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THE WONDERFUL SYMPHONY







         BY LE, NGOC HO

      The beautiful music flew in the night air. It was the Saturday before Christmas 1974. Mrs. Tam, thirty years old, a dynamic woman, organized a rehearsal of Christmas mass songs. She was a conductor of a church choir in Saigon. She was an intelligent, nice, thin and tall lady. She was the owner of a lady tailor shop too. There were fifty young people in her choir. She and her husband prepared carefully for this Christmas song celebration. All of the choir members had memorized these songs, so they could sing them with all their souls, and their spirits. They practiced Vietnamese songs, such as  “Dem Dong”(the Winter Night), “Cao cung Len”(Raise your voice), and International Christmas songs such as “Joy to the World”, “Silent Night”,

“O holy night,” Mrs. Tam thought that it would be most interesting if singers sang songs in the original language. For example the “ Silent Night” has the original language “Still Natch”. In this rehearsal of Christmas mass songs she sang, the solo  “O holy Night” in French “Minuit Chretiennes”, and one young lady sang “O Holy Night” in English, and another sang in Vietnamese. Mrs. Tam was very excited; she sang this song with all her soul, all her spirit, and all her emotions.

     After they completed practicing this song, the entire choir came to her and said:

     “Wonderful! Perfect! Congratulation! We don’t believe how beautiful it was”

     A young man recited a poem to show appreciation for her talent:
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Forever.

     People laughed and clapped. Mrs. Tam blushed at the amazing appreciation from her choir. She smiled and thanked them.

     Her husband looked at her and smiled. She was very glad, and full of emotion with some tears in her eyes. Her husband helped her to guide the rehearsal, because he was a composer and a conductor of another choir too. After this rehearsal, there was the first wedding anniversary of Mrs. Tam and her husband, so she hurried to leave this rehearsal. She went to the church hall to prepare the party. Some young men in her choir helped her to decorate the hall. There were two red hearts with yellow double Ts, the first letter of her name and her husband’s name, and blue word “ Forever”. There were a lot of roses and many big chrysanthemums, her husband’s favorite flowers. There were two long rows of tables covered by white fabric. A number of vases filled with gorgeous red roses decorated these tables. In the middle of the hall, there was the beautiful big anniversary cake on an oval table. She

began to put chicken, Vietnamese sausage, “cha gio”(spring rolls), and sweet rice on paper dishes, then to place them on the tables.

     After she completed her job, she sat down and waited for the end of this rehearsal. She remembered two years ago, when she invited Tu, a composer and a leader of a neighbor church choir to help her choir. She recognized that Tu was very nice and smart. Moreover he had a lot of talents. He helped her a lot, and taught her many musical skills. After numbers of meetings, he felt in love with her. Then she responded to his love. Last year there was a wonderful wedding. He was a good husband; he had a good job too.

He was an officer of the South Vietnam government. She was really happy.     One young girl came and called her:

     “Sister, the rehearsal is finished.”

      People ran to the hall. Many young ladies came and asked her:

     “Do you need help?”

     They didn’t wait for her answer. They hurried to decorate with flowers. Someone brought more lilies and calla lilies. They set music and light. Some young men carried a big object, which was covered by black plastic. A pretty girl asked:

     “What is it?”

    “Secret! You will know later.”

     The entire choir was meeting. The party began. Mrs. Tam and Mr. Tu, her husband held hands. They smiled with the choir, and then Mr.Tu spoke, 

     “My friends, thank you for coming, we appreciate that. Thank you very much about your kindness, your gifts, and your wishes. We never forget it” 

    People laughed, clapped their hands. One man requested:

    “Open the big gift! Open it!”

    “ Yes! My friend.” Mrs. Tam replied.”

     The big thing was opened. Several people exclaimed, “Vow, vow.” It was a special Christmas tree, which was decorated many and many multi colored hearts figures. There were words on these hearts such as “Tam”, “Tu” and “ the wonderful symphony”. Someone said: “Oh, Yes, Tam and Tu create a special symphony for their lives, we think so.” Then, many people requested with a loud voice:

     “Loving song show, please.”

      “Go, go, Tam and Tu.”

     “Tu is here, where is Tam?”

      People laughed and clapped their hands. Some young ladies found Tam, who was embarrassed and hid herself in a storeroom. 

     “Come on, come on Tam, our leader.”

     Tu smiled and told her, “ Don’t worry, my dear, I will sing and act this scene for both of us, you only follow my actions.”

     Tu looked at the choir and said, “My friends, please sing with us this Vietnamese folk song.” All sang strongly.

