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“Please turn the light off.”


The student who sat closest to the light switch got up.  He stretched out his hand and the room sank into darkness.  From the slide projector came a steady click and yellow light fell on the screen.


“Here are some pictures that I believe can leave impressions that will remain on the viewers’ mind.  Instead of having a discussion as usual, let’s try today to find titles for these works.”


The class rumbled in excitement.  Naturally, this sort of assignment is more fun than a bunch of hard questions!


The first picture appeared on the screen: innumerable black eyes mingled with bloody red hearts; orange flames jutting out of dozens of eyes and hearts and gliding low above the earth; huge bombs exploding in the blue sky; jet fighters emitting trails of smoke at the horizon.


“What is it?”


 Everybody fell into complete silence, eyes glued to the screen.  The picture had great hypnotic power.  One could hear now only the steady hum of the projector and the sudden click of the next slide pushed forward.  Click.  Green:  An immense rice field dashing toward the horizon.  Click. Brown:  Boundless earth stretching underneath.  In the left corner of the picture a couple is prostrate, each face touching the ground so affectionately as if they were kissing the earth.  Click.  Purple:  A man squirming, his outstretched fingers clutching at his neck, his face swollen and bruised, his eyes wide open in terror as if he were on the point of being butchered.  In the sky a kite is in full swing and not too far off herons glide in leisure. Click.  Gray:  Against a gray background are myriad faces in the form of dripping water and layer after layer of sorrowful eyes that speak of an indescribable suffering.  Click.  Blank.  Click.  Blank.  The end.  The last slide?  No, it is not!  Another click.  Black:  dreary black masses.  In the middle of the painting a woman is lying on one side, in tatters, part of her breast exposed, her arms reaching out to a newborn baby that is lying on its back, wailing convulsively.  So many lines crisscross the mother’s face it is hard to understand the artist’s purpose except that her eyes keep intact her despair and grief.  Mother and child are seen against a backdrop of barren, desolate masses of colors as dense as fresh mud.  In the right corner of the picture one can see a few straggling black lines against a grayish sky.  Click.  Click.  The screen stopped in the naked bright yellow light.


The class fell silent for a few seconds when somebody piped up:  “It was so sad.  It was about war, wasn’t it?”


“Well, what do you say?” the professor asked.  “Has any of you found the titles for these five paintings?  Do you need to watch the slides over?”


A blonde girl in the third row on the left raised her hand.  “Let me try,” she said.  “The first picture could be titled War, the second one Good Earth, the third one Natural Disaster, the fourth one Human Sorrow, the last one Bereavement.”


“Sounds all right.  Any more ideas?”


“Are you going to tell us who the artist was and what titles she chose for these works?” a male student asked.


“Not now.  Remember that you are taking the test, and you should answer the question, not I.  I’ll tell you briefly about the origin of these paintings only after I have heard more opinions.  Who else wants to speak?  Doesn’t this class usually have lots of good ideas?”


It is hard to describe how I felt when I took Nicole to the airport on that day.  It was not a worry; it was a concern, to be exact.  For a very long time, maybe over ten years, I had never seen Nicole contact any of her people.  And then suddenly she decided to return to her native country for a visit.  For others this would be a normal thing, just like a vacation or a pleasure trip.  But I found Nicole’s decision very odd.  As far as I know, Nicole’s parents had passed away, and she had no relatives at home to visit.  When asked many times, Nicole blushed and told me that she was no longer angry with her husband and that she wanted to go home to find him.  Though not satisfied with my friend’s explanation, I didn’t want to press her any more.  Ni is her real name.  Nicole is the name I gave her and she has used her second name over these years.  Nicole has no other close friend, except me.  Her relationships with others she conducts in a strictly businesslike manner or as dictated by etiquette.  It appears to Nicole that I am the very symbol of America.  Fortunately, our friendship has been very good, and America through me has been a dear friend to Nicole, her refuge.  We share our joy of reading and painting.  I coached Nicole in English, gave her books to read.  A very intelligent person and fast learner, she achieved a pretty good command of spoken English in spite of her foreign accent.  Nicole came to the States by herself and got her first job as a seamstress thanks to the recommendation of a church that sponsored her.  After spending seven years going to college and working, Nicole earned a degree in fashion design and became a regional executive director of GotYou Company, a leading swimsuit manufacturer.  In her spare time Nicole paints, and has shown me some of her works.  I believe that Nicole not only has a good background in painting but also is a talented artist.  Her garage, turned into a studio, is full of her works.  I remember when one day during my visit at her studio as we were talking the telephone rang insistently.  When Nicole ran into the house to answer it, I randomly picked a painting among those stacked against the wall.  It was the sketch of a woman and something nearby that had been erased several times.  The next canvas shows the same thing.  And so on.  I was surprised to see that all the five paintings dealt with the same subject and were all rubbed out in a similar fashion.  I didn’t want to ask Nicole about this, but realized that there must be something secret in her that she couldn’t express.


