A LITTLE BIT.. TO REMEMBER

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

This is my mother and Uncle Ngoc playing on the same stage 36 years
apart. The first picture was taken in January 1975, only a few months before
Saigon fell. The second picture was taken in summer August 2011. Everything
is different, naturally. In the first picture, the dancing-club was named Duy
Tan—the name my mother and Bac Ngoc still uses. In the second picture, the
club is named Cung Pan Xua. The owners are different, the patrons, the city.
Everything.

My mother always said Uncle Ngoc was her musical soulmate. He was the
only pianist who moved to the same rhythm as she. She said she never felt more
natural playing with anyone before or since meeting Him. She said meeting
Him was a blessing and a curse. A blessing because she got to know what
perfection was, and a curse because she knew she could never have it again.

Their story, like all great love stories plagued with the idea of perfection,
did not last long. Eight months. Eight. When 1 was little, two weeks felt like
forever. But now eight months feels just like a glass of water washing over the
edge of life. So quick, yet so vivid.

After April 30th, 1975, she had to leave Dalat. He had children and
couldn’t leave with her. To this day, she still respects and admires his decision
to sacrifice himself—which is essentially music—for the happiness and safety
of his children. (Especially after meeting the likes of my father.)

When I was little, I used to hate Uncle Ngoc because I always suspected
Him of still being in love with my mother. I didn’t understand that it wasn’t my
mother He was in love with, but the memories of music, of perfection that she
reminds Him of. When she left Dalat, when the Viét Cong came, his life fell
apart. My mother and He was like Scarlett and Ashley from Gone With the
Wind; He was part of “the Old South”. He was of a generation that have all but
disappeared.

It’s actually hard for me to write about Him because I can’t really fit how
much He means to me or the evolution of my feelings for Him over the last
fifteen years in this little Tumblr post. The feelings of annoyance, jealousy,
gratitude, pity, and other feelings that I don’t know the names of.

The one memory of Him that haunts me happened last summer (2011). On
the 8th of February last year (2010), He lost his only daughter, Ngoc Nga. She
was eighteen and she was climbing the Liangbiang Mountain in Dalat and
collapsed. She never woke up again. This girl was one of my best friends in the
whole wide world. When I heard that she had passed away, I thought of Him,
old and alone in that apartment full of memories, how terrible it must be,
how unbearably lonely. She was all He had left, and now she’s gone.



When my mother and I visited Him last summer (2011) in Dalat, He didn’t
really latch on to my mother as He did previous summers. He latched on to me
and He cried. In the middle of a crowded cafe, He started to cry. He stroked my
hands and said, “It was always Nga and you. Every summer for the past nine
years. You two were inseparable.” He didn’t bawl or sob. The tears just drifted
down his wrinkled cheeks slowly, as if too tired to go fast.

I didn’t know how to comfort Him, how to make his hurt less. I think it’s
worse with me because I reminded Him of the only two people in his life that
he ever loved: Ngoc Nga and my mother. I'm told I look exactly like my
mother when she was my age, which is around the time she met Him. And I
remind Him of Ngoc Nga because we were always together in the last Dalat
summer vocations.

I remember the day after she died, from California, I called Him and I told
Him he could always see me as a daughter if He wanted. But it’s just words. |
know it can’t happen. I'm not her. Much like no other person can ever replace
her as my little sister.

But last summer, when He looked at me, I saw in his eyes all the wonderful
memories of his life of music and of his beautiful daughter. I don’t know if
seeing me will help Him or hurt Him more. But I think that last summer, when
He stepped onto that "full of old memories" stage with my mother next to Him,
he got to relive a little bit of his past, if only for a few minutes.

A little bit of that beautiful life that was so perfect, it felt imagined!

(Cali. Autumn 2011)
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MOT CHUT Gil.
BE NHO

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

Pay la san sdn khdau ma Me téi va Bic Ngoc da ciung trinh dién véi nhau
36 nam sau-truoc.

Tam dnh thir nhdt dwoc chup vao thang 1/1975, chi vdi thang truée khi
Mién Nam mat han vao tay CS. Tam thir hai trong mét dém thang 8/2011. Han
nhién la moi thir déu khdc. Trong tam thir nhat, vii triecong mang tén Duy Tdn --
cdi tén me t6i va bac Ngoc van hay ding trong cdc cdu chuyén. Tam thir hai,
phong tra dwoc dat la Cung Pan Xwa. Nhitng vi chu nhdn cing khac, luon
khdch di thinh, thanh pho... Tdt ca.

Ludn luén me t6i van néi Béc Ngoc la nguoi ban tri am trong dm nhac cua
ba. Bdc la nguoi nhac st duong cam duy nhat c6 thé dém dan cho me t6i mot
cach tuyét diéu. Ba néi, chua hé trude va sau khi gip Bdc ma ba cé thé dan véi
ai thich hap dwoc nhw thé. Ba ciing néi, su gap go Bac la mot diéu may va ciing
la diéu rui trong doi ba. May, béi vi ba biét dwoc thé ndo la sw hodn hdo, va



riii, ciing vi biét khong bao gic con cé thé tim thdy lai dwoc cdi hoan hdo ngay
xua.

