              Short Story

                    The New Horizon

                                                                            By Le, ngoc Ho


The sound of the sea waves beat in her heart while she was sitting against a coconut tree; Van put her head on her knees, as her tears dropped on her pants. The refugee camp was crowded. The forest near this camp had a lot of insects and worms, and she was allergic to these things. She had only one way to go. The seaside. It was terrible for her right now. She was afraid of the sea, which reminded her of the big event, the terrible accident that had happened two weeks ago. She and seventy-one boat people had escaped from Vietnam in the summer 1983. However, the Thai pirates took everything on their boat, and some of the women, including Van, were raped. 


She had to enter the small clinic of the Refugee camp because she was injured. This morning she couldn’t stay in the clinic. She had run to the seaside.   She was sitting and crying until there were no tears left. A bird sang in this high coconut tree. It was surprising. It reminded her of the past in Viet Nam.

 In the summer of 1980, she was a seventeen-year-old girl with eyes as big as two beautiful, black pearls. She had two long streams of black hair, falling to her shoulders. Her charming rose petal lips formed a wonderful pink heart in her ivory skin. People liked her because of her light smile and precious gestures. She had been the leader of a young girl’s group in her country. She was involved in the volunteer group, which helped the poor people of Saigon. She behaved well. She was a coordinator of the chorus with seventy members. She had a lot of tailoring skills and she made beautiful clothes. She liked smiling and talking and she created the joyful chorus. Her voice sounded like that of a small blue bird. She was very sensitive. Her emotions caused her to cry easily. People thought maybe she would be unhappy because of her extreme sensitivity. She liked to help her mother cook, to interior decorate and to take care of her siblings. A number of young men liked her and wrote poems about her. 

In the fall of the year 1981, Tan, a young handsome man fell in love with her. After two years of paying attention to her, she responded to his love. At that time, she was an excellent student. Her parents expected a lot of her. In Vietnam at the time, she couldn’t go to the University because her father had been an officer of the South Vietnam army and her family was poor after 1975. 


They thought that she should become a good example for her four siblings. How could she go to the University? There was only one way. She had to escape from Vietnam in the summer 1983. But her family was poor after 1975, so her relatives helped her to escape with her cousin, a thirteen-year-old boy.   After April 30, 1975 when most of the officers of South Vietnam’s army, including her father, were arrested and taken to the concentration camps, her family had big trouble. There were no good resolutions to the Vietnam War. Then after 1975, thousands of officers of the South became prisoners.  Some officers were freed after many years in concentration camps, but they couldn’t get good jobs; it was only labor jobs for them.  Their children couldn’t go to University.  A number of people had only one choice to escape from Vietnam. When Tan and his family had escaped from Viet Nam one year before, Van decided to escape too, to join Tan, her lover. She remembered how wonderful her past was. 

She returned to the present, with the noise of a strong wave against the rocks.  She said to herself “My first love ended”.  She watched her tears dropping on her pants and making some places in her pants to become dark color.

She missed her parents, her siblings, her friends and her activities in Viet Nam. Sometimes she would cry and ask herself,  “Why did this happen to me? How much would my parents worry if they knew about it?” All she could do was cry and cry, without any answers. She wrote to her parents only about when she came to the Thai refugee camp. On the contrary, she told everything to Tan, her lover. Day after day, week after week, she lived anxiously. She became a miserable young girl with twenty years old. She asked herself about one hundred questions. 


After she was raped, would Tan love her again? Would he understand her again? Did Tan want to get married? According to oriental custom the young girl without virgin is a big problem for young lady before weeding. O, this event destroyed her life.


She didn’t have any answers. She ran to the clinic and down to the seaside many times. Then, she went to the church without praying. She waited hour after hour, day after day… Every time the Refugee camp office called someone to get a letter, her heart would beat. She counted each hour, each day and each week. She told herself, there is only one more day to complete this week. Next Monday, Tan’s letter will come. Mrs. Ba, the mother of her cousin’s friend advised her that she would become crazy if she continued to do that.


Living only to see this letter, Van became sick. Mrs. Ba took food to her, visited her, prayed for her and shared some money with her. She took care of Van.  She said she pitied Van who was a virgin and raped by some pirates. They seemed like buffalo feet, which crushed a fragile white lily, Van was a lily and the Vietnamese people were, too.  


One time, Van held Mrs. Ba’s hand and said, “I live here without my parents, without relatives, only my little cousin, without friends and without money. You have helped me a lot. You are my mother now.” 


Mrs. Ba answered that Van didn’t need to worry about that because she loved Van. 


