he loved only her, and when they would sit in their chauffeured car and see 
Mai walking or riding by on her bike. Tears ran down her cheeks and soaked her pillow. Why did 
women have to suffer so much? She thought about the famous woman poet who wasn't pretty but 
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was too proud to marry someone less talented. When came to an age that she couldn't be choosy 
any more, the poet had to become a mandarin's concubine. She then wrote many poems expressing 
the hurt feelings of a concubine and the longing for love. As for Mai, she thought that she could be 
happy being Khang's mistress. Now Mai didn't see any household with more than one wife. 
Monogamy was the law. Though many men, especially the wealthy ones, still had mistresses. In 
many cases the wives knew, but accepted the status quo. 

Mai wouldn't want Khang for his money or degree; she only wanted his love. She would still 
teach and wouldn't take any money from him, but live as his secret mistress. She would wait for 
him to marry Thi and then come to talk this over with him. Since he had nothing to lose, Mai 
believed that he would accept her idea. 

But how would her family take it, Mai wondered. Perhaps they might think it would be a 
disgrace to them. And how would Thi react when she found out? She could come to ask Mai to 
leave them alone or she might come to fight. Mai didn't believe that Thi loved Khang as much as 
she did, but Thi would do it to protect her pride and her money. And if Thi didn't do it, her mother 
would. * 

Mai knew what type of woman Thi's mother was. In her own interest, she could be a sweet lady, 
but she could also quickly turn into a witch. Mai had met many businesswomen like her who had 
emigrated from the North only a few years ago, but had taken over most of the retail stores in the 
good section of Sai Gon. Most of these women hadn't even finished grammar school, but ran their 
businesses and their families single-handed. They had a talent for boasting about their children as 
well as their wealth. 

Some of their boasting backfired though, such as the time a jewelry store owner, who had a 
daughter that was ugly, yet, thanks to the sweet talk of a matchmaker - also a businesswoman 
herself - found a groom with a degree from France. The wedding reception was attended by 
hundreds of people at the biggest restaurant in town. After the nuptial night, the handsome groom 
disappeared along with the bride's diamond jewelry. It was all the talk among these businesswomen 
for a while. People even said that the groom falsified his degree. They also said he got all fake 
diamonds. 

Mai believed that Thi's mother would do anything to protect her money. In everybody's eyes, 
Mai would be accused of stealing Thi's husband and money. Her mother could hire somebody to 
beat up Mai. Suddenly Mai felt scared. Not long ago, a colonel's wife had hired someone to splash 
a bottle of acid into the face of her husband's girlfriend, a beautiful dancing girl. Looking at a 
picture of the beautiful young woman with big brilliant eyes and a radiant smile taken before the 
incident, and one taken afterwards showing her bowing her head to hide her shapeless face full of 
scars and her eyes almost blinded, Mai couldn't believe how cruel people could be. Again she 
remembered Mother saying that if one did something wrong to somebody, someday he or his 
children would suffer the consequences. Or he would pay for it in his next life in the reincarnation 
cycle. This theory explained why some good people suffered all the misfortunes in the world, while 
the crooked ones enjoyed luck and happiness. Obviously, the bad ones had done a lot of good deeds 
in their previous lives. This strong belief made many people think carefully before doing anything 
bad. Now the war seemed to change the people's mind. Not many people seemed to care anymore 
about their next lives. They seemed to care only about their pleasures in this present existence. 

"No," Mai told herself, "I couldn't deal with those people. I have to give up the idea of becoming 
Khang's mistress. Perhaps time will heal my wound." Mai suddenly wished that her mother had 
married her to one of those young men whose families came to ask for marriage when she was only 
a teenager and her family still had money. Then Mai would have become a wife, content with her 
role, instead of suffering from the loss of her first love. Mai's head hurt terribly, and the tick tock of 
the old clock in the room sounded too loud in the quietness of the night. The sounds vibrated in 
Mai's head. She wished that she could slip into a dead sleep and forget everything. She put her head 
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on one end of her pillow and pulled up the other to cover her head to keep from hearing the 
sickening, monotonous sounds. Mai found that her pillow was soaked with tears. Her mind went 
blank, and she fell asleep, exhausted. * 

Out of curiosity, Mai passed by Thi's jewelry store many times to see her sitting behind the 
mirrored display case full of gold glittering under the bright lights. Thi herself was also a display, 
since gold necklace, earrings, bracelets and rings were hung on her, a complete new set everyday. 
With her heavy makeup, bright outfit, and neat hairdo, she looked like a mannequin. Mai thought 
that Thi exhibited bad taste, showing off her wealth that way. It could be Mai's jealousy that 
distorted her fair opinion, and sometimes Mai felt that she was wrong to have such feelings of 
dislike toward Thi who had been innocent in the whole arrangement. But Mai couldn't help it. She 
passed by the store and then felt depressed. The only thing that Mai would have, but Thi couldn't, 
was the piece of paper called a diploma. And what would that paper bring to its holder? A job with 
enough money to live on, while with her wealth, Thi could marry any man with a high degree and 
could be proud having both m oney and a diploma. 

So far, Mai had done rather well during the day. But at night, before she went to sleep, Mai 
always thought of what would happen in a few months, Khang would be sleeping in the same bed 
as Thi, his arms around her body, and would completely forget about Mai. The image burned in 
her, and she cried herself to sleep. 

 
 
 
 
V 
 
Several weeks later, Mai was walking out of the school along with her friends when she saw 

Khang standing behind the tamarind tree on the other side of the street where he usually came to 
wait for her. His unexpected appearance stunned Mai. She didn't know what to do but stood still. 
Her friends were surprised and turned back to ask, 

"What's wrong?" 
"Nothing, nothing. Oh, I think I left a book in class. You go ahead. I'll go back to get it." 
"Hurry up, we'll wait for you here." 
"No, don't wait for me. You go on ahead." 
Mai quickly turned her back to avoid being seen by Khang. She felt that she couldn't walk as 

fast as she wanted to. Her hands and legs were shaking. Mai tried to calm herself, "There is nothing 
to be afraid of. You have not done anything wrong. What can he do to you?" 

Mai hurried back to the building. She felt calmer once inside. She believed that Khang hadn't 
seen her. Mai stood still in front of the bulletin board as if reading a memo posted there. She tried 
to regain her composure before slipping out of the back door of the building leading to another 
street. While sitting on the bus on the way home, many questions arose in her head. Why did 
Khang want to see her? What would he say to her? Would he pretend that everything was okay, or 
would he tell her that he still loved her but was going to marry Thi to please his mother because Thi 
was a Catholic? Mai wished that she had the courage to face Khang and find out the truth. She 
wanted to get off the bus and go back to meet him for the last time. She wanted to tell him that she 
didn't have any hard feelings towards him and wished him all the happiness in the world. No, the 
truth was that Mai wanted to cry on his shoulder releasing all the sorrow and suffering confined in 
her heart during the last several weeks. Mai wanted to go back with Khang to the park where he 
had told her he loved her for the first time and where they had sat together for so many afternoons 
to talk about their future life together. Mai wanted to go back to all the places filled with good 
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memories one last time before separating on good terms and still considering each other friends. 
Mai wished to be embraced and assured that she had been loved with sincerity. 

Mai wondered whether Khang had known about his mother's arrangement for a long time but 
hadn't told her. No, she couldn't see Khang again. The last meeting might make the separation 
difficult for them both. Mai knew that it would be best for her to try to forget about Khang and 
concentrate on her studies. 

* 
Kim came to see Mai the very next Saturday afternoon. Waiting until Mai's mother left the 

room, Kim looked around before whispering,  
"Khang wants to see you. He is at my house. You can tell your mother that you are going go to a 

movie with me." 
Mai's heart started beating faster but she tried her best to be natural, "Why does he want to see 

me?" 
"I don't know. He said that he came to wait for you in front of your school until everybody left 

but he didn't see you. He was afraid that you were sick or something, so he asked me to come here." 
"Oh, yes, I had a terrible headache, so I left early yesterday," Mai lied to Kim. 
"But please tell Khang that I cannot see him." 
"Why not?" 
"I don't know. I can't explain, but just tell him so." 
"You're crazy. I thought you loved him." 
"I don't want to talk about it anymore, okay?" 
Kim looked at Mai with surprise, perhaps because of the firmness in Mai's voice. Mai felt bad 

about her abruptness. 
"Would you care for tea, Kim?" Mai changed the subject. 
"No, I must go now," She lowered her voice,  
"Khang is going to have supper with us tonight and will leave for the province tomorrow. If you 

change your mind, come to my house." 
"No. I won't." 
After Kim left, Mai tried not to think about Khang, but it was impossible. She wondered what he 

wanted to say to her. For love of him, she wanted to see him but because of her pride, she didn't 
want to face him. She didn't want him to feel sorry for her because she wasn't pretty and didn't have 
any money. Mai wished that Khang would hurry and go back to the province and stay there, so she 
wouldn't have to meet him again. 

Sometimes, Mai believed that she couldn't understand her own feelings. She had refused to see 
Khang, yet every Friday afternoon, when she walked through the school door, she glanced at the 
familiar tamarind tree to see if Khang was standing behind it waiting for her. 

Mai felt relieved that she didn't have to hide from him, but at the same time disappointed that he 
wasn't there because that meant he didn't care for her anymore. 

* 
It had been five months since Mai last saw Khang. Now that she could think about the whole 

thing more calmly, she still believed that she had done the right thing by not seeing Khang again. 
Mai even avoided coming to see Kim for fear of meeting him there. But Kim informed her that 
Thi's family was negotiating the amount of money they would have to pay to have Khang 
transferred to Sai Gon. The amount of the bribe was almost equal to the price of a two-story row 
house. This money would be divided up among the involved officials and officers, proportionate to 
their positions and ranks. 

The money was also proportional to the rank of the person to be transferred. The higher the rank, 
the greater the bribe. Since Khang was a doctor, it would be very hard to have him transferred 
quickly, unless one pulled the right strings. 
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Many young men had to conceal their high school diplomas in order to be drafted into the army 
as enlisted men so they could be transferred more easily to the safer zones. Most of the naturalized 
Vietnamese of Chinese origin who were drafted were assigned to the senior officers' households as 
cooks or houseboys. In addition to the initial bribes, sometimes these soldiers not only didn't collect 
salaries, but also paid their connections more money each month to prolong their staying in the safe 
cities. The Chinese had been well-known as men of their word. They usually trusted each other. In 
many cases, even in big businesses, they seldom signed any contract but made oral agreements. 
Thus, the Vietnamese officials and officers felt much safer dealing with the Chinese because they 
knew very well that the Chinese, even if being cheated, would never disclose their identities. 

* 
It was almost dark when Kim came to Mai's. 
Mai was surprised when she was told by her nephew that Kim was waiting for her at the gate. 
"Why didn't you invite Aunt Kim in?" 
"I did, but she didn't want to come in, Aunt." 
When Mai went to the front yard, she called out to Kim,  
"Hey, what makes you come so late? Come on in." 
Mai didn't hear Kim's reply. Coming to the gate, she saw Kim standing quietly by her 

motorcycle. Mai sensed that something was wrong but still said,  
"Why don't you come in?" 
"No," Kim's head still bent down slightly. She slowly looked up at Mai and softly said, 
"I want to talk to you." 
Mai still kept her eyes on Kim's face, and in the twilight, she thought she read sadness in it. Mai 

just waited for Kim to say what she came to say.  
"About Khang." 
Mai was stunned to hear the name, but she didn't have time to think of anything before Kim 

quickly added, 
"He is dead." 
Mai stared at Kim and her head went blank. Still staring at Kim, Mai held firmly to the fence to 

support herself before she could talk. 
"What? What did you say?" Her voice trembled. 
"Yes, he is dead." 
"But how?"  
Mai felt her mouth go dry and her head went numb. She just wanted to sit down and escape into 

unconsciousness. Somehow she didn't believe what Kim said. There must be a mistake. Mai even 
forgot what she had said to Kim just a few minutes ago. Then again she heard Kim's voice like an 
echoed whisper,  

"Did you read the newspaper two days ago about the ambulance blown up by a mine?" 
Mai nodded her head quietly and looked at Kim to question her silently,  
"What about it?" 
"He was in that ambulance, bringing a patient to a bigger hospital in the nearby province." 
So it was cruelly true. He was killed. Mai tasted salty tears in her mouth. Kim said, 
"The funeral will be at nine o'clock Sunday morning. Come to my house tomorrow."  
Mai didn't say anything. Her lips were stuck together and she didn't even try to open her mouth. 
"Mai, go inside. I've got to go," Kim told her. 
Mai just blankly stared at her and then heard the boom, boom, boom sound as Kim started to 

crank up her motorbike. She saw Kim ride further and further away down the street. She turned to 
close the gate and went through the carport to her room to avoid being seen. Mai locked the door 
and laid down on her bed weeping. 
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It seemed unreal. She hoped it was not true. Somebody must have made a mistake. Yes, Mai had 
read about the ambulance that had been blown up. The story didn't say who was in it. Mai didn't 
pay much attention to that kind of news. Terrorist activities had been escalating so much that such 
news had become routine. Mai didn't have the slightest idea Khang could have been in that 
ambulance. What was he doing in there? How could an ambulance be ambushed? Wasn't there a 
rule that spared medical vehicles in any kind of war? People often said that one usually could sense 
that something was wrong when a loved one was in trouble. But Mai hadn't felt anything different 
the morning the accident happened while she was in class. Mai remembered the last time Khang 
had waited for her behind the tree across from the school. She didn't have a chance to see his face. 
Was he mad at her for avoiding him? Oh, how sorry she felt that she hadn't met him that last time! 

Did Khang know why she didn't want to see him? What did he want to talk to her about? Mai 
knew that her cheeks, ears, and pillow were soaked with tears. She didn't bother to turn her head 
towards the dry corner of the pillow. 

* 
Mai walked into Kim's living room. Somebody was sitting on a chair with the back to the door 

and Mai couldn't see who it was. After taking a few steps closer, Mai saw Khang's head, so she 
turned to the door and quickly walked to the sidewalk. She heard the quick steps behind her and 
then somebody firmly grasped her wrist. She turned around and it was Khang. His face was so sad. 
His big, dark brown eyes seemed filled with tears. He didn't say anything to Mai but just held her 
hands and sadly looked into her eyes. Mai had never seen such sadness in his eyes before. But 
remembering that he was going to marry Thi, Mai pulled her hands back. Khang refused to let her 
go so her hands were hurt by his firm grip. 

"Let go of me. You are hurting my hands." 
Mai woke up, and she noticed that her cheek was pressing on her hands on her pillow. Perhaps 

before she fell asleep, she had placed her hands to cover the wet pillow. 
The room was dark and quiet. Mai wondered how long she had slept. She raised her head to look 

at the clock and realized that her head felt heavy, like she was coming down with a cold. She 
dropped her head on the pillow and tried not to think of anything. However, Mai couldn't help but 
think that in a few more hours, she would have to see Khang's body with her own eyes, and would 
have to admit that he was dead. 

Mai then realized that she hadn't even asked Kim where his body was. Could they have made a 
mistake in identifying the body? The vehicle could have been so badly smashed up that it was 
impossible to identify the victims. He might not be dead. Could he have jumped out or been thrown 
off the ambulance and captured by the Communists? 

Mai built up her hope. She knew that it would be terrible to be captured by the Communists who 
would savagely torture him, but at least, he would have a chance to survive. He could escape and 
Mai would have the chance to meet him again and beg for his forgiveness. She would tell him the 
truth, that she had always loved him but had to stay away so he could marry Thi to make his mother 
happy. Mai waited anxiously for morning to come so she could see Kim to find out if what she 
believed was true. 

* 
Mai went to Kim's house with all of her hopes built up. But when she walked into the room, Mai 

knew that hope was futile. Kim was sitting quietly by herself. The armchair looked too big for her. 
She had a sad expression on her face and that made her look like Khang. She looked up at Mai and 
slowly said,  

"My mother stayed at his house last night." 
This was the cruel fact that Mai had to accept, but she still couldn't believe it. Looking sadly at 

Kim, she asked, 
"Have they brought him back?" 
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"Yes, yesterday." 
"Have you seen him?" 
"No, they brought him straight to the cemetery. Mother said the casket was sealed." 
Mai stared at Kim speechlessly. 
"His younger brother came down to see to the shrouding and brought him back. He also agreed 

that the casket should be sealed." 
Mai felt her head hurt, and it seemed that her heart was squeezed or twisted hard inside her 

chest. She thought that his body must be so badly smashed up that they didn't want anybody to see 
it. Mai wondered if he was hurt before he died or did death come quickly enough that he didn't even 
know about it? She hoped that he didn't have to suffer. Mai completely forgot about what she had 
read in the paper so she asked Kim, 

"How many in the ambulance?" 
"Four, the driver, the patient and a nurse. All were killed instantly."  
"Instantly. At least they didn't have time to be afraid or to suffer," Mai thought. 
Four innocent people were cruelly annihilated for no reason. And perhaps, at this time, in some 

remote village, people were celebrating their victory, the successful blowing up of the enemy's 
vehicle. They might have changed the ambulance into a tank or something else to justify their 
action.  

"Mai, do you want to attend his funeral?" Kim interrupted Mai's thought.  
"Yes, but I want to get him some flowers first." 
"I'm going to get changed and then we'll go," Kim said. 
Mai nodded. After Kim left, Mai looked around the room at the familiar furnishings which had 

been in the same places since the first day she had met Khang. They had witnessed their love. 
Khang had sat on that dark, wooden chair many afternoons helping Kim and Mai with Algebra and 
Geometry. Mai couldn't forget the moment he put his hand over hers and looked deeply into her 
eyes for the first time. Before he had a chance to say anything, Kim had returned to the room, and 
they both acted like children caught stealing candy red-handed. Now through her tears, Mai seemed 
to see Khang still sitting on that same chair looking sadly but consolingly at Mai as if telling her,  

"It's okay, Mai. Don't cry. Everything will be okay." 
Mai sensed his presence in the room and her tears streamed down her cheeks, but she didn't fight 

to hold them back. She whispered in her mind,  
"Forgive me Khang, I didn't want to hurt you. You know how much I love you. I only wanted to 

step aside so you could marry Thi and have a comfortable life. You had sacrificed so much for your 
family and worried about money all your life. This was your big chance to not worry about money 
anymore. If you and I had married, we could live on our fixed incomes, but it would have taken us 
years before we could save that much money, and you wouldn't be able to help your family. 
Darling, I hope you know I meant well. I only regret that I didn't see you the last time to make it 
clear to you and to say good-bye. But now I believe that you can read my mind and forgive me." 

Mai felt a soft touch on her shoulder. She looked up and it was Kim. She handed Mai her 
handkerchief and sat down on the arm of the chair with her arm around Mai's shoulders. Mai sat 
motionlessly and, with her head bowed, wept quietly. 

* 
Mai walked as in a dream beside Kim. Inside the church, she stood up, knelt, and sat down along 

with all the others. 
Looking at the casket beneath the altar, Mai didn't want to believe that Khang was in there. His 

sad eyes in the picture on top of the coffin seemed to stare at Mai. She couldn't help herself as she 
looked steadily at the photo and whispered, 
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 "Khang, where are you now? Can you let us know something about death? Are you happy or 
not? Do you still have feelings like us? Do you know that we are all suffering now? Please let me 
know something. Do you know where you will go? Can we see each other again when I die?" 

Mai used to tease Khang that she had better hurry to convert to Catholicism; otherwise, when 
she died, she would go to Nirvana, and he would go to Heaven, and they would never meet again. 
Khang never liked that and he always said,  

"You have to be serious about religion." 
"I am, I am, except I haven't found a religion that I have faith in yet. Whenever I have time, I 

read about all the religions in the world and I happen to respect all of them. But I wish that there 
was only one true religion in this world, and everybody just believed in that one truth." 

The chanting of the priest on the altar made Mai wonder,  
"Will these religious rituals and prayers of those who loved him help Khang go to Heaven? Or is 

there a place called Heaven? Can any religion answer the question of death? If death means a better 
life, a return to eternity, why have people always dreaded it? Has anybody ever rejoiced over it?" 

Everything seemed unreal to Mai. At some moments, Mai didn't even know why she was in this 
church full of people whom she didn't know. Seeing the casket, Mai even asked herself, "Whose 
funeral am I attending?" Remembering, Mai wished that she could attain the state of Nirvana when 
one doesn't care or feel pain anymore. Has anybody ever reached that stage when one really 
annihilates one's self? Did Buddha really get to that state? How can an ordinary person like myself 
do that? Mai wished that she could stop hurting. 

Outside the church, Mai's heart melted when she saw Khang's mother's skinny, shapeless body, 
held by a woman on each side, following behind the casket. How much that poor woman has 
suffered! 

Like most young wives, she had to live with her husband's family, playing the role of the 
daughter-in-law and complying with every member in the family. Then the war broke out, and her 
husband never came back. She had to raise six small children by herself through all the hardships: 
the war and then the evacuation to the South to start all over again as a poor refugee. Now it was 
time for her to sit down and enjoy the result of her life-long sacrifices: all her children were grown 
up and on their way to success. But with the loss of her eldest son, gone were her love and hope. 

