
the distant stars

by le minh khue

MMM



MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM 

MMM



There were Three of us. Three girls. We lived in a cavern at the foot of  a 
strategic hill. The trail led past the front of  the cave and on up the hillside 
somewhere, very far. It had been punctured by bombs, mixing the red and 
white soil together. Neither side of  the trail had any sign of  vegetation. 
There were only stripped and burned tree trunks, uprooted trees, boulders, 
and a few empty gas cans and twisted parts of  cars, rusting in the earth. 

Our job was to sit there. Whenever a bomb exploded, we had to run up, 
figure out how much earth was needed to fill the hole, count the unexplod-
ed bombs, and, if  necessary, detonate them. They called us the Ground 
Reconnaissance Team. That title inspired in us a passion to do heroic 
deeds and therefore our work was not that simple. The bombs often buried 
us. Sometimes, when we came down from the hill we were so covered in 
dirt that only our gleaming eyes showed through. When we laughed, our 
teeth glowed out of  our grimy faces. At those moments, we called each 
other the “Black-Eyed Demons.” 

Our unit took good care of  us. When they had something to eat, they 
would say, “Leave some for the Recon Team, because they’re up there.” 

It was easy to understand that. The unit often went out at sunset and some-
times they worked all night. But, as for us, we had to be up there even in 
the daylight. And being out on that hill in the daytime was no fun. Death 
was a serious guy. He hid himself  inside the bombs. I still have a painful 
wound in my thigh. Of  course, I didn’t go to the military clinic. But every 
job has a fun of  its own. Where else could you experience smoking earth, 
terrifying air, or the roar of  airplanes that only gradually fade away? Taut 
nerves, erratic heartbeats, running and knowing that all around lay unex-
ploded bombs. Maybe they’d explode now or maybe in another moment. 
But definitely they would explode. 



When we finished, we’d go back and take one more look at the road, 
breathe with relief, and dash back into the cave. Outside, it was over 30 de-
grees (C), so when we crawled into the cave, we entered a different world. 
The chill made our bodies suddenly begin to shiver. Then we’d turn our 
heads up to drink some sugared spring water from our canteens. After that, 
we’d stretch out on the damp ground and squint our eyes while listening 
to the music on our tiny radio, for which we always had batteries. Maybe 
we’d listen closely, maybe just think about things. 

It seemed like we were about to start a big offensive. Every night, a stream 
of  vehicles drove by on the trail. At night we could sleep. But for the past 
few nights it had been impossible. Two of  us carried our spades up to the 
strategic hill, where we had fun joking with the drivers. Too bad for the one 
who had to stay in the cave to answer the two-way radio.

It was noon and very quiet. I sat leaning against the stone wall, humming 
a song. I loved to sing. Often I would memorize a certain melody and then 
make up my own words. My lyrics were so confused and silly that they 
sometimes surprised me and made me burst out laughing all by myself. 

I was a Hanoi girl. To put it modestly, I was impressive. My ponytails were 
thick and relatively soft. My neck was graceful and I stood as proud as a 
lily. And as for my eyes, the drivers would say, “You have such a faraway 
look in your eyes.” 

Regardless of  how faraway the look was, I liked to hold the mirror and 
gaze into my own eyes. They were long and narrow, brown, and were often 
squinted as if  from a glare. 

It puzzled me that the drivers and artillery men often asked about me. 
Either they asked about me or they sent me long letters as if  we were 
thousands of  kilometres apart, although we could greet each other in per-
son every day. I never made an effort to please them. Whenever the girls 
grouped together to talk to some eloquent army man, I always stood aloof, 
looking elsewhere, my lips tightly sealed. But I was only striking a pose. 
The truth is that in my thoughts, the most handsome, intelligent, coura-
geous and noble men were these, the men who wore military uniforms 
with stars on their caps. 

I never said that to anyone , but the men who went by on the trail still sent 
me their greetings in a respectful and affectionate manner. 



“You sing well, you look pretty decent, and you are an expert at detonating 
bombs,” my friends explained. Of  course, that was not accurate. 

Outside, it was still quiet. Ever since ten in the morning, no planes had 
flown past the strategic hill. They’d only dropped bombs further inland, as 
we could tell from the reverberations. It was precisely this low, seemingly 
fragile rumble, carried here on the wind, that made the quiet more tense, 
as if  it were heralding something fierce. The sun burned. The wind was 
dry. But inside the cave, it was cool. 

Each of  us had her own hobby. Nho was embroidering a pillow. Thao was 
copying a song into a small journal balanced on her thigh. The two of  
them were talking, but I hadn’t listened to the first part. Then, I suddenly 
began to pay attention. 

