IN DEFENSE OF
A HEROINE

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

One of the most cherished memories from my childhood could have also
been one of the most tragic.

My mother often calls the literary world, giang hd, which means a
dangerous cutthroat place where survival of the fittest is everything. I used to
think she was exaggerating. We’re just writing poetry and creating imaginary
worlds. How bad can it be? But as I grew up, I realized how powerful words
are. If put in the right order and read at the precise right moment, they could
either ruin or save a life.

Up until I was eight, my parents were the power couple in the Vietnamese
literary community in California. During this time, the Vietnamese intellectuals
in America still dreamt of reclaiming their country from the Viet Cong. So
when my parents opened up their home for political discussion, everyone came.
However, gradually, the discussions gave way to topics of art, philosophy,
society; politics took a backseat. (A kind of "Salon littéraire" in French in 19th
Century). It was during these evenings that my parents’ literary prowess
became apparent. The honesty of my mother’s prose and the simple wit of my
father’s poetry made a formidable team.

As a result, the other members of the community feared, respected, and
above all, envied my parents. So when news broke out of my father’s infidelity,
they rejoiced. They had a celebration reveling in my parents’ broken marriage. |
kid you not. These are the great, educated minds of the Vietnamese literary
community at the time.

My father claimed that he needed to go “rediscover himself” because
family life was stifling him. He was fifty years old then, not some thirty-year-
old buck who still had his whole life ahead of him. His real reason was that he
had another woman in Virginia.

When he officially left us, my mother spiraled into depression, not because
of him, but because she mourned the passing of the illusion of perfection. One
day, my grandmother picked me up from school. In my eight year old mind, I
knew something was wrong because she had never done this before. I don’t
even think she knew where my school was before that day. My mother was the
one who usually waited for me at the gates of school and walked me home. But
I didn’t ask any questions as my grandmother clutched onto my small hand
with her unnaturally strong, gnarly fingers and walked me home in silence. My
father met us at the front door, his face apathetic. All he said to me was,
“Mother is sick.” That's it!

I slept in my grandmother’s arms that night. The next morning, my mother
came home from some mysterious place where children were not allowed to
visit. I remember sitting on the floor of the bathroom and watching her peel off
pieces of tape from her forearm, her wrists, the crook of her elbows. She stuck



the pieces together and left them on the edge of the sink next to our hand soap. 1
wanted to touch them to figure out what they were, but something about the
way she placed them there told me they symbolized some unknown menace. |
knew not to ask questions; I knew silence was important. So I crouched in the
corner of whatever room she was in, trying to make myself as unostentatious as
possible.

I don’t know when I realized that my mother had tried to kill herself with
sleeping pills. My version of that day’s story is pieced together from stolen
moments throughout the years spent crouching behind closed doors trying to
listen in on the Grown-Up Talks. Here is my understanding of the story that
happened that day, recently confirmed by my mother herself:

I was at school. My grandmother was in the kitchen. And my mother was
up in her room by herself. She was on the phone with a friend who lives in
San Francisco. She was popping sleeping pills as they talked, so when her
speech got slurred, San Francisco Friend grew concerned. When she didn’t
reply to his questions, he hung up and called a friend who lived closer to us.
(San Francisco is about a 45 minute drive from here.) He told the friend to
drive over and check on my mother. The friend said no. San Francisco
Friend kept going down the list of friends who frequented our home for all
those intellectual discussions, but not one person came. Finally, San
Francisco Friend called my grandmother on the other phone line in our
house and told her to go out and get a neighbor to call 911. She did. The
paramedics broke down the door and rushed my mother to the ER. They
pumped her stomach and released her at midnight.

She spent the next day writing at her desk. I was in the corner playing with
my toys and my imaginary friends. We both jumped when someone
knocked on the front door. A crew of paramedics rushed into our living
room. I remember thinking they were giants because they were so tall that
my neck hurt from looking up at them. Our bookshelves and furniture
seemed tiny next to them. They told us someone had called 911 saying
there was a possible suicide at our address.

(Side note: We were told later that one of those so-called friends San
Francisco Friend had phoned the previous day felt his conscience
eating at him so he decided to call for help. A day later. One day later.
If the San Francisco Friend hadn’t been quick on his feet, they
would 've just found my mother’s dead body. I would’ve been waiting at
school for hours because no one knew to come pick me up. This is why
there’s always been this nagging feeling at the back of my brain that
when something goes down, humans are petty and selfish.)

My mother told the paramedics that she had gone to the hospital yesterday
and was released. One of the younger paramedics knelt down before her.
He tilted his head to read the titles on the tower of books on her desk and
asked her who read them. She said she did. He looked at her and said
something I’ll never forget. He said, “Howcould someone who reads
Dostoevsky ever think to kill herself?”” (Dostoevsky’s life was hell, but he



still managed to write masterpieces that were full of immense hope in
humanity.)