A woman, who must have been a relative, approached Khang's mother to plead with her, 
"You must go home to rest. You are in no condition to go to the cemetery. We promise you we 

will take care of everything." 
"No, I have to go. I'll go with my son on his last trip." 
Mai's tears rolled down her cheeks. She felt close to Khang's mother, since they both had loved 

him so much, and now they both shared his loss. Mai wished that she could do something to help 
her. 

* 
In the following months, Mai wasn't herself. During the daytime, she had to conceal her feelings 

and act normally, but at night, she cried herself to sleep. Mai tried not to think about Khang's death 
anymore, but couldn't help it. She knew that Kim was the only person to whom she could talk, but 
Mai didn't have the courage to go to Kim's house, where Khang's presence was so vivid. Closing 
her eyes, Mai would still see him reading in the chair, waiting for Kim and her to finish their 
Algebra problems. Many nights, Mai wished that she could go to sleep and never wake up again. 
She had never thought about killing herself, but now sometimes, she wondered whether it was 
courageous or coward to commit suicide. 
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VI 
 
While Mai was trying to cope with her own personal suffering, the war escalated. In addition to 

the numerous ambushes, there had been a few large-scale clashes between the government and 
communist troops. 

Politically, there had been a stronger anti-government feeling among the population. Mr. Nhu 
and his wife became the main target of national hatred. However, many people had to admit that his 
shrewdness and cruelty made him a good match against the Communists. They maintained that 
without him, Mr. Diem couldn't govern the country. 

Mr. Nhu had turned the country into a police state. People felt that they were watched and 
listened to everywhere. Men and women were even scared to mention Mr. Nhu by name, as in the 
old times, when the emperor's name was sacred. Almost every civil servant had to join in Mr. 
Advisor's Party. The official title of Mr. Nhu was co van meaning advisor, but people sarcastically 
called him Ong Co which meant great-grandfather to probably show their fear of him. Young men 
and women were also compelled to join Republican Youth Organizations. There was a sense of 
mistrust among the people. Everybody was afraid that the people around could be secret police and 
would report what they heard. Mother often reminded Mai and her brothers, "Just go to school to 
study. Don't ever discuss politics with anybody, otherwise you could end up in jail." Mai knew 
perfectly well that Mother was right. In a country where private industry was almost non-existent, 
except the family style, which was controlled mostly by the Chinese, almost everybody strived to 
get a degree in order to become a civil servant. A short term of imprisonment was more than 
enough to lead to a dim future because the chances of working for the government would definitely 
be gone. 

In the midst of the anti-government fever, the incident in the old imperial capital of Hue just 
added more fuel to the fire. 

During the celebration of Buddha's birthday, which happened in that year of 1963 on May 8, the 
Buddhists flew their religious banners along with the national colors. But the government issued 
the order stating that outside of the religious institutions, no other flag than the national one could 
be displayed. The Buddhists in Hue then led a demonstration to demand the right to fly their 
banners, as the Catholics had always done. Some demonstrators were killed or wounded by 
explosions and gunshots. Then, for the first time in the country's history, the Buddhists, who had 
always been the majority of the population, stood up against the Catholic government. 

* 
Since the French occupation, Catholicism had been the religion of the rulers and powerful. Big 

and beautiful churches were found in the best locations in every city, and for generations, people 
accepted it as a fact of life. But since Mr. Diem had become president, religious and regional 
favoritism became much more obvious. 

Like many other people in the country, Mai's family wasn't really Buddhist and only practiced a 
form of ancestor worship. Mai remembered her Grandmother was the only one in the family who 
went to pagoda and was on a vegetarian diet on the first and fifteenth days of each lunar month. On 
these days, she brought fresh fruits and cooked sweet rice to offer at Buddha's altar. She was the 
only one who prayed and counted her rosary each night before bedtime. Most of the pagoda goers 
Mai saw when she was young were older women. They had fulfilled their duties of having and 
raising children, turned over the responsibility of caring for the families to their daughters-in-law, 
and now could prepare themselves for their next, better lives. Some of them even found their 
husbands a younger wife so they would have the purity to go to pagoda. The Old Lady offered 
money and land to the village pagoda and those of the neighbors, but never went to any of these to 
worship. As for Father, he often took Mai and her brothers on beautiful afternoons to the village's 
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quiet pagoda, hidden amidst tall pine trees. However, he went there not to worship but to talk with 
the old monk about plants and exchange with him the rare specimens he collected. 

When growing up, like many others, Mai usually went to a pagoda on New Year's Eve to get a 
good luck twig from any tree within the pagoda's perimeter to bring home before midnight. Mai 
had never been a practicing Buddhist but, like many other people, felt that the government headed 
by a Catholic president and many Catholic high officials - some of them newly-converted - actually 
suppressed the Buddhist majority. Passively, Mai wished that the government would be overthrown 
soon. 

On the contrary, the bigger the Buddhist movement became, the more oppressive was the 
government's reaction. At school, Mai noticed that every few days some of the students 
disappeared. Everybody knew that they had been arrested. However, the conversation at school was 
strictly limited to the assignments and the examinations at the end of the year. Nobody dared to 
discuss anti-government news. Everyone was doubly careful about what he said when a Catholic 
classmate or the one with a Central accent and whose father was a government official was around. 

Seeing the government's determination to crush the anti-government movement, Mai felt scared. 
She knew that many people had been imprisoned and a lot more would suffer the same fate or even 
be eliminated. But the people also seemed determined to overthrow the government. Mai was too 
young to remember any feelings about the people's resistance against the French, but now she felt 
that for the first time in many years, many people shared a hatred for their oppressors. 

People heard about a probable coup d'etat, and the situation was very tense. One day, a 
venerable was escorted to an intersection right in the center of Sai Gon city. He was surrounded by 
many other monks and Buddhist followers. Gasoline was poured over him and ignited. He sat 
immobile while his body burned like a torch. All the newspapers with this news were confiscated. 
However, people managed to get hold of these forbidden papers. The self-immolation story became 
the whisper of the town. It was believed that the venerable's heart stayed fresh and intact while his 
whole body was burnt to ashes. The heart was brought to a pagoda in the center of the city which 
soon became the main gathering place of Buddhists. Then government troops were sent to ransack 
it. 

* 
To some extent Mai was influenced by the general public opinion. But she really turned against 

the government when one of the most well-known writers, who used to be the leader of one of the 
biggest nationalist parties, was driven to commit suicide by the government. 

For a long time Mai had adored this writer who had always been her perfect idol. When she was 
only fifteen, Mai read his novel about a highly educated young man from the family of a wealthy 
mandarin who rejected his comfortable living and even his first love, the beautiful girl next door, in 
order to engage in secret revolutionary activities against the French. Mai fell in love with the hero 
in the book. But the hero in the novel was the actual image of the writer. He too got his university 
degree in France and was an active member of the nationalist party against the French. In addition 
to his patriotic activities, he was one of the most accomplished writers of his time. He had used his 
writings to disseminate his ideas to thousands of people. Along with his friends and brothers, he 
had published one of the most valuable magazines of the time, valuable for its literature as well as 
its revolutionary social ideas. They maintained the magazine to help the poor improve their living 
conditions by teaching them health practices and by eliminating their superstitions and irrational 
ideas. 

Mai was completely influenced by his writing. Sometimes she wondered whether she was really 
in love with him, even though she had never met him in her life. When she realized that he was 
even older than Father, Mai laughed at herself. However, she had always wished to meet and ask 
him to help her become a writer. His sudden and violent death was hard blow to Mai. Now she 
absolutely believed that whatever people said about Mr. Nhu was right and actually saw cruelty on 
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his pale, skinny face. Mai thought the government had no right to treat the opposition nationalists 
like that. She wanted to attend the funeral of her beloved writer, but was afraid of getting into 
trouble with the government: it was believed that the secret police would identify all the people 
attending the funeral and put them on the black list. 

* 
Mother was visibly upset about the ransacking. She said that the government did the wrong 

thing by disturbing the solemnity of the Buddhists' worshipping place. Such a thing had never 
happened to the Catholic churches. She believed that the venerable did have some sacred quality 
vested in him by a superior power. 

Mai was infuriated to read the foreign magazines, which had been forbidden to circulate in the 
country, quoting Mme. Nhu's statement, "Let the monks barbecue themselves as they wish." Mai 
had never liked her haughtiness, but this statement was too much to take. 

This was the first time in Vietnam's history that a woman had ever showed off her power and 
arrogance. Vietnamese women had always played influential roles in their husbands' lives but they 
had kept a low profile. Now everybody talked about Mme. Nhu and all her big businesses, such as 
the shipping company, operated by her lackeys. 

Like most people, Mai just wanted to have a change in government. However, she was deep ly 
disappointed when she heard Sister comment,  

"It is almost impossible to overthrow this government, since it is strongly backed by the 
Americans, and the American president is a Catholic." 

But Mai's Eldest Brother disagreed,  
"The presence of the new American ambassador, who is well known for organizing coups d'etat 

in some countries, must have some significance." 
Being raised in the old-fashioned way of being seen but not heard, Mai often listened to her 

elders without speaking, except when asked. But to herself, Mai wondered how the Americans, 
known for their fight for democracy and liberty, and considered the leaders of the free world could 
support such a dictatorial and unpopular government. Mai believed that with the presence of the 
CIA everywhere, the American government must have known about the imprisonment of a lot of 
political opponents and the people's hatred of the dictatorial government. But many people 
maintained that the Americans had strongly supported Mr. Diem because he was Catholic, pro-
American, and took a strong anti-Communist stand. Another rumor ran that the new American 
ambassador had tried to convince Mr. Diem to make changes in his policies and also, to yield to the 
request that his brother Nhu leave the country. But Mr. Diem did neither of these two things. The 
whisper about the coup d'etat was heard everywhere in town. One could feel the high tension in the 
air while more and more people were arrested. Mai wished that what must happen would take place 
as quickly as possible so a lot of lives could be saved. 

* 
One night, Young Brother didn't come home after curfew. Mai saw the anxiety on Mother's face. 
Laterly, Mother was getting old, with deep wrinkles under her eyes and a lot of white in her hair. 

For years, Mother had always been such a strong pillar for the whole family, so that Mai had never 
thought she would get to be old and weak. 

Mai sensed that everyone in the family shared the same fear that her brother had been arrested, 
but no one dared to say it aloud. Mai heard one of her older brothers say, "He could have gone to 
his friends, then forgotten about the time until it was too late to come home after curfew." 

It wasn't a good explanation since he had to be home for supper, but Mai prayed that it was true. 
"Do you know all his friends?" Mother asked. 
"Just some of his closest." 
"If he isn't home by tomorrow, go to all the friends that you know to check on him," Mother 

said. 
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"Yes, Mother." answered Mai's older brother. 
Mother sadly looked around and slowly told the whole family gathered in the living room, "Let's 

go to bed. There's nothing we can do now."  
Mai couldn't go to sleep and knew that nobody in the family could sleep either. The whole house 

was quiet. The darkness and quietness of the night made Mai worry more. Many questions came to 
her head, "Was her brother really arrested? What did he do? What Just a few weeks ago, Mother's 
grandniece disappeared. Nobody knew where she was. Everybody assumed that she had been 
arrested by the secret police since she was a devout Buddhist and was on the scene when the 
venerable immolated himself.  

* 
The next day, Mai's older brother brought home bad news, that Young Brother and some of his 

close friends had all disappeared on the same day, making it clear that they had been arrested at the 
same time. After she checked on the names of these friends' families, sister Phuong said that they 
had been active members of the Vietnamese Kuomintang. 

Mother herself went to every police station in town to inquire about her son, but everywhere she 
went, the officers told her that they didn't know anything about him. Anxiety filled the whole house 
as days went by without news of him. However, Mother didn't give up. She kept going everywhere 
to ask about her son. The answers were always negative. Mother didn't want any of her children to 
go near the police stations, for fear that they would also be arrested. She believed that she would be 
spared because of her old age. She also went to all of her relatives and acquaintances who worked 
for the government, begging them to check for information of her son. 

Mai was thankful that Mother was strong as she still maintained her daily routine of getting up 
early to help the servant with the chores before waking up her children and grandchildren. 
However, mealtime was unbearable, since Mother who had always been the one to lead the 
conversation now had become so quiet that everyone just sat down to eat and then left the table as 
quickly as possible. It looked as though Mother had to try hard to swallow her food. The gathering 
of the family around the table reminded her more of her missing son. Perhaps she wondered if he, 
wherever he was, had anything to eat. Mai noticed the dark circles around Mother's eyes became 
darker and darker every day, the result of her long sleepless nights. Many times returning from 
school, Mai caught Mother sitting alone with her eyes filled with tears. But as soon as she saw Mai, 
Mother tried to conceal her feelings and act calmly. Mai had a hard time coping with the 
disappearance of her brother. She blamed herself for not being close enough to him to know his 
activities. Thinking back, Mai realized that none of her siblings were close to one another. It was 
always the rule that the elders gave the orders and the younger ones obeyed without question. After 
she had grown up, Mai had many times disagreed with her big sister and brothers on many things, 
but it was her habit to keep quiet. Being in the middle, Mai wasn't bossy with her younger brothers, 
but she didn't have much to say to them, either. Mai told herself that when her young brother got 
home, she would be closer to him and try to understand him. Would he be home again? The 
question scared Mai. Was he still alive? She was full of dread. She had heard, for years, about all 
the tortures inflicted on prisoners. Mai wondered how a sane person could enjoy torturing another 
person? Many times sitting in the classroom, Mai thought about the thousands of human beings 
who had been electrocuted, hung upside down, and tortured to death right on this very spot. The 
French had built the central prison here, and it stood for years before it was torn down to build the 
college. Many people claimed that they saw ghosts roaming the school building at night and heard 
the moaning sounds of the souls who had been tortured years ago, many of whom were patriots 
who had fought for the country's independence. 

Before Khang's death, Mai wasn't sure if she believed that the dead could go anywhere, do 
everything that the living couldn't, like most people believed. After his death, Mai believed in the 
power of the soul. Nightly she prayed before going to sleep,  
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"Oh, Khang, please help us. Let me know if my brother is still alive. Where is he? Can you help 
him escape or show us the way to help him?" 

Night after night, Mai waited in vain for a response to her pleading. Mai was certain that Khang 
could hear her, but perhaps there was nothing he could do.  

* 
Then one night, the whole family was awakened by a loud banging on the door. It sounded like 

somebody was kicking it furiously. Mai's heart started beating faster and faster. When she came to 
the living room, Mother and her two older brothers were there, surprise and fear on their faces. 

"Who is it?" Mother asked. 
"Open the door!" shouted a man from outside. 
"Open it, quick!" the voice shouted louder. 
Mother glanced quietly at Mai's Eldest Brother and then at the door. He knew her signal and 

quickly took off the wooden bar and turned the door knob. When the door swung open, a man was 
pushed inside the room by two other men. The man bowed his head low but the sight of him 
stunned everyone in the room. It was Mai's young brother. Mother rushed toward him but, seeing a 
pistol held by one of the two men, stopped abruptly. "Everyone stay still," shouted the man with a 
dark complexion and a big scar on his right cheek. 

Sandwiched between these two robust men, Mai's brother looked pale and fragile. He must have 
lost a lot of weight. His white shirt and dark blue trousers, worn since the day he disappeared, were 
loose and filthy. The shirt was stiff and brown with sweat and dirt. He seemed to shun the light 
from the lamp. Perhaps he had been in the dark for a long time. When the man pushed him past 
Mother, he secretly glanced at Mai, who saw sadness and remorse in his tired, sunken eyes. The 
two rude men took him to every room in the house. They turned everything upside down. They 
threw books and clothes on the floor and flashed light on and under every bed. Mai felt their anger 
each time one of them shrieked,  

"Where did you hide them?" 
"I didn't have them." answered Mai's brother feebly. 
Seeing the anger on these two men's faces, Mai sensed that they were struggling not to slap him 

for his answer. 
After a long, futile search, they took him out of the house. Mai felt helpless as she watched them 

take her brother away. She couldn't swallow, and it was hard to breathe. She focused on his wrists, 
red and swollen under the rope tied around them. Mai tried to fight back her tears to catch his 
glance, before he walked out of the door. 

* 
Confronting the mess of books and clothes on the floor, Mother quietly glanced into the 

darkness beyond the window and said softly, her voice choked with tears,  
"Let's go to bed. We'll clean it up tomorrow." 
Mai knew that Mother suspected that some secret police might be watching and eavesdropping 

from outside, so she tried to act calmly. 
In bed, Mai couldn't go back to sleep. Alternately, she felt anger at herself for being helpless and 

then at the two secret policemen. To her, they looked like two ex-convicts with criminal records 
and she was scared of them. Nobody thought of asking them if they had a search warrant before 
letting them turn the house upside down. Actually, not many people knew that they had the right to 
ask to see a warrant when the police came to search their houses. Those who did know did not dare 
to ask. 

Mai felt anger at the whole regime but she had also been very cautious. She mistrusted her 
classmates, especially the Catholic ones. Mai felt ill at ease around them. Since the government had 
begun to suppress the Buddhist movement, she felt that the Catholics belonged to the governing 
class, while she associated herself with the governed Buddhists. 
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For as long as Mai could remember, she had never been concerned about the religious faith of 
any of her acquaintances. At the convent school, Mai had even wished that she were Catholic. She 
envied all her Catholic classmates, who sat separately in the first pews in church, while the non-
catholic students had to sit behind them. Mai felt that they were really blessed when they solemnly 
walked to the altar to receive communion. 

The whole family was terrified when, through a relative working for the government, Mother 
found out that Mai's brother was charged with being a Communist. Mother begged relatives and 
friends in vain for help. It was easy to understand why nobody wanted to get involved with a family 
that had a member accused of being a Communist. It was the worst crime at that time. Mai was 
furious over the charge. She knew that her brother had nothing to do with the Communists. He 
could only be involved in the anti-government activities of the student and youth groups. He was 
old enough to realize that the family had left all of their fortune in the North, and moved to the 
South empty-handed, shunning the Communists. Anti-communist feelings had always been found 
in the family as well as within their circle of friends who were also evacuees from the North. 

Mai thought that it was very ironic that Mother had strongly supported Mr. Diem and his 
government for his anti-communist position, and now her very own son was falsely accused of 
being a Communist. Each person in the family realized the seriousness of the charge but tried to 
conceal his worries. Mai was alarmed when she thought that her brother could be put away for life, 
perhaps to Con Son Island where most political prisoners were kept, or, worst of all, be secretly 
liquidated. Anything could happen, and what could a powerless citizen do? The police could flatly 
deny any arrest. 

More than ever, Mai wished for the government to be overthrown as quickly as possible so her 
brother would be saved before he was tortured to death or executed. Mai had the vague idea that a 
coup could only be carried out by the military, but realized how naive she was when Sister Phuong 
said,  

"The coup should be backed by Washington. The Americans have to make sure that the 
overthrow of Mr. Diem doesn't pave the way for the takeover by either the Communists or the 
French." 

Mai had to admit that politics had always been too complicated for her. She had been amazed 
when Sister Phuong knew, in the ever chaotic situation of the country, who was pro-French, pro-
American, pro-Communist, pure Nationalist or just pure political exploiters. Mai knew that she had 
a lot to learn when she was warned by her sister, "You, young people, better watch out. With your 
naive ardor, you can be exploited and used as pawns by shrewd local and foreign politicians." 

* 
That was a Friday, the first day of November, 1963. 
Multiple gunshots from downtown Sai Gon burst the silence of the siesta hours. The time that 

many had awaited has come, Mai thought. She had mixed feelings of anxiety and joy. Her heart 
started beating faster. She prayed that the coup would succeed so her brother and many other 
political prisoners would be released. 

Mother was more realistic. She checked to make sure that all the earthen jars in the small 
courtyard in front of the kitchen were filled with water. After living through many years of war, 
Mother knew from experience that she should guarantee their supply of water, grain, and coal for 
cooking. After telling the servant to fill up all the jars, Mother ran out on the street to check on new 
developments. Many onlookers mingled there, looking toward downtown where gunshots were 
heard. They stopped motorists coming from that direction,  

"What's happening?" 
"Is it a coup?" 
"Yes, it is a coup. The Palace is surrounded," a motorist stated.  
"Who is making the coup?" 
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"The military," answered a motorcyclist who wanted to show that he knew more than the others. 
The shooting became more intense, but people weren't worried since they knew that the fight 

was restricted to the area of the Presidential Palace and the Radio Station. As what had been proven 
before, the success or failure of the coup depended on taking over the Palace. 

Lately, there had been a conflict between the American and the Vietnamese governments. The 
Americans had threatened to cut off their aid, and many people believed that in response to this 
threat the president's brother tried to have secret talks with the Communist leaders in the North. 

Most of the people on the street seemed to favor the coup. Many had a relative or friend or knew 
somebody who had been arrested by the secret police for opposing the government. Many young 
men rushed downtown on their bikes and motorbikes to see this most exciting live movie. Mai 
herself wanted to go, too, but knew that Mother would most certainly be against it. As for Mother, 
she was more reserved about showing any sign of favoring the coup for fear that it could be aborted 
like the one a few years ago. 

