SHORT STORY

A LOVER FOREVER

By: Le, Ngoc Ho


The sound of ocean wave entered into her soul.  Lan sat against a rock and saw a lonely, small, white sail on the background of the dark blue rock.  Some light gray clouds passed over the blue sky.  This afternoon she and her daughter were at the San Diego seaside.  


“Daughter! You go to play with your friends.  I stay here!  Have a good time my dear!”


After the little girl had left her, she sat on a big rock.  Two hands had been on her head, and she thought a lot because she had to make an important decision for her life.  After her husband had passed away, her parents, her parents in-law, her relatives and her friends gave her lots of advice that she needed to marry the second time.  Last week, May 15, 1984 was her daughter’s 11th birthday.  Because her daughter will get married eventually someday she will have to live alone in this new country.  In Vietnam, she could live with her parents or near her siblings, her relatives and her friends.  Her present situation was different.  She had a good opportunity when Nam who is the son of her parents’ friends wanted to get married with her.  Moreover he loved her, and in their childhood he remembered a lot of souvenirs with her.  He graduated Ph. D from Harvard University too.  When she hesitated to accept his demanding, some ladies joked:


“A widow still waits for a prince to marry.”  

She only smiled, and didn’t say anything.

“Mom! Come over there with me! Please! My friends’ parents wanted to meet you!  They welcome you! Mom!


“My dear! I’m tired! Say sorry them for me.” 


“Mom!  Do you worry something?”


“I’m thinking about something! I’m fine.”


“Mom! I stay here!”


“Don’t do that!  Go to play with your friends until you like to come back home.”


“Mom!  Promise me!  Don’t worry!”


“I promise! My daughter.”


She thought tomorrow Nam and some of his relatives and friends, she, her sister and relatives and friends with her brother in-law too, had a last meeting before the engagement ceremony.

When her daughter came back, it was sunset.  The horizon’s mountain changed the blue black color, and on the other side, a long wall cloud changed the purple red color.  The wind blew strongly, so the wave was more powerful and nosier than before.  Mother and child came back home.  After a light dinner, her daughter had been too tired to play too much, so this girl slept easily.  She burned candles and incense on her husband’s altar.   


Though the curtain of tears, images from twelve years ago passed in her mind.  Summer 1972, after she had completed high school, she became a student of a famous college “Regina Pacis” at Saigon.  It was an expensive and good college for girls.  Her parents had liked Lan to have a good education.  At that moment, she was only nineteen years old with beautiful black eye pearls.  Her charming rose lip petals bloomed, so they showed two white rows of teeth.  She usually smiled.  She was never angry, so she didn’t complain.  She had a good behavior and charity.  She involved the “Sharing corps”, a young student group which helped poor people of Saigon urban areas.  Tan, a young student who had graduated from Law University was a member of this group.  He had been felt in love with her for two years, but he could not show his love with her.  She was shy, so she always followed her friends.  This ’72 summer, “Sharing Corps” organized a picnic.  She had been loving wild flowers, and went to collect them.  It had been a good occasion for Tan, so he got a lot of flowers and offered her.  She had been taken, so she said thanksgiving and left him.  He wanted to see her, so he demanded the permission from her parents.  Her mother had called her and said:

“Tan wanted to see you.  What do you think?”


“Mom! According to Dad and Mom!”

She had answered and ran out because she was ashamed.


After one year of his visiting, she responded to his love.  He wanted a pre-engagement ceremony.  In this ceremony, there were candles and incense, which were burned on her ancestor’s altar.  Her parents bowed down before the altar, and then Tan and his uncle did too.  Three months later, there was the engagement ceremony.


When she had become his fiancé, they had lots of romantic dates.  One time, they went to a immense rice field near the famous Mekong river.  She wore a beautiful, long, white, silk dress.  Her hand kept a poetical, pretty light conic hat.  There was a folk poem in her hat.  She stood on the riverside, and her background was the immense field.  There were numbers of coconut trees along the river bent to mirror on the water.  The wind blew, so her flag garments were gone with the wind, and sometimes were up and down.  They designed the wind.  His hands were on her shoulders, and he looked at her for a long time.  Sometimes he liked to talk so much, but she murmured: “keep silence! My dear!   I would like to listen to our souls’ noise, our happiness’ noise and our hearts’ noise.  I would like to recognize our joy and our peace, which increases in our souls.  These things are wonderful!  But how long we can...” She stopped and changed another topic.  The other time, they went to fruit gardens.  The perfume of a lot of flowers embraced their bodies.  They enjoyed sweet fruits.  Then he kissed her.  “My dear!  I taste the sweetness of your heart and your lips.”


Later, they went to Chau Thoi Mountain near Bien Hoa City.  Hand on hand, eyes in eyes, and heart in heart they climbed to the top of the mountain.  She got on top of a big rock, but he was still at a lower level.  He looked at her and said:  “You seem like the waiting husband rock.  (There was a folk story about ‘The waiting husband forever rock’)  suddenly, he recognizes that he made a mistake to say that, and he changed the topic of conversation.


“Come here! My dear!  I have something for you.”


She liked beautiful rock collection.  He got a small red rock, and offered it for her.  They stood on the mountain, they could see a lot of air force planes which were up and down military air port.  It reminded her that the country was in war times.  She was sensitive, so she didn’t smile.  Her face seemed like to be covered by a sad cloud.  She said:


“Why our people had to have this terrible war of 1/3 century.  Why our people had to suffer by blood, by tear and by sweat.  There are a lot of young widows and the children whose father died in the battle.  When I went to Saigon urban area, I would like to take care some of them.  My God! I have pity on them.”


