
  
    
      Fracture

      
        The Expat Psychologist

        Book 1

      

    

    
      
        Lee Hopkins

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: degrees138]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Lee Hopkins

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental. While certain historical events and public figures may be referenced within the narrative, their inclusion is for contextual purposes only, and they interact in fictional scenarios that have been crafted for entertainment and thematic exploration. This novel does not claim historical accuracy nor does it reflect the personal views of the author.

      

      Published by degrees138, Adelaide, South Australia—degrees138.com

    

  


  
    
      For the quiet ones, the deep feelers, and those who need a softer place to land. This is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places.”

        

        — Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Echoes in the Mist

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      Humidity functioned as a physical thing in Da Lat, especially in the hour before sunrise. I came up from a dreamless, chloroformed darkness with the sensation of being laminated to the bedsheets, my skin somewhere between moist and mucosal. The digital clock on the table—a leftover from the last tenant—insisted it was 5:41 AM. The slow rotation of the ceiling fan only made the air viscous, as if it were stirring a pot of bodily fluids. I catalogued my symptoms: jaw soreness, sticky scalp, migraine aura at the edges of vision, and a general sense of being underwater. Or, more accurately, under some low-budget version of the monsoon, where even consciousness felt saturated.

      I reached for the phone by muscle memory. The screen came to life, momentarily blinding me, and then, as always, I found Linh’s image staring back from the lockscreen. The photograph was old—she hated having her picture taken—and in it, she was almost smirking, her eyes slitted just enough to suggest skepticism, or perhaps the onset of a joke. I had kept it as my wallpaper out of ritualistic masochism. It was the closest thing to a religious practice I maintained.

      My thumb hovered over the screen, as if to call her, or at least send a message into the void of unanswered texts. But I set the phone down with calculated care, placing it flat and face-down so as not to be tempted by hope or memory. There was a rhythm to these little acts of self-preservation; a routine that kept the worst of the thoughts in their pens, if not quite sedated.

      I lay motionless for several minutes, waiting to see if the day would bring some clarity, or just another layer of condensation on my soul. The room was a cluttered cube: my laptop on the floor, two empty water bottles rolling in opposite corners, a stack of borrowed books whose titles I read over and over without remembering the plots. Even with all my junk, the space felt hollowed-out, as if the air itself had been corroded. I could feel the void, humming behind my eyes.

      I dressed with the mechanical urgency of a man trying to escape a burning vehicle. Each article of clothing was a deliberate decision: the least damp t-shirt from a pile, the jeans that hadn’t yet grown their own ecosystem, socks like limp dead fish. I could hear thunder in the distance, its rumble echoing off the endless row of low concrete apartments outside. The sky, visible through a slit between the drapes, was already mottled with blue-black clouds. Somewhere a rooster was trying to assert its relevance, crowing in perfect sync with the periodic shouts of the old woman who ran the cafe below.

      I tried to assemble a thought in English, but it dissolved instantly and was replaced by a Vietnamese phrase: “Trời như thế này thì chết mất.” This kind of weather will kill you. The words felt truer in her language than mine, like a malediction or an inevitability. I wondered if I would ever be able to think in one language at a time again, or if my brain would always be a balkanized mess of competing grammars.

      I started the electric kettle, even though the air was already hot enough to curdle blood. The click of the switch was too loud in the tomb-quiet kitchen, so I paced until I found an angle where I couldn’t see the phone, and then I tried to remember the protocol for existence. Stand upright. Breathe through the nose. Swallow when necessary. I inventoried the contents of the fridge—instant noodles, soy milk, half a can of beer—then closed it, as if shutting a lid on Pandora’s box.

      When the kettle shrieked, I poured the water into the chipped mug, watching the granules of instant coffee bloom into muddy whorls. I was not a coffee snob; I didn’t believe in the redemption of mornings. I wanted the caffeine to hit like an ambulance. As I sipped, I realized my hands were shaking, a low-magnitude tremor running from knuckle to elbow. I tried holding the cup with both hands, as if in prayer.

      The thunder returned, closer this time, and the lights flickered. In that moment, I remembered a poem I had started weeks ago, abandoned in the notepad app on my phone, too raw to finish, too true to delete. I scrolled to it and let the words scab over my mind:

      
        
        Major Depressive Episode, DSM-V, 296.23

        The day starts as an insult.

        Sheets glued to skin, marrow sour.

        You count the inventory of failure:

        missed calls, absences, ghosts crowding

        the tiny sanctuary you built for collapse.

        Hands tremble in time with the metronome

        of ceiling fans. Your own voice echoes in

        the body like a burglar, stealing sleep,

        replacing it with uncut footage

        of everything you ever lost.

        You try to script the morning in English

        but find all verbs defective, tenses warped.

        The language of loneliness has no subject;

        it conjugates only in the passive.

        Coffee is a mudslide, prayer is absurd.

        Your thoughts multiply like flies

        in a closed jar: some rise, some fall,

        none escape. You suspect your brain

        has rewired itself for grief, each

        neuron a conductor of silent alarm.

        There is a word for this in Vietnamese,

        a syllable that tastes like metal

        and means “to wither, to dry out inside.”

        You have become the word, repeating

        yourself until the meaning is gone.

        The episode will end, someday,

        but not before it teaches you

        how much sadness a body can store,

        and what is left behind when

        even the sadness evaporates.

      

      

      By the time I finished reading, my eyes were stinging, though whether from the coffee or the words I had exhumed, I couldn’t say. I stared at the condensation running down the window, tracing its path with a fingertip until the chill gave me a brief, anchoring jolt.

      The phone vibrated—a notification, nothing meaningful—and I made myself ignore it. I listened to the rain begin in earnest, each drop a tiny percussion in the orchestration of breakdown. I waited for the world to tell me what to do next, and when it didn’t, I pulled on my shoes, zipped my jacket, and prepared to leave the room, knowing full well that whatever was waiting outside would be an improvement on what I’d left behind.

      Scene 2

      The air outside was no better than the air inside. If anything, it was wetter, as if Da Lat’s entire weather system had conspired to boil the world in its own sweat. I hunched my shoulders and walked with purpose toward the market, which was already a seething knot of umbrellas, scooter exhaust, and the ancient choreography of people who knew how to navigate chaos.

      There was no point in trying to avoid the puddles—they were everywhere, and the mud had a consistency I could feel through the soles of my sneakers. A child in a plastic raincoat darted past me, shrieking something unintelligible, followed by a woman balancing an impossible number of Styrofoam boxes on her head. Every step I took felt like a trespass.

      The morning market was a living organism, an undulating sea of produce and desperation. Vendors shouted the names of their fruits and vegetables as if they were hurling curses or casting spells: “Ổi đây!” “Cam ngọt, cam ngọt!” “Xoài hả? Xoài non ngon lắm!” Each phrase seemed to land with a thud against my forehead, ricocheting through the corridors of my brain.

      I fought my way through the crowd, clutching my backpack like it contained the last remnants of my sanity. Every stall was a flashbulb of color—dragonfruits split open and bleeding, rambutans like fistfuls of alien hair, durians radiating the chemical threat of decomposition. The smell was everything at once: sweet, sharp, rotten, medicinal, sweat and rainwater and old newspapers. It was exhilarating and nauseating, a trigger for every memory I had tried to quarantine.

      I found the mango seller near the end of the row. He was a thin, grinning man with the posture of a question mark. His hands moved with surgical precision, weighing and sorting mangoes into neat pyramids. For a moment I hovered, watching him work, remembering how Linh would lecture me on the importance of buying only the greenest, most unripe fruit. “If it is soft, it is already dead,” she would say, holding a mango to her nose like a sommelier inspecting a vintage.

      When the vendor saw me, he smiled with all his teeth. “Chào anh! Mua xoài không?” His accent was thick, and I felt the familiar anxiety that I would miss some crucial syllable and doom the entire interaction.

      “Ừ, cho…cho tôi ba trái,” I managed, but the words came out as a stutter, and my voice sounded foreign even to myself. My hands shook as I pointed to the pile closest to me.

      He selected three mangoes, each hard and cold as a fist, and dropped them into a thin plastic bag. He asked another question—something about whether I wanted them sliced, or perhaps if I wanted to try the new shipment—but my brain bottlenecked and all I could do was nod idiotically. He handed me the bag, and I fumbled with the bills in my wallet, nearly dropping them on the slick table.

      I muttered a thank you, “Cảm ơn,” but my tongue caught on the words. The vendor’s expression didn’t change; he had seen worse, or maybe he just pitied me. I pocketed the change and ducked away, feeling the familiar staccato of humiliation pounding in my chest.

      I moved toward the edge of the market, where a canopy provided shelter from the intensifying rain. I gripped the bag of mangoes and focused on my breathing, trying to reset my nervous system. The memory of Linh was sharp and bright in my mind, her fingers rapping on the counter, her laugh slicing through my self-consciousness like a razor. She had taught me to love mangoes, and now the mere sight of them was a splinter under my nail.

      As the rain hammered the awning above me, I pressed my forehead to the cool metal support and let my thoughts run riot.

      
        
        She is everywhere. In the fruit, in the air,

        In the grammar I can’t quite master.

        Her absence is a cavity, a negative space

        That hums with the volume of a thousand

        missed calls.

      

      

      I tried to exhale the ache, but it remained, thick and unmoving. The plastic bag crinkled in my grip, and I realized my nails had left crescents in the skin of the mangoes.

      I stood like that for a long time, until the crowd began to thin and the rain lost some of its urgency. I made my way back to the street, the fruit swinging at my side, a pale and insufficient offering.

      On the walk home, I imagined Linh’s voice, half-mocking, half-tender: “Why do you always buy too many? You know you can’t eat them all.” And I thought: Because if I keep buying them, maybe you’ll come back and help me finish the bag. Maybe you’ll forgive me for letting you go.

      I took the long way around the block, avoiding the cafes and storefronts where we used to sit, and when I reached my apartment, I climbed the stairs two at a time, as if speed could make the silence less dense.

      Inside, I dropped the bag on the table and stared at it, waiting for the fruit to ripen, or for something else to change, or for time to move in a direction that made sense. But nothing happened. The clock on the wall ticked at its own indifferent pace. The thunder was gone. All that remained was the faint, unending vibration of what I had lost, and the taste of unripe mango, bitter and green, sharp enough to make me wince.

      I opened my laptop and tried to work, but the words wouldn’t come. The only thing I could write was her name, over and over, as if repetition might summon her from the air.

      Linh. Linh. Linh.

      The episode would not end, not today, not tomorrow. I ate a slice of mango and waited for the next storm.

      Scene 3

      The next morning, I knew exactly where I was going, though I tried to lie to myself about it. The bag of mangoes was already sweating through the paper when I left the apartment, the fruit inside as hard and unyielding as my own intention. The sky was raw again, the air perfumed with ozone and moss and the aftermath of overnight rain.

      Every street in Da Lat had two faces: one for the tourists, one for the city’s own ghosts. I recognized all of them, having become both. I walked past the lake, past the half-built hotel where Linh and I used to sit on the scaffolding and imagine the lives of the people inside. The hotel was finished now, glassed over and antiseptic, but our ghosts lingered at the edge of the construction tape.

      When I reached the café, I stopped outside the threshold, unable to breach the familiar perimeter. Nothing had changed: the same knot of rattan chairs, the same rust-flecked tables, even the same bristling fern in the corner. Two old men played cờ tướng in the shade, their silence as deep and hostile as a war. Teenagers smoked and flicked ash into the planter boxes, indifferent to the drama of returning. The café had moved on, but I had not.

      I stood on the pavement, the bag of mangoes dangling from my fist, and stared at the table by the window. It was unoccupied, but in the reflection, I could see the afterimage of us: Linh with her arms folded on the wood, her mouth pursed in thought, the sunlight making a halo of her hair. I could almost smell the jasmine tea she always ordered, taste the cloying sugar at the bottom of the glass. The memory was so strong it collapsed the distinction between then and now.

      My feet rooted to the spot. I tried to step forward but found that my legs would not obey; they had been commandeered by the past. My breath came shallow, chest quivering with the pulse of panic. I could hear my heart in my ears, a drumline of dread. The bag began to tear at the seam, one of the mangoes pushing hard against the damp paper.

      Threshold anxiety. In psychology, it is the moment when anticipation becomes action, and the mind revolts against itself.

      The body revolts too: breath shortens, skin prickles, time dilates into thin ice.

      I watched as the waitress inside wiped down the table, her movements brisk and unsentimental. She cleared away imaginary crumbs, set a new ashtray, arranged the chairs with the efficiency of someone immune to nostalgia. The world went on, oblivious to the fact that for me, it had stopped at this exact intersection of memory and flesh.

      Behind me, scooters swarmed up the street, honking and weaving. A stray dog sniffed at my ankle, then moved on, having correctly assessed my insignificance. The air vibrated with the smell of hot metal, burned sugar, and the invisible residue of all the mornings I had shared with Linh in this very place.

      I gripped the mango bag tighter, feeling the skin give beneath my thumb. A memory surfaced, unbidden: Linh insisting that all fruit be shared, that to eat alone was bad luck, a curse that would echo for a hundred meals. I wondered if she was somewhere now, on the other side of the city or the other side of time, holding a piece of fruit and thinking of me with equal parts bitterness and regret.

      The paralysis was total. I could not go inside, could not turn back, could only stand at the lip of the old life and listen to the world refuse to care. I tried to summon the discipline to move, to finish what I had started, but I knew that if I crossed the threshold and sat at our table, I would dissolve entirely, lose the fragile scaffolding I had built to keep myself upright.

      A man at the next table laughed, a sharp bark that ricocheted down the street. The waitress joined in, shaking her head. I felt a brief, irrational hatred for their ease, for their capacity to live so lightly in a world so heavy with unfinished business. The laughter made me flinch, and the bag finally split, dropping a mango to the ground. It rolled, bright and green, into the gutter.

      I stared at it for a long time, as if expecting Linh to materialize and scold me for being careless. But the only sound was the scrape of chairs, the distant hum of traffic, and the soft plop of the mango as it tumbled out of reach.

      The urge to scream was as real as the urge to breathe, but I swallowed it. Instead, I stood immobile, a monument to my own inertia, while the city went about its business. The other customers looked right through me, as if I were just another piece of street furniture.

      Eventually, I collected the remaining mangoes and walked away from the café, refusing to look back. My arms ached from holding nothing, my throat was raw, and my eyes stung with unshed tears. The sense of loss was no longer an ache but a full-body paralysis, a neurological event that would never resolve.

      I wandered the city until my legs gave out, then found a bench by the lake and sat there, watching the surface churn under the wind. I held the mangoes in my lap and waited for them to ripen, or for me to rot, whichever came first.

      There was no poem left to write; only the endless repetition of her name, echoing in the cavity she left behind.

      Linh. Linh. Linh.

      And in the reflection on the water, I thought I saw her, just for a second, sitting beside me. But when I turned, the bench was empty, and I was alone, holding the evidence of my own inability to move on.

      The storm came, and I let it wash over me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            The Grammar of Loss

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The air was a science experiment. It had been ninety percent humidity for so many consecutive days that the walls of my apartment sweated along with me, paint blisters forming like hives. Even the cheap particleboard of my desk looked swollen and contagious, edges puckering and flaring out as if trying to shed skin.

      I sat at the desk because I had run out of alternate locations. Every other surface in the room was compromised—bed unmade and sticky, floor a damp rug of sock-lint and mildew, windowsill a slow-motion disaster of black mold. The desk at least maintained the pretense of function, even if the drawer no longer closed and the plastic veneer peeled up in angry strips. It was the last neutral territory left in this climate war.

      A journal lay open in front of me, a Japanese import with a faux-leather cover that had begun to warp in the wet. I ran my finger along the edge of the paper and felt the fibers bulge under my nail. The pen—once a reliable tool, now a liability—grew slick with condensation every time I held it. I gripped it anyway, ignoring the twitch in my fingers. The tip hovered over the page, close enough for the ink to bleed onto the paper by capillary action.

      For fifteen minutes, nothing happened.

      I watched a droplet form on the window and fatten itself, wobbling at the edge of surface tension before rolling down the glass in a slow, resentful streak. Next to the journal, my phone rested face-down, screen black, but I could feel it humming with the energy of missed notifications. I caught myself glancing at it every thirty seconds, compulsive as breathing. The lockscreen would, inevitably, reveal Linh’s face if I surrendered and turned it over—her features frozen in the digital amber of an old photograph. The thought made my hand flex around the pen until it left a crescent-shaped indentation in my palm.

      I tried to will myself into writing. Not for therapy, or even for posterity—just to see if I could still exert force on my environment, leave a mark that was not instantly erased by sweat and rain and entropy. The compulsion was half academic, half animal. I told myself I was studying my own response to the loss, cataloguing the degeneration as a case study. But I knew that was a lie. The need was deeper than curiosity. It was the kind of hunger that nested in the nervous system, feeding on weakness.

      The pen touched paper. I wrote, in careful block letters:

      “HUMIDITY INDEX: 92%.”

      Underneath, I added, “CEILING FAN: INSUFFICIENT.” Then: “DURATION OF EPISODE: 3.5 HOURS, NO SIGN OF REMISSION.”

      I stared at the words for a long time. They looked like notes from a medical chart, observations made by a disinterested nurse. The handwriting was steadier than I expected, given the tremor in my hands, but the letters sagged where the paper was softest, ink bleeding out like a failed IV.

      Below my clinical inventory, I attempted a sentence with more emotional content: “I keep thinking of Linh’s hands, the way she pinched the filter of her cigarette like she was afraid it might shatter.” I paused, then crossed it out. The pen left a black wound on the page. I tried again:

      “She is everywhere, even now. Especially now. The humidity is her, the taste of mold in the tea, the sweat that refuses to dry.”

      That one I let stand, though the words blurred almost immediately as another bead of water rolled off my wrist and onto the journal.

      My left hand shook, a visible tremor from the base of my thumb to the knuckles. I considered making a note of this as well, then decided the data would not improve with repetition. Instead, I opened the desk drawer, rummaged past a stack of expired SIM cards and bent paperclips, and pulled out a half-empty bottle of fluoxetine. The capsules stuck together in a humid clot, their blue-and-white shells fused by atmospheric malaise. I shook out two and swallowed them dry. My mouth tasted of paper.

      A small voice in my head—Linh’s, probably—mocked the futility of SSRIs in the face of meteorology. I almost laughed. Instead, I turned the phone over and let the screen wake up. No messages, just a missed call from a blocked number and a weather alert: “DA LAT: MONSOON WARNING IN EFFECT.” Linh’s face looked back at me, eyes half-shut, the barest shadow of a smile lingering at the corner of her mouth.

      “Get up,” I said aloud. It was a trick Linh had used, talking to herself in the imperative to break the cycle of inertia. I hated how easily I could recall her coping strategies, even as I failed to execute my own.

      I shut the journal, dampened already with the trace of my forearm, and listened to the ceiling fan groan its way through another revolution. I looked around the apartment, at the curling papers taped to the walls, at the closet door that wouldn’t close, at the chair opposite my desk—still positioned as if awaiting her return.

      It was 7:53 AM. I had accomplished nothing, not even the bare minimum of existing. I considered the possibility that this, too, could be a research finding: the progressive failure of will, the slow suffocation of agency under a layer of water vapor.

      I leaned back and closed my eyes. The pen slipped from my fingers and rolled off the desk, hitting the floor with a sound that was both insignificant and total.

      Outside, the rain thickened, battering the building with the energy of a thousand lost mornings. I waited for the episode to pass, but the air only got heavier. Inside, the ink bled down the page, and even my failures began to run together.

      Scene 2

      Packing was a ritual, an assertion of control. I lined up my books with the precision of a mortician laying out bones: Freud, Winnicott, Lacan, and an unauthorized biography of Sylvia Plath. I could only bring five, so I made the cuts with the cold efficiency of a surgeon amputating a gangrenous limb. The rest went into cardboard boxes marked STORAGE in thick permanent marker, as if the word might preserve them from the entropy of abandonment.

      Next came the clothes, folded to military spec and vacuum-sealed in clear plastic. I inventoried them by category—button-downs, t-shirts, denim, socks—and logged each item on a spreadsheet. The shoes went into a separate bag: two pairs, neither suitable for the mud of Da Lat, but both essential to the persona I had curated for myself over the years. The act of packing was soothing, a lullaby for the obsessive, and it dulled the edge of the coming severance.

      My passport felt fake in my hands, the paper too glossy, the photo a distorted version of myself—eyebrows too severe, hairline already receding, eyes flat and untroubled. I thumbed through the pages compulsively, counting the stamps, as if they were proof of an identity I could still reclaim at the other end of the flight. The boarding pass, printed on tissue-thin stock, fluttered with my pulse.

      At the airport, time dilated. I entered a dimension governed by fluorescent light and the laws of group psychology. Security was a theater of humiliation: belt off, shoes off, laptop removed from bag, hands held aloft while a stranger in blue gloves patted me down. The scanner beeped anyway, and I was pulled aside for further examination. I watched as they swabbed my backpack, scanned my water bottle, and looked at me with the blank suspicion reserved for the statistically probable terrorist.

      I passed through into the international terminal, where the air was scrubbed of all regional flavor, and everything—food, signage, language—converged into a smooth, frictionless anonymity. I ordered a coffee from a barista whose accent was impossible to place, and sat at a table overlooking the tarmac, watching planes nose their way into alignment like domesticated dinosaurs. I took notes on the other passengers: a family of four already fighting, a young couple in coordinated athleisure, a businessman reading PowerPoint slides off his phone while picking at a plate of eggs. Nobody looked at anyone else. Everyone was waiting to be somewhere else.

      The flight itself was an exercise in torpor. I dosed myself with melatonin and attempted to read, but my eyes slid off the page. Instead, I cycled through the in-flight entertainment, searching for something numb enough to match my brain state. I settled on a nature documentary with Vietnamese subtitles and English narration, the two languages running in parallel tracks, never intersecting. I wondered if that would be my life now: parallel tracks, no intersection.

      In the bathroom, I stared at my reflection and tried to assemble the parts into a coherent self. I pinched my cheeks, baring my teeth to check for microfractures. The air in the lavatory was dry and recycled, a stark counterpoint to the wet that awaited me at the destination.

      Descent into Tan Son Nhat was signaled by a sudden, vertiginous drop in altitude and a chorus of seatbelts clicking into place. The city sprawled beneath the plane, a rash of sodium-orange lights and zigzagging rivers. The heat hit me the moment I stepped off the jetway: a wall of air thick enough to inhale with a spoon. Sweat formed instantly at the base of my neck, and the fabric of my shirt welded itself to my spine.

      Customs was another layer of theater: stamp, stamp, indifferent wave. The baggage carousel took an eternity, and I watched as my suitcase rounded the corner again and again, taunting me. At the exit, a phalanx of taxi drivers shouted in a language that belonged to someone else, and I understood for the first time that the world did not require my understanding to continue. I felt an urge to turn back, but the doors were one-way, and the crowd behind me pressed forward with the logic of a tide.

      The taxi was a compact Hyundai, its air conditioning straining against the wet density of the night. The driver spoke little, but when he did, it was with an accent so dense I couldn’t tell if he was addressing me or himself. I watched the city blur by—billboards for things I could not pronounce, street vendors hunched over buckets of eels, children in pajamas chasing a soccer ball down an alley flooded with rainwater.

      When we hit the edge of the city and started climbing toward Da Lat, the driver lit a cigarette and offered me one without turning his head. I declined, but the gesture felt oddly intimate, a moment of interspecies recognition.

      The road switchbacked through mountains that reeked of pine sap and decay. Fog clung to the hills, and every so often a flash of lightning illuminated the landscape: coffee plantations, graveyards on slopes, livestock huddled under corrugated iron. The driver stopped once, near a roadside shrine, and made an offering—three incense sticks, a handful of coins, a murmured prayer. I watched him from the backseat, fascinated by the economy of his movements, the ritual compressed into the space of a cigarette break.

      When we finally arrived, the city was asleep. The guesthouse where I had booked a room stood at the end of an alley, its lights off, the lobby a glass cube filled with sleeping dogs and the blue glow of a television on mute. I paid the driver in cash, the bills already damp with sweat, and let myself in with the code the owner had texted me. The room was a shoebox, its dimensions just wide enough for a bed and a desk, but it felt infinite compared to the plane.

      I unpacked with deliberate slowness, setting the books on the shelf first, then the clothes, then the two pairs of shoes in a line by the door. I arranged my pills and toiletries on the bathroom shelf, aligning the labels for maximum legibility. I tried to sleep, but the silence was too different from what I was used to—deeper, more total. I lay awake, listening to the rain.

      At dawn, I stepped outside and let the air hit me. It was both colder and wetter than anything I had prepared for, and I realized with a kind of joyless clarity that this was what I had chosen. Not adventure, not even escape, but a precise reconfiguration of the variables that made up my life.

      The street was empty, the only sound the distant sweep of a broom on stone. I inhaled, trying to memorize the air. It tasted of pine, diesel, and the faint bitterness of unresolved memory.

      I stood there until the sun began to rise, and then I went back inside to resume the work of becoming a person again.

      Scene 3

      I found the temple by accident, or so I told myself. In truth, I had charted its coordinates the night before, triangulating between a cluster of Google reviews and the itinerary Linh had once described in a text I’d reread until the letters wore thin. Still, the approach was anything but linear—alleyways twisted at non-Euclidean angles, staircases dropped suddenly between houses, and the entire neighborhood smelled of fermentation and cheap incense. I arrived thirty minutes early, self-sabotage in the guise of punctuality, and lingered at the gate like a child waiting for a parent to retrieve him.

      The grounds were simple, almost ascetic: a half-moon of gravel, patchy grass, and an ornamental pond with three aging koi. A group of schoolchildren in matching blue uniforms knelt beside the water, their teacher scolding them in brisk, clipped Vietnamese. I watched as a boy in the back row flicked a pebble at the largest fish, and his friend stifled a laugh, the sound strangled at birth.

      Inside, the temple was less a building than a series of discrete airspaces, separated by screens and curtains, the boundaries signaled by scent more than sight. The first room was thick with sandalwood, the air dense enough to scrape with a tongue depressor. The walls were painted a bruised red, chipped and repaired in patches, each repair a scar rather than a disguise. Two electric fans oscillated in perpetual stalemate, canceling out each other’s effect. I made a note of this, as if the knowledge might be useful someday.

      At the far end of the corridor, a pair of monks stood side by side in front of an altar, their heads bent in consultation over a tray of small, silver bowls. Both wore saffron robes, both were barefoot, but only one looked old enough to be my father. The younger monk caught my eye, smiled with the resigned boredom of a retail clerk, and gestured for me to proceed. I bowed, a motion I had practiced alone in my room, and moved forward, feet suctioning slightly against the polished tile.

      The main chamber opened with a rush of sound: muffled gongs, the shuffling of slippers, a chorus of whispers echoing in a language I recognized only as urgent. Sunlight angled in through high, narrow windows, slicing the incense smoke into tiers. In the middle of the room, a line of devotees knelt in orderly formation, each holding a folded lotus or a bundle of joss sticks. The ceremony had not yet begun, but already the space throbbed with anticipation, every breath a staccato note in the song of waiting.

      I took a spot near the back, knees pressed to the cool stone. My jeans were instantly marked with twin wet spots. The boy next to me, no older than ten, shot me a sidelong glance and attempted a smile, the universal language of shared discomfort. I tried to reciprocate, but my mouth felt clumsy, unpracticed. Instead, I bowed my head and faked a prayer, my thoughts ricocheting between the trivial and the catastrophic.

      At exactly eight, the abbot entered—a woman in her seventies, spine straight as a tuning fork. She wore no makeup, no jewelry, only a simple cotton robe and an aura of catastrophic calm. With a single word, she silenced the room. A bell rang. The line of devotees shuffled forward, depositing their offerings at the altar, then retreating to the margins. I watched as the pile of flowers and fruit grew, a slow-motion landslide of intention.

      Halfway through the procession, I noticed her.

      She moved differently from the others: slower, but with an economy of motion that bordered on arrogance. She wore a white ao dai, spotless despite the muddy walkways outside, and her hair was gathered at the nape of her neck with a simple black band. She carried no offering, only a sheet of folded paper, which she placed on the altar with the care of a surgeon handling an organ.

      She did not look at me. Not at first.

      Instead, she turned to the abbot and spoke a single sentence—quiet, but with enough gravity to reroute the room’s attention. The abbot nodded, then smiled, a rare and private thing, and reached to touch the woman’s shoulder. The touch lingered a fraction too long, but neither seemed embarrassed. Ritual, I told myself. Everything here was ritual.

      I waited until the ceremony ended before approaching. The crowd dissipated in the manner of all crowds: quickly, and with a collective sigh of relief. I stood at the edge of the altar, hands in pockets, pretending to study the arrangement of fruit and flowers. She was crouched by the koi pond now, feeding the fish rice grains from her palm. Her face was inscrutable, but her movements were careful, deliberate, as if each grain carried the sum total of her intent.

      I made a circuitous approach, stopping to admire the koi, then the moss on the rocks, then the reflection of the sky in the water’s surface. She did not acknowledge me until I stood almost beside her.

      “Most foreigners do not come to this temple,” she said, not looking up. Her English was crisp, slightly accented, and without the tentative upward lilt I’d come to expect.

      “I’m not most foreigners,” I replied, immediately regretting the banality.

      She smiled, but kept her eyes on the fish. “No, I suppose not. You came for the blessing?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure what I came for.”

      She finally looked at me, her gaze direct but not challenging. “Curiosity is enough.”

      She stood, brushed imaginary dust from her sleeves, and extended a hand. “Linh.”

      Her skin was cool and dry, her grip more confident than mine. I introduced myself, first and last name, then added the Vietnamese pronunciation I’d practiced. She repeated it, once, correcting my tone.

      “You have studied,” she said, releasing my hand.

      “Only a little. Not enough.”

      A silence unfolded, not awkward but precise, as if she were measuring my capacity for endurance. Behind us, the abbot had begun to clear the altar, her motions as unhurried as Linh’s.

      I tried to bridge the gap. “You live here?”

      “In Da Lat, yes. Near the market. I come to the temple often, to help the abbot. And to…” She hesitated, searching for the word. “To remember.”

      “Remember what?”

      “Who I am,” she said, and in the pause that followed, I understood she was not joking.

      I nodded, unwilling to press further. She seemed to appreciate the restraint.

      We stood by the pond, watching the fish glide beneath the surface.

      After a minute, she said, “You study psychology, don’t you?”

      I flinched, surprised. “How did you⁠—?”

      She gestured at my shoes. “You wear the same kind every day. Clean, but not new. Also, you carry a notebook, but never write in it during the ceremony.”

      I laughed, the sound foreign in my throat. “Is it that obvious?”

      “To me, yes.” She smiled, this time with a trace of mischief. “To the monks, you are invisible.”

      We talked, then, about inconsequential things: the weather, the market, the way the city changed after a rain. Her sentences were short, clipped, as if she were rationing words. She asked nothing about my past, and I volunteered nothing. The conversation was less about content than about duration—the simple fact of its ongoingness.

      At some point, the abbot joined us. She looked at Linh, then at me, and asked, “Have you found what you were looking for?”

      I considered lying, then said, “Not yet.”

      The abbot nodded, as if this answer was both expected and satisfactory. “You will,” she said. “Or you will lose interest. Either way, the outcome is peace.”

      Linh translated this, though I understood it well enough. She laughed, a low, unguarded sound, and the abbot patted her cheek.

      When the abbot had gone, Linh said, “She likes you. She thinks you are sad.”

      I made a face. “Is it that obvious?”

      She shrugged. “It is obvious to the right people.”

      The sky was beginning to cloud over. Linh checked her phone, then tucked it away.

      “I have to go,” she said. “Work.”

      I nodded. “Will I see you again?”

      She looked at me then, really looked, and said, “Of course. Unless you decide you have found enough.”

      I watched as she walked down the gravel path, posture unhurried, head held straight. I wanted to call after her, to invent a reason for her to turn, but the right words never materialized.

      I returned to the temple the next week, and the week after, and each time Linh was there, always already waiting, as if my arrival was just another variable in a schedule she had mastered. We spoke in fragments, sometimes in English, sometimes in Vietnamese, and always with the sense that the conversation was happening in a room adjacent to the one we occupied.

      On the fourth visit, as we stood beneath the archway of the temple, listening to the rain flatten the world into a single, continuous sound, Linh said, “You are not afraid of sadness.”

      I thought about this. “Should I be?”

      “It is not dangerous, but it is contagious.” She smiled, but there was no humor in it. “You will see.”

      We fell silent. The rain made it impossible to speak anyway. After a while, she leaned against the pillar, eyes closed, and said, “Do you know the Vietnamese phrase for love without a future?”

      I shook my head.

      She told me, and I repeated it, mangling the tones. She corrected me, once, then again, until I could say it passably well.

      “It’s a good phrase,” I said. “Accurate.”

      She opened her eyes, met my gaze, and said, “Some things are worth saying, even if you know how they end.”

      I memorized the phrase, rolled it around in my head, used it as a shibboleth against the banality of loss.

      For weeks after, I thought of nothing else.

      Scene 4

      Memory had a way of resurfacing at the exact wrong moment, like a junkie showing up at your door during a family dinner. The trigger was usually banal—a sound, a smell, the way sunlight fell through a particular windowpane—but the payload was always the same: a montage of life before the break, edited for maximum cruelty.

      In one such fragment, I am standing in a lecture hall at Adelaide, two hundred undergraduates in various states of boredom arrayed before me like a field of dying crops. The whiteboard behind me is filled with diagrams—Freudian topographies, Beck’s cognitive triad, the DSM’s shifting architecture—and I am walking them through a case study of major depression, my hands carving the air with the conviction of a stage magician.

      “Depression is not simply sadness,” I say. “It is the collapse of future possibility. A recursive loop of self-negation.”

      I pause for effect. A girl in the front row, all eyeliner and skepticism, raises her hand. “But isn’t that just a fancy way of saying you feel bad all the time?”

      I smile, the kind of smile you practice in the mirror to avoid showing your teeth. “Yes. But also: no. The trick is that the ‘feeling bad’ becomes its own environment. It’s like living underwater and forgetting there’s such a thing as air.”

      They nod, or pretend to. I feel a momentary surge of competence, of mastery over the material and the room. It is, in retrospect, the only kind of power I ever wanted.

      The memory dissolves and is replaced by another: a seminar room, wood-paneled and smelling of chalk dust, where my supervisor hands me a letter of recommendation. “You have a gift,” she says. “But you need to learn to leave the case at the office. If you take every patient home with you, you’ll never get out alive.”

      At the time, I laughed, thinking it was a joke. I realize now it was the most honest warning I’d ever been given.

      In the present, my desk is a battleground of conflicting priorities. Half-written manuscripts lay buried under a drift of medical bills and grocery receipts. My annotated copy of “Écrits” is dog-eared and water-stained, the marginalia now illegible from repeated smearing by wet hands. Every morning, I resolve to return to my research, to claw back a sliver of the person I used to be, but the will evaporates before noon.

      A stack of index cards sits in front of me, each bearing a quote or definition I once found useful. I flip through them, hoping for a line that might anchor my thoughts:

      LACAN: “The unconscious is structured like a language.”

      KLEIN: “Grief is the price we pay for attachment.”

      BION: “Thoughts are like parasites—they can exist before a thinker.”

      None of it helps. The words have decoupled from their referents, become slogans in a failed ad campaign.

      I pick up a card at random. On it, in my own handwriting: “Sometimes a patient cannot be cured—only witnessed.” I stare at it until the letters start to swim, then drop it in the bin.

      The phone buzzes, a notification from an academic journal I had submitted to months ago. The subject line: “Thank You For Your Submission.” I don’t open it. The contents are always the same: thanks, regrets, and an invitation to try again.

      The next card is blank, except for a single line scrawled at the bottom: “What is the self, if not an accumulation of failed defenses?”

      I laugh, involuntarily. The sound is thin and sarcastic, the laughter of someone who has been caught plagiarizing his own misery.

      On the far side of the desk, a mug of tea has left a ring on a printout of my last published article, “Depressive Realism and the Ethics of Honesty.” The irony is almost erotic. I tear the page along the stain and use it to blot up a fresh spill.

      I wonder if anyone at the university remembers me, or if my departure was absorbed into the churn of adjunct attrition. It is likely that, even now, someone is teaching from my old syllabus, revising my lecture slides, repeating my jokes to a room full of strangers.

      The thought does not depress me. If anything, it is a comfort. The idea that a version of myself still exists, however diluted, is enough to keep me upright.

      I flip to the last card in the stack. It reads: “The only thing harder than being sad is being sad and knowing why.”

      I leave it face up on the desk, a monument to the futility of expertise.

      Outside, the rain has started again, tapping out a Morse code of unsolvable equations. I listen, waiting for a message that never arrives.

      Scene 5

      After the rain reached its crescendo and the building had begun to leak in earnest, I tried to write again. The act felt both ritualistic and desperate, like lighting incense to mask a gas leak. My journal—by now warped at the spine, the corners foxed with mildew—lay open where I had left it, page edges curling away from my fingerprints as if in defense.

      I picked up the pen and held it over the paper, waiting for intent to congeal into action. Nothing came. My mind was a hard drive full of corrupted sectors, each attempt at access met with a grinding, mechanical whir.

      On the far side of the window, the rain hammered the glass with the persistence of a chemical drip. The condensation ran in rivulets, sometimes intersecting, sometimes not. I followed their paths until I realized I was modeling my own thought process: two streams, parallel, only rarely converging.

      When I finally began to write, it was not in English. Or rather, it was in English until it wasn’t. The words that bled onto the page were Vietnamese, or a corrupted version of it—verbs unconjugated, nouns decapitated, grammar refusing to assert itself. I wrote them anyway, letting the sound of the syllables carry the sense.

      
        
        Tôi nhớ em.

        Tôi nhớ em nhiều.

        Tôi không thể quên.

      

      

      I repeated the phrase, again and again, until it lost all semantic charge. I switched to English, then back, then mixed the two in a pidgin that felt truer than either alone.

      
        
        Missing you is a kind of drowning.

        Every day I swim in it.

        Không có lối ra. No exit. No surface.

      

      

      I pressed harder, the pen digging a trough into the sodden paper. The ink pooled and feathered, creating an involuntary Rorschach. I looked for meaning in the blot, found only a face I didn’t recognize.

      I tried to recall the psychological terminology for this kind of repetition, the way trauma turns every utterance into a looping tape. Perseveration, I thought. Or maybe echolalia. The distinction felt academic, which, in this context, was another word for useless.

      On the facing page of the journal, I had once written a detailed outline for a book I would never finish:

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Terminal Sadness

          

        

      

    

    
      Now, I filled the spaces between these neat headings with fragments of memory, sometimes in English, sometimes not.

      Linh at the market, negotiating the price of cilantro.

      Linh on the balcony, fixing the hem of her ao dai with a safety pin.

      Linh, the last morning, making coffee with her back to me, humming a song I would never know the words to.

      I wrote until the page was a palimpsest of languages, times, selves. The academic side—orderly, notated, hopeful—fought for space with the present-tense wreckage. My handwriting grew smaller, then larger, then shrank again to a code only I could decipher.

      At some point, the emotion surfaced, raw and unmodulated. I felt it in my chest, a cramp beneath the sternum, the kind that makes you believe in the old metaphors of heartbreak. Tears threatened, but I held them in abeyance, refusing the catharsis out of habit or spite.

      I found myself whispering the words as I wrote them, the syllables clicking against the roof of my mouth:

      
        
        Không có lối ra.

        Không có lối ra.

        Không có lối ra.

      

      

      The phrase took on the quality of a prayer, or a curse, or both.

      At the periphery, my phone vibrated with a new alert. I ignored it. If it was important, the world would insist harder.

      I reached for another sheet of paper—a printout of my last diagnostic criteria, the margins annotated with notes I no longer understood—and used it to blot the latest spill. The ink smeared, obliterating the distinction between symptom and syndrome.

      I thought of Linh, somewhere in the city or nowhere, and tried to summon the certainty I’d felt in the lecture halls, the old faith in language to classify and thus control experience. But the words failed, dissolved on contact with the present.

      All that remained was the act of writing, the friction of pen on paper, the possibility that repetition would eventually exhaust the sadness.

      I looked at the page, at the ruins of two languages, and understood—maybe for the first time—that the problem was not diagnosis, but translation.

      I closed the journal, laid the pen across the cover, and listened to the rain.

      Outside, the sky had turned the color of unripe mango.

      I waited for the next sentence to come, and when it didn’t, I let the silence stand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Dissolving Self

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I woke up in the hallway, or maybe I had never gone to bed at all. The corridor was a half-lit diorama of municipal neglect: pale cement sweating with condensation, the handrail cold and wet beneath my palm, the light fixtures overhead blinking on their own interval. The stairwell always smelled of old cigarettes and rainwater, but today it was laced with something sharper, like battery acid or failed sleep.

      My first memory was the sound of my name—an unmistakable invocation, called out from the landing below. “Hey,” it said, “Hey,” and then my full name, the vowels stretched and split as if chewed by someone with broken teeth. I responded, of course I did. I turned, expecting to see a neighbor or a police officer or maybe even Linh, backlit by the blue-morning haze. But the stairwell was empty. The echo rebounded off the tiles and hung in the air, waiting for me to reply again.

      I tried to retrace my steps. Had I come out for a cigarette? To check the mailbox? The sleeve of my shirt was stuck to my skin, my watch fogged over. I pressed the stem, illuminating the digital display. The numbers flipped, reset, then settled on 04:12. I blinked. The numbers reversed themselves and became 21:40. I blinked again.

      There was a clock at the end of the hall, a battered thing with a cracked plastic face, stopped forever at 7:43. I shuffled over, shoes leaving wet marks on the concrete. The hands hadn’t moved in weeks, but the ticking continued in the absence of motion—a form of auditory gaslighting, I decided, the brain’s way of making the world seem orderly when it absolutely was not.

      My breath sounded loud, even panicked, in the damp box of the corridor. I put a hand on my chest to check for arrhythmia, convinced I’d find my heart beating a Morse code of warning. It thudded, regular but slow, like a metronome on lithium. My fingers left sweat marks on the fabric, each print a miniature weather system.

      I tried to move, but the body refused. I stood there, locked in a half-crouch, eyes level with the banister. I considered the possibility that I had died and this was some transitional state—a Bardo for the severely anxious. I laughed at that, a short, choking sound that bounced around the stairwell and returned, accusatory.

      Through the stairwell window, the sky was its usual Da Lat non-color: neither gray nor blue, but a faint, diffused brightness, as if the sun had been diluted in bleach. The world outside looked wet and hostile, air thick with mist and pollen and industrial exhaust. It was always spring here, which meant it was always wet, and the city reeked of mildew and cut grass and the kind of sadness that doesn’t go away even after you scrub it.

      I checked my watch again. 04:14. I closed my eyes. Opened them. 21:44. The numbers were mocking me, and I admired their commitment.

      Downstairs, I heard a door slam, then voices—two, maybe three, speaking in Vietnamese at a volume calibrated to irritate but not alarm. The language filtered up in bursts: a word I recognized, then two I didn’t, then laughter. I wondered if I was the topic, if the neighbors had noticed the foreigner standing slack-jawed at the top of the stairs. I tried to will myself to look dignified, to at least give the impression of purposeful movement, but my legs had entered into a private contract with gravity.

      Sleep deprivation is a known cognitive hazard. The DSM devotes several pages to the phenomena: micro-sleeps, hypnagogic imagery, fugue states. My eyelids twitched, the muscles fighting to stay open. The walls of the hallway pulsed with slow-moving shadows, like oil slicks on water. I tried to focus on the details: the way the paint peeled away in sheets, revealing older strata of color underneath; the condensation bead running down the radiator pipe, leaving a snail trail of mineral residue. Every surface told a story, and none of them were optimistic.

      My name, again. This time quieter, almost tender. I spun around, nearly slipping on the wet floor, and gripped the banister with both hands. My vision swam, then stabilized. No one was there. I called out, “Ai đó?” The words came out strangled, too soft to be heard over the drip of water and the distant rumble of scooters outside.

      I checked my pockets for my phone. It wasn’t there. I checked my other hand: a crumpled grocery receipt and two nicotine gum wrappers, the evidence of a failed attempt at self-improvement. I had no memory of buying groceries, or of ever chewing the gum. I patted down my chest, hips, legs. My body felt like it belonged to someone else—a rental suit, already damp and creased before I put it on.

      Time became abstract, a concept with no direct application. The clock on the wall still read 7:43. My watch had started counting backwards, or maybe the screen had entered some recursive error state. My hands shook, just enough to be noticeable. I placed both palms on the wall, closed my eyes, and breathed in through my nose, out through my mouth. The taste of exhaustion was metallic, thick as blood.

      I thought of Linh then, and how she would narrate her own panic attacks in the third person, as if describing them for a documentary. “At this stage, the subject’s muscles become rigid. She is aware of the irrationality, but the knowledge is useless. She remains stuck, waiting for a cue to move on.” I could hear her voice, calm and precise, as if reading off a cue card. I envied her ability to intellectualize misery. Mine just turned viscous, pooled at the base of my skull.

      A neighbor appeared at the far end of the corridor. He was barefoot, in pajamas, carrying a plastic basin of wet laundry. He gave me a look: not hostile, not curious, just the flat-eyed appraisal of someone for whom the limits of human behavior have already been exceeded. I managed a nod. He looked away and entered his apartment, the door clicking shut behind him.

      Eventually, I remembered I had legs. I forced myself to walk back to my own door, the one with the misaligned number plate and the faint outline of Linh’s fingerprint smudged around the handle. I slid inside, closed it gently, and leaned my back against the wood. The apartment was no more welcoming than the hallway, but at least it was predictable.

      I peeled off my shirt and threw it on the chair. Sat on the bed, which was still unmade, the sheets damp with last night’s sweat. I checked my phone; battery dead. I checked the window; the same weather as always, fog spooling in from the lake, buildings dissolving at the horizon.

      I lay down and waited for the sensation of motion to subside. The echo of my name lingered, like the aftertaste of a medication you can’t remember taking.

      I stared at the ceiling until my eyes refused to stay open, then drifted somewhere between sleep and its absence, cataloguing the noises of the building and the intervals between them, counting down until the next time I was called back into the corridor, or until time itself decided to restart.

      Scene 2

      I resolved to be functional the next day. I woke up—if you could call it waking—at 6:07 AM, every joint glued shut by lactic acid and humidity. The memory of the hallway episode hovered at the edge of consciousness, receding only when I ran cold water over my face for a full minute, the shock bringing my vision into a sharp, blue clarity.

      The plan was simple: go to the café, order coffee, sit quietly, make it to noon without incident. The café was a known variable. It offered a script, an audience, and the possibility of reintegrating into the polite society of dislocated professionals.

      I pulled on the least damp shirt I could find, ran fingers through hair that had resigned from the scalp months ago, and stepped into the corridor. The building was awake now, the sounds of water heaters and televisions leaking from every apartment. I managed to descend the stairs without incident, the memory of my name echoing only twice before I reached the ground floor.

      The café was four blocks away, across a street lined with pop-up food stalls and flower vendors. I navigated the sidewalk with my head down, avoiding the pitying glances of the old woman who sold chè by the traffic circle. She knew me by now, and I knew her gaze: equal parts concern and contempt for the expat who couldn’t hold his life together.

      I reached the café door and paused, hand hovering over the handle. My reflection in the glass looked worse than I felt: gray skin, eyes ringed in purple, shirt already speckled with sweat. I rehearsed my order in my head. Two phrases in Vietnamese, one in English. A simple transaction. I could do this.

      I pushed open the door. The bell overhead gave its little suicidal tinkle, and I was immediately hit by the aroma of burnt coffee and air conditioning. The space was nearly empty—two Westerners on laptops by the window, the usual cadre of Vietnamese high schoolers at a back table, all glued to their phones.

      Behind the counter was the barista, a young guy with perfect teeth and the patience of a saint. He looked up, made eye contact, and gave me a nod of cautious recognition. I cleared my throat.

      “Cho tôi một cà phê sữa đá,” I said, overpronouncing every syllable. My voice came out flat, too loud.

      The barista nodded. “To go, or here?” he asked, the English crisp and accentless.

      “Here,” I managed, pointing at a table in the far corner. My hand shook. I tried to steady it by gripping the strap of my backpack.

      He made the coffee with a ritualistic economy: scoop, pour, compress, drip. I watched the process like a science experiment, timing each step in my head. Thirty seconds to tamp the grounds. Forty to fill the phin. Ninety for the first drip to hit the glass.

