The Board

         Short story by Le, ngoc Ho


The Pacific Ocean waves had kissed the sand of the Oregon coast. Some rocks washed their feet under the gray water. The sunlight painted the sea gulls wings under the blue sky and green pines along the shoreline decorated the pink hill. The light wind blew softly, and the full white clouds flew slowly. All things seemed peaceful. On the contrary, it was stormy in Tim’s soul. His head on his keens, the wave’s noise reminded him of the big event in his life. Ten years ago, thirty-six people including him and his brother escaped from Vietnam. After two days on the sea, the heavy black clouds covered the sky and the strong winds caught their small boat. These winds put their boat up and down between giant waves. The storm destroyed their boat. All thirty-six people were aboard on the waves. He and his brother shared a small board. It wasn’t enough for two people. His brother said:


“This board isn’t big enough for the two of us, you keep it!”


“No! Brother!” Tim yelled, “We both live or both die together.”


“No! No! You’re smarter than me! You must live! For our mother and our family!”


Tim didn’t know when his brother left their board. He tried to hold on extremely to this board. Then he lost consciousness. He awoke, and he felt that to lie on the sand near a seaside. He couldn’t stand up. He was hungry, thirsty and tired, and he was unconscious again. He dreamed that some people saw him. Then after a long moment, people picked him up and put him in a small car. 


He tried to open his eyes. A nurse, maybe, smiled and spoke in a loud voice. 


“He is conscience!”

Some people came to see him. The nurse with dark brown skin was a young girl. She asked him, “Are you hungry? Do you need some light food?” He weakly nodded his head. 


At that moment Tim was a 14-year-old boy. This nurse took care of him a lot like her brother. After one week, he became better. He knew this place was a small clinic of a refugee camp in Thailand. He could stand up and go outside. Sometimes his nurse looked for him, and she saw him cry at the seaside.  “Don’t cry! Brother! You need to think about your brother’s wills. Your brother’s soul should be happy if you’re healthy and try to study. Crying doesn’t make sense, my dear brother.” 

“I miss him sister.”


“Yes, I know that. He prays for you and his soul wants you to become a good boy.”


“You take care of me a lot and I appreciate that. You’re my real sister.”


“I’m very glad to hear it.”

He was an orphan in the refugee camp. The refugee camp head quarter sent him to the children center of father Jos. There were a lot of children in this center. Some volunteers helped Father Jos to teach and to take care of these children. Father Jos was goodhearted and he loved them very much. 


One day Father Jos saw Tim crying. He embraced Tim and said,  “Oh! My child, I understand you.”


Tim was surprised because he saw the tears on Father Jos’s eyes. 


“Dad! I love you” Tim said. 

“I love you too, I pray for your brother. Don’t cry, be happy!” “Yes! Dad.”


Tim has had a number of teenager friends. He enjoyed the children center with English class, picnics, and playgrounds. He had father Jos as his dad and the nurse as his sister. Tim was a sensitive child. Father Jos and the nurse paid attention to him a lot. They were satisfied because he was smart and nice. 


After two years he lived in this refugee camp. He had American sponsors. His sponsors without children loved Tim very much He went to high school. The weekends Tim helped his sponsors to clean the house, take care of the garden and wash their car. He had a free room and free food while he lived with his sponsors. Moreover his sponsors taught him a lot of things as American ways, American cultures and showed how to save money and to send for his family in Vietnam. His sponsors helped him. When they bought a new car they gave him the old car. 


Tim completed high school. Tim told his sponsors he would like to go to medicine school. Tim would like to become a doctor for serving his family and people. By Tim’s story, his sponsors understood about his target and they tried to help him. At that moment, there were only three years to complete his education in medicine school. Tim had a good part time job in the lab of the University Hospital. His boss offered him a full time job too because he had a lot of skills and worked hard. When Tim went to the Vietnamese New Years’ celebration, he met Phi Lan. She was a twenty one year old girl. She was pretty and smart. Her black eyes were under her long eyebrows, which resembled willow leaves. Her eyelashes were long and curved. How beautiful her eyes were, he thought. She was in good shape with a fashioned blue dress. She smiled with him when Tim contemplated an oriental narcissus. 


“Hi! Are you like an oriental narcissus?” she asked him. 


“Yes.” He answered, “It reminded me of my dad, every new years day. He had this flower. Please, show me how to take care of this flower.”


“I’m sorry, I don’t know but I ask my coordinator. One second please.”


She was a volunteer to sell oriental narcissus, it made a fundraising for a Vietnamese student organization. Tim waited for her and he contemplated again this oriental narcissus. He saw on the wall, there were a picture and some poems about narcissuses. 

How 

It bloomed 

Just on 

The New Year 

These petals were 

As white as snow

I contemplated

This flower under candlelight

It was 

Holy time flower and me…


“I’m sorry again, my coordinator went out. Can you come back in about one hour?” 


