BONG NGU'Ol TRONG SUONG MU
Nhéat Linh

Ngoai, d&m téi nhv mwe. Trong toa hang nhi, riéng téi ngdi dbi dién véi Trach
mot ngwdi ban ci, tinh c& gap vi di clng trong mét chuyén xe. Mwoi nam trwde, ban
t6i con la mot ngwdi cAm lai xe Itra, cling han vi nhw t6i, bay gi& gap lai nhau trong
toa hang nhi, hai ngwdi cung ngac nhién va cung mwng cho nhau.

Luc noi chuyén, téi thady bén ban cé cai hdp kham rat dep lién cam lay xem, roi
tinh c& mé& hdp ra, ban téi cé y khdng béng long nhwng vi né t6i nén khong naéi gi.
T&i nhin vao hép thay la: Hop bit kin, & trong cé mét con bwédm réat to, hai canh da xo
xac. Toi hdi ban:

- Con bw&m nay vung téi thweng thay ludn, quy gi ma anh gitr can than thé

nay ?

- Vang, buwom thwdng, noi cho dung thi la mét con ngai, nhwng déi voi toi..

Vira néi dén day, xe rAm rap di qua mot cai cau sat. Ban toi lang tai nghe roi
noi:

- Xe di qua cau N.G. Téi bat con bwédm chinh & giira cai cau nay da mwdi nam
nay...

Théy ban c6 vé khac, téi doan c6 chuyén gi, lién hoi:

- Con buwém nay chac ciing c6 sv tich gi day ?

- Vang, nhirng su tich budn...Chuyén da ngoai mwdi ndm trwéc dd anh di Sai
Gon thi t6i con la anh cadm lai tau héa. Chinh d6 4y t6i chay con dwdng nay, tinh cadm
t6i d6 4y anh da ré.

- Cling nhu tinh canh téi...

- Nhung c6 mét viéc t6i khéng néi cho anh hay la do Ay téi co 1y mot ngu@i
v, nhung gidu nha, giau moi nguwdi, giau anh. Ching t6i sdng trong canh nghéo kho
ma that Iay lam sung swdng. Nhuwng vi canh nghéo, vi nha t6i khéng quen chiu dwoc
kham khé nén ngwdi mdi ngay mot yéu dan.

Vé sau, nha t6i bi bénh nang ma toi thi van phai di lam, khong ai tréng nom &
nha. Mot dém nha toi yéu qua ngat ngw®i may 1an, ma chinh dém 4y 1a dém t6i dwoc
6ng Chanh ct di cam lai chuyen xe rleng ch® Quan Toan Quyén. That Ia mét dip rat
hay cho t6i. Nhwng t6i biét khdng thé nao di dwoc, lién thwa véi dng Chanh, néi la vo
ém. Ong Chanh dap ban, dap ghé, gat:

- Téi khéng biét! Mot 1a mwdi gier d&m nay anh phai cé mat & Ga, hai 1a twr gio
nay tré di anh dirng budc chan téi day niva. Théi anh ra.

L&i 6ng Chanh néi qua quyét, tdi phan van khoéng biét nghi sao: Luc vé nha,
ngdi & dau giwdng, nhin dén vo mai biét rang khéng di dwoc, dau mét viéc lam cling
khéng can.

Nha toi thay t6i cd vé lo nghi, hdi duyén c& vi sao, toi lién dem viéc 4y ra ké
cho nha téi nghe. Nha t6i nghe xong, vé& mat twoi han I&n, bdo toi rang:

- Thé cau di ch! Viéc gi phai ngan ngr! Toéi khdng viéc gi dau, da thay d&
nhiéu. Chiéu mai vé nhé mua cai gi lam qua cho t6i day.

Toi thdy nha t6i cwdi vui vé, tdi virng tdm, thay quan 4o ra Ga. Pén Ga dung
mudi gie. Nhwng khi cho xe chay réi t6i mai thay lo, tdi mai biét 1a t6i liéu. Luc do toi
c6 cam giac la Idm: Hinh nhw t6i di thé nay, Iic vé chac khéng nhin thdy mét vo nira.
Téi cb dinh tri d& cam lai nhwng chi dwoc mét luc thoi.

