









Short story

A VILLAGER AND THE GEO BRIDGE

By Le, Ngoc Ho

It was a beautiful summer day in 1950.  The sunshine reflected light on the water in the field.  Some country birds sang and flew over a young man and a buffalo.  Luc, a strong and handsome man had worked hard from early morning until now.  He was about thirty years old.  A boy, the son of this field’s owner, brought lunch for him.


“Mr. Luc!  Stop work! Take lunch please.”

 
“Thanks!  I didn’t realize that it was noon yet.”

“You work hard! My dad told us that you’re a strong man.  Moreover, you have a lot of skills.”

“Thanks! Your father is a nice person.”

The field owner called him Mr. Luc, so his children called that too.  After he took

 good food and fresh tea, he relaxed in the shade of a big tree.  He lay down on the grass.  He didn’t take a nap, he was thinking and some workers sang a song, which created his past time.  His life spread in his spirit:  When he was eighteen year old, he became a French colonial soldier.  He loved his job and he enjoyed his life.  He loved the old tradition and the Vietnamese customs.  He loved to enjoy Vietnamese New Year, and the special January fifteenth festival, the lunar calendar.  He met Tam, a pretty, young, country girl in this festival.  He fell in love with her.  Six months later, she responded to his love because he was a joyful and nice young man.  In addition, he had a lot of skills, such as singing folk songs.  Both were Buddhist.  .  Moreover, he loved swimming; he was a winner of swimming sport in the New Year’s festival.  Luc loved Tam who was a nice girl with good behavior and gracious attitude.  She had a beautiful black eyes, and long hair.  Her body was perfect.  There was a poem from an unknown country poet about her:


“I’m walking


But I’m stopping


Because she is pretty


Who could marry her?”


She worked hard too because her family was poor.  After one year, they had an engagement.  Some holidays, he came back to the home village.  His soldier post was at a city about sixty miles from his village.  They had a wonderful time.  They worked together in the immense, green field with the bird songs and the folk songs of young girls.  Most young people in their village enjoyed the Mid-Autumn festival on a wonderful full moon night.  Luc tried to join with his friends.  They sang songs, mostly folk songs between men and women.  Women sang first, and after that men responded to continue the topic about love stories.  The song melody was based on poems; they needed to create poems for responses or starts.  Luc could easily make poems.  They shared the food, the joy and the happiness of the peacetime.  Then Luc married with Tam.  They had a joyful wedding with their friends, their relatives and their villagers.  She gave birth to two boys after four years of their wedding.  He appreciated their conjugal life.  In 1945, it was the end of the French colonial regime.  He came back to his old life in his village.  Both he and she were poor, but they worked hard, and their family could survive.  His dream was very simple.  He would like to become the owner of nine acres.  Some villagers called him go to meetings or to the anti-French army parade or to welcome the Province chief of the revolutionary government but he didn’t join them.  He only enjoyed wine drinking with his friends.  He loved to work and play with his boys.  Her hobby was cooking sweet rice for the New Year’s festival.  She was very glad and proud because she got first prize.  She liked to take care of her children.  She worked as a rice-planting laborer, and she had become the best laborer.  Women in their village welcomed it.  She was a believer, so she went to the pagoda, the small village temple on the first day and the fifteen-day of the lunar month to pray for her family.  Their life was simple, poor, peaceful and happy.  


A gun noise was heard, maybe from the Geo bridge post, which was about a half of a mile away.  He returned to the present time.  The buffalo was afraid too and couldn’t eat the grass.  He was afraid of this war.  He worried about the war coming to this area.  In the daytime the French soldiers controlled this area.  The Vietnamese Communists, French soldiers called them VC, hid and came back at nighttime.  The VC killed someone following French soldiers.  Luc thought that he wasn’t a communist; he wasn’t against the French soldiers.  Moreover, he was a former French colonial soldier.  But who could know that, and who could explain his condition.  The first week of May 1950 the French soldiers came to his village.  There was no big problem, so some French soldiers caught only some chickens.  That was all.  The second time the French soldiers came, there were two people who were captured.  Some villagers evacuated to another area far from this French post.  His family was poor, so they didn’t have enough money to move, and they didn’t have jobs to do.  What would they do now?  The third time of the French soldier’s coming, Luc couldn’t escape!  He was a strong young man.  French soldiers suspected him being a VC.  Five people of his village were captured, and Luc was one of them.  Suddenly, this miserable thing happened to Tam’s family.  She and her children cried a lot.  She didn’t know how to demonstrate that her husband wasn’t a communist.  She ran in and out of her house.  She went to the pagoda of her village, and then she prayed and prayed.  People worried a lot, some of them evacuated to another area, some tried to get money to move, some was afraid a lot to pack, then unpack.  They asked themselves where we went?  Most of the villagers didn’t because they didn’t have enough money to move.  


