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THE PROMISED LAND







By LE, NGOC HO

   The sky was blue with white cloudy turbans under summer sunny light.                       There were mountain ranges. First, it was brilliant white snow on top, then dark blue rock, and green pine at bottom. There was a brown stone way, which led to the upper mountain with green pine borderline.  The sky and the mountain in some places were same blue color.  Only the top of the mountain was splendid white. Mrs. Phan contemplated the beautiful landscape, the first time she could see the snow.  She was sixty –nine years old. She was a slender lady. Her body was as thin as an apricot branch, and as supple as a willow branch with five feet tall and one hundred pounds.  She was very nice with her charity. She was smart, and a nurse with thirty years of experiences in many hospitals in Vietnam.  She sat against one big tree, and contemplated big rocks and big tree trunks, which led down on the beautiful, small spring.  Her son, Nam stood by the spring with his relatives, was eighteen years old, very smart and handsome man.  She would like to rest and sit here.  She let her son and his relatives go up to the mountain.  There were lots of wild flowers on this mountain.  She murmured a poem:




Like mountain flowers




Your sentiments are beautiful




Like talent writers




Your ideas are wonderful

   O, these nice flowers, how beautiful they were, how colored they were, and how smooth they were.  She could see a giant robe with white, yellow, red, purple color of this mountain goddess with her platinum hair and her smooth green arms. The gorgeous mountain flowers and brilliant spring water made the wonderful crown of the mountain goddess. She would like to gather some flowers, but there was a small sign:” Don’t pick the wild flowers.”  She forgot them, but suddenly she paid attention to purple mountain flowers, which seemed like the violets in her garden at Saigon.  Some mountain birds sang songs near her, how interesting their songs were.  These birds weren’t afraid of human beings.  She thought that these birds and these wild flowers were happier than her husband too.

   Her past time appeared in her soul with clear images.  Her parents had only her. They took care of her a lot.  If she wanted something, her parents satisfied her.  She got a good job after she graduated from a four-year nursing program.  She was a nurse in a children’s hospital in Saigon. She got married with a good husband, who was a captain in the south of Vietnam ‘s army.  They had three nice children, one daughter and two sons.  They bought a nice house, which was near her office.  Her husband saved money in a saving account in the national bank at Saigon for their life and their children education.

   Then the big event happened: April 30, 1975, the collapse of the South of Vietnam.  Her husband had to enter the concentration camp.  After six months, he was moved to another concentration camp in the North of Vietnam.  

   It was terrible for her in this event, she lost money, and she lost friends

She lost her husband, she lost her peace, she lost her hope, and her children lost their schools, their easy life and their big problem they lost their father...

In that time, she had take care of her family by herself.  Her salary wasn’t enough for a family with four people.   Her saving account was lost by the collapse of the South of Vietnam. Her daughter couldn’t study in the public university because her daughter was a child of the South Vietnam’s officer.

     She tried to visit her husband in the North of Vietnam, but she was poor.  It was very difficult to visit him.  First, she needed permission by the local administration of the new regime.  Second, she had to go by car or by railroad.  She had to get in long line for a ticket.  Moreover the ticket was expensive for her too.  She had to have dry food and medicines for her husband’s supplies.  She needed more than two weeks vacation without pay in her job.  After April 30, 1975 it was very difficult for former employees of the South of Vietnam ‘s government.  She tried to keep this job to survive.  She could visit her husband two times because she loved her husband and tried to see him.  After five years in the terrible concentration camp without enough food, medicine, and clothes for hard winters, so her husband died.  How much she cried, her tears were dropping always.  She didn’t want to live.  One day she thought that she had to have the responsibility with her three children who needed to live, to go to schools and they needed her. She was a believer, and she prayed day after day.

   One of her husband’s friends in the concentration of the North of Vietnam let her know she and her children could apply to go the USA by H.O. program.   There was a big problem for her because she was seventy-seven with the heart problem and the hearing problem.  It was very difficult for her with a new life in the new country.  She thought that she had to sacrifice for the future of her children.

   The hope returned her life. She hurried to ask some of her friends and some offices about this H.O.program. She was very exciting, her future life opened, and a new horizon for her family. There were a lot of plans for her family. For examples, her daughter will graduate in a good university; her sons will have good education .Her family didn’t have to worry about money, about food, and about locations…. She had to spend a lot of times and some money for this “project”.

  After two years waiting, there were interviews for coming The America. Her daughter got married, so she couldn’t go, one of her sons said:” The happiness is more important than the money.” He had a girl friend; he didn’t like to go, so he stayed in Vietnam. Only she and Nam, her youngest son came to Santa Ana, California.

     There were some step noises, her relatives returned and asked her:

    “Do you like to rest here or to go up the mountain with us.”

   “ I like to stay here, go ahead.”

