TRISTESSE

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

I was seven the first time I heard my mother play the violin. She had made
a little bed for me on the floor in the middle of the living room so I could listen
to her practice. It was way past my bedtime but it was a special night and she
allowed me to stay awake. Just for half an hour, she said.

Even though she started with some scales, | was completely enthralled; I
had never heard anything so, so... magical before in my meager seven years of
life. Before that night, I had only seen her as a mother, a writer, a music
instructor, but never a violinist. All her old friends who visited talked about her
days as a violinist, traveling in a Vietnamse Opera, then playing in various
clubs and theaters in Nha Trang, Dalat and Saigon. They talked about how
wonderful she was, how her music could make women cry and men falling love
with her, especially when she played Chopin' s Tristesse. Their stories were like
fairy tales to me, about characters who lived during a different time and in a
different place than the world I lived in. They sounded too wonderful and
foreign to be real. But that night was the first time I actually got to see the fairy
tale for myself, the first time I knew it wasn’t a fairy tale.

She never finished a whole song that night. She kept on stopping in the
middle, lamenting at the stiffness in her fingers, the screeching in the notes that
only she could hear. She said she’s not half as good as she used to be twenty-
some years ago. [ implored her to go on. And she told me to go to sleep because
my half an hour was up. I closed my eyes and pretended to.

When she wasn’t looking, I’d peek and see her small frame silhouetted
against the single candlelight flickering on the table. (My mother doesn’t like to
play the violin in a bright room.) Sometimes, during a particularly soft,
quivering note, I can hear a sigh mingled in with her breathing.

A few weeks ago, we heard that one of her old pianist friends from Saigon
was coming to California to visit. She happened to receive the phone call right
after she took some sleeping pills, so she was a bit woozy. The friend said he
was coming to California for a reunion of some sort and he’ll be performing
with a band. My mother asked him, rather slurred, if he needed a violinist
because she wanted to come along and perform again, because she wants to
return to her music, because she wanted to leave everything and just be that
violinist again.

There are two types of artists: artists who perform and artists who create.
My mother was lucky enough to be both. But since I’'m of the creating type, 1
can never know the feeling of loss that a performing artist feels when she can
no longer perform.

Ahh, I don’t know where I’m going with this post. I just know that I never
see my mother more happy, more natural than when she’s holding a violin,
even when she’s just doing scales. I always think there’s something sad about
performers who can no longer perform. Even worse are performers who can no
longer perform but don’t know it yet. My mother is the former, and it breaks



her heart. Lucky for her, she still has writing. But sometimes, 1 don’t think
that’s enough.

I’1l try harder to become a better viol-—ahem, music person, for her. Maybe
so she can live, in some way, vicarious- ly through me. But the unfortunate
thing is

1) I am terribly shy. I can barely speak in front of a group of people, let
alone play the violin.

And 2) as far as I can tell, | have no musical talents whatsoever. Sigh!
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NOI BUON

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngit)

Khi lén 7, lan ddu tién téi dwoc nghe me téi kéo violon. Mot ché ngii hep
duoc sap xep cho t0i ngay trén mat san can phong khach dé téi cé thé nghe Me
dan. Moi t6i t6i vin ngu nhu thé, nhwng dém dy la dém déc biét nén Me cho t6i
thiee khuya. Va noi: “Chi nira gio thoi nghe!”

Ngay tir khi chi méi nghe Me khoi dau tiéng violon bang vai am giai lén
xuong, t6i da thay hoan toan bi mé hodc; tir thuc bé cho dén khi lén 7, téi chua
bao gio' dwoc nghe dm thanh nao qud, qud... tuyét voi thé kia. Trudce dém hoém
do, toi chi nhin me t6i, mot nha van, mot giao sw am nhac, nhung chua hé la
mot nhac sivi cam. Tat ca ban cii cia ba khi dén tham déu nhdc lai vé nhitng
thang ngay Me con la mot violoniste lru dién khdp noi trong mét doan hat Viét
Nam, sau d6 la biéu dién vi cam trén nhiéu san khdu khdc nhau & Nha T) Trang,
Dalat va Saigon. Ho ké lai, me t6i dd thé hién vai tro nhac si biéu dién cia
minh mot cach tuyét diéu, nhdt la khi ba dan ban Tristesse, mgt nhac pham cia
Chopin, tiéng dan di lam nhiéu nguoi phy nit khoc va nhiéu nguoi dan ong say
mé ba... Nhing chuyén ké ciia ho déu la nhitng mdu chuyén than tién véi toi, vé
nhitng nhdn vdt song trong mét thoi gian khdc va khong gian khac voi thé gici
ma t6i dang song. Loi ké cia ho mé man qud va xa la voi thuc 1é hién tai.
Nhung dém d6 méi la lan dau tién téi dwoc tan mat chieng kién cau chuyén than
tién cho chinh minh, lan thir nhdt méi thdy rang dé khéng phai chi la mét cau
chuyén than tién.