This morning, it was a beautiful day. The opaque lines of the clouds passed over the blue sky. Here and there, brown sails painted big points on the background of the dark green rock island. The wind blew lightly on the coconut tree. The sunshine reflected light on the wings of the sea birds. The horizon of the ocean seemed fresh, midnight blue, and peaceful. At the same time, it was stormy in Van’s soul. Holding an opened letter, sitting against a big rock, opening her eyes without seeing anything, she seemed frozen.

 Mrs. Ba looked for her everywhere, but she didn’t find her until she recognized her in this condition. Mrs. Ba asked Van what was happening to her, but Van didn’t answer. Mrs. Ba saw the letter and understood all. As a result of her lover’s letter, she had an unhappy reaction. Mrs. Ba hugged her and worried. She told her she needed to let her tears out. Then Mrs. BA led her to the clinic.

However, Van didn’t cry or say a word, her eyes were open without focus. People saw that her food wasn’t touched and a young girl was alone near the clinic window all day long. People hoped that she would get better, but her state didn’t change. She didn’t say a word and she didn’t want to eat…People saw her food wasn’t touched and a young girl was alone near the clinic window all day long Mrs. Ba took care of her and worried because she didn’t like anything. 

Mrs. Ba told her that even though she didn’t care about herself, she had to care for her cousin. Suddenly, she stood up strongly. She ran to the church. Mrs. Ba followed her. She entered the church and cried and cried. Her tears dropped on the open Bible with the words from Luke chapter 6, verse 21.

“Happy are you, weep now: you will laugh!” 

And then, she asked Mrs. Ba where her cousin was? Mrs. Ba let Van know that her cousin had gone up to the hill with her son.

          When she saw her cousin, she cried, apologized and hugged him. “Oh my dear. Sorry! I forgot to take care of you” 


She carefully looked after him. She washed his face, cut his nails, and altered his clothes. Her responsibility saved her. Tan sent to her a check with little money. She cashed the check from Tan, and she shared it with the other women who had been the victims of the Thai Pirates. She helped them if they needed anything. She helped one to write addresses on envelopes. They didn’t know how to write in a foreign language.

She gave them some stamps and she visited them weekly. She encouraged them, too. She thought that sharing was saving. She volunteered to serve in the orphan center in the Refugee camp. While teaching, playing and singing with these children, she felt joy and peace. She found out that she could restore hope by serving others. She didn’t just get lucky by waiting for chances. She created her own chances. She and her friends organized a small chorus. Having experience in the chorus of her community in Viet Nam, she became the leader of this small chorus. She created a number of activities for her group, such as picnics, welcoming, helping the newcomers and celebrating Christmas and the Vietnamese New Year. She became a good friend to the people in this community.


Every day she and Mrs. Ba went to church. They prayed together. Sometimes they had meditations on the hill, in the corner of the small church, or near the seaside. She was very glad that she had survived after her big crisis. She felt reject by her lover, Tan wouldn’t marry her. At that moment, she thought that the sky and the earth had collapsed. “Thank God there was a new sky, a new earth, new human beings, new hope and new joy now”, she said to herself. 


She became an editor and designer of the newsletter of the refugee camp. 


Although she had a dynamic life, it was simple. Four women shared a small tent. Her place was as big as a king-size bed. Her yellow reed mat was on the floor. On the top there was a small pillow. On the right side, there were some sheets of paper and some envelopes with one pen and one pencil. She used these things to write letters and address envelopes to help people.  On the left side, there was one Bible she could read everyday with Mrs. Ba, and one candle. Then there was an old blanket, which was clean and straight. At the base of this blanket, there was one pair of shoes. In addition, on the right side of her mat there were four old newspapers. First, she put her old jacket, then her two T-shirts and two pairs of pants and finally her altered clothes on the last newspaper.  She was afraid that the strong ocean wind would destroy this order. She had to repeat this organization many times. Because of her attitude, her behavior and her dynamic life, she became an attractive young lady of the Refugee camp. Even though all her clothes were donations from the Salvation Army, She made them suitable and fashionable. She altered them according to the fashion magazines. Every day, people saw her skinny body in the early sunlight on the road to the small chapel of the refugee camp. Then she came back her tent and helped some old women to cook. At 9 o’clock, people saw her between many young students 9 to 12 years old. After diner time, people heard her “bird voice” with her friends in the chorus to practice to sing songs for Sunday mass. Her beauty was more and more restored. A lot of young men paid attention to her. 

Nam, a young man, had escaped from Viet Nam in the same boat. He fell in love with her the first time he saw her. After the terrible accident happened, he continued to love her. He was serious, handsome and kind.  In contrast with Van, Nam was tall and muscular.  He was as tall as a cathedral pine.  He liked to use his strong muscular arms to carry water for Van from the deep wells.  He used his loud voice to call volunteers to help Van organize the Christmas and Vietnamese New Year’s celebrations.  When she hesitated to accept his love, some women joked, “Why doesn’t she want his pine shade, and a thin girl still waits for a prince to marry.” One Vietnamese proverb compares a husband to shade pine, which protects the wife under the hot sunshine and strong wind.