He hesitated because he had another appointment. “If possible, please give me your address and I will mail you good directions.”


“Yes, Please.” 


He left this place, but he thought a lot about this gracious and pretty girl. She was dynamic. Her voice sounded like that a nightingale. She was attractive by her precious gestures.



After three days, Tim got her letter with directions about how to take care of this narcissus. He knew her name Phi Lan. He was very glad and he wrote a long letter to thank her. After that he knew she was a student in a famous University. She had a lot of skills about computer science with a good part time job. He fell in love with her. After one year of paying close attention to her and visiting many times her parent’s home, she responded to his love. 



“Its late, my dear. I felt cold at seaside evening.”


He returned his present time. Phi Lan saw tears in his eyes but he smiled with her. She asked about that. He explained.  “I miss my brother and I cry. But I smile because I have you, my dear. You help me and encourage me.”


“I try and want our wedding celebration as soon as possible for I can take care of you and we will have a private home.”


He didn’t say a word. He worried about not completing his education. He needs more two and half years. 


Tim and Phi Lan came back to her parent’s house. They had a beautiful dinner. After dinner, Phi Lan showed him a wonderful plan about the interior decoration for their home and their garden after their wedding. Phi Lam had a number of skills about decoration and color choices. They were her hobbies. She liked black and white furniture. She loved modern art. She couldn’t change her parent’s living room because her father loved oriental art with black and white paintings from Vietnam and China with rose wood furniture. She thought these things were old fashioned. She couldn’t change her room too because she had to share with her young sister. She could change free a half of her room or only her bed. 


She wanted her private home as soon as possible and she could change everything. She knew Tim didn’t care about decoration and she could change, as she wanted. Some nights she had a wonderful dream about their beautiful home. She read the books, she collected a lot of magazines, she visited furniture shops, she went to a lot of shopping centers to contemplate the curtains, lamps, pottery etc. for their new home. She had the passionate love of the decoration. She told Tim many times about her lovely dreams at night about their private home, their private wonderful decorations. Tim understood her very much, but he tried to delay the wedding until after he graduated. He thought “only two more years.” And they needed to wait. 


“My dear!” he embraced her “After my final test, we will have enough time to have a wonderful plan for our wonderful wedding.”


He tried to delay or to say about the date of their wedding. One day Phi Lan said,  “Do you have an hour to spare for me?”  “Yes! My dear.” He answered immediately; he thought maybe she wanted to go shopping. 


“Sit down, please! Tim. I want to have a plan for our wedding in this year.”

He knew that he couldn’t avoid this problem and he waited for her decision. 


“Do you love me?” she asked 


“Yes, I do.” He answered


“Do you like to marry me?”



“Yes, I do.” 


He tried to make a joke but she didn’t smile. “It’s a serious thing.” 


“Yes! Lady” 


She stood up strongly. He was hurrying to stop her. “I’m sorry” Phi Lan. Sit down, please and we have to make a decision.”


“Let me know the date and the place of our wedding.” Phi Lan asked. 


“The place, according to your choice.”



“The date.”


“After my graduation.” 


“No! This year.”


“Only two years, my dear.”


“Two and a half years, it is so long to wait.”


“Although this year, we have to wait six months to prepare.”


“ Yes, but I have to wait two years, I can’t.”


“Please! We have enough time and we have a good plan and the wonderful wedding.”


“Why you like to delay! Delay! Delay or you change your mind, you don’t love me anymore.”


“No! Don’t say that! I will always love you.”


“Your M.D is more important than our love.


“No! My dear! I would like to complete my education because I can response to my brothers will.”


“Your target is for living persons or for dead person.”


“As you know, according to our tradition, the dead persons are important too. Our ancestors traditions are necessary for me, for you and for all descendants too.”


“I don’t care about that! I care only for our happiness. Maybe you don’t love me enough and you have a lot of reasons to delay our wedding.” She cried and stood up and ran into her room. 


Tim knocked on the door and said “My dear! Please come out!” 


“No,” she answered, “our love is ending because you don’t love me enough.”


“I love you! My dear, get out please, we will have a good resolution.”


“Yes or no, one word, our wedding for this year.”


“I can’t answer that right now, come out please, I will explain everything.”


“No! Goodbye!”


 He waited for a long time because her door was closed. Her parents went out and only her sister who was very young to help.


Her mother came back home; she called for Phi Lan and saw Lan with her eyes full of wet tears.


“What happened my dear?”


“My love is ending.”


“Why?”


“Tim doesn’t love me enough.”


“Phi Lam, tell me everything.”


“Tim doesn’t love me enough because I want the wedding this year but he delayed, delayed many times.”



“Oh, my dear, as you know he needs two and a half years. You too, one and a half.”


“My boss offered me a full time job with twenty dollars an hour, and he can have a full time job in the lab.”