“When will it be over?” Nho asked.

“When will what be over?” Thao didn’t look up, but her voice betrayed 
some surprise. 

Nho yawned. Then they were quiet. I knew what she meant. She would 
have said that when the war was over she wanted a job in a big hydroelec-
tric plant. She would work as a welder and play on the plant’s volleyball 
team. She would try to really slam the ball and--who knew?--with luck she 
might be selected for the Northern team. 

As for Thao, she wanted to become a doctor. Her husband would be a cap-
tain in the military who would travel to faraway places and sport a beard. 
She had no desire to live by his side every day because love would quickly 
become boring. 

I also often talked about my own plans. I had many wishes, but I still didn’t 
know my priorities. Perhaps to become an architect? How interesting! 
A voiceover artist in a children’s movie theater? A freight driver on the 
wharf ? Or a singer in a choir at a construction site? Any of  those careers 
would mean happiness. I would be as enthusiastic and creative as I was 
now, out here at our strategic hill, where wishes and desires were born. 

But these things were for later. After the war. When the trail we were pro-
tecting here was evenly paved with asphalt. Electricity would flow on wires 
deep into the forest and timber mills would run all day and all night. All 



three of  us understood this. We understood and believed it with a fierce 
faith. 

The pillow in Nho’s hands was dainty and white. She embroidered careless 
and gaudy flowers. She made the borders thick as ropes. If  anyone criti-
cized her efforts, she would ignore it and her hand would move ahead with 
the needle as if  nothing had happened. When they really let her have it, 
she would bite her lips, tear the thread between her two even rows of  teeth 
and raise her voice to a falsetto, saying, “I want it to be different!” 

Nho was rather peculiar--on the one hand, affectionate and cheerful and, 
on the other, very stubborn. Those traits were not contradictory, but, rath-
er, complimentary and they caused Nho to have a rather rare personality. 
She had lived with me ever since I first arrived at this strategic hill. At that 
time, everything was funny. I was shocked when people first ordered me to 
go and haul dirt. 

“Young volunteers have to do this? Haul dirt?” (I couldn’t have imagined 
it. I thought that we would be carrying guns, marching in force within a 
forest so deep we couldn’t even see the moon or the stars. Our speech had 
to be strong and brief, just like the slogans.) 

But I just hauled dirt. And then I got used to it. 

Many meals we had no broth, so we girls poured drinking water over our 
rice. We did this in public and we looked so miserable that some of  the 
men cried out in pity. The first time we heard the sound of  the bombs, 
some of  us were so scared we lay down and hugged the earth. 

But now we’d gotten used to it. 

I joined the unit after Nho. That day, I looked lost as I set my knapsack 
down on a log behind the barracks. Nho walked up from the stream. Her 
hair was wet. Drops of  water remained on her forehead and her nose. The 
water in the stream must have been abundant. Maybe people could swim 
in it, I thought. Nho paused for only a second, then approached me with-
out saying a word, her hands busily wringing her wet washcloth. She tossed 
her head once, then swept her haughty eyes from the tip of  my head to the 
mud-covered shoes that I was rubbing hard against each other. 

“What unit sent you here? Where are you from? What’s your name?” 



I stopped rubbing my shoes together and stood ready. In my military train-
ing classes at school, I had studied martial arts. I set my arms akimbo, 
taking a guarded position and deliberated over whether I should punch 
her. Where should I punch her first? I would just hit lightly at one of  her 
vital points. On her hand. 

But at that moment, Nho turned around and stuck her hands into her 
trouser pockets. 

“Go to headquarters,” she motioned with her chin, taking off  in front of  
me. 
Of  course, we’d paid a lot of  attention to each other since then. Gradually, 
we got to know each other and at some point we became friends. Both 
of  us had just turned seventeen. That a veteran bullied a newcomer a bit 
wasn’t something worth resenting. It turned out that I liked her. She had 
a remarkable character. The boys had great respect for her, although they 
sometimes still managed to tease her.

Like me, Nho liked independence. We would say to each other, “From 
now until we’re old, we’ll have romance but we’ll never marry. Marriage 
would mean too much work. Diapers. Blankets. Mosquito nets. Sawdust. 
Fish sauce. There would be no time left for fun. In love, he’ll take you to 
the movies. He’ll be sweet to you when you sulk. You’ll have plenty of  time 
to read books.” 

