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Eight months after Tim volunteered tutoring Chan Chan in English through the recommendation of Rose-Marie, the most active member of St. Thomas Church, the relation between the two friends or teacher and student reached an important turning-point.  The Sunday tryst began with a lunch, followed by a romantic movie, and then a stroll on the beach in the evening.

The white shore stretched out before the two friends.  The tide and its roil had ebbed.  The horizon was ablaze with sunset.  Shadows of seagulls stitched back and forth across the bright red sky.  

“Look, dear.  Sunset at sea is so beautiful.”  Tim said, laying his hand on his girlfriend’s shoulder and drawing her toward him a little.  Chan Chan’s long hair, black and soft, blown against his face by the sea breeze, moved him to transports of ecstasy.  Tim didn’t see that Chan Chan was dreamily gazing at something beyond the horizon with her vacant eyes.

“Dawn or dusk?  The sun is about to rise over there at this moment.”

Tim didn’t seem concerned about Chan Chan’s muttering.  He was still excited about the plan he had had in mind all evening.

“Chan Chan,” he began.  “It’s wonderful to be with you.  I want to be with you forever.”

A slight embarrassment troubled the girl’s big black eyes.

“Really?  I thought I am the only one who is lucky.  You’ve helped me a lot and are my most trusted friend.”  Chan Chan was speaking slowly as if she was thinking aloud, but she might also want both the speaker and listener to absorb every word she was saying.

“I want to marry you,” Tim said with great confidence and earnestness to the point of naiveté.  “I think we will be very happy together.”  He seemed to be pursuing a mission: love and protect this fragile girl.  Chan Chan tried to suppress her sigh.

“Do you truly believe that we will be happy?” she asked.

“Why not?  I love you enough to guarantee you happiness.”

“Perhaps you only thought you love me. . . .”

“It makes no difference whether I love you or thought I love you.  Don’t worry too much.  Give me a chance to prove that that the idea can become a reality.  Leave the tedious world you are facing every day and enter my world.  You can go back to school.  I want to take you out of that factory and its metal dust right away.”

The factory greets Chan Chan and her sister with its usual indifference.  She always believes that it is most pleasant in the early morning when its giant cutters are still asleep.  In a few more minutes, they will make such a racket in the muscular hands of sinewy workers.  The work the Chan sisters are doing is the lightest in the factory.  Nevertheless, Chan Chan doesn’t believe that they are physically fit for it.  Perhaps the branch director hired the sisters out of pity or because the supervisor of the social services department warmly recommended them to him.  Chan Chan’s boss wanted to give them a chance and to save the government some welfare money.  This is just what Chan always wishes for—a small opportunity in a cold, heartless world.

Chan Chan sits down at her place and waits for the bell to signal the start of her shift.  Next to her, Minh, her sister, is preparing to fasten platinum-plated screws onto the  iron bars Chan Chan has capped with rubber.

The boss of Chan Chan’s group is David, a muscular Afro-American man.  His eyes, which look dull because their whites stand out, are in fact very sharp and won’t let anything go by among his employees.  Chan and Minh, because they are new, are watched the most.  Minh says that David checks his watch each time she is in the restroom over five minutes.  Chan Chan cannot escape his sharp looks because she has to go to the restroom several times to rest for a few minutes when her shoulders ache from pushing black rubber caps onto the heads of metal bars.

There are in Chan Chan’s group six other people—two women and four men.  “Crazy” Freddie’s main assignment is cutting long metal bars to measure for the company to make file cabinets.  He hums his favorite tunes or rambles to himself all day long in the deafening racket of the cutters.  Sometimes he stops in the middle of his shift, and holds the metal bar in his arms the way he would embrace a woman, making a few steps forward and dancing around the clanking metal cutter.  At other times, he plays a preacher though nobody can hear what he says.  He stops his performance only when David struts over and cusses him out.  Though “crazy,” Freddie is the most thoughtful and honest member of the group.  Once he gave Chan Chan a big shiny green apple, saying, “For you.  It’s delicious.  Eat it.”  He repeated the invitation until Chan Chan put the apple on her mouth.  Maybe Freddie is “crazy” because he has been doing that tedious job for so many years. 

