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Homeward Bound - aejjr

about half an hour trying, we gave up and got back to shore because the tide was so strong. .... All along I was thinking about my family and my loved one. ..... unshaven for days, my hair all in disarray, looked baked by the sun and .... I have hesitated for years to write this story down because I was not sure if I wanted to relive ... 
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Homeward Bound By Lawrence Tan JJR 69



When I was still living with my grandma, every morning before I left for school, after breakfast, we always spent a few minutes praying in front of the altars of our ancestors and the protective Gods. It was a routine, she did all the praying, I stood next to her, eyes closed, head bowed, and hands clasped in the praying position with a burning incense stick, trying to focus on the familiar words and rhythm of the prayers. I remember vaguely that we prayed for good health, mind clarity, a good karma, and that I will meet many Quy Nhan in my life. The concept of ‘Quy Nhan’ can be roughly translated to ‘honorable people’; those who help us in challenging times. Etymologically, ‘Quy’ means valuable, precious, honorable and ‘Nhan’, person or character. Sometimes in our lifetime, we unknowingly crossed path with people who through their deeds or advices, however seemingly insignificant or otherwise, helped us to shape our future or to circumvent potential serious problems. Especially while we were young, we can parallel the importance of this concept by considering the angles projections in geometry. A small misstep could propel our lives onto a totally unintended path; on the other hand, timely advices could help us to avoid awaiting troubles. In the adolescent years, most of us were in search of an identity, and eventually assumed and shaped our attitudes towards life in general. During these critical formation years, we were all heavily subjected to external influences, among which were our families, the friends that we chose, the contemporary social issues that challenged our young minds and the communities that we grew up in. Even beyond those critical years, we had to make so many decisions, big and small, in our lifetime collectively lead us to where we are today. We all know how to appreciate a helping hand at the critical or difficult moments. But we should also appreciate the smaller helps at every junction of our lives that had taken us to the threshold of the good things in life. We have the expression of being in the right place at the right time, coincidence or luck. However, I have to believe that there must exist something in nature that is just much more than luck and coincidence; something called karma. In a general sense, karma dictates how we begin and end our lives and all the twists and turns in between. So in dire situations, if something unusual happens and steers us away from disasters, would that be the manifestations of karma? Is everyone’s karma fixed and intransigent? Is there anything that we can do to influence it? If you are a devout Buddhist, then you would believe that there is some flexibility. You would believe that sometimes karma could be influenced by your performance of good deeds, those random deeds of kindness accrued in your lifetime. The positive effect could be bestowed on ourselves or on someone that we love. The accrued credit could manifest in our lifetime or the next. So karma is prescribed to each and every one of us, based on the principle of cause and effect. Since Buddhism believes in reincarnation, this principle takes considerations of our deeds spanning over multiple lives. Where we are at today is the direct result of our deeds in our previous life or lives, and perhaps our parents’ too. On the outset, it sounds like it is such a simple concept, isn’t it? However, how do we explain the fact that hundreds of thousands of people’s lives got swept away within such a short time in the natural disasters that we witnessed recently? Did all those people do terrible things in the past and happened to congregate at the same spots and scheduled to meet their makers all at the same moments? There must be other rules and principles that I don’t know. I would speculate that the natural disasters in which a large number of people lost their lives were in fact the law of ‘corrections’ of nature. The people that happened to be at those ‘hot spots’ at the wrong time were strictly random. Obviously these ‘hot spots’ override the individuals’ karma. Confucius was once asked by one of his students: Was there such a thing as fate? His reply was: Of course, everyone has a fate or destiny but one would not want to stand next to a wall that is about to collapse. Brilliant! But I still don’t think everything could be explained. Ultimately, it does not really matter to me to prove one way or the other. We would be too pretentious to even think that we understand and try to explain the mysterious ways the world works and have all the answers. My primary naïve instinct would have led me to believe that any belief that could instill in people the sense of accountability of their deeds, beyond their current lives, so no escape even by death, would potentially exert a positive influence in the world that we live in. Unfortunately, it appears that this concept of perpetual life could also be twisted into the cause of so much misery to mankind.