Nho had a guy who worked as an engineer in a machine shop. He diligent-
ly wrote to her and his letters were often so long that reading them wore 
your eyes out. He justified himself, saying, “In Hanoi, people have more 
time than at the front.” He kept a photo of  Nho when she was two years 
old. She was wearing baby’s pants, with their open rear end, and a wide-
brimmed bonnet, and she was holding a bunch of  wildflowers at the foot 
of  some tall mustard greens. I had read many of  the letters he sent to Nho. 
Once, he wrote, “I’m very well. I’ve been enjoying playing soccer and have 
two muscular forearms. I look at the picture of  you at two years old and it’s 
impossible for me to imagine you as you are now. I can only think: Here 
you are, so small, holding flowers in your hands. Do you want me to pick 
you up? Take you out? Buy you some candy? Where else should we go? I’ll 
carry you there.” 

His ideas were pretty funny, but we didn’t laugh when we read the letter. 
Gravely, we turned in the direction of  the north, where Hanoi lay. We had 



been away for so long. We missed our green city. We treasured its tranquili-
ty as a memory. This was the place where we were growing up, but we were 
always thinking of  Hanoi. 

In Hanoi, I had a small room on the second floor. My house was ancient 
and deep within an alleyway where many green trees grew. Those trees 
were so old that creeping misletoe now covered them. At night, I would 
perch on the edge of  the windowsill looking out over the uneven lines of  the 
black roofs, and I would sing. I sang with passion, loudly. Next door lived a 
doctor who had trouble sleeping. He would switch on his light and politely 
tap three times against the wall. Twenty nights out of  every months would 
be like that. I sat waiting for sleep to come back to the doctor, justifying 
myself  by thinking, “Only I can know the vastness and freshness of  the city 
night. How can the doctor experience anything like this in his disruptible 
dreams?” It was also because of  my passionate singing that once I almost 
fell off  the windowsill. Frantically grabbing the shutter, I dizzily glanced 
down into the bottomless abyss. Somewhere down there was a hose which 
ran all night to fill a cistern. The gushing of  the water gave me the feeling 
that it was about to rise to the windowsill. I pulled myself  up and carefully 
drew my legs inside. I resumed singing, but I sang more softly and listened 
for the sound of  the tapping on the wall. 

In the corner of  the room sat a desk that my mother had had made for me 
over the course of  two afternoons. Every time I did anything that required 
paper and ink, I would pull all my books and notebooks out of  my drawers 
and my satchel and spread them out across the desk and bed, although all 
of  those things weren’t necessary for what I was about to do. For a long 
time, I searched endlessly among those papers, unable to do anything and 
also unable to put them in order. So impatient that I could cry, I shouted 
for my mother. She left her sewing machine and ran in, and, while lightly 
grumbling, arranged all the papers. 

She scolded me, but without determination. “What kind of  girl are you?” 
she asked. “Your husband will beat you. Beat you!” 

Therefore, even when I was still at home, I swore to myself  that I’d never 
marry. 

Nho said, “Hey. Hurry up.” 

“What?” She startled me. For the past few minutes, I’d been singing. Sing-



ing and thinking aimlessly.. 
Nho rolled up her pillow and quickly put it into her bag. Thao looked to-
ward the entrance to the cave. It was a reconnaissance plane, alright. Life 
here had taught us the meaning of  silence. It was abnormal that, ever since 
morning, the day had been so quiet. And now, the reason for that was on 
the way. The reconnaissance plane was buzzing overhead and the jets were 
roaring up behind it. Those two kinds of  sounds mixed together in one’s 
ears to create a feeling of  unsettling tension. 

“They’re almost here!” Nho turned her back on us, putting her steel hel-
met on her head. Thao fished a biscuit out of  her pocket and munched on 
it in a leisurely manner. Whenever she knew that something dangerous was 
about to happen, she would look so calm it was annoying. But whenever 
she saw blood or even a jungle leech, she would force her eyes shut and 
her face would turn white. All of  her undershirts were embroidered with 
colored threads. She also plucked her eyebrows until they were as thin as 
toothpicks. But as far as work was concerned, everyone respected her. She 
showed determination and daring. 

These things happened every day: airplanes screamed; bombs exploded. 
This time, they exploded on the strategic hill about 300 meters from our 
cave. The ground beneath our feet shook. Even the washcloths we’d hung 
out to dry shook. Everything became feverish. Smoke rose up and filled 
the entrance to the cave. We couldn’t see the clouds or the sky any longer. 
Thao took the yardstick from my hand and, with gusto, swallowed the last 
morsel of  her biscuit.. 

“Dinh, you stay inside,” she told me. “This time, they only dropped a few. 
Two of  us can do it.” 

Pulling on the sleeve of  Nho’s shirt, she flung the shovel over her shoulder 
and walked out of  the cave.