By late afternoon, it became clear that the coup was being maneuvered by a group of generals. 
The Communists would take advantage of the situation to overrun the weakly defended provinces. 
With the concentration of armed forces engaging in the fight in Sai Gon, Mother began to worry. 
She said, "The longer the fighting continues, the more lives will be sacrificed on both sides. The 
soldiers are the ones who suffer. No matter which side wins, only the big shots reap the benefits." 

It was believed that Mr. Nhu wasn't surprised when the Palace was attacked. He knew that the 
Americans had bought some generals to stage the coup, although he hadn't found out who they 
were. His loyal generals had planned a false coup in order to arrest the disloyal elements. Thus, the 
leaders of the coup knew very well that they must take over the Palace as quickly as possible before 
the loyal troops could come to the rescue. And that they did. 

At last, the Palace was ransacked before dawn of the following day, November 2nd, but the 
president and his brother couldn't be found. 

On the national radio, the list of the military commanders expressing their support to the coup 
grew longer and longer. Then came the announcement that the president and his brother had 
committed suicide. Not many people bought this version of events. They knew that, as a devout 
Catholic, Mr. Diem would never commit suicide. 

Later, it was disclosed that on the night of the attack, the two brothers had escaped from the 
Palace and then took refuge with a wealthy Chinese businessman in Cho Lon. The next morning 
they went to a nearby church to pray before calling the generals to surrender. An M113 tank was 
sent to pick them up, and they were shot inside the carrier. 

People said that the American ambassador offered the president a safe exit out of the country, by 
U.S. plane, but he refused. Many people considered the deaths of President Diem and his brother as 
a betrayal by the Americans. They said that the French had a bad colonialism policy but they had 
never stabbed their friends in the back. Others thought that the French had something to do with the 
killings, since they wanted so much to come back to Vietnam, and all the generals had been trained 
by them. 

Mother was very sad when she heard about their deaths. She thought that it wasn't necessary to 
kill them. She only wanted them to step down. To her, it was terrible to die without a funeral, 
especially for a head of state. Mai heard her say, "Poor man. He had no wife and children, and now 
power and money do him no good. He died like a miserable man, without a decent funeral." People 
said that the two bodies were buried within the compound of the Headquarters of the Joint Chiefs 
of Staff. Somehow, Mai also felt guilty that she had wanted the coup to take place. She had never 
thought about the killing. Following the success of the coup, people, especially young ones, poured 
out onto the streets to celebrate. They cheerfully destroyed the statues of the Trung Sisters, which 
they claimed resemble Mme. Nhu and her daughter who were lucky to be overseas at the time. 
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Many parties were thrown to mark the abolition of the old regime's law which forbade dancing. 
But for Mai and her family, the greatest joy that the coup brought was the release of her brother. 
Mai was grateful that it happened in time, before he was tortured to death or at least into being 
crippled. But the story of Mother's grandniece was really horrifying: The poor girl looked like a 
corpse upon her release and had to be carried by stretcher to Grall Hospital, the biggest and most 
sophisticated hospital in the country and still operated by the French. During her imprisonment 
without trial, she was confined in a bare and completely dark cell, a little bigger than a grave. In 
this tiny cell, she relieved herself on the floor and then had to sleep in a squatting position with her 
feet sunk in her own urine and feces. Later, when the excrement became too deep for her to squat, 
the jailers were kind enough to give her a strip of timber and some bricks to make a bench to sit and 
lie on. In this darkness, she only knew it was daytime when the guard handed her bowls of rice 
twice a day. And whenever she was taken out of the cell, it meant a trip to agony. She was forced to 
drink soapy water and then her torturers stamped on her stomach. They electrocuted her and kicked 
her like a soccer ball. Many times, she threw up blood and passed out. But she still refused to reveal 
the names of those participating in the Buddhist anti-government movement. She said that had the 
coup happened a few weeks later, she would be dead. 

After her release, she stayed in the hospital for months. She never regained her normal health. 
All the following years, she remained an ailing woman. Yet, she always felt happy that she had 
done her best to contribute to the fall of the dictatorial and discriminating government. 

Upon hearing her first-hand story, Mai deeply admired the courage of this girl and all those in 
the movement against the government. She realized how much they had suffered. Many even died. 

The months following the coup were a turmoil. At first, right after the coup, the country was 
governed by a Junta. Then, reorganizations were carried out by one general after another, each 
accompanied by demonstrations and bloody clashes on the streets between pro- and anti-
government groups. It seemed that either nobody was strong enough to hold the helm, or else the 
American government wasn't satisfied with whom they had supported. 

Through all those chaotic events, Mother always worried, "Instead of struggling for power 
among themselves, those generals should cooperate with each other to defend this part of the 
country against Communist invasion from the North. With the weakening leadership, we could be 
overrun by the Communists any day." To relieve Mother's concern, Sister assured her, "Mother, 
don't worry. I believe that the Americans won't let this country fall to the Communists."  

 
 
 
 
VII 
 
Looking at Mother through the window of the inter-provincial bus, Mai remembered watching 

her pray solemnly in front of the altar. 
A few days before, Mother prepared food to offer in thanks to the ancestors, to pray for Mai's 

safe trip. At that moment, Mai had thought that Mother's faith had given her all the strength she 
needed. 

But now, seeing the teardrops roll down her wrinkled cheeks, Mai knew that Mother had 
worried unduly about her trip to the distant district. Many times she had implored Mai to get a job 
in Sai Gon or nearby. 

"No, Mother. All the positions here have been reserved for the old-timers and those who 
graduated with very high scores from the Teachers' College. I didn't even graduate from that 
school, and I've been lucky enough to get a job. Maybe in a few years I can ask for a transfer," Mai 
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assured Mother but knew that it would be hard for her to be transferred to Sai Gon. She didn't have 
the strings to pull within the system. 

"You better watch out in the district. Be careful about every word you say. Mind only about 
teaching, and never discuss politics. It is very hard to live in the countryside. There are many yokes 
around your neck." 

"Yes, Mother. Don't worry. I'm grown up now." 
Like all the mothers in the world, Mother often considered Mai a child. Sometimes Mai enjoyed 

being spoiled, but now, with a college degree in her hand and a teaching career ahead, Mai believed 
that she was already a mature adult. However, Mai had to try hard to fight back her tears when the 
bus started to roll away. She looked back at Mother until her bus rode so far away that she could no 
longer see her. 

With her mind blank, Mai looked at row house after row house along the streets of Cho Lon. 
As the bus left behind the busy China-town of over one million people to head for the rural 

areas, Mai began to worry, "Would the trip be safe or would the bus be blocked or blown up?" 
Mai suddenly felt a chill run down her spine. She glanced at the bus driver and then the 

passengers. They all looked calm and showed no signs of concern. Most of the passengers were 
petty country merchants who must be regular travelers on this route. 

* 
Mai told herself that perhaps she had been overwrought because she had been confined in the 

city so long. 
Mai remembered her aunt who was scared of the snakes and the dark. To Aunt, the rural areas 

were infested with snakes and ghosts. Being used to electricity in the city, a dim oil lamp was not 
bright enough to conquer her fears. When it got dark, she made sure that Mai and her brothers were 
inside, instead of playing hide-and-seek and catching lightning bugs in the yard and courtyard. To 
Aunt, the shapes of the bushes and trees looked scary, but to Mai, they were good hiding places. At 
the time, Mai wasn't able to understand how her aunt could have once lived in the countryside. But 
now she realized that she herself dreaded the rural life that she had loved so much before. 

Mai felt more secure as the bus rode smoothly along the roads. The fresh air and the beautiful 
view of the jade-green rice plants in the endless fields brought back Mai's childhood memories. 

Mother had always talked about the beauty of the rice plants. To her and the villagers, the fields 
were their lives. When the plants were fully grown and ready to bear seeds, Mother called them 
young girl stage. She often went out to check on the fields and make estimates on how good the 
crop would be. Farmers watched over the growth of their rice plants more eagerly than that of their 
own children. They anxiously waited for the time when the fields turned yellow and the plants bent 
over from the weight of the golden grains. With their experience, they knew exactly the right time 
to bring their scythes to the fields. Villagers exchanged labor by helping each other during the 
harvest. If they needed more help, they would go to the open markets to hire migrant harvesters. 

Mai could still see the quiet afternoons before sunset as she stood at the gate beside Mother, 
watching the harvesters carry the heavy bundles home. The village roads looked like moving lines 
of yellow bales of straw; each man was hidden behind two huge bundles, heavier than himself, with 
their shoulders pulled down by the heavy loads, their heads leaning forward and their feet moving 
fast on the dirt road. However, their weather-beaten, dark-brown faces seemed to light up. They 
must have been thinking of the bowls of fluffy white rice they would have for supper and the grains 
they would have to store in their houses until the next harvest. 

Mai had always wished that her family would grow rice, so she could share the excitement of 
the harvest time. She felt left out when every family, except hers, had their courtyards filled with 
the new crops. 

At night, under the cool moonlight, the ears were spread evenly like a thick carpet in the 
courtyards, while smooth stone rollers were tied to a rope shoulder strap and pulled by a man who 
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ran around and around over the yellow straw carpet to thresh out the grains. Those who didn't have 
enough to spread on their courtyards had to tie the ears with a rope fastened to two bamboo sticks 
and then beat them on the big upturned stone mortar. Mai had loved to follow Mother to different 
houses to watch people work. Mother always said that grains were precious, and it cost people a lot 
of hard work to grow and make them ready to be cooked. She never let anybody waste a single 
grain. 

After many years, Mai still remembered what her teacher had said about the South. He said that 
it was a large and fertile region where rice plants grew like weeds. Here people didn't have to work 
hard. They just sowed the seeds and then sat back to wait for the time to harvest their crops. While 
in the North, peasants had to transplant the seedlings, irrigate the fields with bamboo baskets, weed 
the fields, and put soil around rice plants to keep them from breaking in strong winds. He said that 
when the war against the French was over, the people in the over-populated North would be moved 
to the South to till the fertile, virgin soil. 

Mai had dreamed of the days when the country would be free and the people would be rich like 
the teacher had described. She had not actually understood what was meant by independence and 
freedom, except that there would be no more war. To Mai, the teacher was a man who knew 
everything and she believed whatever he said. She had wanted to become a teacher to help 
eliminate illiteracy when independence would be brought to the country. However, Mai had never 
anticipated herself moving to settle in the South, where it was believed that mosquitoes were as big 
as flies. 

* 
"We are reaching the ferry," said a woman loudly at the back of the bus.  
The whole bus seemed to stir at her announcement. People leaned forward and stuck their heads 

out of the windows. Mai was awakened from her dream. The bus slowed down. Ahead of it, Mai 
saw hundred of cars and buses parked in a straight line along the curb, while passengers scattered to 
restaurants to eat their lunches or buy fresh fruit from vendors along the road. It was the best fresh 
fruit market Mai had ever seen. In the huge bamboo baskets were several varieties of ripe, orange-
colored mangoes, from the size of a fist to the giant size weighing a few pounds, called elephant 
mangoes. Mixed among the yellow and orange bananas and papayas were the soup-bowl size green 
guavas and greenish yellow, spiky jack fruits. Fresh air from the river blew the pleasant, sweet 
fragrance to the far distance. 

As soon as a car or bus stopped, food vendors rushed out to sell fresh coconut milk with its 
young, jelly-like meat in glasses, sugar cane cut in bite-size pieces and stuck on long bamboo 
toothpicks like flowers, and dozens of varieties of sweet rice wrapped in banana leaves. 

To avoid the blazing hot midday sun, Mai walked into the soup restaurant closest to her. The 
contrast of the brightness outside and the darkness inside blinded Mai for a few seconds. When she 
could see, Mai realized that all the tables were occupied. Before Mai could decide whether to leave 
for another restaurant, she spotted a big country woman who had been on the same bus with her, 
sitting by herself at a corner table. 

"May I sit with you, aunt Number Two? The restaurant is so crowded," Mai said apologetically. 
"Oh, yes. Sit down, miss Number Two." 
In the South, people are called after the order of their births. But as the title Number One is 

reserved for huong ca which means the number one in the village, thus perfect strangers always 
address each others as Number Two as a sign of respect. 

While sitting down, Mai felt that the woman was more reserved toward her. She realized that 
from her ao dai and her accent, the woman knew that she was a Northerner. The presence of a 
Northerner was still rare in this rural area. As for herself, Mai didn't know what to say, so she sat 
looking at the big steaming pots set at the right entrance of the wide-open restaurant. A fat Chinese 
cook, wearing a flowered T-shirt, skillfully used a long handled copper strainer to soak white rice 
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noodles in the pot of hot water. He then dumped the contents of the strainer into a large soup bowl 
and with his hands he spread sliced, red-barbecued pork, boiled liver and shrimp over it and poured 
a full ladle of boiling broth into the bowl. He adroitly repeated the process which he might have 
done for many years, and only stopped once in a while to pull up his T-shirt to wipe the sweat from 
his face. Mai had always been amazed how fast these soup vendors could prepare a bowl of soup. 
Looking at the big bowls topped with large shrimps and thick slices of pork and liver, Mai thought 
that she could never finish one. She had heard that food was abundant and cheaper in the delta, and 
now could really see prosperity through these bowls of soup and the fruit market at the ferry. 

After gulping down her soup with a big spoon, the woman sitting with Mai relaxed. She put one 
leg on the chair, leaned back to sip her orangeade and then got a bamboo toothpick to pick her 
teeth, many of which were gold. It was believed that the lack of calcium in the water caused many 
Southern people to get tooth decay which they had covered with gold, and then it became 
fashionable to have gold teeth. So some people with no cavities at all still had their teeth covered 
with gold to show off their wealth, as well as their charming, golden, glittering smiles. Mai secretly 
glanced at the woman and thought that she could be a well-off merchant who frequently went to Sai 
Gon to sell her local produce of dried shrimp and fish, and then brought home fabrics and 
medicine. The woman didn't seem to worry about the wait, while Mai kept looking out on the road 
to see if her bus was coming. 

"Don't worry, Miss. They'll call you," the woman told Mai.  
"How long will we have to wait for the ferry?" 
"Oh, it varies, sometimes an hour or more, depending on how many military vehicles and 

government cars there are." 
As Mai looked out, she saw some shiny chauffeured cars passing the long line of parked cars to 

head for the ferry. They must be the government officials or military officers' cars carrying 
undercover license plates. Mai thought that it was funny that the government officials used false 
license plates to avoid being terrorized, yet they expected the security guards at any bridge or ferry 
to automatically give them priority over others. Many times they weren't on official business, but 
only using the government vehicles, gasoline, and chauffeurs for their personal trips. 

The restaurant became more crowded and noisier with all the loud talking and gulping of soup, 
the clicking sounds of metal spoons stirring sugar in the glasses, and the clanking of the ceramic 
spoons hitting the bowls. All these noises plus the loud chanting of the Chinese waiter giving his 
orders to the cook were familiar in every Chinese soup store. Everybody in the restaurant seemed to 
relax and enjoy their soup and paid no attention to the long wait. To them, it had become a way of 
life and they knew that there was nothing they could do about. 

Mai remembered that a few years back, she had read about the proposed plan to build a bridge to 
replace this ferry, but somehow it had never been realized. When Mai was in high school, the 
geography teacher always stressed how many miles of highways, railroads, and bridges the U.S., 
the U.S.S.R., and other countries had, and how many roads and bridges Viet Nam needed to build. 
At the time, Mai didn't see the importance of highways or bridges, except for the long numbers she 
had to remember during the exam periods. Now sitting here, waiting her turn to cross on the ferry, 
Mai personally saw the importance of building a bridge over this big river. Besides the waterway, 
this road was the main artery connecting the upper to the lower delta. Most of the food supplies to 
Sai Gon depended on this road. Yet, it took almost a day to get to a district a little over one hundred 
fifty miles from Sai Gon. 
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VIII 
 
Although the principal was kind enough to let Mai stay with his family until she could find a 

place of her own and to brief her on the local situation, Mai still felt at a loss. Even speaking the 
same language, she sometimes thought that she was a foreigner among these country southerners 
who spoke with different accents from those living in Sai Gon. Many times Mai almost laughed 
when they told her, "We, the Vietnamese, do it this way." 

Perhaps to these people she was a true foreigner, like the Cambodians or Chinese living in this 
area. 

Due to the lack of transportation, the country had been literally divided into three parts where 
people developed their own accents, slang, and customs. But Mai realized these country folks were 
warm-hearted, truthful, and easy-going. Whenever she went to the market, she was given the 
freshest produce at a good price, since for generations, teachers had always been respected by 
people of all walks of life. Sometimes Mai felt uneasy that the people knew all about her, while she 
didn't have the faintest idea who they were. Possibly they were parents of the students at school 
living in scattered villages in the district that Mai had never set foot in. 

Being confined to this small district town only a few kilometers along the inter-provincial road, 
Mai felt lonesome and missed her family and friends very much. 

In the hours of loneliness, she thought about Khang. It was over two years since he was killed, 
but to her, it seemed as if it had happened yesterday. Many nights Mai sobbed herself to sleep. She 
thought she could still saw his big, brown eyes looking at her. Before leaving Sai Gon, she went to 
his grave to say good-bye, and now she believed that he might have followed here to protect her. 
Mai wished that Khang were alive, and they could live secretly in this remote area that did not 
abide by the strict ethics of her social class. Being exposed to real life here, Mai realized that 
conformity to traditional weddings and marriages wasn't as important as her family and others she 
knew had stressed so much. Most of the military officers and government officials, especially the 
higher ones, had mistresses at one time or another. 

Previously, the law allowed men living in the North and the Central to marry up to three wives. 
On a child's birth certificate, they even listed the mother as wife number one, number two, or 
number three. In the South, monogamy had been enforced. Regardless, bigamy had been 
widespread in the country even when the no-divorce law was in effect. 

Mai now wished very much that she had had a child with Khang to bind their love together and 
to keep part of him for herself. She knew that her wound would never heal, she would feel the loss 
as long as she lived. She believed that his mother was another woman who suffered as much as she. 
But as for Thi, she had lost nothing: her family hadn't paid the bribery money yet and, through 
matchmaking, they had found her, as planned, a doctor husband. The couple was given a villa to 
live in and money to open an office. To Thi and her family, Khang was only a piece of merchandise 
they missed the chance to purchase, but to Mai, he was her love and her life. Sometimes, Mai 
thought that if Thi's mother hadn't been too tough in negotiating the amount of bribery money, 
Khang could have been transferred to Sai Gon sooner and wouldn't have been killed. Whenever 
Mai was this distressed, she consoled herself with her belief in fate. 

 
 
 
 
IX 
 
Mai was looking forward to the celebration of Tet and being home for two weeks, her first 

homecoming since she had come to this remote district. When Mai boarded the inter-provincial 
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bus, she felt nervous, fearing that it could be stopped at any remote area. She had often heard that a 
bus was stopped and searched whenever a government official or military officer was on board. 
Thus, it was possible that the bus driver or his aide could be a Communist or one of their 
informants. Mai knew very well that the people on the bus knew who she was, while she didn't 
know anything about them, except what they appeared to be. 

Tet has always been the most important holiday of the year. In time of peace, the peasants often 
prolonged the celebration for almost a month with plenty of food to eat at home and various 
festivals and plays to attend in the villages. Here, in the city, the three-day celebration never 
seemed long enough. To ancestor worshippers, this is the time when their dead relatives come 
home to reunite with them. For three days, food is offered on altars under the flickering of burning 
candles in their newly polished brass holders. The houses are filled with the smell of good food, 
mixed with the fragrance of incense burning on the altar. 

After being away from home for a while, Mai felt how precious her family was to her. 
Mother's face looked radiant when she saw Mai walk in. She stepped forward to get the basket 

of fruit Mai was carrying while calling aloud to her grandchildren,  
"Your Aunt is home! Come out here to greet your Aunt."  
"Aunt Mai is home! Aunt Mai is home!" echoed the voices of Mai's nieces and nephews. 
"How was your trip? Why do you come home so late?" asked Mother.  
"I had to wait too long at the ferry. There were many buses and cars, Mother."  
"Yes, this is the time of Tet. Everybody tries to get home in time."  
Mai couldn't believe how much her nephews and nieces had grown. She could visualize the 

continuation of the family through them. Mai watched the children gather around Mother waiting 
for her to give them the dried bananas that Mai had just brought. Mai realized that Mother now had 
more time to tend to her grandchildren than she had had with her own children. She no longer had 
rice fields and houses to give them, but she had all of her love for them instead.  

* 
During the Tet days, Mother was always busy, but happy to greet relatives and friends who came 

to wish the family a new year. 
Mother was always happy whenever she was around people. She didn't find time to eat since she 

was so busy serving others. Mai remembered those Tet celebrations in the North when Mother had 
greeted guests from morning to night, and she always made sure that a meal was offered to every 
one. The guests were obliged to eat the food offered, so some people had to eat several meals a day, 
depending on how many houses they visited. 

Mother never had a chance to get out of the house, so Father, Mai, and her brothers were sent to 
different families to extend happy new year wishes to them. It was almost like a diplomatic 
mission, since Mother wanted a member of the family to go to each tenant's house, no matter how 
poor or rich he was. Mai had always enjoyed those walks from village to village. Clad in the ever-
too-big clothes of a brown cotton blouse and black pantaloons, like any peasant, Mai visited one 
house after another, but just to show her presence, because the accompanying servant did all the 
talking. At every house, she was warmly and respectfully greeted, and people often exclaimed, 
"Oh, how fast Miss has grown!" and "We all hope you stay healthy, grow fast, and study well in 
this New Year." 