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Actually, the traces of the human species in the universe are so microscopic, regardless of how important we think we are, our ascent and demise, as a species would be such an insignificant event, as millions of other species come and go before and after us in the scheme of time in the universe. We just have to appreciate and enjoy the good time we have and deal with the bad time while we are still here. Perhaps we would not know how much time each one of us has, but the end would eventually come for everyone and that is a sure thing. March 1975, the weather seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary for the end of the month in Danang. The sky is blue, the clouds are high and since we stayed on the side of a hill, the breeze was usually noticeable and pleasant. A few nights before, I had a strange dream. I dreamt of being floating off and away from some of my family members. We were separated by waters and as they waved their hands to me, we got further and further apart. I noticed that they all stood on a continent that had the shape of Vietnam. Where would I be going? Why the separation? Did that mean that I was going to die soon? I really had no idea what was coming in the days ahead… The situation had been very tense during the last few weeks as rumors had been quietly running that the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) was advancing through the hills. There were even rumors that some of our scouts had spotted them on the distant hills, closing in the direction of the Headquarters. During the week before, the families of the commanders had evacuated and flown back to Saigon. The entire family of the lieutenant who ran the clubhouse was no longer even there, they had all left town, and that had never happened before. The loudspeakers, normally quiet, kept blaring all day long with military and patriotic songs, only interrupted every now and then by the directives of the supreme command: We will hold, we will hold till the last drop of blood. As I was on my way to the mess hall for lunch that day, I felt the atmosphere was so heavy; something big was going to happen. That evening at nightfall, some choppers flew in and out of the top of the hill where the command post was. That was not unusual at all as the commanders flew in and out every now and then. The only thing that was strange was that the choppers had all the lights off. Besides the brief noises caused by the choppers earlier, it was rather a quiet evening. I was anxious and I could not sleep. It must have been just past midnight. Since last week, an armored and amphibious vehicle had been assigned to the junction right off our quarter. I often stayed late and enjoyed the starry nights dreaming about when would be my next leave. What would I do when I got back to Saigon with such a short time and when would all this end. That evening I went out there enjoyed a cigarette or two and chat with the driver of the vehicle. Suddenly, the CB in the vehicle was cracking and he went for it and soon after, he jumped in the vehicle and started to drive off in a hurry towards the South gate. Something urgent was happening. While I was walking back, worried and wondering, I heard some gunshots coming from the top of the hill and then a few guys were running down the hill screaming to each other that they would run home and get their families. Later, I guessed that the gunshots were to destroy the sensitive equipments? I had a bad feeling and hurried back to my quarter and gathered my stuffs, thinking about what personal effects to take with me. Besides the money that I had saved up, I ended up taking a bag of small canned food and some clothes, all tied around my waist, as much as I could carry not knowing where I was going to end up. I left my quarter and joined the few people running towards the North gate. It was dangerous as it was effectively still curfew and we could be shot at. As I was passing by another quarter, I saw a few guys, still in their boxers and t-shirts brushing their teeth right outside of their housing, maybe getting ready for their round of guards. They all stopped and looked at us in astonishments. There were a few clearly confused MPs trying to stop us asking on top of their voices why were we running during curfew. As we were running past them, we told them that the NVA was coming. They were in total disbelief. I did not know where I was going, I just ran as everybody else towards the gate. I only had one or two acquaintances in that town. Besides, I was way out in the outskirt and did not know how to get to their places anyway. As I was running, the feeling of confusion and desperation set in. Home never seemed to be so far away. As I approached the gate, all of a sudden, I noticed there was a jeep parked in the middle of the access road, already filled with people. I then realized that the driver was trying to crank the engine, in vain. I learnt that they were heading towards the Navy Yard. And at that moment, the engine started to roar; I instinctively dashed to the back of the Jeep and stepped on its spare tire and climbed up and lied on top of the vehicle, secured my grips and tried to hang on as it started to move. The driver maneuvered the jeep out on to the road and off we left the army HQs. As we passed through the deserted streets, it was still dark and so quiet except the humming of our Jeep. There were only the yellow halos of the sparse street lights that faintly exposed the houses on both sides of the streets, like a sad painting. I was thinking about the folks still in their beds sleeping so peacefully. They were about to wake up to a turbulent morning and witness a fateful day, a historical turning point of the country. When we got close to the Navy Yard, it was already totally in chaos as hundreds of people milling about frantically. We jumped out of the jeep and ran inside to look for ways to leave the city. There was no hope as I heard that most of the boats and ships were already at sea. There, I ran into Khoi, a friend of mine who spoke with