I didn’t argue with her. She had the authority to give assignments. Time 
became tense. My mind was tense as well. Neither the things that had hap-
pened nor those about to happen mattered any more. If  my friends didn’t 
come back, would it make any difference? The two-way radio rang. The 
company commander wanted to know the situation. 

I shouted into the machine. “The reconnaissance team hasn’t come back 
yet!” 



I didn’t know why I was shouting. There was one more wave of  bombs. 
The smoke filled the cave. I choked coughing and my chest burned. The 
hill was now deserted. There was only Nho and Thao. And the bomb. And 
here I was, sitting in the cave. And our anti-aircraft guns were on the other 
side of  the hill. They now responded and the sound of  these guns rising 
up from the ground did have an impact. There is nothing more lonely and 
terrifying than when bombs explode around you and nothing comes up 
from below. Even the sound of  a single rifle can give you a feeling of  some 
protection, an impression of  solid self-defense. 

Feeling restless, I ran outside for a moment. I couldn’t see anything except 
the smoke from the bombs. I was worried. Suddenly, the strategic hill next 
to ours echoed with the sound of  the 12.7s. Great! It was the battalion of  
military construction workers. They had been sent as reinforcement for 
the men on the anti-aircraft guns, and for us. Suddenly, I wanted to shout 
for joy. Now, that normally deserted hill was overrun with people. The an-
ti-aircraft gunners, the liaison people, and the engineers were all very fond 
of  us. It was only necessary to fire off  a single rifle requesting help and they 
would get the message and immediately appear. 

Half  an hour later, Thao crawled into the cave. Calm, exhausted, and 
bad-tempered, she refused to look at me. 

“We’ll need more than a thousand cubic meters of  dirt!” she said. 

She sat down and drank some water from the canteen. Water fell continu-
ously from her chin to her shirt, like raindrops. I radioed the headquarters 
to tell them. 

The company commander said, “Is that so? Thank you all.”

The commander often used polite phrases like, “thank you,” “excuse me,” 
and “good luck.” He was young and thin, suffered from rheumatism, and 
often wrote popular rhymes for the newspapers posted on the walls. His 
house was somewhere near the end of  Lo Duc street. 

Nho had just bathed in the stream and was walking back up. That section 
of  the stream often had time-delayed bombs detonate on it. In her wet 
clothes, Nho sat down and asked for some candy. I dug into my pocket. 
Luckily, I still had two lemon candies, although they were covered with 



grains of  sand and melting. 
Nho said, “There were only four of  those time bombs. Not so many.” 

She put her arms behind her and leaned all the way back. Her neck was 
round and her shirt had delicate buttons on it. I wanted to lift her in my 
arms. She looked as light and fresh as an ice cream bar. The company 
commander had asked if  we needed any help. I said no. As always, we 
would do everything ourselves. 

“Wonderful! Thank you, all!” The company commander thanked us again. 
“The whole unit is opening a road for the missile regiment to go through 
the forest. They haven’t rested since morning. I also have to go now. Just 
do your best.” 

That night, too, we would have to work outside. As usual. 

I began working on a bomb up on the hill. Nho did two that sat on the 
road. Thao had one by the old bunker. 

It was so quiet it was scary. The remaining trees were twisted and broken. 
The earth was hot. The black smoke floated in clumps through the air, 
blocking our view of  things in the distance. Could the anti-aircraft gun-
ners see us? Perhaps they could. They had binoculars that could shrink 
the whole earth into their sights. I approached the time bomb. Feeling the 
soldiers’ eyes upon me, I was no longer afraid. I would not bend down. 
They wouldn’t like it. They liked the gait of  someone standing straight and 
calmly stepping forward. 

The bomb lay within a dry bush, its head stuck in the ground and its back 
end painted with two concentric yellow circles. 

I used a small shovel to dig the dirt from under the bomb. The earth was 
hard. Pebbles flew out from under both sides of  my hand. Sometimes, 
the edge of  the shovel scraped the side of  the bomb. It made a sound so 
sharp it cut into my skin. I shivered and suddenly realized I was working 
too slowly. Hurry up a little! The casing of  the bomb was hot. That was a 
bad sign. 
It might be the heat from inside the bomb. Or maybe it had retained the 
heat from the sun. 

Thao whistled. That meant that twenty minutes had passed already. I care-



fully packed the sticks of  dynamite into the hole that I had dug. The fuse 
was long, coiled, and resilient. I poured the dirt into the hole, lit the fuse, 
and then ran for shelter. 

Thao whistled again. I pressed myself  against the wall of  earth, looking 
at my watch. There was no wind. I couldn’t hear my heart beat. The only 
calm thing, ignoring all the happenings around it, was the hand on my 
watch. It kept ticking, lively and softly, running past the eternal numbers, 
while over there, the fire burned along the fuse and entered the bomb. 