He volunteered for any project Van was involved in. He kept his distance so he wouldn’t create any problems for her. When she became a coordinator of the group that organized the Vietnamese New Year’s festival, he volunteered. He had a lot of skill in decorating and organizing for this celebration. For example, he made a beautiful gate with coconut leaves and wild flowers. He created a dragon’s head for the dragon dancing. The headquarters and people of the Refugee camp welcomed the success of the group. She thought that without Nam she couldn’t have this success. He helped in the Orphan Care Center and joined the Chorus. Although he was a Buddhist, he went to church just to see Van. He liked to see her. He wanted to follow her everywhere and contemplate her actions. 

She recognized his love but she didn’t respond immediately. She seemed like a bird injured by a bullet, afraid of any noise.  Sometimes she had nightmares. In contrast, to the daytime when she was dynamic, some nights she couldn’t sleep, and tears flowed from her eyes. Her first love was very important to her. Even though she needed money again, she refused another check from Tan, after his rejection.  When he tried to send more, she said that she had needed his love, but she didn’t need his money, and her first love was gone. 

Through praying and meditation, she forgave the pirates who had destroyed her life and her first love. However, she tried, she couldn’t forget this accident. The United Nations requested the Thai government stop these rapes. Sometimes the victims recognized some of the pirates among the Thai fishermen. She prayed that this wouldn’t happen to her. She thought that she could recognize them, but when she saw them she would lose consciousness. She said to herself, “No! No! It cannot happen! It would be terrible for me.”

One day Nam came to say good-bye to Van. He was leaving for Europe. His sponsor lived in Paris, France. 

He said, “The first time I saw you, I loved you and I continue to love you.”

“Thank you, Nam!” she said. “Since my accident, and my first love collapsed, I’m afraid of your love.”

“I understand it, and I respect your suffering. It is our suffering and our people’s suffering too. Yes, our people are suffering.”


“I appreciate it,” she answered. 


“I would like to do anything for you. I would like to love you forever.” Nam added. 


“I’m so touched to hear your words. But I need time to restore my ability to feel.” Van replied. 


“I can wait and wait until you are ready.” Nam answered. 

She didn’t say any more but she looked at Nam for along moment. Her eyes shone a special light into Nam’s soul. Nam had a sponsor from Paris so Van helped him to pack before he left this camp.  But Nam had only a few clothes and many pictures of his activities with Van in the orphan center, the chorus and the Christmas and Vietnamese New Year’s celebrations.  Before Nam entered the bus going to the Bangkok’ airport, Van held his hand and said “Thank you Nam.  God bless you.”  Nam was very glad because it was the first time he held her hand.

“You’re the best,” he answered.  “I miss you I would like to stay here until you leave this camp, but I can’t.”

After Nam’s departure, she felt the emptiness in her heart.  It seems like love, she thought.  She felt sad and glad at the same time.  She was sad missing Nam, but she was glad because her feelings were being restored.

Six months after Nam went to Europe, Van and her cousin went to the USA.  She wanted to go to school and get a job.  Her sponsors helped her, so she didn’t have to pay a penny.  She cooked and took care of their house, as well as the garden.  She cooked American food, such as poached fish, and sometimes-Vietnamese food. She cooked “Cha Gio”, spring Rolls, and Pho, Vietnamese noodle soup,.  Her sponsors loved her very much.  After one year, she could go to a University.  She worked and saved money, so she could send it to help her family in Vietnam.  She hoped that her family would reunite with her, because her father had been in a concentration camp for five years.  She took care of her cousin, too.  She received a lot of letters from Nam and he called her two or three times per week.  They were long distance calls from Paris to Santa Ana, California.  Every call was at least half an hour and many times more than one hour.  She was happy not only about her new love, but about trying to complete her responsibilities.  She thanked God a new hope had opened for her.