Old Mr. Bob, who has been with the company much longer than Freddie, is crazy in a different fashion.  He always brags that he has a few houses for rent and tells Chan Chan he will pay for her college education if she agrees to be his girlfriend.  Chan Chan forgives him when she sees the folds of flesh on Bob’s neck and where his multi-colored shirt is always unbuttoned.  Bob’s job is mobile, it changes depending on the factory’s needs.  Unlike Freddie, he can operate various machines.

Tom, about Minh’s age, exquisitely grooves the bars cut by Freddie with his saw.  He is married and has children but still tries to attend night college.  His dream is to become a mechanical engineer but he can’t even pass basic math.  One day during lunch when happening to see Tom’s contorted face as he pored over his homework, Chan Chan went over to help him.  He gazed at her with goggle-eyed wonder.

Pedro is a Mexican playboy whose only joy is visiting his girlfriend on weekends.  His face betrays a life of low motives and no sign of intellect.  Pedro’s assignment is boxing the finished products at the end of the assembly line.

The two white women, Linda and Mary, whose age Chan Chan guesses to be under thirty, do the same job as Minh.  Linda is arrogant but vulgar.  She doesn’t like Chan Chan probably because she has lost the title “The Youngest Woman” to Chan Chan. She hates Chan Chan even more when seeing Pedro court her.  Unlike Linda, Mary is a discreet woman but, like her co-worker, she is not friendly to Minh and Chan Chan at all.

The bells sound for the start of work.  The symphony consists of the usual variegated dissonant sounds of the factory.   Ringing bangs compete with thumps.  Because Chan Chan’s work requires no mental concentration whatsoever, her mind fills with images of the past.  Chan Chan is sitting right there in the factory, but in fact she is living in never-never land.  Her world is made of broken shards glued together by memories.  Sometimes those fragments fall apart, crystallizing tears that Chan Chan in panic tries to hide when someone walks by.  She constantly awakes to a vicious circle. She wants to escape the realities of the factory by turning to the memories of the past.  At the same time she wants to forget the past because it arouses the sorrows that gnaw at her heart.  In that manner Chan Chan is like a frightened rat that runs about in a labyrinth.  Every Tuesday morning goes by just like every Monday morning.  At their lunch break, Minh hurriedly placed in Chan Chan’s hand some invitation cards, telling her to give them to the people in her group because she had to go outside to invite some others who are not in her group but seem nice to the two sisters.  Chan Chan made these cards herself, not because she was excited about the party Minh wanted to give but because she found some pleasure in drawing.  When receiving the invitation the men expressed their surprise, curiosity, or pleasure.  Linda, however, responded to Chan’s invitation by asking bluntly, “What’s this?”  “My sister would like to invite everybody to try some Vietnamese food,” Chan Chan replied.  Linda opened the envelope, turned the card over, then shrugged her shoulders and tossed it into a trash can.   Before Chan Chan recovered from her shock and got angry, Linda had disappeared.  Mary was much nicer.  “Thank you. I’ll think about it,” she gave Chan Chan a placatory reply. Then she made haste to catch up with Linda, perhaps to scold her.

Chan Chan looked into the trash can.  On the card was the drawing of wild chrysanthemums in green grass.  The same style of drawing on birthday cards had brought about bursts of laughter, songs, music, and memories of good old days.  That style belongs to her very private world.  She hides this world away, just as a child conceals behind a door her favorite toy that she peeks at lovingly every now and then. The indifferent manner with which the new land greets Chan Chan is like a violent wind that bursts open the door, allowing darkness to sweep across the meadow and rub out the green grass and yellow flowers.  Darkness.  Chan Chan’s heart was suddenly invaded by darkness. 

Chan Chan bent over the trash can, gently picked up the card, hesitated for a second, then tore it into pieces.  She said to herself that she would never again open the door to her private world for anybody, including herself, in the months and days to come.

Minh was walking over with a lunch pack she had taken out of a refrigerator in the hall.  Chan Chan cleared the metal bars from the table for lunch.  The sisters began to eat hurriedly and in silence.