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a Northern accent, and also grew up in Saigon, just like me. We instinctively stuck together. Within ten minutes, we decided to get back to the Jeep and go further down to the Navy HQs. The road there was actually carved from the side of a hill, closed to the sea level. It was a two-lane road to the HQs. There were tons of people on the road; most of them were heading towards the HQs. Some stashed most of their belongings on a pushcart on top of which sat their children; the husbands pulled and the wives pushed. Some carried the entire family of four or five on 50cc motorbikes with bags of stuffs. I could not belief what I saw, a city in disarray, in total pandemonium. When we got to the gate of the HQs, we were so hopeful that we left the key in the Jeep thinking that somebody else would find use for it and that we would be able to leave. Immediately inside the gate, I saw the body of a kid of late teens, lying in the middle of the road, in the fetus position and ignored by hundreds of people milling around. He was wearing a blue short, no shirt, blindfolded and his hands were tied behind his back. He must be a scout for the NVA. He must have been executed on the spot some time that morning. Normally, the presence of the scouts indicated that the NVA has chosen targets for their artillery; the scouts were there to help them to adjust their attacks via small radio transmitters. This thought gave me a bad premonition. As we ran past the gate, I saw so many rifles laying on the ground, thrown everywhere, most of them were M16. It must have been hundreds of them, everywhere. It did not take long for us to realize that most of the motorboats were gone. Those that were left behind had no fuel. By this time, there were around six of us who spontaneously got together and found a small boat. We broke some of the boards that we found lying around to use them as oars. Tiny lights could be seen in the distance out there in the waters; that was where we wanted to reach. They must be ships waiting for people like us. After about half an hour trying, we gave up and got back to shore because the tide was so strong. While not knowing where to go next, one fellow suggested we should head down to some fishing villages just to see if we had better luck. I really did not know my way, so I followed them. So all of us headed towards the gate and left the HQs while more and more people were gathering on the dock hoping for the ships or boats to come back in and pick them up. The Jeep by this time was long gone. We exited the gate and walked onto the road looking for transportation. The road ran along the coast with beautiful beaches on one side and hugged to the side of a big hill on the other. It would have been such a scenic run any other days, but not that day. I must have left the gate for more or less a few minutes when I heard strings of explosions in the HQs. People just instinctively scattered and ran for cover. Some of us jumped into the drainage along the side of the hill. It was waist deep and dried. We crouched there for about ten to fifteen minutes until the attack stopped. Then we took our time to climb back out onto the road, making sure that it was really over. During the commotion, we got separated from some of the few guys that I was with. Then I saw the first signs of casualties. People carried the dead and the wounded on whatever means they had from the HQs, perhaps back to their families. While I was stunned, the fresh blood could be seen dripping as they walked past us. The NVA artillery discouraged people from leaving town, just like on the Highway of Horror (Highway 1) between Quang Tri and Hue in 1973. As the two-lane road got more crowded, we decided to walk on the beach. All of a sudden, we heard a motorboat. We looked towards the waters and saw a small boat with two persons coasting the beach. It seemed like they were trying to spot their loved ones. We all sensed that that was our opportunity and told one another that we would jump on the boat. Two of the guys who still had their weapons shot across and over their heads to stop the boat. We all charged into the knee-deep water and got on the boat. We asked the boat owner to head out to the sea. It turned out that he was doing it all morning for money. All of us gave him money. I gave him all I had. We could not tell what it was in the distance, but the boat owner knew where to take us. As we approached the floating structure, I realize that it was not a ship; it was a super large raft, much larger than the size of a tennis court, and it was already overflowing with people. As we approached the structure, a few guys with rifles pointed and yelled at us to leave or they would shoot because it was already overcrowded. At first we tried to ignore them and got closer. They then started shooting into the water, next to our boat as warnings. I had never been so desperate and felt so close to death, looking at the guns barrels. I immediately dropped on my knees and begged them to stop shooting. The owner steered the boat away, went around and approached another side where we all jumped on the raft then the boat quickly left. While I got on the raft, I dropped my bag of canned food into the waters. Rats! Three feet from the edge of the raft was a first set of closed chain link fence of about eight feet high all around, except a small opening for a person on each of the four sides of the raft. About two feet inside the first fence, there was a second fence with the same openings. Through a conversation with a person there, I learnt that raft was used for carrying ammunitions. Sandbags were normally stacked in between the fences all around the cargo for protection. The raft was actually in tow on cable of a ship so far away that I could barely see. It had been stationed there since the day before waiting for as long as it could. That day I did not see any sandbag but every corner was filled with people in all positions, the corridor that ran in between the fences all around the raft was also filled with people, man, women and children of all ages. Folks like us that came aboard later had to climb and sit on the top of the fences. We sat on the iron bars that ran across the top of the fences. I sat on the outer fence facing