“My dear!” he said “I pray that peace comes sooner in our country!”


The wonderful summer passed away.  She returned her college, and he prepared his M.A examination.  Everyday he came to visit her.  One day he let her know he was mobilized into the army. Next month he will enter Thu Duc military Academy. 


“Don’t worry! My dear! Our country is in wartime.  Most young men are in our army.  I will come back to visit you.”


In the time he was training in Military Academy, she wrote a lot of long letters to him.  They encouraged him, so they were his spiritual food.  After one year, he had completed his training and became an officer of 18th Division.  


His and her family planned their wedding.  One beautiful day of fall 1973 there was their solemnly wedding ceremony.  He had one-week permission. They spent three days for the ceremony and one day visiting their relatives.  They had only one day for honeymoon.  The new couple had a wonderful place, a pretty, small house near seaside.  They walked under the shadow of pine lines along the beach.  They enjoyed sea bath, and delicious food at a famous restaurant.  They contemplated sunrise, sunset and full moon night at the seaside.  Some moments she looked at him and he looked at her without saying.


“My dear,” he said, “sleep in my arms.  I sing a song, your favorite song.  I sing softly as the light wind blows on the top of the pines.  How I love you!  I love you as the flag loves the wind, as flower love the spring, as deer love grass, as musicians love melodies.  There are still the sky, still the earth, still mountain, so I still love you.” 


She didn’t say anything, she only embraced him and let her head against his shoulder.  They had a wonderful night.  The sunshine through the window entered into the room.  They got up, and she smiled with her husband when she recognized her chest was more pink under the morning sunshine.


“My dear!  Get out please!  I would like to change clothes.”  He smiled and left the room.


“This morning, he said, we have to comeback to Saigon, I’m sorry we don’t have more time to enjoy!”  


“One day, that’s enough for me! My dear!”


After one day with his wife in Saigon, he went back to his army.


“Don’t worry my wife!  Every time and everywhere, my soul, my spirit is near you!  My dear! Your image follows me all times, all places!”


“I pray for you, she said, I will miss you!  Take care!”


He smiled and she smiled too, but tears dropped down her face.  They embraced and kept longtime until his friend came to pick up him.


After he had been gone fifteen days, the news came to her.  His army company was attacked and lost the battle.  It was terrible thing if they were captured.  He and his friend officers requested their commander to bombard this battle.  All the soldiers on both sides were killed.  She lost conscience, so her parents in-law and her relatives took care of her and encouraged her a lot.  People loved her and had pity on her situation.  It was only twenty-two days after the wedding her husband passed away.  She felt as a dream at her husband’s funeral, and the ceremony honored her husband by army with lots of candles, flowers and incense.  After this day, she didn’t say anything, she didn’t cry, but she didn’t smile.  Two families and friends prayed for her and encouraged her.  She needed to visit a doctor.


“ ‘I would like to say a good new for you,’ the doctor said, ‘you’re pregnant.’”


“Really?” 


“Yes! Sure!”


She smiled, the first time after her terrible day.  She thought she had to live for her child, their child.  Then, she gave birth to a nice daughter.  How she loved this child.  She was nice and beautiful.  Although she was a widow with a daughter, she was courted by a number of handsome, young men.  After three years her husband had passed away, there were a lot of young men who wanted to get married with her.  She refused all.  When her brother in-law asked why she didn’t want to get married, she said:  “Last night your brother smiled with me in my dream, so I could not marry any guy.”


Many times she had a same answer.  People didn’t know she had a dream because she missed him or she said like that for her easy answer.  


In summer 1984, there was a reunion of all her villagers to live in America.  She met Nam, and she was surprise he wanted to get married with her.  In their childhood, he was her neighbor at Saigon.  Then he went to study at the Harvard University.

***


“Sister! It is nine o’clock! Get up! Please” she returned to her present time.  She went out, and her sister said:


“My dear sister!  I help you to prepare your clothes and to make up you!  I help you now! Ok?”


“Thanks!  I like the simple way.  Today, there is a meeting, not a ceremony!”


All persons, her relatives, her brother in-law and some her friends, Nam and his relatives and some his friends were in her living room.  She stood up and saluted respectively Nam and said:


“I would like to thank you very much, you are my real friend, and I would like to apologize you too.  I can not accept this engagement because last night Tan smiled with me in my dream.  I am very sorry about that…” Her tears fell a lot on her face.


All people were surprise!  There was a special silence!  A moment, then Nam stood up and said:


“Lan! I respect you!  Even though the engagement doesn’t happen, I would like to offer you all my presents, my offerings.”


“Thank you very much Nam! I would like to keep a bracelet for souvenir.  I am sorry, very sorry I can not stay here.”  Her face became pale and her hands trembled.  


Although she refused the engagement, Nam admired her.  He thought that she was a dignified lady.  How she loved her husband!  She honored him who was a brave soldier.  The war could destroy a number of things, but could not destroy the love, could not destroy her family.  She did that as she honored all people who were killed in the war.


She went up the stairs, and she entered her room.  She met her daughter who sat on her bed.  “Don’t worry! She said, “I don’t marry, and I stay here with you! My daughter!”  The little girl embraced tight her mother.  The sunshine through the window left a new morning light on her face, which became a beautiful and strange figure.  It harmonized her soul, which became peaceful and loving.  She saw her husband picture.  She really felt he smiled with her.  She smiled with him too and murmured:


“You are unique and un-replaced.  You are only my lover forever.”  
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