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The confessional
Loi thu t6i

Sean O’Faulain

En the wide nave the wintry eve-
ning light was faint as gloom and
in the shadows of the aisle it was like
early night. There was no sound in the
chapel but the wind blowing up from the
river valley, or an occasional tiny noise
when a brass socket creaked under the
great heat of a dying flame. To the three
small boys crouched together on a bench
in the farther aisle, holding each other’s
hands, listening timidly to the crying
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wind, staring wide-eyed at the candles,
it seemed odd that in such a storm the
bright flames never moved.

Trong gian gitia rong 16n, anh
I sang chiéu dong md nhat nhu
bong toi va trong bong toi cta 16i di, no6
giong nhu dém sém. Khong co6 tiéng
dong nao trong nha nguyén ngoai tiéng
gi6 thoi lén ti thung ling séng, hodc
mot tiéng dong nhd thinh thoang khi
mot 6 cam bang dong kéu kéo ket dudi
stic néng 16n cua mot ngon lta dang tan.
Doéi v6i ba cdu bé nhd dang ngoi x6m
cung nhau trén moét chiéc ghé dai & 16i
di xa hon, nam tay nhau, lang nghe tiéng
gio rit mot cach rut re, nhin cham cham
vao nhiing ngon nén véi do6i mat mé to,
that ky la khi trong mdt con bao nhu vay,
nhiing ngon lta sang khong bao gis lay
dong.
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Suddenly the eldest of the three,
a redheaded little rufhian, whispered
loudly; but the other two, staring at the
distant face of the statue, silenced him
with a great hiss like a breaking wave.
In another moment the lad in the cen-
tre, crouching down in fear and gripping
the hand on each side of him, whispered
so quietly that they barely heard, ‘She’s
moving.

Dot nhién, dtia 16n tudi nhat trong
ba dia, mot tén du con tdc do, thi tham
16n; nhung hai dia kia, nhin cham cham
vao khuoén mdt xa xam ctia buc tugng,
khién né im bdt bang mot tiéng rit 16n
nhu song v6 bo. Mot lat sau, dda tré &
gitia, s¢ hai ngoi thup xuéng va nam chat
hai tay bén hong, thi thim nhd dén noi
gan nhu khong nghe thay, “N6 dang di

chuyén.”
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For a second or two they did not
even breathe. Then all three expelled a
deep sigh of disappointment.

Trong mot hodc hai giay, chung tham
chi khong thé. Sau do, ca ba thd ra mot
tiéng thao dai that vong.

It was Monday afternoon, and every
Monday, as they had each heard tell over
and over again in their homes, Father
Hanafin spoke with the Blessed Virgin
in the grotto. Some said she came late
at night; some said in the early morn-
ing before the chapel was opened; some
said it was at the time when the sun goes
down, but until now nobody had dared
to watch. To be sure, Father Hanafin was
not in the chapel now, but for all that
the three little spies had come filled with
high hope. The eldest spoke their bitter

disappointment aloud.
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D6 la chiéu thi Hai, va mdi thd Hai,
nhu ching da nghe ké di ké lai trong nha,
Cha Hanafin ndi chuyén v6i Duc Trinh
N trong hang dd. Mt s6 ngudi noi Ba
dén vao dém khuya; mdt s6 ngudi noéi
vao sang sém trudc khi nha nguyén mo
clia; mot sO ngudi ndi doé la lac mat trdi
1dn, nhung cho dén bay gid chua ai ddm
theo d6i. Chac chan, Cha Hanafin khong
cé mdt trong nha nguyén bay gio, nhung
du sao thi ba diép vién nho da dén véi
hy vong 16n. Dtia 16n nhat néi lén sy that
vong cay dang ctia chung.

‘It’s all my eye, he said angrily. The
other two felt that what he said was true,
but they pretended to be deeply shocked.

“Tat ca chi la tro lta bip, cau ta noi
mot cach gian da. Hai dda kia cam thay
nhiing gi cdu tandila dung, nhung chung
gid v4 bi sOc ndng.
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“That’s an awful thing you said, Fox-
er, whispered the boy in the middle.

“Do la mot diéu kinh khiing ma cau
da noi, Foxer, cau bé & gitia thi tham.

‘Go away, you, Philpot!’ said Foxer.
‘Di di, cau, Philpot!” Foxer noi.

‘God! I think it’s a cause for confes-
sion, Foxer !” whispered Philpot again.

“Troi! Toi nghi dé la mot ly do dé
xung t0i, Foxer!” Philpot lai thi tham.

‘Its a mortal sin, Foxer! said the
third, leaning over to say it.

‘Do la mot toi 16i chét nguoi, Foxer!”
dda thi ba nghiéng ngudi dé noi diéu do.