The wishes were always accompanied by new bills of money to congratulate Mai for becoming 
one year older. 

The servant usually replied, "My Master and Mistress sent us here to wish your family good 
health, good luck, and to be five times, ten times more prosperous than last year." 

For the poor, Tet was always their big concern for months before. They tried their best to give 
their children a set of new clothes. Even these clothes were only made out of coarse black and 
brown cotton, it was still a big expense, since most families had from a half dozen to a dozen 
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children. They also strived to get some feast to offer on the ancestors' altar and to the guests. Most 
people couldn't afford to have a whole hog, so they felt lucky to share one with some other families 
or to at least have a few chickens. 

Now grown up, Mai no longer had the excitement of longing for Tet, but still cherished the 
wonderful memories of her childhood and liked to keep in touch with the former tenants of her 
family. 

* 
When Mai first came to Sai Gon, she heard the rumor which actually was Communist's 

propaganda, that the Northerners ground up the children they kidnapped to make cha lua, which 
was a delicacy item from the North actually made out of fresh pork. The Sai Gonese also blamed 
the refugees for raising the cost of living, which was true. With the sudden influx of hundred of 
thousands of evacuees, the city suffered shortages of housing and food supplies. The Southerners 
living near the Northerners' resettlement camps were angry because the government would only 
help the refugees. With American financial aid, each refugee family was given palm leaves, 
bamboo, and cash to build a house as well as a few acres of land to till. Mai had to admit that many 
refugees did show some arrogance, since they knew that they had government support. But their 
success and prosperous lives afterward were actually created by their good work habits and their 
determination to survive. After several years of settling in this fertile land, most of the palm huts 
had been turned into brick houses. 

When Mai went along with Mother to visit her former tenants in these resettlement centers, she 
was amazed to see how far these people had come from being empty handed. In only a few years, 
they had left behind the rough life of poor farmers in the North to enjoy the riches of well-to-do 
farmers in the South. Having enough food to eat was no longer a concern, since rice was easy to 
grow here and fish and shrimp were abundant in the numerous swamps and rivers. Meat was served 
at each meal, and now even butchering a whole hog was as simple as killing a chicken. 

Mother often said each time she came to see her former tenants, "Now they have more than us." 
However, these people still felt honored when Mother came to see them. Every family tried to 
invite her to stay to have a meal, or offer her fresh fruits and vegetables from their gardens to take 
home.  

* 
When Mai's cousin came to wish the family a happy new year, he brought along his friend Tuan. 

When Mother called her out to greet them, Mai almost laughed since she could read her cousin's 
intention of playing the matchmaking role. Mai found nothing special about Tuan. "A plain and 
rather quiet guy," Mai thought. She was the one who led the conversation among the three of them. 

After they left Mai wondered, "Can a person fall in love a second time?" As for Mai, she 
believed that she would never forget Khang. His brutal and sudden death had cut a deep wound in 
her. Mai always felt guilty about his death, although knew very well that everything had been 
beyond her control. Since his death, Mai had never thought about getting to know any man, though 
she had always been friendly with her male classmates and colleagues. 

After the Tet holidays, Mai returned to her teaching post. She was stunned, a few months later, 
to find Tuan waiting for her at her boarding house one Saturday afternoon. Reading the surprise on 
her face, Tuan tried to act naturally, "I am on a trip close by, so I have come to see you." Mai had 
mixed feelings of being glad to have somebody from home come to visit, yet she felt ill at ease with 
a rather stranger. Since Mai had come to this district, nobody in her family had ever come down to 
see her. She was the one who came home for the holidays. The city people considered most of the 
rural areas unsafe, so they wouldn't go there unless they had to. 

* 
When the country was divided, the Communists buried their weapons and left their core 

"cadres" behind to go underground. They did this instead of regrouping their soldiers and "cadres" 
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to the North as stated in the 1954 Geneva Accords. When President Diem refused to hold general 
elections in 1956 to reunite the country, the Communists then launched their terrorist campaign to 
show their presence everywhere. This had a great effect on the people's minds. They felt insecure 
all the time and blamed the government for its incompetence in protecting them. 

When the government of President Diem became unpopular because of its oppression against 
political opponents, the Communists formed the "National Front for the Liberation of South Viet 
Nam" to lead the guerrillas in the South to fight against the government forces. These guerrillas 
were called Viet Cong, Vietnamese Communists, VC by the Americans to be distinguished from 
the North Vietnamese troops. The Communists tried to make the Front look like a local force 
strongly supported by the population who fought against the unpopular, dictatorial government 
backed by the Americans. 

The guerrilla activities had been escalating, with many big engagements between government 
troops and communist forces. The presence of the North Vietnamese regular troops had also 
increased. At the same time, the American military advisors also increased in numbers within the 
South Vietnamese Army. However, the guerrillas could never infiltrate the resettlement centers to 
carry out their activities. Mai wished that she could be sent to teach at those safe centers. But even 
so, she felt lucky to be at the district town instead of being sent to villages, as elementary school 
teachers often were. Mai knew how much these teachers in villages had to suffer. Like all the 
peasants, they could be victims of either side. They could be kidnapped or murdered by the 
Communists or accused of being Communists by village officials. Now Mai realized what Mother 
had said about the difficulty of living in the countryside, and about too many yokes around the 
peasants' necks was true. The military was actually in control from provinces to villages, since 
province chiefs were colonels and district chiefs were majors in the army, while administrative 
civilians only followed their orders. Bribery became a fact of life. Everybody knew that an officer 
had to pay his superior money to keep his position. 

A nationwide denouncement campaign against the Communists was launched. This led to the 
false accusations against many innocent peasants while many real Communist cadres escaped 
thanks to their bribery. 

Mai knew that if any official disliked her, Communist propaganda leaflets could be planted in 
her house, and her arrest would be just too natural a result. And Mai also knew that being tortured, 
people would have to admit to crimes they hadn't committed. 

* 
The war was escalating in the South when the Gulf of Tonkin event on August 2, 1964 shocked 

everybody. 
The Americans claimed that their two ships patrolling in international waters had been attacked 

by North Vietnamese Communist torpedoes. To retaliate, the U.S. bombed North Vietnam. Many 
people thought that large scale war would break out between the U.S. and North Vietnam, and the 
Soviet or Chinese Communists would jump in. They feared that Sai Gon and many other cities in 
the South could be bombed by Soviet planes. But no such thing ever happened. There was no 
declaration of war and the U.S. continued to bomb the North while sending more advisors to the 
South. 

A road deep in the jungle cutting through Laos called the Ho Chi Minh trail had been the main 
route of supplies and reinforcements for the guerrillas in the South. Tons and tons of bombs had 
been dropped on this road to no avail. Thus, the war had been widespread all over the South with 
many big clashes between the government troops and the North Vietnamese regulars. More and 
more young men were drafted. Only a few months apart, three more of Mai's brothers were called 
to join the army. 

Poor Mother, she had been worried about the drafting of her sons for a long time, beginning with 
her eldest son continuing until the youngest one reached draft age. To Mai, it seemed not long ago 
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that she had seen her two youngest brothers sitting in two bamboo baskets carried by a male servant 
on a bamboo pole, while another brother was piggy-backed by Nanny running away from the 
fighting. It was hard to believe that now they, themselves, had to engage in the war. Pretty soon 
Mother would have to worry about the drafting of her grandsons. One by one, many of the male 
students in her classes were drafted too. As rural boys, they often started school late, and because of 
their ages, most of them were disqualified for deferment. However, those people who had money 
could bribe village officials to change birth certificates for their sons or pay members of the 
medical board to give them deferments for medical reasons. Very often police came to search 
houses at night after curfew to look for draft dodgers and Communist infiltrators. But those having 
enough money to bribe everybody still could get away with it. 

Many young men just disappeared after they received their draft notice. They could have moved 
to the disputed villages where the government didn't have complete control and then join the 
guerrillas, voluntarily or involuntarily. Since dead government soldiers had been sent home from 
different fronts for burial, many young men thought that it would be safer to join the guerrillas, 
because they didn't see many of them dead. Besides, they could be closer to their homes. 

Many students' poor parents came to beg Mai to help their sons get deferments. In their simple 
way, they thought that teachers who worked for the government must have some power, like 
village and district officials. Mai wished that she could make them understand that her situation 
was worse than theirs, since the Communists didn't like her or any teacher and could slaughter her 
to set an example for "the puppet government's collaborators". On the other hand, the officers and 
officials in the district could get rid of her and then blame it on the Communists if she showed any 
sign of dissatisfaction with any of their activities. 

Mai knew that to play it safe, she had to keep her eyes, ears, and mouth shut. She felt sorry for 
the young men and their families when they got drafted, knowing that sooner or later many of them 
would be killed. Mai felt depressed each time a parent left her house in tears, realizing that she 
couldn't help them. 

* 
During this time, Tuan came to see Mai often. Mai was happy to see him but at the same time 

didn't want him to come so often to avoid any gossip about his presence. Mai knew very well that 
her landlady next door kept an eye on her and tried to listen to her conversations. 

To Mai, Tuan became a pleasant change in her routine of teaching school, reading at home, and 
then going to sleep. However, she knew that she didn't love him, and felt guilty using him to relieve 
her worries and loneliness. Different from Mai, Tuan seemed to take everything lightly. When she 
heard that a bus was blown up, an official kidnapped or killed, Mai worried for months, while Tuan 
easily forgot about it. Many times Mai reminded him to be careful about riding the bus from Sai 
Gon to this far-away district, but he just laughed, "How can you avoid the danger when you don't 
know when or where it will happen? No place is safe, not even Sai Gon. Even the building 
occupied by the American military personnel, right in the center of the city and securely guarded by 
the U.S. Marines, was blown up." Mai knew that what he said was true and that made her worry 
even more. 

Mai wasn't surprised when Tuan proposed to her but somehow had never thought about the 
answer before. Seeing the anxious look in Tuan's eyes, she didn't have the courage to tell him that 
she had fallen in love with somebody and couldn't love anybody else right now. But instead Mai 
said softly, 

"I have always considered you a good friend, but we have a lot of differences and don't I think 
we would be happy together." 

"I know, but most of the time husbands and wives are quite different. What important is that we 
care for each other and are willing to build our life together." 

Bending down, Tuan reached out for Mai's hand and held it firmly in his two palms, 
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"There is no hurry, I'll wait for you to know more about me." "Don't waste your time. Go ahead 
to find somebody else. I hope you don't have any hard feelings toward me, and will still consider 
me a friend." "No, no hard feelings." 

Mai saw the sadness on Tuan's face and in his voice and felt guilty for creating it. Looking out 
the window she said, "Do you want to go buy some mangoes before time to catch the bus?" 

Looking straight at Mai, Tuan seemed to read her idea of getting rid of him, "Might as well." 
Actually Mai only wanted to cheer him up and make light of the whole thing. Seeing Tuan leave 

for the bus with his head bowed low and not looking back to wave at her as usual, Mai felt both sad 
and relieved at the same time. She knew that he wouldn't come back, and she would resume her 
lonely life but was also free of remorse for using somebody to relieve her loneliness. * 

After the bus rolled away, Mai prayed that Tuan would have a safe trip home, and hoped that as 
time passed, he would forget the whole thing and would find somebody to marry and be happy 
with. 

That night Mai couldn't go to sleep. Perhaps the bursts of gunfire nearby and the rumbling 
sounds of bombing in the jungle and That Son, the Seven Mountains Range, near the Cambodian 
border kept her awake. The war had been quickly escalated with the presence of a few thousand 
Americans who had actively participated in the fighting. It seemed the battles would never end in 
this country. For almost twenty years, Mai had grown up along with this protracted war. And 
looking back into history, Mai thought this country had never enjoyed peace for long. For a 
thousand years under Chinese domination, and almost a hundred years under French colonialism, 
the people never stopped struggling. 

Looking at the coconut and mangos trees and their shadows in the half moon, Mai felt scared. 
Out there the guerrillas must be hiding in the dark, and this district could be attacked by surprise at 
any time. 

It seemed that history was repeating itself. Previously, the French troops were defensively 
confined in outposts and nervously awaited surprise attacks. Now it was the American and 
government troops' turn. The only difference in tactics was the more powerful artillery support and 
swift air transport of reinforcements. However, they still fought the war with a faceless enemy. 
Anybody could be a guerrilla at night. Actually Mai believed that every family in the countryside 
had at least one relative in the guerrillas forces. 

People became guerrillas for various reasons. Many joined the forces during the French 
resistance and were ordered to stay behind in the South instead of regrouping to the North as 
specified in the Geneva Accords. Many became guerrillas because they were victims of wicked and 
greedy local officials, and some others just joined to dodge the draft. Many more became guerrillas 
because they lived in the Communist controlled or disputed areas where the government was in 
control during daytime and the Communists at night. Thus, the strategic hamlet program didn't 
work out here. In Malaysia, when the people were relocated into enclosed strategic hamlets, the 
Communists, who were Chinese infiltrators, were cut off from their food supplies. This resulted in 
the failure of one of their key strategies, staying close to the people. Here, family ties were so 
strong that villagers couldn't stop providing supplies and information to their own relatives on the 
other side. Poor villagers, they didn't want anything but to be left alone to till their land from dawn 
to dusk and just survive. Like children in a divorced family, they were pulled between the two 
estranged parents. 

For generations, governments and their officials had been considered protective parents to the 
people. Now the villagers feared government officials and officers whom they knew to be greedy 
and cruel human beings, while they feared the guerrillas as ghosts who couldn't be seen, but could 
still actively carry out their terrorist acts. When talking about the guerrillas, people usually looked 
around and then lowered their voices to whispers. They dared not call them communists or 
guerrillas, but the misters, with a tone mixed with respect and fright. Living in the unsafe zones, 
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these innocent people could be bombed and shelled at any time, or shot at during the sweep 
operations. In the disputed areas they could be falsely accused as "communists" during daytime, 
and then "lackeys of the puppets" at night. 

The more Mai thought about the war the more depressed she felt. She tried not to think about 
anything and shut her eyes to go to sleep but couldn't. The cool moonlight on her pillow made her 
feel more lonesome, and then she thought about the Lyrics of the Warrior's Wife, a story in verse by 
a Vietnamese poet originally written in Chinese characters and then translated into Vietnamese by a 
well-known poetess: 

"The soldiers' souls hurled by the wind 
And the warrior's face shown and followed by the moon 
How many warriors and soldiers are out there 
Who will cover their dead faces and who will pray for their souls." Yes, out there in the jungles 

and rice fields, how many were killed and would be killed tonight on both sides? Mai felt a chill 
run through her body. A man's life was so fragile, she thought. 

In her sleep that night, she saw many pale-faced teenage boys lying dead in water-covered rice 
paddies surrounding the district outpost. 

 
 
 
 
X 
 
Mai was happy to think about the summer vacation just a few days away. Then she could leave 

this district to return to Sai Gon and be far away from the fighting for at least a few months. Mai 
thought about all the friends she would visit again to relive her happy school days. 

But when in Sai Gon, Mai found out that most of her friends who hadn't gone to college had 
already married, and some had even become widows whose husbands had been killed in the war. 
Their lives had changed so much, and many were so busy making a living that their school years 
seemed buried far too deep in the past. Mai could only visit her unmarried friends, the members of 
the old maid club, as she jokingly called them. 

Mai remembered that when Sister was only fifteen, many matchmakers tried to match her with 
young men of the well-to-do families. At that time, girls, even those in the cities, were not expected 
to finish high school, but to get married before they reached the age of twenty. Only a very small 
number of women had tried to pursue their own careers. But after the war broke out, life became 
more difficult. Many city folks lost their houses and fortunes when they evacuated to the 
countryside. Upon their return to the cities, they had to start all over again. And then, when the war 
spread to the rural areas, country folks jammed into the cities for safety. Because parents no longer 
could support their married children, young men postponed their marriages. Their fear of being 
drafted into the army, with uncertain chances of survival, also made them reluctant to make a 
commitment. 

Girls had to stay in school and try to have a career of their own. In proportion to the escalation 
of the war, the number of old maids also increased in the cities. More young, unmarried women had 
taken over the jobs of the young men who had been sent to the front. 

Mai felt pressure from her family and relatives to get married. Mother was very delicate about 
the subject, but many relatives overtly showed their concern, "Dear niece, when are you going to 
invite us to drink wine? Don't be choosy, girls are like flowers. Flowers cannot stay fresh forever." 
They never forgot to mention some nice men from good families that they knew of and Mai always 
felt uneasy hearing that. For herself, she felt old at her age. Sometimes Mai thought that she would 
let her family choose her a husband. But to her surprise, she heard Mother tell relatives and friends 
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who wanted to play matchmaker, "I will let my children make their own choices so they will not 
blame anybody afterwards." 

Mai couldn't believe that Mother had changed so much. She still remembered the times when 
Mother arranged weddings for her nephews. When her sister-in-law passed away, she took over the 
responsibility of finding wives for her nephews. It was her strong belief that as a man, her brother 
didn't know how to choose wives for his sons. Whenever a nephew reached the age of fifteen or 
sixteen, Mother started screening girls about that age in the area. They should come from good and 
honest families, their fathers could have more than one wife but not be a debaucher. They didn't 
have to be beautiful, but had to be hard working and obedient. Mother didn't want a girl from a 
family richer than her brother for fear of getting a stuck-up bride. Most of the families in the area 
were happy when Mother asked their daughters for her nephews. And her decisions were final. She 
only informed her brother and nephews about the pre-engagement and the engagement ceremonies 
so that relatives of both sides were present. Through a matchmaker, Mother would find out the 
requests from the family of the bride-to-be for gifts, jewelry, and money. Then, based on the year 
of their births, a fortune teller would set up their wedding dates. Like most other couples, Mai's 
cousins only had a few chances to glimpse their brides-to-be. Nobody ever raised the question of 
whether they were happily married or not. Their only concern was that the couple bore children to 
carry on the family's name and worship ancestors. 

Very often Mai wondered if people could be happy with their pre-arranged marriages. It was 
usually said that a girl's happiness depends on her fate. If lucky she was married to a nice husband, 
but if not she still had to live with him all her life no matter how bad he might be. 

Mai started to wonder what her future would be? Was she going to be an old-maid teacher in the 
district all her life? Mai didn't want to think about the lonely nights she would spend there where 
every shadow of a tree or any noise could be frightening. Mai knew that an attack could be carried 
out any night. Whenever darkness covered the district, she started to worry, since bodies of very 
young guerrillas had been found outside the outpost many times. Some of them could be her 
students, who died before having the chance to live. Poor things. Many times Mai thought that her 
teaching of literature and history to them didn't make any sense, since soon they only needed to 
learn how to use guns on one side or the other before they got killed. 

Mai wished that she could be transferred to Sai Gon, but that would be impossible since she 
didn't know any bigwigs or have enough money for bribery. Before the summer ended, Mai came 
to the conclusion that she must get married in order to stay in Sai Gon. She knew that she couldn't 
love anybody like she had loved Khang, but she had seen many of her friends who had flunked the 
high school exams, stayed home, and get married without being in love. Mai believed that people 
could grow to love each other after their marriage, which was why this society still strongly existed 
after generations of arranged matrimony. Reviewing all the men who had intentions to marry her, 
Mai thought that Tuan was the one she had known best. Different from her, he was easygoing and 
practical, never worrying about anything that might happen until it really happened. Mai usually 
felt secure when he was around. She knew that he cared a lot for her but sometimes wondered what 
made him want to marry her, since she wasn't pretty but only a plain average girl. Perhaps through 
her cousin's introduction, the family's background impressed him. 

Mother was rather content with Mai's choice since Tuan's middle-class, civil-servant origin was 
acceptable to her. She often said that a person's good and virtuous background was more important 
than his wealth. She believed that each individual had his particular fate and was destined to be rich 
or poor, but he had to have a good heart and characters. 

As for the wedding, Mother insisted that even if they could be simplified, all traditional 
ceremonies should be observed. But, regarding the old custom of the list of items drawn by the 
bride's family for the groom's family to provide, Mother told Tuan that it was up to him to organize 
a wedding appropriate to his budget. 
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As for Mai, while making preparations for the wedding, she was surprised at her own decision. 
How could she have made up her mind so quickly? Was it a big mistake? But she believed that if 
two people were willing to work at it, everything would be all right. Mai was amused to hear that 
many of her friends and relatives thought that it was a shotgun wedding. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
PART FOUR 
 
 
 
 
I 
 
Very early on January 29, 1968, Mai was awakened from her sound sleep by numerous bursting 

sounds. At first, she thought that it was a dream, since only several hours ago, the city was joyfully 
deafened by the explosion of various types of fireworks to celebrate Tet Mau Than. 

By tradition, fireworks had been used to chase away evil spirits during the New Year and at 
weddings, thus became a symbol of joy and good luck. But since the war broke out, fireworks had 
been forbidden. This was the first time in many years that people had the chance to hear the 
explosion of fireworks, instead of gunshots, to celebrate Tet. 