      While I waited, I glanced at the two expats by the window. One wore a Patagonia vest and worked furiously on a spreadsheet, the other scrolled TikTok and chewed the skin off his thumb. They both glanced up when I entered, then looked away with practiced indifference. I imagined the email they would later send, subject line: “Guy Losing It at Local Café—Update.”

      The barista set my coffee on the counter with a gentle “Here you go.” I thanked him and retreated to my corner, keeping my back to the wall and my field of vision wide. The condensation on the glass pooled instantly, merging with the ring of sweat on the table.

      I forced myself to drink. The first sip was too hot, scalding the roof of my mouth. I winced, set the glass down, and tried to focus on the sensation—anything to anchor me in the moment. The pain was bright, localized, almost comforting. I made a note of it in my head: “Physical stimuli = temporary reprieve from psychic pain.”

      I pulled out my notebook and opened to a blank page. The intention was to list my daily goals, but the pen trembled in my hand, skipping across the paper. I drew a single vertical line, then another, then let the pen hover until a drop of ink stained the page. I watched it spread, a slow amoeba, until it filled the tiny crater I’d made.

      Across the room, one of the expats sneezed. The barista said, “Bless you,” and the expat replied, “Thanks, man.” Their interaction had a frictionless normalcy that made my skin itch.

      I tried to slow my breathing, to synchronize it with the drip of water from the air conditioner. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Linh had taught me this trick, years ago, when panic threatened to shut down her lungs. “Breathe like you’re in a hospital,” she used to say. “Pretend you’re being observed.”

      I realized I was being observed. The barista had resumed wiping down the counter, but he watched me in the convex arc of the espresso machine’s side panel. I met his gaze in the reflection, and he looked away, busying himself with an empty cup.

      The coffee was now the right temperature. I took a long gulp, burning my tongue again out of spite. I set the glass down too hard, sloshing some over the rim. The liquid beaded on the table, then ran down into the groove where the laminate had begun to peel. The detail fascinated me; I imagined the path the coffee would take, the way it would eventually warp the wood, leave a permanent stain.

      I looked up and realized the two expats were both watching me now, their conversations having paused. I felt the heat rise in my face, a blush that spread from my ears to my collarbone. I drummed my fingers on the table, a nervous tic I had never noticed before. I tried to stop, but my hand refused to obey.

      The high schoolers at the back table burst into laughter, a sound so sharp it nearly caused me to drop the glass. For a moment, I was convinced they were laughing at me, and the certainty of it made me stand up, fast enough that my chair skidded backward and hit the wall.

      All eyes turned. For three seconds, I was the axis of attention.

      I forced a smile, scooped up my bag, and left the coffee mostly unfinished on the table. I exited with as much dignity as I could salvage, which was approximately none.

      Outside, the mist was waiting for me. It wrapped my head in a cool, damp shroud, the taste of burnt coffee lingering on my tongue. I walked without aim, letting the city’s grid guide me wherever it wanted. The streets were crowded now, scooters and cars and bicycles weaving in a choreography of calculated recklessness.

      I moved with the flow, shoulders hunched, eyes on the pavement. At one point, I passed a shop window and caught my reflection: stranger than before, hair matted to the skull, cheeks sunken, pupils wide as a cat’s at midnight. I paused, then kept moving.

      I ended up by the lake, the place Linh always went to “reset” after a bad episode. The water was perfectly still, a mirror for the sky’s blank face. I found a bench and sat, hands folded in my lap, breathing in the scent of wet stone and algae.

      The day stretched out, slow and indefinite. I checked my watch. 09:23. I closed my eyes, opened them. 16:52. Time was folding in on itself, each interval less convincing than the last.

      I waited until the mist condensed into rain, then walked home. Each step felt lighter than the one before, as if the gravity of other people’s attention had been replaced by something softer, less personal. I let the rain soak through my clothes, cleansing away the residue of the café.

      Back at my apartment, I sat on the bed, pulled the notebook from my bag, and stared at the inkblot I had made earlier. It looked like a butterfly, or a skull, or nothing at all.

      I watched it until the page blurred, then closed the book and waited for night.

      Scene 3

      It happened again, and this time I had no warning. One moment I was in my apartment, staring at the threadbare upholstery of a kitchen chair, and the next I was in the market, disoriented by the light and the noise and the smell of raw fish. The transition was total, a teleportation by stress. I blinked, and the context had changed.

      The central market was the pulsing organ of Da Lat. Every day, before sunrise, vendors transformed an otherwise forgettable intersection into a warren of produce, meat, and bootleg electronics. The aisles were wet with runoff, the concrete slicked by a hundred years of hosing and foot traffic. Even this early, the space was crowded—women in plastic sandals trundling crates of cabbage, teenagers hawking sacks of sugarcane, the perpetual scent of gasoline threading through every breath.

      I stood at the end of one aisle, the humidity already working under my clothes. I held a wad of crumpled bills in my left hand. I had no memory of how they got there, or what they were for.

      There was a mango seller, the same one Linh used to buy from. He stood behind a pyramid of green fruit, his face creased with an expression I could only describe as resigned optimism. He saw me, raised a hand in greeting, and said something in Vietnamese that failed to parse. I tried to respond, but my tongue stayed glued to the roof of my mouth.

      I drifted forward, slow-motion, until I was within arm’s reach of the fruit. The vendor smiled again, softer now, and gestured at the mangoes. I stared at them, uncomprehending, the color leaching out of my vision until the whole display was just a gradient of gray.

      Behind me, a motorbike engine backfired, sending a flock of pigeons skittering into the air. The vendor’s words followed, but they were muffled, as if I were underwater. He pointed at the money in my hand, then at the fruit, then at me, a patient game of charades.

      I glanced down. My hand was trembling. I tried to will it to stop, but the tremor only got worse, until the bills fluttered and one slipped from my grip. It landed at my feet, instantly soaked by a puddle of something both organic and industrial.

      I bent to retrieve it, but my body misfired; I stooped too low and nearly toppled forward. The vendor reached over the table and caught my shoulder, steadying me with a touch that was gentler than I’d expected. I straightened, nodded, and tried to smile. It felt like a mask, brittle and obviously fake.

      Around us, the market operated at full volume. A woman with a megaphone sold sweet potatoes three stalls down, her chant punctuated by the beep of delivery scooters. The crowd moved in waves, eddying around me as if I were a statue or a traffic cone. Some people glanced, but none stared. I realized, with a sick sort of gratitude, that I was invisible here.

      The vendor spoke again, voice pitched low and kind. I recognized the pattern of the sentence, but the words would not resolve into meaning. He pointed at the mangoes, then at my hand, then made a slicing gesture as if to indicate a choice.

      I tried to count the money. My fingers wouldn’t separate the bills. My vision blurred at the edges, and the numbers on the currency swam. I thought: this is what it feels like to lose the language center of your brain, a slow blackout from the inside out.

      I didn’t know how long I stood there. The market’s time signature was beyond me, measured in transactions and deliveries, not seconds or minutes. At some point, another customer stepped up beside me, said a brief hello to the vendor, and conducted a full sale—three mangoes, a quick exchange of bills, a nod, and gone. The vendor never took his eyes off me.

      A small, sharp voice interrupted the trance. An old woman, her face a roadmap of sun and salt, addressed me in Vietnamese. She spoke slowly, each syllable clear. She pointed at the money in my hand, then at a small basket of lychees on her table. She repeated her question, voice softer, then gestured: pick up, hand over, take home. It was the grammar of care, learned from a million rehearsals with children and the elderly.

      I felt tears prick at the back of my eyes, not from sadness, but from the overwhelming relief of being given instructions. I nodded, picked up a lychee, squeezed it to test for ripeness. The old woman smiled, a perfect arc, and bagged up a handful. I handed her the money, still unsure how much I was giving. She counted out the change and tucked it into my hand with a parental pat.

      I stepped aside, clutching the bag. The vendor smiled again, this time with a subtle bow. I nodded, said “Cảm ơn,” and was surprised when the words actually formed in my mouth.

      I walked the aisles, not sure where to go. I watched my feet move across the tiles, listened to the squelch of my shoes in the puddles. I focused on the pain in my calves, the way the air stuck to my lungs. These were facts, observable and reliable, a counterpoint to the data corruption happening inside my head.

      I reached the end of the row and sat on an overturned crate, lychees in my lap, hands still shaking. The market noise faded, replaced by the slow, insistent pulse of my heartbeat. I closed my eyes, counted to sixty, then opened them again.

      Still there.

      The market continued, indifferent to my malfunction. People bought, sold, argued, and laughed. A child tugged at her mother’s sleeve, pointing at a bouquet of plastic-wrapped roses. A butcher wiped his hands on an apron and sang along to a tinny pop song on his radio. Life had no intention of pausing for my benefit.

      I peeled a lychee, the skin coming off in one perfect spiral. The fruit inside was cool and sweet, the flavor bright against the taste of metal in my mouth. I ate another, then another, the rhythm of peeling and chewing as calming as any pharmaceutical.

      I sat there until the crate was empty, until my hands stopped shaking, until the world seemed marginally less hostile. I watched the sky through the gaps in the market roof, watched the color change from pale blue to that flat, infinite white.

      I could have stayed there forever, but the spell broke when a vendor asked if I was finished with the crate. I nodded, stood, and gave it back. She smiled, and I moved on, drifting through the stalls, the crowd parting and closing behind me.

      The fugue lingered, but it no longer felt dangerous. It was just another way of being, another adaptive response to a world that refused to accommodate. I felt a strange kinship with the vendors, their routines and repetitions, their ability to reset after every transaction.

      As I walked home, I tried to remember what I had come to the market for in the first place. The answer eluded me, but I no longer cared.

      For the first time in days, I felt something close to peace.
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        My moods have become self-aware.

        They stare at me from the dark corners of rooms

        and from the faces of strangers at the market.

        Today, I lost an hour to the memory of my own hands,

        the way they used to hold a pen without trembling.

        At the fruit stand, a man tried to sell me a mango,

        but his words were static, a foreign tongue

        in a foreign country, spoken only in dreams.

        I watched the fruit for so long

        that time folded in on itself,

        and when I came to, the vendor

        was gone and my hands

        were sticky with juice and regret.

        I am the ghost of my own intentions,

        haunting the aisles of a city

        that pretends not to notice.

        No one asks why I stand so still

        in the middle of the market,

        or why the sound of my name

        echoes even when it’s not spoken.

        The mango remains unbought.

        The mood lingers, patient.

        I carry it home in a plastic bag,

        careful not to bruise the skin.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Whispers in the Pines

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The pine trees ran up the side of the valley in straight, disciplined ranks, each trunk a column conducting water, light, and now—apparently—sound. I had walked this forest dozens of times, enough to catalogue the typology of its flora, but that morning it felt altered: brighter at the edges, the needle floor springier, the usual background of insect drone replaced by a resonance I couldn’t localize. I stood among the trees, absolutely still, hands pressed over my ears so hard that I felt the pulse in my jaw rather than heard it. The world had collapsed to a soft, pummeling silence. Then, faintly, the whispering began again.

      At first it was simple: a hiss, indistinct, like radio static tuned between two angry capitals. I closed my eyes and tried to parse it into some known category of malfunction—tinnitus, stress, the residue of a sleepless night—but the sound persisted and, if anything, got closer. I told myself that it was just wind through the needles, an ancient and entirely explainable phenomenon, but the part of me that still believed in logic was losing traction.

      I let my hands fall, half in defeat and half in hope that the auditory hallucination would dissipate with exposure. The noise didn’t stop. If anything, it multiplied, branching out from a single voice into a conversational din, a thousand mouths mumbling at the frequency of nerves. The voices were neither inside nor outside my skull; they lived at the boundary, rooted in the air but growing into my cortex.

      I tried to breathe deeply, but my chest constricted, each inhale catching at the top like a snagged zipper. Sweat prickled along my arms and forehead, despite the fact that the morning was cold enough to scald my lungs. My left hand went numb, as it sometimes did in panic, and my right hand found my phone in my pocket, gripping it like an amulet. For a full minute, I didn’t move. I stared at the nearest pine trunk, counting the resin bubbles and the pattern of the bark, anything to anchor myself to a plane that respected the laws of matter.

      A memory surfaced—me, age six, standing in the backyard in Australia, staring up at a different kind of pine while my mother’s voice carried through the screen door, calling me to dinner. “If you get lost, just stay put. We’ll find you.” I wondered what she would think if she saw me now, root-bound in a foreign forest, unable to call for help even if I wanted to.

      The whispers thickened, congealing into syllables that were almost—but not quite—Vietnamese. I recognized the cadence, the way the tones undulated at the end of each phrase, but the words themselves were scrambled, as if someone had run them through a malfunctioning Google Translate. My brain tried to make sense of them, to assign meaning, but all it produced was a sense of being watched by the trees themselves.

      I pulled out the phone. The screen was already damp with condensation. I pressed the power button with a thumb that trembled in open revolt. Linh’s face stared back from the lockscreen, eyes fixed on some unseen horizon. I checked the time: 08:41. The second hand ticked forward, then stuttered, then jumped two seconds at once, as if time itself had entered into a feedback loop. I locked the phone, then unlocked it again. Her face didn’t change.

      I tried to orient myself in space and time, forcing my internal narrator to take over. “You are in Da Lat. You are in a pine forest. You are safe.” But the language felt foreign in my own mouth. The only thing that came out clearly was “Tôi bị lạc.” I am lost. The syllables landed with a finality that made the world contract by an inch.

      I turned in a slow circle, scanning the perimeter for anything out of place—movement, shadow, the glint of a person watching from behind the trees. But there was only the ordered symmetry of the trunks, the geometry of branches, and the occasional drop of mist falling from a cluster of needles. The whispers persisted. I wondered if anyone else in the city could hear them, or if they were for me alone.

      I walked forward, step by step, the pine needles compressing under my weight with a sound like distant applause. I remembered reading somewhere that the Japanese word for the noise of pine needles underfoot was matsukaze, “wind in the pines,” but what I heard now was more like a crowd at the bottom of a well, their voices echoing up through water and dirt. My legs felt heavy, the left one dragging a little more than the right. I stopped and pressed a palm to my chest, feeling the arrhythmia in real time.

      I looked up through the canopy, searching for a break in the branches, a clue to orient me. The sky was a seamless white, no sun, no gradients. The trees blotted out the horizon, and for a moment I felt the irrational conviction that if I started running, I would never reach the edge of the forest, that I would spiral inward forever.

      The whispers got louder. They organized themselves into a kind of grammar, not quite human, but close enough to make my skin crawl. I recognized my own name, pronounced in the clipped tones of Linh’s English, then again in her Vietnamese, softer but more urgent. My knees buckled. I leaned against a tree for support, fingers digging into the bark until resin coated my nails.

      “Not happening,” I muttered in English, then repeated it in Vietnamese, though the translation came out warped and childish. “Không thể nào. Không thể nào.” The world did not agree with my assessment.

      I tried to recall what the psychiatric literature said about hallucinations. They were most common at the intersection of sleep deprivation, stress, and isolation. I ticked off the criteria: Yes, yes, and yes. I considered the possibility that my brain was finally taking revenge for decades of neglect and self-medication, and the knowledge did not bring the relief I expected. Instead, I felt a surge of fury at the uselessness of expertise. Forty years of studying the mind, and in the end, the mind still wins.

      The whispers converged into a single phrase, repeated in Linh’s voice, the accent perfect, the intonation familiar: “Anh ơi, về nhà đi.” Come home. My vision tunneled, the world collapsing to a point just beyond the tip of my nose. I staggered back, clutching the phone as if it were the only thing tethering me to the planet.

      “Stop it,” I said, first in English, then in Vietnamese. “Dừng lại.” The sound of my own voice surprised me, made the hallucination flicker for a second. I focused on the sensation, tried to amplify it.

      “Stop it. Stop it. Stop it,” I repeated, each time a little louder. The forest absorbed the noise, but the voices did not fade.

      I tried to laugh, a brittle, academic laugh that came out more like a gasp. “So this is it,” I said to the trees, “Full psychotic break. Congratulations.” My tongue was numb, and I had to concentrate to move it.

      I thought of Linh, imagined her standing at the edge of the forest, arms crossed, unimpressed by the spectacle. She would have made a joke, or else shrugged and lit a cigarette, letting the silence do the work of comfort. I wanted to be that version of myself—the one who could joke about madness, who could name and classify it without being devoured by it.

      The phone vibrated in my hand. A notification, probably a spam email or a weather alert, but the sensation made my heart stutter. I looked down. There was a single missed call, the number unfamiliar, but the prefix matched the city. For a moment, I considered calling back, but the thought of hearing a real human voice filled me with terror.

      I stood there, in the negative space between the trees, and weighed my options. I could walk back to the apartment, lock the door, and wait for the episode to pass. I could call a colleague, confess the symptoms, and submit myself to the machinery of diagnosis and intervention. Or I could keep moving, let the voices pull me deeper into the woods, see if there was something waiting on the other side.

      I took one step forward, then another. The pine needles crunched louder now, a drumbeat under the whispers. I inhaled, the air sharp and medicinal. The voices faded for a second, replaced by the sound of my own blood. I focused on that, the brute reality of the body.

      I said, “Tôi không sợ,” even though I was terrified. I said, “I am not afraid.” I said, “Linh, if you are there, say something real.”

      The forest did not answer, but the silence was enough. I started walking, one foot in front of the other, tracing the line of trees until I could see the faint outline of the city below. My hands shook, but I kept them at my sides, refusing to cover my ears.

      At the edge of the forest, I turned back once, half expecting to see her standing among the trees. But there was only the repetition of trunks, the logic of branches, and the white sky beyond.

      I stepped out into the open, the whispers following me, softer now, like a memory that refuses to die.

      Scene 2

      When the city reappeared, I made for the only place I knew where even voices had to whisper. The temple was a fifteen-minute walk from the edge of the forest, up a sloping road lined with colonial villas in various states of architectural decay. The route was as familiar as a neural pathway—left at the war memorial, up the steps behind the French lycée, across the avenue thick with bottled water trucks and drifting cigarette ash. The closer I got, the more the forest seemed to recede, its geometry overwritten by the sharp corners and right angles of the built environment. I inhaled the exhaust of passing scooters, the sour milk of a thousand breakfasts being consumed in unison. It was almost a comfort.

      The temple itself was a relic, even by local standards. Its walls were poured concrete, painted to imitate stone; the gates, a lattice of red lacquered wood, topped with a ceramic frieze depicting dragons, cranes, and what I assumed were Bodhisattvas. I entered through the side path, as I always did, my shoes silent on the soft layer of moss that survived even in the dry season.

      The grounds were nearly empty. Two gardeners in matching conical hats trimmed the bonsai trees that lined the courtyard, their movements synchronized and soundless. At the far end, a dog slept on the hot flagstones, ears twitching as it dreamed. A row of incense sticks, newly lit, sent up a wavering column of smoke that merged with the haze of the morning. The only human sound came from inside the sanctuary: a steady, resonant chant, deep and unhurried, like the heartbeat of a planet.

      I hesitated at the threshold, letting the humidity condense on my glasses. The smell of incense was nearly overpowering—sandalwood, cedar, something sharp and astringent that I could not place. I wiped my palms on my jeans, but the sweat reappeared instantly, a function of both climate and neurochemistry.

      Inside, the temperature dropped by ten degrees. The sanctuary was a single, open chamber, high-ceilinged and lit only by filtered sunlight. The walls were painted in alternating bands of saffron and maroon, and the air was thick enough to see. A trio of monks knelt before the altar, their heads shaved to stubble, their hands folded in perfect symmetry. They did not look up as I entered.

      I moved to the right, careful not to disturb the rows of prayer mats, and sat cross-legged on a faded cushion. My knees cracked with the effort, and I winced at the sound. The monks did not break rhythm.

      The chanting was a language I did not know, but it resonated in a part of the brain that was older than language. I closed my eyes and tried to let the noise wash over me, to drown out the residual static of the morning. For a few seconds, it worked. The cadence was simple, mathematical; the vowels rose and fell like the sine wave of a tranquilizer drip. My breath slowed, and the tremor in my hands subsided to a manageable frequency.

      At the entrance, a rack of prayer beads invited handling. I reached out and ran a thumb along the string, feeling the micro-texture of each wooden bead. The tactile detail was so fine that it overrode, for a moment, the chaos in my head. I let my fingers walk the beads, counting each one, syncing the movement to the beat of the chant.

      At the twenty-seventh bead, the voices returned. They entered through the crack in the door left by a late-arriving supplicant, and at first I thought it was just an echo—a reverb from the stone, a trick of architecture. But then the pitch shifted, the tempo accelerated, and the syllables began to overlap, fighting for dominance. The monks’ chant grew louder, as if in competition with the new voice, and the two streams of sound collided in my brain with the force of tectonic plates.

      I clenched the beads until my knuckles whitened. The voices braided together, then untwined. I recognized one of them instantly: Linh, not the memory but the pure artifact, her voice stripped of context or flesh, reciting the same liturgy as the monks but in perfect, unbroken Vietnamese. The effect was so vivid that I opened my eyes, expecting to see her standing at the altar, arms folded, mouth twisted in that familiar half-smile. There was only the monks.

      I tried to steady my breath, but my diaphragm had locked itself in place. Each inhale was a gamble, and the exhale felt like giving up territory. The chanting, now a full-body vibration, seemed to press against my sternum, threatening to crack it open. I closed my eyes again, but Linh’s voice was louder now, threading through the monks’, picking up the melody and improvising on the theme.

      It was not a comforting sound. There was a sadness in it, a kind of gravity that pulled all other noise into its orbit. I thought of her in the kitchen, talking to herself as she poured tea, humming a song whose lyrics I would never know. I thought of her voice at the end, barely audible over the hospital ventilator, the way she said my name as if it belonged to someone else.

      I snapped back to the present, aware that my hands were shaking so badly I could not control the beads. They spilled from my grip, rolling across the stone floor with a series of high-pitched clicks. One of the monks glanced up, just for a second, then returned to his prayer.

      The voice in my head was now in command, overriding the external chant entirely. It spoke in Vietnamese first, then in English, then in a hybrid of the two. “Anh ơi, anh ơi, don’t leave me here.” The syllables collided, melted, reconstituted themselves as pure sound.

      I tried to catalog the physiological response: heart rate at redline, sweat pooling in the small of my back, fine tremor in both hands, creeping numbness in the tips of my fingers. My mouth was so dry that my tongue stuck to the roof, and when I tried to swallow, the reflex misfired.

      I forced myself to look up. The sanctuary was unchanged. The monks kept their backs to me, their faces placid, oblivious to the mutiny happening in my skull. The only sign that I existed at all was the scattered beads at my knees and the sweat darkening my shirt.

      I considered standing, but the prospect of drawing attention to myself was unbearable. I tried to count backward from one hundred in Vietnamese, but the numbers got tangled with the words of the chant, and I lost track after ba mươi bốn. I switched to English, but the numbers felt brittle, less real.

      The voice in my head did not let up. It repeated the same phrase, over and over, each time more urgent, more pleading. “Anh ơi, về nhà đi.” My vision tunneled, the edges blurring until all I could see was the gold of the altar, the flame of the incense, and the white nape of the lead monk’s neck.

      In a moment of clarity, I wondered if this was what possession felt like—not demonic, but a simple hijacking of the brain’s input-output channels. I imagined the synapses lighting up, neurons firing in patterns they were never designed to handle, the mind burning itself out in a frenzy of wrong signals.

      I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, hard enough to generate a shower of phosphenes. The pain grounded me, just enough to remember that I still had control of my body, if not my mind. I forced myself to breathe, to slow the tempo, to reset the system.

      When I opened my eyes again, a woman had entered the sanctuary. She moved quietly, almost reverently, and took a place at the far end of the altar. She did not kneel or bow, just stood with her hands folded, eyes on the monks. I recognized the curve of her neck, the slope of her shoulders, but the face was hidden by the shadow.

      The chanting reached a crescendo, then stopped. The silence was total, a hard vacuum that sucked all the air out of the room. The monks bowed their heads, then stood in unison, robes rustling like dry leaves. I waited for the hallucination to correct itself, for the image of Linh to fade, but the woman at the altar did not move.

      I pushed myself to my feet, knees wobbly, hands still shaking. The beads on the floor made a map of my failure, a breadcrumb trail for the next person to follow. I wanted to apologize to the monks, to the universe, but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate. I backed away from the altar, careful not to trip on the beads, and turned toward the exit.

      As I passed the woman, I glanced at her face. For a fraction of a second, I thought it was Linh—alive, whole, eyes bright with recognition. But the woman looked straight ahead, unseeing, her features already dissolving into the haze of memory.

      Outside, the humidity hit me like a slap. I stumbled down the steps, not caring that my shoes slipped on the moss. The gardeners glanced up, but did not comment. The dog at the gate opened one eye, assessed my worth, then closed it again.

      I walked until the sound of the chanting was just a vibration in the air, a residual hum. I kept walking, hands in pockets, head down, counting the cracks in the sidewalk as a way of measuring distance from the last twenty minutes.

      At the first intersection, I stopped and leaned against a utility pole, the metal warm and comforting. I checked my phone, expecting the screen to be blank or malfunctioning, but the time was correct, and Linh’s face was unchanged.

      I looked at her for a long time, willing the hallucination to return, to give me some kind of closure. Nothing happened. The world was perfectly, horribly normal.

      I dropped the phone back into my pocket and watched as a line of schoolchildren paraded past, each one holding a small paper lantern in the shape of a star. They chanted something in unison—something about the moon, or perhaps about loss, but I couldn’t quite make out the words.

      I let them pass, then followed the street down toward the center of town, hands still trembling, ears ringing with the afterimage of Linh’s voice.

      I wondered how long it would be before I heard her again, and whether, next time, I would be able to answer.

      Scene 3

      Dusk had a peculiar way of flattening the world in Da Lat. The sun had already dipped behind the far ridge, leaving the city stranded in a lingering blue, like the afterburn of a migraine. I stood at the edge of a strawberry farm, one of the many that threaded the outskirts of town. The ground sloped gently away from the road, rows of plants marching in military order down toward a line of greenhouse plastic that caught the dying light and refracted it in sheets of pink and orange. I didn’t remember how I had gotten there—whether I’d walked the whole way or taken a taxi or simply blacked out and materialized—but the physical evidence was compelling. My shoes were coated in red clay, and my ankles itched with the bite of early summer mosquitos.

      The scent of the fruit was the first thing that registered: not the artificial tang of supermarket strawberries, but the wild, almost animal musk of plants sweating under their own leaves. It reminded me of Linh, the way she used to buy the rejects at the market—the ones still flecked with dirt, some of them crushed or half-eaten by birds. She said they tasted better that way, the sweetness woken up by the faint hint of rot. I remembered the way she’d laugh, shaking her head at my skepticism, and the way she’d lick the juice from her fingers, daring me to disagree.

      The journal was in my hand, though I didn’t recall bringing it. The elastic band had snapped somewhere along the way, and the corners of the pages were already curling with humidity. I flipped it open at random, half-expecting to find a blankness, a gap in the record of the day. Instead, the first page I saw was filled with handwriting—my own, but in a frenzy I didn’t recognize. The lines alternated between English and Vietnamese, sometimes within the same sentence, the boundary between the two blurring as the script got looser, then tighter, then broke apart entirely.

      
        
        I am not lost I am not lost tôi không lạc tôi không lạc

        but the path is wrong it was always wrong, and I don’t remember

        the last right turn or the last word she said before the sky

        collapsed into syllables. “Đừng quên em.” Did I forget her?

        Or did the world forget me first. What is the half-life of memory

        when the witness is unreliable. Don’t trust the narrator, Linh always said,

        “đừng tin lời kể.” Especially if the story is about you.

        The ink had bled through the paper, and on the next page the writing slanted wildly, spilling up the margin:

        If you listen close you can still hear her. The voice is not a voice

        it’s a vibration, an aftershock, a fault line in the nervous system.

        She said there was a word for this in her language but she never told me

        because she was afraid I would use it as a diagnosis. Now I use it as a prayer:

        “giọng em ở đâu.” Where is your voice. Where is your voice.

      

      

      I closed the journal. My hands were steady now, or maybe the tremor had simply synchronized with the rest of my body. The strawberry plants rustled in the wind, each leaf catching the last of the light and releasing it in a million minor twitches. I stared at the neat order of the rows, at the black plastic mulch holding the soil in place, at the irrigation lines snaking through the field. It was a kind of perfection, imposed on chaos. I envied the plants their certainty.

      The city was visible in the distance, a lattice of lights just starting to flicker on. The street behind me was empty, except for the occasional truck or scooter, but the hum of engines was muffled by the geometry of the valley. I stood at the boundary between the path and the first row of plants, one foot hovering just above the tilled earth, as if stepping into the field would trigger some irreversible process.

      The whispers had followed me. They were softer now, less accusatory, more like the secret encouragement of a parent watching a child take its first steps. They spoke in a language I almost understood, the consonants rounding off at the edges, the vowels drawn out until they dissolved into air. I tilted my head, letting the sound settle in the bowl of my ear.

      “Giọng em ở đâu,” I said, surprised at how clear the words came out. I was speaking to the air, or to the plants, or maybe to Linh herself, wherever she was. The question hung for a moment, unanswered, and then disappeared into the growing dark.

      I looked down at the journal. A few pages had been dog-eared, either by me or by the process of being carried, and I thumbed through them until I found one that stood out—a dense block of text, written in block capitals, as if shouting was the only way to be heard:

      THE BRAIN IS A FIELD OF STRAWBERRIES. EACH ROW SEPARATED FROM THE NEXT

      BY BARRIERS OF PLASTIC AND MUD. SOME FRUITS RIPEN, OTHERS ROT. THERE

      IS NO CONTROLLER, NO MASTER, ONLY THE SENSE THAT SOMETHING SHOULD BE

      IN CHARGE. THE STRAWBERRIES DON’T NEED TO UNDERSTAND THE SYSTEM.

      THEY JUST GROW.

      I had no memory of writing it, but the logic was familiar. I wanted to believe it, to surrender to the comfort of not being in control. But the impulse to catalogue, to name and pin down every deviation from the norm, was too strong. I watched my shadow stretch across the field, then recede as the sun finished setting. My body felt both enormous and insubstantial, as if I were being broadcast from somewhere else and only partially received.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket. I ignored it. The world outside the farm could wait. I stood at the threshold, caught between the certainty of order and the lure of chaos, and tried to remember the last time I had made a real decision.

      The wind picked up, cold and sharp, and I pulled my jacket tighter. The strawberry plants rattled in response, a hundred thousand leaves colliding in a low, insistent applause. I wondered what would happen if I stepped forward, if I let the field swallow me up. I wondered if Linh would approve, or if she would laugh, shake her head, and tell me to stop being so dramatic.

      The sky shifted from blue to black in the space of a breath. The city lights twitched on in sequence, and in the far distance, I heard the echo of a song—maybe from a radio, maybe from a passing car, maybe from inside my own head. The words were indistinct, but the melody was familiar, the kind Linh used to hum when she thought I wasn’t listening.

      I let the sound carry me for a while, let the wind and the voices and the memory of her fuse into something almost tolerable. Then I took a step, just enough to press my foot into the soft earth, and felt the mud suck at my shoe, grounding me in the present.

      “Giọng em ở đâu,” I whispered again. This time, the air answered: not with words, but with the simple, brute fact of being alive in a world that refused to make sense.

      I stood there until the dark was complete, and the only sound was the beating of my own heart, counting down the seconds until the next episode, the next decision, the next failure to leave the field behind.

      The phone buzzed again, insistent. I let it ring out.

      The voice would come back when it was ready. I would be here, waiting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            The Spectral Mentor

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The walk up to the temple was a sensory assault in slow motion. I timed my arrival so the city would still be half-asleep, its usual din of scooters, market vendors, and schoolchildren replaced by a quieter, more insidious hum: the hiss of fog rolling off the lake, the drip of overnight rain from the eaves, and the distant, arrhythmic clang of a bell whose sound never quite reached the street. The temple itself was a squat structure of poured concrete and faded lacquer, its gates never fully closed. I entered the courtyard expecting the familiar geometry of stone and moss and carefully maintained bonsai, but what hit me first was the density of the incense smoke—so thick it occluded not just vision, but intent, as if the air itself had been replaced by the exhalations of some restless ancestor.

      My sneakers stuck to the flagstones, soles making a quiet, suctioning noise that reminded me of the hospital, the way feet would squeak on polished linoleum during those endless hours by Linh’s bedside. The parallel did not escape me. I had come to the temple for a reprieve, or at least a new context for my symptoms, but the distinction between seeking refuge and seeking diagnosis was already blurring. My lungs burned with the spice of sandalwood and camphor; the humidity was so complete it rendered every surface—skin, stone, even the ink of my journal—tacky to the touch.

      The monks, when I saw them, were in their element: one tending to the garden, another re-lighting the sticks in a row of battered brass censers, a third asleep (or meditating) on a folding chair beside the main hall. I was looking for someone else. I found him at the far end of the courtyard, sitting cross-legged on a frayed cushion beneath an awning, his eyes fixed on a bowl of rice as if divining the future in its surface tension. His robe was saffron faded to nicotine, the color of institutional neglect; his scalp, mostly bare, was stippled with sunspots and small abrasions. He looked up at my approach with no curiosity, no invitation, but when I hesitated at the edge of his space, he gestured with a tremulous hand for me to sit.

      I did, journal already in hand, pen uncapped and hovering. I tried to mirror his posture but my knees cracked audibly and the stone was cold enough to make my teeth ache. I offered the formal greeting—”Chào thầy”—but he responded with a smile that revealed a full set of perfectly misaligned teeth. When he spoke, it was in a mixture of Vietnamese and a brittle, almost parodic English, as if he’d learned it from an American sitcom dubbed for syndication.

      “You come to make question,” he said, and then, switching without warning, “Cái gì anh mất mà đi tìm hoài?”

      What have you lost that you keep searching for?

      I tried to answer, but the words tangled in my mouth. I defaulted to academic evasion, the way I would in a seminar when someone asked something I didn’t want to admit. “Sometimes I think I’m looking for what I already lost. Or for the meaning in the loss. Or maybe I’m just looking for the next thing to lose.”

      He nodded, as if this was the only answer possible. He lifted a pair of prayer beads, thumbed them once, then set them down on the stone between us, creating a demilitarized zone of wood and thread. He said nothing for a full minute. I filled the silence with the sound of my pen, writing: “What have you lost that you keep searching for?” and then, underneath, “Lacan says the object of desire is always absent; Foucault says the search is the structure of power itself. But what does the mind do when it’s lost the capacity to want?”

      He must have seen me writing, because his next words were: “You want to understand, but you do not want to feel.”

      The sentence landed like a dropped needle on my skin. I smiled, but it was the smile I reserved for patients who had suddenly become too honest for my comfort.

      “What if understanding is the only way to feel safely?” I countered.

      He shrugged, the gesture so minimalist it barely registered. “Safety is not real,” he said, voice going hoarse at the end. “Only illusion. Like ‘self.’ Like ‘loss.’ Like ‘beloved.’”

      His English collapsed on that last word, and for a moment I thought he’d forgotten it, or else decided it wasn’t worth translating. Instead he gestured at the bowl of rice. “When you finish eating, is rice lost? Or inside you? Or become you?”

      I wrote that down verbatim, then circled it with the pen, twice. My academic mind kicked in, parsing the aphorism for hidden variables. Was he referencing Buddhist non-attachment? Some kind of recursive ontology, where the object and the subject collapse into mutual digestion? Or was he simply making a joke at my expense?

      I asked: “What happens when there is nothing left to eat? Or when you have lost the appetite?”

      His answer was immediate, as if prepared: “Then you eat memory.”

      He said it in Vietnamese: “Ăn ký ức.”

      The phrase triggered something—maybe a flashback, maybe just a surge in blood pressure—but I felt the world go tunnel-vision narrow, the edges of the courtyard dissolving in the mist. My hand started to shake, the pen skipping across the page and leaving a jagged line down the margin. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe through it, counting four seconds in, six seconds out, the way Linh used to do when the panic closed in on her. The old man did not comment. He watched me ride out the episode with the patience of someone who had seen much worse.

      When I could speak again, I said, “Is it possible to be addicted to loss?”

      He smiled. “That is why you come to temple.”

      I laughed, and this time the sound was real, almost giddy. “If I told you I was a psychologist, would you believe me?”

      He nodded. “All people are psychologist. Some know it.”

      We sat in silence for a while, the only sound the occasional tick of a falling droplet on the tin roof above. I was aware of my body in the way that only comes after intense exertion or near-fainting: sweat cooling, heart rate sliding down from redline, the joints and sinews of the legs growing heavy and unfamiliar. The journal was open in my lap, the page already covered in a mixture of notes, questions, and—unbidden—snippets of poetry:

      
        
        There is no object so lost

        it cannot be found in the ache of its absence.

        Even grief is a kind of holding,

        a clutch of air where a person used to be.

        “You eat memory,” he said,

        and I believed him, because by then

        I had tasted enough to know

        the hunger never ends.

      

      

      I stared at the lines, unsure whether I’d written them or merely copied them from some previous, equally desperate iteration of myself. The old man was watching me, his eyes sharp in the gloom. He said something very softly, in Vietnamese, but the words blurred as soon as I tried to focus.

      I asked him, “When you lose someone, how do you stop hearing their voice?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t. But you can listen different.”

      “Different how?”

      He pointed at his own ear, then at his heart. “Here, voice is memory. Here—” He tapped his sternum, hard enough that it echoed. “—voice is you.”

      The logic of the statement was as circular as the beads between us, but I felt it anyway, a slow rearrangement of the molecules inside my chest. I wanted to ask more, to chase the idea to its conclusion, but the monk was already shifting his attention away, picking at a loose thread in his robe, as if my role in this conversation had been fulfilled.

      I made one last, desperate attempt: “If the self is an illusion, then what is the purpose of all this suffering?”

      He considered this for a long time, then said, “Suffering is illusion, too. But it is a strong one.”

      I nodded, jotting down the phrase. Underneath it, in smaller script, I wrote: “Is the mind capable of distinguishing between the illusions it wants and the ones it fears?” I thought of Linh, of her voice in my head, of the way she’d once told me: “Sometimes I dream I am alive, and you are dead, and I am the one remembering you.” I wondered if the monk would recognize the pattern, or if it was just another permutation of the same unsolvable equation.

      I looked up, ready to ask, but he was already gone, the cushion empty except for a fine dusting of gray hair. I blinked, once, twice. The beads lay undisturbed, a closed loop with no beginning or end.

      I stood, legs tingling from the cold, and gathered my journal. The incense had thinned, the courtyard was empty. The city beyond the walls had awakened, the sound of traffic and commerce bleeding in at the edges. I checked my phone, half-expecting to find a missed call or a text from Linh, but there was nothing.

      I walked back to the street, retracing my steps through the fog, the taste of sandalwood still sharp in the back of my throat. At the gate, I hesitated, then flipped open the journal and scribbled one more line:

      
        
        What is the difference between

        memory and haunting?

        What is the distance between

        self and loss, when both are

        so easily erased by weather,

        by time, by even the smallest

        tremor in the air?

      

      

      I tore out the page and left it on the stone ledge by the entrance, an offering to anyone who cared to read it.

      Then I walked home, the memory of the monk’s voice following me all the way, as persistent as the ache in my knees, as insistent as the hunger that refused to be named.

      Scene 2

      I couldn’t stay away. The walk to the temple the next morning felt like moving through the aftermath of a flood. Every street in Da Lat seemed waterlogged, the gutters choked with pine needles and the bloated corpses of rain-beaten insects. I passed a child’s schoolbag floating in a ditch, saw the splayed fingers of drowned grass in the cracks between the pavement. My head was a live wire of anticipation; I’d barely slept, the pages of my journal smeared with ink and sweat, the residue of last night’s conversation congealing into a single, insistent refrain: Eat memory.

      By the time I reached the courtyard, the city’s ambient noise had faded to a single, atonal drone. The air was so saturated with incense that I half-expected to see it pooling on the stones like fog. The old monk was already waiting, exactly where I’d left him, as if the intervening hours had been a hallucination. Or as if, for him, time didn’t work the way it did for the rest of us.

      I took my place across from him without ceremony. The cushion was still warm. I checked my watch out of reflex—07:16, the same minute as yesterday, or maybe every day—and scrawled the time in the margin of a fresh page. The act of writing it down made it feel less arbitrary, but not by much.

      The monk spoke first, his voice granular with phlegm. “Time is not straight. Like circle, but more strange.” He gestured at the sunless sky, the prayer beads, the slow drip from a broken gutter above our heads. “People think future is waiting. But future is just… misunderstanding.”

      I wrote it down. “Future is just misunderstanding.” Underneath: “Time is not straight. Like circle, but more strange.” I glanced at the clock on my phone. Still 07:16.

      He must have seen my confusion, because he leaned in, dropping the volume of his voice to a whisper that vibrated in my jaw more than my ears. “If you want to leave pain, you must stop carrying clock. Or, you carry more clock, until you see it is only weight.”

      I laughed, a short bark, but there was no irony left in the sound. “If I stopped measuring, I’d be lost.”

      He grinned, eyes disappearing into the lines of his face. “Lost is also place. Some people very strong, can be lost forever.”

      There was a deep and subtle violence in that idea, and it unsettled me more than any textbook paradox. I found myself repeating his words under my breath, as if testing their stability: Lost is also place. Lost is also place. Each iteration felt less like a statement and more like a threat.

      The smoke from the censers was thicker now, moving in slow-motion bands across the courtyard, obscuring even the nearest stones. Somewhere deep in the main hall, a chorus of monks had started chanting—a low, repetitive hum that pressed against the insides of my skull. The sound didn’t resolve into melody or even rhythm; it was just pure, unmetered drone, like a dial tone stretched to infinity.

      The monk watched me closely, hands folded into the sleeves of his robe. “You bring question,” he said, not really asking.

      I nodded, flipping back through the pages of my journal until I found the previous day’s scrawled note: “Is it possible to be addicted to loss?” It seemed banal now, but I asked it again anyway, desperate for clarification.

      He shook his head, a slow, pitying motion. “Addict is just another name for hunger. If you are hungry, you eat. If you are not hungry, you still eat, because you remember hunger.”

      I wrote this down, and underlined it twice. My hand was shaking, the pen skipping across the damp paper. The monk waited while I composed myself.

      He said: “You look for memory to fill, but memory is already full. So it spill out, like water.”

      The phrase triggered something. I wrote, in block letters: “MEMORY IS A FLOOD.” Then: “CAN IT DROWN YOU?” Then, under that, smaller: “Or is drowning the only way to remember?”

      I looked up. The monk was still watching, but the lines of his face seemed less distinct, as if the smoke were erasing him cell by cell. His form flickered at the edges. I glanced at my watch again. 07:18. My stomach lurched.

      “Are you real?” I asked, before I could stop myself.

      He nodded, unbothered. “I am here. You are here. We talk, so both real.”

      He reached for the beads and turned them in his hand, each movement calibrated for maximum silence. “But maybe you ask, what is real that cannot go away?”

      I didn’t answer. The question made me nauseous.

      He shrugged. “Everything goes away. That is why people make temple.”

      The chanting inside was growing louder, the drone now broken into fragments by the occasional metallic crash of a bell. I could feel the vibration in my jaw, my teeth, even the roots of my hair. I tried to focus, to get ahead of the feeling that I was slipping into something irreversible.

      I asked, “Is there a cure for sadness that isn’t just waiting for it to pass?”

      The monk considered, then shook his head. “Sadness is like weather. You can wait, or you can move to different place. But even in different place, maybe same weather.”

      He looked up at the sky, the unbroken gray. “Or maybe, you see beauty in bad weather. Some people like rain.”

      The statement was so benign it almost made me angry. I wrote it anyway, scribbled it down and then, in a separate line, wrote: “But what about love?”

      The monk smiled. “Love is also weather. Sometimes rain, sometimes sun. Sometimes, only cloud. But people think sun is better, so they miss beauty of cloud.”

      I wanted to argue, to cite every clinical case study I’d ever read on attachment and loss, but the words refused to organize. Instead, I stared at my hands, watched as the knuckles blanched and the skin grew damp with sweat.

      “Sometimes,” I said, “people tell you their love has no future. But it doesn’t stop you wanting it.”

      He nodded, no judgment in his expression. “Future is illusion. Love without future is just love without illusion.”

      I wrote it down, nearly carving through the paper.

      The chanting in the main hall reached a kind of critical mass, the sound now so dense that it felt physical, like pressure on my chest. The edges of the courtyard were gone—there was only a cloud of smoke, the stone beneath me, and the eyes of the old monk, bright as sodium flame.

      I heard myself repeating his words, again and again, not in English but in Vietnamese, the accent returning without conscious effort. “Tình yêu không có tương lai chỉ là tình yêu không có ảo tưởng.” It sounded better in that language, like a curse or a charm.

      I realized I was speaking aloud. The monk smiled, pleased.

      “You see?” he said. “Now you feel, not only think.”

      I nodded, but the sensation was more like fever than clarity. My hands were shaking so badly that I had to anchor them in my lap. I wrote, in the narrowest script I could manage:

      07:24—Temple. The old man says all loss is illusion, but the hunger is not.

      07:25—The world is drowning in memory. Even the air is too full to breathe.

      07:27—Is it possible for sadness to eat itself? To become so dense it folds inwards and makes a black hole?

      I looked up, and the monk was gone again, replaced by a different figure—maybe another monk, maybe no one at all. The faces of the people passing through the courtyard seemed to flicker in and out of focus, sometimes Linh’s face, sometimes my own, sometimes just a featureless void. I closed my eyes and tried to slow my breathing, but the sensation of falling intensified.

      I pressed the pen to the page and, without thinking, wrote a poem:

      
        
        ANHEDONIA

        The joy went missing first, but nobody

        noticed until the skin of the world

        grew numb to pressure, to heat, to the

        insult of rain. In the temple, the old man

        told me: “What is lost cannot be found

        because it was never truly held.”

        I wrote it in my journal, underlining

        the words until the paper tore and

        the ink ran. He smiled at my need

        for permanence. “Nothing endures,”

        he said, “but you keep trying.”

        The hunger is not in the body

        but in the air between questions.

        Each answer is a seed that breeds

        only more emptiness. You eat memory

        because it is the only thing

        that will not spoil. You eat memory

        until you forget what hunger was.

        They say sadness is a deficit,

        a subtraction from the sum of what

        should be, but in truth it is

        a surplus: the overflow of grief

        when there is no room left to contain it.

        In time, you forget the taste of joy

        but remember the ache of its absence.

        You remember everything you lost,

        even the things you never had.

        In the end, the old man faded

        into the haze, a smudge of color

        on the stone. I am left with only

        the weight of his words, the knowledge

        that there is no exit, no surface,

        just the recursive loop of wanting

        what can never be returned.

        The world is flooded.

        The world is starving.

        I am both.

      

      

      I stared at the poem, unable to process whether it was good or even coherent. The handwriting had degraded into a trembling, almost illegible scrawl, the letters bleeding into one another until the whole page looked like a topography of nerves.

      I checked my watch again. 07:32. Had it really only been sixteen minutes?

      The chanting had stopped. The smoke was clearing, and the courtyard was empty except for a flock of sparrows picking at crumbs near the entrance. The old monk was gone; the prayer beads, too. I tried to stand, but my legs refused to cooperate. I sat there, suspended, staring at the journal in my lap, the last line of the poem repeating itself until it became the only thing I could hear:

      
        
        The world is flooded.

        The world is starving.

        I am both.

      

      

      I waited for the feeling to pass, but it didn’t. Instead, it nested in the pit of my stomach, laying eggs of dread and anticipation.

      Eventually, I gathered my things and left the temple, the echo of the monk’s voice stuck in my head like a virus. The sun was higher now, but the sky was still a seamless gray, and the city felt even less real than before.

      On the walk home, I checked my journal every few steps, certain the poem would have rewritten itself, or vanished entirely. But it was always there, always worse than I remembered.

      By the time I reached my apartment, I was sure of only two things: that I would go back to the temple, and that the old man would be waiting.

      Or that, if he wasn’t, I would keep searching for him anyway, because the hunger was stronger than the memory of being whole.

      Scene 3

      The next morning, I returned to the temple before dawn, my journal already opened to a blank page, as if by presenting myself in a state of readiness I might conjure the old monk from the damp air. The gates were still locked, but a side door hung slightly ajar, and I slipped through it with the guiltless confidence of someone whose trespasses had always gone unpunished.

      The courtyard was silent, the smoke from yesterday’s censers reduced to a cold, faint residue on the stone. I sat cross-legged in my old spot, shivering in the morning chill, and waited for the familiar shuffle of feet, the shudder of cloth against skin. There was no sign of the monk, no sign of anyone at all. I checked my watch: 05:17. The hour seemed less like a time and more like a diagnosis.