‘Don’t you try to cod me, Cooney, or
I'll burst yer jaw!” cried Foxer angrily.
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‘Duing co ltia toi, Cooney, néu khong
toi sé dam v& ham cdu!” Foxer gidn di
hét 1én.

Philpot hushed them sternly and
swiftly, but the spell was broken. They all
leaned back in the bench.

Philpot nghiém khacvanhanh chéng
ra hi¢u cho ho im ldng, nhung phép thuat
da bi pha v6. Tat ca chung déu nga lung
vao ghé dai.

Beside them was Father Hanafin’s
confession box, its worn purple curtain
partly drawn back, his worn purple stole
hanging on a crook on the wall inside,
and as Foxer gazed into the box with cu-
riosity the Adversary tempted him in his
heart.

Bén canh chung la hop xung toi
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ctia Cha Hanafin, tdm man mau tim da
son mot phan dugc kéo lai, chiéc khan
choang mau tim da s6n cta oOng treo
trén mot cdi mdc trén tudng bén trong,
va khi Foxer nhin vao hop véi su to mo,
Ké Thu da cam do cau trong long.

‘Come on, Cooney!” he invited at last.
‘Come on, and I'll hear yer confession.

‘Di thoi, Cooney!” cudi cung cau ta
moi. ‘Di thoi, va toi sé nghe cdu xung t0i’

‘God! Come on, said Cooney, rising.
“Tréi! Di thoi, Cooney noi, ding day.

“That’s a sin, said Philpot, though se-
cretly eager to sit in the priest’s chair.

‘D6 la mdt t6i 161, Philpot ndi, mac
du tham mong mudn dugc ngoi vao ghé
cua linh muc.
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“You're an awful ould Aunt Mary!’
jeered Foxer, whereupon all Philpot’s
scruples vanished and the three scram-
bled for the confessor’s seat But Foxer
was there before either of them, and at
once he swished the curtains together
as he had seen Father Hanafin do, and
put the long stole about his neck. It was
so nice in there in the dark that he for-
got his two penitents waiting beyond the
closed grilles on either side, and he was
putting imaginary snuff into his nostrils
and flicking imaginary specks of snuff
from his chest when Cooney’s angry face
appeared between the curtains.

‘Cau la mot ba di Mary gia kinh
khung!” Foxer ché nhao, sau dé moi su
de ddt ctaa Philpot bién mat va ca ba
tranh gianh chd ngoi ctia cha giai tdi.
Nhung Foxer da ¢ do trudc ca hai dia,
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va ngay lap tuc cdu ta kéo rém lai nhu
da thay Cha Hanafin lam, va quan chiéc
khan choang dai quanh c6. That dé chiu
khi & trong bong t6i dén noi cau ta quén
mat hai ngudi sam hoi dang chd doi phia
sau nhiing tam ludi dong kin & hai bén,
va cau ta dang dua thudc 14 bot tudng
tugng vao mii va phui nhiing hat thuéc
1a bot tudng tuong khoi nguc khi khuén
mat gian di cta Cooney xuat hién gidia
nhiing tam rem.

‘Are yeh going to hear me confession,
Foxer, or are yeh not?” he cried in a rage,
eager for his turn to be priest.

‘Foxer, nguoi c6 muon nghe ta xung
t0i khong, hay la khong?’ né hét1én trong
con gian di, hdo hic dén lugt minh dugc
lam linh muc.
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‘Go back, my child; said Foxer cross-
ly, and he swished the curtains together
again. Then, as if in spite, he leaned over
to the opposite grille and slowly and sol-
emnly he drew the slide and peered into
the frightened eyes of Philpot.

‘Quay lai di, con cta ta, Foxer noi
mot cach kho chiu, va cau ta lai kéo rém
lai. Sau d6, nhu thé dé€ tréu tic, cau ta
nghiéng ngudi vé phia tdm ludi doi dién
va tu ti va trang trong kéo tam trugt va
nhin cham cham vao do6i mat sg hai cua

Philpot.

‘Tell me how long since your last
confession, my child, he said gravely.

‘Hay noi cho ta biét da bao lau ké tu
lan xung t0i cudi cung cua con, con ctia
ta, Foxer n6i mot cach nghiém trang.
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“Twenty years, whispered Philpot in
awe.

“Hai muoi nam, Philpot thi tham
trong sy kinh sg.

What have you done since then? in-
toned Foxer sadly.

‘Con da lam gi ké tu d6¢” Foxer buon
ba ndi.

I stole sweets, Father. And I forgot
my prayers And I cursed, Father.

‘Con da an trém keo, Cha. Va con da
quén 16i cau nguyén cua minh. Va con
da nguyén rua, Cha’

“You cursed!” thundered Foxer. ‘What
curse did you say?’