Pém dy, me téi khéng dan nhac khiic ndo cho dén cdu cudi. Ba ngimg lai &
gitta ban, than phién nhitng ngon tay minh cieng di, giong dan chua chat trong
nhitng not nhac ma chi ba méi cé thé nghe dwoc. Me néi, bdy gio tiéng dan me
khéng con hay bang phéan nira cdi hay ciia hai mieoi nam cil. Téi nan ni Me dan
tiép. Va Me bdo téi ngii di vi da tréi qua nita gio' giao hen dwoc thirc roi. Téi
nhdm mat gia vo nhw ngii. Khi Me quay mat di, t6i da hé nhin cdi dang nho bé
twa nguoi noi canh ban viét. (Me t6i khong thich kéo violon trong mét can
phong nhzeu anh sang). Thinh thoang, trong mgt note nhac run run, t6i co thé
nghe ra tleng thé dai rdt nhe trén lan trong hoi thé cia ba.

Vai tuan trude, chung toi hay tin mot nhac st duwong cam ban cii ciia me t6i
& Saigon sé dén California tham ching téi. Cii dién thoai nhdn cia nguoi ban
lai roi ngay sau cdi lic me t6i vira uéng hai vién thuéc ngii, nén tréong ba da



ling lo mo mang mot chut. Nguoi ban noi sé qua California hoi hop cung ai do
va sé lam mot cude trinh dién véi mét ban nhac. Me t6i héi, giong da co vé lo
16, xem ngueoi ban kia ¢6 can mét tay violoniste khong thi me t6i sé ciing choi,
béi vi ba muén quay vé véi adm nhac, béi vi ba muon tir bo tat ca hién tai dé chi
bién thanh nguwoi nhac st vi cam ngay xiwea théi.

C6 hai loai nghé si: mgt la trinh dién va mét la sang tac. Me t6i may mdn
duoc la ca hai mau ngh¢ st ay T6i ciing dang di vao nghiép di sang tac nhung
van chwa bao gio ¢6 thé hiéu dwoc cam gide mat mat ma me-téi- -nguoi-nghé-si-
trinh-dién da cam nhdn khi khéng con déng dwoc vai tro trinh dién néi trén.

Al Téi khéng biét minh dang néi gi, chi biét rang chwa bao gio nhin thdy
me toi sung swong hon, tw nhién hon khi ba 6m cdy dan violon trén tay, ngay ca
khi ba chi choi thuan nhitng am giai don gidn. Luén luén t6i van nghi ¢6 cdi gi
dé that buon vé nhitng nguoi nghé st da khong con trinh dién nita. Ludn ca
nhitng nguwoi di hét thoi ma van khong tw biét. Me t6i la mau nguwoi thir nhat,
va diéu dé lam tan ndt trdi tim ba. May mdn la me t6i con dang viét van duwoc.
Nhueng thinh thodng, t6i khéng nghi rang diéu dy da dii cho ba.

T6i s€ co ging hon nita dé tro thanh mét ngueoi choi viol... giGi- hirm, mot
con nguoi am nhac, cho me toi. Co thé nho thé ma trong cdch nao do, ba co thé
song lai con nguoi cii qua chinh ti.

Piéu khong may la:

1/ Téi rdt nhiit nhat. Néi chuyén trude dam dong con khong dwoc huong ho
la biéu dién.

2/ Cang liic téi cang nhdn biét rang minh khéng cé chit tai nang am nhac
nao trong nguwoi. That dang buon!
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