Béng ca chuyén xe Itra nghiéng vé moét bén, réi lac v nhw mudn dé. Nguoi
“ét” cla t6i voi bd cai xéng xuc than, niu lay t6i, néi:

- O hay! H6m nay 6ng lam sao sao thé ? Chd &y dwdng cong nguy hiém thé
ma 6ng khéong ham may. Ong ngli & ?



Téi khéng ngt nhwng ngudi tuy & day ma tri con nghi téi ngudi vo nam doi
chét mét than, mét minh trong gian nha nhé kia. Mt téi hoa lén, md hoi wét ddm ca
nguoi.

Xe di vao khe nui, hét 1&n cao lai xuéng thap nhw cé v& nhoc nhan. Téi tho
dau ra clra nhin thang trwdc méat, nhuwng dém 4y, swong mu day trovi, khéng nhin rd
gi ca, chi mot mau trdng x6a dwdi anh hai cai dén & dau toa. Béng tdi thay...rd rang,
t6i thay in trén swong mu mét cai hinh ngwdi dan ba méc o rong dirng dang tay. Toi
dui mét twdng minh tréng hoang, nhung khéng, hinh ngwdi dan ba van day. Téi goi
nguoi “ét” lai clra toa, bao dng ta nhin roéi hai:

- Bac c6 thay gi khong ?

Vira ndi xong, hinh nguoi vut bién mat. Bac “ét” thd dau ra va bao toi:

- Chi thdy swong mu! Ong lai mé ng roi

- Khong, r6 rang toi thay c6 hinh ngwdi dan ba in trén sa mu nhwng vira bién
mat.

Nguwdi “ét” cwdi ra vé khong tin, 1y xéng xtc than cho vao 16, con t6i van
dirng nguyén chd cii ddm dam nhin thang trwdc mat. Pwoc mét lat, hinh ngudi dan
ba hién ra, lan nay ré rang hon, hai tay van dang thdng nhv muén ngan dwéng,
khdéng cho xe chay |én nira.

Téi goi ngwdi “ét” nhung bac ta 1am bd khéng nghe thdy, cir cdm dau xuc
than cho vao 10. Téi biét téi khong me, t0| biét 1a cai hinh ngudi dy co that. Ma ai nhin
cling phai thay. Téi dén cam tay bac “ét” kéo bac ra xem rdi bdo, qua quyét:

- Nhin xem !

Béac ta ha héc moém giwong to déi mat hét hoang néi:

- La that!...Ma 6ng a!

Xe tién dén dau, cai hinh bong nguoi lui dén day, co luc me, cé lac 1, lo' Irng
gitra lwng chirng troi.

R6i cai hinh nguoi ay vay hai tay mét cach thong tha, nhw c6 y bao ching toi
dirng tién I&n nira, co su nguy hiém.

To6i bao bac ”

- Bac nay, lai cé SL_P gi lai sap xay ra.

- Vang, sao cai hinh lai nhw 13y tay lam hiéu bao ta ding lai.

Cai hinh nguoi trwdc con vay tay thong tha, sau vay that nhanh nhu nguoi té
ra y that vong vi bdo ching téi khéng nghe.

- Hay ta dirng xe lai xem sao, chac la ma!

- Khéng dugc, tw nhién vo cé.

Con t6i luc bay gid tai U nhw nguei mat tri khén, tdi vang vang nhu c6 tiéng
nguodi & that xa dua lai, tiéng mot ngwdi dan ba béo toi:

- Db lai! 6 lai!

Téi 1&ng tai, tay ndm chét Iy cai phanh nhw dinh ham lai rdi lai khéng dam
ham.

M6t 1at sau, ti lai nghe thay tiéng nguwdi dan ba, rd hon 1an trwéc, giuc téi:

- Ham lai! Ham ngay lai!

Luc bay gid t6i khéng biét nira, nham mat ham phanh that manh. Céac toa rung
mot cdi, banh xe kéu rit 1&n trong dém thanh vang, xe chay tlr tr mét quang rdi dé
han. Toi chwa kip budc xubng, da thdy ngudi “xép tanh” cdm dén chay I1&n hoéi:

- Viéc gi thé ?

Téi lubng cudng khéng biét tra 1o lam sao, vi néi that ai tin minh. Téi tra 10
mot cach map mo:

- Chéc c6 s gi la. D& t6i cAm dén di xem trwdc da.