   When her cousin went up to the mountain, she saw under her sight gentle hills with splendid color of autumn leaves.  Here were brilliant yellow carpets, and there were gorgeous red carpets.  At the corner of the horizon, there were some mountain ranges with clear, beautiful blue.  The air was very clear and fresh as crystals under afternoon sunlight.  It was late after noon. O, the moon appeared near the top of a mountain.  There was a lot of sunlight, so the full moon seemed like a thin silver disk.  Suddenly she had inspiration to read a poem, whose author she didn’t remember:

   “The moon is light

   The sky is blue 

   Here I am

   Where are you.”?

   My dear husband, she thought that I’m here but you passed away, left me alone with our three children.  My beloved husband prays for our children and me. You’re happy in heaven, but we have lots of problems.

   Mrs. Phan’s cousin and her family with Nam came back to the place, which she was resting.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             

   “My dear,” Mrs.Phi, her relative asked her, “Do you enjoy this picnic on Mount Rainier to day? Almost whole the time you sit against this pine tree?”

   “Yes, I am.”  She answered, “ I could see all beautiful landscapes near here, I could remember all of the past time of my life, and I could imagine and could dream. More over I could see the mountain goddess too with multi colored flower robe and her brown shoes too.”

   “My dear, you ‘re a good writer with a beautiful fiction.”

   All people of two families laughed.  They returned home and they enjoyed a wonderful evening with delicious food, a joyful dinner.

   Mrs. Phan and her son came back to Santa Ana.  All her cousin’s family went to the SeaTac airport for her departure with her son.  This airport was very busy.  There were lots of passengers who hurried to move with heavy baggage.  The multi-colored sign flashed in her eyes.  Nam, her son paid attention, to huge Boeings 747 that went up to paint perfect angle in the blue sky. At the gate before she and her son entered a plane:

   “Come back again.” All her cousin’s family said.  They hugged and said farewell together.

 One evening there was the dialogue between Mrs. Phan and her son about Nam’s scholar ship.

   “My dear son, go to the East and grasp advantages of the good scholar ship which you got.”

   “Mom, you sacrificed a lot for me and my siblings.  Now you have a heart problem and a hearing problem.  I like to stay with you.”

   “Don’t do that, my dear.  Go for your future and for me too.”

   “No, mom.  I like to go to one of the universities in California.”

   “Going to the East is better, son”

   “I need you, and you need me.  My dad passed away, and my siblings live in Vietnam.  Only you and me live here.  I will stay here with you, mom. Please, don’t.., mom.”

   She didn’t say anything, but she stood up and hugged strongly her beloved son.

   This evening Mrs. Phan and her son were very busy.   She cooked delicious food, prepared a table for a big dinner. Mrs.Phan invited Mr.Ba, who was the best friend of her husband during the time they lived in a concentration camp in the North of Vietnam.  He helped her husband a lot; encouraged him, shared food and medicine, and then helped bury him when her husband passed away.  When Mr. Ba was free, he let Mrs.Phan to know that she could apply to go The USA by HO program. Then he helped her family to apply this program, and helped her family, which came to Santa Ana.

   Nam helped his mother clean the house and wash dirty dishes.  Their living room was simple with an old, long sofa and some chairs.  There were a big family picture and a Vietnamese calendar. All things were ordered and very clean.  When Mr.Ba came, they welcomed him. All people enjoyed the delicious food.  After dinner, they took tea and home made.

      When Mr. Ba left, she thanks him again because he was her family ‘s best fiend for life.

   Three days later, after school Nam went to a gas station. While he was filling up his car, suddenly two cars stopped, three young people got out the first car and ran to hide after a low wall, then four other people got out the second car and shot men of the first car by gun fire. There were some loud voices:

   “Shoot!  Go ahead!  Shoot!  Run”

   Some people cried:“Oh my God.”

   There were lots of noises.  Gun noises rent the air, which smelled of smoke smelling.  Suddenly, people heard a terrible noise:

   “They kill me, help me.  I’m injured”

All people in this gas station lay down on the ground.  Nam hurried to lie down, and he didn’t have enough time to put the nozzle into the pump, and it hung above, so some gasoline were dripping. He stood up and put the nozzle into to the pump.  Unfortunately a bullet hit his chest. He fell down.   His T-shirt was full of blood. Two people were killed.  People cried with loud voice. The runner noises with loud voices, the cry...The terrible chaos happened. People called 911.  The siren sounds, police were coming, then ambulances too.  Two injured people were in an emergency. Two ambulances picked them up to a hospital. Three more police cars hurried to stop.  Police were running and hunting these gangsters.  All of them had to lie down, their faces to the ground, and their hands had to put up in their heads.  After they were disarmed, then they were in handcuff.  Police captured all of these gangsters who just shot together.  They were very young about twenty to twenty two, they seemed like students in a high school or a college. People were surprise they could become killers.

   When Mr. Ba was informed about Nam, he hurried to call the family‘s doctor of Mrs. Phan, their volunteer caseworker, and their new friend, Mrs. Tu.  Their family ‘s doctor didn’t come allowed a nurse to help with medicines. They were planning how to let her know little by little because she had a heart problem.  She invited them to come in and sit down.  She said:

   “ Welcome, and thank you for coming to visit me.  There is something you need to tell me?