When Mai was fully awake, she realized that she wasn't dreaming, and the gunshots were really 
echoing from all corners of the city. She shook Tuan to wake him up, 

"Wake up, wake up! I hear gunshots everywhere." 
Still half asleep, he mumbled, 
"Go back to sleep. It's just fireworks." 
"Fireworks, no! It's almost two o'clock in the morning," Mai felt irritated. By instinct, she 

grabbed her daughter from her little bed to hold her firmly in her arms. 
The gunshots became louder and more intense. They came from all directions of the city. 
By this time Tuan was sitting up in bed. 
"Turn on the radio," Mai said. 
There was nothing but soft music playing. 
Mai became nervous but Tuan said calmly, 
"It is a coup." 
Mai felt a little relaxed since she knew that a coup wouldn't affect or endanger her family, 

because it would center around the Presidential Palace and military compounds. 
Everybody knew about the rivalry between President Thieu and Vice-president Ky, so a coup 

staged by Mr. Ky wouldn't come as a surprise to anybody. Mai expected to hear Mr. Ky's voice on 
the radio any minute, but instead, it continued to play soft music. Radio stations had always been a 
prime target of any coup. Mai wondered why it was so quiet at the Radio Station, while shooting 
was heard from all parts of the city. 

Tuan went to the window to look out into the alley. Mai looked up at him to find an answer. 
He shook his head, "I don't see anything. It's quiet in the alley. The heavy shooting came from 

the direction of the airport." 
The neighborhood was quiet. Everybody must be up by now, but perhaps, like Mai, they took 

the precaution of staying inside. 
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Seeing Mai sitting against the headboard holding their little girl in her arms, Tuan told her,  
"Put her down and go back to sleep." 
"No. You lie down. I'm not sleepy anymore." 
Mai was afraid to lie down for fear of not being able to get up quickly enough. Looking at the 

child sleeping peacefully in her arms, she felt scared. Before daybreak, the radio announced that a 
twenty-four hour curfew was to be in effect immediately. The Saigonese were familiar with this 
curfew procedure, so, as soon as the light had just broken through the darkness of the night, 
everybody came out of their houses. 

In the alley, groups of people gathered with serious looks on their faces. Mai was shocked to 
find out that it wasn't a coup but a massive communist attack against the city. They weren't 
besieging the city, but were already inside it. Heavy fighting was taking place in many sectors of 
the town. It was amazing how fast people gathered news. They said that the Presidential Palace was 
shot at by a group from the underground, positioned in a high building across the street. Another 
attack happened at the American Embassy situated only a few blocks from the Palace, killing many 
Marines. The areas surrounding the airport and the entrances to the city were the hot spots. Many 
military personnel and government employees on their way to duty were killed by Communists on 
guard at the checkpoints, disguised in government military uniforms. 

By the afternoon, many people from other parts of town, where soldiers fought from house to 
house, had evacuated to Mai's neighborhood to take refuge with their relatives. They came as whole 
families, with two or three children and belongings loaded on their motorbikes. Nobody knew what 
part of the city was safe, but as the fighting spread to their neighborhood, they packed up to run 
away from it. Actually, the fighting spread from one sector of town to another as the government 
soldiers tried to run the enemy troops out of the city. The hardest hit was the poor Ban Co 
neighborhood, Checker Section, where fires easily spread over the wooden shacks. 

* 
This was the first time in the history of the war that fighting took place inside the city. Not only 

Sai Gon, but three-fourths of the cities in the country were attacked by surprise and at the same 
time. 

Many people blamed the military authorities for not taking stronger precautions and failing to 
have adequate intelligence on the enemy's buildup. Many military personnel had gotten their leave 
for Tet, and many others had left their duties without permission. Many of them took it easy since 
the three-day truce had been agreed upon. In some posts, the high officers-in-command weren't 
present, so the defense was carried out by low-level officers. People discussed the standstill 
position staged by the American troops. They said that the Communists hadn't attacked any 
American compounds except the American Embassy in Sai Gon, and the American troops hadn't 
done anything to support the Vietnamese government troops. Some people even said that with their 
own eyes they had seen Communist troops being carried in American vehicles to the fighting. 
Many people then speculated that the American military intelligence knew about the enemy 
buildup and the planned attack, but Washington waited to see how the Vietnamese government and 
people would handle it. If the government was too weak to counter the attack, and the people were 
willing to support the Communists, then the Americans would give up. 

But like a miracle beyond anybody's expectations, the government troops drove the enemy out 
of the capital, as well as all the other cities, in a short period of time and with less damage than 
expected. 

But the fighting in the imperial city of Hue, now with the support of the American troops, was 
fierce. It took the government troops more than a month to regain control of the city. During their 
occupation, the Communists executed many military personnel, officials and civilians as well. 
Many mass graves were found. Actually there were no accurate statistics of the casualties on either 
side. But one thing was a surprise to the Communists: contrary to what they had been expecting, 
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there wasn't any uprising against the government or any support for them from the people in any of 
the cities they were able to temporarily take over. It was believed that the Communists were 
defeated rather easily, notwhithstanding they had the advantage of surprise on their side, because 
they got lost in a big city like Sai Gon without underground scouts and with no help from the 
people. 

Security and normal activities were resumed, but in their minds, people in the cities still felt 
insecure. Except for isolated incidents of terrorism during the many decades of war, cities had 
always been safe, like sanctuaries. But the Tet offensive made people realize that no place was safe 
anymore. They blamed the corruption of the government for the attack of Sai Gon. The 
Communists were able to bring their supplies of weapons and cadres right to the center of the city 
because government officials took bribe money to issue false ID cards, and at the checkpoints to 
the city, policemen didn't check all the truckloads of produce and flowers brought to the city for 
Tet. Actually, underneath this produce, thousands of A.K.47's were brought into Sai Gon. These 
A.K.47 assault rifles became so well known to everybody that even children knew about their 
effectiveness. 

 
 
 
II 
 
A few months after the Tet offensive, Mai was shocked when Tuan opened the letter from the 

Defense Ministry, 
"I'm being recalled to the Army." 
"What?" asked Mai. She couldn't believe her ears. 
"I have to report to the Joint Chiefs of Staff Headquarters Monday." Mai grabbed the sheet of 

paper from Tuan's hand to read it for herself. Involuntarily she let it drop to the floor. 
The room was silent while Mai's mind went blank. She just stared at the picture of their baby on 

the wall. The little girl was lying on her tummy and trying to raise her head as high as she could. 
Mai felt Tuan's arms wrap around her shoulders and his cheek press against her head. She held his 
hand in both of hers while tears rolled down her cheeks. Tuan tenderly squeezed her shoulders. 
"Why? I thought you had finished your four years of military duty? "I have, but I'm still in the 
reserve and can be recalled at any time." Looking at the picture of their child, Mai felt anger 
building up inside her. Why did it have to be them? They had just started learning to love and to get 
along with each other, especially since the birth of their baby who was the bond between them. 

Mai remembered that during the time after they had just gotten married, she was often frustrated 
and depressed because she had to come to live with Tuan's family. Except for her husband, 
everybody in the big family was a stranger to her. She had to get to know their personalities and 
habits. While at her home, her main job was to go to school and everything else was taken care of 
by Mother and the servant. 

There was also a servant at her husband's home, but Mai knew that her in-laws expected her to 
do chores, too. She had to get up early in the morning to help the servant hand-wash two heavy 
baskets of clothes before they went to the market to buy food for the day. Mai hated this job the 
most, since one had to bargain for every item, and she wasn't familiar with the prices. Mai wished 
that the sellers would have their prices fixed to save the buyers time and the bad feeling of being 
cheated. 

For the whole day, Mai never had a chance to be with her husband alone, except at bedtime. Mai 
felt bored and irritated knowing that her mother-in-law always observed her like an employer did a 
new employee. Mai grudgingly thought of herself as a servant's helper. 
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Mai remembered her aunt's stories about the time when she first came to her in-law family. They 
expected her to know how to cook and supervise the servants, but Aunt was unfamiliar with the 
fancy cooking of the city, so she had to beg the servants to show her how to cook, and eventually 
Aunt became the best cook in the family. Aunt had always insisted that all her nieces had to be 
taught how to cook before getting married, or they would be sent home by their in-law families. 
But times had changed, and daughters-in-law were no longer treated like merchandise to be 
returned to their families at the dissatisfaction in any respect of their in-laws. Now more girls got 
their own jobs and lived independently. 

Mai wanted to move out, but with Tuan's salary they couldn't afford to do so. She knew that it 
was impossible for her to get a teaching position at a public school since she had quit before her 
contract expired, and that she wouldn't like to teach at private ones since, except for the Catholic 
institutions which had always been rated high in academics and discipline, most of the private ones 
were loose in all aspects. Here, most of the students paid their tuition just to stay in, but didn't want 
to learn. Still Mai was determined to go back to teaching so that she could be independent. 

Tuan was surprised when Mai told him one evening, "Darling, I'm going back to teaching." 
"Where, in the district?" His head sprang up from his pillow.  
Mai gently pushed his head down,  
"No, right here, in Sai Gon, at a private school." 
He felt calmer but still wondered, "Why do you want to go to work?"  
"I feel bored staying home. Besides, I want to make some money of my own,"  
Mai wanted to add "so someday we will be able to move out on our own," but she decided not 

to. Mai knew that Tuan and everybody, even Mother, believed that she was lucky to have a good 
life living with a nice in-law family. Everybody expected her to live with her husband's household 
since Tuan was their eldest son. In Mother's time, the couple only moved out to be on their own 
when the husband's family allowed them to do so, usually when they could afford to give the 
couple a house to live in or a piece of land to till. For those who couldn't, the married sons had to 
live with their parents until the parents passed away. 

As for Mai, she had a plan in her head. She would go to work and save money to make Tuan feel 
secure, and then she would convince him to move out. She planned her speech, "Your parents and 
brothers and sister have been nice to me. I have enjoyed living with them, but I want to have more 
time with you. We can do this when we move out to live by ourselves. You see? Most of our 
married friends live by themselves, and they can invite their friends to their homes, but we can't do 
that, especially me. My friends don't feel at ease coming to see me here." 

* 
Mai could still feel the thrill she had when they moved to this small row house. For the first time 

in her life, she believed that she could control her destiny and make a plan for her life. She would 
work hard and save money to buy this house from her landlord. And when the war was over, she 
would move outside the city, but not too far, so Tuan could ride his motorbike to Sai Gon to work, 
and build a house with a big yard where she could plant a lot of fruit trees and have vegetable and 
flower gardens. 

Like Father, Mai had always loved trees and flowers. She remembered every single tree at her 
country family home in the North. But now this letter had changed her life. Mai realized that she 
was wrong. In this time of war, nobody, especially one with neither money nor power like her, 
could make any long-range plans. This was the day-to-day way of life. 

Mai squeezed her husband's hand and looked up to his face. Tuan bent down to kiss her wet 
cheek. 

Holding her gently in his arms, he whispered, 
"Don't worry. I might stay right in Sai Gon and go to work everyday like I usually do." 
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III 
 
It had been three years since Tuan had been assigned to his post in Ban Me Thuot, a province in 

the highlands near the borders of Cambodia and Laos. For three years, Mai had lived in worry, 
since the highlands were one of the strongholds of the South. Here, in addition to the Communist 
pressure from the mountainous three borders, the government sometimes had to confront the 
FULRO - Front Unifie de Lutte des Races Opprimees, Unified Front of Struggle of the Oppressed 
Races. This organization of the montagnard ethnic minorities fighting for their own independence 
had been hostile to the Vietnamese government. Many people said that it was being supported by 
the CIA. They believed that, like the French, the Americans also applied the divide to rule policy. 
Every night before going to sleep, Mai prayed for her husband's safety. Many nights she had been 
awakened by nightmares in which a military man knocked on her door. When she opened it, the 
man asked her with a sad voice,  

"Excuse me, is this the house of Lieutenant Nguyen Van Tuan."  
"Yes, it is." 
"Are you his wife? I'm sorry, the Lieutenant was killed in battle."  
"Oh, no, no, no," Mai usually screamed and woke up. 
When awake, Mai knew that it was only a nightmare caused by overworrying. But she also 

realized that it could really happen any day. She wanted to have her husband transferred to Sai Gon 
but recognized that it could only be done easily if she knew a high military officer or a high 
government official very well or had money to pay to the right person. But Mai could not fulfill 
either of these conditions. 

By chance, at a reunion of her high school friends, Mai found out that some of her classmates' 
husbands were high officials in the government. These young men belonged to the American-
trained generation who, freshly graduated from various universities in the U.S., rose to power in a 
short time. 

The Americans planned to replace the deep-rooted French influence. It seemed that there was a 
severe conflict between these two groups. The older generation believed that the French system 
was the best in all aspects. To them, the U.S. was only a new country with no roots, and the 
Americans were the nouveau riche who had no taste or class. But the younger generation was 
impressed by American technology and wealth, and considered the elders as old-fashioned, 
backward, and resistant to change. 

After the Americans had kicked the French out of the country, a huge department was set up to 
select students to be sent to the U.S. for training. Many military personnel and government officials 
were also being sent. In the near future, with such a well-planned program, the government 
machinery would be maneuvered by the American-trained generation while the older one was 
phased out. Since that reunion, Mai had many times thought about asking her former classmates to 
help get a transfer for her husband, but it was hard for her to do so. She thought that it would be 
awkward for her to call on them and beg, because in their eyes she would be small. Mai couldn't 
stand the idea of being considered inferior or bowing down to her classmates, who, by themselves, 
weren't superior to her, and whose husbands had gotten their positions only owing to their 
connections. 

For many months, Mai was torn inside by the conflict of whether to put away her vague, 
personal, hard to describe feeling - which could be only vanity - or to gamble with Tuan's life. 

Every morning, she screened the paper to see if there was any news about a clash in Ban Me 
Thuot. Mai was scared to reminisce about Khang. At that time, the country wasn't in a state of war 
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yet, but still, personal misfortune struck her with his death. Now, the casualties became a weekly 
statistical report, and Mai was terrified to think that Tuan might be added to it, and nobody would 
consider that his death made any significant change. Mai tried not to think about, but she couldn't 
help it. Every time Mai looked at the children, she began to worry. 

Her heart especially felt for the little boy who was born when his daddy wasn't home. His father 
hadn't seen him until he was two months old. And, since then, they had only met a few times. Each 
time that Tuan came home, the boy was bashful. He stood apart and watched his sister rush to hug 
their daddy. "Come, son, come to daddy," Tuan wooed him. But he would only stand still, staring 
from his sister to his daddy, as if wondering if it would be safe to go. Mai had to carry him to Tuan, 
who happily held her and the children all against him at the same time. When the little boy began to 
know his daddy, Tuan's leave was over. Each time Mai and the children said good-bye to Tuan, she 
dreaded that it could be the last time she saw him. 

* 
At last, Mai made up her mind to beg for Tuan's transfer to Sai Gon. She opened her armoire to 

look for her best ao dai, since she didn't want her friend to look down on her. For several years Mai 
hadn't had a really good ao dai made. After Tuan left for his post, she had tried hard to make ends 
meet with her teaching salary and the money her husband sent home each month. With the high rate 
of inflation, her fixed income seemed to shrink more and more each month. In the good old days, 
with only one income, a family could maintain a middle-class living standard with a live-in maid. 
But now, even with two incomes, Mai could hardly make it. Like many fixed income families, Mai 
had a hard time finding a servant to take care of the children and cook, with the money she could 
afford to pay. 

When a girl came from the country, she was content with the free board and the salary she could 
save. But after a few months, she was usually contacted by somebody to go to work at the bars 
where she could earn ten times more than a maid. Many of Mai's former servants came to visit her 
and the children now and then. Many of them now lived with GIs. Their houses were much bigger 
and more beautiful, with better quality furniture than hers. They often brought Mai a lipstick or 
rouge and chocolates and candy bought from the PX, the military post exchange. Many times Mai 
told them that they could come to visit her but didn't have to bring her anything. Somehow their 
gifts made her feel uneasy, giving her a sense of failure. 

Perhaps those former servants felt proud that they could give the children and Mai those gifts. 
Besides, they realized that though they had a lot of money, people still looked down on them, may 
be even more than when they were servants. They knew that to their faces people treated them 
nicely to get their money, but behind their backs people had no respect for their jobs and their way 
of living. So they wanted to be close to Mai to show that they had good relations with the so-called 
educated class in society. Mai felt sorry for them, knowing their lives had been affected by the war 
and their futures would be uncertain. In many neighborhoods, thousands of young girls moved in 
with international soldiers from the U.S., Korea, the Philippines, and so on because these men had 
money. Many houses had been fixed up or rebuilt to rent to these mixed couples, so the demand for 
houses was skyrocketing, and so were their prices. As a man was transferred or returned to his 
country, the girl found another one to live with or returned to the bars to work. 

* 
When Mai came to the address given her by a friend, she found herself standing in front of a tall, 

dark green, closed iron gate fronting a big, two-story villa in a high-class fashionable street. 
Somehow Mai was reluctant to ring the doorbell. Compared to her family's house in the country to 
the North, this house was much much smaller, but she felt inferior when looking at the high brick 
wall enclosing it. 



141 
 

Before she could make up her mind as whether or not to ring the bell, Mai heard a squeaky 
sound. The gate was narrowly opened, just enough room for a tall man to squeeze out. He must be a 
security guard. Mai felt embarrassed at being secretly watched from behind the door. 

"Excuse me, Madame, who are you?" The man was rather polite, perhaps because Mai was well-
dressed. 

"Um... um... I'm..." Mai wanted to say "I'm the classmate of," but then changed, "My name is 
Mai, Tran Ngoc Mai. I have come to see Mme Director General."  

"Do you have an appointment with her, Madame?" 
"No, but I....um....um... I need to see her. I am her friend."  
Before Mai could finish, the guard said, "Would you wait here?" He then stepped behind the tall 

gate and closed it. 
He must be using a phone or walkie-talkie to call the house, Mai thought. She believed that the 

guard saw many visitors like her each day, all those people who came to ask for favors. While 
waiting, Mai wondered whether Mme Director General would remember, or want to remember her. 
It had been several years since Mai had last met her. It was only a casual meeting when they ran 
into each other at the pho, soup, restaurant one morning. At the time, her husband hadn't had a high 
position yet, so they rode on a Vespa scooter like Mai and Tuan. 

Even if she still remembered her, Mai didn't know whether she would see her. One didn't have to 
think hard to figure it out that when an old classmate one hadn't seen for some years showed up at 
the door, then she must want something. Mai felt ashamed of herself for coming to beg for a favor. 
She wanted to walk away but didn't. Instead, she just stood there reasoning with herself, "People 
come to beg for position, but I ask only for the transfer of my husband who has stayed at the front 
so long." 

Her thoughts were cut off when the guard stepped from behind the gate.  
"Sorry. Mme Director General is not at home." He said in a rather sympathetic manner to Mai. 
"She's not?" Mai asked, looking straight into his eyes. 
"No", he turned away quickly to avoid Mai's look and stepped back behind the gate. 
Before he closed it, Mai saw a shiny black Mercedes parked in the pebbled driveway. Her 

classmate must be taking a nap in her air-conditioned room, or perhaps she didn't want to see Mai. 
Mai walked quickly away. She didn't want anybody in the house to see her. The guard must be 

laughing at her for saying that she was a friend of his boss.  
* 

Mai felt anger build up in her. She was silly enough to walk to that house to ask for a meeting. 
She should have found someone who had good contacts to arrange the encounter. Had she been 
able to see her old classmate, she doubted that she could have got any help. Mai wasn't close 
enough to her friend to earn free favors and yet, if her friend wanted money, she would be reluctant 
to say so. 

The more Mai thought about what she had done, the more she felt angered at herself. Mai 
walked aimlessly along the tree-shaded pavement, tried in vain to think about something else to 
keep herself from feeling angry. Then she heard a man voice with a Central accent behind her, 

"Cyclo, Miss?" 
Mai pretended not to hear since she didn't have any idea of where she wanted to go, but the man 

voice was persistent, 
"Cyclo, miss Number Two." 
Turning back, Mai saw a short, skinny, old man in his fifties slowly pedaling his cyclo along the 

cement curb next to her. She walked closer to the curb,  
"How much to downtown?" 
"Three hundred piasters, Miss." 
"That's too much." 
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The man must have thought that she was a wealthy lady living in one of these high-class villas. 
Mai resumed her walk on the pavement. 

"Two hundred fifty, Miss." 
Mai shook her head without saying anything or turning back. She wished that the man would 

leave her alone so she could walk her anger away.  
"How about two hundred." 
Mai turned back and saw the small, tired eyes of the old man staring at her. Without thinking, 

Mai stepped to the curb, and the old man stopped his cyclo to push it closer for her to step on. He 
firmly gripped the handle bar to keep the vehicle down while Mai put her feet on its wooden step, 
but the cyclo still tilted forward until she sat on the cushion. As soon as she settled down, the old 
man pushed his three-wheeler so he could put one foot on the pedal before getting on the saddle. 
Mai thought that the man was too short and small for the vehicle, but somehow he managed to 
handle it quite easily. Perhaps, he used to handle a plough which must have been much heavier. 

