MY FATHER

(Tran Nghi Au Co)

I was seven when it hit me that life wasn’t going to turn out the way I
imagined, that happy endings weren’t guaranteed and sad endings were very
much possible.

It was on a Sunday night, a few weeks after my father had moved out.

He had granted me a few hours of his time that day, taking us to the
library—graciously letting me chose the maximum amount of books allowed
(twelve, back then)—and helping us with our homework, not getting mad when
I fumbled the fractions or when I spelled [melancholy] wrong.

I thought it was strange that he was so patient with us when he usually
yelled at us for our mistakes, but in my childish mind, I ignored it. I relished in
his attention, some- thing he'd always given us readily, but that day, it felt more
precious to me for some reason.

And I guess, because of that, I felt rushed all day. I felt like if I didn’t
inhale everything about him, take in his very essence, I wouldn’t remember him
as he was then because something told me that that moment, sitting there with
him, in his warmth, that would be the last time I’d see him as my father, as my
protector, as the man who was supposed to show me the meaning of security.

I remember trying pretend I was okay with him leaving; I remember
swallowing the lump in my throat, trying to quell the tears; I remember him not
even noticing. | remember him rushing off to some strange, unknown home that
was not ours, to live with people who were not us. [ remember trying to wrap
my seven-year-old mind around the fact that there would never be an “ours” or
an “us” anymore. That from that moment on, there would be an us--my mother,
my brother and me--and a him.

My brother didn't seem to notice the significant of that night. He went to
bed like it was any other Sunday evening.

I crawled into bed next to my mother—who had been in bed all day—
carrying the pile of library books with me as gently as possible so I wouldn’t
wake her, and stacking them neatly next to my pillow like a tower of friends
waiting to play.

I tried hard to bring some normalcy back into our lives the only way I knew
how to: with books. That’s why words have always been so important to me.
They shielded me from the darkness of the real world when even my mother
had succumbed to the depression and was unable to protect me.

I will never forget the numbness of that Sunday night when my father left
us, that excrutiating loneliness. The way my tears soaked into the pages of the
books, how the wetness bled into the ink and blurred the words, how fascinated
I was at the unchangingness of the story in spite of my tears.

That overwhelming feeling of emptiness, that longing to be with someone
who loves you, who [actually] wants to be with you, not because of obligation,
but because of a choice, a choice of real, unconditional love, a choice that's
made readily, without reluctance, without compulsion; that's the kind of love



I've always dreamt about because I think it is the only kind of love that can
completely wash away the loneliness I felt that night.

I think I've moved on in the years since, of course. But I don’t think that
feeling has, or will ever, completely leave me. I feel its caresses now and again,
sometimes more forceful than usual. I don’t think I want it to leave me
completely. It’s been haunting me for over seventeen years. Our friendship,
however strained and unwanted, is still a friendship. And I will greet it with a
smile until the day I die.

(Sat, February 18, 2012)
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CHA TOI

(TTBG chuyén Viét ngir)

Khi 1én 7, t6i bdt dau nhén ra rc%ng cuoc doi khong troi theo cdi hwong ma
10i tung twong twong, vd nhimg két thic c6 hdu khéong dwoc bio dam, con
nhitng két cudc buon sau thi rat dé xdy ra.

Do la mot dem Chu Nhat, vai tuan 16 sau khi cha t6i da don ra khoi nha
chung toi.

Trong vai gio cia ngdy hom do, ong da vui vé dwa toi t01 thu vién --rong
lirong dé téi chon mét sé 1om sdach dwgc phép muon (toi 12 cuén lgn)-- giup 101
lam bai tap, va ciing khong néi nong khi toi vung vé theo bai todn phén s6, hay
khi t6i dénh van sai chiv "melancholy” (buon sdu).

Thét la véi sw kién nhan rdt khéc véi thuong nhdt éng van hay hét twong
lén theo nhitng 16i lam ndo téi pham phai; du vay trong cdi ddu tré nit khi ay,
16i lam nhuw khéng biét dén diéu la dé. Téi hing thi theo sw dn can ciia éng,
diéu ma éng ciing timg dem cho t6i, nhwng buéi hém do, téi cam thdy né qui
gid hon vi vai ly do.

C6 1é vi thé ma t6i dam ra voi v suét ngdy. Toi mang cam twdng phai hit
thé, dén nhdn hét moi su lic bdy gio neu khong thi t6i sé khong nhd gi ve ong
nita. Co cai gi do nhi muén bdo téi rang gidy phit dm dp ngoi canh éng sé la
lan cudi téi con nhin thdy 6 ong trong vai tro mot nguoi cha, mot nguoi bao boc
cho téi, mét con nguoi c6 thé chi cho téi thdy y nghia cia sw an binh.