     “Love, I offer you, my dear, my jacket. Coming back home, Mom asks, ‘where is your jacket, I tell her that, passing through the bridge, the wind made flying my jacket.’ Tu took off his jacket and put it Tam’s shoulders.

     “Love, I offer you my ring….” Tu took off his ring….

     “Love, I offer you my hat….”

     There were many shows such as “Three women went to the public market”…and “Mr. Ninh and Mr. Nang went to the village’s porch.” All those people enjoyed food, shows and songs so much.

     Tam and Tu had a happy life.  Tam had a plan for her conjugal life, she loved children, so she wanted to have her first child next year; she wanted to renew her choir and to develop her tailor shop too. She thought that a new horizon would open to their life.

     Then the Christmas mass songs celebration was successful. People in this parish honored the choir. At the same time the Vietnam War became bad, and people were very tense about the war, which had gone on for more than one quarter of a century. People needed to relax and enjoy Vietnamese New Year’s Holiday one month later.

      Meanwhile, the Vietnam War became worse in March 1975. There was much bad news from the battle to the South Vietnam. Saigon had a strong fever. People worried, people tried to escape from this chaos. Saigon Radio didn’t tell all bad news. People tried to listen to B.B.C. Radio in London or V.O. A. in Washington D.C. Tu told his wife:

     “ If Saigon collapses, we will have to escape, but it is very difficult to know when it is collapsing. But I have to work in my office. How can we escape by boat or by airplane? I really don’t know! How can I get home to pick up you? Oh! My God!”

     “In emergency, you escape by yourself, it will be very dangerous and very difficult for you to come back home. Don’t worry about me.” Tam responded.

     “Even though it will be dangerous for me, I can’t let you be alone. I want to stay with you.” Tu said

     “Don’t be crazy, my dear, you may have to enter a prison, I live with my mom, I’m not alone! Be courageous, my dear”

     “Oh! My God!” It is a terrible situation for us.”

     Saigon had real chaos; the refugees came from the Central Vietnam; 

 bombardments from two strange airplanes.. The U.S. embassy, and other foreign embassies were full of people who came to apply to go to other countries. People could not stay home, even though they didn’t know what to do now, they went out. There were traffic jams and downtown was full of people.

     Tam listened to the radio to search for information while she cooked lunch for herself and her mother. Suddenly she heard an orchestra playing  “White Christmas” over and over. She held a dish and let it fall on the floor; the noise of a broken dish let her mother know something was wrong. Her mother came in to the kitchen and recognized Tam in a strange attitude. Tams stood immovably, her eyes were full of tears.

     “What’s happened, my dear?” Her mother asked her.

     “Mom,” she responded, “I think a bad event has happened. My husband told me to listen to the radio I will find out some news or some codes. As you know it is summer now in Vietnam, but this American radio in Saigon repeated the musical song “White Christmas” many times. We have lost this battle.  My husband has to go to another country. If not, I don’t know what will happen to him.”

     “ I hope good thing for him, my dear,” Her mother said, “Be courageous, and pray.”

     South Vietnam had collapsed, and thousands and thousands people escaped to many places such as America, Australia, Europe, and some people went to Asian countries such as Thailand, Philippines...Everything was changed, people didn’t know what to do, people “wait and see”. Lastly, officers of the South Vietnam’s army had to enter concentration camps. Tam told her best friend, “Thank God, if my husband had not escaped from Vietnam, he would have had to enter these camps too.”

     Three months later, Tam received her husband’s letter from her family’s friend, who lived in Paris, France. Her husband let her know that he was living in Santa Ana, California, USA. He was living in his sponsor’s house, he was going to school to learn English, and his sponsor was looking for a part time job for him. He saved money and sent some money for her. Tam was very glad that her husband could survive. After April 30, 1975 every day she and her mother prayed for her husband. She cried a lot, her mother encouraged her, and helped her day and night. Sometimes she didn’t want to eat, to go outdoors, her mother guided her in everything. Tam thought she couldn’t live without her mother at that time. Her tailor shop went down; there weren’t many customers. Schoolgirls and students didn’t wear “Ao Dai”(Vietnamese long dress) in that time. She had to sell everything, except her wedding ring, for survival. Although she was poor, she shared a little money with some friends whose husbands were in prison. She loved music, and music helped her too. She needed more income in this difficult situation. 