During this time, there was a problem for Fred, the chief of the small French post.  He was a high caporal only, but he was the post chief.  He led about seven French soldiers and thirty Vietnamese partisans.  This post protected the small bridge only fifteen yards in length, on the highway Number One from Hanoi to Nam Dinh (70 miles).  It was an important strategic road.  The VC wanted to destroy this highway to stop the French military transportation.  The French army tried to protect this highway including this small bridge.  Vietnamese called it “Cau Gheo” which means the Gheo Bridge, but the French soldiers called it The Geo Bridge.  Fred was a young French man, twenty-seven years old.  His attitude seemed like more boy than soldier.  He completed a high school before he was a worker in a French factory.  He was a Christian but he wasn’t a good believer.  He feared VC who hid among the villagers.  He was confused about who was a real V.C, and who was a villager.  He feared buffaloes too.  He and his soldiers went on a small, country road, if a buffalo crossed before them; there was no problem for his soldiers, but he would run down in the muddy field.  He complained many times about this country!  There were a lot of VC, a lot of mud, and a lot of buffaloes!  He hated them.  He had a temporary wife without marriage.  She was a former call girl.  People didn’t complain him about he raping someone.  He run in and out his bunker, and he run out the field, his Thompson in his hands, a whisky bottle under his arm while murmuring if he didn’t drink them, they would kill him.  People called him a crazy buffalo.  He told someone that he hated buffaloes, so why did people call him a crazy buffalo.  Nobody could answer him.  The fear made him to become a paranoid killer in this area.  His temporary wife didn’t understand him; his French soldiers weren’t his good friends because they were new comers.  He was lonely.  He drank a lot of whisky, so his face became red, and his eyes too.  Sometimes his eyes had tears, and he embraced his big shepherd dog.  He trusted only the dog; he embraced him and talked with him.  When he slept, nobody could enter his bunker.  There was only his dog with him.  


It was a small yard with bard wire fences.  A number of prisoners sat on the ground without walls.   There was only a light leaves roof.  There was not enough food, only rice and salt.  These prisoners always felt hungry.  There was no medicine; some prisoners had only culottes on their bodies.  It was very hot under the tropical sunshine.  It became a big oven.  It was wet and muddy on rainy days.  They had to work hard as slaves.  This early morning these prisoners had to fill the holes on the road.  At nighttime VC pushed the villagers to dig big holes on this road.  French soldiers forced some villagers to help the prisoners get the job done because there were so many holes.  Tam, Luc’s wife and her villagers fixed these holes.  Tam wanted to see her husband.  Four eyes contacted but they couldn’t say any word.  Luc felt miserable, why was he a prisoner?  Even though he wasn’t a communist.  Why he was captured?  Although he was a former French colonial soldier, why did he suffer in this terrible condition!  Why?  Why?  He wanted to kill himself, to kill someone.  He runs to a French soldier but he stopped suddenly.  He knew that if he killed this guy, other guys would kill him before his wife’s eyes.  It would be terrible for her.  He punched strongly against a big rock.  His hand was bleeding.  A soldier stopped him


“Are you crazy?”

He didn’t say anything.  He seemed like a dead man walking with his blood, his tears and his sweat under his wife’s eyes.  She cried!  It was bleeding her eyes too!  


There were more prisons.  Fred went up the bridge, and then he went down.  He drank a lot of whisky.  He had to choose: let free some prisoners, maybe they were his enemies or he kill some!  He chose the second way.  Five villagers were killed!  One early morning, five villagers were lead to a rice field.  Their hands were tied to five bamboo stalks.  Then, there were a lot of gun noises.  They were killed including Luc.
The terrible news came to her village.  She and two boys cried.  “No! No! Why did they kill my husband!  He was only a villager.  He didn’t care about any politics!  The terrible war!  The devil war!  This war could kill my husband, my people.  It could not destroy our hope, our future, our descendants, our country, and our world!  Oh!  My goodness!  This land was full of tears, full of sweat, and full of blood.”  Suddenly she didn’t cry anymore.  She stood up.  She drew up her sleeves.  She washed her face and her children’s faces.  She hugged her children, encouraged them:


“Don’t worry my dears!  I’ll take care of both of you.  I promise.”


She cooked for them.  Her relatives, her friends and her villagers came to help her.  They went to pick up her husband’s body and to bury him.


The next early morning, she and her children visited his tomb.  She wore mourning with white clothes and white turbans for her children.  After this visiting she came back to work.  She sat to take care of his tomb, she fixed the green grass and she burned candles and incense.  She murmured: “my dear! I will try to live, to survive for our children who were your body and your spirit.  I will take care of them!  Don’t worry!  I will try to educate them to become peacemakers.  War can’t be forever!  No more terrible war, no more devil man, no more killer.  Rest in peace my dear!”  The birds were singing and flying over mother and children.  She saw over the sunrise on the immense field with a number of rice waves under early morning sunlight.  She thought there would be a new sky, new earth, new human beings, new hope, and new peace.  The early morning sunlight shined on her children’s heads.  The peace would be opened for family, their people, and their country.  The beautiful future appeared in her mind.  Full of energy and hope, suddenly, she stood strongly up to walk toward her children’s future.
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