I was used to it. We exploded bombs up to five times a day. Sometimes it 
was fewer: three times. I did think of  death. But it was a vague death, not 
a concrete one. The chief  thing was whether or not the bomb or the mine 
would explode at all. If  not, then how would you light the fuse the second 
time? I considered that, and something else as well. If  a bomb fragment hit 
my arm, that would be rather troublesome. 

Salty sweat dripped down my lips and sand grated against my teeth. 

The bomb did explode. It had weird sound and it jarred me. I felt a pain 
in my chest. My eyes watered and it was a while before I could open them 
again. The smell of  the explosives made me nauseous. Three explosions 
followed. Dirt rained down and silently disappeared into the bushes. Frag-
ments of  the bombs tore through the air with a whine, invisible over my 
head. 

I brushed off  my shirt. Straining my eyes to see through the smoke, I ran 
after Thao. Normally, wanting to meet Nho and me so that we could go 
back to the cave together, Thao would come by my place. This time, she 
was smiling, her white teeth shining and her scar looking glossy. She held a 
piece of  parachute around her shoulders and ran ahead of  me. The wind 
tried to snatch the parachute, but couldn’t do it. 

Thao tripped and fell and I tried to help her up but she pushed me away. 
Her eyes were open wide and I could see now that they were glazed over, 
as if  there were no more life in them. I didn’t understand. She grabbed my 
hand and pulled me down next to a mound of  earth. It was a small mound, 
rather long, and covered with the grey explosives of  a bomb. 
  
“Nho! Where are you hurt?” Thao sobbed, but she had no tears.



I scraped at the earth, pulled out Nho, and lay her across my lap. Blood 
gushed out of  her arm and was absorbed into the earth. She didn’t look as 
light and fresh as an ice cream bar any longer. Her skin was pale, her eyes 
shut tight, and her clothes were covered with dirt. The bomb had leaped 
up and exploded in the air. Her underground shelter had collapsed, that 
was all. 

I cleaned Nho with water I’d boiled over the coal stove. Using cotton wool 
bandages, I wrapped the wound, which wasn’t deep enough to tear the 
muscle. But because the bomb had exploded so close to her, Nho was in 
shock. I gave her an injection. Her eyes fluttered and she looked comfort-
able, perhaps she wasn’t in pain. Thao was pacing back and forth outside. 
She was restless because she didn’t know what to do, and still she tried to 
do something. She was afraid of  blood. 

“Let me call headquarters, okay?” she asked. 

Thao only approached once Nho was lying clean and tidy on the wooden 
plank bed. 

“She won’t die,” I replied. “The unit is busy opening a road. We don’t need 
to make so many people worry.Why are you in such a panic?” 

“It’s only normal. Those who aren’t wounded often feel more pain than 
those who are.” Thao turned her face to the entrance to the cave and 
drank some more water from the canteen. 

Nho put one arm over her eyes. She knew that she shouldn’t drink any 
water so I mixed some milk for her in the steel mug. 

Thao said, “Put a lot of  sugar in and mix it so it’s strong.” 

After she finished drinking the milk, Nho slept. The reconnaissance planes 
were still scraping away the silence of  the mountains and forests. Thao 
leaned against the wall with her hands clasped behind her neck. She 
wouldn’t look at me. 

“Sing, Phuong Dinh. Sing your favorite song,” she said. 

I liked a lot of  songs. I liked the marching songs the soldiers sometimes 
sang at the front. I liked the gentle folk duets. I liked the “Katyusha” of  



the Soviet Red Army and to hold my knees up to my chest and sing, “Re-
turn to Sorrento.” Because it was a romantic Italian folksong, you had to 
start very low. I liked it a lot. But I didn’t want to sing just then. I was mad 
at Thao, although I understood the feelings whirling inside her. She kept 
glancing at Nho, raising a hand to adjust her collar and then her lapel and 
her hair. She hadn’t cried and she didn’t even like tears. Anyone who shed 
a tear while we needed strength from each other would be seen as guilty 
of  self-debasement. 

Nobody said it, but we could read it in each other’s eyes.

Thao sang, “Here is Thang Long. Here is Dong Do. Here is Hanoi.” Her 
voice was both squeaky and out of  tune, so she couldn’t sing anything 
smoothly, but she had three thick notebooks that she’d filled with the lyrics 
of  songs. Whenever she had a free moment, she would sit down and copy 
out a song. She’d even passionately copied out the words of  songs that I’d 
made up. 