‘Con da nguyén rua!” Foxer gam lén.
‘Con da ndi 16i nguyén ria nao?’
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‘T said that our master was an ould
sod, Father, murmured Philpot timidly.

‘Con da noéi rang thay gido ctia chting
con la moét tén khon gia, Cha, Philpot rut
ré ldm bam.

‘So he is, my child. Is there anything
else?”

‘Dung vay, con ctia ta. Con gi niia

khong?’
‘No, Father’
‘Khong, thua Cha!’

‘For your penance say two hundred
and forty-nine Rosaries, and four hun-
dred and seventy Our Fathers, and three
hundred and thirty-two Hail Marys. And
now be a good, obedient boy.

‘Dé sam hdi, con hay doc hai tram
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bon muoi chin Kinh Man Co6i,” va bon
trdm bdy muoi Kinh Lay Cha, va ba trdm
ba muoi hai Kinh Kinh Miing. Va bay gic
hay 1a mot cau bé ngoan ngoan, vang 16i.

And pray for me, won't you? Gawd
bless you, my child

Va cau nguyén cho t6i, dugc khong?
Chua phu ho con, con ctia ta.

And with that Foxer drew the slide
slowly before the small astonished face.

Va véi 16i do, Foxer tu tu kéo tdm
trugt lai trudec khudén mat nho bé kinh
ngac.

As he turned to the other side his
hand fell on a little box - it was Father
Hanafin's consolation during the long
hours spent in that stuffy confessional
listening to the sins and sorrows of his
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parishioners. Foxer’s awkward fingers
lifted the cover and the sweet scent rose
powerfully through the darkness as he
coaxed the loose snuff down from the
cover. Then drawing the slide on Cooney,
he gravely inhaled a pinch and leaned his
ear to the cool iron of the grille.

Khi ndé quay sang phia khdc, tay n6
cham vao mot chi€éc hop nho - d6 la niém
an Ui cua Cha Hanafin trong nhiing gi6
dai ngoi trong phong xung tdi ngdt ngat
do, lang nghe nhiing t6i 16i va n6i budn
ctia gido dan. Nhiing ngon tay vung vé
cua Foxer nhiac nap 1én va mui huong
ngot ngao bay lén manh mé trong béng
toi khi né nhe nhang do thudc 1a bot tu
nap xuong. Sau do, kéo tim trugt trén
Cooney, nd nghiém trang hit mdt nhum
va ghé tai vao tdm ludi sat lanh 1éo.
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Outside a footstep sounded on the
marble floor, and peering out Foxer saw
the priest walk slowly up the farther
aisle, turn and walk slowly down again,
his breviary held high to the slant-ing ra-
diance of the Virgin’s altar.

Bén ngoai, mdt ti€éng budc chan
vang 1én trén san da cadm thach, va nhin
ra ngoai, Foxer thay vi linh muc di cham
rai lén 16i di xa hon, quay lai va di cham
rai xuong lan nta, cuon kinh nhét tung
ctia dng dugc giti cao hudng vé anh sang
xién tu ban thé Puc Trinh N.

‘It's Father Hanafin, whispered Fox-
er to Cooney; and to Philpot, ‘Keep quiet
or were all ruined’

‘D6 la Cha Hanafin, Foxer thi tham
v6i Cooney; va véi Philpot, ‘Gid im ldng
néu khong chung ta sé bi huy hoai hét.
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Up and down the solemn footsteps
went, and high above their heads in the
windows of the clerestory and along
the lath and plaster of the roof the wind
moaned and fingered the loose slates,
and now and again they heard the priest
murmur aloud the deep, open vowels of
his prayer, Gaudeamus Domine, or Do-
mine, Domine meo, in a long breathing
sigh. ‘He’s talking to the Virgin, breathed
Cooney to Foxer.

Nhiing buéc chan trang nghiém
lén xudng, va cao trén dau ho trong cac
ctia sO cla tang trén va doc theo van va
thach cao ctia mai nha, gié rén ri va vuot
ve nhiing vién ngoi 16ng 180, va thinh
thoédng ho nghe thay vilinh mucldm bdm
thanh tiéng nhiing nguyén dm sau, mé
ctia 161 cau nguyén cua d6ng, Gaudeamus
Domine, hoac Domine, Domine meo,
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trong mot tiéng thd dai. ‘Ong 4y dang
noi chuyén véi Duc Trinh N, Cooney
thi tham véi Foxer.

‘He’s talking to the Virgin, breathed
Foxer in turn to Philpot.

‘Ong 4y dang néi chuyén véi Duc
Trinh NG, Foxer 1an lugt thi tham véi
Philpot.