That was it. My mother never thought about suicide again. She wrote novel
after novel, sometimes not even bothering to publish them. From that day on,
Dostoevsky became my personal guardian. My mother calls him Dos. and to
me, he became Uncle Dos.. That was one of the three times in my life that
literature saved something or someone very important to me. That is why I

dedicate my life to literature.
*

* *

The reason why I’ve been thinking about this story is because my father
came back to California recently. The first time in seventeen years. San
Francisco Friend, for some inconceivable reason, wants me to "forgive" my
father. This is coming from the man who saw firsthand what my mother went
through, what I went through. The only reason why I tolerate San Francisco
Friend is because he’s why I still have my mother. Aside from that one
redeeming quality, he is a busy- body who often pokes his nose in my life and
tells me what to do. He’s also one of my father’s most loyal allies. Why, I never
bothered to ask.

My father came back expecting me to be welcoming simply because we
shared some of the same blood. But he’s forgotten that the only and most
important lesson he taught me was how little that means. I did have him over
for dinner a few days ago, but with a few of my mother and my friends serving
as a buffer. [ was polite to him. I stood still when he hugged me, but I didn’t
hug back. I answered all his questions about my life, but didn’t ask him any
about his. And I watched him talk with that familiar entitled arrogance from all
those years ago. That dinner and the word “father” that I still allow him are my
final repayment for him having granted me life. Beyond that, I don’t owe him
anything.

(Another side note: At the hospital, while my mother was having her
psych evaluation, my father told my aunt that “this is such a waste of
time.” I don’t care what he meant by that. In that context, sitting in the
hospital because your wife, current or ex, tried to kill herself, there’s
no excuse.)

SF Friend told me I should pity my father because glaucoma had rendered
him half-blind. I pity him as I would another human being. And if it was in my
ability to help him, I would. But now, my mother is my main priority. I saw
how she suffered all those years with no one by her side. The most important
isn’t the person who comes back, but the person who never left.

There is a saying in Vietnamese, "gdy ong dap lung 6ng", which means you
take someone’s staff and use it on that person, turning his own strength against
him. My father still thinks of me as that little girl who clung onto his legs as he
ruthlessly walked out the door towards his new life. But I’'m not that little girl
anymore. I am my parents’ daughter. [ have my mother’s compassion and his
calculated cruelty. I know who’s worth the effort and who’s not.



When [ was eleven, my mother’s readers arranged a meet-and-greet for my
parents and their fans in Houston. It would’ve been the first time they met in
public since the divorce. One of the stipulations my mother had given him was
that the Virginia woman not be there; he agreed. However, on the day of the
event, the Virginia woman called every single person part of the organization
team for the event demanding to know where it was taking place. There was
fear that she was going to crash the party and cause a scene, so it was canceled
at the very last minute. I went with my mother and the main organizer to the
cafe where the event was going to be held to tell guests we hadn’t been able to
reach about the cancellation. I remember a lady with a round pudgy face sitting
near the entrance wearing big sunglasses staring at us. She smoked cigarette
after cigarette, never approaching us, just simply watching my mother and me. I
would later come to figure out that that was the Virginia woman.

Later that night, my mother, in front of everyone, made my father apologize
to me by calling the woman and telling her to leave us alone. He refused. A few
of my mother’s “friends” accused her of abusing me for making me witness
that. (I don’t think they even know what the word “abuse” means.) They sat
there, one after another, criticizing her and defending everything my father did.
My father stayed silent, relishing in collected calmness as my mother grew
more and more frustrated. So to them, he was the rational one while she was the
fool. Her worst memory of that day wasn’t their insults, but my silence. She
thought I should’ve spoken up and told them just how wrong they were. Bear in
mind, [ was eleven at the time and also paralyzingly shy.

So this recount of what happened is meant to be my defense of her, my
explanation of what kind of a mother she is. Fourteen years too late, yes, but
better late than never. This is our version of the story, not the version my
father’s been going around telling people for years while my mother took the
higher road and remained silent. There are a lot of other things I could tell you
about him to show just how undeserving he is of the small consideration I’ve
allowed him, but this is not his story; he doesn’t deserve to live in my writing.
(Oh yes, I have his arrogance as well.) This is my mother’s story.

Granted, you are the ones reading this. My father and his friends—the
people who this is most addressed to—will probably never see this. But I don’t
care. | want my mother’s sacrifice and strength recorded somewhere. I am not
some girl with “daddy issues”; my mother always made me feel completely
loved and whole. My mother is the person who made me everything I am
today.