Luc b4y gi&® may 6ng hdu Quan Toan Quyen cling vira den r0| thay la, di theo
chung toi. Vra di dwoc mot quang thi nghe co tiéng nwéc chay &m dm. T6i dinh tam
m&i nhé ra rang do 1a cau N.G

M4y dém &y mua i, nwdc chic chay xiét, nén méi réo to nhw vay. Dén bo
séng, gio dén 1én soi, may ngudi déu kinh hodng: Cai cau N.G bj nwdc ngudn chay
vé xody gay lam déi.

M6t ty nira, néu khéng ham kip thi ca mot chuyén xe riéng chd Quan Toan
Quyén dam nhao xuéng song sau, chac khéng séng sét mét ai: Twéng khong €0 cai
tai nan nao ghé gom hon, thé ma chinh nh& t6i, nén méi khéng cé cai tai nan ay. T6i
drng ngan nguoi khéng hiéu ra sao ca.

Nguwdi “xép tanh” mirng cudng quit hdi toi:

- Sao 6ng biét ma ham ?

- T6i cling khong hiéu.

May nguw®i quan hau cé vé& mirng 16 ra mat, xm xit quanh t6i héi don, toi
khéng biét trd I&i ra sao, mét lat moi nguwdi dirng dan ra. Quan Toan Quyén dén:
Ngai khéng né tdi 1a ngudi lao déng, trong lic mirng qua, ngai gio tay bat tay t6i, cai
bat tay day bui than réi ngai té 1&i khen.

T6i chéc rdi sau thé nao ciing dwoc trong thuwdng, nhung trong thwéng lic d6
dbi véi téi cling nhw khéng, t6i chi nghi dén nha téi & nha, khéng biét ra sao. Tai di
tr& lai va thoang thay con gi bam & cai dén dé & dau toa, nhin ky thi ra mét con
bwém that to, vwdng vao dén dwong dap canh dé tim dwong thoat. Chinh la con
bw&m trong cai hop nay day.

Tréong thay con budm, tdi thét nghi ra ngay. Chinh phai réi, chinh cai hinh
nguwoi dan ba lic nay la cai bong con buwédm nay in 1én trén swong mu, dau con
bwdm la dau hinh ngudi ma hai canh con bwém dap 1a hai canh tay nguoi vay.

Téi bat con bwém réi dinh tha né bay di, sau nghi con buém da giip minh
duwoc viéc, nén gitr lai lam ky niém. T6i nhin vao ddng hd trong toa, thay kim chi ding
hai gio dém...

H6m sau toi vira vé dén cdng nha thi thang nhi chay ra bao tin nha toi mét,
méat vao khoang mét gi dém qua.

Téi khéng tin nhadm, téi chac do 1a mét sy tinh c&, mét sw ngau nhién, nhung
t6i van yén tri 1a linh hén nha t6i da nhap vao con bwém nay dé phu hd cho téi tranh
duwoc tai nan dém hém ay. Nhwng tranh dwoc tai nan ma lam gi, t6i thoat dwoc than
t6i ma lam gi, giau sang phu quy bay gi& dbi véi t6i cling nhw khéng, t6i cling chi
nhw con bwdm nay, xac ddy ma hdn tan dau dau.

Ban t&i ké xong chuyén, day cai hop kham lai réi than thd noi:

- Bay gi® chi con lai cai xac bwém khéng hoén.

A SILHOUETTE IN THE FOG
By Nhat Linh
Translated from the Vietnamese by Truc Huy

Adapted from a friend's account.

It was pitch-black outside. In the compartment of second class, | was alone
face to face with Trach, an old friend, that a sheer chance had made me meet him in
the same train. Ten years ago, he was still conducting the train and lived in a
precarious financial situation like me. We were both amazed and happy to meet each
other again in this coach.

While speaking to him, | noticed, lain by his side, a very beautiful box inlaid
with mother-of-pearl. | took it up to admire it more closely, and | opened it fortuitously.
My friend appeared to be dissatisfied but, out of consideration for me, he did not say
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anything. Then | found out something quite unusual: locked up well in the box was an
enormous butterfly with its wings already damaged. | told him:

- Butterflies, like this one, are commonly seen in my region; they aren't of rare
species. Why do you want to preserve it with so much care and affection?