‘Amen, sighed the priest,and wenton
his knees before the can-dles that shone
steadily and were reflected brilliantly in
the burnished brass.

‘Amen, vi linh muc thé dai, va quy
xuong trudc nhiing ngon nén chi€u sang
déu ddn va phan chiéu ruc ré trén dong
thau dugc danh bong.

The three spies had begun to peep
from their hiding place when the snuft
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fell on Foxer’s lap and the grains began
to titil-late his nose. In agony he held his
mouth for a full minute and then burst
into a furious sneeze. In astonishment
the priest gazed about him and once
again Foxer held his breath and once
again he sneezed. At the third sneeze the
priest gazed straight at the box.

Ba diép vién da bat dau nhin trom
tti chd 4n ndp ctia ho khi thudc 1a bot
roi vao long Foxer va nhiing hat bat dau
lam mi anh ta ngtia ngdy. Trong dau
dén, anh ta git miéng trong mot phut
va sau do bung n6 mét tiéng hat hoi da
doéi. Trong kinh ngac, vi linh muc nhin
quanh va mot lan ntia Foxer nin thg va
mot 1an ntia né hat hoi. Dén tiéng hat
hoi thit ba, vi linh muc nhin thing vao
chiéc hop.
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‘Come out!” he said in a loud voice.
‘Come out of that box!’

‘Ra ngoai!’ 6ng ndi bang giong l6n.
‘Ra khoi cai hop dor

And as the three guilty forms crept
from the three portals he commanded
again, ‘Come here I

Va khi ba hinh dang t6i 16i bo ra tu
ba canh ctia, Ong lai ra 1énh, ‘Dén day!’

Awkwardly they stumbled forward
through the seats, trying to hide behind
one another, pushing and upbraiding
one another until they stood before him.

Vung vé, chiung vidp nga vé phia
trudc qua cac ghé, c6 gang trén sau lung
nhau, x6 day va mang mé nhau cho dén
khi ching ding truéc mét 6ng.
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‘What were you doing in there?’ he
asked Foxer.

‘Cdc con dang lam gi trong d6?’ 6ng
hoi Foxer.

‘I was hearing their confession, Fa-
ther, trembled Foxer, and half raised his
arm as if to ward off a blow.

‘Con dang nghe ho xung t6i, Cha,
Foxer run rdy, va ntia gio tay 1én nhu thé
dé tranh mot ca danh.

For a moment the priest glared at
him and then he asked, ‘And what pen-
ance did you give?’

Trong mot khoanh khac, vi linh muc
nhin cham cham vao no va sau dé 6ng
hoi, “Va con da cho hinh phat gi?’
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T-1gave three hundred and thir-
ty-two Hail Marys, Father, and I think it
was four hundred Our Fathers, Father,
and two hundred and forty-nine Rosa-
ries, Father’

‘Con - con da cho ba tram ba muoi
hai Kinh Kinh Mting, Cha, va con nghi
1a bon tram Kinh Lay Cha, Cha, va hai
tram bon muai chin Kinh Méan Co6i, Cha’

‘Well!” pronounced the priest in a
solemn voice ‘Go home and let each one
of ye say that penance three times over
before nine oclock tomorrow morning;

‘Tot” vi linh muc tuyén bo bang
giong trang nghiém ‘Vé nha va moi
nguoi trong cac con hay doc hinh phat
dé ba lan trudc chin gid sdng mai.

Ban Tuyén doc Thw vién Tiéu Lin



The confessional | 29

Stumbling over one another’s heels
the three crept down the dark aisle and
crushed out through the green baize
door and into the falling night that was
torn by the storm The street lamps were
lit and under one of these they halted and
looked at each other, angry and crestfall-
en.

Ca ba loang choang budc xuong 16i
di t6i tdim va chen nhau qua canh ctia
vai len xanh va budc vao man dém dang
budng xudng bi xé toac bsi con bao. ben
dudng dugc thap sing va dudi mot trong
nhiing ngon den do, ho duing lai va nhin
nhau, gian di va chan nan.

‘Nine hundred and ninety Hail
Marys!” walled Philpot, and Cooney
squared up to Foxer with clenched fists.
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‘Chin tram chin muoi Kinh Kinh
Muing!” Philpot kéu 1én, va Cooney doi
mat vGi Foxer v6i nam dam siét chat.

“Yerrah!” said Foxer. ‘It’s all a cod!’

“Yerrah!” Foxer noi. ‘Tat ca chi la tro
dual’

And he raced suddenly away to his
supper, followed by the shouts and feet
of the other two.

Va n6 dot nhién chay nhanh vé nha
dé an tdi, theo sau la tiéng la hét va tiéng
budc chan cua hai dua kia.
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