December 31st isn’t just the last day of the year, it is also her birthday. To
me, when the world raises its glass to cele- brate on that day, they’re not just
welcoming the new year, they’re also drinking to the amazing warrior that is
my mother.

(San Jose, Monday, December 31, 2012).
(]



LOI NOI GIUM CHO
MOT NHA VAN

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

Mot trong nhitng ky niém yéu ddau nhdt thoi tho du cia téi ciing la mot
trong nhitng ky niém dau thwong nhat.

Me 100 thuong goi gidi van chwong la "chon giang ho gio tanh mura
mau". Va toi van nghi rang me toi da qua loi, boi vi trong gidi ay, nguoi ta
thu’ong chi lam tho va sang tdc nhirng twong tirong dep dé thoi, lam sao c6 thé
la "gi6 tanh mwea mau" cho dwge? Dan da lom khén, toi phai nhdn rang 161 me
16i la dhing. Néu chit nghia dwoe dat diing ché va tim thdy ding lic thi ¢é thé
hodc la lam tan pha hodc ciru vot dwoc mot cudc doi.

Cho dén nam téi lén 8, cha me t6i la mot cap rdt hai hoa trong gidi van
chuong VN o San Jose, California. Thoi gian dy, gidi tri thirc VN & My van con
mo dén diéu phuc hoi qué hwong dd mat vao tay Viét Cong. Vi vdy khi cira nha
cha me t6i mé ra thi ai trong gidi nay ciing thich tim dén. (Mot loai nhw "cdc
phong khdch vin nghé” ¢ Phdp thé ky 19). Dan da, nhitng dé tai dwa ra trong
cdc lan hop mat chi la van chuwong, nghé thudt, triét Iy, xa hoi; chinh tri khi cfy
bi ddy Iii vé phia sau. D6 la thoi gian cia nhitng dém ma sikc manh trong chir
nghia cha me t6i dwoc hién 16 cao nhdt. Sw trung thuc trong cdc ban van me
16i va tinh tri tué trong sang trong cdc dng thi ca cha téi da bién ho thanh mot
cdp dang so.

Két qua la nhitng nguwoi trong gidi nay vica né phuc, nhung ciing vira ganh
ty voi cha me toi. Vi vay, khi cdi tin ngogi tinh cua cha toi loan di thi ho rat
hoan hi; tham chi con cung nhau an mirng truoc sy tan vo hon nhan cua hai
ong ba. Toi khéng néi doi ban dau. P6 déu la nhitng con ngudi ¢é dau éc ciia
gidi van chirong tri thire thoi dy trong céng dong VN hai ngoai!

Cha t6i vién c6 rang dng can phai "di tim lai chinh ong" boi vi cuoc song
gia dinh lam ong ngop tho. Khi ay ong da 50 tuéi roi chir khéng chi la mot
chang trai 30 tuéi dang con ca dong thoi gian triede mat. Thit sw 1y do chinh
cho éng lam diéu d6 chi la mot nguoi dan ba dang ¢ Virginia!

Khi cha toi chinh thuee tie bo gia dinh, me t6i roi vao trang thai tuyét vong.
Piéu nay dua dén khong phai vi su boi bac cua cha t6i ma chinh vi me toi nhan
thirc ra do tuong cua sw hoan hao da bi vé nat. Mot hom, ba ngoai dén truong
dén téi vé. Trong cdi dau 8 tuéi khi dy, téi cam nhdn dd c6 mot cdi gi bat
thwong boi vi tir truée ba ngoai khéng hé lam nhw thé; ngay ca chiea ting biét
truong hoc cua t6i ¢ dau nita! Chi me t6i moi la nguoi luén ding cho (6i trudc
cong truong moi khi tan hoc. Buéi dy t6i ciing chdang héi ba téi cau ndo khi
luén nam ngon nho bé vao trong ban tay gia nua cia ba va buoc di trong im
lang. Va t6i gap cha t6i ¢ cira trudc can nha, khuon mat trong rdt lanh nhat.
Ong chi néi véi téi: "Me dang bénh!" Thé théi!

Dém do toi ngu voi ba ngoai. Sang hom sau, me toi tro vé nha tir mot noi
chén bi mdt nao ma tré con khong dwgc phép cé mat. Toi nho rang da ngoz trén
san phong tam nhin me g& nhitng miéng nhé dan trén co tay, khuyu tay, roi xép
ching lai véi nhau, dat bén canh hop xa phong trén mép bon rira mat. Téi
muon diea tay so, nhing c6 cdi gi ghé ghé trong thai dg ciia me lam t6i bo y



dinh. Toi bzet la khong nén hoi; biét ngay khi dy sw im ldng méi la can thiét. Vi
Vdy t6i 6 thu minh nép sdt vao géc ¢ bat cir cin phong nao me toi budc vao.