A cloud floated by outside the cave. Then another. They were going by 
faster and faster. In front of  the entrance to the cave, the open sky grew 
dark. A storm was coming in. Sand filled the air. The wind lifted up then 
tossed down the dry branches of  the trees. Leaves flew in all directions. It 
was as sudden as a change in the human heart. In this season, unexpect-
ed rain often came down on the forest. But now it was hailing. At first, I 
didn’t notice, but then I heard a tapping against the overhang of  the cave. 
I stepped outside. Something sharp was pulverizing the air, tearing it into 
tiny fragments. The wind. I felt a pain and at the same time, my cheeks 
became wet. 
“It’s hailing. It’s hailing!” 

I ran inside, and put a few small hailstones into Nho’s open palm. Then, I 
ran back outside, extremely thrilled. 

The year I finished the tenth grade, we had also had hail. During the night, 
the hail had hit the walls with that same tapping sound. 

I had flung open the door, run into the hallway, and pounded on the doors, 
shouting at the top of  my lungs as if  I had gone crazy, 

“Heavens! Get up quick! It’s hailing!” 



Then, I complained to myself, “Only fools would stay in bed at a time like 
this.” 

The doctor was not a fool at all, but he proclaimed gravely, “If  you contin-
ue with this noise, we will be forced to take the necessary measures.” 

And the woman teacher next door sighed unconsolably, “Why won’t you 
let us sleep?” 

Only the driver who lived downstairs stayed up with me throughout that 
miraculous night. After that, he joined the army and became a hero at 
destroying enemy vehicles. He wrote to me and often mentioned those 
hailstones of  long ago as one of  his “memories of  the past.” 

Here, on this bomb-covered hill, we also got hail and my childish joy had 
bloomed again. Here there was no one to reproach me. Thao was busy 
scooping up something from the ground. Maybe it was hailstones. As for 
Nho, she sat up, her lips parting. 

“Hey, give me some more of  those hailstones,” she said.

But it had stopped already, over as quickly as it had begun. Why so fast? I 
suddenly became dazed, filled with an unspeakable regret. Clearly, it wasn’t 
a regret for the hailstones. The storm had come and gone. But I missed 
something. Maybe it was my mother. Or the window. Or the big stars over 
the city. Right. Maybe it was those things. Or maybe it was the trees. Or 
the dome of  the opera house. Or the woman pushing her cart filled with 
ice cream, surrounded by expectant children. The asphalt road at night 
after a summer rain seemed wider, longer, reflecting the lights, looking like 
a river of  black water. The electric lights over the square glowed like the 
stars in the stories about fairylands. The flowers in the park. The soccer-
balls carelessly kicked by children from streetcorners. The hawking of  the 
woman who sold sticky rice in the morning, carrying a bamboo basket on 
her head. 

Maybe it was all those things. They were so far away and then, because of  
a hailstorm, they came in waves to flood my mind. 

People asked if  Hanoi women could bear three days away from home. But 
here we were, living on this hill for three years already. The drivers and 
artillery men called each of  us in our unit by name, without ever making a 



mistake. As for us, we knew who, among those men, was in love, who had 
a first-born daughter, who was courageous, and who was irritable. During 
the night, while we were repairing the road, those men would toss us Ngoc 
Lan toothpaste, perfume-scented writing paper, and lemon candies. Often, 
we didn’t even know who was throwing it because the trucks would go by 
so quickly. But we spread the news among ourselves. 

“Those trucks were from Hanoi!” we’d say. 

Because only Hanoi had those things. 

In Hanoi, we’d never even paid attention to such things. But here we felt 
so happy to hold one thin sheet of  fragrant paper, put it into an envelope, 
and send it to someone further toward the front. 

“Get down!” Thao shouted.

As if  I had just received a punch in the stomach, I doubled over and then 
threw myself  on the ground. Bombs! It sounded like they thudded as they 
fell and then exploded. The surface of  the earth was like a shaking giant. 

It seemed like thousands of  airplanes were turning somersaults over head. 
I dragged myself  back into the cave and Thao dragged herself  in behind 
me. 
“Damn it. They don’t give us a chance to breathe,” she mumbled. Slender, 
well-proportioned, with hair down to her shoulders, her scar invisible in 
the dark, she stood with one hand clinging to the line where we hung our 
washcloths. If  she had had a good voice, she would have been better off  
in the theater. On the stage, she would have looked presentable. But her 
squeaky voice hurt people’s ears. She herself  admitted it. 

“Bring the radio over here,” Nho motioned. 

I carried it over to Nho and then I picked up the yardstick and went back 
outside with Thao. 