Méi tinh cia ho, giong nhw nhitng méi tinh I6n nhiém day y twong hoan
hao thi khong kéo dai dwoc lau. Tam thang. Chi tam thang théi. Khi con bé, voi
16i hai tuan tira ho Vo tdn. Nhung bdy gio' lai thdy tam thang chi y nhu mot ly
miede lanh hdt xuong trén mét khoanh doi. Thit nhanh, nhung ciing thit song
dong.

Sau ngay 30/4/1975, me t6i tir bo Dalat. Con Bac Ngoc, vi nhimg dira con
riéng cua minh nén khong thé ra di véi me téi. Téi tan lic ndy, me téi van né
trong quyét dinh ciia Bdc ngdy do khi da tw hy sinh chinh minh --chinh trai tim
am nhac ciia minh-- cho hanh phiic va s yén on cia cdc dira con. (Nhdt la sau
khi ba da gap mot nguoi bac béo nhu cha t6i).

Khi con bé, toi thuong ghét Bac boi luon nghi ngo Bdc van con yéu me toi.
T6i dd khéng hiéu rang chdng phai Bdc con yéu me téi ma chinh la yéu ky niém
am nhgc, su hoan hdo ma ba goi lgi cho Bac. Khi me téi roi khoi Dalat, Cong
Sdn dd vao thanh phé thi doi Bdc tan ndat. Me téi va Bdc giong nhuw hai nhdn
vdt Scarlett va Ashley trong Gone With the Wind; Bdc thuoc phia "nhitng nguoi
Mién Nam cii”, mot thé hé da bién mat di réi.

Thdt khé cho téi khi viét vé Bdc boi téi khdng thé nhét nhoi cho dit moi thiv
tinh cam 15 nam ciia riéng minh trong mét bai viét nhé. Nhimg tam trang buon
chan, ganh ty, cam kich, thwong hai, va nhiéu thir khdc nita ma t6i khong biét
dinh tén.

Chi mét ky niém vé Bdc da am anh toi suot miia hé vira qua. Nam ngodi,
vdo ngdy 8 thang 2, 2010, Bac mdt Ngoc Nga, dita con gdi duy nhdt. Ngoc Nga
muoi tam tudi, da bi dot quy khi leo 1én ngon nii Langbiang ¢ Dalat dé roi
khéng tinh ddy nita. Pdy la mét trong vai ngwoi ban than nhdt ciia t6i trén céi
doi nay. Khi nhdn tin Nga chét, t6i nght ngay dén Bdc, gid nua va lé loi trong
can nha nhé day dp ky niém, that kinh khing lam sao trong sw chiu dung néi c6
don! Ngoc Nga la tat ca nhitng gi Bdc hién c6, va bdy gio c6 da vinh vién bo
di!

Muia hé 2011 nam trude tré vé Dalat, khi me t6i va toi dén thiam Bdc, Bdac
da khong con thdt sw quan tam dén me téi giong nhiwe da timg lam nhitng mia
nghi hé trudc; ma la voi toi va bdt khoc lén. Giita quan café dong khach, Bac
da khoc. Bac mdan mé ban tay toi va noi, "Ludn luon la con voi Ngoc Nga.
Trong suét chin mia nghi hé vira qua, cdc con khéng bao gio' roi nhau." Bdc
khéng ké 1€ hay thon thirc. Nhitng giot nuedc mdt chi cham chdm rét xuong déi
md nhan nheo nhir thé ching di qud mét dé khong con mudn roi nhanh nita.

T6i khong biét lam sao an ui Bdc, lam sao lam nhe con dau don ciua Bac.
T6i da khién Bdc nhé lai hai hinh dnh ma trong doi Bdc da ting yéu thirong
trén hét: Ngoc Nga va Me t6i. Me toi, boi vi nhleu nguoi bdo rang toi giong hét
me t6i khi ba & vao tudi téi bdy gio, cdi tuéi ma Bdc va me t6i dén trong doi
nhau. Va Ngoc Nga, boi vi chung toi luon luon o canh nhau trong cac mua nghi
hé Dalat 9 nam qua.

Vao cai buoz sau khi Ngoc Nga chét, tir California toi goi ve 6 Dalat cho Bc,
bdo rang néu Bdac mudn thi luén luén t6i van la dira con gdi ciia Bdc. Nhiung



chi 1a 16i néi ma t6i biét diéu d6 chang bao gio cd thé la thét. Toi khong phi
Ngoc Nga. Ciing chang ai khdc co thé thay thé duwoc cho cua Ngoc Nga nhu
mot dita em nho trong tim toi.

Nhuwng mia nghi heé 2011 nam ngodi, khi Bac nhin 16, t6i doc thay trong
mdt Bac nhitng ky ik tuyét voi vé mét doi song dm nhac xa xwa va vé dira con
gdi xinh dep da khudt. Téi khong biét su hién dién cua t6i sé givip Bdc hay lam
dau dén Bdc nhiéu hon nita. Nhung toi nghi, mua hé nam truce, khi Bac buoc
lén san san khdu day nhing ky niém cii, bén canh me t6i, Bac di song lai dwoc
voi mot chut qua khir dut chi trong vai phut.

Mot chiit nhé ciia quéng song rdt dep twa ho mét gidc mo'!

(Cali. Mua thu 2011)
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