On her thirty-eighth birthday, Nicole brought home a boy from an orphanage where she had been working as a volunteer for two straight years.  Steve is a cute little child.  He caught Nicole’s attention because he too loves to paint.  I helped Nicole with the adoption procedures and they soon became happy mother and son.  Once Nicole said, “A child is the mother’s country in her heart.”  I have no children but agree with her.  However, after thinking over what she said, I found it very strange.  Though Nicole said so when she adopted Steve, I vaguely felt that she was alluding to somebody else.  She told me that she got married when she was about to finish college.  Though I did not know whether she had a child by her former husband, her way of raising Steve suggests to me an experienced mother.  Still another strange thing occurred.  Instead of a child of her race, she picked a white kid.  Though Steve’s interest in art was a major factor in Nicole’s decision, her desire to be a mother seemed more important.  Why did Nicole adopt a white kid?  A couple of times I thought about asking Nicole but then changed my mind.  I didn’t want Nicole to think that I hold narrow views about racial issues.  There was something strange about her. Like a meteor, she seemed now very close, now distant.  Sometimes I went so far as compare Nicole to a document that I transfer from one file to the next on my computer.  Something soft and gentle.  Something that looks fragile but deep down very tough.  An unfathomable mystery.  A pretty unusual type of Asian woman.  I made these remarks to Bruce, a close friend at my college.  He squinted his eyes, asking me facetiously, “Are you sure you’re not misled by your professional insight?  And I do hope that this is not about the intimate relations between two hearts.  If that’s what you’re looking for, I’d like to have my name on your list.”  After this happened, I decided to keep my feelings about Nicole to myself.  Actually, Bruce’s suspicion is justifiable.  Both Nicole and I have no husband, a safeguard designed by society that we women are subject to.  Since my breakup with David, I am not intimately involved with men any more.  It is much better for me to keep my relationships with them at the level of no more than a few dining dates or a drinking bout that makes me forget what happened the previous night as if the partner will never cross my path again.  Contrary to Bruce’s suspicion, we are not lesbians.  We never are.  To me Nicole is a sweet fragrance that alleviates my bitter feelings.  She is also, paradoxically, a magic scent that awakens in me an intellectual monster that is ready to jump upon an attractive prey and bring it down for a most infinitesimal examination.


Then summer came and all of a sudden Nicole told me her decision to visit her native country and asked me to care for Steven in her absence.  At the airport Nicole kissed Steven and me before she boarded her plane.  I gazed at her dark brown eyes, asking her what she wanted to find back there.  “I don’t really know,” she answered, shaking her head.  I don’t think Nicole was lying.  She probably didn’t have an answer then.







*


The dark brown road runs through the two green bamboo groves overhead.  Both sides of the street are still lined with straggling thatched roofs.  The village looks exactly like what I put on canvas when I first learned landscape painting.  Immediately I wonder whether the road to A. H. is real or I am standing in front of my earliest work created over twenty years ago.  Suddenly the canvas bursts into a hard dirt lane in front, with green masses now turning into bamboo groves.  Is it a displacement between painting and real life, or am I suddenly able to glide marvelously on the time axis?  I tell the driver to stop at a spot with a most beautiful view from which one can see the entire bamboo grove road that spreads all the way to the horizon.  He turns off the engine, gets out of the car, and helps me set up the stretcher along with the color box, brushes, and some miscellaneous things.  I thank him, but actually this sort of assistance isn’t necessary.  Nevertheless, he seems willing and eager to do his job as my chauffeur.  A former classmate of mine and currently an owner of a tourist agency in Saigon tells me that most of her chauffeurs are government employees who moonlight because of their meager income.  This man’s obsequiousness and his worried looks in particular make me wonder if he was the man who shot Phan in one of the last battles on the outskirts of the city.  What separated us forever?  The bullet that pierced and smashed Phan’s chest?  Phan’s choice to stay and defend the city in its last moments, a choice that caused me to love him forever and at the same time has taken away from me the one I loved most dearly?