Her tailor shop became a coffee shop too. She tried hard to get some cans of French butter “Beur’tel” and a bottle of “Rum” liquor. She made a delicious coffee, the beautiful black with a little bit of French butter and some drops of “Rum” liquor created a very special coffee with a nice smell. Her customers enjoyed coffee and enjoyed classical music and Vietnamese original folk songs. She selected some famous classical music such as Waltz of Brahms, Beethoven number nine... for the program “Aimez vous Brahms?” (‘Do you love Brahms. She used the title of one popular novel of the French writer Francoise Sagan). Her small coffee shop became popular in this area. She named it the“ T & T” coffee shop. But some people called it “the literal” coffee shop. There were many customers. Her economic problem resolved. 

The deep love of music encouraged her, consoled her, and raised her soul. She could enjoy Christmas music in four seasons without “White Christmas” She thought music could save her and her husband. “White Christmas” was a code. It seemed like the poem “ Chanson d’autonne”(Autumn song) used as code for the “Longest Day”, the day the American and the British armies landed in the Normandy, of France to attack the Nazi army of Hitler.

      After seven long years of waiting, Tam was very glad when her application to reunite with her husband was approved. There was an interview with the O.D. P. office; then she waited for departure to America. Suddenly her mother, eighty years old, became severely sick. Tam worried so much, she cried too, and she didn’t know what to do. Tam didn’t let her mother know the day of her departure. There was a battle in her soul. On one side there was her beloved mother, on the other her beloved husband with her own happy conjugal life and the plan for her first child. Night after night she was crying softly. Her face became pale; her eyes became red and full of tears. She wanted to hide from her mother. She worried, she cried, and she could not do anything. Two of her friends helped her. One became the manager of the coffee shop, and another of the tailor shop. When she read her husband’s letter, she wanted to reunite with her husband as soon as possible. But after she saw her mother, who was very old and very sick, she couldn’t leave her mother to be alone in this situation. Sometime she told with her best friends,

     “O! My.. my soul has to divide in two parts -one for my mom, another for my husband. Love and responsibility I have to chose one.”

     “How old were you when your father passed away?” Her friend asked.

     “ I was only four years old,” she answered,  “ my mother nourished me and educated me until today. Moreover, after the collapse of South Vietnam I survived by my mother’s help. This was the right time to respond to my mother’s love. I thought that if I let my mother know that my reunion application was approved, my mother would push me to go to America.”

      Finally, she made a decision to delay her departure. She wrote a long letter to her husband. She also called her husband in America:

     “ My dear!” she cried, she couldn’t talk. 

      “Calm down, my dear wife,” her husband responded, “ What happened to you? Let me know my dear.”

     “ Mom is very sick.”

     “ I think and hope our mom will become better, don’t worry too much, my dear wife.”

     “Yes, but...” and she stopped because she cried again. Her husband had a lot of patience, and waited while she cries a long time. Her husband asked her again, and Tam let him know she had to delay her departure. This phone call lasted about three hours. Throughout, he responded that he understood her. Although she delayed her departure, he loved her and trusted her. Her soul became peaceful and happy because she had made a good decision. Tam took care of her mother so much. Her mother’s health became better and better, then it became normal. Tam let her friends help her in her shops. She saved time to spend with her mother. Tam invited two of her best friends, and she said to them: 

     “ Both of you help me, I thank both of you, I appreciate your kindness. I would like to reciprocate to help both of you before I reunite with my husband in America, if you want I will teach every thing about my skills in tailoring, and coffee making.” 

     “Please, teach me how does your coffee become so delicious?” One of the two asked.

     “ I will show you all my skills about preparing coffee, frying coffee, dropping in some rum liquor, adding little bit French butter, and cooking water how much hot to heat the water.”

     “Please, give me a training about long dress making” Another requested.

     “Sure, I will, don’t worry about that. There are many skill about tailoring, I will tell all.”

      Before two of her best friends left, Tam said, “ Beginning today, one of you becomes the owner of the tailoring shop, and another the coffee shop. Ask me if you need some helps.”    

With the support of her husband and the income from her shops, she had enough money for her and her mother’s life. Tam responded all of her mother’s requests. She and her mother visited Hanoi, their home city. Tam was very excited, she recited some lines of Hanoi poem,

     Hanoi counted the first steps of my life,

     I enjoyed my first little kite on her riverside.

     The first time I could run on her land,

     Then I fell in her hands.

     ...

     Hanoi, the golden city

                           for me,


   for all Vietnamese.

     Hanoi blooms in my heart

     From her gorgeous flowers.

     Hanoi is my blood,

     Hanoi is my second mother,

     Hanoi! I love her

                   Forever.  