T6i nhé da co thir nghi dén diéu minh sé khong sao néu éng bé di; nhé
rang dd nudt tron néi ddng cay vdo trong cé hong, dé nén nhimg giot 6. Téi
ciing nhé 6ng 16 ra nhw chang hé nhdn thite dwoc nhitng tinh cam t6i néi &
trén. Téi nhé 6ng dd véi v bé di dén can nha cia ké la nao dé khéng phdi nha
chiing t6i, dé song véi nhitng con nguoi khéng phai la ching t6i. Téi nhé da c6
bao phii tri 6¢ non nét 7 tudi ciia minh trén sw tht rang sé khéng bao gio con
mét chit "ciia chiing t6i" hay chir "ching t6i" nita. Tir gidy phit dy tro di, chir
"chiing t6i" sé chi la mét phia bao gom me t6i, anh téi va téi; hodc mét phia la
cd nhan ong.

Anh t6i dwong nhw chang nhdn biét c6 gi ddc biét trong dém dy. Anh di ngi
giong nhur trong bat cir budi t6i Chii Nhdt nao truée kia.



T6i chui vao giwong nam canh me t6i (ngwoi di nam dé sudt ca ngay roi)--
dem theo déng sach mwon o Thu Vién, cé thdt nhe nhang dé khéi danh thirc me,
va cdn than chat ching canh goi giong nhie mét cdi thap ban hitu dang doi t6i
cung choi dua.

T6i hét sirc cé ging dé mang chut it binh thwong tro lai trong doi song
chiing téi ma cdi cach duy nhdt toi bzet chi c6 thé dat la véi nhitng quyen sach.
Do d6 tai sao chit nghia luén ludn rat quan trong véi t6i. Chiing chdn che giim
16i khéi cdi tam toi cia thé gioi thue tai bat cir khi ndo me t6i khong chéng cu
néi véi sw tuyét vong va khong thé bao Ve toi.

T6i khéng bao gio quén sw té cong, cé don dan vit cia cdi dém Chii Nhdt
dy khi cha téi tir b6 ching téi. Cdi cdch nhitng giot nwée mdt ciia t6i lam wét
dam nhing trang sach, cdi cach am w6t tham trén 16p miec lam nhoe nhitng
giong chir, cdi cach mé hodc téi i cé theo si khong bién doi ciia cau chuyén
cho du voi nhitng hat I¢ cua toi.

Cdi cam gidc trong ro’ng dit doi, néi thém muon dwoc & canh ai dé thuwong
minh, (hon thé nita) muén & véi minh, khong chi vi bon phdn bdt bugc ma la tw
¥ chon lywa chan that, mét tinh cam vé diéu kién, san sang trao gii, khong mién
cuong, khong ép buoc; logi tinh cam toi luon mo woc boi nghi rang do moi
chinh la thit tinh duy nhdt c6 thé xéa di hodan toan cho t6i sw cé don téi cam
nhén dém dé ma théi.'

Di nhién t6i van tiép tuc song nhitng ndm ké tiép. Nhung ciing nghi cdi cam
twong da cé sé khéng bao gio hoan toan tir bé téi. Téi van thwong cam nhdn sw
mon tron cua no trén minh, déi khi mgnh mé hon thwong 1¢é. Toi ciing khong
muon diéu d’y tir b6 t6i vinh vién. N6 da am anh t6i suét 17 nam. Tinh ban giita
16i va né, dau guong ép va khong mong muon, thi van la mét tinh ban. Va téi sé
don chdo tinh ban dy véi cdi mim cwoi cho dén ngdy ciing cia doi t6i.

(Thiwr Bay ngay 18 thang 2, 2012).
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"' "Cdi cam gidc trong rong dit dgi, ndi thém muon dwoe & canh ai dé thiwong minh,
(hon thé nita) muén & véi minh, khéng chi vi bén phén bit buéc ma la tie y chon lira
chan thit, mgt tinh cam vé diéu kién, sdn sang trao giti, khong mién cwong, khong
ép buéc; logi tinh cam t6i luén mo wée béi nghi rang dé méi chinh la thit tinh duy nhat
6 thé xéa di hoan todn cho téi sw ¢6 don t6i cam nhdn dém dé ma théi."

Dich doan van nay, Me rat dau khi nhén ra réng Au Co chéi tir thir tinh néi trén tir
Me. Thoi gian s& tra 10i cho cau mot lan méi day, Au Co da néi véi Me trong gian di:
"Luon luén con bi am anh boi cau Me noi: Trén doi khong ai thuwong con chdn thdt va
vé diéu kién bang Me. Vi vdy ma con Kelly t6 tinh cam quy trong con, con ciing nghi
ngo"... Chi mong Thoi Gian khong 1am Au Co héi han theo sw that chinh xac cia cau
Me da tung noi & trén.