- It's true. It is a very common butterfly. As a matter of fact, it's just a bombyx,
but for me...

The roar of the train passing on a metallic bridge interrupted his sentence. He
listened attentively to that sound, then declared:

- We are just crossing bridge N.G.. It's precisely on this bridge, in its middle,
that | caught this butterfly, ten years ago...

His face seemed to change expression. | presumed that there was something
the matter with him, so | hastened to ask:

- This butterfly is undoubtedly related to some kind of story, isn't it ?

- Yes, a sad story...It happened to me more than ten years ago, about the time
when you made a move to Saigon; and myself, | was still conducting a train and
worked on this line. No need for me to tell you in what situation | was then, you know
that well.

- In the same situation as mine...

- However, | did not tell you one thing: By that time, | was just married, but |
kept it secretly from my family, from everyone, from you. My wife and |, we lived in
poverty, yet we were really very happy. My wife, however, was too fragile to support
all these privations, and her health's condition declined day after day. Then, with
time, she became seriously sick. Unfortunately, | had to continue to go to work,
although there was nobody to look after her at home.

One evening, my wife lost consciousness several times, and that precise
evening, my superior ordered me to lead the official convoy of the Governor General.
It was a true chance for me, but | could not accept. | immediately went and saw my
superior to explain to him that my wife was very sick. He flew into a white rage and
shouted to me:

- | don't want to know! Either you will show up at the station at ten o'clock
tonight, or you can quit your job right now and it's not necessary for you to come back
again. Get out of here now!

His words proved to be inflexible, and me, | could not know which decision to
take. However, when returning home and sitting beside my wife lying in bed, |
realized, in seeing her, that | could not leave her alone at home like that, that |
needed to remain by her bedside, whatever would happen, even should | lose my
job.

My wife, seeing me so anxious, questioned me. | told her the whole story.
After | finished my account, her face became very radiant, she said:

- You will go there! There is nothing to worry about. I'm all right. Moreover, |
feel myself much better now. When you return home tomorrow evening, don't forget
to bring me a small gift.

| saw her laughing and speaking merrily, that reassured me. | got dressed and
left for the station. When | arrived there, it was exactly ten o'clock. However, right
after the departure of the train, | started to feel myself very anxious: | realized that |
had behaved inconsiderately! | got a very strange feeling, something like a
presentiment: it seemed to me as though, when | left my wife alone at home like that,
| was not going to see her again, alive, at my return.



| tried to concentrate myself in operating the machine, but that hardly lasted
very long. Suddenly, the train seemed to oscillate and lean on one side, as if it were
going to overturn. My heating aid released his shovel and grasped me:

- Hey! What have you tonight ? This turning is dreadfully dangerous, and you
did not slow down. Did you fall asleep ?

| did not fall asleep but if | was there well upright, my spirit, on the other hand,
was somehow with my dying wife, at home, lonely in our small house. | had dazzles
in my eyes and | was covered with sweat.

We entered a mountain ravine. It was a rough pass for the train, because of
upward and downward slopes. | leaned my head outside through the door to look in
front of me, but that night, there was a thick fog. One could not distinguish anything
except a white gleam formed in the beam of the two headlights.

Suddenly, | saw...very distinctly, | saw, in the fog, the silhouette of a woman
wearing a very loose white dress, standing over there, at some distance ahead of the
train, her arms fully stretched out. | rubbed my eyes, believing in a hallucination, but
the silhouette was always there. | called my aid and sent him to look by the door,
then asked him:

- Don't you see something ?

Hardly had | finished these words that the silhouette disappeared. My aid
leaned his head outward then replied:

-  only see the fog! You must have a dream.

- No way, | saw very well a silhouette of a woman in the fog, but she has just
disappeared.

My aid laughed, incredulous. He took his shovel and added coal into the
boiler, and me, on the other hand, | could not move from there, my eyes still looking
the route in front of me. A few moments later, the woman's silhouette reappeared
again, this time much clearer, and stretched her arms wide open, as if she wanted to
bar the train from moving on.

Again | called my aid, but this time he pretended not hearing me, feigning
absorbed in throwing coal into the boiler. | knew that | did not dream, | knew that the
silhouette was real, and that everyone would see it. | caught my aid's hand, took him
to the door and said with determination:

- Now, look again!