“Enter my world. . . .”  Tim’s plea resounds in Chan Chan’s head as if from another world.  She mumbles her translation of Tim’s statement into her native tongue.  What a passionate declaration of love!  What a gentle but authoritative offer of marriage by a capable, confident man!  Is that what Chan Chan needs?  A young student catapulted from a university campus at the other end of the globe and landing on a factory at this side of the ocean.  A distraught tiny girl lost in a region full of metal dust and picked up by a blue-eyed prince.  How lucky!  What is she waiting for!  Is it sincere love, a golden opportunity?  Or is it time for her to face the loss of her identity once she is swallowed in a gentle  manner, vanish like a wisp of smoke, and disappear before she can recognize herself?

Tim relaxed his hold on Chan Chan’s shoulders, tightening his hands into a knot around her waist.  His breath is warm and quick.

“Please speak, dear.  Say yes.”

Chan Chan has found the answer.  She unfastens Tim’s embrace.

“I wish I could do it.  I really do,” she says and sits down on the beach.

“What does this all mean?  Who can forbid you, if that’s what you want?”  Tim seems a bit upset.  A short silence.  Then Chan Chan hears herself blurt out, short and clear.

“Language.  Language is dead.”

Tim sits down beside Chan Chan.  He has regained his usual composure.  “No,” he says.   “Language just begins.  Don’t worry.  We’ve got plenty of time.  I’ll teach you.”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“But it’s what you ought to do, isn’t it?”

Chan Chan is silent.  To a certain degree, she feels that the reality Tim is speaking of both gently and defiantly is like a giant who wants to grab her in his palm.  Clearly Tim is not that giant, he merely walks under that towering shadow.  His warm but arrogant treatment of his interlocutor seems very sincere.  He doesn’t know that Chan Chan never wants to enter his world and to be guided by the light of truth like a blind person.  In Tim’s world she would be limping like a wounded woman or dragging out her life like a character in a silent movie.  Music is a language that involves singing and dancing.  Language is human music. The two intertwining circles—music and language—have flown away from her and part of her soul is sinking in darkness.  Tim doesn’t understand that she can’t love him in that dark region and at the same time can’t do without appreciating his warm, enthusiastic gestures.

“I wish I could enter your world, Tim,” she says, feeling again helpless before the boundary of languages that separates them.  “I wish I were a mermaid in a fairy tale.”

“Why do you say ‘I wish’ all the time as if nothing were real?  We are both here beside each other.”

“But―”

“I don’t want to hear that word.  Just tell me, do you love me?”

“Take me out of darkness,” she says in a whisper, which sounds more like a lament directed to herself than to her interlocutor.  She is sitting, her head drooping on her folded arms over her knees, her face turning to him in a tender but distant and mysterious manner.  Tim wants to cover her face with his kisses and at same time keep a distance between him and Chan Chan so he can behold her like a queer thing.

“Darkness?  What darkness?  I know you’ll have to learn a lot, but our life is full of promise.  Or are you afraid that our families will object to our marriage?”

She shakes her head, her eyes still closed.

“Or do you still miss your ex-fiancé?”

“No.  He’s not the reason.  It’s not the kind of love that can’t be replaced.  I want to sit still a while.  Could you leave me alone a moment, please?”

“Don’t know what I’m doing,” Tim mumbles.  “I’m attracted to you just like a bar of iron attracted to a magnet.”  He puts his arm around Chan Chan, letting her head lean on his shoulder, gently caressing her other shoulder with his hand.  They are silent while her mind takes flight to a region of the past.





*

Three weeks after the town of Ban Me Thuot had been overrun by the Communists, Bao made it to Saigon.  His appearance was as sudden as a summer thunderstorm.  He showed up at Chan Chan’s house.  “Darling, when did you get home?” she cried.  With one step Bao reached the bed, rolling down on it like a fallen jack fruit.

Chan Chan got up, rushing to Bao.  He looked completely distraught with a week’s unshaven beard.  His tired, hollow eyes were on Chan Chan’s face.

“I ran seven days straight in the jungle and had nothing in my stomach but spring water,” Bao said slowly and sadly.  Chan dropped her head on Bao’s chest.  The reek of his male body, gunpowder, death, and the dirty uniform was so sharp that she had to sit up straight.