      I pulled the pen from my pocket and tried to reconstruct the previous day’s conversation. The words tumbled out in fragments, half in English, half in Vietnamese, each sentence fighting for primacy on the page:

      
        
        Future is just misunderstanding.

        Lost is also place.

        You eat memory until you forget what hunger was.

      

      

      I kept writing, faster and messier, the handwriting devolving until it was closer to ECG readouts than language. Every few seconds I glanced up, expecting the monk to materialize and resume the catechism. The courtyard remained empty, the cushion beside me undisturbed, a perfect oval of fabric against stone. I wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing, if the old man was just a symptom of the loss he’d so gleefully diagnosed.

      After an hour, the sun rose enough to turn the sky from slate to a color I recognized only from medical scrubs. The birds in the trees began their routine arguments; a dog barked at nothing, then went quiet. I tried to sit still, to match the patience of the monks I’d watched from afar, but my legs cramped, my spine spasmed, my body refusing to play along with the fantasy of stillness.

      I stood, swaying, and paced the length of the courtyard. The air stung my skin, the cold forcing the blood to the surface. I flipped open the journal and re-read the poem from yesterday, the lines now foreign and brutal:

      
        
        The world is flooded.

        The world is starving.

        I am both.

      

      

      I wondered what the old monk would have made of it, whether he would have smiled, or nodded, or simply shrugged the way he did when I asked about suffering. I wondered if he’d ever existed at all.

      I called out, voice cracking: “Thầy ơi!” Nothing answered but the echo, warped by the open geometry of the temple walls. I called again, louder. A flock of sparrows burst from a tree overhead, then settled back into their argument.

      I sat down, legs stretched in front of me, and watched the sun climb. My stomach roiled with the mix of coffee, exhaustion, and shame. I tried to read through the journal again, hoping to find some hidden message in the mess of ink, but every line contradicted the one before it, every aphorism revealed itself as a tautology or a joke. I laughed out loud, then covered my mouth, embarrassed to be caught by the ghosts of the place.

      As I closed the journal, a shadow crossed the entrance to the main hall. For a moment, I thought the monk had returned, but it was just a young man—maybe sixteen, seventeen—wearing the drab uniform of the temple’s lowest caste. He stared at me, unsmiling.

      “Chào anh,” I said, feeling the foreignness of the language in my mouth.

      He nodded. “Chào anh.”

      I stood, holding out the journal as if it might explain my presence. “I was looking for the old monk. The one who sits out here, with the beads.”

      The boy shook his head. “Không có ai như vậy.” No one like that.

      I stared at him. “He was here yesterday. We talked. For hours.”

      He shrugged, uninterested. “Maybe ông nhầm rồi.” Maybe you’re mistaken.

      I wanted to argue, but the certainty in his face drained the fight from me. I nodded, stepped aside, and let him pass. He disappeared into the main hall, the sound of his sandals fading into the hush.

      I looked back at the cushion. It was pristine, uncreased, as if no one had ever sat on it. The surface of the stone beneath was dry. I checked my watch: 07:51. I’d been here for over two hours, but the time felt both compressed and infinite, a Möbius strip of waiting and remembering.

      I went to the edge of the courtyard and sat on the steps, watching the city come to life in the distance. I flipped through the journal again, this time noticing that half the entries were in Vietnamese, written in a hand I barely recognized as my own. The sentences looped back on themselves, crossed out and rewritten, sometimes the same word repeated for pages at a stretch.

      I tried to reconstruct the events of the past days, to parse out what was real from what was needed. My memory offered only the barest sequence: the fog, the monk, the conversation, the poem, the hunger, the return. I realized then that the only thing left to do was to write it down, to make a record, even if the record was just another layer of the same hallucination.

      I opened to a new page and wrote:

      
        
        08:03—No monk, no answer. Only the echo.

        08:09—Am I the only person here? Or is everyone else a symptom?

        08:12—If memory is a flood, is there such thing as dry land?

        08:18—I have never been so hungry.

      

      

      The act of writing calmed me, if only a little. I set the journal down and looked at the sky, now a perfect, clinical blue. I tried to summon the voice of the old monk, to run his aphorisms through my head one more time, but the best I could do was remember Linh’s laughter, the way she’d mock my seriousness, my endless need to name and classify every feeling.

      I remembered her saying, once: “Sometimes sadness is just weather. You can’t reason with weather.”

      The line felt more honest than anything the monk had said.

      I closed the journal, hugged it to my chest, and sat until the sun drove me off the steps. On the walk home, the hunger grew louder, sharper, until it was the only thing left to think about.

      Back in my apartment, I put the journal on the table and stared at it, half-expecting the writing to change when I looked away. But it didn’t. The poem was still there, still bad, still true.

      I poured a glass of water, then another. I thought about calling someone, anyone, but the idea repulsed me. I sat in the kitchen, listening to the hum of the fridge, the distant chorus of morning traffic, and the echo of the chanting that refused to leave my head.

      I waited for time to pass, but the clock on the wall had stopped again.

      I wrote a final entry, in the smallest script I could manage:

      
        
        09:42—Maybe there is no cure.

      

      

      Then I put the pen down, closed my eyes, and let the memory eat.

      It was what I wanted, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Lacan’s Mirror

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The walk up to the temple was a sensory assault in slow motion. I timed my arrival so the city would still be half-asleep, its usual din of scooters, market vendors, and schoolchildren replaced by a quieter, more insidious hum: the hiss of fog rolling off the lake, the drip of overnight rain from the eaves, and the distant, arrhythmic clang of a bell whose sound never quite reached the street. The temple itself was a squat structure of poured concrete and faded lacquer, its gates never fully closed. I entered the courtyard expecting the familiar geometry of stone and moss and carefully maintained bonsai, but what hit me first was the density of the incense smoke—so thick it occluded not just vision, but intent, as if the air itself had been replaced by the exhalations of some restless ancestor.

      My sneakers stuck to the flagstones, soles making a quiet, suctioning noise that reminded me of the hospital, the way feet would squeak on polished linoleum during those endless hours by Linh’s bedside. The parallel did not escape me. I had come to the temple for a reprieve, or at least a new context for my symptoms, but the distinction between seeking refuge and seeking diagnosis was already blurring. My lungs burned with the spice of sandalwood and camphor; the humidity was so complete it rendered every surface—skin, stone, even the ink of my journal—tacky to the touch.

      The monks, when I saw them, were in their element: one tending to the garden, another re-lighting the sticks in a row of battered brass censers, a third asleep (or meditating) on a folding chair beside the main hall. I was looking for someone else. I found him at the far end of the courtyard, sitting cross-legged on a frayed cushion beneath an awning, his eyes fixed on a bowl of rice as if divining the future in its surface tension. His robe was saffron faded to nicotine, the color of institutional neglect; his scalp, mostly bare, was stippled with sunspots and small abrasions. He looked up at my approach with no curiosity, no invitation, but when I hesitated at the edge of his space, he gestured with a tremulous hand for me to sit.

      I did, journal already in hand, pen uncapped and hovering. I tried to mirror his posture but my knees cracked audibly and the stone was cold enough to make my teeth ache. I offered the formal greeting—”Chào thầy”—but he responded with a smile that revealed a full set of perfectly misaligned teeth. When he spoke, it was in a mixture of Vietnamese and a brittle, almost parodic English, as if he’d learned it from an American sitcom dubbed for syndication.

      “You come to make question,” he said, and then, switching without warning, “Cái gì anh mất mà đi tìm hoài?”

      What have you lost that you keep searching for?

      I tried to answer, but the words tangled in my mouth. I defaulted to academic evasion, the way I would in a seminar when someone asked something I didn’t want to admit. “Sometimes I think I’m looking for what I already lost. Or for the meaning in the loss. Or maybe I’m just looking for the next thing to lose.”

      He nodded, as if this was the only answer possible. He lifted a pair of prayer beads, thumbed them once, then set them down on the stone between us, creating a demilitarized zone of wood and thread. He said nothing for a full minute. I filled the silence with the sound of my pen, writing: “What have you lost that you keep searching for?” and then, underneath, “Lacan says the object of desire is always absent; Foucault says the search is the structure of power itself. But what does the mind do when it’s lost the capacity to want?”

      He must have seen me writing, because his next words were: “You want to understand, but you do not want to feel.”

      The sentence landed like a dropped needle on my skin. I smiled, but it was the smile I reserved for patients who had suddenly become too honest for my comfort.

      “What if understanding is the only way to feel safely?” I countered.

      He shrugged, the gesture so minimalist it barely registered. “Safety is not real,” he said, voice going hoarse at the end. “Only illusion. Like ‘self.’ Like ‘loss.’ Like ‘beloved.’”

      His English collapsed on that last word, and for a moment I thought he’d forgotten it, or else decided it wasn’t worth translating. Instead he gestured at the bowl of rice. “When you finish eating, is rice lost? Or inside you? Or become you?”

      I wrote that down verbatim, then circled it with the pen, twice. My academic mind kicked in, parsing the aphorism for hidden variables. Was he referencing Buddhist non-attachment? Some kind of recursive ontology, where the object and the subject collapse into mutual digestion? Or was he simply making a joke at my expense?

      I asked: “What happens when there is nothing left to eat? Or when you have lost the appetite?”

      His answer was immediate, as if prepared: “Then you eat memory.”

      He said it in Vietnamese: “Ăn ký ức.”

      The phrase triggered something—maybe a flashback, maybe just a surge in blood pressure—but I felt the world go tunnel-vision narrow, the edges of the courtyard dissolving in the mist. My hand started to shake, the pen skipping across the page and leaving a jagged line down the margin. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe through it, counting four seconds in, six seconds out, the way Linh used to do when the panic closed in on her. The old man did not comment. He watched me ride out the episode with the patience of someone who had seen much worse.

      When I could speak again, I said, “Is it possible to be addicted to loss?”

      He smiled. “That is why you come to temple.”

      I laughed, and this time the sound was real, almost giddy. “If I told you I was a psychologist, would you believe me?”

      He nodded. “All people are psychologist. Some know it.”

      We sat in silence for a while, the only sound the occasional tick of a falling droplet on the tin roof above. I was aware of my body in the way that only comes after intense exertion or near-fainting: sweat cooling, heart rate sliding down from redline, the joints and sinews of the legs growing heavy and unfamiliar. The journal was open in my lap, the page already covered in a mixture of notes, questions, and—unbidden—snippets of poetry:

      
        
        There is no object so lost

        it cannot be found in the ache of its absence.

        Even grief is a kind of holding,

        a clutch of air where a person used to be.

        “You eat memory,” he said,

        and I believed him, because by then

        I had tasted enough to know

        the hunger never ends.

      

      

      I stared at the lines, unsure whether I’d written them or merely copied them from some previous, equally desperate iteration of myself. The old man was watching me, his eyes sharp in the gloom. He said something very softly, in Vietnamese, but the words blurred as soon as I tried to focus.

      I asked him, “When you lose someone, how do you stop hearing their voice?”

      He shook his head. “You don’t. But you can listen different.”

      “Different how?”

      He pointed at his own ear, then at his heart. “Here, voice is memory. Here—” He tapped his sternum, hard enough that it echoed. “—voice is you.”

      The logic of the statement was as circular as the beads between us, but I felt it anyway, a slow rearrangement of the molecules inside my chest. I wanted to ask more, to chase the idea to its conclusion, but the monk was already shifting his attention away, picking at a loose thread in his robe, as if my role in this conversation had been fulfilled.

      I made one last, desperate attempt: “If the self is an illusion, then what is the purpose of all this suffering?”

      He considered this for a long time, then said, “Suffering is illusion, too. But it is a strong one.”

      I nodded, jotting down the phrase. Underneath it, in smaller script, I wrote: “Is the mind capable of distinguishing between the illusions it wants and the ones it fears?” I thought of Linh, of her voice in my head, of the way she’d once told me: “Sometimes I dream I am alive, and you are dead, and I am the one remembering you.” I wondered if the monk would recognize the pattern, or if it was just another permutation of the same unsolvable equation.

      I looked up, ready to ask, but he was already gone, the cushion empty except for a fine dusting of gray hair. I blinked, once, twice. The beads lay undisturbed, a closed loop with no beginning or end.

      I stood, legs tingling from the cold, and gathered my journal. The incense had thinned, the courtyard was empty. The city beyond the walls had awakened, the sound of traffic and commerce bleeding in at the edges. I checked my phone, half-expecting to find a missed call or a text from Linh, but there was nothing.

      I walked back to the street, retracing my steps through the fog, the taste of sandalwood still sharp in the back of my throat. At the gate, I hesitated, then flipped open the journal and scribbled:

      
        
        What is the difference between

        memory and haunting?

        What is the distance between

        self and loss, when both are

        so easily erased by weather,

        by time, by even the smallest

        tremor in the air?

      

      

      I tore out the page and left it on the stone ledge by the entrance, an offering to anyone who cared to read it.

      Then I walked home, the memory of the monk’s voice following me all the way, as persistent as the ache in my knees, as insistent as the hunger that refused to be named.

      Scene 2

      I couldn’t stay away. The walk to the temple the next morning felt like moving through the aftermath of a flood. Every street in Da Lat seemed waterlogged, the gutters choked with pine needles and the bloated corpses of rain-beaten insects. I passed a child’s schoolbag floating in a ditch, saw the splayed fingers of drowned grass in the cracks between the pavement. My head was a live wire of anticipation; I’d barely slept, the pages of my journal smeared with ink and sweat, the residue of last night’s conversation congealing into a single, insistent refrain: Eat memory.

      By the time I reached the courtyard, the city’s ambient noise had faded to a single, atonal drone. The air was so saturated with incense that I half-expected to see it pooling on the stones like fog. The old monk was already waiting, exactly where I’d left him, as if the intervening hours had been a hallucination. Or as if, for him, time didn’t work the way it did for the rest of us.

      I took my place across from him without ceremony. The cushion was still warm. I checked my watch out of reflex—07:16, the same minute as yesterday, or maybe every day—and scrawled the time in the margin of a fresh page. The act of writing it down made it feel less arbitrary, but not by much.

      The monk spoke first, his voice granular with phlegm. “Time is not straight. Like circle, but more strange.” He gestured at the sunless sky, the prayer beads, the slow drip from a broken gutter above our heads. “People think future is waiting. But future is just… misunderstanding.”

      I wrote it down. “Future is just misunderstanding.” Underneath: “Time is not straight. Like circle, but more strange.” I glanced at the clock on my phone. Still 07:16.

      He must have seen my confusion, because he leaned in, dropping the volume of his voice to a whisper that vibrated in my jaw more than my ears. “If you want to leave pain, you must stop carrying clock. Or, you carry more clock, until you see it is only weight.”

      I laughed, a short bark, but there was no irony left in the sound. “If I stopped measuring, I’d be lost.”

      He grinned, eyes disappearing into the lines of his face. “Lost is also place. Some people very strong, can be lost forever.”

      There was a deep and subtle violence in that idea, and it unsettled me more than any textbook paradox. I found myself repeating his words under my breath, as if testing their stability: Lost is also place. Lost is also place. Each iteration felt less like a statement and more like a threat.

      The smoke from the censers was thicker now, moving in slow-motion bands across the courtyard, obscuring even the nearest stones. Somewhere deep in the main hall, a chorus of monks had started chanting—a low, repetitive hum that pressed against the insides of my skull. The sound didn’t resolve into melody or even rhythm; it was just pure, unmetered drone, like a dial tone stretched to infinity.

      The monk watched me closely, hands folded into the sleeves of his robe. “You bring question,” he said, not really asking.

      I nodded, flipping back through the pages of my journal until I found the previous day’s scrawled note: “Is it possible to be addicted to loss?” It seemed banal now, but I asked it again anyway, desperate for clarification.

      He shook his head, a slow, pitying motion. “Addict is just another name for hunger. If you are hungry, you eat. If you are not hungry, you still eat, because you remember hunger.”

      I wrote this down, and underlined it twice. My hand was shaking, the pen skipping across the damp paper. The monk waited while I composed myself.

      He said: “You look for memory to fill, but memory is already full. So it spill out, like water.”

      The phrase triggered something. I wrote, in block letters: “MEMORY IS A FLOOD.” Then: “CAN IT DROWN YOU?” Then, under that, smaller: “Or is drowning the only way to remember?”

      I looked up. The monk was still watching, but the lines of his face seemed less distinct, as if the smoke were erasing him cell by cell. His form flickered at the edges. I glanced at my watch again. 07:18. My stomach lurched.

      “Are you real?” I asked, before I could stop myself.

      He nodded, unbothered. “I am here. You are here. We talk, so both real.”

      He reached for the beads and turned them in his hand, each movement calibrated for maximum silence. “But maybe you ask, what is real that cannot go away?”

      I didn’t answer. The question made me nauseous.

      He shrugged. “Everything goes away. That is why people make temple.”

      The chanting inside was growing louder, the drone now broken into fragments by the occasional metallic crash of a bell. I could feel the vibration in my jaw, my teeth, even the roots of my hair. I tried to focus, to get ahead of the feeling that I was slipping into something irreversible.

      I asked, “Is there a cure for sadness that isn’t just waiting for it to pass?”

      The monk considered, then shook his head. “Sadness is like weather. You can wait, or you can move to different place. But even in different place, maybe same weather.”

      He looked up at the sky, the unbroken gray. “Or maybe, you see beauty in bad weather. Some people like rain.”

      The statement was so benign it almost made me angry. I wrote it anyway, scribbled it down and then, in a separate line, wrote: “But what about love?”

      The monk smiled. “Love is also weather. Sometimes rain, sometimes sun. Sometimes, only cloud. But people think sun is better, so they miss beauty of cloud.”

      I wanted to argue, to cite every clinical case study I’d ever read on attachment and loss, but the words refused to organize. Instead, I stared at my hands, watched as the knuckles blanched and the skin grew damp with sweat.

      “Sometimes,” I said, “people tell you their love has no future. But it doesn’t stop you wanting it.”

      He nodded, no judgment in his expression. “Future is illusion. Love without future is just love without illusion.”

      I wrote it down, nearly carving through the paper.

      The chanting in the main hall reached a kind of critical mass, the sound now so dense that it felt physical, like pressure on my chest. The edges of the courtyard were gone—there was only a cloud of smoke, the stone beneath me, and the eyes of the old monk, bright as sodium flame.

      I heard myself repeating his words, again and again, not in English but in Vietnamese, the accent returning without conscious effort. “Tình yêu không có tương lai chỉ là tình yêu không có ảo tưởng.” It sounded better in that language, like a curse or a charm.

      I realized I was speaking aloud. The monk smiled, pleased.

      “You see?” he said. “Now you feel, not only think.”

      I nodded, but the sensation was more like fever than clarity. My hands were shaking so badly that I had to anchor them in my lap. I wrote, in the narrowest script I could manage:

      
        
        07:24—Temple. The old man says all loss is illusion, but the hunger is not.

        07:25—The world is drowning in memory. Even the air is too full to breathe.

        07:27—Is it possible for sadness to eat itself? To become so dense it folds inwards and makes a black hole?

      

      

      I looked up, and the monk was gone again, replaced by a different figure—maybe another monk, maybe no one at all. The faces of the people passing through the courtyard seemed to flicker in and out of focus, sometimes Linh’s face, sometimes my own, sometimes just a featureless void. I closed my eyes and tried to slow my breathing, but the sensation of falling intensified.

      I pressed the pen to the page and, without thinking, wrote a poem:

      
        
        ANHEDONIA

        The joy went missing first, but nobody

        noticed until the skin of the world

        grew numb to pressure, to heat, to the

        insult of rain. In the temple, the old man

        told me: “What is lost cannot be found

        because it was never truly held.”

        I wrote it in my journal, underlining

        the words until the paper tore and

        the ink ran. He smiled at my need

        for permanence. “Nothing endures,”

        he said, “but you keep trying.”

        The hunger is not in the body

        but in the air between questions.

        Each answer is a seed that breeds

        only more emptiness. You eat memory

        because it is the only thing

        that will not spoil. You eat memory

        until you forget what hunger was.

        They say sadness is a deficit,

        a subtraction from the sum of what

        should be, but in truth it is

        a surplus: the overflow of grief

        when there is no room left to contain it.

        In time, you forget the taste of joy

        but remember the ache of its absence.

        You remember everything you lost,

        even the things you never had.

        In the end, the old man faded

        into the haze, a smudge of color

        on the stone. I am left with only

        the weight of his words, the knowledge

        that there is no exit, no surface,

        just the recursive loop of wanting

        what can never be returned.

        The world is flooded.

        The world is starving.

        I am both.

      

      

      I stared at the poem, unable to process whether it was good or even coherent. The handwriting had degraded into a trembling, almost illegible scrawl, the letters bleeding into one another until the whole page looked like a topography of nerves.

      I checked my watch again. 07:32. Had it really only been sixteen minutes?

      The chanting had stopped. The smoke was clearing, and the courtyard was empty except for a flock of sparrows picking at crumbs near the entrance. The old monk was gone; the prayer beads, too. I tried to stand, but my legs refused to cooperate. I sat there, suspended, staring at the journal in my lap, the last line of the poem repeating itself until it became the only thing I could hear:

      
        
        The world is flooded.

        The world is starving.

        I am both.

      

      

      I waited for the feeling to pass, but it didn’t. Instead, it nested in the pit of my stomach, laying eggs of dread and anticipation.

      Eventually, I gathered my things and left the temple, the echo of the monk’s voice stuck in my head like a virus. The sun was higher now, but the sky was still a seamless gray, and the city felt even less real than before.

      On the walk home, I checked my journal every few steps, certain the poem would have rewritten itself, or vanished entirely. But it was always there, always worse than I remembered.

      By the time I reached my apartment, I was sure of only two things: that I would go back to the temple, and that the old man would be waiting.

      Or that, if he wasn’t, I would keep searching for him anyway, because the hunger was stronger than the memory of being whole.

      Scene 3

      The next morning, I returned to the temple before dawn, my journal already opened to a blank page, as if by presenting myself in a state of readiness I might conjure the old monk from the damp air. The gates were still locked, but a side door hung slightly ajar, and I slipped through it with the guiltless confidence of someone whose trespasses had always gone unpunished.

      The courtyard was silent, the smoke from yesterday’s censers reduced to a cold, faint residue on the stone. I sat cross-legged in my old spot, shivering in the morning chill, and waited for the familiar shuffle of feet, the shudder of cloth against skin. There was no sign of the monk, no sign of anyone at all. I checked my watch: 05:17. The hour seemed less like a time and more like a diagnosis.

      I pulled the pen from my pocket and tried to reconstruct the previous day’s conversation. The words tumbled out in fragments, half in English, half in Vietnamese, each sentence fighting for primacy on the page:

      
        
        Future is just misunderstanding.

        Lost is also place.

        You eat memory until you forget what hunger was.

      

      

      I kept writing, faster and messier, the handwriting devolving until it was closer to ECG readouts than language. Every few seconds I glanced up, expecting the monk to materialize and resume the catechism. The courtyard remained empty, the cushion beside me undisturbed, a perfect oval of fabric against stone. I wondered if I’d imagined the whole thing, if the old man was just a symptom of the loss he’d so gleefully diagnosed.

      After an hour, the sun rose enough to turn the sky from slate to a color I recognized only from medical scrubs. The birds in the trees began their routine arguments; a dog barked at nothing, then went quiet. I tried to sit still, to match the patience of the monks I’d watched from afar, but my legs cramped, my spine spasmed, my body refusing to play along with the fantasy of stillness.

      I stood, swaying, and paced the length of the courtyard. The air stung my skin, the cold forcing the blood to the surface. I flipped open the journal and re-read the poem from yesterday, the lines now foreign and brutal:

      
        
        The world is flooded.

        The world is starving.

        I am both.

      

      

      I wondered what the old monk would have made of it, whether he would have smiled, or nodded, or simply shrugged the way he did when I asked about suffering. I wondered if he’d ever existed at all.

      I called out, voice cracking: “Thầy ơi!” Nothing answered but the echo, warped by the open geometry of the temple walls. I called again, louder. A flock of sparrows burst from a tree overhead, then settled back into their argument.

      I sat down, legs stretched in front of me, and watched the sun climb. My stomach roiled with the mix of coffee, exhaustion, and shame. I tried to read through the journal again, hoping to find some hidden message in the mess of ink, but every line contradicted the one before it, every aphorism revealed itself as a tautology or a joke. I laughed out loud, then covered my mouth, embarrassed to be caught by the ghosts of the place.

      As I closed the journal, a shadow crossed the entrance to the main hall. For a moment, I thought the monk had returned, but it was just a young man—maybe sixteen, seventeen—wearing the drab uniform of the temple’s lowest caste. He stared at me, unsmiling.

      “Chào anh,” I said, feeling the foreignness of the language in my mouth.

      He nodded. “Chào anh.”

      I stood, holding out the journal as if it might explain my presence. “I was looking for the old monk. The one who sits out here, with the beads.”

      The boy shook his head. “Không có ai như vậy.” No one like that.

      I stared at him. “He was here yesterday. We talked. For hours.”

      He shrugged, uninterested. “Maybe ông nhầm rồi.” Maybe you’re mistaken.

      I wanted to argue, but the certainty in his face drained the fight from me. I nodded, stepped aside, and let him pass. He disappeared into the main hall, the sound of his sandals fading into the hush.

      I looked back at the cushion. It was pristine, uncreased, as if no one had ever sat on it. The surface of the stone beneath was dry. I checked my watch: 07:51. I’d been here for over two hours, but the time felt both compressed and infinite, a Möbius strip of waiting and remembering.

      I went to the edge of the courtyard and sat on the steps, watching the city come to life in the distance. I flipped through the journal again, this time noticing that half the entries were in Vietnamese, written in a hand I barely recognized as my own. The sentences looped back on themselves, crossed out and rewritten, sometimes the same word repeated for pages at a stretch.

      I tried to reconstruct the events of the past days, to parse out what was real from what was needed. My memory offered only the barest sequence: the fog, the monk, the conversation, the poem, the hunger, the return. I realized then that the only thing left to do was to write it down, to make a record, even if the record was just another layer of the same hallucination.

      I opened to a new page and wrote:

      
        
        08:03—No monk, no answer. Only the echo.

        08:09—Am I the only person here? Or is everyone else a symptom?

        08:12—If memory is a flood, is there such thing as dry land?

        08:18—I have never been so hungry.

      

      

      The act of writing calmed me, if only a little. I set the journal down and looked at the sky, now a perfect, clinical blue. I tried to summon the voice of the old monk, to run his aphorisms through my head one more time, but the best I could do was remember Linh’s laughter, the way she’d mock my seriousness, my endless need to name and classify every feeling.

      I remembered her saying, once: “Sometimes sadness is just weather. You can’t reason with weather.”

      The line felt more honest than anything the monk had said.

      I closed the journal, hugged it to my chest, and sat until the sun drove me off the steps. On the walk home, the hunger grew louder, sharper, until it was the only thing left to think about.

      Back in my apartment, I put the journal on the table and stared at it, half-expecting the writing to change when I looked away. But it didn’t. The poem was still there, still bad, still true.

      I poured a glass of water, then another. I thought about calling someone, anyone, but the idea repulsed me. I sat in the kitchen, listening to the hum of the fridge, the distant chorus of morning traffic, and the echo of the chanting that refused to leave my head.

      I waited for time to pass, but the clock on the wall had stopped again.

      I wrote a final entry, in the smallest script I could manage:

      
        
        09:42—Maybe there is no cure.

      

      

      Then I put the pen down, closed my eyes, and let the memory eat.

      It was what I wanted, after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            The Expatriate’s Lament

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I had learned to anticipate the onset of evening in Da Lat by the taste of the air. The walls of my apartment sweated so profusely that the paint seemed on the verge of peeling itself off, and the books lining my desk—already warping from prior assaults—lay open like wounded animals. I sat, as always, in the eye of this meteorological event, surrounded by the sopping wreckage of Lacan: Écrits, Seminar XI, a pirated PDF of The Four Fundamental Concepts on a dying iPad, plus three spiral-bound notebooks whose pages fluttered like tachycardic hearts in the rotary gust of the ceiling fan.

      I told myself I was working, that my errand into the depths of self-analysis was academic, maybe even necessary. The reality: I was copying out whole paragraphs from Écrits in a frantic, nervous script, alternating between English and Vietnamese as if language itself might shield me from the clarity of what I was writing. The ink smeared, the pages stuck together, my handwriting decayed into a tangle of loops and strikethroughs. At times, I didn’t even recognize it as my own.

      A mosquito, high on my blood and the ambient fever, circled in the blue light above my desk. I could hear the neighbors in the corridor—first the rise of an argument, then the stomp of feet, then the inevitable slamming of a metal gate. Every time I tried to recapture my focus, the external world asserted itself, reminding me of the thin membrane separating obsession from collapse.

      I leafed through the annotated copy of Écrits, looking for the passage on the mirror stage. The pages clung to my fingers as if to prevent me from reaching the sentence I knew was waiting, the one I had underlined so hard that the ballpoint left a bruise on the page: “The function of the mirror stage is to establish a relation between the organism and its reality.” The irony was medicinal. My own reality had been fractured for so long that I couldn’t remember whether I was the organism or the mirror, or if the distinction even mattered.

      The surface of the desk had grown sticky in the heat. My elbow left a damp imprint every time I paused to think. A plastic ruler—purchased solely for the purpose of underlining—had curled into a shallow U, the numbers and hashmarks rendered illegible by condensation. I pressed my thumb against it, tried to flatten it, failed. The exertion left a crescent of sweat on the laminated wood.

      In the margin of the page, I wrote, “Tôi là ai?” and then, underneath, “Who am I, if not the sum of my own malfunctions?” I circled the words, drew arrows, tried to connect the question back to Lacan’s original proposition, but the logic doubled back on itself, mocking me.

      Somewhere in the building, a television blared a soccer match at maximum volume. The sound bled through the walls in pulses, obscuring the line between my own heartbeat and the world outside. I tapped the pen on my teeth, a nervous habit I’d picked up in graduate school, and tried to focus on the theory.

      Split subject. Barred subject. The self as wound, the self as mask. I’d written these phrases so many times they had become empty, like reciting a rosary in a language you don’t believe. I was supposed to be writing a paper, a brief for an Australian academic journal whose readership had not yet tired of the exotic case study from Vietnam, but all I could do was copy out quotations, each one more devastating than the last.

      I wiped my forehead with the back of my hand and left a sticky residue on my skin. The air had grown so heavy it clung to the inside of my mouth. I inhaled, tasted mold and the lingering chemical tang of bug spray. My throat itched. I considered, not for the first time, opening the window, but the thought of inviting the entire insect population of Lâm Đồng province into my apartment was worse than suffocation.

      Instead, I stared at the fan. The rotary whir made a perfect white noise, loud enough to erase the soccer match and the neighbor’s latest argument, but not so loud that it interfered with my own internal monologue. The blades were caked with dust. I made a note to clean them, then crossed it out; there was no point in pretending I would.

      I tried to return to the work. My left hand shook, a visible tremor that made it impossible to write in a straight line. I gripped the pen harder, but the tremor only worsened. Eventually I gave up and set it down, watching as it rolled to the edge of the desk and paused, balanced on the precipice.

      My phone sat face-up next to the books, screen black but never truly asleep. I ignored it for as long as I could. When I finally gave in, I pressed the power button, not out of hope for a message, but to check the time. The screen lit up, and for a split second, the face looking back at me was not my own.

      It was Linh’s, rendered in ghostly blue, eyes fixed on something just beyond the frame. The image vanished instantly, replaced by the usual lockscreen—calendar, weather, a string of useless notifications. I blinked, once, twice, and the afterimage burned into my retina. I rubbed my eyes, tried to rationalize: fatigue, sleep deprivation, a trick of the light. Nothing more.

      But the vision left a residue, a cold trace along the inside of my skull. I remembered the last time I had seen her in person—hospital gown, hair scraped back, the skin of her arms so thin it looked translucent under the IV drip. She had not wanted me there. She had said, “You make it worse.” I had agreed, but stayed anyway.

      The pen teetered, then rolled off the desk and landed in my lap. I retrieved it, tried to steady my hand, but the tremor persisted. I flipped to a fresh page in the notebook and wrote, “Hallucination index: moderate to severe.” Then, underneath, “Possible onset of hypnagogic imagery, or: I am losing it.” The handwriting was nearly illegible.

      I returned to the text. I forced myself to read out loud, as if the act of vocalizing would ground me in the material. “The mirror stage is a drama whose internal pressure pushes precipitously from insufficiency to anticipation—and, for the subject, a fantasy that captures its own fragmentation.” My voice sounded foreign, like someone imitating me on a bad recording.

      The words resonated in a way that felt both familiar and dangerous. I looked up at the glass of water on the edge of the desk, watched as the surface vibrated in time with the fan. My reflection wavered, stretched, then snapped back into place. I wrote, “Is this what it means to split?” and then, “Or am I just dehydrated?”

      I closed the book. My head ached, a band of pain wrapping from temple to temple. I stood, walked to the bathroom, splashed my face with water, stared at my reflection in the mirror above the sink. The lines under my eyes had deepened, the skin along my jaw hung loose, my mouth drooped at the corners. I practiced a smile; it collapsed instantly.

      On the way back to the desk, I stubbed my toe on the leg of the chair. The pain was immediate, then delayed, then so overwhelming that I had to sit down to avoid falling. I laughed at myself, a sound so loud it startled a pigeon on the windowsill.

      I picked up Écrits again, read the same passage four times without understanding it. The theory had begun to blur into autobiography, each sentence mapping perfectly onto my own decay. I underlined a phrase at random, then realized it was the same one I had underlined last week, and the week before.

      The phone buzzed, a phantom notification. I ignored it.

      In the margin of the book, I wrote, “Tôi nhớ em,” then underlined it, twice.

      I stared at the words, at the trembling of my own hand, and felt the boundaries of the room close in. The fan kept turning, the walls kept sweating, and the face in the phone waited just behind the next flicker of the screen.

      I turned the page. The next one was blank except for a single, handwritten line at the top—my own, though I didn’t remember writing it:

      
        
        “What happens when the mirror refuses to return your gaze?”

      

      

      I had no answer, but I kept reading anyway, because the only thing worse than knowing was not knowing.

      The air tasted thicker. I reached for the pen and underlined the question, pressing so hard the page nearly tore.

      The soccer match next door reached its climax: a roar, a chorus of shouts, and then sudden, total silence.

      I listened to the echo of it, then wrote:

      
        
        “I am the echo.”

      

      

      Then, below it: “Tôi là tiếng vang.”

      I circled both, drew a line between them, and waited for the ink to dry.

      Scene 2

      I set my alarm for 5:30 AM, knowing full well that I would not sleep, but hoping the ritual might at least reimpose a schedule on the chaos. When the phone vibrated—no ring, just the sterile pulse of a notification—I was already awake, eyes crusted with the residue of an hour’s worth of failed REM. I stumbled to the kitchen, measured out three heaping spoonfuls of instant coffee, poured in the boiling water, and watched as the blackness bled outward from the granules, curling into eddies that reminded me of brain scans gone wrong.

      For a moment, the world was almost quiet. Then, in the liquid, Linh’s face surfaced again.

      Not as an image, but as an event: a trick of refraction, a disruption of the meniscus, a pattern in the way the steam rose and split the light. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth, slightly open, as if about to speak a syllable I had forgotten.

      I set the mug down, hard, and the face broke apart, replaced by the angry swirl of caffeine and sediment. I pressed my thumb into the handle, felt the heat threaten a burn, and tried to steady my breathing. It was only a hallucination. A brief incursion of the subconscious into the kitchenware. I wrote the episode down in the notebook, labeled it “MORNING HALLUCINATION 1: Pareidolia, or unresolved Oedipal complex?”

      The theory was no longer sufficient, but I forced myself to continue the postmortem: “Coffee as mirror, as liquid unconscious. Revisit later, compare to prior hallucinations.” I underlined it, then closed the book with a snap. The pen left a black spot on my thumbnail that would not wash off, even after three scrubbings.

      The rain outside had resumed, heavier now, pounding the corrugated roof in polyrhythms. The city was washed out, gray upon gray, the only color the red of the taxis as they skidded through the intersection below. I watched them from the kitchen window, eyes scanning for a pattern, but all I found was the repetition of accident and recovery. I traced the route of a single motorbike as it wove between cars, headlights flickering through the downpour. I thought of Linh, then, riding pillion on my bike that first spring in Da Lat, her arms around my waist, her chin pressing into my shoulder every time we made a left turn. She would narrate the journey in real time, a running monologue of traffic, weather, and the foibles of pedestrians. “Đi bên trái đi,” she’d shout, always left, never right.

      I turned from the window, returned to the desk. The books had multiplied overnight, or maybe I had simply brought more in from the boxes stacked near the bed. I picked up a copy of Seminar XI and opened to a dog-eared page:

      “The subject is what is lacking in that chain, is what animates it with the desire to know what is missing.”

      I read the sentence four times, each iteration stripping away a layer of meaning. I tried to annotate in the margin, but my handwriting faltered, and the English words bled into Vietnamese, then back again. I wrote: “Thiếu sót = desire?” then underneath: “Lack animates, but what if lack is all that remains?”

      The phrase sickened me. I closed the book, set it on top of the stack, and stared at the wall. I realized I was shivering, though the apartment had not grown colder. The sweat had returned, collecting at the nape of my neck and behind my knees. I rolled up the sleeves of my shirt, hoping to dry out the fabric, but the air was so saturated that nothing evaporated.

      I looked down at my arm, at the patch of skin where Linh had once traced the veins with her fingertip. She’d said it reminded her of the map of the city, the branching alleys and dead ends, the places you could never quite reach. “Anh là mê cung,” she’d said once. You are a labyrinth.

      I had laughed, but only because I wanted it to be true.

      I powered on the laptop, hoping the act of returning to the screen would ground me in the normalcy of work. The machine sputtered, then booted up with a sad electronic whimper. The desktop was a disaster—open PDFs, half-finished email drafts, screenshots of articles I’d intended to read but never did. I clicked open a new document, intending to begin the draft of my paper, but the cursor blinked at me, accusatory, as if daring me to type a single coherent sentence.

      I took a sip of coffee. The surface stilled, and for a moment, I saw nothing but my own distorted face, eyes rimmed in red, lips cracked and bloodless. I set the mug down, afraid of what might emerge if I looked again.

      I tried to type, but the words would not come. I opened the journal file and scrolled through the previous entries, hoping to jog the engine of thought. Instead, I found only repetition, the same three or four lines copied and pasted, sometimes with slight variations in wording, sometimes exactly the same. A mantra of self-obliteration:

      “I am the echo. Tôi là tiếng vang.”

      I closed the file, leaned back in the chair, and let the hum of the fan carry me into a trance.

      I must have dozed, because the next thing I heard was the crack of thunder, loud enough to rattle the windows. The apartment flickered with light, and in the instant before the room went dark, I saw Linh’s silhouette, clear as a photograph, reflected in the window glass.

      She was not looking at me, but at the city beyond, her profile outlined in white against the storm. Her hair was pulled back, the way she wore it on days when she needed to concentrate. I blinked, and she was gone, replaced by the dull sheen of rain and the dim outline of my own face.

      I exhaled, a shudder running through my chest. I wrote the time and date in the notebook, labeled it “AFTERNOON HALLUCINATION 2: Photism, or visual echo?” I tried to analyze the episode, but the words felt fraudulent. I wrote, “She is more real than me,” then scratched it out, then wrote it again, in block letters.

      The power returned with a groan, the lights buzzing back to life. I checked the time: 14:12. My hands were trembling worse than before.

      I returned to the desk. The books had shifted positions. At the top of the stack was a battered edition of Freud, cover half-ripped, the pages annotated in two different inks. I opened it, searching for the passage on repetition compulsion. I found the quote: “The patient cannot remember the whole of what is repressed in him, and what he cannot remember may be precisely the essential part of it.”

      I copied the line into the notebook, then, without thinking, translated it into Vietnamese. The words came easily, without effort. I wrote, “Bệnh nhân không thể nhớ toàn bộ những gì bị dồn nén,” and then stared at the sentence, horrified by how natural it felt.

      I looked up at the ceiling, at the fan, and for a moment the blades seemed to slow, then reverse direction. The world did not agree with my perception, but I trusted the feeling more than the evidence of my eyes.

      I stood, walked to the window again. The rain had not let up. The street was a river, the motorbikes throwing up twin rooster tails of water as they struggled to keep upright. I watched a man in a poncho haul a sack of lychees across the road, his shoes lost somewhere in the current. I thought of Linh’s hands, peeling the fruit, the juice sticky on her fingers, the way she would toss the pits into the gutter and watch them roll away.

      The fan’s hum had become a vibration, a bass note I felt in the soles of my feet. I wondered if the sound was real, or if it originated somewhere inside my head. I wrote, “Am I vibrating, or is the world?” then, underneath, “What if there is no difference?”

      I sat, tried to calm myself, but the hallucinations had begun to linger. Even after Linh’s face disappeared from the coffee, I could sense her in the periphery—her scent, the rhythm of her walk, the timbre of her laugh. I replayed old conversations in my head, but the words got stuck, repeated, looped until meaning dissolved.

      The laptop chimed. I looked at the screen, saw the document open to a blank page, the cursor waiting. I tried to type, but the keys stuck, or else my fingers would not obey. Instead of words, the screen filled with slashes and diacritics, a mess of symbols that bore no relation to English. I erased, tried again, and this time the text came out in Vietnamese, though I did not remember thinking in that language.

      I froze, hands hovering above the keyboard. I tried to recall the last time I had written Vietnamese without effort. University? Before Linh? It had always been work, a task, not a reflex. Now it was as automatic as breathing.

      I pressed the palms of my hands into my eyes, hard, and when I looked again, the screen was blank. The only sound was the ticking of the wall clock, though I did not remember setting it.

      I reached for the coffee, intending to anchor myself, but my hand knocked the cup sideways, sending a flood of black liquid across the desk. It bled into the pages of the notebook, pooled in the hollows of the keyboard, dripped down onto the floor.

      I stared at the mess, at the way the liquid traced random paths across the paper. I grabbed a wad of tissues, tried to blot it up, but the coffee had already soaked through, staining the words, turning the ink into abstract shapes. I watched as the letters dissolved, then reconstituted, not as English, but as Vietnamese—whole sentences, legible and fluid, though I knew I hadn’t written them.

      “Nếu anh còn nhớ em, thì em chưa bao giờ rời đi.”

      If you still remember me, then I have never left.

      I felt the air leave my lungs. My chest hollowed, ribs tight as a vice. I read the sentence again, then again, afraid to touch the page, afraid the words would vanish if I did.

      I sat, hands limp in my lap, watching as the coffee finished its slow migration to the edge of the desk, then dripped, one drop at a time, onto the floor.

      I tried to convince myself it was a coincidence—a product of chance, a trick of the stains and my desperate need for pattern—but I did not believe it.

      I reached for the notebook, intending to write down the event, to catalog it, but the page was already full.

      Instead, I looked at my hands, the brown stains on my fingers, and imagined Linh’s face in the coffee, waiting for me to blink.

      I closed my eyes, and in the darkness, I heard her voice.

      “Anh ơi, đừng sợ.”

      Don’t be afraid.

      But I was.

      Scene 3

      The humidity broke at 18:10, but I did not notice until much later. I had been sitting at the desk for hours, watching the daylight ebb from the room, the corners growing indistinct, the books on the table softening into formlessness. My head throbbed in slow, tidal waves. The only thing keeping time was the fan, its drone rising and falling in sync with the sensation of impending collapse.

      I could not recall when I had last moved. My legs prickled with pins and needles, my arms felt as though they belonged to someone else. I reached for the phone to check the time, but the screen stayed black, as if refusing to participate in my ritual. I pressed the power button, nothing. No messages, no Linh, not even the mocking flicker of the lockscreen.

      A sense of inertia, at first physical and then total, pinned me to the chair. I tried to catalog the symptoms—paralysis, derealization, the subtle sense that my hands were working a split-second out of phase with my intent—but the categories slipped, refused to be named. I stared at the notebook, its pages still damp with the morning’s spill, and waited for the world to recede even further.

      But the opposite happened.

      A pressure, almost tactile, built in the center of my chest. It was not a panic attack—I had learned those by heart, their cues and phases so predictable they were boring—but a foreign compulsion. An itch at the base of the skull, a tightening of the scalp, a tension that pulled at the ligaments of my neck. My eyes darted from the books, to the window, to the corner of the room where the closet door reflected just enough light to be visible.

      That was where the mirror was.

      I had avoided the full-length mirror for days, maybe weeks. It was not out of superstition, but from an aversion to what I might see: not the face of the aging academic I remembered, but some eroded version of self, worn down by repetition and the sour corrosion of memory. But now, the pressure insisted. I stood, unsteady, and crossed the room.

      The closet was a cheap rental install, the kind with a door that bowed inward under humidity and refused to close. The mirror took up the whole length, a thin sheet of glass bracketed to the composite wood. I approached it the way one might approach a confession booth or an animal cage: cautious, rehearsing the lines in my head.

      At first, the face in the mirror was my own—though paler, hair sticking to my forehead in wet clumps, eyes swimming with the kind of shine that signals either fever or grief. I lifted a hand, touched the glass. The reflection mimicked, but with a delay, a lag so slight it could have been a trick of the light or the onset of synaptic failure.

      I leaned closer. The handprint smeared, sweat from my palm leaving a crescent on the glass. My breathing fogged a faint halo around my face, which lingered a second longer than it should have.

      Then the change.

      It started at the jaw—my own, but sharpening, the stubble receding, the skin tightening into a familiar oval. The mouth adjusted, thinned into Linh’s, the upper lip pursed in that permanent state of anticipation. The eyes followed, shifting from brown to the warm, infuriating black that I had memorized in countless arguments and aftermaths. The cheekbones surfaced, the nose re-angled. My face was still there, but it was no longer dominant; it had become scaffolding for the thing that replaced it.

      I froze. My hands fell to my sides, limp, as the face in the mirror smiled, then stopped.

      “Em đây,” the reflection said, voice absent but present, vibrating in the ossicles rather than the air.

      I did not speak, at first. I watched as the face in the glass shifted from Linh’s to mine, then back again, oscillating faster and faster until the two were indistinguishable, a composite assembled from memory and refusal. When I finally found my voice, it came out brittle:

      “What do you want from me?”

      The lips in the glass curled upward. “You called me.”

      I shook my head. “No. No, I didn’t.”

      The face cocked to the left, Linh’s signature gesture of disbelief. “Anh nói dối.”

      You lie.

      I felt a heat rise up my neck. “I never asked for this.”

      “You ask every day,” the mirror said, switching languages without pause. “Ngày nào anh cũng gọi tôi.”

      The room tilted. I tried to break the gaze, to look anywhere but the eyes in the glass, but they held me in place. My own hand—her hand—reached up and pressed flat to the mirror. The glass was cold, but the heat of my palm radiated through it, a single degree of difference.

      “Go away,” I said, but the voice had lost all conviction.

      “Không thể,” the reflection replied. Impossible.

      I felt something collapse in the core of my being, a partition giving way. I wanted to turn, to run, but the body would not obey. The hand on the mirror pressed harder, the fingers splaying wider, as if to trace every contour of the glass.

      “You don’t belong here,” I said, not sure if I was speaking to her or to myself.

      “Anh cũng vậy,” she replied, and in the space of a heartbeat, I realized it was both.

      The reflection moved then, not in sync, but independently. It drew back, lips moving in a rapid, whispered litany. I could not catch every word, but fragments stuck:

      “Đã quá muộn rồi.”

      It’s too late.

      “Chúng ta đã hợp nhất rồi.”

      We’ve already merged.

      I tried to remember the theory, to impose the logic of Lacan onto the scene, but the terms would not align. The mirror stage as trauma, as rupture, as the moment of permanent dislocation from the real. I was supposed to recognize myself and form an identity, but instead I saw only the proof of its impossibility.

      My mouth moved, but it was the mirror’s voice that answered:

      “You are nothing but the sum of your losses.”

      I laughed, a desperate, animal noise, and for the first time the reflection did not follow suit.

      I pressed my palm harder against the glass, willing the apparition to break, to shatter into a million harmless shards. But the surface held. The other hand—the reflection’s—rose to meet it, mirroring the gesture. The two palms aligned, flesh to glass to flesh, heat meeting cold.

      “Stop it,” I whispered. “Please.”

      The face softened. For a second, I thought I saw Linh as she had been, not the avatar of my failure, but the woman who once laid her head on my chest and listened for the tremor beneath the ribs. Her mouth opened, and I waited for the benediction, or the curse.