We had to run a lot and so the wound in my thigh began to hurt. I could 
still run, provided that the wound didn’t make me limp. Thao was very de-
termined. Of  course, she wouldn’t worry about going up the hill by herself. 
There were so many bomb craters. We measured them and, doing some 
mental addition, shouted to each other the results. Thao recorded them 



in the logbook. There were no time bombs, but we would need a lot of  
dirt. The total came to two thousands cubic meters. Suddenly, as if  some-
thing had shoved her in the back, Thao flew forward, grasped me against 
her chest, and together we fell to the ground. In a flash, an avalanche of  
earth came down on us. Big chunks of  wet dirt mixed with the dry dirt 
from deeper underground. It was hot. Something pulled my head down. 
Thrusting my legs down for momentum, I pushed myself  up, up, and up. 
Grains of  dirt filled my nostrils. Shaking my head, clods of  earth fell off. 
All around me was the steely, ponderous grey of  billowing smoke. 

I couldn’t see Thao anywhere. “Thao,” I tried to scream but I choked. Dirt 
filled my mouth. Damn! I spat out a clump of  earth. Groping around, my 
hand touched Thao’s hair. I turned around and, pushing myself  forward, 
used both hands to claw at the dirt. I found her, but I couldn’t sense her 
breathing. Then, suddenly, she flung an arm around my neck and shakily 
stood up. 

Back in the cave, Nho grimaced like a child. “That bad?” she asked. 

Thao smiled strangely and slowly regained her composure. “A piece of  
bad luck,” she said. “But it was really nothing.”

It couldn’t just be bad luck. Her body carried nine wounds, both big and 
small, already. Nho had five. I had the fewest, only four. I had one scar on 
my stomach that had been severe enough to consign to a military hospital 
for three months. Being buried by an avalanche was normal. 

I looked at my friends. Thao was very pale. She was exhausted. Nho 
brought her a mug of  water and, using her pinkie, flicked the grains of  dirt 
from her hair. 

Suddenly, she philosophized, “That’s life on a strategic hill!” 

Thao burst into laughter, motioning with her head in my direction. “Log 
in the numbers before you forget,” she said. As I dialed the two-way radio, 
Thao hurried over to my side. “Tell them everything, but let them know 
that we’ve stood our ground.” 

It wasn’t the company commander but the liaison officer who answered 
the radio. He was a polite and hospitable guy who didn’t smoke or flirt 
with the girls. 



“Where did the commander go?” 

“He’s out giving orders where they’re opening the road, because the trucks 
are coming through with the missiles soon. But it’s late afternoon already. 
Nobody can sleep. What about you guys?” 

“We’re pretty exhausted. More than two thousand cubic meters of  earth 
already and it’s not even near dark yet. We’re still standing our ground.” 

“If  things get worse, fire off  some shots immediately, you hear? The unit 
is always concerned about you up there. The assault troopers can get up 
there quickly.” 

That afternoon, Thao and I had to run up the strategic hill three more 
times. We detonated eight more bombs. And the amount of  earth rose 
to three thousand two hundred cubic meters. Every time, I tried to find 
excuses to keep Thao at home. But she was smart and it was hard to trick 
her. As she ran, her breathing grew more and more laborious. Small green 
veins stood out on her temples and across the backs of  her hands. I was 
afraid she would collapse. And every time we came back, Nho would step 
out of  the cave again and scowl, repeating, “Thao! Thao!” 

The last time, we nearly crawled back to the cave. Thao helped me lie 
down. I tried to open my eyes. They felt as if  they were glued together. I 
didn’t even know what I wanted now. 

“I’m sleepy.” I heard my voice floating by and then the coolness of  the cave 
flowed in as I quickly fell asleep. 

A squad of  assault troopers came up from where they were building the 
road through the forest. They probably hadn’t even eaten before they ran 
up our hill. I heard their voices as if  they were coming from faraway. They 
asked about something and Thao answered them. They teased Nho. She 
got angry and then started laughing. Someone was singing softly. 

Someone’s hair brushed against my cheek, then the sound of  breathing 
came down from above. It was warm and envelopeenveloped me. I felt as 
if  I were lying in my mother’s arms. 

“She’s a Hanoi girl!” 



I recognized the voice of  the liaison officer and woke up immediately. He 
was a Hanoi guy. His father was an electrical worker and his mother was 
a clothing worker. At home, he had often played hooky and gotten bad 
grades. One time he rolled five bombs over a precipice, forcing them to 
explode down there so that they wouldn’t damage the road. He was po-
lite, hospitable, didn’t smoke, and didn’t flirt with us girls. As for us, we 
wouldn’t leave him alone. 

“If  you go out with your sweetheart, for sure you’ll force her to cut her hair, 
wear a suit and black boots, won’t you?” 