I tell the chauffeur to pick me up in the evening.  He smiles happily because he will have the opportunity to sneak in a cafe but seems amused because maybe he finds me a crazy Viet kieu* who has traveled half of the globe to set up her stretcher at this rustic place or even worse, a nouveau riche who doesn’t know what to do with her money and time.  He can’t understand that I am trying to rewind the reel of time in order to search for the me who existed twenty years ago to see if I am dead in my country or my country is dead in me.  Nor can he understand I am trying to stand before that terrible point of time as if it were a looking glass.  I am coming home because I can’t afford to wait any longer.  Because I want to shake my numbed heart.  Because I want to name that nebulous region where once I underwent the pain of giving birth.






*


“Life goes on, no matter what,” people will say to those who suffer a lot.  What a robust, healthy view of life!  In a certain fashion I have used this saying as a motto to direct my life.  I am like a wheel that keeps rolling on quietly with perseverance.  Gau Con has told me to so.  He has always loved me and forgiven me.


The chauffeur with his rattling car is gone.  Only the morning pristine, tranquil, and resplendent with sunlight remains with me.  This very scene belongs to a different world and a stage of life:  I-then was in her early twenties, I-now is encountering I-then on canvas.  In his green uniform Phan is coming forward, fresh and gentle.  The crayon in my hand is constantly executing sketches of the past.  The greenery of leaves, the azure of heavens, the pink of the wedding gown, the grayness of worry and concern, the redness of bloodshed, the color of innocent babes’ eyes, the blackness of separation and rupture, the glistening of tears, the clashing down of towering waves.


“You’re such a good artist.”


Startled, I look up.  A young man appears in front of me without warning. He is very young, probably Gau Con’s age.  That’s right.  Those are Gau Con’s eyes plus ten, fifteen years springing forward.


The young man repeats his observation, looking somewhat embarrassed perhaps because of my astonishment.  


“You’re such a talented artist.  Would you mind if I stay and watch you paint?”


“Oh, no.  Not at all.  Thank you.”

 
“The colors you mixed for painting the background are fascinating.  Could you show me how to do it?”


“You like painting, don’t you? “


“Yes, ma’am.  I should have said I’m crazy about it.  I paint better than I do anything else.”


“You should become a professional artist before long.”  


The youth shrugs, his arms folded across his chest.  “Brushes and colors are too expensive for me.”


I look at the used brushes piled beside the frame and suddenly feel embarrassed, not knowing what to say except blurting out the short, insipid “Oh.”  But the youth still remains garrulous.


“Pardon me, ma’am.  Are you a Viet kieu? *


“Yes, I am.  But do I look strange to you?”


“No, ma’am,” the youth hastens to correct himself.  “You seem very nice.  What I want to say is your appearance is very simple.  But your face — I recognized it right off,” he breaks off.


“What?  What made you recognize my face right off?”


“I . . . don’t know,” he stammers.  “I only feel it.”


Suddenly I feel very close to him.  


“Do you know that Hung Yen litchis planted on the southern soil produce fruits with much different flavor?”


“Where did you come from?”


“From overseas,” I smile.  “Unlike you who are from here.  Do you live in this area?”


“No, I live with my grandmother in Thi Nghe.  I’m visiting my aunt here.”


The morning sunlight of the tropics on this summer day shines above us.  The painting session is just over.  I ask the youth to come sit beneath the bamboo row by the road.


“What’s your name?”


“My name is Viet.”


My heart seems clutched by somebody’s hand.  Terrified, I ask him:


“Who gave you that name?”


Realizing that my question is stupid, I correct myself:


“My son’s name is also Viet.”