      “Anh ơi,” she said, and this time the voice was entirely hers, so gentle it almost broke me.

      Then, in English: “Let go.”

      I jerked my hand back. The room went dizzy, the edges of the world pulled away from their coordinates. The face in the mirror flickered, then went dark. I staggered backward, collided with the bed frame, collapsed into the chair.

      On the floor, a page had come loose from one of the books—Écrits, of course. The passage was circled, underlined, annotated to death:

      “What is realized in my history is not the past definite of what was, since it is no more, or even the present perfect of what has been in what I am, but the future anterior of what I shall have been for what I am in the process of becoming.”

      I tried to parse the tense, the impossible geometry of the phrase. My eyes watered, the words swimming into each other, then reconstituting as a sentence in Vietnamese, in Linh’s handwriting, on a page I had never seen before.

      “Tất cả chỉ là cái bóng của tương lai đã mất.”

      It’s all just the shadow of a future already lost.

      I felt the sensation of falling, but the floor never met me. Instead, I sat—chair pressed to the wall, legs splayed, breath coming in hiccups—while the room reassembled itself around me. The mirror was blank, empty but for the faint outline of my hand, five smears in the condensation.

      I stared at the print, then at my own hand, then back at the page on the floor.

      The fan kept turning, the hum holding the world together. I closed my eyes and listened to it, to the memory of Linh’s voice, to the echo of all the selves I would never be.

      For a while, that was enough.

      But I knew, as surely as I knew the storm would return tomorrow, that the mirror would not stay empty for long.
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      Scene 1

      There was a time when the prospect of a social gathering would have triggered the entire machinery of self-improvement: shower, shave, brush the teeth with an uncharacteristic vigor, even iron a shirt if the context demanded. Now, standing outside the rented villa in Da Lat’s so-called “French Quarter,” I performed none of these rites. My reflection in the window glass was an artifact of resignation: hair collapsed by humidity, shirt clinging to the valleys of my torso, shoes waterlogged from the latest spate of afternoon monsoon. I stood outside the gate for five full minutes, unable to cross the threshold between mist and manufactured warmth.

      The evening was a patient, predatory thing, waiting for me to move. In the courtyard, the landlord’s attempt at landscaping—three hydrangea bushes and a listing concrete Buddha—was losing its battle with the weather. I pulled out my phone, thumbed it on without looking, and saw Linh’s face staring up from the lockscreen. The image was a year old; she was smiling, caught mid-sentence, a plastic cup of ca phe sua da in one hand and a peeled lychee in the other. The background: the exact same brand of municipal squalor as this villa, only on the other side of town. I pressed the power button and the screen went black, the face vanishing like a signal lost to atmospheric noise.

      From inside the villa, the sound of English—real, unaccented, either American or one of its Commonwealth derivatives—filtered out through the walls. There was laughter, then the sharper impact of a glass set down on tile. A man’s voice said something about “burn rate,” and another followed with a punchline I couldn’t parse. The sound felt out of register with the rest of the city, like a radio station from another planet.

      I fished in my pocket for the printed invitation: “Meet and Greet for Foreign Professionals / 19:00 / Villa #4, Tran Hung Dao.” The handwriting was loopy, possibly female, the English rendered in a font I associated with international schools and UN field offices. I checked my phone again: 18:47. Early, but not so early as to look desperate.

      I pushed through the gate, the latch leaving rust on my hand. The entrance was propped open with a pair of sneakers, size 13 or higher, so incongruous to the local foot population that I knew instantly they belonged to the host. The foyer was lit by a row of recessed LEDs, the kind that throw shadows in every direction and turn sweat into a visible accessory. The air inside was so thick with cigarette smoke and incense that it occluded all other scents; the usual Da Lat signature of cut grass and mildew had been overwritten by something more aggressively synthetic.

      The living room was arranged for maximum visibility: every piece of furniture faced the middle, where a table groaned under the weight of five different brands of beer, three platters of unidentifiable cheese, and an unlabeled bottle of whiskey that I was later told came from Scotland, but tasted more like hand sanitizer. Around the table, a dozen or so expats had already formed a loose mob. They were stratified by age, gender, and the thickness of their accents. The loudest cluster—Americans, probably West Coast—stood at the head of the table, trading startup gossip with the relentless confidence of people who had never been told no.

      To the left, a smaller group of Europeans—British, Dutch, something Scandinavian—huddled around a Bluetooth speaker playing music I recognized but could not name. One of them wore a scarf despite the temperature, and another had a cigarette parked behind his ear, unlit. At the periphery, three Vietnamese women stood by the window, whispering and occasionally glancing at the foreigners with the resigned amusement of people observing a primate enclosure.

      I hovered just inside the door, hoping to be noticed but not approached. The effect was immediate: the conversation in my immediate radius died by three decibels, then rebounded as if compensating for my presence. I moved toward the bar, picked up a bottle at random, and poured half a glass of the warmest, sweetest beer I’d ever encountered. The foam collapsed instantly, like a metaphor for my social skills.

      A woman with close-cropped hair and a birthmark the shape of Australia on her neck introduced herself as Janelle. “What brings you to the Highlands?” she asked, voice thick with the vowels of Perth or Adelaide.

      “Research,” I said, which was both true and not. “Clinical psychology.”

      “Oh, cool,” she said, then: “Are you at the university?”

      “Adjunct. Mostly remote now. I’m on a kind of… hiatus.”

      The pause was loaded. I saw her eyes track the scar on my left wrist, then return to my face. “I hear this place is good for that,” she said. “Hiatus, I mean. Something about the climate. Cleans you out.”

      I tried to smile, but my mouth didn’t obey. “That’s the rumor,” I said. “So far, it’s mostly just the rain.”

      She laughed, but the sound was brittle, like glass flexing under pressure. “If you want to meet anyone, just say hi. People are pretty chill, but the groups don’t mix unless someone makes the first move.”

      I nodded. She pivoted away, already engaged in another conversation with a man whose shirt had a print of pineapples and shotguns. I took a sip of beer, swallowed, and let the taste override the impulse to turn around and leave.

      I moved to the window, where the local contingent had thinned out, replaced by a trio of digital nomads. They were instantly identifiable: under thirty, aggressively casual, laptops within arm’s reach at all times. The nearest one wore a T-shirt that said “Code, Sleep, Repeat,” and he was explaining blockchain to a woman who nodded at every third word. I caught the tail end of his sentence:

      “… and the thing is, if you can get in on the DAO early, the residuals basically pay for your cost of living.”

      The woman said, “That’s wild,” and glanced at me, inviting a contribution.

      I raised my glass in a neutral gesture. “I thought the DAO thing collapsed?”

      The coder grinned, showing a chipped incisor. “Not if you’re running your own nodes.”

      The conversation veered into a territory so technical that even my academic training couldn’t keep pace. I drifted to the other end of the room, where the British were complaining about the price of gin. Their leader was a man in his forties with a face shaped by forty years of sun and cigarettes. He shook my hand and introduced himself as Simon. His grip was papery, but the eye contact was weaponized.

      “Welcome,” he said, “to the land that sleep forgot.” He pronounced it lahnd, with the kind of accent that made every vowel an event.

      “Thanks,” I said, hoping not to be called on to elaborate. “Is there a dress code here, or is everyone just… damp?”

      He laughed, the sound rolling out in a low, contagious wave. “It’s all weather here, mate. Bring a suit, it’ll rot. Go shirtless, you’ll freeze. That’s why everyone just says ‘fuck it’ and wears whatever.”

      The group nodded in unison, as if this had been agreed upon in advance. I tried to find an entry point for the conversation, but the words wouldn’t align. My mind kept substituting Vietnamese for English, nouns and verbs mutating mid-sentence. I caught myself thinking, “nói thật,” when what I meant was “to be honest,” and “không sao” instead of “it’s okay.” When I tried to speak, the phrases tripped over each other, emerging as a hybrid that made sense in neither language.

      Simon turned to pour another drink, and the group closed ranks. I stood on the edge, willing myself invisible.

      It was at this point that I realized I had not checked my phone in over half an hour. I pulled it out, thumbed the screen. Linh’s face again, this time as a text notification: a message from a number I had deleted, then undeleted, then deleted again. The contents were blank. I stared at the screen until it dimmed, then pocketed it, the phantom vibration lingering in my hand.

      The room was now a series of concentric circles, each with its own gravity. The further out I stood, the more I could see the patterns repeat: the same jokes, the same complaints, the same cycles of introduction and retreat. The only novelty was in the way the language twisted as the night went on, words slurring, syntax collapsing, until even the native speakers sounded foreign.

      At some point, someone put on music. The bass was so loud it shook the bottles on the table, and the conversation became pure gesture: hands waving, heads thrown back, mouths open in the shape of laughter but producing no sound.

      I tried to anchor myself in the physical, but even that was unreliable. My hand, holding the beer, had begun to tremble. I set the glass down, watched the liquid vibrate, then spill over the rim. A woman with a ponytail and an air of unearned authority handed me a napkin. I thanked her, but the words stuck in my throat. I wiped the table, watched the foam retreat, then looked up to find her already gone.

      The sensation of being watched intensified. I scanned the room, looking for Linh, even though I knew she would not be here, could not be here. But her presence was everywhere: in the curve of a neck, in the tilt of a head, in the cadence of a laugh that sounded so much like hers I almost dropped the glass. I gripped the edge of the table, tried to steady myself.

      A man in a white shirt leaned over and said, “You okay, mate?” The accent was indeterminate, the face a smear of features in the haze.

      “Fine,” I said. “Just… jetlag.”

      He laughed. “We all are, in a way. No one ever really arrives.”

      The comment lodged in my brain, echoing as the music swelled. I mouthed the words to myself, then wrote them in the notes app on my phone: “No one ever really arrives.” Below it, I added: “Tất cả đều là quá cảnh.” Everything is transit.

      I moved to the patio, where the air was marginally more breathable. The mist had returned, thicker now, wrapping the garden in a layer of insulation. I leaned against the railing, looked down at the street, watched as the headlights of passing taxis carved temporary channels through the fog. I wondered how many of the people in the villa had come here to escape, and how many to forget.

      I checked my phone one last time. No new messages, but the old one lingered at the top of the screen, stubborn as a bruise. I opened it, stared at the blankness, then deleted the thread. The sense of relief was immediate, but transient.

      Inside, the laughter reached a crescendo, then fell silent. Someone had broken a glass; the sound of shards on tile was almost musical. I listened, waiting for the party to resume, but the silence held.

      I thought of Linh then, the way she would narrate these moments, assigning roles and motivations to every actor in the scene. She would have called the expats “những người ngoài hành tinh,” aliens, not as an insult, but as a diagnosis. I felt the urge to text her, to describe the night in her language, but the words would not come.

      Instead, I closed my eyes and let the sound of the rain erase the memory of the evening, at least for a while.

      When I opened them, the room inside was empty, save for a single, unclaimed glass of whiskey, slowly evaporating in the humidity.

      I left it there, unfinished.

      Scene 2

      The logic of the evening had already frayed when I returned inside, but I took my place in the most distant corner of the living room as if I’d always belonged there. The crowd had re-coalesced around the dining table, now stripped of its initial abundance, the beer bottles converged to a single brand, the cheese trays ravaged and glistening under a patina of condensation. The volume of the room had increased, but the content of the conversation was now too diffuse to register as language. It was pure noise, with only the occasional “fuck” or “seriously” breaking through the membrane of my consciousness.

      I picked up another beer, though I couldn’t remember finishing the first. The bottle was already warm to the touch. I rolled it between my hands, knuckles whitening, watching as the label peeled away in a single, perfect spiral. I tried to catalog the faces around me, but they blurred at the periphery, each person reduced to a rough template of gender, age, and affect. The only features that stood out were those that resisted generalization: a scar above the lip, a laugh too loud for the context, a wristwatch set to a time zone I couldn’t place.

      I sat, shoulders hunched, arms crossed over my chest, the bottle resting on my thigh like a prop from a play I hadn’t rehearsed. I watched the condensation accumulate, then recede, the cycle as regular as my own breathing. The urge to check my phone was overwhelming, but I resisted, certain that I would find only the same message, blank and unyielding, waiting for a reply I would never send.

      It was in this state—half-catatonic, half-hypersensitive—that I noticed her: a woman I had not seen in the initial census, though I could not say if she had arrived late or simply gone unnoticed in the mass. She was pale, the kind of pale that signals not just lack of sun but a constitutional aversion to existence. Her hair was cropped close to the skull, bleached to the color of cigarette ash, and her cheeks were carved in such a way that they seemed to cast shadows of their own. She wore a black turtleneck and a skirt that ended above the knee, revealing legs stippled with the scars of some old dermatological war.

      She held a glass of gin in both hands, cradling it the way one might hold an animal in distress. When she approached, she did not look at me, but at the space to my right, as if speaking to a third party who had vacated the seat just seconds before.

      “Do you mind?” she asked, the words delivered in a voice so flat it barely rose above the hum of the room.

      I gestured to the chair, which she took with a kind of practiced delicacy, lowering herself until she was parallel with my line of sight. Up close, her features were even more angular, the lines of her face converging at the tip of her nose, which was sharp but unbroken. Her eyes were gray, with the faintest hint of blue, and the whites were threaded with red. She looked exhausted.

      “Sarah,” she said, not offering a hand.

      “Tom,” I replied, using the name I’d given to expats since the first day I arrived. “Nice to meet you.”

      She nodded, taking a sip of gin, then set the glass on the floor between her shoes. She stared at the carpet, tracing the lines of the weave with her toe. I watched as her foot moved in slow, deliberate arcs, as if she was drawing an escape route that only she could see.

      “First time in Vietnam?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question.

      She shook her head. “Third. First was Hanoi, second was Danang. Da Lat is…” She trailed off, searching for the word. “Softer.”

      I laughed, though the sound was more exhale than anything else. “That’s one way to put it.”

      She looked up, made eye contact for the first time. There was a tremor in her gaze, a microtremor, as if her eyes were vibrating in place. “You live here, or just passing through?”

      I hesitated. “Here, mostly. I have an apartment near the lake. Used to teach, now I just… wait.”

      She accepted the answer without comment. The silence between us was comfortable, or at least mutually agreeable. In the background, the music had shifted to something with a Latin rhythm, but the beat was so overdriven that it lost all specificity.

      After a while, she said, “What do you wait for?”

      The question was so direct it short-circuited my impulse to lie. “I don’t know,” I said. “A change in the weather? An email that says I can go home? Or maybe just for all this to get less strange.”

      She smiled, but it was the kind of smile that leaves the rest of the face untouched. “It doesn’t.”

      “You’ve been here a while,” I guessed.

      She nodded. “On and off for two years.” She reached for the gin, but did not drink. “I was living in Bangkok before this.”

      “Why leave?” I asked, immediately regretting the intrusion.

      She took a long time to answer. “My partner died there,” she said. “I wanted somewhere quieter.”

      I stared at the bottle in my hand, unable to look at her. “I’m sorry,” I said, the words so automatic I barely recognized them as mine.

      She shrugged. “It’s fine. I still talk about him as if he’s alive, though. Sometimes I buy two coffees.”

      I nodded, thinking of Linh, of the way I still set out two cups in the morning, even though one always went cold and untouched. “I still buy mangoes,” I said, surprised to hear the words spoken aloud.

      She smiled again, this time with the faintest quiver at the edge of her mouth. “They taste different here.”

      I laughed, more genuinely than I expected. “Yeah. More acid.”

      For a while, we said nothing. The party had begun to wind down; the music was softer, the volume of conversation reduced to a few scattered clumps of people near the table. Someone was telling a story about getting lost in the forest outside the city, and another voice, female, punctuated the story with peals of laughter that sounded rehearsed. I watched the group from a distance, the way a biologist might observe a colony of ants. Every movement seemed choreographed, every interaction a rehearsal of something that had happened a hundred times before.

      Sarah leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “You look tired,” she said.

      I shrugged. “It’s been a long week.”

      She tilted her head, considering. “You know, it gets easier. The loneliness. Or maybe you just get used to it.”

      “I’m not sure I want to get used to it,” I said.

      She traced the rim of her glass with her finger. “It’s better than the alternative.”

      I wanted to ask what the alternative was, but the answer was obvious. I thought of the apartment, the bed still made, the empty chairs, the echo of Linh’s voice on the edge of sleep. I wondered if Sarah could hear her partner, too, or if the dead grew silent with enough distance.

      “I heard you’re a psychologist,” she said.

      I laughed. “Former. Not practicing.”

      She nodded. “It’s probably for the best.”

      I smiled, but the expression faltered. “Yeah.”

      We sat in silence for a long time. The room seemed to contract around us, the edges of the furniture growing indistinct, the light smudging into a single, viscous layer. The air was so dense with smoke and breath that it felt like swimming. I tried to focus on Sarah’s face, but it blurred whenever I looked away, the features rearranging themselves into configurations that made no sense. Sometimes her eyes were brown, sometimes blue; sometimes her nose was narrow, sometimes flat; her mouth changed shape with every word she spoke.

      At one point, I realized that I was shaking. The bottle in my hand trembled, the liquid inside ringing against the glass. I set it down, flexed my fingers, tried to steady myself. Sarah noticed.

      “You okay?” she asked, her voice gentler than before.

      I nodded, though the motion made the room spin. “Just tired,” I said. “The lights are weird in here.”

      She looked around, as if seeing the space for the first time. “Yeah,” she said. “They are.”

      The conversation returned to its prior cadence: short bursts, then silence, then a volley of words that bounced off the walls and landed nowhere. I tried to keep track of what we had said, but the thread kept slipping. I remembered talking about fruit, about Bangkok, about loneliness, but the sequence was already scrambled, the order unimportant.

      “Do you ever miss it?” I asked, though I could not remember what “it” referred to.

      She smiled. “Only when it rains.”

      We both laughed, then fell quiet. The rest of the room was now fully detached, the other guests either gone or dissolved into the furniture. The only evidence of their presence was the debris: empty bottles, half-eaten crackers, the faint imprint of bodies on the sofa.

      Sarah stood, stretching her arms above her head. Her joints cracked, loud in the hush. She looked down at me, eyes glassy.

      “I should go,” she said.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      She picked up her glass, hesitated, then set it down on the table. She turned to leave, then paused at the door.

      “You know,” she said, “it’s okay if you want to talk. Even if you have nothing to say.”

      I nodded again. “Maybe next time.”

      She smiled, the first real smile of the night. “Maybe.”

      She left, the door swinging shut behind her. I listened to the echo of her footsteps down the hall, then fading into nothing. I looked around the room, now empty, and felt the ache of absence settle in.

      I closed my eyes and tried to remember the sound of Linh’s laughter, but all I could hear was the ring of silence left in its place.

      I sat there for a long time, waiting for the world to resolve itself.

      It didn’t.

      
        
        THE SHADOW CONFERENCE

        I joined the party

        as a ghost.

        My body a boundary,

        my voice a note

        struck on a broken piano.

        The faces of others

        did not resolve⁠—

        they hung like fruit

        in the periphery,

        round with opinion,

        hollow with hunger.

        I met a woman

        whose loneliness echoed mine;

        together we circled the rim

        of shared irrelevance,

        trading the facts of our damage

        like rationed cigarettes.

        Sometimes I looked away,

        and when I looked back

        her face had blurred at the seams,

        the jaw collapsed into cheek,

        the cheekbone migrating north,

        the eyes swapped out

        for another color entirely.

        The party went on,

        but quieter:

        a party without music,

        only the percussion of cutlery

        and the hiss of stories told

        for the hundredth time.

        I thought I was getting better,

        but the world kept dividing,

        my words swimming in

        the brine of two languages,

        my hunger growing in proportion

        to my shrinking vocabulary.

        At midnight the hosts

        cleared the table;

        at one AM the guests

        became rumors, then

        wraiths; at two,

        it was just me,

        the empty glass,

        the echo of

        what had not been said.

        I lingered at the window,

        thinking of Linh,

        how her presence

        was less a memory

        than a way of measuring

        all the places I did not belong.

        In the morning,

        I could not recall

        the names of anyone I met.

        Only that for a while

        I had almost joined

        the conference of the living.

        Almost.

      

      

      Scene 3

      The party’s endgame unfolded like a dream I had failed to rehearse. I was still in the corner, staring at the condensation ring left by Sarah’s glass, when an eruption of laughter from the kitchen cut through the lull. It started too loud, then stuttered, then repeated, a skip in the record that forced me upright. I looked for the source but saw only the backs of two men, heads close, shoulders shaking in perfect sync. For a moment I thought they might be twins, or projections, or else the same man at two points in time, layered over each other like a double exposure.

      I glanced around for Sarah, but she was gone. In her place, the pale blue of the curtain moved in a breeze I could not feel. The room was now just a setpiece, the guests reduced to mannequins animated by the pulse of the music. Each face wore a fixed expression: the rictus of amusement, the polite sneer of self-regard, the open-mouthed awe of the easily impressed. None of the faces changed, even when the laughter stopped.

      I tried to stand, but my legs misfired, sending me sideways into the armrest of a sofa. I caught myself, but the shock of contact left my hand tingling, as if I’d touched something not entirely solid. I braced against the wall and waited for the tremor to pass. My vision tunneled, then corrected itself, then tunneled again. The room swelled and contracted with each breath.

      At the center of the crowd, the host—Simon, or a man wearing his shape—was holding court, a bottle in each hand. His voice carried over the others, not because it was louder, but because it was tuned to the exact frequency of my nerves.

      “… and the thing about expats is, we’re all just playing at being ourselves, right?” he said, eyes scanning the room as if daring anyone to disagree. “Everyone here has a name they left behind. Everyone here is running from something.”

      The group nodded, not in agreement but in unison, like a single organism simulating consensus. The words hit me with the force of a diagnosis.

      I needed to leave. I needed to be anywhere but here.

      I tried to make my exit casual, but every step was a negotiation with the floor. The hallway to the front door had warped, the dimensions wrong, the light flattening all depth. The air was heavy with cigarette smoke and something sweeter—lychee, maybe, or the sickly breath of an orchid left too long in the sun. My chest tightened.

      I reached the foyer, then hesitated. My phone buzzed in my pocket; I ignored it, convinced that whatever waited on the other side of the screen would only make things worse. I heard a voice behind me, Sarah’s or someone imitating her, call my name: “Tom?” It was too late for correction.

      I pulled open the door. The outside was white with mist, the villa’s lights casting halos that faded after a meter. The first step into the night was like stepping off a ledge: the air so cold it burned, the sound of the party snuffed out instantly. The wet concrete of the stoop reflected nothing. I started walking, unsure of the direction, but propelled by the certainty that if I stopped, I would lose the ability to move forever.

      The gate had been left open. I slipped through it, the rusted hinge grating like a reprimand. The street was empty—no scooters, no vendors, no stray dogs even. The fog had erased all contrast, flattening the world to a single value. The only evidence of the city was the vertical shadow of the streetlights and the occasional gleam of water beading on a leaf.

      I turned left, then right, not by choice but by reflex. The houses on either side were dark, their facades veiled by flowering vines that drooped under the weight of the mist. I recognized none of the landmarks, though I had walked this stretch of road at least a dozen times. The world was new and unfinished, as if I’d landed in a rendering of Da Lat still waiting for the details to be filled in.

      A laugh rang out behind me, then ahead, then everywhere. It was the same laugh from the villa, the same tone and cadence, but now stretched to infinity, bouncing off invisible walls. I tried to pick up my pace, but the sidewalk was slick, the slope of the hill steeper than I remembered. My shoes skidded, then held. I kept walking.

      After a block, the city changed shape. The villas became colonial, two-story with French windows and peeling stucco, each one set back from the street behind an iron fence. The trees overhead were wet and black, their branches stitching the fog into a kind of ceiling. At intervals, the lamps overhead cast a sodium glow that made every color look the same, even the red of my own hand, clenched to stop the tremor.

      I listened for footsteps, but heard only my own. The laughter had faded to a memory, or else I’d moved beyond its range. I thought of Linh, of the way she would walk the city at night, looking for cats or interesting garbage, her voice providing a running commentary on every window display and balcony garden. I tried to summon the words, but the only language that came was Vietnamese, and even that was unsteady, the syntax breaking under the weight of exhaustion.

      I stopped at the intersection where the road dipped down toward the lake. The mist was thickest here, almost viscous. I watched as the light from a distant bus headlamp smeared across the fog, then vanished. I took out my phone, more out of habit than hope, and thumbed it on. The battery was almost dead, the lockscreen flickering before it yielded. No new messages, but the old one persisted, the sender’s name replaced by a string of numbers that looked like a coordinate or a date.

      I turned off the phone, slipped it back into my pocket. My hands shook. I tried to breathe slow, in through the nose, out through the mouth, but the air was so cold and damp it stuck in my throat.

      I began to speak, softly at first, then louder:

      “Không sao. Không sao mà.”

      It’s nothing. It’s fine.

      But the words evaporated as soon as they left my lips.

      Ahead, a streetlight buzzed and died, leaving the corner in darkness. I heard a sound—a whisper, a syllable—but when I looked up, the street was still empty. I walked faster, feet slapping the pavement in double-time. My body had entered autopilot, but my mind lagged behind, narrating every motion with the detachment of a witness rather than a participant.

      By the time I reached my apartment building, I was soaked through. The rain had started again, or maybe it never stopped; the boundary between mist and precipitation had dissolved. I let myself in with the key, climbed the stairs two at a time, and fumbled with the lock. The door gave with a wet, organic sound.

      Inside, the air was warmer, but only just. I peeled off my shirt, tossed it on the radiator, and stood in the center of the room, shivering. The silence was immense, larger than the apartment could possibly contain.

      I waited for the tremor to stop, but it didn’t. I moved to the mirror, half-expecting to see Linh, or at least some evidence that I had survived the walk. The reflection showed only my own face, slack and rimmed in shadow. I reached out, touched the glass, left a crescent of sweat and skin oil.

      I listened. Nothing.

      I checked my phone again. The screen was dead.

      I sat on the floor, back against the wall, and tried to reconstruct the sequence of the night. But the order was scrambled, the faces out of sync, the names and voices already blurring at the edges.

      I started to speak again, this time in English, then Vietnamese, then both at once. The words tumbled out, none of them making sense, but the sound was enough to fill the vacuum.

      I talked until my throat hurt. I talked until the sun rose, or seemed to. I talked until I forgot what I was saying.

      I waited for Linh to answer, but she never did.

      
        
        NO EXIT

        The party was over,

        but the laughter

        persisted—a residual

        echo trapped in the halls

        of my skull. I walked

        the city in the dark,

        measuring the distance

        between each streetlight

        and the next.

        The faces had peeled away,

        leaving behind only

        outlines, the suggestion

        of movement in fog.

        I became my own ghost,

        haunting the wet roads,

        rehearsing apologies in

        the language of loss.

        The buildings loomed,

        colonial and hollow,

        the windows blank as

        unblinking eyes. I thought

        of returning, but the path

        erased itself as I walked.

        Every turn led to

        another version of

        the same street.

        I spoke to the silence,

        first softly, then louder,

        but the only answer

        was the sound of water,

        each drop louder than

        the last. By morning,

        I was no closer to home,

        only more familiar

        with the machinery of

        being alone.

        In the end, the city

        emptied itself into me,

        and I carried it back

        to my room, my clothes

        damp with its memory,

        my mouth full of words

        I no longer trusted.

        The sun rose and I

        could not say if I

        had slept, or only

        dreamed of sleeping.

        I waited for a message

        that would not arrive,

        a knock on the door,

        the sound of Linh

        calling me back

        to the world.

        But all I heard

        was the echo, and

        the echo, and the

        echo, each time

        quieter than before.

        I am the hallway.

        I am the stairwell.

        I am the voice

        at the other end

        of the line,

        calling back to

        no one at all.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Echoes of Adelaide

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      Da Lat’s air was a broth of rotting pine and human sweat, a weather system designed to render all difference moot. By the time I left my apartment that morning, my shirt was already wet through, the cloth clinging to my back with the stubbornness of regret. I had not planned a route—planning had become another abandoned category—but my feet carried me, as they had every day for the last week, to the ring of French colonial buildings that circled the city center like a rash.

      In theory, I was studying them for a paper: “Psychoarchitectural Residues in Colonial Vietnamese Construction,” a title so bland it could pass as an apology. In reality, I wandered the streets in a trance, sweating and half-delirious, my journal and a stub of pencil the only tools separating me from full metamorphosis into local fauna. The city did not care. The city had already digested stranger creatures than me.

      Today, the humidity was up three points and the sky hung low enough to occlude the church spires, which meant the houses stood out in radioactive clarity. I took the long way, circling the lake, past the bandshell where old men played chess and older women sold lottery tickets from woven baskets. My glasses fogged with each exhale, so I wore them around my neck, a prop in the theater of sight.

      The houses along Tran Hung Dao were the good ones: cream or ochre, ringed with retaining walls that slouched under the weight of moss and decades of indifference. The wrought-iron balconies, advertised in every piece of city literature as “evocative of the Belle Epoque,” were in fact a series of cages, each one ornamented with florid accusations. The logic of their curves was that of a noose. The windows, uniformly shuttered, were the eyes of the city—judging, but also hiding something too valuable or obscene to expose. I had begun to sense a pattern in their arrangement, as if each facade were a page in a story written in the code of trauma.

      At first I told myself it was pareidolia—a professional hazard. Pattern recognition was both the fuel and the fire of psychological research, and I’d burned through enough grant money to know when my own faculties were running on fumes. But the sense of communication was too precise to dismiss. The buildings did not whisper; they declaimed. The cracks in the plaster traced out letters from an alphabet that did not exist, and the shadows on the stucco vibrated at frequencies I felt in my teeth.

      On the corner of Ba Trieu and Hung Vuong, I stopped in front of a three-story villa whose upper floors had been abandoned for years. The lower windows were occluded by cardboard and old calendars, but the balcony was still intact, a minor miracle of engineering or superstition. I stepped off the road, up onto the weed-choked path, and let my fingers trace the outer wall. The stucco was warm and slightly oily, as if it had absorbed the breath of every passerby and was now exhaling it back.

      I flipped open my notebook, already ruined by the weather, and began to sketch the lines of the balcony. My hand shook, but the pencil found its own logic, mapping the ironwork in a series of whorls and slashes. I labeled each section with numbers, then letters, then switched to Vietnamese as the English words failed to keep pace.

      
        
        “cổng sắt—bị khóa mãi mãi”

        (Iron gate—locked forever)

        “mắt của người chết”

        (Eyes of the dead)

        “Ai đã viết cái này?”

        (Who wrote this?)

      

      

      The act of writing was less note-taking than confession. Each line drawn was an admission of complicity, a record of how the observer corrupts the observed. My field notes, which had started as a catalogue of architectural forms, had devolved into a thicket of cross-outs and interpolations. I could no longer tell which ideas were mine and which belonged to the city.

      I bent close to the wall, nose nearly pressed to the surface, and studied the network of cracks that ran from window to foundation. The largest fissure split the stucco diagonally, bisecting a patch of lichen that looked, in the right light, like a map of South Vietnam. The crack continued down, forking and recombining, until it terminated at a clump of purple morning glories. I traced the line with my finger, then copied it into the notebook, annotating each deviation with the careful lunacy of a failed cartographer.

      There was a logic to the damage, one that defied both geology and civil engineering. I drew arrows, then circled the intersections, labeling them with the names of cities from my own past: Adelaide, London, Hanoi, Da Lat. I muttered the names aloud, then again in Vietnamese, letting the sounds overlap until they lost all meaning. The cracks were not random. They were history, recorded in the flesh of the building.

      A man in a faded security uniform watched me from across the road, arms crossed. I waved, offered a smile, then returned to the work. He shrugged, then spat into the gutter, unimpressed.

      The next hour unspooled in a series of compulsions: touch, sketch, label, repeat. I moved from house to house, mapping the topography of neglect. Each building had its own signature, a grammar of decay that hinted at stories I would never be allowed to read. Some facades were clean, the paint recently refreshed, but even these betrayed themselves in the microfractures along the eaves, the mildew that crept up from the gutters like a slow confession.

      My notebook filled quickly, the paper so saturated that the ink ran in capillaries, merging words into hybrid forms. I began to record not just the shapes, but the feeling of each surface—rough, sticky, smooth, granular. I pressed my palm flat against one especially cold windowpane and felt the vibration of something moving inside, a slow, deliberate rhythm. I wrote: “It is the heart of the house. Every house has a heart.” I underlined it twice, then drew a line to the margin, where I added: “Some hearts stop. Others just get quieter.”

      By noon, the sun was out, and the city took on the aspect of a ruined holiday resort. The heat made the colors bleed, rendering the old villas in a palette of sickly pastels. The air was thick with the scent of fermenting fruit and the intermittent stench of sewage. I tried to find beauty in it, the way Linh used to, but my brain refused the instruction.

      I wandered off the main road and into a side street, narrower and less maintained. Here the houses were smaller, built for civil servants or minor functionaries. The gates were rusted, the yards overgrown, and the mailboxes all bore the same faded sticker: “No Junk Mail.” I stopped in front of one that was nearly engulfed by a hedge of bougainvillea. The pink flowers spilled over the wall, their petals crushed into the cracks of the pavement below. The sight triggered a memory—Linh, bending to gather fallen blossoms, the tips of her fingers stained magenta. I forced the image down, but it clung to the inside of my chest.

      I took out the notebook and began to draw the pattern of the branches against the wall. The lines twisted and doubled back, sometimes crossing themselves, sometimes running parallel like the striations of muscle. I labeled the junctions with numbers, then with the names of neurotransmitters, then with random Vietnamese words that popped into my head.

      
        
        “không khí” — air

        “mạng lưới” — network

        “hệ thần kinh” — nervous system

      

      

      My handwriting deteriorated as the hour went on, the letters breaking apart, the spacing uneven. I found myself muttering each word as I wrote it, the sound of my own voice a comfort against the silence of the street. I traced the veins of the plant, then the cracks in the wall, then the lines of my own hand, comparing the three and finding them identical.

      I moved on. The next house was newer, but already surrendering to the climate. A man in a red soccer jersey stood at the gate, smoking. He watched as I walked by, then said something I didn’t catch. I doubled back.

      “Anh nói gì?” I asked, half-shouting over the wind.

      He looked me up and down, then gestured at my notebook. “Vẽ hả?” Drawing, huh?

      I nodded, then held up the sketchbook, flipping through the pages to show him the contents. He squinted, then smiled, the teeth stained brown from betel nut. “Đẹp mà,” he said. Beautiful, really.

      I bowed my head, embarrassed by the compliment. “Chỉ là nghiên cứu thôi,” I said. Just research.

      He laughed, took another drag from his cigarette, and said, “Cẩn thận đấy. Mấy cái nhà này có ma.” Be careful. These houses have ghosts.

      The phrase stung, and I wrote it down immediately, the pencil nearly tearing the page. I thanked him, then walked away, feeling the hairs on my arms stand up despite the heat.

      I spent the next hour lost in the grid of alleys, mapping the microarchitecture of the neighborhood. Each turn brought me closer to the edge of the city, where the houses gave way to greenhouses and strawberry farms. I passed a group of children kicking a deflated soccer ball, their voices echoing off the walls with the high, glassy timbre of emergency. At the end of the lane, I found a small pagoda, half-hidden by pines. The incense sticks at the entrance were still burning, the smoke curling upward in slow spirals.

      I stood in front of the pagoda and took out the notebook. This time, I didn’t draw the building. I drew the smoke, the way it moved against the background of stone and sky. I labeled each curl, each eddy, as if cataloguing a new species. The act was soothing, almost meditative. For a few minutes, the sense of imminent breakdown retreated, replaced by a calm detachment.

      Then, without warning, the pattern of the smoke changed. It no longer drifted upward, but bent toward the ground, forming a horizontal line that pointed directly at me. I watched as the next stick did the same, and the next. I wrote in the notebook: “It is a message. The message is: you are not welcome here.” I closed the book, tucked it under my arm, and walked away, the feeling of exposure burning in my gut.

      On the way back to the main road, I passed the villa with the balcony again. The security guard was gone, but in his place was a woman in a conical hat, sweeping the sidewalk with a bamboo broom. I stopped, unsure whether to say hello, but she ignored me, eyes fixed on the ground. I watched as she swept the debris into a pile, then used the tip of the broom to flatten it into a perfect circle. She did this three times, each time erasing the previous circle with a single, violent swipe.

      I stood there, paralyzed by the sense that I was witnessing a ritual I was not meant to see. I wanted to ask her about it, but my Vietnamese failed me, the words dissolving on my tongue. I watched as she gathered the pile into a dustpan, then dumped it into a plastic bag with a finality that felt absolute.

      I walked away, faster this time, the notebook pressed to my chest. The city was louder now—the buses on the main road, the honk of taxis, the static of a thousand radios playing at once. I tried to organize my thoughts, to impose a hierarchy on the chaos, but the only thing that came was a litany of fragments:

      “Every house has a heart.”

      “These houses have ghosts.”

      “It is a message. You are not welcome here.”

      I turned down the alley that led back to my apartment, the walls closing in tighter than before. The air was thick with rain, though the sky was clear. I climbed the steps to my building, each flight steeper than the last.

      At the landing, I stopped to catch my breath. My shirt was drenched, the notebook nearly falling apart in my hands. I wiped my face with the back of my arm and looked down at the city, its outlines blurred by the humidity. The houses stood out in sharp relief, each one a fossilized memory of violence and beauty.

      I understood, then, that the architecture was not speaking to me. It was screaming.

      I stood there until the shaking in my hands stopped, then opened the notebook one last time. On the last page, I wrote:

      “The city is a machine for remembering pain. I am its latest casualty.”

      I closed the book and watched as the sun slipped behind the clouds, the light turning the buildings into silhouettes. For a moment, the city was quiet, almost kind.

      Then the bells from the church tower sounded, and the whole place shivered, as if recalling something it could never forget.

      Scene 2

      The apartment building had always reminded me of a failed experiment in social engineering. Four floors, twelve units, each one distinguished only by the graffiti on the mailboxes and the angle at which its door resisted closing. The lobby, if you could call it that, was a rectangle of chipped tile and the lingering smell of burned rice. The landlord had once promised to repaint the hallway, but the project had stalled after two weekends and a single coat, leaving the walls the color of damp newspaper.

      By the time I reached my floor, the sweat had dried into a second skin, salt crystals stinging the crease of my neck and the hollow beneath my eyes. My notebook was a limp appendage, the graphite already blurring across the pages. I pressed my forehead to the cool surface of the stairwell window, the glass fogging instantly under the heat of my skull.

      I turned down the corridor, and there it was: the bowl of fruit, cradled in a wicker basket, balanced on the doormat with the careful precision of a landmine. There was no note, no ribbon, but the provenance was unmistakable. Mrs. Nguyen, the building’s unofficial matriarch, had left her offering as she did every few days, an act of passive benevolence that hovered between tradition and surveillance.

      The mangoes were so ripe they bled at the stem, a viscous sugar pooling around the base of the bowl. The lychees, still dimpled with morning dew, nested in the gaps, their skins freckled red and white like miniature planets. I crouched to inspect them, the sweet, humid scent triggering a Pavlovian rush of saliva.

      A floorboard creaked behind me—a warning shot, or an invitation. I looked up, expecting to see Mrs. Nguyen’s silhouette at the end of the hall, arms folded, head tilted in judgment. Instead, only the afterimage: a sliver of motion, a shift in the shadows where the corridor met the stairwell. I cleared my throat, then began the ritual.

      “Cảm ơn chị,” I said, just above a whisper. “Thank you for your kindness. It’s very generous, rất tử tế lắm.”

      My voice echoed off the walls, a sound so at odds with the silence that I felt compelled to fill the vacuum. “Em xin lỗi nếu làm phiền…” I’m sorry if I bother you. “Tôi… tôi chỉ muốn cảm ơn chị.” I just want to thank you.

      No reply. Just the slow drip of a leaking pipe somewhere in the ceiling, counting off the seconds like a metronome.

      I bowed my head, then straightened, then bowed again, unable to settle on the correct posture. My hands made involuntary gestures—thumb and forefinger pressed to the sternum, then palms flattened in a pseudo-prayer. I tried to remember the etiquette: was it enough to just say cảm ơn, or did the occasion demand more? Did Mrs. Nguyen even care, or was this conversation a performance staged entirely for my own benefit?

      I kept talking, the English and Vietnamese weaving together, the meaning dissolving with each repetition. “I appreciate it, chị, I do. Sometimes I’m not good at showing it, but—” Here the words ran out. I looked down at the fruit, at the way the condensation beaded on the lychee skins, then up at the silent, indifferent hallway.

      I stayed like that for nearly twenty minutes, repeating the cycle of gratitude and apology, sometimes switching to academic register as if narrating the exchange for an audience. “In Vietnamese social dynamics, the gift of fruit is both a gesture of neighborly inclusion and a subtle reminder of the recipient’s status as guest, or even interloper,” I said, voice hollow. “The ritual of thanks is obligatory, but its excess may signal instability or a plea for absolution.”

      I glanced up and, for the first time, registered that the hallway was empty. Not just empty, but evacuated—no trace of Mrs. Nguyen, no sign of movement, not even the distant pulse of a television through the thin partition walls. The realization hit with the force of a migraine: I had been speaking to an absence, a void constructed from guilt and expectation.

      For a moment, I did not move. The only evidence of my performance was the sticky heat in my throat and the wetness at the corners of my eyes. I wiped my face with the back of my hand, smearing sweat into my eyebrow. The embarrassment was so acute it made me nauseous.

      I gathered the fruit—cradling the bowl with both hands as if to keep it from escaping—and backed into my apartment, the door swinging shut behind me with a click that sounded like a verdict.

      Inside, I placed the bowl on the table and stood over it, arms trembling. The mangoes radiated an almost accusatory brightness, their skins already threatening to split. I considered peeling one, just to anchor myself in the mechanics of hunger, but the thought of the sticky juice on my fingers, the possibility of the fruit turning to mush before I finished eating, was too much.

      Instead, I went to the bathroom, stripped off my shirt, and sat on the edge of the tub, head between my knees. The tiled floor was cool against my skin, a shock of reality in the fog of unreality.

      I replayed the scene in the hallway, trying to locate the exact moment when I had lost the thread of shared reality. Had Mrs. Nguyen ever been there, or had I conjured her from the outline of expectation? Was this the first time, or just the first time I’d noticed?

      The clarity lasted only a minute, but it was enough to unmoor me. I stood, splashed water on my face, and watched the droplets run down the drain, merging with the city’s collective overflow.

      When I returned to the main room, the fruit bowl looked less like a gift and more like a warning.

      I sat at the table, hands folded, and stared at the mangoes until the sweat on their skins evaporated, leaving behind only the sticky residue of memory.

      Scene 3

      The heat inside the apartment was both a comfort and a sentence. With the windows closed to keep out the street noise, the air grew thicker by the hour, a slow-moving syrup that amplified every odor: the sweet rot of the mangoes, the chemical sting of notebook paper, the sour aftersmell of my own skin. I stripped to my shorts, then to nothing, indifferent to the possibility of Mrs. Nguyen peering through the stairwell window.

      The table was too small for the task at hand. I cleared the rug and began laying out my sketches in parallel lines, arranging the facades by category: intact, ruined, in between. Each sheet was a fragment of the city’s exterior, but as I spread them out, I noticed the edges aligned in a way I had not anticipated. The balcony from the yellow villa fit seamlessly against the cornice of the blue house; the crack in the stucco from one building extended naturally into the gutter line of another. I began to connect the sketches with the graphite nub, drawing arrows and dashed lines, labeling each junction with whatever term occurred to me:

      “trục tội lỗi” — axis of guilt

      “hành lang của sự xấu hổ” — corridor of shame

      “điểm sụp đổ” — point of collapse

      The language was ad hoc, a blend of psychoanalytic jargon and the Vietnamese I’d scavenged from textbooks and street signs. It was not enough, but it was what I had.

      I worked methodically, taping the pages together into larger and larger sheets, until the whole rug was covered in a single, sprawling diagram. The city rendered itself as a nervous system, a tangle of dendrites and axons, each node pulsing with remembered injury. I circled the critical intersections, then blacked them out, as if that might keep their contents from escaping.

      As the sun set, the shadows lengthened across the room, overlaying the sketches with a second, more volatile set of patterns. I lit the desk lamp, but its yellow bulb only made the contrast worse, turning the white spaces a sickly nicotine color. I crouched at the edge of the rug, pen in hand, and stared at the map for so long that the lines began to vibrate, the ink resolving into letters and then into words.

      The message, when it came, was both obvious and devastating:

      “Chúng ta là di tích của chính mình.”

      We are our own ruins.

      I wrote it at the top of the largest page, underlining it three times. The force of the insight sent a tremor through my arms, and I dropped the pen. It rolled across the rug, coming to rest against the fruit bowl, which still sat untouched at the edge of the map.

      For a moment, I considered eating, just to mark the transition from theory to biology. But I was not hungry. Or, rather, I was hungry for something that the mangoes could not provide.

      I returned to the diagram, tracing the lines with my finger. Each pass revealed a new permutation, a new subtext of accusation. The buildings were not just witnesses; they were accomplices, implicated in the cycle of memory and repetition that had brought me here. I began to narrate the connections out loud, slipping into a rhythm that bordered on chant.

      “In this city, nothing is forgotten. The walls record every argument, every theft, every failure of love. You can cover the cracks, but they keep growing beneath the paint, mapping the distance between what is shown and what is concealed…”

      The words spilled out, less as insight and more as compulsion. I knew I should write them down, but the act of speaking was enough. I crawled around the rug, following the contours of the map, until I was dizzy from exertion and the rising heat.

      By the time the call to prayer sounded from the mosque down the block, the light in the room had collapsed to a single, sickly pool around the lamp. The rest of the apartment was black, the corners receding into invisibility. My skin was slick with sweat, the back of my neck prickling with the knowledge that I was being watched by every surface.

      I lay down on the rug, folding my arms across my chest. The diagrams were cold and damp under my back. I stared up at the ceiling, at the slow parade of water stains, and tried to measure my breathing. In, out. In, out. Each inhale brought the walls a little closer.

      I closed my eyes. The room tilted. When I opened them again, the sketches on the floor had reorganized themselves into a new configuration: not a network, but a spiral, each node circling inward to a single vanishing point.

      At the center was a blank page.

      I rolled onto my side, curled my knees to my chest, and waited for the tremor to pass. It didn’t.

      Instead, the ceiling lowered by an inch. The walls slanted in, as if the apartment had become a lung, exhaling only enough to keep me conscious. I tried to speak, but the words came out as a hiss.

      “Không, không, không,” I whispered, the denial more animal than human.

      I pressed my forehead to the floor, grounding myself in the papery friction of the sketches. My hands clawed at the rug, seeking purchase, but found only the evidence of my own obsession.

      The last thing I saw before the room folded in on itself was the bowl of mangoes, their skins splitting open at the seams, the flesh inside already beginning to rot.

      I closed my eyes again, and let the city do what it did best: remember, and destroy.

      
        
        RUINATION

        The house was a body,

        every wall a rib, every window

        a mouth sealed in stucco.

        I catalogued the city

        by its injuries—each crack

        a fault line between wanting

        and what was withheld.

        I pressed my hand to the surface,

        felt the slow infection of water,

        the memory of rain

        accumulating in secret.

        In the blue hour,

        even the fruit softened,

        its skin splitting to reveal

        the rot beneath.

        The diagrams did not save me.

        I laid them end to end,

        building a nervous system

        for the world, but

        the signal went only one way,

        always toward collapse.

        If I closed my eyes

        I could still taste her voice,

        sweet as sap, thick as blood.

        The city unspooled around me,

        each house a syllable

        in the language of regret.

        In the end I curled

        in the smallest room,

        a body nested

        in the evidence of its own undoing,

        the word for “never”

        caught between my teeth.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            The Mango’s Lament

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The air in my apartment was so humid I suspected the walls had grown gills overnight. The condensation ran in rivulets down the glass, pooling at the baseboards where generations of mold had already colonized the boundary between architecture and surrender. At some point, the Da Lat monsoon had migrated from exterior event to interior fact, and there was no escaping the sense that the climate was now actively participating in my deterioration.

      That morning, I sat at my desk, shirtless and semi-feral, surrounded by sheaves of ruined paper and the sweet, invasive scent of eucalyptus. It was a new addition—unmistakable, sharp, almost medicinal—and I would have bet my remaining serotonin that no such tree existed within a kilometer of this building. But there it was, filling the room with the olfactory equivalent of an accusation.

      The first time I registered the scent, I thought it was a hallucination, another side-effect of the medications I’d stopped taking three months prior. But then came the rustle, a soft friction at the edge of my hearing, as if leaves were brushing against my ears from inside the skull. The sensation was so precise, so impossible, that it took me a full minute to realize it wasn’t happening at all.