He looked uncomfortable, scratched his head, and blushed deeply. “In ev-
erything, there are always exceptions, dear ladies! Anyway, I’ve never been 
in love.” 

I opened my eyes. The cave had grown dark already. The small light had 
already been lit on top of  the ammunition trunk. A picture of  Uncle Ho 
was glued onto the middle of  a piece of  large white paper. Just beneath 
it, an empty explosives cannister held a bunch of  fresh flowers. We always 
had flowers there, but in the lamplight I couldn’t tell their colors. Maybe 
someone had just brought us these. We were a priority. The liaison officer 
was boiling some water, his back turned to us, solid as a bedboard. But 
when he stood up, I saw that his slender waist was as agile as a ping pong 
player’s, and attractive. 

Murmurs carried in from outside. The happiest moments were coming. 
I told myself  I had to go outside, so I put my feet against the wall and, 
with my hands behind me, gave one hard push. As I jumped up, pain shot 
through my thigh. My head and my joints ached, but I managed to stand 
up anyway. 

The liaison officer helped me. “Are you crazy?” he asked me. “If  you’re 
tired, then you should sleep.”
 
“I’m going out now.” 

“Going out!” He smiled. His lips were thin, his teeth even, and his eye-
brows thick. “You’re not going anywhere. First of  all, you’ve got to sleep.” 

“That’s silly. No way,” I mumbled and went toward the entrance to the 



cave, groping my way like a blind person. I wasn’t the only one who was 
crazy because Nho had already disappeared. Thao was even crazier. I 
could hear her laughing up on the hill. 

I saw Nho among a group of  military construction workers. She told me 
that it was nearly midnight and the trucks were about to leave. While I was 
sleeping, many more bombs had exploded on the hill. But everything was 
alright because of  the assault troops.

The top of  the hill reverberated with the sounds of  bulldozers, hoes, and 
talking and laughing. Occasionally, a mine would explode. Those explo-
sions were even bigger than the sounds of  the bombs. The stars seemed 
to move overhead. They were very far away, but as clear as drops of  blue 
water, and they were scattered all across the sky. How vast was the sky! 
Suddenly, I remembered a poem written by a forward observer who tossed 
it to us when his group went by. He called us “the stars above the strategic 
hill.” They were bright stars but for some reason he thought of  them as 
“far away.” We debated with each other and guessed that maybe he just 
wanted it to sound literary, because it was obvious that if  they were stars 
they would be far away. I wanted so much to meet that artillery soldier. But 
his group was long gone. 

The trucks got on their way at midnight. The engines roared. The road 
became alive with noise. The driver in the cabin of  the fifth truck saw us. 
“Hey, Hanoi girls!” he cried. “You must really miss your mothers!” 

“I think that’s Thang from the Quang Trung group,” Nho said quietly. 

The bandage on her arm glowed white. She was quiet, with a round face 
and straight nose. She leaned against me, looking light and fresh as a white 
ice cream bar. 

“They said that I should do medical training,” she said. “That’s naive. Giv-
ing shots every day. Pills. Also, meat porridge. And, please eat a lot. Yuck! 
That’s just like a spoiled brat lying in bed. It’s naive of  them to think that 
they can force me to go. How annoying!” She hissed, as if  I were preparing 
to drag her onto the medical truck myself. 

She had turned around to discuss the phenomenon of  shooting stars with 
one of  the construction workers when she saw at the edge of  the forest a 
star fall, disappearing midway through its course.



I folded my arms across my chest and walked some distance away, not 
looking at that soldier but at one of  the trucks approaching us. I had struck 
a pose and that was all. How could I help it? There was no way that I 
could, right at this moment, run up and hold the hand of  every soldier 
on this hill, bursting into tears because of  one youthful joy that was rising 
inside of  me. I loved everyone, with a passionate love, a love beyond words, 
that only someone who had stood on that hill in those moments, as I did, 
could understand fully. 

The trucks followed each other without lights, forming a single mass on 
the road. The leaves that were used as camouflage made every truck seem 
double its size. To me, those convoys always looked limitless and countless. 
Long. Numerous. Gigantic. 

“Probably the Hanoi men will come tonight!” Nho said, still quietly. She 
was in the same state of  mind as me: loving everyone. That was the love 
of  the people in smoke and fire, the people of  war. It was a selfless, pas-
sionate, and carefree love, only found in the hearts of  soldiers. I put my 
arm around Nho and squeezed her small, soft shoulder. We said nothing 
to each other. She was here, brave, gentle, from the same city as me and 
standing with me on this night on a hill covered by bomb craters near the 
front. We understood each other and felt completely happy.
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