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towards the inside of the raft, holding on to the bar. For a while, we could keep our balance by propping our feet against the fence in front of us. Afterwards, I had to take my shoestrings off and tied them across two fences and then put my feet on them to ease up the blood circulation of my thighs. I believe we reached the raft right around noontime. It was warm and it was kind of stuffy down in the raft itself because of the number of people in there. I was lucky that I got up to the top of the fences; at least we got the breeze. As the day went by, more and more boats reached the raft, where we sat clearly became the premium spots. In the meantime, I became annoyed, as we did not know when we would be leaving. I was wondering if we were to wait for a few rounds of artillery shells to get the tow ship to start moving. Against the clear blue sky, there appeared a C130 Hercules cargo plane taking off towards the sea. It was far enough but I could recognize its profile. While it was still climbing, all of a sudden it released a burst of a bunch of little specks, dozens of them, which scattered behind the aircraft and eventually all fell to the sea. The plane was probably overloaded; the cargo must have been too heavy, so the pilot decided to get rid of some of the load. The fellow that sat next to me had a handheld radio. In the afternoon of that day, we learnt that those specks falling out of the airplane were not luggage as I thought; those were the people that crowded the airplane trying to escape from the city. The pilot had to release the trap door momentarily to alleviate the load during its dangerous climb. I immediately thought about those poor souls, how frightening their fall would be. Men, women and children, while falling to their eventual death, they must have regretted getting on that plane; they all had those long minutes to flash back their lives. They were still alive this morning! I wished they all died instantly when they hit the waters. While I was in shock thinking about the fate of those people, I felt a slight jerk and the raft started to move forward, southbound. According to the radio, the NVA had finally reached Danang. There must be around four thousand people on that fateful trip. We were hungry and thirsty. We caught one guy sitting with us trying to conceal a small can of peanut butter, the kind that was part of the military issued ration C, about one or two ounces for one serving. We forced him to share with everybody around him. Everyone got to take turn to dig a finger in to get a taste of it. When I was down and inside the raft, even though it was open on the top like an atrium, due to the sheer number, the people were practically piled up on one another, same scene as we saw in the Superdome during Kathrina; it was unbearably suffocating. Those poor people had been sitting there exposed to the sun all day and could not benefit from the breeze like we did on top of the fences. Eventually, we were far enough out at sea that we lost sight of all land, just waters all around us. Tired and hungry, I started to fall asleep by nightfall. But how could we sleep sitting up that high and tried to maintain our balance at the same time? Finally we figured out a way. While easing my posture by placing my feet on the shoestrings, my left hand held on to the iron bar I was sitting on, I leant forward and put my right hand around the neck of the guy sitting on the inner fence across and facing me while he was doing the same, placing our heads on each other’s shoulder. Talking about instant bonding! Because the distance of the two fences was pretty close, we could maintain that position for a few hours and somehow each one of us took turn and got some sleep. All along I was thinking about my family and my loved one. I wondered if they knew what I was going through. My family must have heard over the radio about the city falling. My grandma must be worrying a lot. Just that thought made my heart sink and feel guilty. While I wondered where we would end up later, heading South was a good start. It was still dark when we woke up, and I heard some faint cry for water and then I heard more and more people started to raise their voices in desperation. It was so eerie. At first, I thought that they meant that the raft was sinking; I thought to myself, this was it; we all were going to drown. Out of an act of desperation, I climbed down and tried to motivate the people to use whatever means they had to throw the water out. And as soon as got down to the floor of the raft and asked around, I realized that that was not the problem; it was just the thirst that set in after people got beaten down by the sun the whole day. There was not anything that I could do. I had a hard time walking around down there just because people were lying everywhere in all kinds of positions. When the sun came up the next morning, things started to get worse. I believe the babies and the older folks were the first victims due to the combination of hunger, thirst and exhaustion. There were crying everywhere. Some people lost their minds. Here, there was a bunch of young kids, stripped down to their waists, looking at us crying, asking for water. They all looked like getting sunstroke. I went out to the edge of the raft with a helmet and got some sea water and doused over them who immediately tried to drink whatever they could get their tongues on. I felt so helpless. There, a guy who went out to the edge of the raft, directly beneath where I was sitting, held up his baby and said something in the effect of ‘I never thought I had brought you here to die. Now let’s go and join your Mom’. Apparently his wife died sometime ago; he threw the lifeless baby squarely into the sea and jumped in there right after. Without mercy, the ocean swallowed both of them; they then disappeared from my sight. There was a girl with her baby at my proximity, her blouse all unbuttoned, part of her breasts exposed. She looked at me and begged if I could get some water. As innocent as I was, I looked at the baby and I asked her why she did not breast feed the baby. She replied that she ran dry already. I sprinkled a little bit of water on the face of the baby; I felt the baby reacted faintly in the eyelids, for a second anyway, but then they immediately returned to their lifeless