Khéng ré tir bao gio ma t6i kham phd ra diéu me téi da muon tw giét minh
bang nhitng vién thuéc ngii. Loi gidi thich vé cdu chuyén ngay dé chi la nhiing
manh roi rdp néi tir cdc lan nghe lén sau cdnh cira nhitng mau doi thoai cia
Nguoi Lon. Pdy maoi thuc sw la nhitng gi dd xay ra, dwoc xac nhdn boi chinh
me t0i:

T6i dang & trirong; ba ngoai dang ¢ trong bép; con me toi thi tron biét

trong phong. Vira dién dam voi mot nguoi ban ¢ San Francisco, me toi vira
béc nhitng vién thuéc ngii bé vao miéng. Khi loi néi ba tré thanh liu nhiu
thi ngueoi ban kia nhdn biét ra c¢é gi khong on. Liic khéng thdy me t6i tra loi
cdc cdu hoi nita, 6ng gac mdy va goi dén mét ngueoi trong giGi vin nghé &
San Jose, gan nha cha me téi, dé xin éng nay chay téi xem tinh trang me t6i
ra sao. (San Francisco cdch xa noi chung toi ¢ khodang 45 phut ldi xe).
Nguoti ban San Jose tir choi 1oi kéu goi cia ong ban San Francisco. Ong
nay lai tiép tuc goi cdc nguoi khdc da timg nhiéu lan ¢6 mdt trong cdc budi
hop van nghé dao trudc tai nha cha me toi, nhung ai ciing déu tir choi.
Hodng qud, éng goi cho ba ngoai téi bang sé dién thoai thir nhi trong nha
chiing t6i, bao Ba chay qua hang xém kéu 911. Ba ngoai t6i lam theo. Thé
la nhém cieu thwong dén pha ciea phong me t6i, dem di cdp civu. Ho lam me
16i hoi tinh va cho roi nha thwong vao lic nira khuya.
Sing ké tiép, khi me t6i dang ngoéi noi ban viét, con téi an minh trong géc
phong véi nhitng mon do choi va cdc nguoi ban twéng tiwong, thi bong nghe
c6 tiéng goé cua. Mot nhom nhan vién ciu thuwong budc nhanh vao. Toi con
nho la ho glong nhuw nhiing nguoi khong 16 trong b dang rdt cao Ién, dén
néi téi thdy moi ca co khi cir ngude nhin lén ho. Cdi k¢ sach va nhitng ban
ghé trong phong viét bién thanh nhé bé trude ho. Ho héi chiing téi xem ai
la nguoi vira goi cho hay la co ké dang ty tir trong nha.

(Ghi chi: Vé sau chiing toi dugc nghe ké lai raing mot trong nhiing
nguoi goi 1a "ban" ma 6ng ban San Francisco da dién thoai ngay hom
trude cam thdy can rit lwong tim chit dinh nén da goi 911. Mot ngay
mudn tré. Phai dén mot ngdy mudn tré. Gia thir nhu ong ban San
Francisco khong nhanh tri thi c6 1€ hom sau, nhitng "nguoi ban" kia sé
biét ra me toi chi con 1a mot cai xac vo hon! Va toi khi dy sé cir ding
hang gio dai ngoai cong truong chd ngudi dén don. Mot ¥ tudng ludn
luén lam t6i kho chiu 1a khi xay ra mot viéc gi phai tranh co gitia long
Vi Tha va sy {ch Ky thi con ngudi thuong hay chon sy nhé mon ich ky
cho chinh ho.)

Me 6i dép 10i cdc nhdn vién cdp ciru rang ngay hém qua ba dwoc dwa vao
bénh vién va da dwoc vé nha sang hom nay. Co mdt nhdn vién tré tuoi
nhoém quy trudc mdt me toi. Anh nghiéng dau doc nhitng cdi twa trén cadi ké
day sach trén ban viét, réi hoéi, ai la nguoi da doc nhitng quyén dy. Me t6i
ddp, chinh ba. Ngwoi nhdn vién tré kia nhin thang me t6i va néi lén cdu néi
ma chdng bao gio' t6i ¢é thé quén dugc: "Tai sao mot nguoi firng doc
Dostoievski lai ¢6 thé nghi dén diéu i t?" (Cudc doi Dostoievski tran day



thong khé nhung 6ng van viét ra nhitng dng van vi dai ddy hy vong tot dep
cho Con Nguoi).