“Did you go home?”

“No.  I wanted to see you first.  To know that I am still living, and what to live for.” 

Chan Chan was moved.  She was caressing her lover’s sunburned face.

“Let me go get some hot water for you to wash your face and then eat something.”

“Don’t,” he held her hand down as she was about to get up.  “It’s all over.  It’s probably hopeless now.  We’ve been sold out.  The game is over.”

A chill came gripping her heart. She shivered.

“Couldn’t understand,” Bao continued,  “We had been winning and holding the upper hand when our regiment was ordered to retreat.  The most chaotic retreat, unheard of!  We were chased and slaughtered like animals by the enemy.  In the last battle, we sat down in a circle, preparing to commit suicide.  Some started calling out to their fathers or to their mothers.  Others gazed at their lover’s picture for the last time.  Then gunshots.  I bolted out of the circle and ran headlong under the bullets.  My buddies were falling down in droves beside me.  I made it to the edge of the forest, got into it.  The forest was pitch dark.  I ran nonstop in darkness.  The whole regiment has probably been wiped out, except me.  It’s all over, dear. . . .”

Bao cried like a baby.  Chan sobbed hysterically.  The lovers were crying before they could understand and think about what had happened and was happening to them.  Chan pressed her cheek to Bao’s face.  The lovers’ tears merged.

They embraced each other in that deserted house and in the darkness that was slowly swallowing the city where they had lived and which they had loved and protected for many days.  They held each other when the shells were pounding on the outskirts of the city.  They interlocked each other to cover up death.  The tightly drawn window curtain made darkness in the room thicker.  Chan Chan placed Bao’s hand on her life as a virgin.  “Let’s belong to each other.  I want to belong to you.”  She kissed him on his questioning, bewildered eyes, on his mouth, and shrugged off her pajamas.  She closed her eyes.  Now darkness was complete around her.  She curled her body, holding fast something closest to her.  Pain and pleasure mingled, arousing in her the idea that she seemed to be covering with her own body a gaping wound on the body of the country or in the afflicted soul of a dying youth.






*


They can’t sit still long, and she knows it.  She is trying to find for herself a place, a suitable position in her uncertain, wobbly world made of fragments of the past, present, and future; of pieces entitled love, home, war, belonging, loss, passion, nostalgia, Saigon, Pendleton, Bao, Tim, the bedroom of a house in Phu Nhuan, a place on a California beach, the wife, the lover, the mother, woman, the intellect, the body, uprooting, exile, integration, darkness, dawn.

“Or another man, one of the men you carpooled with?”  Tim breaks the brief silence.

“Oh no!”  Chan Chan opens her eyes wide, laughing.  “One of the men I traveled with?   Never.  Never ever. . . .”

“Why not?  You don’t think you are very pretty?  They might very well like you.”

Chan Chan shakes her head constantly, and this makes Tim believe that she has nothing to do with the men she carpools with to work.  Nonetheless, he still insists, “Tell me about those men you know.”
Every morning Chan Chan and Minh wait for their carpool at the gate of their apartment complex.  A ‘69 Ford comes around six o’clock.  Three men squeeze into the back seats while the sisters sit in the front with the driver.  In all fairness, Chan Chan doesn’t hate her male commuters.  But she finds them disgusting.  The men in the back are always noisy.  They talk about their dates or about flirting with the Mexican girls at the factory.  Tan, the car owner, usually joins in with his non-committal chuckle.  These men are from the same country, speak same language, came to the States at the same time, are in the same boat.  Nevertheless, she can’t see them as friends, nor can she exchange with them anything more than a casual hello.  She can’t bring herself to participate in their conversations that she always finds empty and senseless.  It makes her sad to think that language is dead as far as she and these fellow people of hers are concerned.