   “Yes, Mrs. Phan,” Mr. Ba answered her, “ We would like to inform you...”

   “ What happened?” She asked.

   “ Mrs. Phan,. . An.. Accident is involving Nam. Don’t worry, Mrs. Phan, Nam right now is in a hospital.  Many doctors are taking care of him.”

   “ Oh, my God.” She said, and then became very pale.  Their volunteer caseworker stood behind her to support her in case she fell down from a heart attack.  The nurse was ready too. But she knelt down on the floor and prayed.  Mr. Ba exhaled because he was nervous about she could fall down, but it didn’t happen.  She requested to visit her son.  All these people helped her to drive to the hospital with her.  In the hall of the emergency building, these same people were waiting news from the doctors.  At that time, there was a nun coming.  This nun shared with her some prayers.

    The hospital informed that Nam needed a surgery.  All these people encouraged her.  The sister and Mrs. Tu hold her hands. The nun said:

   “My dear, you’re a believer, pray and trust our God.”  She nodded but she didn’t say anything.

   “ My friend,” Mrs. Tu said, “We always support you.”  She nodded too.

   After a half hour, one doctor appeared, and he seemed like to be very tired.  This doctor saluted her and said:

   “ We tried a lot, the surgery is complete.”  He stopped one second to use his handkerchief to dry his sweat on his forehead.  “ The young guy now is in a coma.  About fifteen minutes all of you can visit him.”

   “ How is he doing?”  Mrs. Phan asked the doctor.

   “ It is a severe case, I don’t know for sure, but I hope..”

   Her hands trembled, and her tears fell down, but she didn’t cry in loud voice.  She was a former nurse, and she understood it was serious problem.

   “ Be courageous, lady.” The doctor held her hands.

   A nurse let them know, they could see Nam.  The young guy was helped by a lot of medical instruments. Mrs. Phan held and kissed her son ‘s hands and said:

   “ My beloved son, how much I love you, don’t let me alone.”  She prayed and prayed.

   Nam passed over in the evening of the same day. Mrs. Phan didn’t cry, but she didn’t say anything.  She held her son‘s hands hour after hour.  Mr. Ba told her:

   “You need to rest.  You need to save your health for your children in Vietnam.”  She saw him, and she nodded because she understood her responsibility. “Don’t worry anything,” Mr. Ba continued, “ I will do everything for Nam.”

   There were a lot of Vietnamese people coming to visit and encourage her.  The Vietnamese community organized the funeral services for Nam.  She and her son just came to Santa Ana six months ago. She didn’t have enough money for the funeral of her son.  Even though a lot of people didn’t know her family, many people came to the church and prayed for him in his funeral day. Mrs. Tu and some women volunteered to come live with her in the evening time for ten days.  Some groups such as the bible group came to share prayers, visit and do driving for her.

   Three months later, there was a court. The Nam‘s killer was judged. Mrs. Phan requested her lawyer to help her.  She wanted to come to the court, and to talk with the killer. People saw a pitiful, sorrowful and thin lady under her long “ao dai”, Vietnamese long dress.  This long dress seemed too big for her because she lost a number of pounds after her son ‘s death.  She saluted the judge, lawyers and other people officially to judge. Then she said to the killer:

   “Young guy, you killed not only my son, moreover you killed me too.  I’m alone.  God forgives my sins, and I forgive you.”

   Then she talked with the judge:

   “ Sir, please reduce the punishment for him.  He is as young as my son.  He..” But she couldn’t say anymore.  People heard a little cry of her, then a little cry of the killer‘s mother and some people in the judge’s room.


Nine months after the death of her son, she made a decision to come back to Vietnam and to live with her other son’s family, and near her daughter‘s family.

  Near the window of the Boeing 727, she looked on her homeland.  There were lots of square or rectangle fields under her sight.  These fields were covered by pinkish brown water, and bordered by green grass.  Here and there, small brown houses seemed like children’s toys near light green banana trees, and dark green bamboo trees.  These pictures were very intimate in her soul.  She said by herself: Oh, my homeland.  Saigon.  Under her sight, there were the Saigon river, seemed like a silver serpent, running near the Majestic hotel and the Saigon’s cathedral with twin red brick towers.  

     One and half year ago she and Nam left the homeland, now she alone returned to Saigon.  Before she thought that she could find the Promised Land for her children, especially Nam.  Now she returned to her country with empty hands. She thought that neither the USA, nor Vietnam was the Promised Land for her, for Nam, for her children.  But there was a Promised Land. The Promised Land was her courage, her sacrifice, her service, her patience, her hope, her dignity, and her responsibility.  The Promised Land was in her heart, not anywhere in the world.  The late afternoon sunshine through the plane window left a soft light in her eyes, her face and her heart too.  She was smiling while the Boeing 727 was landing at the Saigon airport.
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