Vay dé. Me téi khéng bao gio nghi dén diéu tw tir lan nita. Ba tiép tuc viét
tir tdc pham nay sang tac phédm khac, c6 khi khéng ca mang dén diéu xudt ban
chung. Tir ngay ay tro di, Dostoievski tro thanh la "nguoi phu hg" cho toi. Me
16i goi éng bang Dos. va véi toi, ong la Bac Dos. Do la mot trong ba lan, Van
Churong da civu diege cho mét diéu hay mét con ngueoi rdt quan trong trong doi
16i. D6 ciing la tai sao ma t6i tw nguyén ddang hién hét cuéc doi minh cho
Vian Chuong.

*
k k

Nguyén nhén khién téi nghi dén diéu viét ra cho ban doc cau chuyén nay
chinh la vi sw tro vé San Jose, California cua cha téi vica moi day, lan thir nhat
trong 17 nam qua. Nguoi ban San Francisco, vi vai ly do khong thé hiéu da cir
muon téi "tha thit" cho cha téi. Pdy la diéu dén tir mot nguwoi da triee tiép nhin
thdy nhitng gi me t6i tirng phai déi dién, nhitng gi t6i tirng ném trdi. Ly do déc
nhat khién t6i chiu dung duwoc ong ban San Francisco la béi vi nho ong ma t6i
van con c¢é me t6i. Ngoai diém tot duy nhdt dé, éng lai la mét nguwoi da sw wa
chiii miti vao doi riéng téi dé "day bao" téi phai lam thé ndy thé khdc... Ong
ciing la mot trong nhitng "dong minh" trung thanh ciia cha téi. Tai sao, la diéu
16i khéng bao gio: can bdn tam héi cho ra lé.

Cha t6i tré vé, ngé rang sé dwoc téi don chao hoan hi, don gian chi vi téi
c6 mang trong nguwoi giong mdau ciia éng. Nhung éng quén rang bai hoc duy
nhdt va quan trong nhat éng da day t6i chinh la giong huyét théng chang c6 y
nghia gi hét. Vai ngay trudc me t6i dd moi ong dén du tiéc tai nha t6i ciing véi
déi ba nguwoi ban khdc cia ching téi. Téi rat nhd nhdn véi cha téi. Nhung khi
ong om toi, t6i di khéng om tra lai. Téi trd 1oi tdt cd moi cdu héi ciia ong vé
doi séng t6i ma chang hoi cau nao vé doi riéng éng. Nhin cdi cach tro chuyén
van voi thdi do kiéu ngao nghi minh day quyén lyc cua ong, toi thdy éng van y
hét nhu nhing nam hic t6i con nho. Trong bita an téi dé, tir ngit "cha" ma toi
van con goi éng la sw déap trd cudi ciing sw viéc ong dd ban cho t6i si song.
Ngodi ra, téi khéng no éng diéu gi ca.

(Mot ghi chu khac: Nam xua tai bénh vién, trong khi me t6i dang duoc
thidm van boi vi bac sT tim than, thi bén ngoai phong doi, cha t6i da noi
cling mot ngudi di ctia t6i: "That 1a mat thi gio!" Toi khong can biét khi
n6i cau do, ong di mang y nghia nao, nhung trong trudng hop ngdi chd
ngudi vo, du cli du moi, vira moi tu tir xong, thi cau do6 that 1a tan nhan,
khong thé tha thir.)

Nguoi ban San Francisco bdo t6i phai nén co long thwong xot cha toi boi
vi mét bén mat cha t6i khéng con nhin thcfy gl nita. Vang, toi thuwong xot ong
nhuw voi mgt con nguoi binh thwong. Va néu co kha nang giup do ong, toi sé
khéng tir choi. Nhwng bdy gio, mg 16i moi chinh la ngu’oz wu tién dé t6i can
phdi nght dén. Téi da tirng biét ndi dau khé dwong ndo ciia me téi trong ngan



dy nam thang voi khong mot ai canh bén giip do. Quan trong khong phai la
nguoi dang tro vé ma chinh la nguoi chwa bao gio bo dz

Trong tiéng Viét ¢é cdu "Gdy ong dap lung éng". Cha t6i van nghi vé toi
nhw mot dira nho niu chan ong khi ong lanh lung roi khoi can nha mot cach tan
nhan dé tim dén cudc doi méi. Nhung t6i khéng con la dira nhé dy. Téi la con
gdi cuia cha me t6i. Trong huyét thong t6i vira c6 long nhan di ciia me t6i lan cd
cd chat dc dgc tinh todn ciia cha téi. Téi biét ai la nguoi ximg dang va ai khéng
phdi la nguoi xung dang.