     Her mother was quiet, but her mother’s eyes were full of tears. They came to visit their family’s house. They began to walk step by step; her mother stopped and stood a moment, and touched carefully the brick of the wall, the wooden door and said, “It didn’t change anything.” Her mother remained touching without knowing what she should do. Maybe her mother looked for the souvenirs of the old days. After visiting Hanoi, they visited some of their relatives and friends in Dalat, Nha trang of Central Vietnam. Then they visited Cai San of South Vietnam. Her mother was very happy to visit their relatives. Although Tam was very busy traveling and visiting, she always wrote to her husband and reported everything to him.

     Her mother enjoyed her life. She passed away seven years later. Her mother’s tomb was built in a cemetery near Saigon. This tomb was beautiful and big. Tam completed all her mother’s wills. Tam was sad and glad at the same time, sad because she missed her mother; glad because her mother was satisfied before her death. At that time, she expected reunion with her husband as soon as possible. The phone calls from her husband, and music were her spirit’s food. Sometimes there was more than hour long distance phone. Her husband called her one time per week, sometimes two. She had to stop him, but her husband said, “My dear, I know it’s expensive to pay phone calls. But love is more important than money.” Tam laughed, “ My dear, I’m just warning you, because your salary.” Her husband responded, “Don’t worry, be happy.”

     Indeed the long awaited day was coming. After twenty years of separation, Tam reunited with her husband. When she received the letter, which let her know that her application to reunite with her husband was approved again, she cried. After she delayed the departure to America, she had had to wait thirteen more years. Her departure this time was on December 15, 1995.

     The Boeing 747 landed at Los Angeles International Airport. After some moments, Tam appeared. Her husband and his friends, and twenty young people from her husband’s choir, welcomed Tam’s arrival. Tam was surprise, because there were a lot of people coming to share their happy reunion. She thought that the choir seemed like her family, the members were her brothers and sisters, and the very young members were her children too. This idea made her to be happy…She had a great emotion when she was seeing her husband after twenty years, she didn’t move, she didn’t talk, her face became blushed. Her breath became faster and faster. She was surprise she felt shy with her husband, he seemed more handsome, and whiter than before, and fatter than before. She embarrassed, she stopped walking, but she smiled at her husband with her eyes full of tears. There was a wonderful kiss after twenty years of waiting. Her hands trembled in the warm arms of her husband. Not long after Tam’s coming, there was a big and beautiful party to celebrate this reunion. There were about one hundred fifty guests, and many meaningful and precious gifts. There were many and many white, yellow, pink, red ...roses with many kinds such as Mrs.Lincoln rose, Queen Elizabeth rose, Princess Diana rose, John junior Kennedy rose etc. These roses came from their friends, their relatives, and their neighbor’s choirs. People thought that may be this celebration became a rose festival. People recognized a gorgeous Christmas tree with more than a hundred gold angels carrying her name and her husband’s name in red hearts.

 
First, her husband thank all friends and visitors, he offered Tam a precious ring, and he told that was a little gift for her, but the true gift was his heart, his faithful heart in twenty years of waiting. People clapped their hands too much. Today it was their reunion’s celebration, but they thought that it was their wedding. Her husband honored her because her great love for her mother and her husband; she completed her responsibility and her love; she overcame a lot of problems with courage and dignity. Tam stood near her husband, and became shy with her blushed face. She held tidily her husband’s hand. People requested Tam talking something, but she only smiled.

     Then, before Christmas Midnight Mass, one of her friend said, 

     “Welcome your coming here, it was a wonderful party to celebrate your reunion. But your husband’s gift for you, the ring, it is most wonderful.”

     “Thank you.” Tam answered.

      Her friend recognized that Tam did not pay much attention to the ring, she asked Tam,

     “ Do you know the ring’s price?”

     “No,” Tam responded, “ I just came. I don’t know.”

     “More than eight thousand.”

     Tam smiled. Her friend asked,

     “Sure, you love it?”

     “Yes, but the love is more precious than the diamond.”

           After a while, during Christmas Midnight Mass Tam sang solo “O Holy Night” again, the last time she sang that was twenty years ago. But this time Tam was very excited, and very emotional. She imagined that she became a bird; a butterfly and she could fly in a musical sky. She became ecstatic and she recognized the light assimilated the music, and the perfume. She was singing, her hands were softly trembling, and her eyes were full of tears. Maybe she sang for herself only, she forgot all: the suffering, the long waiting, the missing her mother, the hard working, the traveling, the visiting, the arriving, and the welcoming…Hope, peace, and joy restored her soul. Her soul now was resting in the deep love, the deep truth, and the deep beauty of music. The sound waves completely assimilated her soul. She was in a beautiful boat on a musical ocean. She felt the light was magic, the music was surreal, and the time was holy. Her life became a wonderful symphony.
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