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and half closed positions. There was no doubt that the baby was dying. There was a woman who continuously fanned and singing a lullaby to her baby nearby. Another woman blurted out that the baby was dead. The people around her tried to get the baby from her, but she put up a fight and held on to the baby while she struggled to continue to sing. A few kids lied dead on the floor; their faces were covered with newspapers. I was completely overwhelmed and stunned by the things that were happening around me. I was so weak physically and mentally crippled; my tears as well as my fear all exhausted. In order to get around on the raft, sometimes I had to step on some dead people, barefooted, since I lost my shoes. So naturally, the first order for me was to find a pair of shoes; and it was not too hard at all, there were plenty of them; all I had to do was to pick and choose for my size and strip them off from the people lying all around. Eventually, people threw only some of the dead bodies overboard. I could not tell if all those lying around were still alive or dead. I then climbed back up to the top of the fence as my friend kept the slot for me. More misery unfolded before my eyes. There was a guy who offered money for a blanket to wrap his mother whom I saw her alive the day before. He kept her for a day or so before he released the body into the waters. Later, I sensed some commotion directly below where I was sitting and realized that there was a guy who tried to go through his bag frantically while his wife was begging him to no avail. She said something like: ‘Please don’t do it’. Before I knew what was going on, he pulled a handgun out of the bag and went back inside the raft. I told my friends sitting around me that there were troubles down there. Within a short moment, I heard gunfight right below where we were. I cringed, not being able to move, just hoping that the bullets would not fly towards us. And it was over within a minute. Apparently stray bullets hit some people. The party of the man and his wife lost. His comrades, dead and wounded were tossed into the waters. I saw him still holding his gun, sitting on the floor and backing up to the edge of the raft. He did not look like his was wounded, but I could tell that his face was all pale out of fear. A few gunmen came over and took his gun from him. The wife was there begging for his life. I did not hear what they said but one guy stepped up, placed his gun to his chest, directly at his heart and pulled the trigger. The man fell backward on the floor. They casually kicked his body overboard like a piece of garbage while his wife was screaming and tried to hold on to his lifeless body which was already in the waters and out of her reach. All the gunmen started to walk back inside the raft but then the last guy somehow changed his mind, turned around and put his gun on the back of the head of the hysterical woman and shot her. She slumped and fell overboard. I had to witness the whole darn thing. I still remember the poor woman emerged from the waters momentarily with her hands in the begging position and then she disappeared. Dead calm again. This murderous tragedy happened while the raft was being towed. Not long after that madness, some gang decided to take over our spots and unleashed a burst of bullets at us. One guy got grazed on his face, all of us jumped down and got inside the raft. We did not try to fight, I did not want to fight, I just wanted to go home. We just moved the bodies around, dead and alive, to make room for ourselves. I managed to get a prime spot where I could lean against the fence. I was weak and sleepy, totally exhausted and at times hallucinated. I remember I woke up in the middle of the night a few times, seeing the eerie scene around me under the moonlight, I was thinking that if this was not hell then what was? I hoped the whole thing was just a nightmare. I woke up with a guy in a trench coat and a hat leaning against my left shoulder. He was also sitting against the fence. Instinctively, I tried to get his pulse; he was cold and dead. I immediately pushed him over and he slumped on one side. Then I continue to sleep till the morning. There was a guy who reached the raft before it left the city on his small sampan the day before. The sampan had a little cover for shelter against the sun and the rain. He had it tied to the raft when he boarded. I guess due to the insanity that reigned on the raft, he decided to climb back to his sampan for the evening. The next morning when I woke up, I noticed that the sampan was missing; someone must have untied the rope. The poor guy would wake up in shock alone in the middle of the ocean. While more and more people were dying, there was a big guy that went insane. He completely lost it. He weighted probably close to two hundred pounds, a big dude by our standard. He walked around on the edges of the raft, talking to himself and without warning, randomly pushed people to the waters. Nobody attempted to stop him. I was always on the look out for him when I was out to the edge for the breeze. He would come from a corner at any time. One time, he and I had eye contact and I saw a faint and devious smile on his face. Then he started to walk towards me, I quickly reached the opening and went inside the raft as fast and as far as I could while my heart seemed to jump out of my mouth. I had no idea how many people were already his victims. I remember the guy who paid for the blanket to wrap his mother eventually was one of them. As the madman obviously became a threat to the people there, a few gunmen cornered him, gave him a lifesaver then kicked him into the waters. In hell, people disregard all the civilized behaviors and turn to the most basic and primeval survival instincts. Under the circumstances, people could become animals. A couple decided to make out right there on the spot. Perhaps they think this would be their last time. They started to strip off their clothes and went for each other.