“Where is he?  Did he come with you?”


“No, he didn’t.”


“Maybe he speaks only French or English, doesn’t he?  Maybe that’s why he didn’t want to come back here.”


“No, that’s not right.  He speaks Vietnamese very well.  Actually he’s the only one with whom I’ve spoken Vietnamese these last ten years.”


“Really?  That’s very nice.  Then why did you say litchis grown in the South don’t taste as good as those grown in the North?”


“It’s not that they aren’t delicious.  But they taste different than the original ones.  Depending on the soil on which they are grown, their fruits can be tasteless, stale, or have the pungent flavor of the Mekong river delta, the scorching smell of the Thap Muoi Plain.  It may happen that the original savor may be lost entirely, and that is the case of what I call hybrid or lost litchi.”


“Your story is very interesting.”


“You’re my first fellow Vietnamese I’ve  talked with since I arrived here.  It has been so long since . . . .”


“When did you leave Viet Nam?  As an evacuee in 1975 or later with the boat people?  You left a long time ago, so I assume you’re not a H. O.** woman?”


“You’re right.  Actually, a H. O. man has refused to stay in touch with me.”


“Is that right?  I thought everybody wanted to leave this country.  I thought only people over there turned down people over here.”


“There may be a time when some decision should have been made twenty years before instead of twenty years after; when an intellectual’s head because of its excessive thinking becomes skew; when even one’s ability to see the wrongs on all sides keeps one from knowing what to do at the most important moment of one’s life; when we have to pay a dear price for a decision in a split second, when all decisions are too late.  Do you know what I am saying?”


“Nothing is too late, ma’am.”


“Then does your family want to leave?”


The youth shakes his head.


“We do not qualify for the H.O. Program, and never will.  Only if my father were living.  Besides, maybe I am destined to live here, on this land.  My dad might well have known this; therefore he named me Viet.”


Then as if he were remembering something, he corrects himself:


“Oh, I made a mistake.  It’s not because of one’s name.  Your son’s name is also Viet.  I didn’t mean to . . .”


I am not answering him.  It seems a voice from an unknown, remote region comes carrying me away with it.  If I were not resisting, it would drift me off into that region of monotonous wailing sounds.  I would be. . . .


“Did I say anything that might upset you?” the youth asks.


“Not at all.  I’m quite all right.  I’m sorry about your father.  How is your mother?”


Now it is the youth’s turn to fall silent.  All of a sudden a chill runs down my spine when I think about the accidental similarity between us: we are both solitary.  Viet is living with his grandmother.  Does that mean his mother is dead too?  Or does that mean she has run away?  What causes me to come across this youth with Gau Con’s eyes at this old place?   Is it a different conclusion to the same past event?  Does Viet who is standing before me belong to me or to somebody else?  Does the dragon reach its abode, or does its head turn to bite its own tail?  My Viet, my Gau Con!  Is it him?


The youth gets up, sighing:


“I’ve got to go, or my aunt would worry about me.  Will you come back here any more?”


“According to my plans,” I answer hesitatingly, “I came here only today.  But maybe I should come back next week to say good-bye to you.  I would like to present  you these things as a souvenir.  I hope you don’t mind.”


The youth’s eyes flashes with delight when he sees the tubes of colors and rare brushes I have taken time collecting.  I also give him the drawing paper.

“Paint something,” I tell him.  “Didn’t you say you love to paint?  I want you to complete my incomplete pictures.”


The youth’s smile is both sad and warm.


“Yes, I’ll do it for you.  I’ll see you here again.  Next week.”


The youth trudges off.  He looks thin from behind, his bony shoulders(

Suddenly I want to shout my son’s name.







*


And then N returns to the dark brown earthen road lined with groves of green bamboo leaves where she has yet to finish her painting.  And then V also arrives, bringing with him a present for the strange artist: five pictures painted with the materials the artist has given him.  The first four works represent Fire, Earth, Water, and Air crystallized in the Mother and transformed into blood, flesh, and bones.  The fifth one portrays the Mother collapsing as she tries to escape from a war zone before her pure, nurturing milk can flow into the Child’s blood.  N also arrives with a new gift for her young friend:  a picture she has painted 108 times over the last fifteen years but cannot finish!  Upon exchanging their present, both V and N immediately understand each other’s sorrow. They embrace each other and weep all day that day.  V and N’s tears, as they flow down, enter into the earth.  After their departure, two bamboo buds grow right out of the bamboo tree where they meet and cry, one facing east and the other west.  In the year 2001, the villagers give the bamboo grove a new name: Separating Bamboo.