      This should have alarmed me. Instead, it triggered a memory: Adelaide, mid-winter, the eucalyptus groves around the university so saturated with oil that the air hung thick with menthol and rot. I was nineteen, maybe twenty, sitting in a lecture hall that smelled like cough drops and antiseptic. The topic was Lacan’s mirror stage—another grotesque French invention—and I was scheduled to present that day, though I had not slept and had not read the assigned text.

      I remember standing at the front of the room, fingers white-knuckled around my notecards, and looking out over a sea of half-interested faces. The professor, Whitman, sat in the back, a silhouette against the institutional fluorescence, eyes locked on his phone. My own reflection—projected onto the whiteboard behind me by the mercy of a malfunctioning overhead camera—seemed to lag a second behind my movements, as if the system were buffering my existence. I began to speak, but my voice sounded alien, stretched thin by the acoustics of the room.

      “The mirror stage, according to Lacan, is not simply the child’s recognition of itself, but the moment when the self becomes split—subject and object, I and other—forever chasing the impossible wholeness of the image.”

      I said this, or something like it, but the words seemed to evaporate before they reached the back row. Whitman raised his head, checked his watch, and looked back down. In the periphery, a girl in a pink beanie rolled her eyes, then returned to doodling in her notebook.

      I soldiered on, filling the time with citations and increasingly desperate attempts at humor. I reached the end of my notes two minutes early, so I stood there in silence, the awkwardness coalescing into a single, dense moment of humiliation. Whitman cleared his throat and said, “Thank you. Next?” The next presenter walked to the front, already more confident than I would ever be.

      I walked back to my seat, ears burning, and tried to disappear.

      That afternoon, I got the email: the Journal of Psychoanalytic Studies regretfully declined my submission. The rejection was formulaic, but the phrase “we regret to inform you” looped in my mind like a curse. I printed it out, pinned it to the corkboard above my desk, and spent the rest of the semester staring at it, as if exposure therapy might dull the sting.

      Now, half a world away and a decade later, I sat at my desk in Da Lat, sweating through a plastic chair, surrounded by stacks of notebooks and old rejection letters. The air was so thick it blurred the outlines of objects, turning the room into an aquarium of failed ambitions.

      I tried to ground myself in the physical, to reassert some semblance of control. I picked up a sheaf of loose papers—Vietnamese vocabulary on one side, half-finished poems on the other—and attempted to sort them into piles. My hands shook. The sweat made the pages stick together, so that each attempt to separate them resulted in the tearing of a corner, the obliteration of some critical detail.

      In the mix, I found an old letter from Whitman. I had saved it, for reasons that made no sense even then. The ink had bled, but the words were still legible:

      “Your argument shows promise, but lacks sufficient rigor. I recommend further study in the area of subject formation and its pathological variants.”

      I laughed, a sound that cracked the silence but did not dispel it. I placed the letter at the top of the rejection pile, next to the annotated Lacan and the growing stack of bills I could not pay.

      The eucalyptus scent intensified. I could taste it on my tongue, astringent and medicinal. I wondered if it was possible to develop olfactory hallucinations, or if this was just another iteration of the body’s rebellion against the mind.

      Outside, the rain fell with the steady, apocalyptic resolve of a system convinced of its own necessity. The windows fogged, then dripped, each drop tracing a random walk down the glass. I watched as the drops collided, merged, then separated again, a microcosm of failed relationships.

      I turned back to the desk, to the chaos of language and memory. I tried to focus on the Vietnamese vocab, to anchor myself in the rote and the necessary, but the words would not stick. My mind wandered, circling back to the lecture hall, the whiteboard, the pink beanie. I tried to remember her name, but could not.

      Instead, I wrote in my notebook:

      “Self is only ever a reflection, and the glass is always warped. The real is what leaks through the cracks.”

      I underlined the last sentence, then tore the page out and added it to the pile.

      The rustle of phantom leaves grew louder, now a steady whisper at the edge of hearing. I closed my eyes and imagined the groves around the Adelaide campus, the way the wind would shake the branches until the ground was carpeted in blue-green confetti. I remembered walking those paths at dusk, feeling the crunch under my feet, breathing in the antiseptic air and telling myself that someday I would leave, that someday I would find a city where the ghosts did not follow.

      I opened my eyes. The Da Lat apartment was unchanged: water pooling in the corners, mold climbing the walls, the desk a battlefield of unfinished work and self-reproach.

      I resumed sorting the papers, but it was a hopeless exercise. The more I tried to impose order, the more the piles collapsed into each other, the boundaries erasing themselves in the humidity. I began to suspect that there was no distinction between the vocab and the poetry, the research and the rejection, the self I had been and the self I was now.

      The scent of eucalyptus peaked, then receded, leaving in its wake a sharp, metallic tang I could not name.

      I sat, hands limp in my lap, and stared at the desk. The room vibrated with the low, persistent hum of the rain.

      Somewhere, I imagined, Professor Whitman was sitting in a climate-controlled office, reading a new batch of submissions, assigning the same rejections to a new generation of hopefuls. Somewhere, the girl in the pink beanie had graduated, found a job, moved on.

      Here, the only thing moving was the air, thick with the memory of what had been lost.

      I wrote one more sentence in the notebook, then closed it.

      “In the end, all that’s left is the weather and the waiting.”

      I underlined it, then set the pen down for good.

      The leaves kept rustling, but I knew now that they were only the sound of my own thoughts, shaking loose what little remained of the past.

      Scene 2

      By noon, the rain had achieved the density of a state-sanctioned punishment. It was the kind of storm that rendered all attempts at insulation moot, the noise on the roof so aggressive it drowned out even my own internal monologue. I sat at the edge of the bed, waiting for the walls to fail, when the phone started buzzing on the windowsill.

      I ignored it, at first. Calls during monsoon hours were usually from spammers or, worse, concerned relatives. But the number on the screen was international, the prefix unmistakably Australian, and the familiarity of it sent a shock of ice through my chest.

      I let it ring twice, three times, then picked up, already rehearsing the performance of coherence.

      “Hello?”

      A pause. Then: “Is this…? Oh, good, you picked up. This is Dr. Thompson. From Adelaide. Can you hear me?”

      The connection was too clear. No atmospheric distortion, no lag to hide behind. I forced myself to breathe.

      “Yes, Dr. Thompson. I’m here.”

      The rain thrashed the window, a thousand knuckles rapping for attention. Thompson’s voice was as I remembered: dry, affectless, punctuated by the occasional sniff, as if he were allergic to human contact.

      “I’m calling because we hadn’t heard from you. The department’s a bit concerned. We wanted to check in, see if everything’s alright on your end.”

      I nodded, then realized he couldn’t see me.

      “Everything’s fine. The, uh, the climate takes some getting used to.”

      Another pause. I imagined him at his desk, stacks of student papers arranged in a grid, a thermos of tea sweating into a coaster. “I understand. We received your last progress report, but it was… well, it was a bit sparse. I wanted to know if there’s a draft, or any new findings to share.”

      I glanced at the desk. The only “draft” was a pile of damp, illegible notes and a poem about rot. My mind raced for an acceptable lie.

      “I’m working on a synthesis. The data’s coming together, but I’m still refining the argument. I should have something for you soon.”

      Dr. Thompson made a sound—half-laugh, half-cough—that registered as disbelief.

      “Alright,” he said. “But you should know, the university is looking for more concrete deliverables. They mentioned something about a visit, but I told them that’s not practical with the current, er, situation.”

      I heard the shuffle of papers, then the click of a pen against ceramic.

      “Is there anything you need?” he asked, voice softer. “Sometimes the transition can be… difficult. Especially in your field.”

      I felt the word “transition” settle into my bones. I tried to laugh it off.

      “I’m fine. Just adapting to the, uh, humidity.”

      The rain shifted tempo, now a soft rattle like dice in a cup. I waited for Thompson to fill the silence, but he let it stretch.

      Finally: “We had a departmental meeting yesterday. Whitman is retiring. There’s talk of folding the psychoanalytic sequence into general psych. Some people are unhappy about it.”

      I processed this, tried to conjure a reaction. “I guess it was only a matter of time.”

      “I thought you’d want to know,” Thompson said. “You were one of the few who still saw the value in that framework.”

      I almost said “were,” but caught myself.

      The call was slipping into the territory of confessional, and I had nothing to confess except failure.

      “Anyway,” he said, shifting back to business, “please send what you have, even if it’s rough. I’ll let you go, but let us know if you need anything. Really.”

      I exhaled, relieved and disappointed in equal measure.

      “I will. Thanks for calling, Dr. Thompson.”

      He hesitated. “Take care of yourself. There’s no shame in asking for help.”

      I wanted to say “I know,” but instead found myself switching to Vietnamese, the words leaping out before I could filter them.

      “Tôi biết mà. Cảm ơn thầy.”

      He didn’t acknowledge it, maybe didn’t notice. “Alright then. Goodbye.”

      The line went dead. I set the phone on the table and stared at it, the little green light fading to black.

      The rain had softened, but the room was now a steam bath, every surface radiating the tension of things left unsaid. I walked to the window, pressed my forehead to the glass, and watched as the city continued its slow drowning.

      The phone vibrated again—a new message, this time from an unknown number. The text was a single line, in Vietnamese:

      “Chỉ là thời tiết thôi. Đừng để nó làm anh phát điên.”

      It’s only the weather. Don’t let it drive you mad.

      I closed the message, deleted it, and went to the desk. The poem was still there, ink running like mascara in the humidity.

      I read it aloud, then tore the page in half.

      The rain started up again, harder this time, as if it too had been waiting for the call to end.

      I waited for the feeling to pass, but it didn’t. It never did.

      Scene 3

      By dusk the rain had relented, but the city remained sodden, the streets glossed with the residue of evaporation and disappointment. I left the apartment in a shirt still damp from its own failed attempts at drying, and walked into the mist that clung to every surface with the intimacy of regret. The air was cooler now, but the scent of eucalyptus persisted, warping the native pine into an alien geometry.

      At the corner, the yellow lamps of the old post office glowed against the fog. For a moment I saw it as it was: a colonial artifact, the windows fogged with condensation and neglect. But then the light bent, and the building resolved into the sandstone bulk of the Adelaide administration hall, its pillars stained with a century of misplaced empire. I stood at the edge of the roundabout, waiting for the image to flicker back, but it didn’t. The university quad stretched before me, the pavers slick with night rain, the benches warped into familiar shapes.

      I tried to laugh, but the sound was muffled by the mist. I kept walking, following the line of trees down toward the lake. The path was lined with conifers, but their silhouettes were wrong—narrower, sharper, as if someone had drawn them from memory but failed to get the details right. At intervals, the trees shifted again, shedding their needles for the ovoid leaves of Adelaide’s eucalyptus, the branches straining to touch the electric sky.

      Ahead, a cafe bled light onto the sidewalk. Through the glass I saw a cluster of students, Vietnamese, hunched over a table littered with cups and textbooks. Their laughter was soft, conspiratorial, the sound a reminder of something I was supposed to miss. But when I looked again, the faces were unrecognizable, the language a slurry of vowels and consonants that resisted parsing.

      I kept moving, pace quickening as the hallucinations—or memories, or whatever they were—overlapped and jostled for primacy. At the edge of the lake, the mist thickened to near opacity, and for a moment I lost all sense of direction. I heard the distant whine of a scooter, but it modulated into the familiar bell of the university clock tower, twelve thousand kilometers and a lifetime away.

      I stopped, leaned against a wrought-iron bench, and tried to get my bearings. The metal was cold and wet beneath my hands, but it could have been anywhere; the bench was both lakeside seat and North Terrace furnishing, a palimpsest of public discomfort. I closed my eyes, but the city persisted behind the lids, cycling through iterations of itself until I no longer trusted my own position in space.

      I inhaled, hoping the air would anchor me. Instead, the eucalyptus hit harder, so strong I could taste the oil at the back of my throat. I coughed, the sound swallowed by the fog.

      I opened my eyes. The lake was gone, replaced by the Adelaide Botanic Gardens, the path winding through a corridor of ghosted memory. I walked, feet squelching in the mud, until I reached a patch of red brick that was both familiar and not. I remembered standing there with Dr. Thompson, debating the merits of an abandoned dissertation topic. He had gestured at the trees, said something about how memory always finds a way to reshape the world to its own design. I had laughed, pretended to agree.

      Now, alone in the vapor, I wished I had paid closer attention.

      A street vendor’s call—loud, urgent, and unmistakably Vietnamese—broke through the fugue. I turned, expecting to see a cart, a basket, some proof of place. But the sidewalk was empty, the call already fading into the static of the city.

      I sat on the bench, shivering in the damp, and watched as the mist layered itself over the lamp posts, the trees, the fractured reflections in the puddles. The boundaries between then and now, here and there, softened until they were little more than rumors. I tried to remember the last time I had felt certain of anything, but the exercise only made me more aware of the gap.

      The mist thickened, rendering the world in grayscale, and I gave up trying to distinguish one city from the other. They could coexist, I decided. Perhaps they always had.

      I closed my eyes and listened to the sounds: the hiss of tires on wet pavement, the distant laughter from the cafe, the echo of the clock tower in a city that no longer existed.

      For a while, I sat in that overlap, letting the memory and the present blur into something softer than either. I thought of Linh, her voice always a step ahead of my understanding, and wondered if she too had ever felt this lost.

      I opened my notebook, found a blank page, and wrote:

      “Some cities you never leave. Some cities never leave you.”

      The ink bled in the humidity, the words dissolving as I wrote them.

      I let them.

      I closed the book, set it beside me on the bench, and waited for the mist to lift, or for the memory to resolve into something I could name.

      It never did.

      
        
        POLYMEMORY

        I walked the old path

        and the new one

        overlapped it—houses

        in a sequence of faces,

        each one an echo

        of the last. In the mist,

        even the trees split

        in two, pine and gum

        arguing over the right

        to haunt my lungs.

        Every landmark doubled:

        the post office was

        a sandstone reliquary

        and a colonial ruin,

        its windows fogged

        with condensation and

        a century of unfinished

        argument.

        I sat on the cold

        bench and let the city

        do its work, rewriting

        the borders between

        body and weather, history

        and the ache of now.

        I waited for the real

        to sharpen, for the air

        to clear and show me

        which self to return to.

        It didn’t.

        I closed my eyes, and

        let both cities collapse

        into each other, a palimpsest

        of silence, absence,

        and the quiet, recursive

        tremor of wanting

        to belong, somewhere,

        even if only

        in the fog.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            The Night of Dissolving Thoughts

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The Da Lat market in early monsoon was a crucible designed to transmute the merely unstable into the hopelessly deranged. I entered its gates on the last legs of an already unsalvageable morning, sweat trickling from my hairline to the hollows of my clavicle, shirt sticking to my back in the exact same Rorschach pattern as yesterday, and the day before, and every day since the rains began to do their work on my internal weather.

      The stalls had grown thick with heat, the air a single, stratified medium: first layer of car exhaust and mildew, undercut by the metallic tang of fish blood, then sweet overnotes of tropical fruit, each flavor weaponized by proximity and competition. The soundscape was worse: a Doppler of haggling, laughter, and engine noise, all of it swirling into a language that made less sense the more I understood it. My body moved forward only because to stop was to block traffic, and even in collapse I retained the Australian’s terror of disrupting queue logic.

      I pushed through a clot of tourists, their hats a pastel warning to keep my distance. The native population of the market flowed around them in silent mockery, eyes scanning for the twitch that signaled opportunity. I felt every gaze as a pinprick on the skin, the judgment of the crowd a current that passed through my tissues with the efficiency of sodium ions. By the time I reached the produce section, I was sweating so much the cashier at the coffee kiosk pointedly offered me a packet of tissues with my drip.

      The fruit stalls were arranged in gaudy tiers, bananas and mangosteen and dragonfruit stacked into improbable pyramids, each one a small monument to the fantasy of abundance. I passed by guava, then rambutans so fresh their spines bristled with malice. My destination was the mango vendor, a woman whose arms were corded with the strength of daily labor and whose hands moved with the precision of a machine. Her display was simple: a low table, lacquered with the gloss of previous days’ juices, and on it, an architectural array of mangoes, yellow as fever and just as persuasive.

      I reached for one, then another, then hesitated. Linh used to buy three at a time, weighing them in the palm, muttering to herself the metrics of ripeness. I tried to remember her method—was it the firmness of the skin? the scent at the stem?—but the thought short-circuited into image, then into sensation. I picked up a fruit, turned it over in my hand. The flesh dimpled beneath my thumb, perfectly ripe. I brought it to my face, inhaled. For a moment, all I smelled was Linh: her soap, her sweat, the way her breath always turned saccharine after a bite of mango. The memory stung. I dropped the fruit back onto the pile, then reached for another, and another, each time less sure of what I was looking for.

      The vendor said something, a joke at my expense, and the words slithered past my comprehension, leaving behind only the intent: Hurry up, you useless man. I nodded, tried to laugh, but the sound caught in my throat. My hands shook so badly the fruit rolled from my grasp, bouncing once, then twice, before splitting open on the wet concrete. The inside was flawless—fiberless, gold, the seed exposed like a cross-section of anatomy.

      And then, the moment of fissure. The color darkened. The flesh turned, in front of my eyes, from yellow to a brown-black, the surface collapsing in on itself as if time had hit fast-forward. I blinked, but the decay persisted, spreading from the wound to the rest of the fruit, then to the others in the pile, until the whole display was a tableau of putrefaction. The smell hit next: not just rot, but the cloying, oily stench of something dying at the cellular level, the kind of chemical horror reserved for crime scenes or medical waste.

      I staggered backward, hands outstretched as if to steady myself, but caught the edge of the table instead. The pyramid collapsed, sending mangoes in every direction. Some rolled under neighboring stalls, others split open on impact, the sticky juice pooling around my feet. I sank to my knees in the debris, oblivious to the crowd that had begun to gather.

      The vendor, at first annoyed, now watched with a kind of resigned horror, as if she had seen this exact breakdown before and was already calculating the cost-benefit of intervention versus containment. The tourists, scenting spectacle, lifted their phones; the locals, less impressed, simply shook their heads and made small, sharp comments to each other.

      I tried to speak, to apologize, but the words came out in fragments, half-English, half-Vietnamese, the grammar of collapse. “Xin lỗi… tôi không… I didn’t mean—” My voice broke, the rest of the sentence leaking out in a hiss. I scooped up a handful of ruined fruit, tried to reassemble the pieces, but my hands refused to cooperate. Juice ran between my fingers, slick as blood, staining the creases of my palms.

      It was then I started crying.

      Not the performative tears of social discomfort, but the full-body, airless sobs of an animal trapped in a memory it cannot escape. My chest hitched, then locked, each breath a battle with the rising tide of mucus and humiliation. I hunched over the ruined fruit, forehead pressed to the wet concrete, and let the sorrow do its work.

      I don’t know how long I stayed like that. Long enough for the vendors to lose interest, long enough for the phones to be pocketed, long enough for the humidity to fuse the remnants of the mango to my skin. When I looked up, the vendor had set a plastic bag beside me, filled with the least-damaged fruit. She said nothing, just gestured for me to take it and go.

      I nodded, wiped my face with the back of my hand, smearing pulp into my eyebrow. I tried to thank her, but the words dissolved in transit. “Cảm ơn… chị,” I managed, voice shredded and unrecognizable.

      She nodded, then turned away, her face unreadable.

      I stood, legs numb, and gathered what was left of the fruit and my dignity. The crowd had dispersed, but the feeling of exposure lingered, a burn on the inside of my skull. I shuffled toward the exit, plastic bag swinging from my wrist, each step punctuated by the squelch of mango between my toes.

      As I left the market, I glanced back at the vendor’s stall. The table was already reset, new fruit replacing the old, the ruins of my collapse erased in a matter of minutes. The city’s memory was efficient that way. Only I remained haunted by what had happened.

      Outside, the rain had begun again, harder this time, washing the last of the mango from my skin. I let it soak me, let it carry away whatever had broken loose inside.

      When I reached the lake, I sat on the wet bench, set the bag of fruit beside me, and stared out at the fog that blurred the line between water and sky. I wanted to eat, to reclaim some small part of the morning, but the thought of mango turned my stomach. I pressed my hands to my face, breathed in the sugar and the rot, and waited for the feeling to pass.

      It didn’t.

      Instead, I remembered Linh, her voice always a half-step ahead of mine, and the way she would peel mangoes with the tip of a knife, turning the skin inside out in a single, perfect spiral. I tried to picture her hands, the shape of her fingers, the sound she made when the juice ran down her arm.

      The memory was so vivid it hurt.

      I looked at the bag of mangoes, then at my ruined hands, and realized I would never be able to eat them.

      Instead, I sat in the rain and let the city dissolve the boundary between hunger and sorrow, until even the difference became meaningless.

      
        
        DECAY CURRICULUM

        First lesson: Hunger is a symptom,

        not a need.

        Second: Grief is a parasite,

        it metabolizes memory until

        nothing is left but the echo

        of what fed it.

        In the market, the fruit was

        beautiful—then not. I watched

        the collapse and called it physics,

        though it felt more like biography.

        The flesh sags, the skin darkens,

        rot breeds in the wound

        you open for yourself.

        Every loss is a test of duration,

        every day a contest between

        endurance and entropy.

        I failed today, and will again,

        but the city is merciful:

        it repaints the scene, restocks

        the mangoes, forgets my name

        before the next rain.

        The trick is not survival,

        but erasure. To become part

        of the cycle that ruins you,

        to decay with style.

        I will try again tomorrow,

        hands trembling, voice

        cracked with want.

        I will buy the fruit,

        watch it ripen, then rot,

        and each time,

        I will call the outcome

        inevitable.

      

      

      Scene 2

      It’s possible to run out of salt, but not shame. I had thought the worst was over, that my body had expended its last drop of grief on the concrete, but the universe, being generous, always keeps a reserve. I sat in the damp, sticky puddle of my own collapse, vision a smear of color and motion, until I became aware of a new element in the field: a pair of feet, callused and webbed with the filigree of a life spent standing in place.

      A hand—large, gentle, the nails kept short—settled on my shoulder. I flinched, but the grip was feather-light, more a question than an imposition.

      “Anh ổn không?” Are you okay?

      The voice belonged to a man, late forties, skin the dark yellow of engine oil, hair clipped close to the scalp. He wore a collared shirt—blue, faded, missing the top button—and khaki trousers so patched they must have predated the current administration. He crouched beside me, knees creaking, his face composed into the expression of someone who has seen the full spectrum of human idiocy and found it forgivable.

      I tried to answer, but the language function had taken the afternoon off. I managed a sound, maybe a grunt or the beginning of a curse, and then fell silent. The man waited, patient as a monk. When it became clear I was not going to rise on my own, he produced a battered plastic water bottle and offered it with the etiquette of ritual. The bottle was warm and half-empty, the label bleached to illegibility. I took it anyway, and drank, the water reanimating my ruined throat.

      He watched me swallow, then nodded once, satisfied. “Không sao,” he said. It’s alright.

      The simplicity of it undid me. I started to sob again, this time quieter, the tears running in discrete, dignified lines down the side of my nose. The man—Tuan, I decided, because he looked like a Tuan—let me finish, then extended his hand. His palm was dry, the grip solid. He pulled me up in one motion, steadying me with the other arm as I wobbled.

      The market had thinned. The tourists, denied a second act, had migrated to safer ground. The locals, their performance of indifference complete, had returned to their commerce, but now watched from the corners of their eyes. The fruit vendor, who had earlier suffered my collapse, was already bagging up what was salvageable from the wreckage, her movements efficient and emotionless.

      Tuan guided me to a bench beneath a corrugated tin awning, still holding my elbow as if I might tip over at any moment. He sat beside me, not too close, not too far, and waited for me to speak.

      I tried again, marshaling the battered remnants of language. “Xin lỗi… I didn’t—” The words choked off. “I just… the mangoes. And Linh. She—” I gestured inarticulately, as if the air itself could fill in the gaps. “Mango was her favorite.”

      He listened, head tilted, then replied in measured, teacherly Vietnamese: “Mất ai đó thì khó mà. Phải mất thời gian.” Losing someone is hard. It takes time.

      The correctness of his tone, the total absence of pity, made the statement bearable. I nodded, and for a moment the space between us was filled with the unspoken solidarity of the bereaved.

      He offered me the water again. I drank, then wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, which only succeeded in painting new stripes of mango pulp on my face.

      “My wife liked mangoes,” Tuan said after a pause, his English surprisingly smooth. “When she passed, I could not look at them for years.” He smiled, not at the memory, but at the absurdity of it.

      “Yeah,” I said. “It’s stupid. I know.”

      He shrugged. “Everything is stupid when you are sad.”

      We sat in silence, listening to the ping of rain on the metal awning. The market, in the lull between squalls, took on a different character: subdued, the usual huckster energy replaced by the low hum of maintenance. Vendors rearranged their stock, swept away puddles, smoked cigarettes with the air of people waiting for time to pass. The world slowed, the colors desaturated, and for a few minutes I could almost imagine myself a part of it, rather than an infection to be contained.

      Tuan nudged the bag of mangoes with his foot. “Take home,” he said. “Eat slowly. Or not at all.”

      “Thank you,” I said, and meant it.

      He nodded, then stood, stretching his back. “You live close?”

      I hesitated, then gave the name of my street. He grunted, a sound of recognition. “I take you.” It was not a question.

      He walked at a deliberate pace, not too fast, not too slow, keeping just ahead of me in case I needed to follow his lead. We crossed the wet flagstones of the market, sidestepping puddles and collapsed fruit, the air now thick with the smell of durian and fermenting rambutan. The sounds of the market had changed, too: the sharp, competitive edge of bargaining replaced by a softer, post-rain mutter, as if the whole place had agreed to call a temporary truce.

      The walk became a kind of hypnosis. Each step away from the epicenter of my humiliation felt like a recalibration of the senses. The hallucinations, or whatever they were, did not abate, but they changed flavor: instead of the grotesque rot of mango, I now saw the world as a series of double exposures. Faces split and recombined; voices drifted in and out of register. I heard Linh’s voice, clear as a bell, in the muttered conversations of passing strangers. Sometimes I caught a glimpse of her hair in a crowd, the glint of her earring, the pale oval of her cheekbone, but each time I blinked, she vanished, replaced by the blank, expectant face of someone else.

      Tuan noticed my distress, but did not comment. Instead, he narrated the walk, pointing out landmarks—here, the pharmacy where his friend worked; there, the bakery that sold the only bread his daughter would eat; further on, the statue of a revolutionary he claimed had been modeled after his uncle, though he conceded that might have been a family lie. His stories were a lattice of the ordinary, small facts anchoring me to the present when the urge to drift was overwhelming.

      At the edge of the market, a flower stall caught my eye. The owner, a teenager in a stained hoodie, was arranging white lilies into a pyramid, the stems cut to perfect uniformity. For a split second, I saw Linh standing there, hands clasped behind her back, eyes half-closed as she inhaled the scent. She turned to me and smiled, the way she did when she thought I was being ridiculous, and the sight was so complete, so perfectly preserved from memory, that I felt my knees buckle.

      Tuan caught me, a quick hand to my arm. “Almost there,” he said, as if nothing had happened.

      I nodded, kept moving, the apparition already fading in the rearview of the mind.

      We reached the block where my apartment stood, the building squatting behind a sagging iron gate and a hedge of bougainvillea that had not been trimmed since the French left. Tuan opened the gate for me, then walked me up the stairs to the second floor. He did not ask for a tip, or thanks, or even my name. When I reached my door, he simply said, “Take care, anh,” and vanished down the stairwell.

      Inside, I set the bag of mangoes on the table and stared at it, unsure of what to do next. My hands, now sticky and trembling, hovered over the fruit but could not make contact. I sat in the darkening room, the only sound the rasp of my own breath.

      After a while, I opened my notebook and wrote:

      “Mercy is just repetition with better PR.”

      I underlined it, then closed the book. Outside, the rain began again, harder than before, drumming on the windows with the certainty of recurrence.

      I lay back on the sofa, the smell of mango saturating the air, and waited for the world to reset itself.

      
        
        FRUIT THEORY

        Kindness is a vector,

        not an end.

        It moves through the city

        in the shape of a stranger,

        a steadying hand, a bottle

        of warm water offered

        without accounting.

        My rescuer had the name

        I gave him: Tuan,

        as if it mattered.

        He spoke of loss

        like the weather⁠—

        you endure, then

        talk about it later,

        once the air has changed.

        I followed him through

        the market, my mind

        a box of shattered fruit,

        each memory bruised

        by the pressure of the last.

        I glimpsed her everywhere,

        Linh, in the echo of footsteps,

        in the white flame of lilies

        stacked like bones

        at the end of the stall.

        She smiled, I fell,

        and Tuan caught me,

        unremarkable as gravity.

        In my room, the mangoes

        waited for their fate.

        I left them to soften,

        to bloom in slow decay,

        a lesson in the grace

        of unclaimed sadness.

        Outside, the rain returned,

        erasing evidence.

        It was almost enough

        to start again.

      

      

      Scene 3

      Tuan shepherded me up the stairs like a farmer guiding a sick animal: not without empathy, but with the caution of someone who has lost livestock before. My legs were two contradictory messages from the brain, one saying “move,” the other “no.” I leaned into his arm, the fabric of his shirt rough against my skin, and counted the landings as if they were the units of suffering in a penitential rite. At the second floor, we paused. I could see my own door, only ten paces away, but it looked as far as the surface of the moon.

      I fumbled in my pocket for the keys, my fingers suddenly the wrong size for the task. The ring slipped from my grip, clattered to the tile, and for a moment I was certain I would never get up again. Tuan squatted, retrieved the keys, and tried each one in turn until the lock surrendered with a reluctant click. The door swung open into the staleness of unwashed air and the redolence of mango, now fermenting quietly in the bag.

      He helped me inside, steering me to the couch with the efficiency of a parent putting a toddler to bed after a tantrum. I fell into the cushions, arms splayed, the upholstery swallowing half my body in a single motion. The room was as I had left it: stacks of books on the table, manuscripts curling at the corners from humidity, coffee mugs breeding penicillin on every flat surface. The lamp above the desk flickered, then stabilized, bathing the wreckage in the soft gold of a confessional.

      Tuan took a moment to scan the room, eyes passing over the evidence of my deterioration with the nonchalance of someone who expected worse. He righted a mug, straightened a tower of papers, then turned to me with the faintest furrow in his brow.

      “You sleep,” he said. “Tomorrow will be better.”

      I tried to thank him, but the words coalesced into a slurry. “Cảm ơn… anh,” I said, the honorific a guess.

      He smiled, the expression sad at the edges. “No problem.” He reached for the light switch, hesitated, then left it on. “I will come back later, okay?”

      I nodded, not sure if I believed him.

      He stepped into the hall, the sound of his footsteps retreating in half-time. The door closed behind him with a tactful softness, as if he were trying not to wake a sleeping patient. I lay on the couch, the air thick with the ghosts of earlier failures, and tried to reconstruct the last hour. The sequence was already fragmenting: the collapse at the market, the walk through the aisles, the apparition of Linh by the lilies. At one point, I was certain Tuan had said something profound, but I could not recall the words. I closed my eyes and tried to replay the scene, but the tape was already glitching, the soundtrack cut up with static.

      I opened my eyes to the half-light of the apartment. The stacks of paper had reorganized themselves into a shape that was almost architectural, like the floorplan of a house I’d once lived in. I traced the lines with my eyes, hoping to find a secret message, but all I saw was the record of abandonment: unpaid bills, rejection letters, lists of groceries never bought. The bag of mangoes sat on the table, leaking juice into a circle of newspaper. I reached for it, then changed my mind.

      Time dissolved. Minutes passed, or didn’t. I listened for the sound of Tuan’s return, but heard only the radiator ticking, the slow drip of the kitchen faucet. I tried to sit up, but my body had gone on strike. I lay back, staring at the ceiling, and watched as the cracks in the plaster mapped the vascular system of a larger, invisible organism.

      I don’t know how long I stayed like that. Twenty minutes, maybe longer. At intervals, I spoke, half-hoping Tuan would answer:

      “Cảm ơn anh. Em ổn. Đừng lo.”

      The words hung in the air, unclaimed. I repeated them, softer each time, until they lost all meaning.

      Eventually, the fatigue won out. I closed my eyes, and the apartment faded into a sequence of memories that never quite resolved: Linh, peeling mangoes with the grace of a surgeon; the voice of the market, rising and falling like a tide; Tuan’s hand on my shoulder, a reminder of the possibility of kindness. I tried to hold onto these fragments, but they slipped through the cracks, merging into a single, recursive loop.

      When I opened my eyes again, it was dark. The lamp had burned out, or maybe I had. The only light came from the window, the sodium haze of the streetlamps bleeding through the blinds. I sat up, disoriented, and called out:

      “Anh ơi?”

      No answer. The room was empty, save for the echo.

      I laughed, a sound that felt both foreign and inevitable.

      I stood, legs shaky, and made my way to the table. I picked up a mango, turned it over in my hands, and pressed my thumb to the skin. The flesh gave, soft and forgiving. I peeled it slowly, careful to keep the spiral intact. The scent filled the room, the sweetness clinging to my fingers.

      I ate, bite by bite, and let the taste overwrite everything that came before.

      For a moment, I felt almost human.

      
        
        GHOSTING

        I lay on the couch,

        rehearsing gratitude

        to the empty room,

        repeating his name

        in the hope that

        it would anchor me

        to the present tense.

        The kindness was real,

        or real enough: a hand

        under my elbow, a promise

        to return, the door

        closed gently behind him.

        But time had

        already left, the room

        a vacuum of aftercare,

        a hospital for the

        existentially defective.

        I called his name

        until it blurred,

        then called hers,

        Linh, a mnemonic

        for everything I could

        not salvage or save.

        I watched the ceiling

        for movement, for

        cracks to widen, for

        the world to

        finally fall through.

        Instead, the hours

        congealed, and I

        became what I had

        always been: the

        absence that lingers

        after kindness leaves,

        the voice still

        thanking the empty air,

        not knowing if anyone

        ever listened at all.

        I am the echo.

        Tôi là tiếng vang.

        This is all that’s left.

        This is all there ever was.

      

      

      

      The notebooks were everywhere—spread across the desk, slumped on the chair, fanned under the dying lamp like a failed attempt at tarot. Each page was a hemorrhage of ink, English and Vietnamese spliced and sutured together until neither language held the line. My handwriting had deteriorated into a graphology experiment: jagged, insistent, only occasionally legible. I stared at a half-drawn diagram, a cluster of dendrites labeled “nỗi nhớ / object loss,” but the terms had bled into each other and I couldn’t recall which memory belonged to which word.

      The apartment smelled like wet paper and old sugar. Da Lat’s humidity was at record highs; a limp fan oscillated in the corner, each rotation less persuasive than the last. Condensation slicked the windowpane. It pressed in from the outside, the world reduced to a gray, formless bulk, interrupted only by the glow of the streetlamp and the pink neon of the Bánh Mì shop across the alley. My own face reflected from the glass—a crude sketch of exhaustion, eyes rimmed raw, jaw stippled with three days of regret. I hadn’t slept properly in at least thirty-six hours.

      I tried to bring order to the wreckage. I separated the research notes from the drafts, the correspondence from the poetry, the unsent messages to Linh from the scrawled lists of groceries I never bought. But the categories refused to hold. Each stack collapsed into the others, the distinctions between academic rigor and emotional incontinence crumbling like the walls of a sandcastle under a monsoon.

      The fan’s rhythm aligned with my pulse. Every third or fourth rotation, my vision skipped a frame, as if the world had entered a phase of digital stutter. I drank cold coffee from a cracked mug, the surface filmed with an oil slick of separation. My hands shook enough that I had to use both to keep from spilling. I watched a drop of coffee vibrate its way down the mug’s edge and fall, dark and sudden, onto a diagram of the Lacanian subject. The stain spread, obliterating the ink at a speed I found both satisfying and terrifying.

      At some point, I realized I was talking out loud. Not narrating—just a low, muttering commentary on the state of my own mental furniture. “No structural coherence, no argument, just—” I trailed off, unable to complete the thought. My voice sounded wrong in the room, a foreign frequency.

      That was when Freud appeared. Not as a hallucination, exactly, but as a phenomenon: a disturbance in the lighting, a sharpening of contrast in the air just left of center. He materialized from the edge of the desk, cigar gripped between his teeth, spectacles fogged at the corners from the indoor climate. The beard was more lush than in the photographs, and the suit had the sheen of old theater velvet.

      He surveyed the scene with clinical contempt.

      “So,” he said, in an accent that hybridized Viennese and German University, “this is what becomes of you.”

      I stared at him, not sure whether to answer or to simply wait for the vision to resolve itself. He tapped the cigar against my lamp, scattering imaginary ash onto the real notebooks.

      “You have made a remarkable mess,” Freud said. “But perhaps, in the debris, there is something instructive.”

      He moved closer, bending to inspect the page on which I’d written and circled “fruit / sex / mourning?” twelve times. “Ah. I see the problem.” He tapped the phrase with his finger, leaving an oily smudge.

      “Is there a problem?” I said.

      Freud exhaled, a plume of blue-gray vapor that did not disperse. “You are haunted by the object. This Linh. She is the locus of your drive, and yet you continually mistake your own longing for an external phenomenon.”

      I tried to write this down, but my hand would not obey. The pen tremored over the page, lines growing less and less distinct as the words exited his mouth. “You mean I’m projecting,” I said.

      “Of course you are projecting,” he snapped. “Everything is projection. But here, you engage in a particularly elaborate form. The fruit, for example. Your obsession with mangoes. Do you know what that is?”

      I shook my head.

      He leaned in, voice dropping to a murmur: “It is the genital. It is always the genital.”

      I laughed, the sound erupting out of me before I could throttle it. “That’s the most predictable answer you could possibly give.”

      Freud’s eyes narrowed. “And yet, it is the answer. Your dreams of mangoes, the splitting open, the juice, the flesh—these are not ambiguous symbols. They are the wish for union, the longing to regress, to return to the maternal embrace.”

      I looked at the clock: 4:32 AM. The hour reserved for loss and liability.

      I tried to argue, to summon some counterpoint from the depths of my training, but the words would not assemble. My notes were a ruin, my reasoning sapped by days of insomnia and the progressive collapse of boundaries. I managed only: “Or maybe I just miss her.”

      Freud gave a pitying smile. “Sentimentality is the opiate of those who cannot bear the violence of desire.”

      I wrote this down, underlining “violence” twice, then circled back to the diagram, where the word “hunger” had begun to blur with “loss.”

      The humidity peaked. The window rattled as a gust of wind crashed against it, and for a moment the room was all vibration—fan, voice, nerves, air. Freud watched me with an expression I could not decode.

      I said, “Why are you here?”

      He stubbed the cigar out on the edge of my desk. “Because you called me. Because you refuse to move on.” He gestured at the notebooks, the diagrams, the unsent letters. “You think analysis will save you, but it only feeds the repetition.”

      I gripped the pen harder, knuckles blanching. “So what’s the solution?”

      He shrugged, an eloquent gesture of futility. “There is no solution. Only the possibility of making a better art from your failure.”

      I tried to thank him, but the words caught in my throat.

      Freud stood. He straightened his jacket, adjusted the fogged spectacles, and began to dissolve into the background. “I will return,” he said, “when you are ready to see the truth in your own symptoms.”

      And then he was gone.

      I stared at the dented mug, the fan’s oscillation, the wet paper and its webwork of failed language.

      I wrote in the notebook, hand still trembling:

      “Mango = sex = mother = Linh = loss = hunger.”

      Underneath, in Vietnamese:

      “Tôi không muốn quên.”

      I don’t want to forget.

      The fan hummed, the ink ran, and outside, the rain began to tap a new rhythm against the glass.

      Scene 2

      I must have fallen asleep for a minute or a century, because when I looked up from the desk, the entire apartment had changed its angle of attack. The light was different: a raw, pre-dawn blue, filtered through the city’s constant mist, flattening the room into a single plane of colorlessness. The fan had stopped; the air was now absolutely still, saturated with the distilled breath of night sweats and failure.

      I tried to recall the last thing I’d written. The notebook was open to a page I didn’t remember starting. The words were not in my handwriting, though I could see the muscle memory in the swoop of the t’s and the unclosed o’s. It read:

      “The true Self is only ever discovered in negation.”

      “The shadow knows what the ego cannot.”

      I touched the ink with my finger, expecting it to smear, but it was already dry.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw motion—a shimmer in the glass, a disturbance in the spectrum. At first I thought it was Linh, her profile returning to haunt the window, but the shape was too large, the outline blockier, the presence more masculine than I remembered. I turned my head and found myself staring at Carl Jung, or at least at a credible facsimile thereof. He stood in the space between the desk and the window, hands folded behind his back, mustache bristling in the dimness.

      His first words were pure stentorian, a basso profundo that vibrated the glass in the sashes.

      “Freud is wrong, you know,” he said, the consonants more Swiss than German. “Always has been.”

      I was too tired to be surprised.

      Jung moved with the deliberate grace of a man who expected his presence to be noticed. “The mango is not the genital,” he said. “It is the archetype. The fruit of the Tree. The original gift. And her name—Linh—means ‘spirit,’ does it not?”

      I nodded, unable to recall if this was true, or if he was imposing order on my own confusion.

      “Your mourning is not for the flesh,” Jung continued, “but for the anima. The eternal feminine you have lost, and now chase in your hallucinations.”

      In the window behind him, the reflection doubled. Freud was back, this time a ghostly negative, his silhouette rimmed in the sickly light of the streetlamp.

      Jung turned, sneered. “You see? He cannot leave you alone. He wants you trapped in the body, in the endless recursion of infantile need.”

      Freud flickered, his voice less substantial than before, but twice as pointed: “And you would rather the boy chase ghosts? Mythology? He needs to accept his longing and sublimate it, not dissolve into fantasy.”

      Jung rolled his eyes, then addressed me directly: “Which do you prefer? The hard authority of the father, or the dream logic of the unconscious?”

      I tried to answer, but my mouth had gone dry. The taste of stale coffee was back, thick on the tongue, a film I could not scrape away.

      Jung looked down at the notebooks, the diagrams, the looping sentences. “You’ve built yourself a labyrinth,” he said. “But you’ve neglected to leave a trail.”

      He reached out and touched the stack of unsent letters to Linh. The top envelope stuck to his finger, and he peeled it away with surgical slowness. “This is not analysis,” he said. “This is confession. And confessions are only meaningful if they are witnessed.”

      At the word “witnessed,” a memory flashed: Linh’s hands, stained with mango, peeling the fruit with a precision that bordered on sacramental. The juice ran down her fingers, pooling at the joint where thumb met palm. She licked it away, eyes never leaving mine, the moment so intimate it felt illegal. I tried to hold onto the image, but it dissolved, replaced by the endless echo of her voice—Anh ơi, anh ơi, sometimes pleading, sometimes an invocation.

      Jung watched my reaction with clinical detachment. “You loved her,” he said, as if it were a diagnosis. “But you cannot let her go.”

      I blinked. The room doubled, then snapped back. Both Freud and Jung now stood shoulder-to-shoulder, looming over the desk like the worst possible committee.

      Freud started in: “Desire is never meant to be satisfied. Its purpose is to keep you moving.”

      Jung countered: “Desire is a map, and it leads you back to your own heart.”

      Their voices overlapped, each phrase canceling or corrupting the one before it.

      “Stop,” I said, or tried to. The sound came out as a whimper.

      “Look at yourself,” Freud said. “You are wasting away. You have not eaten a proper meal in days.”

      “Look at yourself,” Jung echoed. “You are on the brink of transformation. All that is required is to surrender.”

      I wanted to throw something at them—a mug, a book, my own head—but my arms would not move. The only evidence of my agency was in the sweat collecting at the small of my back, the shallow stutter of my breathing.

      Suddenly, Linh was in the room, or her voice was. “Anh ơi,” she said, and the words vibrated in the air, as real as any hallucinated psychologist. I smelled mango again, sharper this time, tinged with the chemical edge of rot.

      Freud and Jung stopped arguing. They turned to her, heads cocked like birds.

      “She is not coming back,” Freud said, softer now.

      “She never left,” Jung replied.

      Linh’s voice repeated: “Anh ơi.” It was softer the second time, almost a whisper.

      The fan restarted itself, its blades stuttering back to life, breaking the air into segments. I tried to focus on a single detail—Freud’s crooked tie, Jung’s overlarge hands, the smudge of lipstick on Linh’s mug—but the entire scene was a blur, as if someone had run a wet brush over the reality I was meant to inhabit.

      I closed my eyes, hoping the world would reset.

      It didn’t.

      When I opened them, Jung was closer, leaning in with the intensity of a therapist who had run out of patience.

      “You must choose,” he said. “Do you want to be cured, or do you want to remember?”

      I tried to answer, but the words came out in Vietnamese:

      “Em không muốn quên. Không bao giờ.”

      I don’t want to forget. Never.

      Freud smiled, just a flash of teeth. “Then you will never be cured.”

      Jung smiled, too, but his expression was one of relief. “Good,” he said. “Good.”

      The debate dissolved. The two men faded, returning to wherever arguments went when they exhausted themselves. The room regained its dimensions: the desk, the lamp, the ruined notebooks, the half-eaten bowl of noodles now congealing at the edge of the table.

      Linh’s voice lingered, though, looping in the air like a song I would never fully recall.

      I reached for the pen, but my hand was unsteady. I wrote, with difficulty:

      “To remember is a kind of madness, but it’s better than the alternative.”

      Underneath, in Vietnamese:

      “Nhớ em là một bệnh điên, nhưng quên em thì còn tệ hơn.”

      Remembering you is a madness, but forgetting you would be worse.

      I stared at the words until the fan blurred them into a single, undulating line.

      The sun was rising now. Or maybe it was just the city’s lights, never willing to cede the darkness.

      Either way, I sat there, waiting for the next ghost to arrive.

      Scene 3

      The argument had not ceased. Even after Jung and Freud retreated into the walls, their voices persisted, echoing off the glassware, vibrating in the aluminum ribs of the cheap ceiling lamp. The walls themselves seemed to pulse, each coat of paint a separate layer of static. Every sentence I’d ever written to Linh, every unsent message, every whispered apology or recrimination—each one folded in on itself, looping back, a Möbius band of regret.

      I tried to focus on something physical. My neck ached from the angle I’d been sitting, chin almost to chest, the weight of my skull now doubled by the thickness of thought. When I pressed my fingertips to my temple, the skin was fever-hot and tacky. The taste in my mouth was equal parts copper, sour, and yesterday’s coffee. My body had entered a phase of decay usually reserved for the last days of monsoon: sweat salt crusted at the hairline, shirt clinging in wet patches, every joint sticky and inflamed.

      The cacophony grew louder. I heard Linh’s voice, not a memory now but an active interference pattern, splintering across the register of the room:

      “Anh ơi, anh ơi, anh ơi…”

      It was beautiful, then unbearable. The words lost their syntax, degraded into raw phoneme, until even “anh” meant nothing. The air was a drumhead stretched to bursting.

      I clutched my head, hunched further, as if the right posture could protect me from the blast. The notebooks slid off the desk, a landslide of lost ideas. Pages tore, diagrams wrinkled, a waterfall of sentences spilled onto the linoleum in a language only I had ever spoken.

      It was then that the light changed.

      At first, it was just a thin line across the curtain—an accidental refraction, a misfire of sunrise. But it grew, bluing the room, amplifying the edges of every object until the clutter on the desk cast shadows sharp as surgical implements. The fan clicked into a higher gear, stirring the stale air into a semblance of movement.

      I straightened, vertebrae popping in a chorus of protest. The city outside was beginning to cohere—moped engines, the murmur of vendors, the rhythmic bang of metal gates. I reached for my phone, which had died at some point in the night. I plugged it in and waited. When the screen flickered to life, I saw that the date had changed—twice. I could not account for the missing hours.

      A text notification, from a number I no longer recognized. The content: a single mango emoji, followed by a string of question marks.

      I closed the message. The phone’s clock read 06:02. The last email I had sent was stamped two days prior, a draft addressed to Linh, unsent.

      I looked around the apartment and saw it not as a home, but as a forensic scene. The notebooks were everywhere, each one stained or torn or otherwise altered by the events of the week. The surface of the desk was a palimpsest of coffee rings and failed attempts at self-explanation. Three mugs stood at various distances from the center, each in a different stage of abandonment. The bowl of noodles at the far end of the table had sprouted a film, the surface filmed over with a biology I would rather not classify. Fruit flies orbited the rim of the coffee mug nearest my hand.

      The air smelled of old food and humid air and the faint, persistent note of mango.