Mai recalled the first rickshaw ride in her life, from the river port to her house in the city, when 
she had just come from the village. At the time, the man had to hold on to the shafts and run, 
pulling the cart behind him. That was the only means of transportation in the whole city. As for the 
wealthy, they owned the richsaw and had a live-in male servant to do the housework and pulled it. 
Such people had chauffeurs now. 

Mai didn't like the idea that a man, especially when he was old and small in size, had to use so 
much labor to carry another person, despite the fact that improvements, such as adding another 
wheel and pedals behind the cart to make it run by pedaling instead of pulling, had made cycloing 
more modernized and much more humanized. 

But even with the presence of many taxis and motorized cyclos, the cyclos run by human power 
were still the most popular means of transportation here. This was because the fare was much 
cheaper, plus they could reach any small alleys that the other motorized vehicles couldn't. 

* 
As the man started his smooth pedaling on the tree-covered street, he began to talk, 
"Money had no value anymore. Two hundred piasters will only buy you a bowl of soup. I still 

recall not long ago I only paid three piasters and got more beef and noodle." 
Mai didn't want to hear about it because she felt that he was accusing her, as if she belonged to 

the governing class which created the inflation. She wished that she had the nerve to tell him to 
hush. But instead, she was surprised to hear herself say, 

"Yes, I know." 
As if he had found a good listener, the man poured his heart out,  
"You know, Miss. I didn't make my living by this kind of labor work before. In my village, I 

owned some land, not much, but I owned it; my ancestors passed it down to me. My wife, my 
children, and I worked hard, and when God made good weather, we had more than enough to eat. I 
wouldn't come to the city to live like this if we hadn't been shelled and bombed almost every day 
and our house hadn't been burned down. I have three daughters and they are all of marriage age. I 
wish that I could stay home and marry them off to young men in my village. Here, my wife and I 
worry ourselves to death that they will be tempted by city life and run away to become bar girls, 
marry American soldiers, and then become prostitutes. That would shame our ancestors, and how 
would I face them when my time comes to reunite with them? You see, Miss, thousands of girls 
now make their living the shameful way." 

"I know." 
* 

From his accent, Mai could tell what province in the Central he came from. Recently, there were 
a lot of cyclo pushers who came from that area. People believed that many of them were 
undercover Communists. Mai felt anxious thinking that under her foam cushion there could be a 
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few kilos of TNT, but she still felt sympathy for the man since she had lived in the country once 
and had many times lain trembling beside her Nanny, hidden amid rice plants. The bursting of the 
machine guns seemed to be the most terrible thing at the time and now Mai believed it would be 
hell to live amid the bombings, shellings, and shootings. He must have lived in the area marked 
unsafe, where it became a free zone for bombing and shelling. Mai wanted to ask him what village 
he came from, but then decided not to. She knew that, like most of the poor workers, this old man 
must see Mai as a member of the well-to-do class which he also considered as the governing one, 
while he, being poor, was the one of those to be oppressed. Perhaps he hated to see all the city 
people who lived untouched by the war in all those beautiful houses and wished that someday he 
could share their wealth. Mai could understand how these people felt. In this city, they saw big 
villas along tree-covered streets as well as high buildings and brick row houses. But for themselves, 
they had to squeeze into sheds made out of crates and tin roofing. 

With the escalation of the war, the city had become overcrowded with evacuees, and slums 
mushroomed. Here in these areas, the Communists had the best chances to whisper their 
propaganda of hatred against American imperialism and the Thieu-Ky machine. Who wouldn't 
dream about living in one of those comfortable houses instead of oven-hot sheds? Perhaps in their 
minds, these poor people thought that whenever the Communists took over, they would get their 
share of the wealth from the rich too. 

* 
"You know, Miss, I miss my house so much. From my house, I could see beautiful rice fields 

everywhere. It was a thrill to see those green plants grow right before my eyes. It was hard work. 
We didn't have a buffalo, so I pulled the plough while my wife and children pushed it. But we were 
proud to produce the golden grain to feed ourselves and others. Here, pedaling this cyclo is nothing 
to me, but I feel like I am begging from people and depending too much on them for a living. You 
know, the minute the war is over, I will return to my village to rebuild my house and put the 
ancestors' altar back in its old place in the center of the house. I have always prayed to God, 
Buddha, and my ancestors to let me live long enough to do that before I join my ancestors in the 
village cemetery." 

Mai wanted to say "I know how you feel." But perhaps in this man's eyes she was only a city 
woman who didn't know anything about his life in the village. Upon hearing this man talk about his 
simple wishes, Mai felt sympathy for him, for thousands of others, and even for herself who also 
felt nostalgic for her village. 

"Where do you want me to drop you off, Miss?" 
Mai didn't have any idea where she wanted to go, but upon seeing the high steeple of the 

Cathedral, she said without thinking, 
"At the Cathedral, please." 
The Cathedral was the center for the higher classes of the city. Its steeple towered over Tu Do, 

Freedom, an old but fashionable street dubbed Les Champs Elysées de Sai Gon. Here, the colonial 
epoch was still obvious in the French names on the cafes and hotels. 

During their good old days, the French officials, businessmen, and plantation owners came here 
to live either in the Majestic Hotel or Continental Palace. They dined at the sidewalk tables, drank 
their coffee at La Pagode, and ate their ice cream and petit fours at the Givral and Brodard. 
Everything had stayed the same, and many French citizens still hung around there with nostalgic 
feelings that these places were theirs and it was because of the arrogant Americans that they had 
been kicked off their properties. They must look at the Vietnamese and think, "See how stupid you 
were to listen to the Americans? We could have lived happily together, with you as the workers and 
us as the bosses." 

Now, Tu Do Street was still the gathering center for foreigners, mostly American correspondents 
through whom the world would know the war news. To the Vietnamese, this street was a symbol of 
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power, both foreign and local. To replace the elite French-speaking group were the young English-
speaking Vietnamese who had just been raised to power and high social status. These people 
frequented cafes to listen to and spread rumors. 

Passing by the Air France office on the ground floor of the high rise Caravelle building, Mai saw 
a group of well-fed young men in their newly-tailored suits with new Samsonite suitcases beside 
them. They were awaiting cars to take them to the airport to go abroad for their studies. This was 
the most luxurious of the draft-dodging tickets. They all must come from powerful and wealthy 
families. Some of them would have worked hard and passed the examinations with high scores, but 
others bought their diplomas and passports. For those who didn't study hard, it was impossible to 
pass even the high school exams, not to mention being able to enter any university. Now they went 
abroad, their parents could make profits by exchanging in the black market the foreign currencies 
that they would be allowed to send to their children. Besides, they would get degrees from overseas 
and then return to join in with the governing class in the country. 

The anger continued to build in her. Her three younger brothers had been drafted into the army, 
and her husband had been recalled despite he already had served his four-year military obligation. 
Mai was also angry because Tuan was recalled when only three months short of being reclassified 
onto the non-recall list. She thought that it was unfair when these young men, with their money, 
could officially dodge the draft and, upon their repatriation, would execute policies for the country 
which they didn't know much about. 

* 
Mai didn't know where she wanted to go, but perhaps her anger made her walk faster. Passing 

by the jewelry store and the couture boutique, Mai turned at the corner of the Brodard to go to 
Nguyen Hue Street. She walked aimlessly along the flower kiosks. The vendors thought that she 
might be a big customer so cheerfully asked, "What will you need for today Miss? We have fresh 
flowers just coming from Da Lat." 

"I haven't decided yet," Mai lied. She dared not say that she just wanted to look. Here, store 
owners and vendors didn't like the idea of just looking. But as for herself, Mai knew very well that 
she couldn't afford to buy these beautiful flowers which were always reserved for the wealthy class. 
The only times she came here to buy flowers were for funerals. Then she couldn't see the beauty of 
the flowers anymore, since she always avoided looking at those wreaths. Strangely enough, 
although there were still beautiful roses, gladioli, and daffodils arranged in the center of the round 
and oval-shaped green palm leaves, they looked dreadful to Mai. Nowadays, there had been so 
many funerals that the flower vendors made many wreaths in advance to display around their 
kiosks. That seemed cruel to Mai, as if these vendors were waiting for the soldiers to be killed. 

When the vendor was busy with a customer, Mai walked away, pretending that she was going to 
the next kiosk, but instead walked toward the circle to go to the small park in front of City Hall. 
Here, the whole scene looked like a French province with the Renaissance-style city hall towering 
over the small park, facing a circle which led to the broad four-lane boulevard divided by two rows 
of kiosks on two medians. 

* 
Sitting on a cement bench, Mai watched the activities around her. Like every Saturday, the city 

was in turmoil during the twelve o'clock rush hour. Then it became quiet during the long afternoon 
siesta. When the sun lowered from the high clear blue sky and the heat was subdued, people left 
their houses to pour downtown for their leisure activities. 

From her bench, Mai could see the crowd waiting outside the movie house in front of the park. 
They all looked young and reminded Mai of herself. She felt a little sad that her youth had passed 
so quickly. Looking at the joyful crowd, Mai noticed that most of them were more well-dressed 
than she and her friends were at their ages. They put on makeup which was considered 
inappropriate for high school girls of Mai's time, and many of them wore Western-style dresses 
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instead of the traditional Vietnamese ao dai. Many of the young men were holding their girlfriends' 
hands while standing there chatting. Mai realized how society, or at least this city, had changed. 
Quickly, it had become more Westernized. Actually, it had changed more in the last decade than it 
had in the whole century. 

In proportion to the escalation of the war was the number of bars. The sight of a Vietnamese 
woman going hand in hand with a Western man became common. In their hearts, people couldn't 
accept this, but it was a consequence that nobody could do anything about. 

Along with the war, the city, in fact the whole country, had created many newly-rich people. At 
the top, the high officials and officers got all the luxuries, including beautiful villas, chauffeured 
cars, expensive jewelry for their wives and their young and beautiful mistresses, plus accounts in 
Swiss banks. For these people, their salaries weren't enough for their petty pocket money. Many 
others became rich quickly by opening bars, building houses to rent to the Americans, dealing with 
stolen goods from PX's, exchanging dollars on the black market, or smuggling drugs and selling 
antibiotics and other supplies to the Communists. 

* 
A visitor who came to Sai Gon would hardly see any signs of war except for the presence of 

many jeeps, barbed wire, and sandbag barricades in front of some buildings, and the rumblings of 
the cannon and bombing at night. These rumblings seemed to remind the people in this city of the 
existence of the war, like the moaning of a family member who has suffered from a long illness in 
another room in the house. 

The whole city looked prosperous with the overflow of imported Japanese cars and motorbikes 
which jammed the narrow streets during the rush hours and suffocated the city with their exhausts. 
But this prosperity was only superficial. The country couldn't maintain its own subsistence. As an 
agricultural country which had exported prior to the war, now it had to live on imported rice. It 
seemed that everything had to be imported. 

The inflation rate was high, and those with fixed incomes were hardest hit. Many middle and 
low-level officials and officers whose jobs didn't provide them an opportunity for bribes had to 
moonlight to make ends meet. They would turn their motorbikes into some means of public 
transportation nicknamed embracing taxis by carrying passengers on the back seat. This kind of 
two-wheel taxi became popular among bar girls who wanted people to think that they were riding 
with their husbands or boyfriends and not going to work at the bars. Mai watched the people 
walking along the pavement and the many kinds of vehicles there: cars, motorbikes, motorized 
cyclos, cyclos and bicycles moving around the circle. They all looked content and happy to have a 
Saturday afternoon off to go downtown just for the sake of getting out of the weekday routine. 
Some rode here to eat ice-cream or snacks sold by food vendors along the sidewalks. Yet others 
were just window shopping and browsing from bookstore to bookstore or from one stand to 
another. 

Mai saw many young cadets from the Reserve Officers Training School whose compound was 
just outside the city. At first, the School was established in Mai's native province in the North, but 
due to the intensity of the war there at the time, it was moved South. For more than twenty years, 
the School had trained young officers, many of whom had been killed. 

Mai felt pity for these young cadets who, in their neatly pressed uniforms and crewcuts, looked 
happy and innocent beside their girlfriends. How many of them would be killed or wounded? They 
could be killed before they had a chance to live. 

Their youth reminded Mai of Khang who, like all the young people, had a dream of his own but 
didn't live long enough to fulfill it. In almost thirty years of war, nobody knew how many people, 
young and old, had been killed on both sides. Mai thought that no family on either side was spared 
from the suffering of the loss of a loved one. This country of over thirty million people had suffered 
so much and so long. Many people believed that this generation had to pay for the cruelty 
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committed by their forefathers who had eradicated the Cham people on their southward expansion. 
Others maintained that the big powers were only using this country as a pawn in their chess game 
where they could experiment with their newly-developed weapons. Many thought that if the French 
hadn't been so greedy and had given independence to Vietnam, or the American government had 
answered Ho Chi Minh's request to help him liberate Vietnam after World War II, then he wouldn't 
have turned this country Communist, there would have been no war and many thousands 
Americans would have been saved. Actually nobody could know what would have happened since 
there were so many big ifs. As for Mai, she had always wondered what the reason was behind 
American involvement in the Vietnam war. 

While in high school, she often went to the USIS - the U.S. Information Services, just at the 
corner of this park to get free copies of the Free World magazine. There she would read about how 
the U.S. had helped and led developing countries in their fight for freedom. At the time Mai 
believed what she read, and considered the U.S. a great country which had always been willing to 
help oppressed people. Now she wouldn't buy that propaganda, but what was the American 
interest? Unlike France, the United States was a rich country which didn't need the resources of a 
poor country like Viet Nam, where the consumption of goods was so low. 

* 
Mai remembered Khoi, a colleague teacher who taught in the same school in the district as she. 

For some reason, he was friendly to her when she first came there. Then he started criticizing the 
dictatorship of the central government and the corruption of the local officials. 

At first, Mai tried to play dumb for fear he was an informant, but later she realized that he was 
only a naive, arrogant person. Seeing Mai as a refugee from the North, he assumed that she was 
pro-government and pro-American, so tried to put his anger and blame on her as if she was the one 
who created this war. Many times Mai lost control of her temper and burst out, "Damn it, I'm not 
pro-American but I just don't like the Communist." 

"Communists or not, I don't care. They are Vietnamese," Khoi answered calmly. His calmness 
made Mai boil with anger. 

"Why don't you pick up your ass and go North to live with them?" Mai was surprised at herself 
for saying such a thing. 

"Why should I? This is my land. I was born here. I just don't want any foreigners coming here to 
boss us around. Do you think it is just for a government to invite foreign troops here to bomb and 
shoot our people?"  

"No, but who started this war? Why didn't the Communists stay in their area instead of trying to 
conquer the South?" 

"As a Vietnamese, do you want this country to reunify? Mr. Diem was supposed to observe the 
Geneva Accords and hold general elections to reunify the country in 1956 but he didn't do it." 

"Of course, I want the country to be reunified, and more than anything else, I want to revisit my 
native village. But I never want to live under Communist control. How could free elections be held 
under the Communists?" 

"Do you think we get free elections here?" 
Mai hated looking at Khoi's malicious smile. 
"No, but I know that if the Northerners had a choice, they wouldn't want to live under the 

Communists." 
"But they have good leaders there. Do they have to take orders from the Russians or Chinese? 

Have you heard of any North Vietnamese leader having a mistress or a Swiss bank account?" 
Mai knew that she couldn't argue with this and felt angry that she didn't have sound facts to 

defend her view. She felt even angrier because she couldn't make Khoi come to his senses and 
distinguish between his patriotism and pro-communist feelings. It was quite understandable that he 
had no respect for the leaders in the South. But adoring the Communists leaders in the North and 
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considering them as genuine patriots who had won independence for the country had to be another 
thing. 

Mai had explained in vain to him that the anti-French resistance was the work of all the people 
at that time, but the Communists were cunning enough to get rid of all the Nationalist elements and 
claimed the victory as their own. Born into a wealthy family in Sai Gon and having gone to a 
French lycee, Khoi was a naive idealist. Perhaps feeling guilty about his family's cooperation with 
the French, he wanted to clear his conscience. In his naivete, he thought that he could side with the 
Communists to overthrow the government backed by the U.S., and later form a government 
independent from both Communists and Americans. This was a dream that all Nationalists wished 
to realize, but as yet, no individual or party could carry it out. 

Since her return to Sai Gon, Mai hadn't seen Khoi again until she was invited to his wedding 
reception. 

Khoi was handsomely dressed in his new tailored suit, and his beautiful bride in her red brocade 
ao dai, hand-embroidered with golden dragons, diamonds glittering on her earlobes and chest. They 
were standing at the entrance of the dining hall of a big restaurant to greet hundreds of well-dressed 
guests. Mai maliciously wanted to whisper to him, "Hey, comrade, this is reactionary." But she 
only smiled at them and wished them happiness, following the line of guests into the reception 
room. 

Afterwards, Mai found out through newspapers that Khoi had become active in the Third 
Element. In theory, it was a non-communist organization which opposed Mr. Thieu's government, 
but in reality, it was only a Communist tool. Mai had to admit that politics was not her forte, but 
through history she knew that these non-communist elements made the same mistakes that a lot of 
people before them had made. The Nationalists had never been able to organize a strong, united, 
and disciplined party like the Communists, so they had been exploited and then later eliminated. 

Any new government had to be created by the U.S.. In fact, the Americans picked somebody to 
put in power regardless of whether the man was supported by the people or not. When opposition 
developed, the man then became a dictator, arresting and eliminating all of his opponents. The 
Americans knew all about this but did nothing as long as the man obeyed their orders. Of course, 
anyone who wanted power and money would have to obey those orders, or he would be overthrown 
or killed, as in the case of Mr. Diem. It was ironic that the Americans denied their role in this, while 
everybody knew that they had their hands in everything. Some people believed that the murder of 
Mr. Diem - who had objected to the presence of American troops in Vietnam - and of Mr. Nhu - 
who would rather have negotiations with the Communists in the North - opened everybody's eyes 
to the way the Americans carried out their policies. In such situations, no really great patriots, if 
there were any, would come out to play the role of puppet. 

* 
The Paris Accords were signed on January 27, 1973 but no peace was in sight. The fighting was 

still carried on everywhere, only now by Vietnamese troops alone, while the Americans began to 
withdraw. After thousands of tons of bombs had been dropped, half a million American troops had 
been sent to Viet Nam of which almost sixty thousand were killed, nothing was solved. Many 
people said that the Americans gave up on Viet Nam because they had come to terms with the 
Chinese. Being assured by the Chinese that they wouldn't conquer Southeast Asia, the Americans 
no longer needed Viet Nam as a wall to stop the spreading of the Reds. The Vietnamization of the 
war was the face-saving measure for the Americans who, for the first time in their history, were 
about to lose a war. Mai knew that it was always easier to criticize than to build. The Communists 
were right when they said that the bourgeois class couldn't do anything. While those mischievous 
fellows had the advantage of support from the poor, Mai felt that she had been out of touch with 
that class and didn't know how to help them understand that they were being deluded. 
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In their simple minds, the poor people in the South also thought that the wealth from the rich 
would be gathered and later distributed equally among them by the Communists once the latter 
were in control of the government. How could she make them believe that actually the poor in the 
North had become poorer since the Communists had taken over North Vietnam almost twenty years 
ago. The Communists had succeeded in eliminating the landlords and wealthy class, while bringing 
the whole population to a meager existence. Mai knew that she couldn't convince them of what had 
happened in her village. When the area was under the control of the Communists, some villagers 
came to her house to snatch away whatever they could lay their hands on. The carved living room 
chairs, dais, china cabinets, and even the red lacquered and gold-gilded altar tables, brass candle 
holders, and incense burning urns were divided up and arranged haphazardly in the main rooms of 
the thatch-roofed houses. The village committee intentionally ignored the loot. But when a village 
meeting was held, the committee chairman then accused the looters of being criminals. He didn't 
point his finger at anybody, but one by one, the villagers brought back their trophies, every last 
bucket of grain, the last bowl and plate. The chairman then declared that whatever was left behind 
by crooked landlords belonged to the government, which meant the people. Later the people never 
saw or heard about those items anymore. 

When she heard the whole story from her nephew -- he had stayed behind and lived under 
Communist control in the village for over a year before he could escape to Hai Phong to go to the 
South -- Mother wondered, 

"But who took the carved red-lacquered and gold-gilded coffin reserved for the Old 
Gentleman?" 

"Dear Aunt, I don't know, but it was also returned to the committee." "Ah, the coffin," Mai 
exclaimed in her mind. She had always been afraid of it. She never dared to go alone to the second 
floor, where the coffin was found in the same room with all the ancestors' altar. There had been two 
until the Old Lady was buried in one. 

Father didn't bother to ask about what had happened to anything in the house. But he seemed 
deeply hurt - his brow furrowed, the long black hairs sticking up, the skin on his forehead folded in 
many wrinkles, and his lips twisted - when he was told that all the books and magazines that he had 
collected for many years and were so dear to him were set on fire, right in his own courtyard. As 
for Mai, she wondered what had happened to the miniature rocky mountain that Mr. Thin, the 
bricklayer, had built in the corner of the front courtyard. She had enjoyed looking at the tiny 
ceramic pagoda on top of the mountain, with a tiny bridge connecting it to the other side of a 
crevice. The mountain was dotted with little green trees and small ceramic woodcutters. Mai was 
surprised to hear that the tailor's wife was the one who had started the looting of her house. But 
Mother wasn't. 