When Van went to the University, she shared an apartment. Their friends could see a black coffee table and a white sofa.  On the table, there was a crystal vase with a fresh white rose near a black candle.  On the other side a small white statue of “Mother and child” reflected on the table’s surface.  A copy of Renoir’s “The Ballet” picture was parallel to a white lily photograph on the wall.  On the small black T.V, there was a frame with the poem:


Today is mine


Yesterday became ice


Tomorrow I can’t touch


Simple life is fine


Van decorated their apartment with shell white curtains.  Their friends loved to enjoy the classical music that Van chose and they ate raisin cookies that Van made, with tea or coffee.  Van shared everything with her roommate.  Van told her that after a conversation with Nam she felt that love walked softly in her soul.  Day after day, his voice healed her soul, just like Vivaldi.  His voice became a soft and lovely sound for her. Sometimes she remembered her first lover, Tan, she knew that Tan got married with another girl in Europe, that moment some tears dropping from her eyes. Sometimes she had nightmares, she cried a lot and she prayed for forgetting this accident. His waiting ended after two long years. Nam reunited with Van in the United States.                                                                 

  On that day Los
Angeles airport was crowded with strangers from England, France, Italy, Russia, Mexico and Brazil. The good smell of Starbucks coffee and cinnamon cake enticed her and her friends. They entered a cafeteria, where they enjoyed the sweet state of coffee. The warm, smooth coffee cup felt good in Van’s hand. The multi- colored
 sign flashed in her eyes. In doors the wave of people hurried, and outdoors the night flies painted the dash light on the black board night sky with wonderful angles. Van thought the activities at this International Airport were images of the USA, the powerful country. The Boeing 747 landed. After a few moments Nam appeared. Van, her sponsors, her roommate and her friends welcomed Nam’s arrival.  Her friends encouraged her to kiss Nam.  She was shy but her roommate pushed her toward him.


“Go on! Go on! Van! Kiss him.”


She hesitated and hugged him without a kiss.  Her friends emphatically encouraged her again in a loud voice.  “Go on! Kiss! Go…go”


Then there was the first kiss between Van and Nam.

             Hand in hand, eyes in eyes, and heart to heart they forgot all things around them. Their friends disappeared. Van and Nam looked for them but they had hidden somewhere. Van and Nam set down on a sofa.

             “ Oh! My God! I’m very happy to reunite with you.” Nam said, “ How much I missed you.”

                “ Me, too” Van answered.

                “ How have you been?”

            “ I have been working hard,” she said, “ I am saving money for my family, and I will send money for my cousin’s mother.”

              “ You take care of your cousin. His mother said that you didn’t have to repay the debt,” Nam added.

              “ Yes! I know that, but I would like to take care of him without pay.”

              “ You’re goodhearted,” Nam said, “ I’m proud of you, not only of your talent, your success in community activities and the University but of your charity.”

             “ Thank you, my dear! I’m very glad that you understand me. I think the understanding, the love and the sharing will help us create a happy life.”

             “ I love your ideas and your activities, too.” Nam said.

             “ Thank you, my dear! Even though I’m a young woman, I would like to share our people’s sufferings, which seem like the ocean. I’m only a small shell keeping a little salt water. Our people have had to suffer through blood, tears and sweat more than one quarter of a century. I will try to do something for our war victims and our flood victims, even if it’s a very little thing.” She trembled, and there were some tears in her eyes.

            “ How nice you are, my dear! Confucius said that lighting even a small candle is better than blaming the dark,” Nam responded.

             “ I think so, Nam!” she said.

          Their friends tried to hide somewhere for Van and Tan having a private moment. Suddenly Van saw her roommate in a corner of the Starbucks coffee shop, and she was running and calling her. All her friends went out of the cafeteria, and her sponsors invited them to come to a special party to welcome Van and Nam that evening.


The fall of 1985, they went to California to buy their wedding rings and to visit their friend. There was a beautiful dinner to welcome the visitors. Their friend said: 


“Your love story is wonderful.”


“Yes.” Nam answered. “We had to wait, pray a lot and try and to get through many difficulties.” 


“In the time you lived in Europe, you paid more than half of your salary for long distance calls?” their friend asked Nam. 


“Yes” he answered. “But I got our love story! I got everything.” Nam answered. 


Van didn’t say anything, but she smiled. 


The day after, Nam and Van went early to Yosemite Park. She wanted to contemplate the sunrise. She looked at the immense view. 


The very splendid, huge, golden comb became bigger and bigger. The ranges with yellow, pink and red cloudy turbans decorated the oriental sky. 


From the sun to her place, there were a lot of mountain ranges. First, it was light blue, then blue and then dark blue. Finally there were the gray and black mountain ranges. 


On the left side, there was a hill of golden autumn leaves. In addition, there was silver, singing spring. The forest birds sang their songs from the high trees. Nam and Van took a bath together in the fresh early morning Sunlight Ocean. The new light bloomed on her lips, and the blood bloomed in her heart. At that moment, there was a wonderful kiss. The fresh pine smell entered her lungs as the good news entered her heart that her family would reunite with her before her wedding.  It was the first time she had contemplated the beauty and the splendor of the sunrise on high mountains. It was amazing to her. It caused tears, not sad tears but joyful tears. She could see the ocean of light with pink powder, and fog waves moving slowly between the tree islands. The wonderful new horizon reflected in her eyes and her soul. 
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