In that car  Tan obviously desired to court Chan Chan, and he did so in a  practical, abrupt  way.  It began at an intersection.  Chan Chan saw that Tan deliberately stuck his elbow out  to touch her breast.  The men in the back cheered, but Chan Chan got the impression that they praised his sneaky elbow rather than his feat.  When the men went so far as to pair Chan Chan up with Tan, she reacted by trading seats with Minh.  Relations between driver and passengers deteriorated, and the sisters had to commute with Pedro when Tan changed his shift.  On weekends, at Chan Chan’s request, Tim gave her intensive driving lessons.  She didn’t tell Tim the difficulties she and Minh were having.  Because he lives 40 miles away from her factory, she didn’t think he couldn’t help much.  Besides, they were just friends at that time and Chan Chan didn’t want Tim to think that she was a weak girl, a burden he ought to bear.

One Friday, Minh had a flu and had to stay at home.  Chan didn’t like to ride with Pedro without her sister, nor did she like the loud music from his radio or his lewd glances at her along with his handsome but dull-looking face.  But she had no choice.  That same evening on their way back Pedro said he needed to drop by a friend’s house to take care of some business.  “Only a few minutes,” he said, inviting her to go in with him.  Chan Chan refused.  She would rather stay in the car so she could safely drift off to her dreamland.

Pedro disappeared behind the door of a bright aqua green house at the end of an alley in an almost forgotten apartment of the fast developing city.  He didn’t come back until dusk and was reeking of alcohol.

“Sorry to have kept you waiting.  My friend insisted I have a nip with him. It’s Friday, you know.”

In spite of all that Chan Chan found Pedro considerate.  Feeling a little better, Chan mellowed.   “That’s all right,” she said.  “I’m only worried about my sister who doesn’t know what’s happened.“

“No sweat,” he said.  “You know you’re not a child anymore.”

Pedro still didn’t start the engine.  “Let’s go home,” Chan Chan urged him.  He tilted his head, resting his arms on the wheel, his dark brown eyes hidden behind the thick curved lashes gawking at her and frightening her.  

“Why don’t you go out with me tonight?” he muttered.  “Enjoy yourself a little bit.”

Chan Chan tossed her long hair across her left shoulder, tilted her head to the right toward the street.  In this position she could avoid seeing Pedro’s lascivious looks darting over her face and her breasts.  Dusk was falling upon the city as fear came upon Chan Chan in place of the frustration she had felt a few minutes ago.

“Let’s do it another time,” Chan Chan said, trying not to get upset.  “I’ve got to go home now because I didn’t tell my family.” 

“Your hair is so pretty,” he muttered, reeking with alcohol.  With one hand holding Chan Chan’s hair and the other pulling her face toward him while his eyes still fondly fixed on her like a movie star, like a flash of lightning he landed a devouring kiss on her mouth before she could react.  At the same time he took his hand off her face and grabbed Chan Chan’s breasts.  Her body quaked as if she were stung by a wasp.  Mustering all her strength, Chan Chan pushed off the playboy’s muscular shoulder and slapped him in the face.  Pedro shook his head, seeming surprised for a second.  Then he rubbed his cheek and shrugged:

“Oh, what a price I had to pay for a kiss!”

He shrugged again, then started the car.  Chan didn’t speak to him any more on her way home.  His kiss and his hand seemed to be lingering on her lips and her breasts.  Darkness deepened around her.  Her cheeks were wet with tears, but she didn’t want Pedro to see her cry.  Hiding behind her long hair, she looked steadily at the windshield.  Pedro had his radio on as usual and was singing along to the music as if nothing had happened.  Perhaps he didn’t care much about kissing Chan Chan just as Linda didn’t bother about throwing her invitation card into the trash can.  They didn’t realize nor did they see the need to realize that what they did could push Chan Chan further into the dark corners of her soul that she was struggling to escape.  As they arrived at the gate of the apartment complex, Pedro told her, “So you think your life will be better than mine, eh?”  Chan Chan got off, saying nothing.  Pedro rolled down his car window, stuck his head out, saying, “Remember, we’re all second-class citizens.  So, don’t be so sure.”  His laughter pursued her as  she got in her apartment, went to bed, and it continued on throughout the night.






*


“Tim, do you know that my greatest happiness ever in America came from you,” Chan Chan says with a chuckle.

“What?”