Khi t6i 11 tuéi, mét sé doc gid cua me toi 16 chirc mét cuéc ra mdt sach cho
ca me lan cha téi tai Houston, Texas. D6 la lan thir nhat tir ngay ly di, hai
nguoi méi lai ciing hién dién chung trong mét budi 1é & noi cong cong. Mot
trong nhitng diéu kién la me t6i yéu cau cha téi dieng dem theo nguwoi dan
ba tinh nhan ¢ Virginia va dwoc éng dong y. Tuy nhién, ngay trong ngay ra
mt, nguoi dan ba kia da tim dén Houston, goi dién thoai cho vai thanh
vién trong ban t6 chirc dé biét dia diém. Nhitng nguoi ndy e ngai ba ta sé
dén phd nén vao gio cudi di bai b budi 1é. Téi theo me téi va vai nguoi
trong ban tim dén qudn café dwoc die triv lam noi t6 chire véi y dinh théng
bdo cho nhitng nguoi khdach tham dir ndo chwa dwoc biét budi lé~ da bi bai
bo. Téi nhé la da nhin thdy mét phu nit cé khudn mdt tron ngoi ¢ cdi ban
ngay cira ra vao, deo kinh den, lién tuc phi phéo thudc ld, khong to ra muon
tim t6i ché ching t6i ma chi cham cham hwedng cdi nhin vé phia me t6i va
ca toi. Sau, t6i moi chot nhdn thirc ra do la nguoi dan ba Virginia.

Téi hém dy, trong buéi tiéc khodn ddi ciia ban t6 chirc, trudc mat moi
ngueoi, me t6i da budc cha téi phdi xin 16i t6i bang cdch goi ngwoi dan ba
kia, bdo ba ta dé yén cho ching t6i. Ong tir choi khong lam. Vai nguoi
"ban" me toi thi lai lén an rzing ba da "hanh ha" toi trong viéc bat phai
chitng kién canh cdi nhau ciia cha me. (Téi nghi han ho ciing chang hiéu gi
vé chit "hanh ha") Ho ngoi dé, lan lwot timg nguwoi chi trich me t6i va bénh
viee cha téi. Cha téi ngoi im, vé tuw man tram tinh, trong khi me téi cang liic
cang tré nén néng gidn. Vi vy dwéi mdt cdc nguoi hién dién, cha t6i la
nguweoi hitu Iy va me téi chi la mét ké dién. Y tuong toi té nhat heu lai trong
ky trc me t6i ngay do khong phdi la sw si nhuc cua nhitng ké chung quanh,
ma chinh la sy im lang cua t6i. Me toi nghi, dang Iy t6i phai nén néi ra loi
gi dé bdo rang chinh cha téi va ho da sai lam. Nén nhé rang khi dy t6i chi
la diva tré 11 tudi va nhit nhat kinh khing.

Hém nay ké lai nhitng gi xdy ra budi dy c¢é nghia la t6i dang muoén bdy t6
V6i me sw bénh vue ciia t6i. Mwoi bon nam tréi qua dii tré, vang, nhung van
hon la khong bao gio co. Pdy la loi noi cua phia chung toi trén cdu chuyén,
khéng phai nhuw nhitng 167 réu rao ciia cha téi véi ban hitu éng nhiéu nam trude
trong khi me t6i chdp hanh mét dwong hudng tra 167 cao qui hon bang sw im
lang. Con rdt nhiéu diéu nita t6i co thé ké cho ban nghe vé cha téi dé chimg
minh tai sao 6ng khong xirng dang voi sw heu tam nho ma t6i da danh cho ong.
Nhung bai viét nday khong phai vé cha toi; toi khong muoén ong cé mdt trong
chit nghia toi. (O vdng, toi ciing o sw kiéu ngao cua ong trong huyét quan!)
Pay chi la bai viét dé nghi riéng vé me toi.



Van biét cdc ban la nhitng nguoi dang doc bai nay cia téi, con cha t6i va
ban hitu ong --nhitng con nguoi dang ra phdi nén doc-- co lé khong bao gio
biét dén. Nhiueng téi khong can. Toi muon sw hy sinh va nghi liec ciia me t6i phai
dwoc ghi nhan. Toi khong con la dira con gadi voi "sw hut thng mot tinh cha”
nita; me toi luén luén gdy cho toi cam nghi duoc thuong yéu va so hitu nguyén
ven cd tinh mau tir lan tinh phu tie. Me toi chinh la nguoi dd dao tao nén toi
tron ven cua ngay hom nay.

Ngay 31 thang 12 khong chi la ngay cudi cing cia mgt nam ma con la
ngay sinh nhdt me t6i. Véi t6i, khi ca thé gioi ndng ly tién da nam cii thi khong
chi la ho mirng ndm méi théi ma con la uéng mirng "mét chién si vi dai”, la me
to1.