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The people around them started to yell and curse. They suggested throwing them overboard. The couple quickly put their clothes back on as fast as they could and apologized to the folks around them. It was tragic and comical at the same time. As if it was not enough, I heard some commotion inside the raft. The gunmen claimed to identify some NVA scouts. I had no idea how these people were suspected to begin with. I overheard one gunman interrogating a guy about what he had thrown overboard at the beginning of his body search. The gunmen suspected that they threw away the evidence, the radio transmitters. At that time, the gunmen were the law. There were about five suspects including a young girl who appeared to be in her early twenties. Their hands were tied behind their backs; their shirts were stripped all the way down to their waists. I remember the girl the most because she had traces of a Caucasian, probably French. She seemed to be out of place there but she spoke perfect Vietnamese to the guy who guarded them. She said she was innocent and wanted him to release her. Later on, they were marched to the edge of the raft. A few minutes later, the guard walked back in by himself. I was curious and asked him where the suspects were, hoping that he had released them. He told me that they were all executed. I asked how, I did not hear any gunshots. He replied calmly that he did not waste any bullets, just kicked them to the waters, their hands still tied to their back. Yes, some of us became animals, just snuffed out random people’s lives with no feeling and emotions. Just put a label on them and they deserved to die such horrible deaths! What was this world coming to? Deep down inside, I hoped he had lied to me. I did not know how long I would last before I was going to become insane. I wondered when and how this macabre journey was going to end. If my life was going to end, it would be better that my family did not know any of this. I lost track of time, I was not sure anymore, I thought I was there perhaps three days and two nights. I estimated a few hundreds dead. The raft continued to head South passing by a number of cities. Apparently, they were not safe to approach; they either were in complete chaos, abandoned or already under the NVA or the local guerillas’ control. Eventually we reached NhaTrang where we would get water supply. We got there in the afternoon. The raft started to slow down and then to a complete stop when we got closer to shore. Some of the small boats, loaded with water in plastic containers started to head out towards us. Khoi told me he had a few relatives in this town and we should jump. We made our way out to get closer to the small boats while they were delivering the water canisters on board the raft and then we jumped. I wobbled and fell on the boat. I was ok. The first thing I did when I got to shore was to ask my friend to buy me a soft drink right there from the one of those kiosks on the beach. Without giving any thought, I downed more than half of the bottle in one breath when I was overwhelmed by the carbon gas and had difficulty breathing. I reached out for my friend and fell to the ground. He pulled me under the shade of a big tree nearby and loosened my belt. I eventually regained my breath and came to. He told me he had the address of his relatives and hired two mopeds guys to take us there. It was customary for some people to make extra money to offer rides. There was not any licensing required. Life was not as heavily regulated there. When we got to the address of his relatives, no one was at home. The street was practically deserted. We knocked on the neighbor’s house and learnt that only his uncle remained there, the rest of the family had left for Saigon already. We told him briefly our situations. He offered some tea and asked us to wait and he would take us to Khoi’s uncle’s office. While I was there waiting, I saw myself the first time in a mirror after the ordeal at sea. I did not recognize myself; I was horribly thin, unshaven for days, my hair all in disarray, looked baked by the sun and the wind. My eyes looked drowsy, my cheekbones look protruded and my cheeks hollow. As far as the belt, it was at the last hole and it still felt too loose. Khoi’s uncle was an officer as most male in the country were in the military at the time. I did not know what he did exactly but his office was in a military compound. The neighbor made an effort to take us both on his motorcycle. When we got there, we talked to the guard at the gate; he made a call and in just a few minutes, his uncle appeared from one of those office buildings and greeted us outside the gate. He looked concerned seeing the shape we were in and took us across the street to a local restaurant. I felt like I could eat a cow! After he listened to our ordeal, he told us that NhaTrang’s days were also numbered; a lot of people had left for the South. But he would stay at his post until the last moment. In the meantime, he told us that we had to move fast and travel