“My driving license!  It makes me free and independent.  You’ve helped me get my driving permit, therefore you’ve given me freedom and independence.”

“So now I have the right to claim it back?” He teases at Chan Chan.  Being very smart, he understands what she means.  But he isn’t going to give up so soon.

“All right.  So it means you don’t love me.  I know it.”  He can’t help fussing over what has happened, and curiously she suddenly feels a twinge of remorse akin to panic.  She caresses his sleeve and gently tells him with a smile.  “I need you.  I want to be with you always.  I’m serious.”

“We can’t continue playing this game any more,” he says angrily.

“No, it’s not a game,” she mutters.

“Then what is it?  Is it interracial marriage that you don’t accept?  I don’t believe you’re that narrow-minded.”

“No, that’s not true.”  She takes a deep breath, trying to concentrate so that she can express what she has in mind coherently and clearly.  She is speaking very slowly, softly, gently—trying to do so in such a pathetic way.

“You might find my love of language rather unusual.  My small happinesses were created in a world full of sounds.  Such as singing a favorite tune for my lover, or chanting a nursery rhyme that I’ve learned by heart, or things like that.  Tim, please understand me.  I think my world is broken, and I haven’t been able to imagine or create a new one yet.”

“Is that all?”  Tim sighs.  “But don’t you know that life isn’t what you imagine and compare to reality, and happiness is not what you define, but what you strive to achieve?”

Chan Chan finds her friend’s argument very convincing.

“Language.  You said your world is broken just because your language no longer exists.  In a few more years, this impression will be no more than a memory.  Speaking of memories, one day you’ll have more memories of this land than your former country.  Furthermore, this is the land of opportunities, strong and beautiful.”

Chan scoops sand in her hands and let the grains flow down through between her fingers.

“Do you remember the town where you were born and grew up?” she asked.

“Yes, I do.  I know it very well.”

“Do you love it?  Is it more special than other towns?  When speaking of bondage, choice is out of the question.”

“I know what you mean.  But you should remember that the spiritual heritage that immigrants bring to this land stays with the first generation only.  The first generation always dreams of going home.  Like a painting, their dream is always beautiful because it is nothing but an eternal longing.  The second or third generation, by contrast, tends to view these spiritual heritages as museum pieces.”

Silence suddenly falls between the two friends.  What Chan Chan wants to tell Tim about is gradually unfolding in her head like a monologue.  Yes, what you are saying will become reality; but darkness—darkness in my soul—is also a reality at this moment.  I don’t know where I am now.  Who am I?  Am I dead or will I be reborn?  In darkness I am groping for something.  But it’s not you and shouldn’t be you.  You gave me your hand to hold, but you didn’t see me.  I respect you, but I’d rather not accept this blind relationship.

“Forgive me, dear,” Tim gently says.  “Maybe I shouldn’t have tried to persuade you that strongly.  Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.”  Maybe he sees Chan Chan’s silence as a painful surrender.  “But I think it’s difficult for us to remain friends,” he continues with a smile.  “I often want to embrace you.”  

Chan Chan rises, brushing the sand off her clothes.  “Let’s walk for a bit.”  Tim helps Chan Chan to brush off the sands as if nothing happened.  His face is so close to hers and his breath so warm Chan Chan feels embarrassed.   In the dark surrounding them Tim’s eyes are glittering with affection, and Chan Chan seems to swoon for an instant when she finds his warm lips on hers.  She feels that she has to gather all her strength to resist a desire aroused instantaneously in her body.  Marry Tim?  Why not?  Marry Tim means that Chan Chan wouldn’t have to worry about a complete belonging and that she would break out of a straitlaced tradition that has both confined and nurtured her over the years.  The idea of marrying somebody (who is not Bao), who would laughingly ask her how she lost her virginity makes Chan Chan shudder.  How did you lose your virginity?  The question rings out in her head like a gong, and she vaguely feels that the region she wants to go to, while it should be a place of her own, has yet to be defined, to be configured.

Chan Chan stands erect, taking a deep breath.  When Tim puts his arm around her and leads her away like a lover, she has found a very positive answer for him.  “I’ll love you only when you find me, when we recognize each other,” she says.
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