*


“Any further comment?  Since time immemorial, both the East and the West have believed that the four elements Fire, Earth, Water, and Air combined helped create the Universe in which man lives.  We’ve just seen those today. The fifth and sixth elements deal with the same theme: Motherhood.  Watch the last slide, and I’ll tell you the origin of these paintings.”


Click.  The naked bright square on the screen disappears again.  Art projects the greatest pain and terror on that woman’s face, waves resembling a gigantic monster come down upon a young boy with black eyes, raging storms besieging the space around 

them—all of these things are rendered in colors that symbolize utmost devastation, horror, separation.  In the dark room everybody was silent except for the instructor’s steady drone:


“All the six paintings signed by the artists V and N were sent by an unknown person to the Beyond Horizon Showroom in New York City.  A big wall was reserved for the display of the artworks.  While visiting the Exhibit, I was allowed to take a picture of each single piece because I know the owner personally.  At the Exhibit I also saw Thomas, the Times Southeast Asia correspondent, who assured me that the paintings look very familiar to him.  They are reminiscent of the works of Nicole.  I disagree with him.  If they were Nicole’s, then I would have known it because Nicole is a close friend of mine.  In spite of my protest, the inquisitive reporter insisted that I go to see Nicole with him.  He was positive that Nicole had a lot to do with these mysterious paintings.  Finally, for the sake of peace I yielded to his request.  When asked, my friend Nicole politely admitted that she knew a fellow refugee by the name of Ni who loved to paint very much, but never finished in her whole life a single painting.  This woman was killed in an automobile accident while driving in a coastal city a few years ago.


“The details may not be important to us.  What I want to share with you in today’s class is the character Ni’s concept of painting in this incredible story.  Painting, for N, is an act of burial.  When her son perished at sea in their escape from their country, the shadow of this immense grave at the bottom of the ocean submerged her heart.  N couldn’t paint until she herself buried the body of her child(heart(country.  Like the main character of the novel The Last Sign of the Homeless we have discussed, N was not able to join the heroic adventurers until she laid a shroud over her severed past.  Historical events still continue to drive man off to new borders, and our role as intellectuals is to stay awake and look through these borders, and be ready to achieve a new order for humanity.”


Tick.  Tick.  The instructor’s quartz watch signaled the change of class.  


“Is it time already?” the instructor asked.  “Please turn the light back on.”


The room was washed over again with the fluorescent green light.  While her students were noisily preparing to leave, the instructor raised her voice to speak to them:


“Read Chapter Five for next class.”







*


One weekend, Nicole made egg rolls and invited me and Thomas to her home for dinner.  I have never tired of eating this delicious dish.  Vietnamese style requires that egg rolls be served with pearl-white vermicelli and fish sauce mixed with vinegar, garlic, and sugar.  Nicole makes the best egg rolls in the whole world!  It is no exaggeration for me to state that her food has in part changed my life.


After dinner, Nicole invited us to her garage studio and showed us some of her new works.  I liked best the piece that portrays a woman who stands on a spiral staircase circling a skyscraper.  The way the artist’s technique mixes colors and uses light on the staircase enables the woman to hover in the picture:  she does not ascend nor does she descend.  Rather, she is positioned in the middle, between Light and Darkness, Paradise and Hell, this Side and the Other Side.  Most striking, she appears so serene, so tranquil in this position.  I wonder if the picture represents Nicole’s life, which History has driven off to another direction, another world, which belongs to the immigrants who have buried their past and are on their way to the unknown. 

((((((-

*A term used by the Vietnamese Government and Vietnamese at home to refer to South Vietnamese who fled to the West after the Communist victory in 1975.

**Shortened for Humanitarian Order, an orderly departure program designed to bring to the US members of the former South Vietnamese armed forces after they had served their term in re-education camps.
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