Now grown up, Mai understood more about the nature of people and she felt compassion for 
them. She could see all those skinny and sun-beaten, brown, rough-faced villagers waking up at 
cock's crow to cook their rice, now mixed with dry corn and sweet potatoes, and then eating it with 
the sour and salty pickled egg-plant. Then, after long hours of working in the fields, instead of 
going home to rest their aching bones and sore muscles, they had to go to meetings. "Uncle Ho" 
didn't bring them enough rice to eat or enough clothes to keep them warm as they had heard he 
would. They had less rice to eat and saw less meat than before. Previously, if they could afford it, 
they could buy some meat or butcher a hog to commemorate the anniversary of the dead. But now 
it was rationed, and they had to have a special permit to purchase a specified, tiny amount of meat. 
They still wore the same coarse cotton clothing, but with more patches, since each person was only 
allowed to buy four yards of fabr ic a year if there was any. In winter time, they still didn't have 
jackets or sweaters, but only palm leaves sewn together to be used as raincoats and overcoats, while 
their bare feet froze in the cold mud of the fields. 
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For hundreds of years, the rural people in the North had always had a rough life, working hard 
and getting very little in return. Twenty years under Communists control had made their lives even 
harsher. Sometimes Mai sadly thought of their lives as being like those of the buffaloes which 
pulled the heavy plows in the sticky, muddy fields all day in exchange for a bundle of dry straw. 
Like the buffaloes, these people accepted their hardship as their fate, since around them everyone 
was the same. They never saw any shiny, chauffeured cars, any jewelry glittering on beautifully 
dressed ladies, or any fashionable restaurants. They never experienced the butter and wine 
fragrance of French cuisine, nor the spicy and savory aroma of Chinese cooking. Mai believed that 
those Northerners would think that they were in paradise if they could live in this city, even as 
cyclo pushers, since they could eat as much white rice as they wished. 

* 
Mai recalled her recent visit to the resettlement centers spreading along the road to the 

highlands. 
The hilltop lands had been left uncultivated until the settlers came here. But in a few years, they 

were all covered with green banana and papaya plants. Here, overripe fruit was given to hogs when 
it wasn't transported to Sai Gon on time. Mai thought about the Northerners who had to eat banana 
bulbs and trunks, and she wondered if -- the big if -- all the money spent on tanks, M.16 rifles, jet 
bombers, and ammunitions had been spent on the people giving each family a house, a few acres of 
land to till, could this war have been avoided from the beginning? 

Of course, nobody knew for sure, but the fact was that the dictatorial and corrupt government, 
strongly supported by the American's, was unpopular among the intellectuals as well as the poor. 

The well-educated and high class Vietnamese in the South strongly opposed the Americans 
when they first established the foundation there in 1954. These people were French influenced, 
their history lessons started with Nos ancetres sont des Gaulois, and they only studied Vietnamese 
a few hours a week as a second language. At home, they spoke French, and they read the local 
newspaper Le Journal d'Extreme Orient and Paris Match, the magazine from The Capital of the 
Light. Many of them had never read a Vietnamese paper, magazine or book which were published 
in Ha Noi, the cultural center of the country for many years. They even felt proud of the fact that 
they knew more French than their own language. 

Those of Northern origin strongly supported the government from the beginning for its anti-
communist stance, but gradually dropped out in opposition. A group of naive politicians organized 
the Third Element to fight the government's dictatorship and American control. Many politicians, 
called politicians hiding under their blankets, stayed aloof while over ninety percent of the 
population -- the poor -- didn't pay any attention to politics, just wished to be left alone to make 
their living. But the Communists had taken advantage of their living in poverty to whisper 
propaganda of anti-imperialism, anti-dictatorship, anti-neocolonialism, and of justice with equal 
distribution of wealth to all. 

With the presence of the American troops and their overpowering weapons, many people felt 
pity for the guerrillas who were considered Robin Hoods chased by cruel American and 
government troops. 

Mai saw no solution for the country; the war still went on with thousands of people, civilians 
and soldiers, killed each week while the economy was being worn out. 

Without American aid, the country couldn't survive. For many years, there were no foundations 
for economic development. The country had consumed but had not produced. The country 
economy had always been in the hands of foreigners. The French still held on to their big 
plantations of rubber, tea, and coffee. The Chinese controlled the country's few factories and almost 
all of the family-owned companies. Most of the Vietnamese were either in the army or worked for 
the government, which paid its employees with the American aid money. Mai felt frustrated that, 
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for generations, all the foreigners who came here looked down on the Vietnamese as if saying, 
"You must be really stupid to stay so poor." 

She always felt irritated when she saw an American looking out from a fashionable restaurant or 
leaving a formerly French-occupied villa in his air-conditioned car. She thought that he might look 
at her and all the people around him and have the idea, "Your salary is only twenty to fifty dollars a 
month and you, your government, your whole country, all depend on us for your living." 

When Mai saw the pictures of the Vietnamese leaders meeting with the American ones, she had 
the strange feeling that the former were looking up as if begging, "Oh, please Mr. President, Mr. 
Secretary of Defense, Mr. Ambassador, give us more weapons and money!" 

And the latter looked down from their towering height, "My CIA knew how you and your 
followers spent the money given to you, but that's O.K. We will give you more if you do as we tell 
you. Otherwise..." 

But the pictures of Ho Chi Minh's meetings with the Communist leaders gave her a different 
feeling, since they always hugged each other warmly with cheerful smiles on their faces, as if they 
were happy to see their own relatives. Ho Chi Minh then seemed to talk to them like a member of 
the family, "Look, brother. I need more weapons to kill those imperialists who have invaded my 
country." It was a shameful fact that the North Vietnamese begged the Chinese and the Soviets 
while the South Vietnamese begged the Americans for weapons to kill each other. The only 
difference was that the North managed to look a little more independent from the two big 
Communist powers, thanks to the Sino-Soviet conflict. 

The more Mai thought about the situation of the country, the more helpless she felt. No 
individual or party could do anything. The war went on and on, and people were killed every hour. 
Mai thought about her husband and brothers, each in a different province but dared not think any 
further. 

If her family had money, then they could be transferred to Sai Gon. Mai also thought about her 
little boy. He, too, when grown up, would be drafted like his daddy, and she would be worried 
every minute like she was now. There was no future for the young generation. Except for the 
children of the wealthy and high officials who were certain that they would be deferred, all the 
young men lived in fear of the draft. 

These poor young men felt the pressure in the last year of high school. If they failed the national 
examination and were over age, they would be drafted. Whenever she saw young men at school or 
on the street, Mai felt pity for them and wondered how long they would live. She also felt guilty for 
failing to do something to help them. But she could do nothing, not even for her own family. 
Sometimes Mai found peace within herself for not having committed any corruption, not because 
she was better than anybody else, but because she was not in the position to do so. Mai knew that if 
she were a wife of a high official or officer, there would be no reason for her to refuse the money 
offered to her. With the money, she could have a life of luxury with a beautiful house, car, and 
jewelry. Also, money made money. 

Many wives of high officials and officers were busy making more money, or gambling with 
their husbands' easily collected grafts. The latter were also busy consolidating their positions and 
collecting mistresses. This left their children unguided with lots of cash to spend. These spoiled 
brats didn't have any goals in their lives, but spent money on drugs and gave other people a hard 
time, knowing that their powerful fathers would get them out of any trouble they created. Many 
times Mai was upset seeing these long-haired youngsters riding their motorbikes at high speed on 
the narrow and over-crowded streets. But when thought it over, Mai felt pity for them and for the 
whole younger generation in the country. These young people didn't have anything to look forward 
to in the future, except the fear of being drafted and sent to the front. They didn't have any role 
models to look up to. They knew very well that their leaders had to follow the Americans' orders 
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and tried to collect as much money as they could. Mai felt tired thinking about all these unsolvable 
problems. They made her feel helpless. 

The noise from across the street broke up her thinking. Seeing the cheerful crowd of young 
people noisily pouring out of the movie house into the street, Mai felt very sad. 

 
 
 
 
IV 
 
The fall of Ban Me Thuot on March 17, 1975 was a complete shock to Mai and perhaps to 

everybody else. 
Mai couldn't believe her eyes when she read the big black headlines on the front page. Her heart 

started beating so loudly that she could hear the sound of it by herself. She couldn't read anymore, 
and there was no need to. Mai just prayed that what was printed on the newspaper wasn't true, that 
it was some mistake. Ban Me Thuot had always been considered a strategic point, so how could it 
be defeated overnight? What had happened to Tuan? Was he still alive? Was he wounded or 
captured? Mai heard the dry sound of the paper dropping to the tile floor. 

* 
As if in a dream, she clearly saw Khang's funeral, and she remembered too well the time when 

the coffin was lowered down into the ground. His mother had tried to jump down into it, but two 
women held her back with all their strength. Mai had felt sorry for her because she herself had 
suffered so much but had had to hide her feelings. Mai never forgot that scene and still had the 
feelings of suffering and loss when relatives and grave diggers had poured dirt over the coffin. She 
watched them pour one shovel after another over the vanishing brown casket. Slowly the coffin was 
completely covered. Seeing the newly formed earthen mound, Mai wondered, "Was this all that his 
life was about?" After over thirty years of worrying and suffering, a man was buried in a small 
hole, and with him were all his hopes and dreams. He no longer needed the villa promised to him, 
just a hole in the ground. Mai had wished that she could have knelt down near that new grave to cry 
her heart out, to release all her hidden suffering. She had wanted to stay there as long as possible to 
be close to Khang. She hadn't wanted to leave him there by himself. 

When Kim had pulled her arm, Mai looked up to see that people were leaving, but she stood 
still. She wanted to tell Kim to go with the others and leave her there alone though she couldn't 
open her mouth to utter a word; her throat was too dry, and her eyes filled with tears. Mai looked 
blankly at Kim when she heard her whisper,  

"We have to go Mai." 
Mai looked at the mound now covered with wreaths of green palm leaves and white flowers and 

didn't have the heart to leave Khang in the loneliness of the cemetery. She felt that if she turned to 
walk away, she and Khang would be in two separate worlds, she, back to the city of the living and 
he, the city of the dead. She couldn't bear to think that people had brought him here, buried him 
under the ground, and then left, never to see him again. 

* 
No, Mai was too appalled to think that she might have to relive that drama. After marrying 

Tuan, she often wished that she would be the one to die first, so she wouldn't have to live with the 
pain and sorrow. Many nights, when the city was being shelled with 122mm rockets, Mai prayed: 
"Oh, God, please protect my whole family if you want us to live, or let the whole family die 
together." These rockets fell randomly in different sections of the city. Despite they didn't have any 
military effect, they shook the people's spirits. People realized that the government couldn't control 
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the areas surrounding the city and that the Communists were present everywhere and could carry 
out their sabotage activities any time they wanted to. 

Once a whole family in Mai's neighborhood was killed instantly in a rocket blast. Seeing the row 
of six large and small caskets placed in what had once been their living room and was now an 
almost open space with half the roof falling down, neighbors shook their head in pity,  

"What a misfortune! The whole family was killed!" 
Mai knew that in their minds they might wonder what the family had done to deserve this 

punishment. But Mai thought it was fortunate that none of the immediate family members had to 
mourn over the loss of their loved ones. Since her husband had been transferred to Ban Me Thuot, 
she always took her two children in bed to sleep with her. She wanted to protect them and also, 
deep in her mind, thought that if they should be struck by a rocket, they would all be together. 
Many nights, watching them sleep peacefully, Mai felt dismayed knowing that she couldn't protect 
them. When lying on the bed beside them, she often wondered how her husband would take it if all 
three of them were killed in their sleep. Perhaps every night, many people in this city had the same 
worry that they might be killed in their sleep, yet everybody just left it to fate, since the shellings 
were random and at intervals of every few months. Mai recalled one day when Tuan and she went 
home to visit his parents and found his father at home by himself. His face lit up when he saw 
Tuan. With his usual carefulness, he looked around to make sure that nobody was there before 
beckoned to Tuan to follow him. Mai just sat on the chair, trying to conceal her surprise by picking 
up a magazine on the coffee table. "You too, Daughter," Mai heard his soft voice sounded almost 
like a whisper. 

Looking up, Mai saw Tuan and his father waiting for her a few steps away. She glanced at her 
husband questioning in silence, "What is it?" Tuan just looked blank and Mai realized that he didn't 
know any more than she. Then, they followed his father quietly. Before Mai could find an answer 
to this strange attitude, they reached the bedroom. When they were in the room, Tuan's father 
closed the door and said calmly, "Under the tiles where the dresser is, I buried some gold. Nobody 
in the family knows about it, except your mother and me." 

Perhaps feeling his son's alarm, he added quickly,  
"In this time of war, nobody knows." 
Mai knew very well how he felt. Just a few nights before, some rockets had fallen in his 

neighborhood and this made him think that he must let his son know about the gold, out of fear that 
all the people living in the house might be killed. 

Like Mai, her father-in-law never discussed death, but now she realized how much he had been 
worried. She felt pity for him. Of all the members of Tuan's family, Mai had always felt close to his 
father. Perhaps he was the image of a father that she didn't have. Unlike her own father who had 
always been too soft with his children and never disciplined them, her father-in-law was gentle with 
his wife and children, but was also firm and strict with them. He was the one who made all the 
major decisions in the family while his wife played the docile housemaker, taking care of the house 
to make sure that meals were on the table on time and the house was clean and in order. 

* 
Seeing the paper on the floor, Mai returned to the present, felt scared and lonely. 
Her two children were too small. She couldn't tell them that the town where their father was 

stationed had been overrun by the Communists. She needed to talk to somebody to release her 
worries. 

When Mai got to her parents-in-law's home, the family had just finished eating their supper. The 
whole house was quiet, except the clinking sound of the dishes being washed by the servant in the 
kitchen. 

"Dear Father and Mother," she greeted them at the dining table where her father-in-law was 
reading his paper and her mother-in-law was sipping her tea. Putting down her cup of tea, she 
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stared at Mai as if she had just dropped from the sky. Suddenly she burst out weeping as if she had 
tried to hold back her tears and could no longer do so. 

Mai was terrified and found her hands shaking when she held on to a chair. Mai suddenly 
thought, "Did they know something but were trying to hide from me?" She looked straight at her 
father-in-law, waiting for an answer. As if reading her mind, he shook his head slowly and said, 
"Sit down. We haven't heard anything yet. I talked with some people at the rear commanding post 
of Tuan's unit, but they didn't know anything either." 

Mai pulled out the chair and sat down across from her mother-in-law who was trying to control 
her sobbing. She felt pity for her but was irritated with her at the same time. Unlike her own mother 
who always stayed calm and kept her head clear in almost all crises, her mother-in-law got 
panicked easily and always needed to be consoled. 

"The town was defeated overnight. They had no way of sending any communication. Even if 
they had any information, they couldn't disclose it." Mai stared at her father-in-law in disbelief that 
the town had fallen so quickly. Her head and body seemed not to function any more. She just sat 
there staring at the cups and saucers on the table. 

"They must send airborne troops to recapture the town," Mai's father-in-law was almost talking 
to himself. 

Mai looked at him and that idea sparked hope in her. 
Yes, the airborne troops had always been known as the bravest and most victorious troops of the 

South Vietnam Armed Forces. They had always been sent in for rescues in the fiercest battles. Mai 
was confident that they would regain control of the town. 

When Mai left, her father-in-law did the unusual thing of seeing her to the door as a gesture of 
consoling. He assured her,  

"Tomorrow I will try to get in touch with the rear commanding post of Tuan's unit again and I'll 
let you know."  

"Thank you, Father." 
Seeing his tired eyes, Mai felt sorry for him and felt closer to him and his family than she had 

ever felt before. This was through the common bond of love they all shared; theirs, the love for a 
son and brother, and hers, the love for a husband. 

 
That night Mai could hardly sleep. She couldn't keep from thinking about the worst that might 

happen to Tuan. There was no clear report on how the town had fallen, but she thought that it 
would have been heavily shelled before the attack. Was he killed or wounded in the shelling, or in 
close combat, or was he being kept a prisoner? If he was only wounded, he still didn't have a 
chance to survive, since the troops were retreating and nobody would bother to carry a wounded 
man. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she thought that at this very moment, while she was lying 
on their bed, her husband could be bleeding to death somewhere in the woods. Mai gently squeezed 
the little boy in her arms and put her wet cheek against his soft hair. She remembered Tuan's happy 
face when he was home on leave and had held the little boy for the first time. Everybody could see 
the resemblance in them, especially their square jaws and bushy eyebrows. Tuan couldn't hide his 
pride when somebody told him that his son resembled him. It seemed that every man was proud to 
have his sons look like him whether he was handsome or not. 

Mai lay still to listen to the soft and regular breathing of the two children, while her head was 
jumbled with memories and worries. Mai wished that the sun would rise soon so she could talk to 
somebody, or read the papers to find out about the recapture of the fallen town, the fighting, or any 
news at all. 

* 
But for days, Mai lived in agony with very little food and sleep, then fresh news shattered the 

people's mind. 
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"The President ordered a strategic withdrawal from Kontum and Pleiku," ran the headlines of all 
the papers in Sai Gon. 

This news ended Mai's hope for the recapture of Ban Me Thuot. It meant the abandonment of all 
the towns in the mountainous region. Nobody could understand this move. Many people thought 
that it was unstrategic. Mai didn't know anything about military strategy but, listening to people's 
reasoning, she was convinced that it was unwise to abandon the highlands. 

In the following days, all the papers focused their coverage on the withdrawal of tens of 
thousand of troops from the highlands. An even larger number of civilians in their cars, buses, 
trucks, motorbikes, bicycles, any means of transportation they could get their hands on, even 
walking on their own two feet, set out to follow the troops on their retreat of a hundred kilometers. 
The photos showed the bewildered faces of civilians who must have been terrified by the sudden 
withdrawal. They tried to stay close to the troops in their abrupt retreat. Lines of military and 
civilian vehicles jammed the only highway leading to the coast. Cars, buses and motorbikes that ran 
out of gas were abandoned along the highway while their riders set out to walk. People, exhausted 
and thirsty by their long agony, were left to endure the long suffering of starvation and dehydration 
under the burning sun before dying. A picture showed a child still sucking the sunken breast of his 
dead mother. Nobody knew how many fell dead along the highway. Each person only cared about 
himself and tried in panic to reach the small coastal city of Tuy Hoa. 

Seeing the long lines of military and civilian vehicles followed by panicked civilians struggling 
to flee on the only highway, everybody could see that it was one of the most terrible retreats in 
military history. A single ambush by the enemy would be a disaster. The presence of the panicked 
civilians would make any military reaction difficult. 

* 
With such an unexpected and disastrous development, Mai felt desperate. She knew very well 

that it was impossible to get any information from the rear commanding post of Tuan's unit on his 
fate. She knew that the fate of one man was nothing compared to the fate of the hundreds of 
thousands who were fleeing the highlands. Mai was horrified to admit to herself that she might not 
be able to see Tuan again. She dared not think about the word death. But at night, when the children 
were sound asleep, Mai gently squeezed them in her arms and wept quietly in the darkness. She 
knew that they were her lifesavers. Her love for them gave her the strength to live on. 

In this same room and on this same bed, Tuan and Mai had made plans for their life. For the first 
time since their marriage, Mai really felt that Tuan and she had started building their own family 
when they had moved to this house. When Mai moved in with her in-laws after the wedding, she 
felt very uneasy being scrutinized by ten strangers and having to adjust herself to their habits and 
living styles. Even her husband was a stranger to her. Though she had known him for a rather long 
time, they had only gone to the movies or to eat and shop, therefore Mai still didn't know much 
about him and his habits. Living with his family, with so many people around, Mai and Tuan didn't 
have much of a chance to get to know each other better. Many nights, she didn't speak to her 
husband when they came to their bedroom, the only time they were alone. She turned away and 
pretended to be asleep when Tuan gently touched her back. Once Mai was mad at Tuan because at 
supper he had agreed with his mother that the stir fried dish she had fixed was overcooked. Mai 
knew that she was not a great cook since she had never done any cooking at home, but couldn't help 
thinking that they were teaming up against her. 

Now Mai felt remorseful about the times she had gotten upset with Tuan about such small 
things. Would she have the chance to live with him again to make up for it? 

Mai felt the warmth of the two little bodies on either side of her, and through her tears, she saw 
tens of thousands of people, men and women, young and old, and children of all ages, desperately 
fleeing away, leaving behind what they had toiled for all their lifetime. Many of them encountered 
the unexpected, miserable deaths of starvation and exhaustion while running for their lives. 
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Squeezing the little boy in her arms, Mai knew that at this moment she was a lucky woman to be 
safe at home with her two children. 

 
 
 
 
V 
 
The fall of Quang Tri, the northernmost province near the DMZ on March 19 was another shock 

to the nation which hadn't recovered yet from the surprising withdrawal from the highlands less 
than a week before. The military and civilians packed up in haste to flee southward to Hue. 