“My daughter! As you know it’s very difficult to delay in medicine school, the good chances to practice with the famous doctors loose maybe they will not return. And you, even though you can have a good job, I and your father want you to complete your education.” 


“ I would like to have a private house so that I can decorate it however I like.”


“ I love you very much, your father and your siblings. And you love your parents and your siblings also I appreciate that. I think your father will approve of your decoration in this house.”


“Mother, I know father loves the oriental styles with black and white ink and paintings and the oriental rose wood furniture.”


“Yes, my daughter, but we love you, we can sacrifice those things for your will.”


“Oh! No! Mom! Don’t do that.”


“My dear! Tim is a good boy; he’s handsome and has talent. He loves you so much. Don’t destroy your wonderful love.”


Phi Lam cried and embraced her mother.


After dinner, there was a conversation between her dad and her. Phi Lan’s father explained to her the history of the oriental arts, the beautifies and the Zen meanings of these arts. He told her because she didn’t understand anything about these arts and she didn’t enjoy them as Confucius, a great philosopher said that. He showed her a lot of books at home and in libraries that she could read. She paid close attention about the famous beautiful bamboo pictures that the famous designer had spent three years to contemplate this tree. This artist had caught the spirit of bamboo three in sunny, rainy and windy time. The artist created for famous pictures. Her father also tried to explain things to her about Tim. According to her dad, Tim was a dignified man who loved the familial tradition. He became a good husband. Phi LAN’s love was precious; she needed to protect her happiness. Phi Lan understood her father’s explanations. She felt guilty after her father taught her a meaningful lesson. 


One week later, her mother called Tim. She was surprised and emotional because Tim’s sadness. She told Tim:


“The love between you and my daughter is very strong. Phi Lan and you need to protect it, to be patient and to be wise. I know you love Lam and she was and she loves you. Lan is good hearted, but she is very young, she came to America when she was just a baby. I have mistakes too, I tried to work hard, and I didn’t have enough time for her. Five days long, I tried to explain, her father too thank you god, and she understood that.”


“Thank you! Ma’am! I worry a lot about the conflict between Lan and I. Please help us, my sponsors told me that Lan can practice her decorating in their living room; my room is in their house. My sponsors pay for that. They love Lan and I, they want to save our love.”


“How nice your sponsors are!” Her mom said, “But I think. Lan! Phi Lan!” her mother called her. 


“Yes mother” she answered softly. Phi Lam appeared, Tim saw her eyes, which became red because she wept a lot. 


“I’m sorry! My dear.” Tim said.


“I’m very sorry too!” Lam said and she fell into his arms and cried. 


“Don’t cry there is a good resolution, my sponsors….”


“I appreciate that, but our love is more important to me.”


One month later Phi Lan took two classes. One class was fine arts of Asia and another class was Vietnamese language. Moreover, she met a young American lady who spoke very well Vietnamese. One day, she and her family went to Victoria B.C on the ferry. She was very surprised because she heard three children who spoke Vietnamese with their American father, and their father spoke Vietnamese with them also. Then she met the Vietnamese lady, their mother. Lan told with her dad and he said: 


“These children are smart because they can speak many languages.”


“Me too!” Lan replied. 


After this traveling, at home Lan tried to practice Vietnamese with her parents and her siblings. 


Tim, and her family very glad Phi LAN changed her mind. She became a new person with her new spirit. She wasn’t selfish. She tried to share something with her siblings. She tried to sacrifice a little bit for her lover. She took care of her parents more than before. She liked to collect, to read about Vietnamese civilization. She thought that her father was all right when he said, “America is a multi-cultured country witch appreciates someone, some communities to offer this country the new cultures, interesting ideas. 


Three months later, Phi Lan and Tim went to a high mountain. It was a wonderful day. The sky was blue, the white clouds slowly drifted. The blue forest birds sang their song from the high trees. The spring water murmured and the pine played the flute along with the soft wind. Phi Lan told Tim, I would like to say about you



“Go on my dear”

You

You seem like 

Mountain flowers.

Your words are as fine as the 

Spring water murmurs 

As poetry and melodies of singers.


“That was very interesting! Is it your poem?”


“Yes, sir” she answered


Tim embraced Lan and said, “I’m very proud of you.”


“I am also proud of you. The mountain flowers on the immense hill. How gorgeous they are with multi colors. If I don’t go up the mountain, I can’t see the flowers. If my soul doesn’t raise up, I don’t recognize your precious ideas, and your good wills.”


“I appreciate that, my dear. And you, you seem like the oriental narcissus, which needed to be trimmed, to cut the root. It hurtled your self, but it helped you to have a sweet smelling and to bloom on the great day.” 


She took a piece of pine wood and said:


“It is the symbol of the board which saved your life, our life and I think your brothers soul smiles with us.”



The wonderful mountain flowers embraced both of them, and the beautiful golden sunlight was full in their eyes. 
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