      I wiped my face, the sleeve of my shirt coming away damp and brown. My hands shook. I tried to stand, and for a second the world swam, not with hallucinations, but with the dull inertia of someone who has not slept in a meaningful way for a very long time.

      The mirror over the sink caught my reflection. I was a stranger: cheekbones too sharp, eyes too bright, the skin underneath gray, almost translucent. My lips moved, and it was several seconds before I realized I was speaking.

      “Chưa ngủ trong nhiều ngày,” I said.

      I haven’t slept in days.

      The sound hung in the air, as though waiting for a reply.

      The fan whirred. Outside, a scooter backfired. I could hear the neighbor’s radio, a Vietnamese pop ballad distorted by static. The morning had begun without me, but I was still here.

      I shuffled back to the desk. I picked up a pen, forced it to paper. I wrote in block capitals:

      “CLINICAL CASE: INSOMNIA AS SELF-ERASURE.”

      Below that, I began to draft a poem, though the lines refused to organize themselves. Instead, they spilled out in sequence, raw and uneven, a fever chart of disintegration.

      
        
        // CASE REPORT //

        The patient presents

        with persistent intrusive ideation,

        characterized by the inability

        to separate object from longing,

        memory from present affect.

        Hallucinations have become

        increasingly frequent, manifesting

        as authority figures (Freud, Jung),

        as well as the lost beloved,

        whose voice is now a symptom.

        Sleep architecture: absent.

        Appetite: intermittent, selective

        for foods high in glucose

        and childhood connotation.

        Affect: flattened, except during

        episodes of acute remembrance,

        at which point the patient

        demonstrates labile, even

        catastrophic mood swings.

        Insight: intact but nonfunctional.

        Judgment: impaired only

        by the persistence of hope.

        Prognosis: terminal recurrence.

        INTERVIEW NOTES

        He spoke in two languages,

        neither of which was equipped

        to hold the weight of sorrow.

        He described the onset as gradual,

        a sequence of small betrayals:

        The sudden absence of her scent

        on the pillow; the withering

        of mango flesh left too long

        on the counter; the slow fading

        of her messages from the top

        of the inbox, replaced by the spam

        of the living.

        He said, “It’s the hunger that stays.”

        He said, “If I can just stay awake,

        maybe she will return.”

        When asked to describe the

        hallucinations, he laughed:

        “They are more consistent

        than my own memories.”

        The episode ended

        with a confession:

        “I am afraid to sleep.

        In dreams, I lose her

        all over again.”

        /END/

      

      

      I read the poem back to myself, barely able to finish. By the time I reached the final line, I was shaking so badly I had to set the pen down and grip the edge of the desk.

      The daylight had solidified now. The city was in full motion, everything outside proceeding as if my own collapse was just an irrelevant, private meteorology.

      I took a breath, then another. I closed my eyes, but did not dare to linger there. When I opened them, I was still at the desk, still awake, still waiting for the echo of Linh’s voice to return.

      The notebooks would wait. The fruit flies would multiply. The morning would run its course, and the only thing left would be the sound of my own sentences, orbiting the center of an absence I could neither fill nor flee.

      I said it again, just to see if the world was listening:

      “Chưa ngủ trong nhiều ngày.”

      I haven’t slept in days.

      The fan whirred on, a perfect metronome for madness.

      
        
        WAKEFULNESS STUDY

        I kept myself awake

        to see what would happen

        if I reached the bottom

        of remembrance.

        It turns out

        there is no bottom,

        only the endless recursion

        of her voice, the sweet

        rot of mango, the echo

        of a name that is both

        knife and suture.

        Each day I carved

        new diagrams of the self,

        but each day the lines

        grew fainter, blurred

        by the humidity of loss.

        I listened to the

        parade of ghosts

        until their arguments

        became indistinguishable

        from my own logic.

        I wrote it all down,

        believing that language

        would save me,

        but language

        is only memory

        with a better PR agent.

        In the end, I

        was nothing but

        the shadow cast

        by my own insomnia,

        a patient in search

        of a diagnosis

        that would make

        the loneliness less

        embarrassing.

        It never did.

        I have not slept

        in days, in years.

        I have not stopped

        listening for the

        sound of her voice,

        threading through

        the fan, the radio,

        the blood in my ear.

        Call it madness,

        call it mourning.

        It is the same.

        Only the weather

        changes, and

        the weather is

        always inside

        the skull.

        I will wake up

        tomorrow, and

        the next day,

        and the next,

        and always

        the only witness

        will be me,

        and the echo,

        and the echo,

        and the echo.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Linh’s Whisper

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The fan whirred on, a perfect metronome for madness.

      It was mid-morning, and the air in my apartment had the consistency of unfinished soup. Condensation crept down the window, splitting light into a dirty, uncorrected spectrum that made the Bánh Mì shop’s sign across the alley bleed into the streetlamp’s sodium bruise. Every object was rimmed with a faint corona of humidity, and the only evidence that the monsoon had not simply colonized the interior was the fact that my books, for now, still clung to their pages.

      I had not left the room in… three days? Four? The timeline pulsed in my head like a bad tooth, and the only reliable marker of time was the sensation of sweat trickling down the ladder of my spine, tickling the grooves between each vertebra before soaking the waistband of my boxers. This was the new normal: endless, sticky dilation, an unending present tense in which nothing moved but the air and the animals inside my skull.

      I sat at the desk, or what passed for it—a folding plastic table bowed in the center by the weight of my notebooks and their accumulation of non-data. The chair was too low, the kind designed for children or the elderly, so my knees were always angled above the edge, pressing into my chest. My skin stuck to the vinyl, leaving a residue that would, with enough time and neglect, become a second self.

      I held a pen, but the hand that gripped it was engaged in its own project: vibrating at a frequency just above conscious control. The only way to make the lines on the page connect was to brace the heel of my palm on the desk and guide the pen like a divining rod. I was not writing, just mapping the tremor, letting it render its own argument in the form of a wavering pulse. Each upstroke echoed the small, involuntary shivers in my right leg; each downstroke, the arrhythmia in my left eyelid.

      There was nothing left to do but wait: for the call, the hallucination, the catastrophic confession. I was, in every sense, a patient—waiting for something to happen, anything that would puncture the endless suspension of now.

      It happened at 10:12. I remember because I had been watching the digital clock on my phone, waiting for the numbers to line up in some meaningful way. The moment itself was nothing—a slight shift in the air, a brightening at the edge of the window that felt like someone had flipped a switch outside the world. For a second, I thought it was a migraine aura, the first warning of the visual snow, but then the sound arrived: a single, high-frequency chime, like the bell from the temple on the next block, but sustained, and impossibly close.

      The room held its breath.

      Then, in the corner, next to the bookshelf that had surrendered to mildew years before, she appeared.

      Linh. Not the phantom I had been bargaining for, not the gentle, refracted double that sometimes haunted the steam on my bathroom mirror, but Linh in the full weight of her presence: hair a little longer than I remembered, body solid and hunched in the posture of a woman carrying both groceries and unfinished sentences. She wore a white cotton shirt with the sleeves rolled to her elbows, and dark pants that ended just above the ankle. Her feet were bare, wet from the rain, and the left one tapped an irregular rhythm on the warped floorboards.

      She was real. Not in the objective, camera-would-capture-it sense, but in the way that her scent—floral, with the underlying note of clean sweat—immediately conquered the room, elbowing out the chemical stench of anti-mold spray and the thin, metallic tang of monsoon.

      She walked to the table, shaking droplets from her hair, and set down a small, battered Tupperware container. Her hands moved with the old Linh choreography: precise, but always one step behind her intentions. She opened the container, revealing three mango slices nestled against a wilted sprig of mint. She reached in, selected a slice, and brought it to her mouth, biting with a delicacy that bordered on reverence.

      I watched, motionless. My own hands were anchored to the desk, and I was afraid that any attempt to move would send her back into the vapor.

      She finished the mango, set the peel in the lid, and only then did she look at me.

      “Anh ngồi đây làm gì?” she said.

      What are you doing here?

      Her tone was not accusatory, but it landed like a stone dropped in the center of a frozen lake: the ripples moved outward, each one cracking the surface a little further.

      I swallowed. “Just… working,” I said, though the word felt poisonous in my mouth.

      She cocked her head, scanning the debris on the desk. “Em nghĩ anh quên rồi.” I thought you had forgotten.

      “Forgotten what?” My voice was thin, almost reedy.

      She smiled, the right corner of her mouth tilting up before the left—a feature I had always associated with her skepticism. “Never mind,” she said, switching to English with that same, practiced gentleness she used on the first-year students at the university.

      She moved around the room, touching objects as she passed: the lamp, the stack of rejection letters, the bowl of fruit on the table. Each contact was light, as if she were calibrating the reality of each object, checking for the hidden seam or the moment it would blink out of existence. She picked up a notebook, paged through it, and set it down with a sigh.

      “I used to like your handwriting,” she said. “Now it looks like the ECG of a dying rat.”

      I laughed, a bark that hurt my throat. “It’s the humidity,” I said, by way of explanation, but she just shook her head.

      “It’s not the humidity,” she said, almost to herself.

      I tried to think of what to say, what to ask. Was she really here? Was this another test of the boundaries between longing and object, as Freud insisted? Was I supposed to interrogate the moment, or just let it pass?

      Instead, I said, “You shouldn’t be here.”

      She shrugged. “I know.” She moved to the window, peeled back the curtain, and looked out at the alley. The rain had lightened, and the Bánh Mì shop had just opened for business, the first customers of the day sheltering under the awning, smoking and checking their phones.

      “You never came to see me,” she said.

      I felt the accusation, though her voice was gentle. “I wanted to. I tried. But you—” I hesitated, unsure of the referent.

      She turned, eyebrow arched. “But I what?”

      “You disappeared,” I said. “You just… left.”

      She laughed, this time without irony. “Everybody leaves.”

      She returned to the table, pulled out the other chair, and sat across from me. She looked at the notepad in front of me, the lines of tremor and loss, and tapped the pen with her finger.

      “You know,” she said, “in Vietnamese we have a phrase for this.”

      “For what?”

      “For love without a future. Tình không có ngày mai. It means—” She trailed off, waiting for me to finish the sentence.

      I tried. “It means love that isn’t going anywhere.”

      She nodded. “But it also means love that exists only in the moment. No expectation, no regret.” She picked up the pen, traced one of the lines I had drawn, and said, “I liked you better when you didn’t try to explain everything.”

      I stared at her, unable to reconcile the solidity of her presence with the impossibility of her being here.

      She put down the pen, looked at her hands. The fingers were still stained with mango juice, the nails trimmed short and uneven.

      “I have to go soon,” she said.

      The fan, still oscillating in the corner, stuttered. A bead of sweat rolled down my forehead, into the hollow at the bridge of my nose. I tried to fix her in my gaze, to burn the image into whatever part of the brain survived this collapse.

      “Will you come back?” I asked, voice breaking.

      She smiled, softer now. “Maybe. But you have to stop writing poems about me. It’s embarrassing.”

      I laughed, and this time the sound was almost human.

      She stood, moved to the door, and paused with her hand on the knob. “Goodbye, anh.”

      I wanted to follow her, to beg her to stay, but I knew the rules. I watched as she slipped out of the room, leaving only the smell of fruit and the faint, persistent note of her presence.

      I sat at the desk, the humidity now heavier than before, and stared at the empty chair across from me.

      After a while, I picked up the pen and tried to write what had happened. The line wavered, then steadied. I wrote:

      “She was here. She was real. For a moment, I remembered how to breathe.”

      The fan hummed, the rain returned, and outside, the city went about its business, indifferent to the fact that for one brief moment, I was not alone.

      
        
        THRESHOLD

        I waited at the edge

        of the humid morning,

        pulse synced to

        the fan’s translation

        of fear into motion.

        At first, she appeared

        only in suggestion⁠—

        a wet footprint, the

        brush of mint, a

        vibration in the light.

        Then she was there:

        sleeves damp, hair

        electric with static,

        the curve of her

        shoulder undeniable.

        “This is not the future,”

        she said. “This is

        just now. And now

        is enough, if you let

        it breathe.”

        I watched as she

        unpeeled the fruit,

        mouth sweet with

        the idea of return.

        I reached for her

        but the air

        was all resistance.

        She smiled, and left

        the window open.

        When the light changed

        I realized she had

        left behind a whole

        weather system of

        wanting.

        I called it love.

        I called it memory.

        The difference

        is only a matter

        of humidity.

      

      

      Scene 2

      She did not come back the next day, nor the day after. But on the third morning, as the fog crept off the lake and hung low over the city, I heard the familiar double-knock at the door—two beats, a pause, then two more. I froze, pen in midair, and waited for the hallucination to collapse. It didn’t.

      Linh let herself in, as she used to, with a push of the heel and a careful nudge that kept the latch from rebounding too loud. She wore a blue windbreaker over yesterday’s white shirt, and her hair was pinned in a loose, wet knot that left the ends to drip onto the fabric. In her right hand, she carried a small plastic bag from the bakery, its handles twisted tight around her wrist.

      She greeted me with a nod, eyes flicking from my face to the desk, then to the fan, which had at some point lost its cover and now spun its blades exposed, a hazard and a necessity. She set the bakery bag on the table, then sat across from me in the chair she had occupied only in memory for months.

      We looked at each other, neither speaking. The only sound was the fan, and somewhere below, a child’s cry that resolved into the beep of a motorbike horn.

      “Anh biết không,” she said finally, voice quiet enough to require me to lean forward, “what we had was never meant to be permanent.”

      I tried to reply, but found my mind blanked by the softness of her tone. Instead, I shrugged, then forced out, “Em nói vậy nhiều lần rồi.”

      She smiled, not at me, but at the echo of her own cliché. “I’m not good with new words.” She picked at the bakery bag, loosening the knot until it bloomed open. Inside was a single pastry—bánh tiêu, yellow and hollow, dusted with sesame.

      She broke the pastry in half, set one piece on the desk in front of me, and kept the other in her palm. “You never ate this before me,” she said, “but now it’s your favorite.” Her accent gave “favorite” an extra syllable, and it landed in the space between us with a clumsy grace.

      I wanted to disagree, to say I only liked it because it reminded me of her, but instead I bit into the pastry. It was still warm, the crust flaking into my lap.

      “Anh nhớ em không?” she asked, not looking up.

      “Lúc nào cũng nhớ.” I always miss you.

      She nodded, as if I had confirmed a hypothesis she’d already abandoned. She glanced at the floor, then at the bookshelf, then back to me. The brown of her eyes was darker today, rimmed in red as if she had not slept or had just finished crying. But her voice was steady.

      “I never wanted you to remember me this much,” she said. “It’s not healthy.”

      I laughed. “It’s not optional.”

      She ate the rest of her pastry in a single bite, chewed, and then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. She leaned in, elbows on knees, fingers interlaced as if holding her own hands together.

      “There are better things to think about,” she said. “There are better things to want.”

      I studied her face, trying to catalog every micro-expression. The small, tight lines around her mouth. The glint of sweat on her temple. The way she never quite looked me in the eye for more than a second.

      “I don’t want better,” I said, in English, the words flat and incomplete. “I want what was.”

      She shook her head, once, sharply. “What was is gone.”

      I looked down at the pastry, now reduced to a scattering of crumbs. “I know,” I said, this time in Vietnamese: “Anh biết mà.”

      She smiled again, softer. “Sometimes I think I’m just here to help you let go.” She reached for the notepad, turned it to a blank page, and wrote a single word: “Bây giờ.” Now.

      She pushed the pad toward me, pen rolling in the gap between us.

      I stared at the word. “Is that what you want?”

      She shrugged. “It’s what’s left.”

      She leaned back, gaze settling on the window. The light was brighter now, the mist outside thinning to reveal the tops of the pine trees on the ridge. She watched the view for a long time before she spoke again.

      “In the old stories, love always ends,” she said. “But no one tells you what to do with the ending.”

      I reached for the pen, turned the page, and wrote: “Không có kết thúc đẹp.” No happy endings.

      She laughed, the sound so genuine it made my chest ache. “Maybe not, but at least you can try for a nice middle.”

      I thought of all the middles we’d had: the lunches by the lake, the hours in bed, the walks through the market with our hands never quite touching. The memory made me dizzy.

      “You’re better at this than I am,” I said. “Being present.”

      She snorted. “I’m not present, anh. I’m only visiting.”

      She stood, smoothed her shirt, and circled the room. She touched the edge of the bookshelf, traced her finger along the line of mugs on the counter, and ran her hand over the back of my chair as she passed. Each touch was a benediction, or maybe a rehearsal for leaving.

      “Will you be okay?” she asked, not stopping.

      I tried to say yes, but the word stuck in my throat. Instead, I said, “Stay a little longer.”

      She stopped by the window, looked out, then back at me. “A little,” she said. “But you can’t keep me.”

      I nodded, afraid that any other gesture would break the spell.

      She leaned against the sill, arms folded. Her posture was perfect, like a dancer holding a pose just a second too long. She watched the world, but I watched her, waiting for her to fade, or vanish, or dissolve into mist.

      She didn’t.

      Instead, she turned and caught me staring. “You should write this down,” she said, “so you can remember it properly next time.”

      I did.

      We sat, the two of us, in the apartment, as the humidity thickened and the fan chopped the air into pieces.

      
        
        LẦN CUỐI (LAST TIME)

        We sat across

        the desk, mouths

        full of old pastry,

        air full of things

        we never named.

        She said, “Anh biết không,

        love without a future

        is a kind of freedom.”

        I wrote this down,

        not to remember her,

        but to preserve the

        emptiness she left.

        Every word

        a failed attempt

        at closure.

        Every gesture

        a rehearsal

        for vanishing.

        She asked, “Will you

        be okay?” and I lied,

        in both languages.

        She said, “Good,”

        and stepped outside,

        leaving only

        her warmth,

        her voice,

        and the aftertaste

        of something sweet,

        still blooming

        in the ruins

        of my mouth.

      

      

      Scene 3

      Something in my chest unclenched as she spoke—like a muscle I hadn’t known was tight, relaxing for the first time in months. The apartment’s humid air tasted suddenly sharper, the scent of pastry and sweat and her shampoo floating just above the baseline of mildew. I realized I’d been holding my breath for the length of her visit; when I finally exhaled, it came out ragged, a vapor trail of anxiety dissolving into the fan’s dry pulse.

      She was still at the window, backlit now by the day’s first yellow, and for a second I saw her as a negative: the brightness outlining every edge, the silhouette of her shoulders thrown in relief against the blur of pine and cloud. She wasn’t looking at me; she didn’t need to. The line between us was taut enough to transmit even the smallest vibration.

      I wanted to say something important, something that would knit together all the frayed ends of our story, but my mouth was full of nothing. Instead, I pressed my fist against the table, felt the bones shift and grind, and tried to listen to the rhythm of my own heartbeat, which had gone staccato and irregular.

      She turned, caught me in her gaze. “Anh nghĩ gì vậy?” What are you thinking?

      The question was so simple it startled me.

      “I think…” I hesitated, searching for words that would not collapse under their own weight. “I think I finally understand what you meant.”

      She waited, head tilted. There was kindness in her face, but also the wariness of someone who has been disappointed by promises before.

      “You said love doesn’t need a future. That it can exist just for itself, just for the now.” I looked down, tracing circles in the crumbs. “I never believed that, until I realized I’ve been living in the past tense this whole time. Waiting for something to come back, or go forward, or⁠—”

      I stopped. My chest was tight again, but in a new way—less like drowning, more like the ache after a long run.

      She nodded, as if she’d known this would take me a year to say.

      “You taught me that some things are precious precisely because they end,” I said, switching to Vietnamese for the last part: “Em đã dạy tôi như thế.”

      Her eyes shone, but she didn’t look away. “If you know that, then you can finally rest.”

      I laughed, a little. “Em biết rồi—chưa ngủ trong nhiều ngày.”

      She crossed the room and sat beside me, folding herself small, knees to her chest. Her arm rested on the table, inches from mine. “Then sleep,” she said, “and let the world keep going.”

      The light shifted again—outside, the sun caught the shop sign and bounced a gold stripe through the window, cutting across the desk and onto Linh’s wrist. The air thickened, or maybe my perception of it did; the humidity pressed against my skin like a weighted blanket, every pore singing with sensation.

      There was a silence, but it was full: not the absence of noise, but the complete presence of everything that needed to be said. In that space, my body remembered how to relax.

      I reached for the notebook, but the motion tipped my coffee mug. It slid, slow as a dream, then toppled, leaving a perfect brown ring on the blank page. The stain spread, seeping into the paper, warping the lines and threatening to erase whatever I would write.

      Linh watched, a small smile tugging at her mouth.

      I grabbed the pen, desperate to fix the memory before it faded. I wrote in English, then Vietnamese, then both at once, the lines blurring as I conjugated regret and acceptance side by side:

      “Love is not a contract with the future.”

      “Yêu không phải là hứa hẹn cho ngày mai.”

      “To let go is to honor the thing you held.”

      “Buông tay không phải là quên.”

      “It means you loved enough to end.”

      My hand trembled, but this time the line was almost straight.

      I looked up. Linh was still there, but her edges were softening, as if the light was beginning to reclaim her. She smiled—not the crooked, skeptical one, but the quiet, proud smile she reserved for the students who finally solved the problem on their own.

      “Cảm ơn em,” I said, voice thick.

      She shrugged, hair falling into her face. “It’s nothing. Just weather.”

      She stood, and this time I did not ask her to stay. She touched my shoulder as she passed, her fingers cool and real and gentle. At the door, she turned and said, “Write it all down. Don’t forget.”

      Then she was gone, and the only evidence she’d been there was the imprint of her hand, the ring of coffee on the page, and the line she’d left behind:

      “Now.”

      I stared at the word, watched as the stain crept toward the edges of the paper, and felt, for the first time in years, the possibility of sleep.

      I closed my eyes. The city kept moving. The fan spun. The humidity pressed in, but it was no longer an enemy. It was just another reminder that everything, even the air, eventually finds its way back to zero.

      
        
        SYNAPTIC CLEARANCE

        The brain rewrites

        itself each night,

        washing away the

        proteins of yesterday’s

        loss, clearing

        the channels so

        the same wound

        can be felt again,

        clean and bright.

        I dreamed her

        into existence so

        many times that

        the boundary

        between memory

        and visitation

        had collapsed.

        Her voice was a

        neural echo, a

        neurotransmitter

        drifting in the

        aqueous soup

        of my skull.

        I woke to the

        evidence—her

        handprint on my

        shoulder, the

        ghost of her

        laughter vibrating

        in the glass, the

        taste of hope

        still bitter

        on my tongue.

        In the end,

        all I could do

        was write it down,

        let the words

        become the

        white matter

        of forgetting,

        the scaffolding

        for the next

        collapse.

        This is the

        final lesson:

        every ending

        is a form

        of release,

        and every

        goodbye is

        a new way

        of staying

        alive.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            The Oxygen of Enlightenment

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The fan whirred on, as always, but I could no longer hear it over the buzz in my own head. The morning outside was a pale, undifferentiated gray, the kind of light that flattened the world into a single dimension. I had slept, or at least entered a state functionally indistinguishable from sleep, and woke to the sight of my own handwriting stacked in drifts around the desk. Every page was an archaeological layer of self-revision, each entry more desperate to explain the previous one.

      I spent the first hour rereading my own notes, piecing together the perimeter of my collapse. The journal was a palimpsest: English clinical jargon and Vietnamese colloquialism layered in lines so tangled they could have been the product of a brain MRI. The top page was titled “SELF-EXPERIMENT: DA LAT HYPOTHESIS,” under which I had written, in trembling block letters:

      “HALLUCINATIONS = FUNCTION OF ALTITUDE?”

      Below that, a list:

      - insomnia, chronic

      - auditory phenomena (see: Linh)

      - derealization, sustained

      - loss of appetite (except for mango)

      - “regression to adolescent thought-patterns”

      The next entry was a Vietnamese proverb, mangled in my own translation:

      “Núi cao thì gió lớn. Cao quá thì thở không nổi.”

      (The higher the mountain, the greater the wind. Too high, and you can’t breathe.)

      My hands shook as I wrote, but I pressed on.

      I arranged my equipment with a ritualistic attention to order: oximeter, stopwatch, thermometer, blood pressure cuff, and the spiral-bound notebook that had once held the first, reckless love poems to Linh, now repurposed for data points and self-observation. I laid out a map of Da Lat, the city’s topography rendered in pastel contour lines, the lakes and pine forests and old French neighborhoods annotated in my own handwriting. I charted a route: start at city center (elevation: 1,500m), ascend to the pagoda at 1,600m, then higher to the military listening post at 1,700m, and, if still coherent, summit the ridge above the city at 1,900m. Each increment marked on the map with a trembling asterisk.

      The hypothesis was simple, elegant, untested: My symptoms—delusions, confusion, perceptual drift—were the product of hypoxia, a system-wide oxygen starvation misinterpreted by the brain as enlightenment. The literature, thin as it was, offered precedent: religious ecstasy in the Andes, migraine aura among Himalayan monks, even the famous cognitive failures of Everest summiteers. All secondary to lack of O₂. What if the madness was not a flaw, but a physiological inevitability?

      I took baseline measurements. Pulse: 98. SpO₂: 97%. BP: 123/76. Temperature: 36.9. Normal, or as normal as I would ever be again.

      I wrote, in the notebook:

      “If altitude is the root cause, then ascent should worsen symptoms.

      If the theory holds, then mental function should decline in step with elevation gain.

      If the theory fails, then it’s just madness.”

      Underneath, in a slanted, half-legible Vietnamese:

      “Nếu là điên, thì cũng phải làm cho đúng cách.”

      (If I am to go mad, let me do it properly.)

      I zipped the notebook into the outer pocket of my backpack, alongside a protein bar, a liter of water, the oximeter and a strip of aspirin just in case. I made sure my phone was charged, though I doubted I would use it. The packing was less an act of preparation than of self-absolution: if I vanished, at least the evidence would be tidy.

      The apartment was silent. I wondered if the neighbors had finally succeeded in their campaign of avoidance, or if I had simply stopped existing in their version of the city. I considered leaving a note—just in case—but realized that the journal would serve better as my last will and testament, a chronicle of what happens when self-analysis is mistaken for survival.

      I glanced at the time: 07:03. I had planned to leave at dawn, but the cloud cover was so dense it might as well have been midnight. I slipped on the weatherproof jacket that Linh had bought for me—back when I still believed that insulation was a solution to any problem Da Lat could throw at you—and cinched it tight against my throat.

      As I laced my shoes, I heard the voice for the first time that day. Not the hallucinated conversations with Freud or Jung, not the internal recitation of failure, but Linh’s voice, bright as a struck bell and twice as sharp.

      “Careful with your experiments, professor,” she said, the words hanging in the air between the bookshelf and the radiator. The tone was half-mocking, half-maternal, the same voice she used when I tried to open a wine bottle with a screwdriver or walk home from the bar without an umbrella.

      I dropped the pen. It rolled under the chair. For a moment, I did nothing but listen, waiting for the voice to resolve into an actual person or fade into the background noise of neurons.

      Nothing. The room was empty.

      I knelt to retrieve the pen, then stopped, hands on the floor, forehead pressed to the cold vinyl. I tried to count my breaths, to anchor myself in the physical, but even my own breathing sounded like an affectation, a pose struck for the benefit of some invisible camera.

      After a minute, I stood, dusted off my knees, and zipped the backpack shut. I took one last look at the desk, the ruins of my obsession, the map annotated with the logic of a doomed expedition.

      If this was madness, it was at least a madness with a plan.

      I stepped outside, and let the air of the city do its worst.

      
        
        SINGULARITY, WITH ALTITUDE

        The city built itself

        on the bones of old

        ambitions, each layer

        a different experiment

        in staying upright.

        I measured my

        decline with

        the precision of

        a late-career addict:

        pulse, pressure,

        O₂ saturation,

        the flavor of air

        just before rain.

        Every page

        of the journal

        was a failed

        hypothesis—

        love as cure,

        language as

        prophylactic,

        memory as

        slow-release

        poison.

        I plotted

        my own route

        out of the mess,

        marked it on

        a map with

        a pen that

        barely wrote.

        In the end,

        the theory

        was simple:

        all madness

        is a function

        of altitude,

        and the only

        way down

        is through.

        The voice

        of the lost

        beloved

        was the only

        constant.

        “Careful,”

        she said,

        but I wasn’t.

        I never was.

        The experiment

        began as

        all things do:

        with a note

        in the margin,

        and a single,

        irreversible

        step

        into air.

      

      

      Scene 2

      I started the climb at 08:17, per the instructions in my own handwriting. The street was already alive with scooters, their two-stroke engines harmonizing into a kind of mechanical chant. I kept to the sidewalk, hands jammed into the pockets of my jacket, the pulse of my own blood loud in my ears. At the roundabout, I stopped and took the first reading.

      Pulse: 103. SpO₂: 97%. Cognitive: perfect.

      The air was thick and wet, every breath a humid slurry, but I knew from experience that the real test wouldn’t begin until I left the tarmac for the trails. I made my way up Tran Hung Dao, the French villas on the left slowly decaying into apartments and karaoke bars, then veered east into the pine belt, the incline a steady, leg-burning ten percent.

      Fifteen minutes in, I reached the first checkpoint, an abandoned cafe overlooking the city. I checked my stats again, just as the protocol demanded.

      Pulse: 111. SpO₂: 96%. Cognitive: 100-93-86-79-72-65-58-51-44-37-30-23-16-9-2.

      I wrote it all down, my handwriting still legible, though I could see the first hints of drift in the baseline. I added a note:

      “Air tastes of resin, decay, something electrical.”

      I pressed on, following the path as it zigzagged up the slope, the pine needles underfoot slowly giving way to sharp outcrops of laterite. The city dropped away behind me, replaced by a silence so absolute it felt manufactured. The only sound was the soft crunch of my boots on the trail and the whistle of my own breath, which had begun to rasp at the edges.

      Thirty minutes. Next stop: the old pagoda.

      The building was closed, but the grounds were open. I sat on the cold stone steps, unzipped the pack, and ran the numbers:

      Pulse: 119. SpO₂: 94%. Cognitive: 100-93-86-79-72-65-58-51-44-37-30-23-16-9-2. “cat / con mèo,” “light / ánh sáng,” “desire / ham muốn,” “cell / tế bào.”

      The notebook was already showing signs of slippage. I’d written “cat / con mèo” five times, each entry further to the right margin, as if the word itself was migrating away from the page.

      I pulled the oximeter off my finger and stared at the print left behind: a pale oval, the skin blanched and pruney. I considered texting Dr. Thompson—”Real-time hypoxia study ongoing, see attached”—but resisted. The university had enough reasons to regret sending me here.

      The climb resumed, the next segment steeper, the pine canopy closing overhead, the air growing colder and thinner with each switchback. At regular intervals, I repeated the cognitive drills: count back by sevens, spell “hypoxia” in Vietnamese, conjugate “to lose” in every tense I could remember. Each time, the performance degraded, the errors accumulating like plaque in a neglected artery.

      At seventy-five minutes, I stopped again. The city was now a distant rumor, the only visible landmark the radio tower flashing red in the mist.

      Pulse: 128. SpO₂: 92%. Cognitive: 100-92-84-76-68-60-52-44-36-28-20-12-4-(-4).

      I stared at the negative number, then laughed, the sound dry and hollow. My handwriting had devolved to a child’s scrawl, the lines slanting down and to the left.

      A paragraph, written in both languages:

      “Không chắc mình còn viết được nữa. Tay run, đầu nhẹ, mắt mờ. Nhớ Linh hơn bao giờ hết.”

      (Not sure I can still write. Hands shaking, head light, vision blurred. Miss Linh more than ever.)

      I pressed my thumb to the inside of my wrist, feeling the pulse there—a stutter, then a slow roll, as if the heart had decided to take the day off. The taste of iron filled my mouth, familiar and not unpleasant, a flavor that reminded me of childhood injuries and the way Linh used to lick paper cuts to stop the bleeding.

      The last push to the summit was a blur. The trail narrowed, the pine trunks leaning in, the ground a mattress of wet needles. I lost track of time, counting steps instead, setting arbitrary goals: make it to the next tree, the next bend, the next patch of sunlight breaking through the gloom.

      At the final switchback, the symptoms hit with surgical precision. First the dizziness, then the sense of detachment, as if my body were a puppet operated from a kilometer away. I ran the next test and found I couldn’t remember how to divide by seven, or if I’d ever known how.

      Pulse: 134. SpO₂: 89%. Cognitive: “Words swim. Linh, em ơi, I can’t⁠—”

      The sentence trailed off, unfinished.

      I stumbled. My boot slid on a slick patch of moss, and I went down hard, the notebook flying from my hand, the oximeter skidding into the underbrush. I rolled onto my back and stared at the canopy, the branches knitting and unknitting with each rapid-fire blink of my eyes.

      For a moment, I considered just staying there, letting the data collection end with a note in the margin and a smudge of blood on the page. But protocol is protocol. I sat up, found the oximeter (cracked, still functional), and snapped it back onto my finger. The display wavered, then stabilized:

      Pulse: 139. SpO₂: 87%.

      I managed a laugh. “Sắp chết rồi,” I said, voice wobbling. Almost dead.

      I wrote in the notebook:

      “Subject at critical threshold. No desire to continue, but will. Tunnel vision. Peripheral drift. Colors gone except blue.”

      I checked the cognitive test, but could not remember what test I was supposed to do. I wrote, instead:

      “Em ơi, forgive me.”

      The words blurred as I watched them, the letters doubling and swimming across the page.

      I looked at my hands. They were shaking so badly that the pen left a series of jagged, overlaid lines on the paper. I pressed the oximeter’s memory button and watched as the prior readings played back, a history of decline rendered in LED.

      The forest around me was silent. Even the insects seemed to have stopped caring.

      I braced myself against a tree and stood, vision narrowing to a single, vibrating point. The summit was less than a hundred meters away.

      I told myself that if I could just reach the top, everything would make sense again.

      I took the first step.

      
        
        HEMATOCRIT

        By the third hour,

        the air was as thin

        as an excuse.

        I measured my

        own decline

        with the rigor

        of a field medic:

        every stop a

        battlefield triage,

        every page a

        casualty report.

        The higher I climbed,

        the more the world

        lost its edges.

        Language split

        into cells⁠—

        each word an

        isotope, decaying

        faster than it

        could be spoken.

        I wrote her name

        in the margin,

        over and over,

        until it lost

        all meaning.

        I fell once,

        and the taste

        of iron in my

        mouth was a

        reminder that

        I was still

        partly alive.

        I got up.

        There was no

        other option.

        The climb

        continued, each

        breath a

        negotiation

        between desire

        and the body’s

        stubborn wish

        to stop.

        At the end,

        the notebook

        was unreadable,

        a spasm of

        lines and

        misspelled

        hope.

        But I reached

        the summit.

        I think I did.

        I wrote it

        down, so it

        must be true.

      

      

      Scene 3

      The last hundred meters were a corridor of white. The air was so thin that my lungs couldn’t process it; I stopped trying to breathe and simply let the wind do what it wanted with me. The oximeter beeped an alarm, then gave up. My body was reduced to a series of negotiations: one step, then another, then a brief negotiation with gravity.

      I reached the top at 11:27, according to the trembling digits of my watch. The summit was a bare patch of granite, wind-stripped and raw, with a rusted survey marker embedded in the center. I collapsed onto the rock, limbs splayed, chest heaving with the effort of just continuing. Above, the clouds raced each other across the sky, breaking and reforming with every gust.

      For a minute—maybe two—I did nothing but shake.

      Then the clarity arrived. Not as a vision, not as a voice, but as a singularity: the sudden, absolute conviction that everything I had suffered was explainable, even beautiful, if viewed through the correct lens.

      I fished the notebook from my pack, flipped to a blank page, and scrawled:

      “Pulse 135. SpO₂ 85%. Severe cognitive impairment. Visual field: collapsed to tunnel. But mind is clear. All symptoms are hypoxic artifact. Insight: At altitude, brain must choose between memory and function. Today it chose function.”

      I laughed, or tried to, but the sound came out as a dry cough. The wind battered my face, peeling the sweat from my skin and freezing it in place. For the first time in months, I felt more alive than dead.

      The hallucinations were gone. No voices, no apparitions. Not even Linh. The only thing left was the world: Da Lat spread out below me in the geometry of perfect indifference. The city’s blocks were as neat as a circuit board, each one separated by slivers of green. The lake was a bright slash, the surface rippling in the wind. Farther out, the hills rolled on forever, each one a new experiment in the failure of human ambition.

      I wrote, in the notebook:

      “Data confirm hypothesis. Altitude creates conditions for loss of self, but also—paradoxically—a moment of perfect detachment. Conclusion: clarity is a side effect of collapse. Recovery not possible, but understanding is.”

      Underneath, in Vietnamese, in the cleanest script I’d managed in days:

      “Cảm ơn em. Anh đã hiểu rồi.”

      (Thank you. I understand now.)

      I tore out the page and let the wind have it. The paper caught an updraft, looped once, then vanished over the edge. The act felt both sacramental and perfectly pointless.

      I stayed at the summit for as long as I could, running the numbers every five minutes, watching as my own vitals refused to stabilize. The world below was a model: all suffering reduced to scale, each failure a building block in the landscape of regret. I could see, with perfect academic detachment, every choice that had led me here, every experiment in love or loss that had failed to stick.

      The wind shifted. The air temperature dropped, and the clouds threatened rain. I snapped a picture of the summit marker, then packed up the gear, the oximeter’s warning light flashing like a judgment. I started the descent with no expectation of surviving it.

      Halfway down, the symptoms returned. First the ringing in the ears, then the tremor in the hands. By the time I reached the city’s edge, the hallucinations were back, but changed: they no longer frightened or controlled me. Each one was just another artifact, a side effect to be measured and dismissed.

      At the market, I bought a mango and ate it sitting on the curb, the juice running down my wrist, the sweetness sharper than any memory.

      I wrote in the notebook:

      “There is no cure, only adaptation. But for a moment, I was free.”

      I closed the journal, tucked it away, and let the city absorb me back into its endless, indifferent motion.

      
        
        OXYGEN DEPRIVATION STUDY

        On the mountain

        top, the only thing

        left was air and

        the body’s refusal

        to breathe it.

        Every system

        failed in sequence,

        each collapse

        a rehearsal for

        the next.

        But in the

        moment of

        near-total loss,

        something

        new appeared:

        a lucidity that

        cut through

        every layer

        of confusion,

        every memory

        of the beloved,

        every self-inflicted

        wound.

        For three

        heartbeats

        I saw the

        world as it

        was: blue

        and white

        and absolute,

        untethered

        from the

        narrative

        of suffering.

        The descent

        was quick,

        the return

        to madness

        a mercy.

        But I

        remembered

        the interval.

        I wrote it

        down, in case

        I ever needed

        to believe in

        a future again.

        Sometimes

        the only

        proof of

        survival is

        the record

        you leave

        behind.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Confronting the Ghost

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The humidity had achieved the texture of failure, each molecule a rebuke to the possibility of comfort. My shirt, never fully dry, clung in uneven patches to the ladder of my spine. Even before I entered the café, the fog on the glass had conspired to turn the interior into a diorama: an old woman shelling sunflower seeds in a slow, hypnotic rhythm; a young couple who had perfected the art of looking at their phones in unison, mouths fixed in the aperture of either complaint or desire; a barista who moved with the nervous efficiency of someone determined to leave the country at the earliest opportunity. No one looked up as I entered, and the lack of acknowledgment felt like both a mercy and an accusation.

      I chose the corner table by the window, the one with the least warped wood and a direct sightline to the street. The table had, at some point, been varnished to a high sheen, but now wore a patina of hairline scratches and coffee rings that had resisted all attempts at erasure. I wiped a patch clear with the sleeve of my jacket and sat, the chair groaning in protest at the extra kilogram of despair I must have added since my last visit.

      The air inside was a dense emulsion of coffee oil, pastry sugar, and the mildew that had annexed the wooden beams above the bar. The familiar smell hit with surgical precision, excising a memory of Linh in her last month here: hands cupped around a mug, steam lacing her hair, eyes fixed on something a thousand kilometers behind me. I had brought her here after the diagnosis, thinking the normalcy of a public setting might hold the moment together, but the only thing the café contained was the knowledge of how much we both hated pretending.

      The barista—he of the emigration daydreams—approached with the laminated menu, but I waved it off. “Một ly bạc xỉu, nhiều đá,” I said, voice crumbling on the last syllable. He nodded, already writing the order on his palm with an invisible pen. He didn’t ask if I wanted anything else. No one ever did.

      I sat back and listened to the rhythm of the espresso machine, the haphazard percussion of plates being stacked and unstacked behind the counter. The ambient noise was just loud enough to occlude my own thoughts, but not so loud that I couldn’t hear the dialogue between the couple at the next table. They spoke in a blend of English and Vietnamese, the code-switching so fluid it was impossible to tell which was the native tongue. The content was pure surface—weekend plans, a rumor about the bakery two blocks down, the weather. I envied their ability to operate entirely on the present tense.

      The old woman, still shelling seeds, looked up and gave me a nod. Her face was a topography of collapsed features, the nose and jaw retreating from the battlefield of the decades. I nodded back, then turned my attention to the street outside. The window was clouded with condensation, so I traced the path of a single droplet as it burrowed a channel through the mist. With each centimeter of descent, the world outside lost more definition, until all that remained were shadows moving against a background of white.

      The coffee arrived with a clatter, the glass so overfilled that a rim of sweetened condensed milk had already started its slow ooze down the side. The barista set it down with a tight-lipped smile, then placed a second glass—empty—across from mine.

      I stared at it, then at him. He shrugged, as if to say: Sometimes the guest shows up, sometimes not.

      I exhaled through my nose, trying to find humor in the gesture, but the air caught in my throat and doubled back. I rearranged the glasses: one for me, one for Linh, though I had no evidence that she would ever return to claim her seat. I tried to recall the last thing she said to me in this café, but the memory was a dead pixel—nothing there but the faint outline of her fingers drumming the glass, the nervous repetition of a phrase in Vietnamese that I could never quite translate.

      I sipped the coffee, letting the sugar coat the roof of my mouth before the bitterness kicked in. I thought of all the times Linh had tried to explain the logic of Vietnamese coffee, the ritual of mixing and waiting and only drinking after the ice had half-melted. “You can’t rush the process,” she’d say, as if I hadn’t spent my entire academic career weaponizing impatience.

      I let the glass sweat onto the table, forming a perfect ellipse around the base. The condensation reminded me of an experiment Linh once described—a study of how water molecules arrange themselves on hydrophobic surfaces, always seeking the path of least resistance. I wondered if love was the same: a tendency to pool wherever it was least wanted, to refuse absorption even when the substrate was perfectly designed to repel it.

      I looked at the empty glass across from me. It caught the light from the window, refracting it into a spectrum that bled across the scratched tabletop. I reached out, touched the rim with my index finger, and said—soft, almost a dare—”Em đâu rồi?”

      The old woman at the other table glanced over, her eyes sharp beneath the collapsing folds of skin. She listened, but did not interrupt.

      “Where did you go?” I tried again, this time in English, the question more rhetorical than real.

      The couple at the next table paused their conversation, caught in the cross-current of embarrassment and curiosity. I could see the man’s lips tighten, the woman’s hand hovering just above his, as if unsure whether to offer comfort or to shield him from the spectacle.

      I ignored them. I leaned in closer to the empty chair and spoke in a stage whisper, toggling between languages as if searching for the version that would summon Linh back from wherever she’d gone.

      “Em nói… tình không có ngày mai,” I said, the phrase awkward in my mouth. “You said love without a future is… what? Is beautiful? Is brave? Or just stupid?”

      I waited for an answer, but the only reply was the hum of the refrigerator behind the bar.

      I stared into the glass, watched as the ice began to fracture, sending tiny rivers of melted coffee cascading through the syrup at the bottom. I thought of all the microfractures inside my own skull—the places where the pressure had built, where the infrastructure of self had failed to hold against the weight of longing.

      I set my elbows on the table and rested my forehead in my hands. The world spun, just a little.

      I pulled the notebook from my backpack, thumbed to a blank page, and began to write. The first lines came in English, but soon enough the Vietnamese invaded, occupying the space with its unfamiliar grammar and even less familiar emotional logic.

      The poem that came out was not the poem I meant to write.

      
        
        DISSOLUTION

        The world is a rumor

        of itself, a city

        decaying in reverse.

        Every memory

        is a hallway

        where I chase

        your shadow,

        but you always

        turn the corner

        just before I arrive.

        My hands remember

        the shape of you

        better than my mind

        remembers the sound

        of your name.

        I call to you

        in both languages,

        but all I get

        is the echo:

        Em đâu rồi? Em đâu rồi?

        You never answer,

        and the silence

        blooms inside me

        like a bruise

        I can’t stop pressing.

        I am losing

        the argument

        with myself,

        the boundaries

        collapsing

        until all I have

        left is want.

        Want is not

        a future.

        It is only

        a kind of hunger.

        I eat, and eat,

        but the more

        I consume,

        the less

        there is of me

        to be filled.

        In the end,

        even memory

        forgets itself.

        Even the echo

        gets tired

        of repeating

        your name.

      

      

      I read the poem twice, then tore the page from the notebook and folded it into a small, precise square. I placed it on the table, beside the empty glass. The act felt sacramental, though I knew better than to believe in the magic of offerings.

      The barista watched from behind the counter, his posture wary. The couple at the next table had resumed their conversation, but now their words were slower, more careful, as if they were afraid that any expression of happiness might trigger another episode.

      I looked again at the empty chair, and for a moment—just a moment—I thought I saw the faintest impression in the cushion, as if someone had just risen or was about to sit. The air above the chair shimmered, a mirage in the currents of the ceiling fan. I blinked, and it was gone, but the smell of Linh’s perfume lingered, sharp and sweet, mingling with the coffee and the mildew.

      I reached out, touched the rim of the empty glass once more, and whispered:

      “Where did you go?”

      The answer came, not from the chair, but from inside my own chest:

      I never left. You just stopped looking for me in the places I knew how to be.

      I closed my eyes, let the humidity wash over me, and waited for the future to catch up with the past.

      
        
        BẠN CŨ (Old Friend)

        Today I ordered your favorite.

        I waited for you to arrive.

        Outside, the city wore its fog

        like regret, and I wore mine.

        The glass you didn’t touch

        left a watermark on the table.

        I whispered your name

        into the steam of my coffee,

        and for a moment, I thought

        I heard you answer.

        But it was only the sound

        of my own voice,

        lonely enough

        to echo.

      

      

      Scene 2

      The light had gone flat, the day’s early heat smothered beneath a new layer of mist that pressed against the café windows, turning every surface slick and indistinct. Even the old woman with her seeds seemed to shrink under the weight of the gloom, her fingers slowing to a crawl as she counted and recounted the same small handful, like a child afraid to finish a game.

      I gripped the table’s edge, the bone-white of my knuckles reflected in the coffee’s surface. The poem I had written—now folded and resting by the empty glass—looked childish, its creases already softening in the wet air. The room’s noise had changed: the voices of the couple next table over were hushed, filtered through the white-noise hush of the windows. I could feel the attention of the room hovering just at the edge of my vision, a collection of glances exchanged in secret but never quite leaving me alone.

      My jaw ached. I realized I was grinding my teeth, the muscle along my cheek twitching in time with the arrhythmia in my chest.

      I leaned toward the empty chair. The words came out louder than intended, bouncing off the glass and back into the shared air:

      “You knew this would happen. You knew I would fall apart without you.”

      A silence followed, longer than it should have been. The barista froze mid-step, tray balanced on one palm, uncertain whether to retreat or continue. The couple at the next table stopped pretending not to listen. The old woman stared straight at me now, unblinking.

      I reached for the coffee, but my hand missed, knocking the glass against the edge of the table. The liquid geysered out, spattering across the notepad, the poem, the folded square I had made for Linh. The stain spread instantly, drowning the words in a tide of bitterness.

      I stared at the mess, then back at the empty chair.

      “Why did you leave?” I said, quieter this time. “Was it me? Did I break something you needed to survive?”

      The café manager appeared from the back—short, balding, a face like overcooked rice pudding. He approached with the careful choreography of someone trained in the art of de-escalation. He hovered at the edge of the table, hands tucked behind his back, voice gentle as he said, “Anh ơi, is everything… okay?”

      The question was so absurd I almost laughed. I shook my head, wiped my palm across the wet table, smearing coffee grounds into a Rorschach that looked, for a split second, like the silhouette of Linh’s hair in the mornings.

      “I’m fine,” I lied, the two words as brittle as the sugar packets on the tray.