Here, it was reported that disbanded soldiers had started their pillage of the city. But thanks to 
harsh discipline applied by some military commanders, order was restored. Before long, the old 
imperial capital was also abandoned. This was a harsh blow to everybody. For many years, this old 
city had been considered the symbolic capital of the country. During the 1968 Tet offensive, the 
fiercest fighting took place here and, after more than a month, the courageous South Vietnam 
troops, with the help of the Americans, did recapture the city as well as the province of Quang Tri, 
at a sacrifice of many thousands of lives, military and civilian. Now, without any fighting or even 
meager resistance, the two cities were abandoned. 

After the two northernmost provinces, it was Da Nang, the biggest province in the Central, south 
of Hue, to be painted red on the map. On that day, March 30, 1975, hundreds of thousands of panic-
stricken people found the means to flee southward. They were a little luckier than those in the 
highlands because they had waterways. Even so, people were pushed off bridges while trying to 
board the overcrowded ships, junks, and sampans. In one case, one horrified man even held onto 
the wheel of an airplane which was taking off. 

After Da Nang, one town after another fell. When the fleeing people reached the next southward 
province, that town was ready to be abandoned. Sai Gon then became the ultimate destination that 
everybody struggled to reach. Those who had money poured it out to pay for their passage, and 
those who had weapons used them to get free transportation. Thus, all moving apparatus - cars, 
trucks, buses, tanks, and motorbikes as well as boats, ships and junks of all types - were overloaded 
with people heading south. Everybody believed that Sai Gon must be the safest place, since it had 
to be defended at all costs. In everybody's mind, the fall of Sai Gon would mean the end of the 
Republic of Viet Nam. But in Sai Gon people were stupefied by the quick defeats. Actually the 
soldiers didn't lack courage, but they were ordered to withdraw. Their withdrawal scared the 
civilians who, for many years, had relied on the reassuring presence of the troops. The whole thing, 
the retreat from one city to another, similar to a man walking backwards step by step, seemed 
unreal. Everyone had his own theory, and Sai Gon was plagued with rumors. 

"Mr. Thieu is playing games with the Americans. He wants to send them the message that if 
they don't give more aid, he would no longer hold to their deal." 

"The Americans had agreed to cede Central Viet Nam to the Communists, so South Viet Nam 
would only cover the area from Sai Gon to the Mekong Delta, the former French colony called 
Cochinchina." 

"As a Cham descendant, Mr. Thieu did this to Viet Nam to avenge the eradication of his people 
over a century ago by the Vietnamese in their southward expansion." 

Mai was stunned by this chaotic development. She believed that her brain was paralyzed and 
wouldn't function properly anymore. She seemed mixed up between reality and nightmare. The 
overcrowded buses with people sitting on the roofs and hanging outside the windows, and the half-
sinking, heavy boats with bewildered faces haunted her in her troubled sleep. She no longer went to 
friends and relatives who were in the military to ask for news about Tuan. They didn't know 
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anything more than she did, and besides now they had also started to worry about their own fates. 
Neither did Mai go to see her in-laws, since she couldn't stand to see Tuan's mother cry whenever 
they met. Her cries made Mai feel guilty as if she had not tried hard enough to find out about her 
husband. Sai Gon was overcrowded with refugees whose bewildered expressions were obvious. But 
before these people could pull their lives together to settle in this city of hope, the Saigonese started 
making their plans to flee. Many talked about leaving for the delta south of Sai Gon where the 
situation seemed calmer. People even whispered that the government had possibly moved to Can 
Tho, the second largest city in the South. Many more people thought about going overseas. The 
passport office was jammed everyday, and so was the American embassy where relatives of 
Vietnamese wives of U.S. officials and GIs waited in line to ask for visas. 

Previously, these relatives felt ashamed to be related to somebody who had married an 
American, but now they felt privileged that they had priority to go abroad safely. The price of the 
passports increased in the black market day by day, and so did the price of gold and dollars. It was 
rumored that with her vast land, Australia could accommodate several million refugees, so people 
rushed to the Australian embassy only to be barred by the police. The same thing happened at many 
other embassies. 

Many wealthy people had made plans to buy boats to be anchored at Vung Tau, a sea resort 
southeast of Sai Gon. In the meantime, they would stay there as vacationers, to wait for the right 
time. Each group had its own secret plan. People whispered that such and such big shot in the 
civilian government or the armed forces had bought or reserved this or that ship. 

Mai couldn't make any plans for herself because she didn't have enough money to buy a passport 
and plane tickets or tickets on a fleeing boat. Like millions of Saigonese, she left everything to fate. 

* 
As usual, Mother always thought about what needed to be prepared in a critical situation. She 

came to all her children's homes to remind them to store water, rice, coal, dried fish, shrimp, and 
candles. She also sewed Mai a girdle.  

"Take off your wedding band and put it in here with other jewelry and money. Keep it tied 
around your waist day and night. A piece of jewelry or a bill can easily have a person killed," 
Mother said. 

"Wear old clothes and pack some extra sets of clothes for the children. Be prepared when we 
have to run." 

Mai looked at Mother in surprise. "Where could we run?" she thought.  
Looking at Mother's wrinkled face and almost completely gray hair, Mai thought of how much 

she had been through in her life. Still active and alert at the age of seventy-four, she still played a 
strong role in the family, giving advice and support to her grown children. Mother's presence had 
always made Mai and her sister and brothers feel secure in any critical or distressing situation. Mai 
knew that her dream of having a house outside the city to let Father and Mother live quietly in their 
old age wouldn't ever be realized. Mai had never had enough money to do so, and now nobody 
knew what would happen. Would this part of the country be taken over by the Communists? Mai 
wondered if Mother had heard all the rumors that, in the provinces newly occupied by the 
Communists, the Northerners, who fled to the South in 1954, like her family, to shun the regime, 
were forced to walk back to their native villages in the North. Mai didn't know how true it was, but 
with the Communists, anything was possible. Mai was too scared to think about the hundred 
thousands of landowners killed in the "denunciations" during the early years after the Communists 
took over power in the North. Was it possible that after over twenty years Mother, as an old 
woman, would be brought out to be stoned, slapped, and kicked to death by her former tenants, just 
for owning lands that she had worked so hard through the years to acquire? 

Mai thought about her relatives who had been Communists for a long time and the guerrillas 
whom Mother came to visit and help when they had been captured in search operations and brought 
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to the city. She recalled that, very often, Mother had secretly sent money and medicine to Father's 
relatives, as well as hers, who were either true party members or just fought along with the 
Communists. In doing so, Mother only thought of them as members of the family. In return, they 
also considered her an esteemed family member and always gave her their sincere advice, such as 
telling the family to leave for the South. Even after the family had moved to the South, they still got 
in touch now and then and continued to ask for money. Mai wondered whether they could protect 
Mother if the "denunciations" were repeated. She felt doubtful that they could do anything since 
even a Politburo member brought his landlord parents for "denouncement" to set an example for 
others. 

Mai felt sick to hear this, since for generations, the respect, order, and ties within the family had 
always been the tradition of this country. A man was supposed to be able to manage his family 
before he could govern the country. She felt even sicker to read a poem written by a Vietnamese 
Communist poet mourning the cruel dictator Stalin who had killed and imprisoned nearly forty 
million people: 

"Oh, Stalin, oh Stalin. 
Don't you know that my love for you is ten times greater than my love for my father, my mother, 

my husband, and myself put together." 
Mai tried not to think anymore about these fanatics and hoped the rumors wouldn't scare 

Mother. Actually, Mother and her children didn't have anything now. They didn't have any more 
estates. They only lived in small row houses with lower middle-class standards. The only fear for 
them was their past history of being descendants of mandarins, landlords, and the present 
classification of "those having bourgeois thoughts". 

Recalling the times when she and her brothers had to hide with a bag on their backs in the rice 
fields during the search operations, Mai bought each of her children a knapsack. In each sack she 
put two sets of clothes, a pack of crackers - instead of roasted rice that she and her brothers had had 
before - and a small can of water. She also brought out the old bicycle that Tuan hadn't used for a 
long time, oiled its chain and checked out its luggage rack. She planned to put her two children on 
the rack and tie them to herself, then bicycle away when the time came. But she didn't know where 
yet, perhaps to a safer section of the city. 

* 
The government radio and TV didn't mention anything and the newspapers dared not write about 

it, but the overseas radios repeated again and again that Sai Gon had been besieged, could be 
shelled upon, and attacked any day now. People talked about a coup to overthrow Mr. Thieu in 
compliance with the Communists' precondition for negotiations. The four-star general Minh was 
expected to be the one the Communists would want to negotiate with. But many people doubted 
that the Communists would talk to anybody since they were winning so easily. The government 
was in no position to negotiate anything, and therefore there was no reason for them to stop pushing 
further to take the city. The sun shone brightly every day, the sky was high, blue, and clear, but 
everyone seemed to feel a heavy pressure in the air. It must be the smell of the war pushing closer 
to the city. People knew that the rockets could fall on any minute. There was nothing anybody 
could do but wait in anxiety for the worst, praying that he would be protected by the spirits of his 
ancestors. Mai was horrified to admit that Mother was right when she said, "With so many millions 
of people in this city, more will be killed by being pushed and stepped on by fleeing people than by 
rockets and shooting." 

Seeing pictures of the panicked people struggling to get on buses, ships, and planes to flee from 
the abandoned cities, Mai knew that she and her children wouldn't have a chance to run anywhere. 
It was a jungle, where only the strongest and biggest would survive. 

The more she thought about the children, the more worried Mai felt. She decided not to send 
them to school for fear that she wouldn't be able to get them when the city was attacked. 
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* 
The falling towns got closer to Sai Gon and many people wished that Mr. Thieu would step 

down in order to negotiate. 
Late one morning when Mai was at school, the downtown area was shaken by three explosions. 

She thought that the attack against the city had begun. In an instant, streets were jammed with all 
kinds of vehicles. Mai tried to rush home as fast as she could to be with her children. 

It was a relief to find out that the explosions were only the bombing of the Presidential Palace. 
The city resumed its normal activities and anxieties. Amid the chaotic withdrawal from one 
province to another, the battle of Xuan Loc, a small town about sixty kilometers from Sai Gon on 
April 8 resembled the noble and courageous act of a knight who stood out to defend his last castle 
stronghold. People began to build up hope. Many believed that if the government troops won this 
decisive battle, everything would be all right. People also discussed the powerful C.B.U. bombs 
which were used in this battle to kill the enemies not by their explosions but by their pressure. They 
said that it was a strategy to make the enemies concentrate on one battle in order to eliminate them 
once and for all with this powerful bomb. Whether they believed this or not, everyone felt safer 
when they continued to hear the rumbling echoes of the bombing and shelling from the last battle in 
which the government troops fought courageously day and night. These sounds made people know 
that the troops were still fighting and hadn't withdrawn yet. 

* 
Mai hated to go to work when her heart was not there, and the students didn't care to learn 

anymore. When the class was over, she hurried home to be with her children, fearing that the 
shelling and attack could happen any minute. One afternoon, on the way home, walking in the 
alley, loaded with worries, Mai saw her two children waiting for her in front of their house. From 
afar, she could see their anxiety as they waited for her. She tried to walk as fast as she could. But 
when she was still several houses away, the children saw her and rushed toward as fast as their 
small feet could carry them. Mai had to bend down to grab her son before he bumped into her. 

The boy was almost out of breath when she held him up. 
"Mommy, Mommy, Mommy, Daddy, Daddy's home," the girl struggled to utter.  
"Daddy's home. Daddy's home," the little boy tried to echo his sister.  
Mai stared at her little girl and couldn't believe her ears. Her heart started pounding faster. 
"Where is he? Where is he?" 
"He's home, he's at home!" 
The girl pulled Mai's hand and walked in front of her. Mai felt her knees shaking and hitting 

each other while she tried to walk faster. The little girl seemed proud that she knew something her 
mother didn't. 

Upon reaching their house, she ran directly into the bedroom. Following her, Mai couldn't 
believe her eyes when she saw her husband lying on their bed, sound asleep. She bent over to 
examine him from head to toe to make sure that he was still in one piece, not wounded or hurt 
anywhere. She noticed that he was wearing civilian clothes which were filthy and covered with red 
dust. He must have been wearing them since fleeing from the highlands. Mai saw that he had lost a 
lot of weight, making his square jaw bone stick out more. Leaning over, she put her cheek against 
his sun-beaten and dust-covered one. Everything was unreal to Mai. She couldn't believe that her 
husband had come home safely. Especially when she had almost given up hope and had started to 
accept the fact that they wouldn't ever see each other again, even if he were alive. Rubbing her 
hands into his mesh of hair, she whispered into his ear, "Darling, you don't know how much I have 
been worried about you. I think I'm dreaming." Her tears on his cheek and her whisper woke Tuan 
up. He tried hard to focus his sunken eyes, stared blankly at the ceiling and around the room as if 
wondering where he was. 
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"It's OK. It's OK. You're home. You're safe at home with me and the children," Mai kissed his 
cheek.  

Tuan made an effort to kiss her but Mai held his head flat on the pillow,  
"Go back to sleep. Everything's OK. You're home."  
After seeing Mai, Tuan fell back quickly into his exhausted sleep, and Mai whispered to the 

children, "Let's get out of here so Daddy can sleep."  
Seeing the little girl's happy face, Mai realized that her small daughter had known what had been 

going on during the last few weeks. Perhaps she didn't know for sure, but she knew that something 
was wrong even though Mai tried to hide everything from her. She must have sensed the worry in 
Mai and also heard her whispering with the neighbors and Tuan's brothers and sister when they 
came to inquire about him. 

Mai held both of them in her arms and whispered to them,  
"We are lucky that Daddy got home safely." 
That night was the first in many weeks that Mai slept well. She seemed to forget about the fallen 

towns and the besieged city. 
* 

But before Mai could enjoy the reunion with her husband, another blow blasted everybody's 
mind: the fall of Cambodia on April 16, 1975. 

Cambodia, the neighboring country, fell after many days of heavy shelling of Phnom Penh 
airport by the Khmer Rouge. The picture of the tired-faced American ambassador holding the 
American flag in his hand, while hurrying to a waiting plane along with his entourage, each with a 
brief case, looked dreadful, depicting complete failure. 

In Sai Gon, people spread rumors that the Americans had a plan to evacuate all high government 
officials and military officers, but each could only carry a bag big enough to put on his lap. All the 
stores downtown and the pavement markets on Nguyen Hue Street were loaded with suitcases and 
bags. The merchants in Sai Gon, especially the Chinese, had always been keen and quick to comply 
with the market's demand. The whole city was plagued with rumors, and not many people were 
clear-headed enough to think through what was true or what wasn't. One thing was obvious, the 
people always believed what was contrary to what any high official had to say. The more the 
government denied a rumor, the more the people believed it. 

Everything happened so quickly that Mai seemed to lose track of time. She only remembered 
that it was about mid-April and life was a mixture of daily work, worries, and secret planning. The 
nights became too long when the curfew started at eight o'clock and one had to live with anxiety in 
the darkness of night. Like the other astray military personnel whose units had retreated, Tuan was 
to be confined at the rear commanding post of his unit around the clock, but he managed to get 
home once in a while. Upon his arrival home one afternoon, Tuan beckoned Mai to their bedroom 
to whisper to her, 

"A group of people are buying a boat. They charge 600,000 piasters a person, but since I know 
mechanics we can go at half price. What do you think?"  

"Where will they go?" 
"They don't know yet. Maybe to Singapore or Malaysia, and then to Australia."  
"We don't have that much money. And how about our parents and all the relatives?" 
"You go talk to them, make sure that nobody but only our close relatives know about it. 

Everything is still a secret." 
"How about the money?" 
"Let me find out about it." 
When Mai discussed the matter with her family and her in-laws, everyone was against it. 

Although they were afraid of the Communists and wanted very much to leave, they thought that the 
plan to flee by boat was too risky.  
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"Such a small boat cannot make it on the ocean," Mai's sister insisted. "There is also the matter 
of legality. How can you enter a country without a passport?"  

Mai hadn't thought about it before. 
"I've heard that many wealthy families have been caught by the Coast Guard and put in jail 

when they tried to leave the country by boat," Mai's father-in-law warned. But he then added,  
"I don't know what to say. If you and Tuan decide to go, then it's up to you two. I have been 

worried about him since he has been in the army. As for me, I am only a civil servant and the 
Communists cannot jail all the government employees. Besides, Mother and I are old now. We 
won't live very long and we don't want to be buried in a foreign land." 

"How about my brothers and sisters? Do you want them to go with us?"  
"They are all grown up, so I'll let them make their own decisions. If they want to go, I'll dig up 

the gold I had saved for them." 
Mai saw sadness on her father-in-law's face and she noticed that the wrinkles on his face had 

become deeper in the last few weeks. She tried to fight back her tears since she realized that if she 
decided to go, she wouldn't ever see her relatives again. 

* 
That evening of April 21, 1975, President Thieu appeared on TV and declared his resignation. 
It seemed too late for him to do so. With all the things on her mind, Mai couldn't follow his 

speech but knew that he accused the United States of abandoning their friends for their own 
interests. A few days later, Mr. Thieu left the country for Taiwan accompanied by Mr. Khiem, his 
prime minister, and their families. It was rumored that he took along a few tons of gold. Mr. 
Huong, the Vice-president, became acting President, but the Communists still refused to talk. Now 
it seemed that, with or without Mr. Thieu, there was no hope. Most people thought only about 
finding a means of escape. Many embassies had been closed, and the number of Americans had 
decreased. Then the DAO -- Defense Attache Office -- started flying their Vietnamese employees 
to Guam where military tents had been set up for them. 

People said that each American was allowed to take a certain number of people with him. So, 
everyone who knew an American tried to look him up and offer to pay him in dollars and gold to 
get on a plane. Even the Vietnamese who had worked for the Americans were approached with 
offers. They whispered about the pickup spots where the helicopters would come at the last minute. 
For two nights, the city was hit by rockets. But contrary to what people had been afraid of, only a 
few fell on the city, not causing much damage. Passing by the Majestic Hotel where a rocket had 
hit in the early morning, Mai couldn't see any damage from the outside. Still somehow, she felt that 
it was the beginning of the end. The city had been isolated from the world. Now, only U.S. military 
planes were seen, operated by the DAO day and night, to carry their Vietnamese employees to 
Guam. People whispered that so and so high officials and officers had left, but many believed Mr. 
Ky when he said that he would stay to fight to the last drop of his blood. Many others felt guilty 
when a high official went on T.V. to accuse those who had left the country of being cowards and 
stripped them of their citizenship. Even so, thousands of people still secretly tried to make 
connections to buy their way to the planes. Those who couldn't, set their hopes on the ships, 
including military and merchant, big and small, that had been moored at the docks of Bach Dang 
Quay for many weeks with nowhere to go. This quay had always been busy but now it looked 
deserted. Many foreign troops had set foot here: the French, the Japanese, the British who came 
here to disarm the Japanese, and the Americans. Over twenty years ago, a million North 
Vietnamese debarked here at this strange quay, empty-handed but loaded with determination to 
build their lives in this prosperous but strange land. 

Standing on the quay, Mai had mixed feelings. She wished to embark on one of those ships, but 
at the same time felt sorry to leave the city where she had lived for so many years. She looked 
around the quay as if to imprint its picture on her mind for the last time. The statue of General Tran 
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Hung Dao with his hand pointing at the river adorned the quay. It was named after the river where 
the General fought and defeated the Mongols who, for years had conquered many countries from 
east to west. 

History wrote that when the Mongols moved southward to this tiny country, the monarch of the 
Tran dynasty knew that his army was no match for them. He wanted to surrender, but General Tran 
Hung Dao said that the Emperor would have to behead him before surrendering. A meeting of 
notables was convened to decide whether to fight or surrender. All of the notables decided 
unanimously to fight to the last person. Pointed wooden pikes covered with iron were planted in the 
river. At the high tide, the Vietnamese boats came out to fight the Mongolian fleet and then 
withdrew to lure them into the trap. When the tide was lower, the Vietnamese troops counter-
attacked after the enemy's big boats got stuck and destroyed by the pikes. All the Mongolian 
generals and four hundred of their boats were captured in the Bach Dang battle. All the Vietnamese 
were proud of this as well as the history of all their other battles against foreign occupation. 

* 
Mai knew that the communist history would write that, under the clear and benevolent 

leadership of Uncle Hồ and the Party, the people had defeated the French colonists. This was after 
almost one hundred years under their domination, and the American imperialists after another ten 
years of courageous struggle. Yet history would fail to mention about that massacre during the so-
called land reform when hundreds of thousands of people - who just happened to be wealthy - had 
been cruelly and savagely denounced and killed by Uncle and the Party; the massacre which only 
stopped when Uncle had to admit hypocritically that he had made a mistake. Nor would it note that 
a million people had to leave their beloved native land because they couldn't live under Uncle and 
the Party's benevolent leadership. Now that Uncle was no more, Mai felt that she still had to go, no 
matter the destination. She didn't want to become just another statistic, another mistake of the Party. 

She knew that another line would be added in the Communist history book stating that a group 
of traitors had followed the imperialists after they were defeated by the people. 

Seeing the last red rays of the setting sun reflected from the glass windows of the two-story row 
houses, Mai thought about all the blood red flags that would be hung on these balconies.  

She suddenly felt a chill run all over her body...  