South to the next town, Phan Rang. That was where one of Khoi’s cousins stationed, an Air Force officer. But he said that we would need a lot of money. The journey to Saigon might be perilous as most of the towns were more or less under attack by the local guerillas. He paid for the meals and asked us to wait in the restaurant. When he came back, he had two bags of money; one for each one of us. It was quite a sum of money that he gave us. His gave his nephew twice as much. He said that we needed it and just in case that two of us got separated. The man barely knew me; I could not thank him enough. He told us a few alternatives to move South and we decided to try the easiest way first. He took us down to the local inter-cities bus stop. We bought the tickets and boarded the next bus scheduled for Phan Rang. When we arrived in the city, we hailed a taxi to go to the only Air base right in the outskirt of the city. We arrived at the gate and tried to walk in to the visitors’ area. The guard saw the way we looked and stopped both of
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us. Khoi told him that the city we were in was overrun and he was also in the Air Force and offered his cousin’s name who was an officer at the base at the time; he then pulled from his wallet some certificate issued by the Air Force. It turned out that he was indeed in the Air Force but got kicked out for some disciplinary reasons. He later joined the Army. So the guard let him in. I started to follow him and the guard stopped me. Khoi turned around and said to him that I was in the same unit with him and I lost my wallet and all my paperwork. At the visitor area, Khoi made a call from the visitor’s phone and asked for his cousin. His cousin came out and took us inside. He offered us shower with warm water and suggested to take us into the Officers’ club. I was not hungry so I politely declined and wanted a bed instead. Khoi went with him; I fell asleep without any effort on a real bed with a mattress. Apparently during all that time, they had contacted Khoi’s brother in Saigon who was a lieutenant and a C130 pilot who eventually arranged to switch schedule with another officer to fly here the next day. When we woke up the next morning, we went out to the airfield and waited for Khoi’s brother’s arrival. The cargo plane touched down and while the plane was being unloaded; he sneaked both of us up onto the cockpit. During this time, I ran into another friend of mine from Saigon, Toan, who also wanted to join us. While we were settling in, sitting on the floor of the cockpit, an airport security guy showed up in the cockpit and gave us troubles. He apparently had seen how we were smuggled onto the airplane. He knew Toan since they both worked at the same air base. Khoi’s brother outranked him but he told the security guy the truth and implored him to let him take his brother home. And when the security guy seemed to be persuaded, he turned over to me. Khoi’s brother told him that I was his nephew and in the same situation as Khoi; he would have a lot of explanations to do with his sister abandoning me. So the security guy turned to Toan who seemed to be prepared all this time and continuously begged him. Finally he left the airplane and let all of us go! When we arrived in TanSonNhut airport in Saigon, Khoi’s brother quietly asked us two to stay in the cockpit and not to follow the other passengers. He later said that there were a lot of MPs waiting at the arrival area. They would pick up guys like us coming from different cities and shoved us out to a different front line immediately. He maneuvered the airplane so that the exit from the cockpit was hidden from view from the arrival area and instructed us to jump down and into a van he drove by later. About twenty minutes later when the plane was completely unloaded, the van arrived and we quickly climbed out of the plane and jumped into it; we were driven back to the officers’ quarter. We finally touched down in Saigon. Home was so close but yet so far. I started to worry. More than ever, I did not want anything happen to me at this time, after such a long and arduous journey. We did not stay at the officers’ club for very long. Khoi brother came back in a few minutes on his motorcycle taking us home. They lived just a couple of blocks away from the airport. We rode towards the gate that was manned by a number of MPs. When we were almost out to the street, one of them blew his whistle on us. I felt like loosing all the strength in my knees. Why now? We stopped the motorcycle on the side of the road, and the MP casually walked towards us. He looked at both of us intensely and then Khoi’s brother and must have recognized that he was a pilot from the base due to his outfit. He then said to us: “Do you folks know that you are not supposed to have more than two persons on a motorcycle?” We were clearly so relieved and I told him promptly “No problem, Sir, I will walk. It is really not too far”. Khoi and his brother took off. As soon as I turned around the next corner up on the road, they were