      The manager glanced at the spill, at the glass, at my face. He saw something there that made him hesitate. Maybe it was the way my hand kept shaking, or the fact that my eyes refused to meet his, instead zeroing in on the pattern of brown as it bled across the page.

      “I can bring more coffee?” he offered, but his voice rose at the end, making it a question designed to be refused.

      I shook my head again. “No, thank you.”

      He nodded, shot a look at the barista, then retreated with the efficiency of someone who had no intention of getting paid enough for this.

      The air in the room thickened, the background conversation returning but softer now, each voice pitched in the minor key of embarrassment. The couple next to me exchanged looks; the woman placed her hand on the man’s wrist, and he squeezed it, his jaw set in a line that said, Don’t get involved.

      I leaned forward, put my face close to the empty chair.

      “Why can’t you just tell me?” I whispered, half in English, half in Vietnamese. “Tell me what I did wrong.”

      The chair, of course, said nothing. But in its silence, I heard Linh’s voice, the one she reserved for small animals or for me in my weakest moments: soft, laced with patience, and an undercurrent of pity that stung more than any anger.

      “It was never your fault,” the voice said. “You just thought I would save you. But I’m not a life preserver.”

      I swallowed, throat suddenly dry. “I know,” I whispered. “But I needed you to be one.”

      I closed my eyes. The image of Linh hovered behind my lids: the sad smile, the way she used to tilt her head as if measuring the weight of my need before deciding if she could hold it for another hour. I remembered her hands, always in motion, always trying to fix or arrange or soothe.

      I opened my eyes. The old woman had gone back to her seeds, but now her hands moved with new urgency, as if racing to finish before the rain outside claimed the rest of the day.

      The couple got up to leave, the man glancing at me as he passed, offering a small, resigned nod. I returned it, then watched as they slipped through the door, the humidity snatching them away before I could see if they ever looked back.

      I stared at the ruined page on the table, the words now illegible under the brown tide. I thought about Linh, about the way she always cleaned up after me, the way she never left a mess for the next person. I thought about the city, how it repainted every day over the old one, how nothing ever lasted, not even regret.

      I pressed my hand flat against the coffee stain, feeling the cool of the liquid seep through the paper, into the skin, into the bone.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, not sure if I meant it for Linh, the staff, or myself.

      The barista came by with a rag, his movements careful, almost apologetic. “It’s okay, anh,” he said. “Happens all the time.”

      I smiled at the lie, then watched as he mopped up the spill, collecting the ruined page, the folded poem, the evidence. He handed back the notebook, a little wetter than before.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He nodded. “No problem.”

      The room emptied out, the old woman left, the manager retreated to the back. I sat alone, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound. The rain outside had picked up, drops slamming against the glass in a rhythm that was both random and inevitable.

      I pulled the notebook closer, flipped to a new page, and wrote:

      “I blamed you for leaving, but really I was just angry you didn’t take me with you.”

      Below it, in Vietnamese:

      “Em đi rồi. Nhưng anh vẫn ở lại. Như một bóng ma.”

      (You left. But I stayed. Like a ghost.)

      I watched as the ink blurred, the words dissolving even as I tried to fix them to the page.

      For a long time, I did nothing but listen to the rain, feeling each drop as it hit the world, as if it could drown out what was left of my own voice.

      
        
        REGRESSION

        I pressed my hand

        to the table,

        watching the stain

        widen, absorb

        every word I ever

        wrote to you.

        I shouted your

        name in public

        just to hear the

        echo, but even

        the echo was

        embarrassed

        for me.

        The world shrank

        to the size of

        an empty chair,

        and every person

        who saw me

        pretended not to.

        I could not

        stop the spill,

        could not clean

        the mess, could

        not make the

        memory behave.

        I blamed you,

        blamed the city,

        blamed the rain.

        But at the end,

        all that was left

        was my hand,

        my mess,

        and a silence

        thick enough

        to drown in.

      

      

      Scene 3

      By noon, the humidity had reclaimed its territory. The air inside the café no longer moved at all, every molecule too saturated to participate in convection. Even the refrigerator’s drone sounded damp, as if it had lost the will to keep anything cool.

      I slumped back in the chair, every joint aching with a fatigue that went well beyond the body. For a long time I just stared at my hands, palms flat against the ruined notebook, watching the brown stain of coffee creep toward my fingertips.

      I felt empty, but not in the sharp, painful way of the morning. This was a vacancy that had accepted itself, a room cleared out and swept bare for the next tenant.

      I looked at the glass across from me, the one I’d ordered for Linh. The ice had collapsed, the coffee a stratified mess of brown and white, the surface dusted with flecks of mold I’d never noticed before. I wondered how long it would sit there before someone cleared it away. I wondered if anyone ever really finished their coffee, or if we all just left behind an unfinished part for someone else to clean up.

      I closed the notebook and placed it beside the empty glass, the two objects forming a kind of axis—a line connecting the present moment to every other failed attempt at closure. I exhaled, the breath coming out in a sigh so deep it scraped the bottom of my chest.

      “I need to let you go,” I said, this time softly, almost as if I didn’t want anyone to hear it. “Not because I want to, but because you were never mine to keep.”

      I expected nothing in response. But in the shimmering air above the chair, I thought I saw the ghost of Linh nod, the faintest flicker of a smile at the corner of her mouth. Or maybe it was just the way the light refracted through the condensation, rendering the empty into a shape I could live with for another day.

      I reached for my wallet, pulled out a wad of crumpled bills, and left enough money on the table to cover the damage, plus a tip generous enough to buy forgiveness for every awkward scene I’d staged in this room over the past year.

      I ran a hand through my hair, felt the grit of sweat at the scalp, tried to smooth down the rumpled shirt that hadn’t seen a washing machine in weeks. My fingers trembled, but the movement felt less like a symptom and more like a return to baseline.

      From the back, the barista watched as I stood, a flicker of something like relief in his eyes. I caught his gaze, nodded once, then turned toward the door.

      The bell above the entrance rang as I pushed out into the street. The city greeted me with a slap of wet heat and the raw chemical tang of two-stroke scooter exhaust. For a second, I just stood there, letting the air rehydrate my skin and seep into every open pore. The world outside was brighter than I remembered, the colors oversaturated by the mist that had settled over the lake, the trees a shade greener, the sky a white so pure it bordered on obscene.

      I started to walk, at first with no clear destination, just a slow drift down the sidewalk. My shoes squeaked on the wet pavement, but each step felt a little more certain than the last. I passed the bakery where Linh used to buy bánh tiêu on lazy Sundays, the pharmacy where she once argued with the clerk about whether cough drops could cure heartbreak. Every corner held a memory, but none of them stabbed anymore. They just flickered, brief as the shadow of a bird passing overhead.

      At the roundabout, I paused to watch the traffic, the scooters looping in concentric circles, each driver convinced of their own immortality. I wondered if any of them had ever lost someone and, if so, whether they ever stopped searching for that person in the rearview mirror.

      The thought made me smile, not out of happiness, but out of the recognition that even in defeat, there is a kind of forward motion.

      I ducked into the alley that cut behind the post office, where the air was cooler and the walls were lined with the graffiti of three generations of bored teenagers. I traced a finger over the peeling paint, the letters spelling out names I’d never know, confessions in every possible language. The wall felt alive, humming with the electricity of things left unsaid.

      I pressed my palm to the brick, closed my eyes, and let the pulse of the city run up my arm, into my chest, into the hollow where Linh used to be.

      When I opened my eyes, I felt lighter.

      I kept walking.

      
        
        LIMINAL

        After loss,

        the world is

        neither more

        nor less

        beautiful.

        Only the

        air has changed,

        the way it

        clings to the

        skin and makes

        each step

        a negotiation.

        I carried

        your name

        through the

        city, waiting

        for it to

        evaporate

        or for the

        world to

        reclaim it.

        At the café

        where you

        once sat,

        I ordered

        your drink

        and waited

        for a sign.

        None came.

        Only the

        humidity,

        and the

        memory

        of your voice

        telling me

        it’s time

        to go home.

        I listened.

        I left.

        I’m still

        leaving.

        That is

        how survival

        works.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            The Aftermath of Clarity

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The humidity had achieved the texture of failure, each molecule a rebuke to the possibility of comfort. My shirt, never fully dry, clung in uneven patches to the ladder of my spine. Even before I entered the café, the fog on the glass had conspired to turn the interior into a diorama: an old woman shelling sunflower seeds in a slow, hypnotic rhythm; a young couple who had perfected the art of looking at their phones in unison, mouths fixed in the aperture of either complaint or desire; a barista who moved with the nervous efficiency of someone determined to leave the country at the earliest opportunity. No one looked up as I entered, and the lack of acknowledgment felt like both a mercy and an accusation.

      I chose the corner table by the window, the one with the least warped wood and a direct sightline to the street. The table had, at some point, been varnished to a high sheen, but now wore a patina of hairline scratches and coffee rings that had resisted all attempts at erasure. I wiped a patch clear with the sleeve of my jacket and sat, the chair groaning in protest at the extra kilogram of despair I must have added since my last visit.

      The air inside was a dense emulsion of coffee oil, pastry sugar, and the mildew that had annexed the wooden beams above the bar. The familiar smell hit with surgical precision, excising a memory of Linh in her last month here: hands cupped around a mug, steam lacing her hair, eyes fixed on something a thousand kilometers behind me. I had brought her here after the diagnosis, thinking the normalcy of a public setting might hold the moment together, but the only thing the café contained was the knowledge of how much we both hated pretending.

      The barista—he of the emigration daydreams—approached with the laminated menu, but I waved it off. “Một ly bạc xỉu, nhiều đá,” I said, voice crumbling on the last syllable. He nodded, already writing the order on his palm with an invisible pen. He didn’t ask if I wanted anything else. No one ever did.

      I sat back and listened to the rhythm of the espresso machine, the haphazard percussion of plates being stacked and unstacked behind the counter. The ambient noise was just loud enough to occlude my own thoughts, but not so loud that I couldn’t hear the dialogue between the couple at the next table. They spoke in a blend of English and Vietnamese, the code-switching so fluid it was impossible to tell which was the native tongue. The content was pure surface—weekend plans, a rumor about the bakery two blocks down, the weather. I envied their ability to operate entirely on the present tense.

      The old woman, still shelling seeds, looked up and gave me a nod. Her face was a topography of collapsed features, the nose and jaw retreating from the battlefield of the decades. I nodded back, then turned my attention to the street outside. The window was clouded with condensation, so I traced the path of a single droplet as it burrowed a channel through the mist. With each centimeter of descent, the world outside lost more definition, until all that remained were shadows moving against a background of white.

      The coffee arrived with a clatter, the glass so overfilled that a rim of sweetened condensed milk had already started its slow ooze down the side. The barista set it down with a tight-lipped smile, then placed a second glass—empty—across from mine.

      I stared at it, then at him. He shrugged, as if to say: Sometimes the guest shows up, sometimes not.

      I exhaled through my nose, trying to find humor in the gesture, but the air caught in my throat and doubled back. I rearranged the glasses: one for me, one for Linh, though I had no evidence that she would ever return to claim her seat. I tried to recall the last thing she said to me in this café, but the memory was a dead pixel—nothing there but the faint outline of her fingers drumming the glass, the nervous repetition of a phrase in Vietnamese that I could never quite translate.

      I sipped the coffee, letting the sugar coat the roof of my mouth before the bitterness kicked in. I thought of all the times Linh had tried to explain the logic of Vietnamese coffee, the ritual of mixing and waiting and only drinking after the ice had half-melted. “You can’t rush the process,” she’d say, as if I hadn’t spent my entire academic career weaponizing impatience.

      I let the glass sweat onto the table, forming a perfect ellipse around the base. The condensation reminded me of an experiment Linh once described—a study of how water molecules arrange themselves on hydrophobic surfaces, always seeking the path of least resistance. I wondered if love was the same: a tendency to pool wherever it was least wanted, to refuse absorption even when the substrate was perfectly designed to repel it.

      I looked at the empty glass across from me. It caught the light from the window, refracting it into a spectrum that bled across the scratched tabletop. I reached out, touched the rim with my index finger, and said—soft, almost a dare—”Em đâu rồi?”

      The old woman at the other table glanced over, her eyes sharp beneath the collapsing folds of skin. She listened, but did not interrupt.

      “Where did you go?” I tried again, this time in English, the question more rhetorical than real.

      The couple at the next table paused their conversation, caught in the cross-current of embarrassment and curiosity. I could see the man’s lips tighten, the woman’s hand hovering just above his, as if unsure whether to offer comfort or to shield him from the spectacle.

      I ignored them. I leaned in closer to the empty chair and spoke in a stage whisper, toggling between languages as if searching for the version that would summon Linh back from wherever she’d gone.

      “Em nói… tình không có ngày mai,” I said, the phrase awkward in my mouth. “You said love without a future is… what? Is beautiful? Is brave? Or just stupid?”

      I waited for an answer, but the only reply was the hum of the refrigerator behind the bar.

      I stared into the glass, watched as the ice began to fracture, sending tiny rivers of melted coffee cascading through the syrup at the bottom. I thought of all the microfractures inside my own skull—the places where the pressure had built, where the infrastructure of self had failed to hold against the weight of longing.

      I set my elbows on the table and rested my forehead in my hands. The world spun, just a little.

      I pulled the notebook from my backpack, thumbed to a blank page, and began to write. The first lines came in English, but soon enough the Vietnamese invaded, occupying the space with its unfamiliar grammar and even less familiar emotional logic.

      The poem that came out was not the poem I meant to write.

      
        
        DISSOLUTION

        The world is a rumor

        of itself, a city

        decaying in reverse.

        Every memory

        is a hallway

        where I chase

        your shadow,

        but you always

        turn the corner

        just before I arrive.

        My hands remember

        the shape of you

        better than my mind

        remembers the sound

        of your name.

        I call to you

        in both languages,

        but all I get

        is the echo:

        Em đâu rồi? Em đâu rồi?

        You never answer,

        and the silence

        blooms inside me

        like a bruise

        I can’t stop pressing.

        I am losing

        the argument

        with myself,

        the boundaries

        collapsing

        until all I have

        left is want.

        Want is not

        a future.

        It is only

        a kind of hunger.

        I eat, and eat,

        but the more

        I consume,

        the less

        there is of me

        to be filled.

        In the end,

        even memory

        forgets itself.

        Even the echo

        gets tired

        of repeating

        your name.

      

      

      I read the poem twice, then tore the page from the notebook and folded it into a small, precise square. I placed it on the table, beside the empty glass. The act felt sacramental, though I knew better than to believe in the magic of offerings.

      The barista watched from behind the counter, his posture wary. The couple at the next table had resumed their conversation, but now their words were slower, more careful, as if they were afraid that any expression of happiness might trigger another episode.

      I looked again at the empty chair, and for a moment—just a moment—I thought I saw the faintest impression in the cushion, as if someone had just risen or was about to sit. The air above the chair shimmered, a mirage in the currents of the ceiling fan. I blinked, and it was gone, but the smell of Linh’s perfume lingered, sharp and sweet, mingling with the coffee and the mildew.

      I reached out, touched the rim of the empty glass once more, and whispered:

      “Where did you go?”

      The answer came, not from the chair, but from inside my own chest:

      I never left. You just stopped looking for me in the places I knew how to be.

      I closed my eyes, let the humidity wash over me, and waited for the future to catch up with the past.

      
        
        BẠN CŨ (Old Friend)

        Today I ordered your favorite.

        I waited for you to arrive.

        Outside, the city wore its fog

        like regret, and I wore mine.

        The glass you didn’t touch

        left a watermark on the table.

        I whispered your name

        into the steam of my coffee,

        and for a moment, I thought

        I heard you answer.

        But it was only the sound

        of my own voice,

        lonely enough

        to echo.

      

      

      Scene 2

      The light had gone flat, the day’s early heat smothered beneath a new layer of mist that pressed against the café windows, turning every surface slick and indistinct. Even the old woman with her seeds seemed to shrink under the weight of the gloom, her fingers slowing to a crawl as she counted and recounted the same small handful, like a child afraid to finish a game.

      I gripped the table’s edge, the bone-white of my knuckles reflected in the coffee’s surface. The poem I had written—now folded and resting by the empty glass—looked childish, its creases already softening in the wet air. The room’s noise had changed: the voices of the couple next table over were hushed, filtered through the white-noise hush of the windows. I could feel the attention of the room hovering just at the edge of my vision, a collection of glances exchanged in secret but never quite leaving me alone.

      My jaw ached. I realized I was grinding my teeth, the muscle along my cheek twitching in time with the arrhythmia in my chest.

      I leaned toward the empty chair. The words came out louder than intended, bouncing off the glass and back into the shared air:

      “You knew this would happen. You knew I would fall apart without you.”

      A silence followed, longer than it should have been. The barista froze mid-step, tray balanced on one palm, uncertain whether to retreat or continue. The couple at the next table stopped pretending not to listen. The old woman stared straight at me now, unblinking.

      I reached for the coffee, but my hand missed, knocking the glass against the edge of the table. The liquid geysered out, spattering across the notepad, the poem, the folded square I had made for Linh. The stain spread instantly, drowning the words in a tide of bitterness.

      I stared at the mess, then back at the empty chair.

      “Why did you leave?” I said, quieter this time. “Was it me? Did I break something you needed to survive?”

      The café manager appeared from the back—short, balding, a face like overcooked rice pudding. He approached with the careful choreography of someone trained in the art of de-escalation. He hovered at the edge of the table, hands tucked behind his back, voice gentle as he said, “Anh ơi, is everything… okay?”

      The question was so absurd I almost laughed. I shook my head, wiped my palm across the wet table, smearing coffee grounds into a Rorschach that looked, for a split second, like the silhouette of Linh’s hair in the mornings.

      “I’m fine,” I lied, the two words as brittle as the sugar packets on the tray.

      The manager glanced at the spill, at the glass, at my face. He saw something there that made him hesitate. Maybe it was the way my hand kept shaking, or the fact that my eyes refused to meet his, instead zeroing in on the pattern of brown as it bled across the page.

      “I can bring more coffee?” he offered, but his voice rose at the end, making it a question designed to be refused.

      I shook my head again. “No, thank you.”

      He nodded, shot a look at the barista, then retreated with the efficiency of someone who had no intention of getting paid enough for this.

      The air in the room thickened, the background conversation returning but softer now, each voice pitched in the minor key of embarrassment. The couple next to me exchanged looks; the woman placed her hand on the man’s wrist, and he squeezed it, his jaw set in a line that said, Don’t get involved.

      I leaned forward, put my face close to the empty chair.

      “Why can’t you just tell me?” I whispered, half in English, half in Vietnamese. “Tell me what I did wrong.”

      The chair, of course, said nothing. But in its silence, I heard Linh’s voice, the one she reserved for small animals or for me in my weakest moments: soft, laced with patience, and an undercurrent of pity that stung more than any anger.

      “It was never your fault,” the voice said. “You just thought I would save you. But I’m not a life preserver.”

      I swallowed, throat suddenly dry. “I know,” I whispered. “But I needed you to be one.”

      I closed my eyes. The image of Linh hovered behind my lids: the sad smile, the way she used to tilt her head as if measuring the weight of my need before deciding if she could hold it for another hour. I remembered her hands, always in motion, always trying to fix or arrange or soothe.

      I opened my eyes. The old woman had gone back to her seeds, but now her hands moved with new urgency, as if racing to finish before the rain outside claimed the rest of the day.

      The couple got up to leave, the man glancing at me as he passed, offering a small, resigned nod. I returned it, then watched as they slipped through the door, the humidity snatching them away before I could see if they ever looked back.

      I stared at the ruined page on the table, the words now illegible under the brown tide. I thought about Linh, about the way she always cleaned up after me, the way she never left a mess for the next person. I thought about the city, how it repainted every day over the old one, how nothing ever lasted, not even regret.

      I pressed my hand flat against the coffee stain, feeling the cool of the liquid seep through the paper, into the skin, into the bone.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, not sure if I meant it for Linh, the staff, or myself.

      The barista came by with a rag, his movements careful, almost apologetic. “It’s okay, anh,” he said. “Happens all the time.”

      I smiled at the lie, then watched as he mopped up the spill, collecting the ruined page, the folded poem, the evidence. He handed back the notebook, a little wetter than before.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He nodded. “No problem.”

      The room emptied out, the old woman left, the manager retreated to the back. I sat alone, the hum of the refrigerator the only sound. The rain outside had picked up, drops slamming against the glass in a rhythm that was both random and inevitable.

      I pulled the notebook closer, flipped to a new page, and wrote:

      “I blamed you for leaving, but really I was just angry you didn’t take me with you.”

      Below it, in Vietnamese:

      “Em đi rồi. Nhưng anh vẫn ở lại. Như một bóng ma.”

      (You left. But I stayed. Like a ghost.)

      I watched as the ink blurred, the words dissolving even as I tried to fix them to the page.

      For a long time, I did nothing but listen to the rain, feeling each drop as it hit the world, as if it could drown out what was left of my own voice.

      
        
        REGRESSION

        I pressed my hand

        to the table,

        watching the stain

        widen, absorb

        every word I ever

        wrote to you.

        I shouted your

        name in public

        just to hear the

        echo, but even

        the echo was

        embarrassed

        for me.

        The world shrank

        to the size of

        an empty chair,

        and every person

        who saw me

        pretended not to.

        I could not

        stop the spill,

        could not clean

        the mess, could

        not make the

        memory behave.

        I blamed you,

        blamed the city,

        blamed the rain.

        But at the end,

        all that was left

        was my hand,

        my mess,

        and a silence

        thick enough

        to drown in.

      

      

      Scene 3

      By noon, the humidity had reclaimed its territory. The air inside the café no longer moved at all, every molecule too saturated to participate in convection. Even the refrigerator’s drone sounded damp, as if it had lost the will to keep anything cool.

      I slumped back in the chair, every joint aching with a fatigue that went well beyond the body. For a long time I just stared at my hands, palms flat against the ruined notebook, watching the brown stain of coffee creep toward my fingertips.

      I felt empty, but not in the sharp, painful way of the morning. This was a vacancy that had accepted itself, a room cleared out and swept bare for the next tenant.

      I looked at the glass across from me, the one I’d ordered for Linh. The ice had collapsed, the coffee a stratified mess of brown and white, the surface dusted with flecks of mold I’d never noticed before. I wondered how long it would sit there before someone cleared it away. I wondered if anyone ever really finished their coffee, or if we all just left behind an unfinished part for someone else to clean up.

      I closed the notebook and placed it beside the empty glass, the two objects forming a kind of axis—a line connecting the present moment to every other failed attempt at closure. I exhaled, the breath coming out in a sigh so deep it scraped the bottom of my chest.

      “I need to let you go,” I said, this time softly, almost as if I didn’t want anyone to hear it. “Not because I want to, but because you were never mine to keep.”

      I expected nothing in response. But in the shimmering air above the chair, I thought I saw the ghost of Linh nod, the faintest flicker of a smile at the corner of her mouth. Or maybe it was just the way the light refracted through the condensation, rendering the empty into a shape I could live with for another day.

      I reached for my wallet, pulled out a wad of crumpled bills, and left enough money on the table to cover the damage, plus a tip generous enough to buy forgiveness for every awkward scene I’d staged in this room over the past year.

      I ran a hand through my hair, felt the grit of sweat at the scalp, tried to smooth down the rumpled shirt that hadn’t seen a washing machine in weeks. My fingers trembled, but the movement felt less like a symptom and more like a return to baseline.

      From the back, the barista watched as I stood, a flicker of something like relief in his eyes. I caught his gaze, nodded once, then turned toward the door.

      The bell above the entrance rang as I pushed out into the street. The city greeted me with a slap of wet heat and the raw chemical tang of two-stroke scooter exhaust. For a second, I just stood there, letting the air rehydrate my skin and seep into every open pore. The world outside was brighter than I remembered, the colors oversaturated by the mist that had settled over the lake, the trees a shade greener, the sky a white so pure it bordered on obscene.

      I started to walk, at first with no clear destination, just a slow drift down the sidewalk. My shoes squeaked on the wet pavement, but each step felt a little more certain than the last. I passed the bakery where Linh used to buy bánh tiêu on lazy Sundays, the pharmacy where she once argued with the clerk about whether cough drops could cure heartbreak. Every corner held a memory, but none of them stabbed anymore. They just flickered, brief as the shadow of a bird passing overhead.

      At the roundabout, I paused to watch the traffic, the scooters looping in concentric circles, each driver convinced of their own immortality. I wondered if any of them had ever lost someone and, if so, whether they ever stopped searching for that person in the rearview mirror.

      The thought made me smile, not out of happiness, but out of the recognition that even in defeat, there is a kind of forward motion.

      I ducked into the alley that cut behind the post office, where the air was cooler and the walls were lined with the graffiti of three generations of bored teenagers. I traced a finger over the peeling paint, the letters spelling out names I’d never know, confessions in every possible language. The wall felt alive, humming with the electricity of things left unsaid.

      I pressed my palm to the brick, closed my eyes, and let the pulse of the city run up my arm, into my chest, into the hollow where Linh used to be.

      When I opened my eyes, I felt lighter.

      I kept walking.

      
        
        LIMINAL

        After loss,

        the world is

        neither more

        nor less

        beautiful.

        Only the

        air has changed,

        the way it

        clings to the

        skin and makes

        each step

        a negotiation.

        I carried

        your name

        through the

        city, waiting

        for it to

        evaporate

        or for the

        world to

        reclaim it.

        At the café

        where you

        once sat,

        I ordered

        your drink

        and waited

        for a sign.

        None came.

        Only the

        humidity,

        and the

        memory

        of your voice

        telling me

        it’s time

        to go home.

        I listened.

        I left.

        I’m still

        leaving.

        That is

        how survival

        works.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Strawberry Fields of Memory

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I woke to the sound of officialdom at my door—a knock too polite for neighbors, too rhythmically insistent for mail. I lay motionless on the couch, adrenaline slow to mobilize, every muscle announcing its reluctance to participate. The room was a floodplain of notebooks and fruit rinds, the air thick with the saccharine spoil of mango and the fungal undertow of wet laundry. Somewhere, a fly navigated a Mobius strip of sugar on the rim of a coffee mug.

      The knock repeated, this time accompanied by a murmur of voices—one low and unhurried, the other with the clipped intonation of someone rehearsing a script. I peeled myself from the upholstery, the dried sweat of the night before clinging to my shirt, and shuffled to the door without bothering to button the pants I’d only half-pulled on in some previous moment of self-respect.

      Two men stood in the corridor: the first, a health officer, wore the kind of blue that’s meant to reassure but only ever signals the presence of a clipboard. His face was ovoid, cheeks flush with bureaucratic health, eyes behind thin glasses set to the focal length of the immediately observable. The second was a police officer of indeterminate age, hands clasped behind his back, mouth a perfect horizontal line. Together, they looked like a public service announcement for the virtues of cholesterol management.

      The health officer spoke first, in Vietnamese that was not for beginners but enunciated for the benefit of foreign ears: “Xin chào, thầy. Sorry, we disturb. You are Mr…?” He looked at the paper in his hand. “Whitaker?”

      I nodded, or something like it.

      “We need to check your ID, please.”

      I fumbled with the latch, hands suddenly enormous and unreliable. As I swung the door open, the police officer’s eyes swept the room behind me, inventorying the tableau: the sagging couch, the drift of loose pages, the biota of unwashed crockery. His gaze paused at the line of mango peels, then at the stack of notebooks, then at my bare feet.

      I shuffled back to the coffee table and retrieved my passport, which was exactly where I’d left it the last time someone demanded proof of my own existence. I held it out with two hands, as if presenting an artifact to an archeologist. The health officer took it, scanned the details, then nodded and returned it with a thumbprint smudge on the photo.

      “We received some reports about an incident yesterday. Café Mimosa? You were there?”

      I nodded again, feeling the blood rise in my cheeks. “I had coffee. It was raining.”

      “Yes,” he said. “Staff noticed… you became unwell.”

      I tried to conjure a defense, but the words lined up and then scattered. “It was nothing. I’m fine now.”

      The police officer wrote something on his clipboard, lips barely moving.

      The health officer smiled with the practiced sympathy of a dentist about to extract a wisdom tooth. “We just want to check. Sometimes, people have stress. New country, different weather, new language. It can be… hard.”

      He switched to English for the next part, softening his vowels. “Are you taking any medicine?”

      “Just coffee,” I said, and regretted it immediately.

      He did not laugh. Instead, he produced a small notebook and clicked the pen with a flourish. “Can you tell us if you remember what happened?”

      I stared at his pen. The point glinted with each click, a metronome I could not ignore. “I was at the café. I spilled my coffee. I talked to… I don’t know. I must have left. I don’t remember much.”

      He nodded. “The staff say you were… shouting? Maybe confused?”

      I shrugged, the motion pulling at the fabric clinging to my back. “Maybe. I was thinking about someone. It was emotional.”

      He wrote this down, then asked: “Who were you thinking about?”

      I hesitated, unsure if this was a trick or a genuine question. “My partner. Linh. She’s gone.”

      A pause, then: “Gone where?”

      I let the question hang in the air, then said, “Not here.”

      He nodded again, as if this confirmed something on his checklist.

      The police officer finally spoke, his voice a rasp: “Anh có người thân ở Việt Nam không?” Do you have family in Vietnam?

      I shook my head. “No. Just me.”

      “Bạn bè thì sao?” Friends?

      I tried to remember the last time I had spoken to anyone who was not a vendor, a neighbor, or a hallucination of Linh. The silence must have answered for me.

      The health officer clicked his pen again, then looked at me with a sudden, almost parental concern. “Anh có cần nước không?” Do you need water?

      The question startled me. My mouth was dry, tongue sticking to the roof of my mouth, as if I’d spent the night chewing parchment.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      He gestured to the kitchenette. “We can wait.”

      I moved toward the sink, every step deliberate, as though I were performing for a hostile audience. I found a glass, rinsed it twice, then filled it with tap water and drank it down in one breath. I turned to find the two men exactly as I’d left them, observing the scene with the patience of entomologists.

      The police officer spoke again: “Sometimes, when people are alone, they have problem. Especially foreigners. It is good to talk to someone.”

      The implication was obvious, but I ignored it. “I just need to rest.”

      The health officer wrote something more in his notebook, then tore out a page and handed it to me. “This is number for local clinic. If you feel unwell, you can call. They speak English.”

      I took the paper, which was soft and limp from the humidity.

      “We will report you are okay,” he said, his tone making it clear that this was conditional.

      The police officer stepped back into the hallway, then paused. “If you need anything, ask Mrs. Nguyen. She knows how to help.”

      I nodded, aware that the muscles in my face were not cooperating.

      They left without another word, the click of the latch echoing through the empty apartment. I slumped onto the couch, the shock of interaction still vibrating in my jaw.

      I looked at the slip of paper, then at the wreckage of my living space. The notebooks lay open like crime scene evidence, each page a confession in two languages. The glass of water sweated onto the counter, a slow, persistent leak.

      I picked up my pen and tried to write, but the words would not come. Instead, I drew a line down the center of the page, then divided it into two columns:

      Symptoms Cure

      ---------- ------

      Hallucinations Water

      Fatigue Rest

      Loneliness ?

      Loss ?

      The questions stared back at me, unblinking.

      I closed the notebook and lay back, the memory of Linh’s voice threading through the fan and the street noise, an endless loop I could neither sever nor rejoin.

      Outside, the city resumed its motion, the machinery of the day shifting gears with perfect indifference.

      I waited for something to change.

      It didn’t.

      
        
        CLINICAL INTERVIEW

        The patient was

        observed in a state

        of mild disarray,

        clothing damp, affect

        blunted, hands

        trembling. He answered

        questions with a delay

        suggestive of

        cognitive drift,

        though speech

        remained coherent.

        Affect: constricted.

        Insight: variable.

        When asked about

        the incident, he

        denied intent

        to disrupt, but

        acknowledged “loss

        of control.” He

        attributed symptoms

        to weather, “memory,”

        and the absence

        of familiar structures.

        In private, he

        drank water

        as if it was

        medicine. He

        struggled to find

        the cure for

        loneliness, and

        wrote the question

        down. At the end,

        he was left

        with only the

        echo of his

        own voice, and

        the evidence

        that sometimes,

        even survival

        is a symptom.

      

      

      Scene 2

      Mrs. Nguyen arrived at the precise moment the interview threatened to unspool into something more diagnostic. She did not knock; instead, she materialized in the open doorway, arms folded around a lacquered tray bearing three cups and a cheap thermos with yellowing plastic trim. The police officer, who a moment before had been marshaling the full arsenal of official suspicion, straightened and nodded as if saluting a superior officer. The health officer stepped aside, smile tightening, and offered a greeting that sounded, to my ears, more like a plea for rescue than a statement of protocol.

      “Chào cô,” he said, voice half an octave higher than before.

      Mrs. Nguyen advanced into the room, her body language an essay in benevolent command. She set the tray on my desk, nudging aside a sheaf of coffee-stained notes, and poured tea with a one-handed efficiency that left no room for dissent. The jasmine aroma displaced the muggy undertow of rot, overlaying the room with a layer of performative tranquility. She placed a cup in front of me, then in front of each official, then sat on the arm of the couch, knees angled toward the door as if preparing to launch the lot of us into the street at a moment’s notice.

      She spoke in Vietnamese so rapid it seemed designed to dazzle rather than communicate. The words landed in bursts, each phrase punctuated with a gesture—here, a dismissive wave at my unwashed clothes; there, a chop of the hand that made the police officer flinch. I caught only fragments: “just stress,” “far from home,” “not used to weather,” “no family, only work.” Every sentence ended in a note of reassurance, her tone modulating from crisp to syrupy as she tailored each argument to the target.

      The health officer tried to reassert control, but Mrs. Nguyen redirected him with a practiced tilt of her chin, her voice now slow and patient, as if addressing a stubborn child. She explained that I was a visiting professor, that my condition was nothing more than “mệt mỏi,” exhaustion, exacerbated by “mất ngủ”—insomnia. The officer countered with something about “symptoms” and “community concern,” but Mrs. Nguyen cut him off with a tight-lipped smile and a hand on my shoulder, pinning me in place like a specimen.

      “She says you work very hard,” the health officer translated, as if needing to justify his own sudden passivity. “Maybe too much coffee.”

      I stared into my cup, the surface trembling from the tremor in my hands. The tea was hot, almost scalding, and the jasmine was sharp enough to make my nose sting. I drank, grateful for the excuse to keep my mouth shut.

      The police officer, sensing the shift in authority, directed his next question to Mrs. Nguyen. She fielded it with a laugh, explaining that I was “không nguy hiểm,” not dangerous, just “rất buồn,” very sad. She made a show of straightening the pile of notebooks nearest her, then ran a finger along the rim of the coffee table, tutting at the dust.

      The officials began to wilt under her onslaught. The health officer asked if she would “keep an eye” on me; she assured him, with a hint of wounded pride, that she already did, and always would. The police officer offered a weak smile, then scribbled a few last notes on his form and closed the folder with a click.

      Mrs. Nguyen waited until both men finished their tea, then ushered them to the door with a series of nods and soft syllables that sounded, even to my foreign ear, like a benediction. They left as they had come: together, but now diminished, their authority repotted and transplanted into the small but indomitable figure of my landlady.

      When the door closed, Mrs. Nguyen exhaled, then poured herself a fresh cup. She sipped in silence, watching me over the rim, her eyes scanning my face for evidence of life. She let the silence expand, giving me time to recover from the performance.

      “Em phải ăn nhiều hơn,” she said finally. You must eat more.

      I nodded, feeling the ache of embarrassment in my stomach.

      She glanced around the apartment, taking in the state of things. “Dọn dẹp đi,” she said. Clean up.

      She did not move to help; instead, she sat and watched as I shuffled around, collecting fruit rinds and stacking the mugs in the sink. She supervised every motion, correcting my technique with a flick of the wrist or a raised eyebrow. When I hesitated over whether to throw out a half-peeled mango, she took it, sliced away the bruised part, and set the salvageable piece on a plate.

      “Đừng lãng phí,” she muttered. Don’t waste.

      The ritual of tidying worked better than any medicine. With each small act of restoration—wiping the table, sweeping the floor, folding a blanket—I felt the static in my head recede, replaced by the familiar rhythm of obligation and response. Mrs. Nguyen remained the axis of the room, never raising her voice or offering comfort, but making it clear, in the way only an old woman can, that survival was not a solitary project.

      When I finished, she stood, retrieved the tray, and prepared to leave. She paused at the door, hand on the knob.

      “Nếu cần gì, gọi tôi,” she said. If you need anything, call me.

      I nodded, unable to meet her gaze.

      She left, the scent of jasmine lingering in her wake.

      I sat on the couch, the room now orderly, the chaos outside relocated to a manageable perimeter. I stared at the blank notebook on the table, then picked up the pen and wrote:

      “Community is just the sum of people willing to forgive your worst day.”

      Below it, in Vietnamese:

      “Họ không bỏ mình đâu. Họ sẽ giúp mình đứng dậy.”

      They won’t abandon you. They will help you stand again.

      I closed the book, finished the tea, and waited for the world to shift back into focus.

      
        
        INTERVENTION

        When the world

        became too

        heavy, she

        entered with

        a tray and a

        talent for

        negotiation.

        Her voice

        could soften

        any accusation,

        reduce even

        the sharpest

        suspicion to

        the texture

        of tea.

        She spoke

        in a language

        I barely

        understood,

        but I knew

        every word

        by the way

        she held

        my wrist,

        by the way

        she rearranged

        my failures

        into something

        manageable.

        The men in

        uniform left

        with their

        questions

        unanswered,

        their forms

        unfiled.

        The only

        evidence

        was the

        aftertaste

        of jasmine,

        and the

        slow repair

        of the world

        inside my

        chest.

        I survived

        another day.

        That was

        all she ever

        asked of me.

      

      

      Scene 3

      Mrs. Nguyen returned after sunset, her approach announced by the hush of slippers on tile and the deliberate clearing of her throat. She carried no tray this time, just a small cloth bundle clutched to her chest and a look on her face that managed to combine fatigue, resolve, and the resigned affection of a parent who has found her child drawing on the walls again.

      She sat across from me at the table, folding herself with the economy of someone who had spent a lifetime making small spaces hospitable. She produced two mugs from her bundle, set them down, and filled them from a thermos the color of boiled bone. The scent was not jasmine but something earthier, bitter and medicinal.

      I tried to read her expression, but she gave me only the back of her hand as she wiped a spill from the rim. She waited for me to take the first sip. I did. The taste was punishing, but it seemed important to swallow.

      She looked at the ruined stack of paper on the table, then at the pen in my hand, then at the crescent of rot clinging to the inside of a mango rind beside the sink.

      “You cannot continue like this,” she said, in Vietnamese that left no room for misinterpretation.

      I set the mug down, the motion louder than I intended.

      She pointed, first at my shirt—stained and unbuttoned—then at the notebooks, then at the bruised halo under my eyes.

      “You must see a doctor,” she said, shifting into English for emphasis. “You cannot heal yourself.”

      I tried to laugh, but the sound caught in my throat. “I’m not sick,” I managed, though I could not even convince the air between us.

      She took a long, slow breath. “You are not sleeping. You are not eating. You talk to yourself. Sometimes, you shout.”

      Her tone was not accusatory, just factual, as if reciting the weather.

      I felt my shoulders pull in on themselves, folding to minimize exposure. “I’m working on it,” I said. “I just need more time.”

      “Time for what?” she asked.

      The question knocked the air from the room. I tried to answer, but all I could do was stare at the coffee stain on the table, the way its edge feathered into the shape of a profile—Linh’s nose, Linh’s chin, the negative space of her absence rendered in caffeine and cellulose.

      Mrs. Nguyen followed my gaze. “She is gone,” she said, and I knew she meant Linh, but it could have been anyone, anything I had failed to hold.

      She poured more tea, topped off both mugs, then produced a slip of paper from her sleeve. She pushed it toward me. I recognized the name immediately.

      “Dr. Tran,” she said. “He is very good. He understands foreigners. He helped many teachers before.”

      I stared at the name, the letters blurring at the edges. “I don’t want to be put on drugs,” I said. “Or locked up. Or sent home.”

      Mrs. Nguyen shook her head. “He will not do that unless you want. He only listens. Sometimes, he gives medicine. Sometimes, not.”

      I wanted to argue, to cite some study or to invoke the right to personal collapse, but all the arguments were gone, hollowed out by weeks of insomnia and self-abuse.

      “You want to stay in Da Lat?” she asked.

      I nodded, not trusting my voice.

      “Then you must let someone help you.”

      The logic was simple, unyielding.

      She checked her watch, a battered Seiko that looked older than I was. “Tomorrow morning. Nine o’clock. I will come for you.”

      I said nothing, but she seemed satisfied by the absence of resistance.

      She stood, retrieved her mugs, and moved toward the door. Before leaving, she paused and, with a gentleness I had not earned, placed a hand on my shoulder.

      “Sleep tonight. You will feel better tomorrow.”

      Then she was gone, her steps receding into the ambient hum of other lives being lived with more grace than mine.

      I sat at the table for a long time, staring at the slip of paper and the stain that would never come out. The taste of the tea lingered, acrid and insistent.

      Eventually, I stood, walked to the window, and watched as the lights of Da Lat blinked on, one by one, a constellation rearranging itself in the vapor. The mist curled around the lamps, transforming the world into a watercolor of itself. My reflection in the glass was spectral, eyes dark and mouth slack, a study in the exhaustion of wanting to be more than the sum of my symptoms.

      I pressed my forehead to the pane and whispered, “Cảm ơn,” to the empty air.

      I stood there until the city blurred into abstraction, and only the possibility of being cared for—however small, however conditional—remained.

      
        
        NIGHT SHIFT (Major Depressive Episode)

        The hours crawled

        through me,

        scraping the old

        paint, exposing

        a lattice of

        cracks I had

        mistaken for

        structure.

        Even the fan

        was quiet tonight,

        out of respect

        or disgust.

        I watched my

        own hands,

        not recognizing

        their intention.

        I wrote nothing.

        I ate nothing.

        The walls

        vibrated with

        the history of

        everyone who

        had ever failed

        to leave this

        city.

        I thought about

        opening the window,

        about climbing

        onto the roof

        and waiting for

        the rain to

        dissolve me.

        Instead, I sat

        at the table

        and listened

        to the echo

        of her voice,

        the only

        evidence

        that I was

        still possible.

        In the morning,

        I will go

        to the doctor.

        In the morning,

        I will let

        someone fix

        the things

        I cannot name.

        This is not

        a victory.

        It is only

        the bare

        minimum

        of not

        dying

        alone.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            The Scholar Returns

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The drive out of Da Lat was a study in whiteouts. I took the bypass road, following the edge of Xuan Huong Lake, the morning air so dense with mist that even the headlights of oncoming mopeds appeared only as a floating pair of orbs, untethered to any geometry. By the time I reached the low hills and the first strawberry farms, my knuckles had taken on the anesthetized chill of refrigerated fruit. For a moment I sat in the idling taxi, window cracked, letting the vapor drift in. It smelled faintly of cut grass and rust. The driver’s radio, locked on some endless loop of state news and wedding music, became a nonentity as soon as I closed the door behind me.

      The entrance to the farm was marked by a sun-faded archway and a string of tattered banners advertising strawberry picking in three languages, none of them quite correct. The parking lot was empty, gravel slicked with last night’s rain, the only vehicle a battered delivery van bearing the graphics of a rival farm. Beyond the gate, the land sloped away in terraces, each level a regiment of strawberries under row covers and netting, the plastic glistening with dew. The neatness of it all—the geometry, the redundancy—felt like an affront to the chaos I’d spent so long cultivating in my own head.

      I had not been here since Linh was alive.

      No, that wasn’t true. I had come twice after, each time with the intention of summoning her ghost through proximity and ritual. It had not worked, but the fields remained. The land was resilient to that kind of magical thinking.

      I started down the path, hands jammed into the pockets of my jacket, every footstep telegraphed in advance by the squelch of wet gravel. The air was colder than in the city, the humidity no longer a blanket but a skin of ice over everything. At first my legs shook with the familiar post-withdrawal tremor, but by the time I reached the bottom row, I was walking almost straight.

      The first sensation was smell: a sweetness sharp enough to bypass the brain and go straight to the old, reptile core. Even before the fruit itself was visible, the scent declared itself—unripe grass, then the high note of new leaf, and under that, the dense, chemical shadow of fertilizer and plastic mulch. I took it in, let it coat the cilia of my nostrils. The literature said smell was the most direct route to memory, but today the only memory it brought was of itself, an endless chain of seasons pushing strawberries from soil in increments so slow even time forgot to notice.

      The mist was lifting. Sun edged over the eastern ridge, not enough to heat the earth but enough to set every drop of dew ablaze. It was only then that I saw the farmworkers, spectral at first, then solidifying as they moved through the rows with baskets on their backs, their boots leaving dark indentations in the mud. No one spoke; the only sound was the repetitive click of shears, the plop of ripe fruit landing in plastic.

      I walked between the rows, careful to step only on the worn footpaths, not out of courtesy but out of a superstitious belief that the plants would remember every transgression. The plastic netting was torn in places, and at each breach the birds had already found their way in, leaving behind the hollowed carcasses of fruit, seeds scattered like teeth. I thought of Linh here, the way she would narrate her picking—”This one is too small, this one too sour, this one just right”—and how her fingers, always cold, would brush mine when she handed over the best of the lot.

      I reached a low section where the netting sagged almost to the ground. I ducked beneath it, the plastic brushing my hair with a static hiss. Up close, the strawberries were not the cartoon red of supermarket berries, but a patchwork of green, yellow, and magenta, each phase of development rendered in full, no hiding the awkward half-state of ripening. I knelt, pressed my thumb to a berry, felt the resistance give way. The fruit was cold, almost metallic.

      I picked it, not out of hunger but out of obligation. I turned it over in my palm, watching the way the surface caught the new sunlight, the tiny seeds reflecting pinpricks of gold. I remembered how Linh would take the first berry, always, and hold it up to the light as if reading some secret future in the refracted glow.

      I put the berry in my mouth. The taste was as expected—tart, under-sweet, a burst of water and cellulose that vanished as soon as it began. I chewed slowly, feeling each seed crack between my molars.

      It was then that I realized I was crying, not in the cinematic sense of streaming tears, but in the private, clinical way: a pressure at the bridge of the nose, an ache in the throat, a dampness that never made it as far as the chin. I wiped my sleeve across my face, then stood, feeling the pop of cartilage in my knees.

      The sun had now burned off most of the mist. In the far distance, a line of workers advanced across the field, their silhouettes growing sharper by the second. The memory of Linh had receded, not because I’d done anything to banish it, but because the body could only metabolize a finite quantity of grief before switching over to some other substrate—distraction, perhaps, or the slow recalibration of the senses.

      I continued along the rows, this time not bothering to keep my shoes clean. I let the mud cake the soles, let the water soak into the hem of my jeans. The cold was no longer an enemy but a companion, a proof of continued existence. I stopped once to watch a bird—a white-rumped shama—dart in and out of the netting, its call a metallic ping that echoed off the plastic.

      By the time I reached the end of the field, the workers had begun to cluster near the weighing station, their voices now rising in a low, communal hum. I lingered at the periphery, unwilling to break the symmetry of their work. I watched as they laughed, compared baskets, handed out bottles of water. A woman in a red scarf saw me, gave a half-wave, then turned back to her companions.

      I felt the urge to record it, to write a poem, or at least a line that would trap the moment in amber. But the notebook in my jacket was waterlogged, the pages stuck together. I contented myself with a single word, spoken aloud to the empty air:

      “Enough.”

      The mist was gone. The sky above Da Lat was a blank, antiseptic blue, the kind that erased all memory of weather and replaced it with the possibility of a new season.

      I walked back to the parking lot, every step steadier than the last.

      
        
        STRAWBERRY SEASON

        It is a mistake

        to think that memory

        is fruit: you cannot

        pluck it, you cannot

        savor it, you cannot

        plant it and expect

        a reliable harvest.

        Memory is more

        like the mist

        that hangs above

        the ground before

        the sun burns it away.

        You walk through

        it, collecting

        nothing but

        a chill on your

        skin and a

        reluctance

        to let go.

        When the

        fruit comes,

        it is always

        smaller than

        you hoped,

        softer than

        you wanted.

        But you

        take it, and

        you eat, and

        you remember

        just enough

        to come back

        next year.

      

      

      Scene 2

      I found the couple by their laughter. It was not loud or ostentatious; rather, it hovered just above the white noise of insect drone and the far-off drone of traffic from the ring road. They were maybe twenty meters away, kneeling between the rows, their movements so coordinated that for a moment I wondered if they’d rehearsed this intimacy.