His mouth and eyes wide opened with great fear, he uttered:

- It's very...very strange...It is a ghost!

As the train advanced, the woman's silhouette moved back, floating between
sky and ground, and being specified and growing blurred in turn. Then, the silhouette
waved both arms in full gesture, as though she wanted to convey to us to stop, that
there was imminent danger.

| said to my aid:

- | think it will occur something abnormal.

- Yes, the silhouette seems to gesture to us to stop.

The woman's silhouette persisted in making great gestures of arms, which
became increasingly faster and faster, as if she were desperate not to be able to
make herself understood.

- | think we'd better stop the train and find out what it is. It's certainly a ghost!

- You should not do that. There is no reason...

Then | heard a sort of buzzing and steady noise that continually amplified in
my ears. | felt myself as if | were going to lose conscience at any moment: A voice
reached me from very far, a woman's voice that said to me:
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- Stop! Stop!

As | listened attentively to that voice, my hand held firmly the brake, ready to
apply it, however not daring to do so. Again, | heard the woman's voice, more distinct
and more urging than ever:

- Slow down! Apply the brake immediately!

Not realizing what | did, with my eyes shut, | jammed on the brakes brutally.
The sudden movement shook all the coaches, the iron wheels howled in the silence
of the night. The train still ran a little distance more, then immobilized. As | hardly
climbed down the steps, the train guard came running, holding a lantern in his hand,
and asked:

- What happened ?

| was confused, not knowing what to answer. Who would believe me even
though | would tell the truth ? | mumbled:

- There is something very strange. Let me go and find out with the lantern.

Coming to the news, the officers of the Governor's delegation joined us and,
before this unexpected event, accompanied us. At some distance from there, we
heard the roar of a waterfall. By gathering my spirits, | realized that we were at bridge
N. G..

On the previous days, it had been raining abundantly; and it was probably the
torrential flow that caused such a tremendous sound. Arrived at the edge of the river,
what we saw with the gleam of the lantern struck us with stupor: The torrent had
divided the bridge in two.

A little more, if | had not slowed down in time, the convoy transporting the
Governor would have been precipitated in the ravine, and none of us would have
survived. One could not imagine such a more appalling catastrophe, and it was | who
had avoided it by a hairbreadth. | was standing there, stupefied, unable to
understand what had happened.

The train guard, glowing with great relief, asked me:

- How did you know that it was necessary to slow down and apply the brake in
time like that ?

- | really don't know.

With joy painted on every face, the officials made circle around me, assailing
me with questions to which | could not answer. Then they drew aside to give way to
the Governor General himself. Although | was only a simple railway worker, the
Governor did not hesitate, in his joy, to shake my hand soiled with coal and to
express to me his congratulations.

It was undoubtedly that | was going to receive a deserving award or honor but,
at that precise moment, it was to me of little significance, since | was totally absorbed
in thinking to my wife, ill and lonely at home.

When | got back to the train, | suddenly caught sight of something stuck on
one of the headlights. As | looked at it more closely, | saw that it was a very large
butterfly, taken in the headlight and still being struggled to free itself from there. It
was precisely the same butterfly you see here in this box.

| understood the whole thing immediately by looking at it. The truth was this:
the woman's silhouette of a few moments ago was in reality the shadow of that
butterfly projected on the fog. The head of the animal was the head of the woman's
silhouette, and its beating wings her waving arms.

| caught the insect and was about to release it, but thinking that it had saved
my life, | decided to keep it as a souvenir. At that very moment, the clock in the train
indicated two o'clock in the morning...
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The following day, as soon as | arrived at the steps of my house gate, a kid got
out precipitately to announce to me that my wife had died; she died in the night,
around one o'clock in the morning.

I'm not superstitious and want to convince myself that it was merely something
fortuitous, that it was just a coincidence. However, | could not prevent myself from
thinking that my wife's soul had been reincarnated in this butterfly to preserve me
from that accident, that night.

What is the meaning of my life now ? | have survived and have saved my
body, but for what? Wealth and glory are vain things for me now. | am now very much
alike this butterfly, even though my body is here, but my heart is elsewhere...

When he finished his account, my friend closed the mother-of-pearl inlaid box
and said absent-mindedly:

- Now, there is left here only the remains of that butterfly, without its soul!
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