(San Jose, California, thu hai 31/12/2012).
(]



	One of the most cherished memories from my childhood could have also been one of the most tragic.
	My mother often calls the literary world, giang hồ, which means a dangerous cutthroat place where survival of the fittest is everything. I used to think she was exaggerating. We’re just writing poetry and creating imaginary worlds. How bad can it be? But as I grew up, I realized how powerful words are. If put in the right order and read at the precise right moment, they could either ruin or save a life.
	Up until I was eight, my parents were the power couple in the Vietnamese literary community in California. During this time, the Vietnamese intellectuals in America still dreamt of reclaiming their country from the Viet Cong. So when my parents opened up their home for political discussion, everyone came. However, gradually, the discussions gave way to topics of art, philosophy, society; politics took a backseat. (A kind of "Salon littéraire" in French in 19th Century). It was during these evenings that my parents’ literary prowess became apparent. The honesty of my mother’s prose and the simple wit of my father’s poetry made a formidable team.
	As a result, the other members of the community feared, respected, and above all, envied my parents. So when news broke out of my father’s infidelity, they rejoiced. They had a celebration reveling in my parents’ broken marriage. I kid you not. These are the great, educated minds of the Vietnamese literary community at the time. 
	My father claimed that he needed to go “rediscover himself” because family life was stifling him. He was fifty years old then, not some thirty-year-old buck who still had his whole life ahead of him. His real reason was that he had another woman in Virginia.
	When he officially left us, my mother spiraled into depression, not because of him, but because she mourned the passing of the illusion of perfection. One day, my grandmother picked me up from school. In my eight year old mind, I knew something was wrong because she had never done this before. I don’t even think she knew where my school was before that day. My mother was the one who usually waited for me at the gates of school and walked me home. But I didn’t ask any questions as my grandmother clutched onto my small hand with her unnaturally strong, gnarly fingers and walked me home in silence. My father met us at the front door, his face apathetic. All he said to me was, “Mother is sick.” That's it!
	I slept in my grandmother’s arms that night. The next morning, my mother came home from some mysterious place where children were not allowed to visit. I remember sitting on the floor of the bathroom and watching her peel off pieces of tape from her forearm, her wrists, the crook of her elbows. She stuck the pieces together and left them on the edge of the sink next to our hand soap. I wanted to touch them to figure out what they were, but something about the way she placed them there told me they symbolized some unknown menace. I knew not to ask questions; I knew silence was important. So I crouched in the corner of whatever room she was in, trying to make myself as unostentatious as possible.
	I don’t know when I realized that my mother had tried to kill herself with sleeping pills. My version of that day’s story is pieced together from stolen moments throughout the years spent crouching behind closed doors trying to listen in on the Grown-Up Talks. Here is my understanding of the story that happened that day, recently confirmed by my mother herself:
	I was at school. My grandmother was in the kitchen. And my mother was up in her room by herself. She was on the phone with a friend who lives in San Francisco. She was popping sleeping pills as they talked, so when her speech got slurred, San Francisco Friend grew concerned. When she didn’t reply to his questions, he hung up and called a friend who lived closer to us. (San Francisco is about a 45 minute drive from here.) He told the friend to drive over and check on my mother. The friend said no. San Francisco Friend kept going down the list of friends who frequented our home for all those intellectual discussions, but not one person came. Finally, San Francisco Friend called my grandmother on the other phone line in our house and told her to go out and get a neighbor to call 911. She did. The paramedics broke down the door and rushed my mother to the ER. They pumped her stomach and released her at midnight.
	She spent the next day writing at her desk. I was in the corner playing with my toys and my imaginary friends. We both jumped when someone knocked on the front door. A crew of paramedics rushed into our living room. I remember thinking they were giants because they were so tall that my neck hurt from looking up at them. Our bookshelves and furniture seemed tiny next to them. They told us someone had called 911 saying there was a possible suicide at our address.
	(Side note: We were told later that one of those so-called friends San Francisco Friend had phoned the previous day felt his conscience eating at him so he decided to call for help. A day later. One day later. If the San Francisco Friend hadn’t been quick on his feet, they would’ve just found my mother’s dead body. I would’ve been waiting at school for hours because no one knew to come pick me up. This is why there’s always been this nagging feeling at the back of my brain that when something goes down, humans are petty and selfish.)
	My mother told the paramedics that she had gone to the hospital yesterday and was released. One of the younger paramedics knelt down before her. He tilted his head to read the titles on the tower of books on her desk and asked her who read them. She said she did. He looked at her and said something I’ll never forget. He said, “Howcould someone who reads Dostoevsky ever think to kill herself?” (Dostoevsky’s life was hell, but he still managed to write masterpieces that were full of immense hope in humanity.)
