THE STORY OF
A PICTURE

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

"Happiness, contentment is here everywhere, in our hands and in the
present. So why do we look for it in distant places only to
receive agonizing loneliness?"

If my house was burning and I had to grab the things I most value, it would
be my laptop, my journals, and this photo. This young man—I call him a young
man even though he would be over 65 if he were still alive—taught me the
meaning compassion and love. Even with the years between us, the generations,
the hazy border between between life and death, I feel like I know him. It is
because of him that I fell in love with the beauty of unrequited love; it is
because of him that the protagonists in my stories, as of this point, will never
experience reciprocated love.

This young man was in love with my mother over forty years ago. That
girl—with the face that so often gets mistaken for mine—was my mother. The
photo was taken four months before he marched onto a crop field somewhere in
Central Viet Nam with his men and a mine blew him to pieces. He and my
mother wrote letters to each other while he was in the war. She sent him books
and he told her stories about his men. His letters were the first Vietnamese
things I’ve read and under- stood completely. When I finished, I was a soppy
emotional mess.

It’s completely incomprehensible to me how someone his age—only a year
older than I am now, 25—could have such compassion in the midst of war.
How he could have such forgiveness for the “enemy.” How he could recognize
them as his brothers, saying how they were all children of AU CO. When I feel
most hopeless, when writing and even books can’t pull me back up, I read his
letters and talk to him. (Does that make me crazy?) His words became my
words, his dreams became my dreams, his compassion became mine. I don’t
usually share his photo with people. It’s like that one scene in Saving Private
Ryan when Captain Miller says memories of his wife are ones “he keeps just
for himself.” It has been the same with me.

But I think it’s time I shared him with the world. Actually him, instead of
representations of him in my stories.

These days, the world needs more compassion such as his.
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- CAU CHUYEN
VE MOT TAM ANH

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

"Niém vui, hanh phuc chi hién dién chung quanh, trong tAm tay va ¢
hién tai. Vay thi toi gi phai kiém tim xa x6i dé rdi chi nhan lay nhiing
c6 don ray ruc?"

Néu can nha t6i bi chay va 10i phdi tom gom vdt gi t6i yéu qui nhat thi o sé
cdi may vi tinh nhé, nhitng cuon nhdt ky va tam anh ndy. Nguoi thanh nién
trong anh --t6i goi anh ta la "thanh nién" di rang anh sé 65 tudi néu con song--
da day t0i y nghia cua long trdc an va tinh [thiong. Ngay giita hai ching toi da
co quang cdch thoi gian rat dai, nhitng thé hé, cdi bo mép mo ho giita sw song
va cdi chét, t6i ciing cam thdy rat gan giii anh. Boi tir anh ma téi dam ra yéu
cai dep cua mot tinh yéu vi tha, khong doi hoi; ciing tir anh ma nhitng nhan vt
chinh trong cdc cau chuyén t6i viét, ¢ thoi diém nay, sé khéng bao gio trdi qua
mot tinh yéu dap tra cua nguoi duoc yéu.

Bén muoi nam xua, nguoi thanh nién da yéu me t6i. C6 gai do --voi khuon
mdt rdt giong ciia ti-- la me téi. Tam anh dwoe chup bon thing, truée khi anh
ra chién trin & ving Mién Trung mede Viét véi cdac dong ban va mét qud min
da xé nat than anh thanh tung manh. Anh va me téi da gwi cho nhau nhitng la
thw trong lic chién tranh. Me t6i ting anh nhitng cuon sich va anh ké me téi
nghe nhitng cdu chuyén vé cdc chién hitu ciia minh. Nhitng ld thw anh chinh la
nhitng giong chir tiéng Viét dau tién t6i dd dwoc doc va hiéu tron ven. Liic doc
xong, t6i dd khéc swét mudt trong tam trang roi loan.

Véi t6i, thét la khé hiéu, lam sao mét ngueoi chi 1ém hon t6i mét tuoi --(lic
nay)-- lai ¢6 dwoe tam long thwong ngueoi dwong dy ngay giita lic chién tranh
tan khéc. Cdi cach anh da tha thir cho "ké thu". Cdi cach anh nhan dinh ho nhuw
nhitng nguoi anh em, va bao rang anh va ho ciing chi la nhitng nguoi con ciia
Ba Me Au Co. Khi t6i roi vao tam trang that vong ma cdy viét va nhitng quyen
sdch khong thé kéo t6i lai dwoc thi téi doc nhitng la thir anh va tré chuyén cing
anh. (Toi ¢6 dién khong?) Nhitng [oi thu, nhitng mo woc cua anh tro thanh mo
uoc cua toi; long trdc dn trong anh cing hién hitu trong toi. Toi khong thuong
diea tam anh anh cho ngweoi khdc thay. Piéu dé giong nhw mot canh trong phim
Saving Private Ryan khi Pai viy Miller bdo rdang nhitng ky niém vé vo éng la
nhitng thir "ong chi giit riéng cho chinh minh". Vi toi ciing la nhw vay.

Nhung bdy gio chinh la hic t6i phai dwa anh ra cho moi nguoi biét. That sw
la anh, thay vi nhiing [6i miéu ta vé anh trong nhitng cdu chuyén cua toi. Thoi
budi nay, thé gidi can nhiéu nguwoi c6 long nhan nhir anh dy.
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