there waiting for me. I stayed at Khoi’s house for a few hours. They offered me some food and a shower. They asked me to be patient and would not want to let me go home alone, I would be spotted right away by the paramilitary in the streets. I waited for a few hours and another of Khoi’s brother, a captain in the Airborne, and a few of his guys showed up in a Jeep. I thank the family, he told me not to worry; I climbed and sat in the back of the Jeep with the Airborne guys and they dropped me off at our apartment complex the next half an hour. The streets in Saigon and its vicinity were bustling as usual. There was not any sign of panic or disruption in people’s daily life that I could see yet. They might have read over the newspaper, the radio or the TV, but what happened in the Central part of Vietnam seemed still so far away. I quickly walked into the complex and up the flights of stairs. When I got to the door, it was opened. I just walked in and against the bright light of the door to the balcony; I saw my grandmother’s silhouette walking awkwardly towards me asking who I was. I realized that because of the clothes that I had on and that I had lost so much weight, she did not recognize me right away. As I walked towards her, I said: “It’s me grandma! I am home!”. As soon as she recognized my voice, she seemed to accept instantly my physical presence and replied” “oh! It’s you, oh! My God” and accelerated her steps towards me. I embraced her frail body and we both sobbed away all the worries and the longings. I felt so at home and so warm seeing all the familiar things around me in the apartment. The altars of my grandfather and my uncle were still there, the makeshift kerosene kitchen still at the same spot and the only room where most of us sleep still in order as always. I closed my eyes and affirmed that this was all real. Later, my father and my younger brother came home and we went through the same emotional reunion. They thought that they had lost me, hearing that the North had overrun Danang.
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Little that I knew, that reunion was short lived. In less than a month, Saigon fell; I left my family and the country in such a hurry and similarly chaotic circumstances. I was practically carried away helplessly by the inevitable events that marked the turning point of the Vietnamese history. I left the whole family behind. I sponsored my parents and all my siblings to join me in the US a few years later. But my grandma, that was the last time I saw her alive. She passed away sometimes in 1980/1981. I never thought in my life I had to witness and experience so much misery and human sufferings. People displaced, families broken up, lives disrupted over the years and culminated in horrible deaths. Were there any reasons for all this to happen? Was it thirst for power, paranoia or greed that started all this? Looking back in the history of mankind, it seemed like we never learnt our lessons; regardless of how much progress we claimed we made in the fields of technology and humanity, we were condemned to repeat these mistakes again and again. And every time that we did, there was always good rational, one kind or the other, to support the actions that devastated thousands or more lives. But I don’t know anyone with any conscience can truly justify the wholesale slaughtering of human lives, innocent or otherwise, regardless of in the name of whom or what the decisions were made and the acts were carried out. I could not stop wondering how we could get ourselves placed in a mindset where one could pull a trigger or push a button to destroy so many lives. The messages to the next generations should be compelling and clear. They must focus on the vision of a world where more and more people and nations come together to understand one another better; the more friends we make, the less enemies we will have. It is our responsibility to emphasize to the next generation the past mistakes that we made, to project a better global vision where all benefit if nothing else, from a world without discriminations, hatred, aggressions, oppressions and exploitations of one another. Those that were given so much should really give back more than a little. Regardless of how skeptical and bitter men like me feel, the younger generations must not stop believing. I have hesitated for years to write this story down because I was not sure if I wanted to relive the horrible experience. However, on the other hand, I truly felt like sharing this experience hopefully to convince that we all should work towards peace, love, tolerance and not hatred so that such tragedies would not repeat in subsequent generations. Recently, it was somewhat unsettling for me to realize that how I have started to forget some of the details. That moment had inspired me to jot down these few pages. Now that I have written this story down, I no longer fear to lose it, and someday I will be able to share this part of my life with my children and my friends. I am now free.
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