	That was it. My mother never thought about suicide again. She wrote novel after novel, sometimes not even bothering to publish them. From that day on, Dostoevsky became my personal guardian. My mother calls him Dos. and to me, he became Uncle Dos.. That was one of the three times in my life that literature saved something or someone very important to me. That is why I dedicate my life to literature. 
	The reason why I’ve been thinking about this story is because my father came back to California recently. The first time in seventeen years. San Francisco Friend, for some inconceivable reason, wants me to "forgive" my father. This is coming from the man who saw firsthand what my mother went through, what I went through. The only reason why I tolerate San Francisco Friend is because he’s why I still have my mother. Aside from that one redeeming quality, he is a busy- body who often pokes his nose in my life and tells me what to do. He’s also one of my father’s most loyal allies. Why, I never bothered to ask.
	My father came back expecting me to be welcoming simply because we shared some of the same blood. But he’s forgotten that the only and most important lesson he taught me was how little that means. I did have him over for dinner a few days ago, but with a few of my mother and my friends serving as a buffer. I was polite to him. I stood still when he hugged me, but I didn’t hug back. I answered all his questions about my life, but didn’t ask him any about his. And I watched him talk with that familiar entitled arrogance from all those years ago. That dinner and the word “father” that I still allow him are my final repayment for him having granted me life. Beyond that, I don’t owe him anything.
	(Another side note: At the hospital, while my mother was having her psych evaluation, my father told my aunt that “this is such a waste of time.” I don’t care what he meant by that. In that context, sitting in the hospital because your wife, current or ex, tried to kill herself, there’s no excuse.)
	SF Friend told me I should pity my father because glaucoma had rendered him half-blind. I pity him as I would another human being. And if it was in my ability to help him, I would. But now, my mother is my main priority. I saw how she suffered all those years with no one by her side. The most important isn’t the person who comes back, but the person who never left.
	There is a saying in Vietnamese, "gậy ông đập lưng ông", which means you take someone’s staff and use it on that person, turning his own strength against him. My father still thinks of me as that little girl who clung onto his legs as he ruthlessly walked out the door towards his new life. But I’m not that little girl anymore. I am my parents’ daughter. I have my mother’s compassion and his calculated cruelty. I know who’s worth the effort and who’s not.
	When I was eleven, my mother’s readers arranged a meet-and-greet for my parents and their fans in Houston. It would’ve been the first time they met in public since the divorce. One of the stipulations my mother had given him was that the Virginia woman not be there; he agreed. However, on the day of the event, the Virginia woman called every single person part of the organization team for the event demanding to know where it was taking place. There was fear that she was going to crash the party and cause a scene, so it was canceled at the very last minute. I went with my mother and the main organizer to the cafe where the event was going to be held to tell guests we hadn’t been able to reach about the cancellation. I remember a lady with a round pudgy face sitting near the entrance wearing big sunglasses staring at us. She smoked cigarette after cigarette, never approaching us, just simply watching my mother and me. I would later come to figure out that that was the Virginia woman.
	Later that night, my mother, in front of everyone, made my father apologize to me by calling the woman and telling her to leave us alone. He refused. A few of my mother’s “friends” accused her of abusing me for making me witness that. (I don’t think they even know what the word “abuse” means.) They sat there, one after another, criticizing her and defending everything my father did. My father stayed silent, relishing in collected calmness as my mother grew more and more frustrated. So to them, he was the rational one while she was the fool. Her worst memory of that day wasn’t their insults, but my silence. She thought I should’ve spoken up and told them just how wrong they were. Bear in mind, I was eleven at the time and also paralyzingly shy.  
	So this recount of what happened is meant to be my defense of her, my explanation of what kind of a mother she is. Fourteen years too late, yes, but better late than never. This is our version of the story, not the version my father’s been going around telling people for years while my mother took the higher road and remained silent. There are a lot of other things I could tell you about him to show just how undeserving he is of the small consideration I’ve allowed him, but this is not his story; he doesn’t deserve to live in my writing. (Oh yes, I have his arrogance as well.) This is my mother’s story. 
	Granted, you are the ones reading this. My father and his friends—the people who this is most addressed to—will probably never see this. But I don’t care. I want my mother’s sacrifice and strength recorded somewhere. I am not some girl with “daddy issues”; my mother always made me feel completely loved and whole. My mother is the person who made me everything I am today. 
	December 31st isn’t just the last day of the year, it is also her birthday. To me, when the world raises its glass to cele- brate on that day, they’re not just welcoming the new year, they’re also drinking to the amazing warrior that is my mother.
	(San Jose, Monday, December 31, 2012).
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