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REMEMBR ANCES
OF MY HEAR'T

(Anh ngit: Trdn Nghi Au Co
Chuyén Viét ngir: TTBG)

Dalat was my very first secret.

It is my mother waking me up in the middle of the night and
taking me onto the first bus out of Nha Trang. I remember her
whispering to me, “This is our secret. Don’t tell anybody, okay?” Her
urgency told me I should be quiet, that questions would earn me a
scowl. I remember her cold fingers brushing against my chest as she
buttoned up my sweater. I was five. My dad was away visiting family
in Saigon. And my mother packed our bag with the desperation of a
fleeting opening for escape. If only for one day.

The ride was eight hours long. We got off at Hoa Binh Square,
near the Dalat Market. I remember the colors of the city. Pastel grey
buildings blending in with the clear blue sky. The streets were
bustling, as are all the streets in Viet Nam. But in Dalat, it was more
subdued, like the first wavering note in a classical masterpiece: alone
and filled with endless possibilities.

That was where Ngoc Nga’s father picked us up. I remember how
his tired eyes lit up when he saw my mother. It had been 18 years
since she last saw him. He was thinner now, decrepit and devoid of
hope.

Ngoc Nga had just been born. Five-months-old Nga. Small and
shivering, whimpering in her small, dark room. Quiet, hiccuping
whimpers, almost as if she was afraid to disturb the misery that
concentrated itself in every room of the house. Her mother was
young. Young and depressive. (Eight years later, she would put an
end to her personal demons with half a box of rat poison.)

I remember the way the dim fluorescent light hanging from the
low ceiling of the kitchen brought out the despon- dence of the water-
stained walls. Even at five years old, the heaviness of the house bore
down on me. But I tried to stay awake because I was in my very first
secret.

I remember the way Ngoc Nga’s father’s eyes shined with tears as
my mother gave him all the cash she had on her, the way his long
music fingers trembled as he took the watch she gave him, still warm
from her wrist. I remember how I looked away as he cried. |
remember him hugging me tight when we left. I remember my
mother’s silence on the ride back to Nha Trang.



Dalat is my very first conscious memory. Something that’s
become as natural to me as air or the steady beating of my heart. He—
yes "he" because in my mind, Dalat is a "man"—is my secret,
wrapped in thick blankets and tucked away in the darkest corner of
my heart. It seems strangely appropriate that my first memory of him
is filled with such silent anguish, despite the contentment I feel when
I’'m there, despite the way my thoughts automatically run to him for
comfort, despite everything happy that he has ever given me.

Melancholia is fitting of Dalat. There is a tinge of romance in
sadness. And in all the places I’ve visited (a lot, lot fewer than I’d
like), I know of no place more melancholically romantic than my dear
Dalat.

(Cali. Autumn 2011)
[

NHUNG NOI NHO
TRONG TIM TOI

Dalat la néi bi an dau tién ciia téi.

Me 6i dénh thirc t6i ddy giita dém va dem t6i theo trén chuyén xe
do dau tién roi khéi Nha Trang. Téi nhé Me da thi tham vdo tai t6i,
"Bay la bi mdt gitta me va con. Pimg néi cho ai biét nghe." Sy véi va
ciia Me bdo cho t6i biét rang t6i phdi im ling, nhitng cdu hoi sé lam
cho Me byc. Toi nho lai nhitng ngon tay gia lanh cua Me cham nhe
vdo nguec t6i khi gai mit do cho t6i. Khi dé t6i 5 tudi. Cha téi di tham
gia dinh ong o Saigon. Va Me goi ghém cai tui hanh ly voi thdi do
liéu linh tuyét vong ciia mot sw tron chay, dii chi trong moét ngay.

Chuyén di phai mat dén 8 gio- dai. Chiing téi dén khu Hoa Binh,
gan cho Dalat. Téi nhé lai nhitng mau sdc cua thanh phé. Nhitng toa
nha xam nhat pha lan véi bau troi mau xanh. Puong phd ndo nhiét,
gzong nhuw moi phé phwong trong VN. Nhung o Dalat thi diu bot di,
tiwa ho nét nhac dao déng dau tién trong mét ban giao huong cé dién:
don déc va day nhitng dm vong khéng cing.

Bé ciia Ngoc Nga di dén chung t6i. Toi nho lai doi mdt mét moi
cua ong nhudng cao khi nhin thdy me téi. Pa 18 nam troi qua roi ké
tir lan cudi Me gap ong. Bay gio trong ong rdt gay gia yéu va tuyét
vong.

Ngoc Nga vira chao doi dugc 5 thang. Nho bé, run ray voi giong
khoc rén ri trong can phong hep va 16i; nhitng tiéng ndc nhw muon
néi lén diéu rang em so sy nghéo khé tdp trung trén moi chd trong
ngoi nha sé bi lam cho xao tron.

Me em con tré. Tré va phién muon. (Tam nam sau, ba cham dirt
cude séng dién loan ciia minh bang nira hp thudc giét chut.)



T6i nhé lai lan dnh sang mong chiéu tir tran nha thdp cia cin bép
dwa ra vé chan chuong ciia moi birc tiwong é ban. Cho dii hic dy chi
madi 5 tudi nhung sy ndng né ciia cdn nha ciing do quy trén t6i. Nhung
16i ¢6 gdng tinh tdo chong d béi biét rang minh dang ¢ ngay trong
chinh niém bi mdt thir nhat ciia minh.

Toi nho doi mat ciia bé Ngoc Nga sang lén nhitng giot I¢ khi me
10i dua cho ong tdt ca mon tlen Me c6 trong tii; nhitng ngon tay dai
choi dirong cam cua ong run rdy khi cam ldy cdi dong ho me tdi ting,
van con am hic dwoc thdo ra tir ¢é tay ba. Téi nhé téi da quay mdt
sang huong khéc trong khi éng khéc. Roi ciing nhé éng da om chdt
16i vao long khi chiing t6i tiv gid. Téi nhé me t6i da im ldng sudt trong
chuyén xe do tré lai Nha Trang.

Dalat la ky niém dau tién dwoc nhdan thirc rat ré cua téi. Poi khi
no tro nén than mdt voi toi nhu khong khi, hodc nhip dap déu déu cia
trai tim. "Anh ta" --vdng, boi vi trong tri toi, Dalat la mot thanh nién-
- la ndi bi mdt ciia ti, dwoc b6 lai trong tam chan day va gidu ky
trong mot géc tim toi nhat. Dwong nhw khd la ling rang ky niém thiv
nhat vé "anh" thi day nhitng néi im ling thong khé, cho dit voi sw hadi
long toi cam nhdn khi dang hién dién o do, cho du cadi cach ma nhirng
¥ nghi t6i tw déng nghe an i khi nghi vé "anh", hay cho di tdt ca
nhitng gi sung swéng ma "anh" da ting dem dén cho toi.

Sw u buon thi rat thich hop voi Dalat. Co mot noi lang man
thodng nhe trong cdi u buon dé. Va trong tdt ca moi viing troi toi timg
da dén (rat nhiéu), t6i biét rang sé khong con noi ndo khdc lang man
mét cach buon sau hon Dalat than yéu.

(Cali. Mua thu 2013)
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