      I watched them with the detachment of a field observer, but the data was tainted from the start. My chest contracted with each giggle, not from envy—no, I had passed that stage months ago—but from a nostalgia so precise it mapped onto the organ itself. I could feel exactly which rib the longing pressed against.

      The girl, ponytail barely contained by a pink scrunchie, wore a hoodie twice her size and jeans with the knees worn translucent. The boy was all elbows and earnestness, his face angled to catch every change in her expression. They moved down the row as a single unit, she spotting the fruit, he reaching for it, each berry picked inspected and shared, sometimes fed directly to the other, sometimes simply admired before disappearing into the basket. The small choreography of their hands—her wrist brushing his, the way he steadied her elbow as she stretched for the next berry—could have been choreographed for film, but was in reality just the byproduct of careful, cumulative affection.

      I stayed frozen behind a tangle of runner vines, not wanting to break the spell, but I must have made a noise because the girl looked up, face briefly wary, then smiling when she recognized me as an outsider, not a threat. She nudged her partner and they both waved, the gesture so casual it disarmed the moment’s awkwardness. I realized, with a shock, that I had not been greeted without suspicion in weeks. In Da Lat, the foreigners were either tourists—grinning, overexposed, eager to consume the local color—or long-term ghosts, best avoided. I was neither, or both, or worse.

      I raised a hand, then, unsure what to do next, ducked my head and pretended to be deeply invested in a nearby cluster of fruit. I heard them laughing again, and this time the laughter included me. I approached, shuffling through the muddy footpath, already rehearsing my apology for intruding.

      But when I arrived, words found their own way out. “Xin lỗi đã làm phiền,” I said. Sorry to disturb you.

      The boy, surprised, broke into a grin. “Không sao đâu, anh,” he said, brushing dirt from his hands. “Bọn em cũng mới đến.” It’s fine, we just got here too.

      The girl turned a berry between her fingers. “Anh thích ăn dâu không?” Do you like strawberries?

      The question was so familiar—Linh’s perpetual icebreaker in every season—that I nearly forgot to answer. I nodded, then caught myself, and said, “Rất thích. Ở đây là ngon nhất.” Very much. Here they’re the best.

      She smiled, pleased, and showed me her method: “The sweetest ones are hiding under the leaves.” She lifted the canopy gently, exposing a colony of fruit in various stages of blushing, her fingers delicate as surgical tools. “If you pick only what’s easy, you get the sour ones.”

      Her partner chimed in, “You must be gentle, or you bruise the fruit. My grandmother says the berry remembers every touch.” He plucked one, offered it to the girl, who took it and bit off the tip before offering the remainder back to him.

      I realized then that we were all crouched in the mud, three strangers joined by a shared idiom of care. My hands, usually so unreliable, held the berry the girl passed to me without tremor. I tasted it—it was sweeter than expected, though the chill of the night’s rain lingered in the flesh.

      We picked for a while in silence. The girl filled her basket with a meticulousness that bordered on obsessive; the boy alternated between collecting fruit and sneaking glances at her, as if unable to believe she was real and not an artifact of fog and hormone. Occasionally one or the other would look at me, and I would smile, the corners of my mouth twitching with the effort of the unfamiliar gesture.

      After a few minutes, the girl straightened, wiped her hands on her jeans, and asked: “Anh là người nước ngoài đúng không? Where are you from?”

      “America,” I said, in Vietnamese. “But I’ve lived here a long time.”

      “Your accent is good,” she said, with a note of surprise.

      I shrugged. “I had a good teacher.”

      They both nodded, and for a moment I was back in the years before, teaching at the university, leading students through the labyrinth of conditional tenses and impossible articles. Linh would sit in on my classes sometimes, pretending to be a student, always finding ways to trip me up or challenge my explanations. She had loved language the way some people loved stray cats: curious, affectionate, but always with the expectation that it might not stay.

      I asked the couple if they came here often.

      “Every week,” said the boy. “My family grows these, but we don’t sell them. We just like to pick.”

      The girl looked at him, then at me. “Sometimes the only way to keep something sweet is not to take it to market,” she said. Her English was unpracticed but clear.

      I nodded, understanding too well.

      We worked together in companionable quiet, the rhythm of picking and sorting and tasting lulling me into a state I would have called peace if I’d remembered how it felt. I asked them about their lives—where they studied, what they planned for the future—but the future was not something they talked about. They spoke instead of the present, of recipes and bus routes and which patches of the farm produced the darkest fruit. I felt myself drawn into their now, the usual boundary between observer and observed dissolving with each shared berry.

      At one point, the boy laughed and said, “People think strawberries are easy, but they are a lot of work. If you’re careless, you get nothing.”

      I agreed. “Like anything worth having,” I said, and for a second saw the shadow of Linh at the edge of the row, watching, amused, as I fumbled the philosophy.

      The picking ended when their basket was full, the fruit mounded and shining with a lacquer of dew. The girl offered me a handful; I took it, thanked her, and meant it.

      They said goodbye, waving as they walked up the slope toward the weighing station. Their voices echoed behind them, and I listened as the syllables of their laughter blended with the white noise of the morning.

      I stood alone in the row, the berries in my palm pressing faint indentations into my skin. I looked at the fruit, then at the place where the couple had been, and thought: This is how it’s supposed to work. You reach out, you touch, you bruise, you remember.

      Only then did I realize that the entire conversation had taken place in Vietnamese, and that at no point had I needed to translate my own thoughts.

      The knowledge was less a triumph than a soft surprise, a subtle shift in the architecture of the mind. I pocketed the berries, wiped my hands, and turned back to the empty field.

      For the first time in months, the silence did not hurt.

      
        
        CONVERSATIONAL FLUENCY

        I spoke your

        language today,

        and it did not

        feel like theft

        or imitation.

        It felt like

        a relief valve,

        a pressure

        equalized

        between two

        sides of a

        once-watertight

        membrane.

        I watched them,

        young and soft,

        and remembered

        when I was

        fluent in

        that dialect

        of desire.

        Now I borrow

        phrases,

        translate

        each longing

        into a syntax

        that survives

        only in the

        present tense.

        Today, at

        least, it

        was enough

        to say

        what I meant,

        to hold a

        single truth

        on my tongue

        and not

        choke.

      

      

      Scene 3

      The couple’s laughter faded, replaced by the quiet mechanics of work: the drone of a distant mower, the creak of plastic bins, the slap of irrigation pipes against their joints. The sun had finished its ascent and now ruled the sky with bureaucratic regularity, bleaching the last of the dew from the leaves. Everything was newly legible. The farm no longer resembled a liminal dreamscape, but an enterprise, the kind that thrived not on nostalgia but on the daily calibration of need and yield.

      I wandered up the slope, shoes heavy with clay, the berries from earlier bruising in my pocket. My hands were stained—red in the creases, brown at the nails, the color of effort and its aftermath. Each step away from the couple felt like a test: of balance, of resolve, of my ability to be alone without immediately seeking a substitute for the now-absent warmth of other bodies.

      At the highest point of the field, I stopped. There, the rows converged into a perspective trick, a vanishing point aimed directly at the sawtooth of distant mountains. Between here and there, nothing stood in the way but more strawberries, a geometry of desire interrupted only by the occasional scarecrow or the rusted skeleton of a former greenhouse.

      I surveyed the plants, searching for one that looked both overlooked and inevitable. I found it near the edge, shaded by the cast-off shadow of a defunct sprinkler. The plant was small, but its fruit was exaggerated—three berries fused together at the stem, forming a triple-lobed heart. The color was darker than the others, approaching the purple of overripe, but still taut and intact. I reached for it, careful, and twisted it free.

      I turned it over in my palm, studying the dimpled surface, the way the seeds caught the light. The shape reminded me of the lipstick Linh wore on special occasions: a color so bold it seemed designed not for attraction, but for defense—a warning flare fired from the lips of a woman who had survived more than her share of advances and retreats.

      I held the berry for a long time, unable to decide whether to eat it or to simply keep it as evidence. The choice was less dramatic than it felt; eventually, I lifted it to my mouth and bit.

      The taste was overwhelming, a surge of sugar chased immediately by the mouth-puckering spike of acid. The juice ran down my chin, sticky and cold. I closed my eyes, letting the flavor replace the memory of Linh’s last kiss—also sweet, also fleeting, also impossible to hold without eventually crushing.

      I ate the rest of the berry in small bites, drawing out the process as long as possible. When it was gone, I licked the juice from my fingers and wiped the residue on my jeans. I felt, for a moment, both empty and fulfilled, the paradox that had defined every relationship I’d ever had, including the one with myself.

      I looked out over the rows of plants, the orderliness now comforting instead of threatening. The cycle was obvious, but for once I saw it not as repetition but as endurance—a system designed to recover from frost, from fungus, from the predations of memory and time. Each fruit was a record of survival, a brief success in the face of certain rot.

      I checked my phone: no new messages, no missed calls. I imagined telling Linh about this morning, the way she would roll her eyes at my dramatics, then immediately propose a different interpretation, one less about suffering and more about the possibility of starting over.

      “Có thể bắt đầu lại,” she would have said. You can begin again.

      I slipped my hands into my pockets, turned, and started the walk back to the entrance. The field crew was gathered at the weighing shed, counting out the harvest, arguing about kilograms and bonus pay. No one noticed me as I passed. I found the taxi waiting where I’d left it, the driver asleep in the front seat, mouth open in a perfect O.

      I sat in the back, the vinyl seat already warm from the sun. I looked down at my hands—still stained, still trembling, but steadier than before.

      As the taxi pulled away, I watched the fields recede in the mirror, the neat rows blurring into a single red-green band. I thought about the future—how I would write about this, how I would fail to capture the exact texture of the air, the taste, the moment when the world felt almost okay.

      But I would try.

      That was the only promise I knew how to keep.

      
        
        SOLUBLE

        After the fruit,

        after the flesh

        has given up

        its sugar and

        the tongue

        is raw with

        the memory

        of taste,

        what remains

        is residue,

        the faint

        stain of

        sweetness

        on skin.

        I carried you

        in every cell,

        every hunger

        mapped to

        a memory,

        every bite

        another

        attempt

        to replace

        what can

        never be

        restored.

        But today

        I learned

        to swallow

        the loss

        without

        choking.

        Today,

        I found

        a flavor

        for sorrow

        that was

        not

        bitterness

        but

        survival.

        Tomorrow,

        I will

        return

        for

        more.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            A Feast of Healing

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The humidity woke me before the light. It lived in the walls, condensed on every surface, seeded the air with its wet, fungal intent. I sat at my desk in the indeterminate gray of pre-dawn, the windows already blurred with condensation, the city outside still more rumor than presence. The fan did nothing, merely pushed the water molecules in slow, forensic spirals, as if trying to reconstruct the scene of my last real sleep.

      The first order of business, as always, was email. The inbox held its position with the same passive-aggressive persistence as black mold: unread messages multiplying, each subject line a thinly veiled rebuke. There were five from Adelaide University—three “gentle reminders,” one “urgent,” one “final notice.” The latest was from Professor Thompson, who must have drawn the short straw in the departmental pool of concern.

      Whitaker—

      I’m writing to follow up (again) regarding your status. The faculty is increasingly anxious for word of your intentions. Your leave of absence, though approved, was not meant to be indefinite. If you require further accommodations, please advise. Otherwise, we must assume you have… disengaged. If you need to talk, my door (and inbox) remain open.

      All best,

      Prof. B. Thompson

      I stared at the screen, watching my name float in the soup of distant obligation. “Disengaged” was the university’s code for “ghosted,” “fallen off the grid,” “gone native.” I supposed it was only a matter of time.

      The cursor blinked, waiting for some sign of life. I flexed my hands above the keyboard, the knuckles swollen and red from weeks of nutritional neglect and overuse. The right index finger trembled, not enough to impede typing but enough to draw attention, a miniature earthquake telegraphing from the core of me.

      I started to type, then stopped. The words came, but the order was all wrong.

      Dear Professor Thompson,

      Thank you for your continued concern. The research is ongoing. My leave of absence has turned into a de facto sabbatical, owing to circumstances beyond my control (and, arguably, beyond the parameters of the human nervous system).

      Please advise the faculty that I am alive, if not thriving.

      More soon,

      Whitaker

      I hovered over “Send,” then added:

      P.S. If anyone is curious, the local word for melancholy is buồn thường. I think it is more accurate than “depression,” but also more contagious.

      The message went, and I felt the first of the day’s defenses collapse. It was easier, now, to let go of the pretense of professional detachment. I scrolled through the rest of the inbox—conference invites, spam, a single email from the university’s “Wellbeing Liaison” that read more like a bot-generated wellness check than any genuine human outreach. I deleted nothing. The accumulated weight of messages felt like ballast, the only thing keeping me from evaporating outright.

      When the inbox was exhausted, I opened a new document. This was supposed to be the article that would rescue my academic career—a survey of “Cross-Cultural Pathologies of Mourning,” with Da Lat as the test case. But the title, set in bold, looked as alien as any other language I didn’t speak.

      I stared at the blank page, letting the cursor blink out a Morse code of self-doubt.

      I tried to begin with a quote, something that would anchor the essay in the sanctioned vocabulary of suffering. Instead, what came out was:

      “In Vietnam, we have a word for the sadness that refuses to leave. Buồn thường. The melancholy of daily life, the dull ache that resists both diagnosis and cure. It is not an illness, because everyone has it.”

      I looked at the line, realized I’d written “we” instead of “they.” The slip felt honest, if not entirely accurate.

      The words came faster after that, as if the opening in the dam had dislodged months of sediment. I wrote in English, but every third or fourth sentence dissolved into Vietnamese, sometimes in full, sometimes as a single word, a lexical parasite that made itself at home in the host text.

      I wrote about the city—how the mist in Da Lat was not a metaphor, but an architecture, a literal structure that grew thicker at night, occluding buildings, people, even one’s own reflection in the window. I wrote about Linh, though not by name, just “the one who left,” or “the voice that persists even when the air is still.” I wrote about the days spent moving from café to café, watching as the city’s population of sad, solitary men performed their own small rituals of forgetting.

      I wrote about the insomnia, about the way the hours at night stretched into a kind of negative theology, a belief in the absence of possibility. I wrote about the fruit—mangoes, lychees, strawberries—that seemed to ripen and rot at the same rate as memory.

      At some point, I realized I was crying. It was a slow leak, nothing dramatic, but the tears welled and ran down the bridge of my nose, leaving tracks that cooled and then vanished in the humid air. I kept typing, the words now swimming in and out of focus:

      “The Western model of grief is linear. There are stages, progress, resolution. But here, time is circular. The dead are not absent; they are simply relocated. The boundary between madness and mourning is not a wall, but a membrane, permeable in both directions.”

      “Tôi không biết mình đã điên chưa, hay chỉ là buồn thường.” I don’t know if I’m crazy yet, or just sad in the usual way.

      The paragraphs piled up, each one a sedimentary layer of confession and relapse. I did not edit, did not second-guess the grammar or the spelling, just let the voice do what it wanted.

      The sun began to edge over the rooftops, throwing a pale, almost sickly light across the desk. I watched as the condensation on the window caught the new warmth, beads of water rolling down in uneven lines, erasing the world outside in the process.

      I reached for the coffee mug, found it empty. I stood, legs unsteady, and made my way to the kitchen, pouring the instant coffee granules into a cup without measuring. The water boiled with a shriek, and for a moment I let the sound fill the apartment, louder than any internal monologue.

      I drank the coffee standing up, the heat of it burning the roof of my mouth. The pain felt like penance.

      Back at the desk, I reread what I had written. The sentences were jagged, the tenses inconsistent, but the meaning was clear. I had not written the article I’d promised, but I had written something that felt true.

      I copied the text into a new email draft, addressed it to myself, and hit “Send.”

      The subject line auto-filled: Buồn thường.

      I closed the laptop, sat back, and listened to the city as it assembled itself for another day.

      For the first time in months, the voice inside my head was not an enemy.

      
        
        SICK NOTE

        The patient reports

        persistent sadness

        of a type considered

        endemic, not

        exceptional.

        He presents

        with trembling

        in the right hand,

        but writes

        with both.

        His diagnosis

        is uncertain,

        his prognosis

        less so.

        Treatment

        options

        include:

        coffee

        with sugar,

        words that

        do not

        flinch,

        and the

        application

        of more

        sadness.

        The patient

        is advised

        to keep

        writing,

        to persist

        in his

        failure,

        to turn

        the illness

        into

        its own

        cure.

        In this way,

        he may

        yet survive.

        In this way,

        he may

        become

        fluent

        in loss.

      

      

      Scene 2

      I left the apartment at six forty-five, an hour earlier than necessary. The prospect of standing in front of a room of strangers, even under the camouflage of professional authority, had animated my body with a lurching, pre-emptive adrenaline. My hands ached from the aftershock of writing, but the tremor had receded into a background hum, manageable if not absent.

      The streets were still veiled in the gauze of morning, pine needles wet from overnight drizzle, sidewalks littered with the detritus of small commerce: sweet wrappers, cigarette filters, the pink mesh of lychee crates. The air was a contradiction—cool and sharp at the surface, humid enough to raise a sweat beneath the collar. I zipped my jacket, checked for the folder of notes twice, then started up the incline toward the university.

      Da Lat’s colonial architecture asserted itself more aggressively in the absence of crowds. The villas and schools along the main road had been designed to impress from a distance, all porticos and Romanesque arches, but up close their paint was patchwork, concrete softening around the edges from too many monsoons. I wondered how many of the professors inside had inherited their offices from men who once believed in the eternal logic of empire.

      Ahead, students clustered in pairs and trios, their uniforms a gradient from navy blue to near-black. Some wore neckties, others had untucked shirts and unbuckled shoes, a quiet rebellion that was less about fashion and more about refusing to submit to the weather. They moved with the alert, conspiratorial energy of people who have never known defeat. I envied it, just a little.

      I reached the gates and hesitated, letting two students pass before I entered. The security guard on duty was reading a manga, his mask tugged below his chin; he didn’t bother to look up. The walk to the Humanities building was lined with jacarandas, petals turning the concrete into a kind of ephemeral mosaic. My shoes left prints in the purple carpet. It felt sacrilegious, somehow, but I kept walking.

      At the doors, I was met by Dr. Nguyen, the faculty sponsor who had arranged for me to guest lecture. He wore a suit one size too small, hair combed with a precise, almost mathematical rigor. His English was better than mine, but he addressed me in Vietnamese first:

      “Chào anh. Đến sớm vậy.” You’re early.

      I shrugged. “Thói quen của người già.” Old man’s habit.

      He smiled. “In my experience, only the nervous ones arrive before the students.”

      I appreciated the candor. It was a kindness that did not pretend to be anything else.

      “Thank you for inviting me,” I said, switching to English out of habit, then immediately regretting it.

      Dr. Nguyen continued in Vietnamese, but slower now, as if to signal that he would match my pace. “The department is very interested in your perspective. Especially the students. They don’t get many foreigners who can speak the language.”

      I didn’t correct him. I nodded, gripped the folder tighter, and followed him up the stairs. The building’s halls smelled of old chalk, wet paper, and the faint, industrial sweetness of floor polish. We passed a bulletin board covered in announcements for clubs: English Conversation, Gender Studies, Creative Writing. All the posters were bilingual, but the Vietnamese text was always larger.

      The faculty lounge was on the third floor, a narrow room with windows that looked out over the lake. Inside, three other professors sat in loose orbit around a table cluttered with tea cups, orange peels, and the fossilized remains of last week’s bread. They greeted me with the deference owed to the day’s sacrificial animal, then resumed their discussion of university politics, a low murmur that sounded exactly like every academic common room on earth.

      I set my notes on the corner table, peeled off my jacket, and spent a few minutes rehearsing key lines under my breath. I had written the first page of the lecture in both languages, but I already knew I would default to English once the momentum picked up. Still, I tried to memorize the opening joke:

      “Người nước ngoài nói tiếng Việt thường mắc lỗi rất buồn cười—chắc hôm nay tôi cũng không ngoại lệ.” Foreigners speaking Vietnamese always make very funny mistakes—today I’m sure I’ll be no exception.

      It wasn’t a good joke, but it would lower the blood pressure in the room for both parties. I practiced the line a few more times, then sipped the tea Dr. Nguyen poured for me without asking. It was green, bitter, and left a scum on the tongue. I liked it.

      I organized my notes by topic: The Mirror Stage in Lacan. Vietnamese concepts of mourning. The circularity of time in local folklore. At the bottom of the stack, I found a page of the “Buồn thường” essay I’d written that morning, still wet with edits. For a moment I considered reading from it, but decided it was better left unsaid.

      My hands steadied as I arranged the papers, muscle memory taking over where the central nervous system had failed. I found a rhythm in the sorting, the straightening, the alignment of page corners to the grid of the table. It reminded me of Linh—her compulsion for order, the way she would fold napkins even at street-side cafes, as if preparing for the arrival of some unseen guest.

      I glanced at the clock. Five minutes to start.

      Outside, the mist had thinned; the outlines of buildings across the lake were visible, sharp against the haze. The students were gathering in the hallway, voices rising and falling in waves of anticipation. I watched as they checked their phones, compared notes, swapped gossip. None of them looked inside.

      Dr. Nguyen finished his tea and stood. “Are you ready?” he asked.

      I nodded, and the answer was true.

      He led the way to the lecture hall. The door was half-glass, and as we approached I caught my reflection: hair still unwashed, eyes still rimmed with the dark orbit of insomnia, but something in the set of my shoulders suggested that, for once, I intended to stay upright.

      I reached for the handle, took a breath, and stepped through.

      
        
        INTERLUDE: CORRIDOR

        The nervous energy

        of students in

        uniform, their

        shoes squeaking

        on the polished

        floor, the smell

        of pine and

        instant coffee

        in the air.

        The line between

        fear and hope

        is the width

        of a hallway.

        The body

        remembers

        how to walk

        upright, even

        when the mind

        has forgotten

        the trick

        of survival.

        I moved

        down the corridor,

        every step

        a negotiation

        with gravity,

        with history,

        with the old

        reluctance

        to be seen.

        When I arrived

        at the door,

        I waited

        for a sign

        that I was

        allowed

        to enter.

        Then I entered.

        And the world

        did not

        collapse.

      

      

      Scene 3

      The lecture hall was a terrarium of fluorescent light and body heat. The walls, painted the shade of gray peculiar to postcolonial institutions, buzzed faintly from the competing efforts of projector and air conditioner. Fifty-some students waited, faces arranged in rows of growing unease, the front lines all girls in loose white blouses, the back rows colonized by the boys, some of whom already leaned back in the style of men twice their age. I recognized the arrangement: those most eager to impress in the open, the risk-averse buffered by distance.

      Dr. Nguyen wrote my name on the board in two scripts: first in Roman letters, then in Vietnamese. The diacritics on “Whitaker” looked oddly natural, as if the language had agreed to foster my foreignness for an hour. He spoke for a few minutes, introducing me in a way that made me sound far more stable and authoritative than I was. Then he gestured for me to begin.

      I started with the joke I’d rehearsed. They laughed, but in the way people laugh when they’re still not sure what comes next.

      I shuffled my notes. My hands trembled slightly, a slow, lateral drift that would have been invisible from the back but not to me. I gripped the lectern and began:

      “In the West, we talk about the ‘mirror stage’ as the moment a child recognizes itself for the first time—not as a body, but as an object. An image. In theory, this is the origin of the ego, of selfhood, but also of self-doubt. You see yourself as you are seen. You become a permanent observer of your own failure to match the ideal.”

      The projector flickered, diagram stuttering across the wall. I switched to Vietnamese for the next part, though it came out haltingly:

      “Ở phương Tây, họ nói rằng mỗi người có một thời điểm nhận ra bản thân qua gương. Nhưng thật ra, lúc đó chỉ thấy những gì mình không thể trở thành.” In the West, they say each person has a moment of recognizing themselves in the mirror. But in reality, you only see what you cannot become.

      This time, the laughter was softer, but real.

      I continued, shifting back to English for the more technical portions, back to Vietnamese for the illustrative. The code-switching felt less like translation than like tapping different aquifers of self, a way of oxygenating the text for an audience conditioned to take in information at multiple wavelengths.

      I moved on to the concept of mourning.

      “In Vietnamese,” I said, “there’s a word for the kind of sadness that comes not from catastrophe, but from the accumulation of small, daily absences. Buồn thường. It’s not a sickness, or a tragedy. It’s the background radiation of everyday life. A kind of emotional climate.”

      I glanced up to see a dozen pens moving in unison, scribbling the word into the margins of their notebooks.

      I told them about Freud’s model of mourning and melancholia: how in the Western model, grief is a process with stages, an expectation of eventual recovery. “But here, the process is circular. The ghosts never leave; they just go quiet until someone calls them back.”

      At this, I felt the first lurch of adrenaline settle into my chest, less panic than propulsion.

      I asked: “How many of you have felt buồn thường this week?” At first, no hands rose, but then a few, then almost all. A ripple of embarrassed laughter.

      I said, “In the West, we would call this depression. Here, it is considered normal.”

      A hand went up in the second row, a girl with hair so black it seemed blue at the edges. She spoke in English: “If it is normal, how do you know when it is sickness?”

      I paused, realizing the trap she had set, whether intentionally or not.

      “In theory,” I said, “the difference is whether you can still function. If the sadness stops you from living, it is pathology. If not, it’s just—” I hesitated, then finished in Vietnamese: “Chỉ là một phần của đời.” Just part of life.

      She nodded, but did not seem convinced.

      I pressed on, talking about Buddhist concepts of impermanence, the futility of attachment, the idea that suffering is not to be cured but observed, accepted. I could see that this line landed differently here than in my classes at Adelaide. The students leaned forward, some nodding, some frowning as if trying to triangulate my meaning from two cultures at once.

      I ended the first half of the lecture with a slide: a photograph of Da Lat’s lake in the early morning, the surface obscured by a fog so thick the city beyond was nothing but a suggestion. “This,” I said, “is what it feels like to live inside your own head, sometimes. You know there is something solid beneath the mist, but you can’t see it. Only trust that it’s there.”

      There was a pause, not for applause but for recalibration. I heard whispers ripple through the room, then the scrape of chairs as Dr. Nguyen announced a short break.

      I stepped outside, onto the open balcony that ringed the classroom. The air was cooler, the mist thinning to a transparent film. Below, students sat on the low wall, smoking or scrolling through their phones, the digital world a second climate layered over the first. I pulled a cigarette from the pack Linh had left behind months ago, the stale tobacco sharp enough to make my eyes water. I lit it, inhaled, let the chemical ache fill the hollow behind my sternum.

      A few minutes later, I returned to the hall, students now shuffled into new constellations. I recognized the girl from before, now sitting alone at the end of a row, her eyes fixed on the screen of her phone but not moving.

      I began the second half of the talk with a story. I didn’t mean to, but it slipped out.

      “There was someone I loved very much,” I said, “who taught me most of what I know about language, and about sadness.” I could feel the words balancing at the edge of collapse. “After she was gone, I kept trying to find her—first in the city, then in other people, then in the work I was supposed to be doing here. Nothing worked.”

      I looked up, expecting discomfort, but the room was quiet, attentive.

      “So I tried to learn her rituals. I went to the market where she used to buy mangoes. I bought them, even though I hated the taste, and forced myself to eat them every morning. It didn’t make the sadness go away. But it made it more… familiar.”

      I saw, in the third row, a boy writing furiously, his pen moving before I even finished the sentence.

      I said, “Sometimes the only way to survive is to make a religion out of your pain. Even if the only congregation is you.”

      Another hand went up—different girl, different row. “Is that what you do? Eat mango every morning?”

      I smiled, a weak approximation of humor. “Sometimes. Sometimes I just think about it.”

      They laughed. This time, it felt earned.

      The questions came faster after that. Some wanted to know if the Western therapies worked here. Some wanted to know if sadness was a luxury. One boy, at the very back, asked—in perfect English—whether I thought madness was contagious.

      I answered honestly: “If it is, I’m probably a superspreader.”

      The laughter was real, but then quieted as I read, from memory, the poem I had written the night before. The room seemed to contract around the words, the air drawing in:

      
        
        // PSYCHOGENIC BLACKOUT //

        In the final stage

        of collapse, the

        boundaries between

        sadness and synapse

        blur into a single

        sensation, a

        paralysis of

        intent.

        You wake each day

        to a body you

        neither trust

        nor recognize,

        muscles locking

        into patterns

        that predate

        memory.

        The mind begins

        to eat itself,

        rumor becoming

        evidence, hope

        collapsing into

        entropy.

        Some mornings,

        you find yourself

        outside your own

        life, watching

        the familiar

        gestures—making

        coffee, brushing

        teeth, answering

        emails—performed

        by a stranger

        with your hands.

        There is no

        cure for this,

        only adaptation.

        You cultivate

        small rituals

        to anchor the

        self to the

        present: the

        taste of mango

        in the mouth,

        the sting of

        jasmine on

        the skin, the

        pressure of

        a name repeated

        until it

        means nothing.

        The lesson

        is not in

        recovery, but

        in persistence.

        You keep going,

        even when the

        world recedes,

        even when the

        fog rolls in

        so thick

        you cannot

        see the

        outline

        of

        your own

        survival.

        You write it

        down, so

        that someone

        else might

        one day

        name the

        disease.

        You hope

        for a

        better

        diagnosis.

        But you

        know the

        prognosis.

        It is

        terminal

        and it is

        yours.

      

      

      The silence after was almost devotional. Even the air conditioner seemed to pause, just for a second.

      I closed the folder, unsure what to do with my hands. Dr. Nguyen stood and thanked me, first in English, then Vietnamese. The students applauded, a little hesitantly at first, then louder. A few approached the lectern with questions, most just wanted to say hello, to practice a phrase of English, to compliment my accent, which they found charmingly flawed.

      The girl from the second row waited until the end. She asked, quietly, if I would share my notes. I said yes, and she bowed her head, as if unworthy of the transaction.

      As the students filtered out, I looked at the window and saw myself reflected in the glass. Still too thin, still haunted around the eyes, but standing upright, hands at rest, engaged in the act of explanation.

      It was, I realized, the opposite of a blackout. It was evidence of survival, made visible.

      I gathered my notes, thanked Dr. Nguyen, and left the hall, the sound of footsteps echoing behind me.

      
        
        FINAL REPORT

        The patient has

        exhibited partial

        recovery of affect,

        moderate to

        significant gains

        in social function.

        He responds

        to stimuli, engages

        with others,

        presents with

        fewer symptoms

        of derealization.

        Mood: fluctuating

        but resilient.

        Insight: improved.

        Judgment: intact.

        Prognosis: no

        cure, but

        manageable.

        The patient

        will continue

        his course

        of treatment:

        writing,

        teaching,

        the pursuit

        of ordinary

        sadness.

        This is not

        remission.

        It is a form

        of life.

        It is enough.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Letters to Linh

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I woke before the heat index had time to reset, before the damp could finish colonizing the air. The city below was barely audible, a stutter of scooters and the pneumatic whine of market carts echoing up the alley. It was six-thirty, which meant the housewives had already started their breakfast circuit and the bread boy would soon mount his megaphone campaign against the quiet. The apartment’s geometry had shifted overnight, as if the humidity expanded everything by a fractional degree—walls bulging, bamboo blinds swelling against their frames. I liked the way the world got softer in the early hours, as if every surface agreed to a truce.

      The desk in the corner was my only concession to order: lacquered pine, squared edges, exactly two pens at rest on the right, a stack of cream stationery on the left. The desktop had developed a constellation of coffee rings, each one a failed attempt at preservation, but I liked the evidence of history. I uncurled myself from the futon, careful not to wake the muscle tremor that sometimes took the left side of my body, and padded over in bare feet. The floorboards were cool, flexing slightly under each step—proof that the building, like its tenants, was more flexible than it looked.

      I sat, pulled the chair close, and rotated the ink bottle three times before opening it. There was no ritual in this, just the compulsion to reset the world to a known state before engaging with it. I loaded the fountain pen, wiped the nib on my palm, and watched the first bead of blue-black ink diffuse into the lines of my skin. Some mornings the sight made me think of fingerprints and crime scenes; today, it just looked like evidence of effort.

      The letter was already begun. Dated at the top, in the small, left-leaning script Linh had once described as “eager but fragile,” it read:

      Linh,

      I have learned how to sleep without you, but not how to wake. Every morning feels like a translation: I move through the world in borrowed phrases, some of them yours, most of them not. Da Lat is still here, but the city has changed its accent.

      I paused, pen poised above the page, and tried to access the next line as if it were a word caught in the gullet. The trick was to avoid eye contact with the empty chair across the table, the one that now held only the shell of a mango and the echo of Linh’s knees tucked underneath. Instead, I focused on the page, the subtle indentations where I’d pressed too hard in yesterday’s draft.

      Mrs. Nguyen says the rainy season will end early this year. She has begun to ration her stories, doling them out only on Fridays or when I bring her proper French bread from the market. Yesterday, she left a bundle of fresh mangoes at my door—no note, just the sticky evidence of her fingerprints on the plastic.

      I stopped, listening for the sound of Mrs. Nguyen’s slippers in the hall. Sometimes she checked in at this hour, a light knock on the door followed by the shuffle of fruit or a folded note under the threshold. I had come to crave the interruption. It was the only external variable I couldn’t predict.

      I let the pen hover, waiting for the usual twinge of self-consciousness, but it didn’t arrive. Instead, my mind wandered to the cafe where I now took my mornings: a low-ceilinged room with a row of plastic chairs welded together by years of sweat and spilled coffee, the walls cluttered with advertisements for TOEFL prep and lost cats. The first time I walked in, the barista addressed me in English—”What you want?”—but after three weeks of persistent exposure, she switched to Vietnamese and never looked back.

      It was an achievement. Not in the usual expat sense, but in the way a virus achieves homeostasis with its host.

      I wrote:

      The cafe is called Hoa Ban, and I am now a regular. The staff no longer stare when I mix two sugars into my coffee or linger over the crossword. Yesterday, a student from my seminar recognized me and asked if I would sign his notebook. It felt less like celebrity and more like being an acceptable background noise.

      I think you would approve of my routine. I spend the first hour reading the news—mostly Vietnamese, though the editorials still require Google Translate—and then another hour rewriting old lesson plans, trying to make them fit the new curriculum. The university has offered me a one-year extension, contingent on “demonstrated improvement in mental state.” I am not sure what qualifies as improvement, but I am willing to fake it if it means staying in this apartment a little longer.

      A gust of wind rattled the bamboo blinds, scattering a thin grid of light across the page. The light made the ink shimmer, lending each word the appearance of motion. I liked the illusion. It made the text seem less permanent, more like the spoken language Linh used to favor: quick, colloquial, impossible to pin down.

      I continued:

      I think about you less now, which feels like a betrayal, but is probably just the result of neural pruning. I can go whole mornings without remembering the way you folded your napkin after every meal, or how you would hum to yourself when walking up the hill to the university. Sometimes I catch a hint of your perfume in the elevator, and for a second I forget to breathe.

      This is what healing looks like, I think: a series of small abandonments, each one leaving less of you behind.

      I paused again, flexing my hand to chase away the cramp that threatened the base of my thumb. My Vietnamese had improved, but my handwriting had not. Every sentence was a battle between intent and execution.

      I looked up, out the window, where the early sun had begun to melt the mist off the rooftops. In a few hours, the city would sweat under the pressure of midday, but for now, it was all possibility.

      I let the pen rest and leaned back in the chair, listening for the familiar knock.

      It arrived, right on cue: two soft taps, then the creak of the hall floor as Mrs. Nguyen moved on to the next door. I stood, stretching the ache from my legs, and opened the door just as she disappeared down the stairwell. There, on the mat, sat a bundle wrapped in newspaper and secured with a single, perfect knot.

      I picked it up, unwrapped it, and found three mangoes—still warm from the morning market, their skin unblemished, the stems glistening with sap. I inhaled the scent, which was more memory than fruit, and carried them back to the desk.

      Before sitting, I called out, “Cảm ơn nhiều, cô!” Thank you so much, ma’am, letting the words echo down the corridor.

      From somewhere below, I heard her reply: “Ăn cho khỏe!” Eat for your health!

      I smiled, a real one, and returned to the desk.

      I added a postscript to the letter:

      P.S. Mrs. Nguyen is still watching over me, even when I think I am alone.

      I let the ink dry before folding the letter in thirds, creasing it along the same lines as all the others. The carved wooden box in the corner of the desk was now almost full—a year’s worth of letters, each addressed to Linh, each one unsent. I placed today’s letter on top, aligned it with the rest, and closed the lid with a deliberate snap.

      The ritual complete, I peeled one of the mangoes and ate it over the sink, the juice running down my wrist, sticky and cold.

      It was, I decided, enough for now.

      
        
        CODE-SWITCHING

        In the first month,

        every sentence

        was a negotiation.

        English clung

        to my palate

        like an accent

        I couldn’t

        scrub clean.

        Vietnamese

        waited at the

        door, polite

        but insistent,

        a guest who

        knew I would

        eventually

        let it in.

        Now the

        two languages

        share a room,

        trading words

        like cigarettes,

        switching roles

        when I am

        too tired

        to remember

        which

        is mother

        and which

        is mask.

        Some mornings,

        I wake up

        thinking

        in neither,

        only the

        grammar

        of longing.

        I write

        to you

        in both

        tongues,

        unsure which

        will find you

        first.

        In the end,

        I hope

        you answer

        in the

        language

        of silence,

        the one

        we both

        understood

        best.

      

      

      Scene 2

      The university’s Humanities Building was a concrete vowel, an O-shaped block meant to funnel the prevailing winds, but it mostly succeeded in trapping sound. Every morning, as I climbed the stairs to the seminar room, I could hear lectures drifting through the open doors: Vietnamese monologues punctuated by English loanwords, the occasional drone of a ceiling fan playing counterpoint to academic urgency. The building was newer than the rest of the campus, but the furniture was pure colonial holdover—wooden desks pockmarked by generations of nervous energy, blackboards more gray than black, the chalk brittle and eager to become dust.

      I arrived ten minutes before the students, an old habit from my Adelaide days, but here it seemed almost pathological—none of the local faculty arrived before the last possible second. I found the classroom empty except for a trace of instant coffee on the podium and a single, balled-up tissue wedged into the frame of the door. I flicked the lights on, rolled up the shades, and surveyed the day’s lesson plan.

      “Today: Comparative Psychopathology.” The first line in my notebook read:

      - How cultures name madness.

      - Vietnamese terms: điên, tâm thần, buồn thường, bệnh hoạn.

      - Freud vs. Buddhist models of self.

      I wrote the words on the blackboard, letting the chalk collect in the grooves of my fingerprints. The dust accumulated at the base of the board, a tiny drift that would, by the end of class, threaten to obscure my shoes. I had started to keep a separate rag in my jacket pocket, since the classroom’s official eraser was always missing or calcified beyond use.

      The first student entered at 7:59—Mai, hair still wet from her morning shower, her notebook balanced on top of a boba tea. She glanced at the board, then at me, and offered a greeting in English: “Good morning, Professor.”

      I corrected her. “Chào em, Mai. Ổn chứ?” Hello, Mai. Doing well?

      She grinned, approving the effort. “Ổn. Cảm ơn thầy.”

      The others followed in quick succession, a parade of black ponytails, pristine uniforms, and the telltale glow of phone screens held just out of sight. The seats filled from the back forward, a universal law of student behavior. I counted fifteen, all present.

      We began.

      I launched into the opening, switching to Vietnamese after the first paragraph. It was slow, deliberate, but the words found their way. “Ở Việt Nam, khi người ta nói về bệnh tâm thần, họ thường dùng từ ‘điên’.” In Vietnam, when people talk about mental illness, they often use the word ‘điên’—crazy.

      There was a pause, then a hand: “Thầy, ‘điên’ hơi… xúc phạm.” Teacher, ‘điên’ is a little… offensive.

      I nodded, then corrected myself. “Vậy nên dùng từ nào?” So which word should I use?

      “‘Tâm thần’,” the student said, and a chorus of nods confirmed the preference.

      I rewrote the sentence on the board, careful this time, and felt the classroom lean in, the shared pleasure of seeing the foreigner self-correct. There was a democracy to the mistake, a generosity in the group edit. I liked the sensation.

      We moved to the first exercise: “How does your family talk about sadness? About madness? About what is normal?”

      The discussion started slow, then accelerated. Students shared stories—uncles who drank too much and were called “kỳ quặc” (weird), a cousin who dropped out and was labeled “lười biếng” (lazy), a grandmother who mourned her husband for a decade and became “người buồn” (the sad one). Each phrase was debated, weighed for nuance and connotation.

      I compared these to the DSM terms: Major Depressive Disorder, Generalized Anxiety, Borderline Personality. The students laughed at some of the diagnoses—”Bệnh lo âu tổng quát nghe giống như bị cảm.” Generalized anxiety sounds like a cold. The comparison stuck, and soon everyone referred to it as “the cold of the mind.”

      We talked about Freud, about the western belief in hidden trauma, in the unconscious as an engine of suffering. “In Vietnam,” I said, “people believe more in ghosts than in Freud. Do you agree?”

      A few hands shot up. “Ghosts are easier to talk to,” one said, and the class erupted.

      The hour passed quickly. I filled the board with arrows and bubbles, mapping the territory between madness and sadness, between biology and belief. By the end, my hands were ashy with chalk and the air was thick with the residue of argument.

      As the students packed up, I heard someone say, “Thầy nói tiếng Việt tốt hơn rồi đó.” Teacher’s Vietnamese is getting better.

      I wrote it down in my pocket notebook, under a section labeled “Improvements.”

      The room emptied, but I lingered, erasing the board with long, slow strokes. The friction felt good, like sanding a rough edge down to something smooth. I pocketed the rag and shouldered my bag, stepping into the corridor just as the dean walked by.

      He nodded, switching seamlessly between English and Vietnamese: “Whitaker, how is your class?”

      I answered in Vietnamese, “Tốt lắm. Sinh viên rất thông minh.” Very good. The students are very smart.

      He seemed pleased. “Chắc chắn rồi,” he said, then moved on.

      Outside, I found my colleague waiting under the jacaranda tree, a thin man with the hyperalert expression of someone perpetually caffeinated. He greeted me in English, but within a minute we’d slipped into a hybrid code, sentences zigzagging between languages, each of us choosing whichever word felt sharper.

      “You want phở?” he asked.

      “Always,” I said.

      We walked to the street, the humidity already beginning its noon siege. The phở place was three blocks away, a narrow storefront with plastic stools in three sizes. We squeezed onto the smallest, balancing our knees against the underside of the table.

      He asked about my lesson. I told him about the “cold of the mind,” and he laughed, writing it on his napkin.

      “You know,” he said, “people here are very proud of not having depression. They think it’s a Western problem.”

      “Then what do you call it?” I asked.

      He considered, then shrugged. “Chán nản. Buồn. But never ‘illness.’ If you can go to work, you are not sick.”

      I wrote that down, too.

      The food arrived. The broth was clear, floating slices of brisket and the obligatory islands of onion and cilantro. My friend squeezed a lime over his bowl, then nudged the plate toward me.

      “Eat,” he said. “You teach better when you eat.”

      We talked about the university, about funding, about the stubbornness of the administration. I felt the old tension in my chest, the sense of being an imposter, but it faded as the conversation circled back to small things—traffic, weather, a new coffee shop by the lake.

      I took out my notebook and showed him the list of words I had collected from the students. He scanned the page, grinning at the mixture of spelling errors and slang. “You are becoming Vietnamese,” he said, and I felt a strange pride at the statement.

      As we finished, I asked, “What’s the one thing you wish foreigners understood about here?”

      He thought for a long moment, then said: “We are not so sad as you think.”

      I nodded, but wondered if that was ever true for anyone.

      I walked back to the apartment with a full stomach, hands dusted with chalk, and a notebook fat with the day’s harvest.

      Tonight, I would write it all down for Linh. Not as apology, but as evidence: I was still here. I was still learning.

      
        
        DIALECTIC

        The room filled

        with chalk

        dust and

        untranslatable

        words.

        I stood at

        the blackboard,

        hand trembling,

        writing my

        own failure

        into every

        line.

        The students

        laughed when

        I mangled

        their language,

        but they

        corrected me

        gently,

        each error

        a sign of

        being

        accepted.

        We talked

        about madness,

        about where

        it lives in

        the mind,

        about what

        happens when

        the words

        you need

        do not exist.

        After class,

        I wrote the

        new phrases

        in my

        notebook,

        each one a

        proof that

        I was becoming

        someone

        else, or

        at least

        less of

        the man

        who lost

        you.

        I sent

        you the

        best lines,

        hoping

        you would

        recognize

        the voice

        inside them.

        Maybe you

        would even

        laugh.

        That would

        be enough.

      

      

      Scene 3

      The temple sat at the edge of the city, just beyond the last riot of street stalls and into the slope where the pine forest began. Each morning, the path to the gates was marked by the sound of bells—three notes, spaced to allow the mind to finish each one before the next arrived. The bells were never hurried, not even on days when the mist rolled in so dense it erased the city below.

      I arrived before sunrise, as I always did now. The air was cold enough to bite, and the stone underfoot was slick with the wet moss that outlasted even the most diligent monks. The gatekeeper, a former engineer who’d taken his vows after a small heart attack, let me in with a single nod. He no longer asked for my name or business.

      The courtyard was empty except for the elderly monk, already sweeping the flagstones with a straw broom twice his size. He wore a blue robe cinched with a cord that could have been repurposed from an extension cord, the frayed ends trailing behind him as he worked. His face was an atlas of old scars and smile lines, the kind of face that suggested he’d seen every possible configuration of human suffering and come out the other side willing to sweep for free.

      I joined him, picking up one of the spare brooms from the rack by the wall. The brooms here were not like the plastic ones in the city: each was hand-tied, the bristles uneven, the handles scoured to a softness by decades of use. I liked the way the wood felt in my grip, the slight flex as I moved it across the stones.

      The work required no coordination. We moved in parallel lines, sometimes crossing, never speaking unless absolutely necessary. The sound of the straw on stone was hypnotic, a dry sibilance that drowned out the tinnitus in my ears and the more persistent buzz of my thoughts.

      Now and then the monk would pause, lean on his broom, and scan the horizon. On days when the fog was thin, he’d point with his chin at the shapes of pigeons settling on the eaves, or at the silhouettes of early worshippers shuffling up the path. Sometimes he’d say something—always in Vietnamese, always quietly, as if unwilling to disturb the air.

      “Gió hôm nay nhẹ.” The wind is soft today.

      Or:

      “Có mưa vào chiều.” Rain this afternoon.

      I answered in kind, short phrases, mostly observational. “Trời lạnh hơn hôm qua.” Colder than yesterday. “Nhiều lá rụng.” More leaves today.

      The first time I’d swept here, months ago, I had tried to keep pace with him, to finish each section before he did. I’d treated the job like a metric, a way to prove utility. He’d let me finish, then walked over and re-swept the same patch, slower this time, moving each leaf with deliberation. I learned quickly: it wasn’t about clearing the debris, but about the act itself.

      At the end of each hour, we emptied our baskets into the compost bin. The monk would pour tea from a dented thermos, fill two chipped cups, and we would sit on the lowest step of the main hall, feet just touching the ground. The tea was strong, bitter, impossible to drink without wincing. The monk never winced.

      Some days, other volunteers joined us—retired teachers, an ex-cop, the occasional student sentenced here for truancy. In time, they stopped referring to me as “the American” or “the professor.” I became “anh Whitaker,” brother Whitaker, a term of endearment that doubled as an inside joke.

      One morning, after the first round of sweeping, the monk motioned me over to the altar at the center of the courtyard. There, three ceramic bowls held sticks of incense, arranged in a perfect triangle. He watched as I removed the old ashes and replaced them with new sticks, then corrected the angle of my hand with a gentle nudge. “Not too straight,” he said, “or the ancestors get impatient.” He demonstrated, tilting the incense just so, then stepped back to let me finish.

      I caught his smile as I adjusted the last stick. For a moment, I felt the old urge to record the moment, to write it down and send it off as evidence that I was still surviving. But then the urge faded, replaced by a calm that was as new to me as the skin that had grown over the old callouses on my palms.

      After the work was done, the monk invited me inside. We sat in the meditation hall, knees pressed to the tatami, and watched as the early light crawled up the paper walls. He spoke little, but when he did, it was with a precision that made every word land.

      “Why do you come here every day?” he asked, not as a challenge, but as a curiosity.

      I thought about it. The answer was not the one I would have given Linh, or even myself, a year ago.

      “I like the quiet,” I said. “It’s easier to hear things when the world is not so loud.”

      He nodded, as if this was the answer he expected.

      He poured more tea, the leaves swirling at the bottom of the cup. “You sweep very well now,” he said, and I felt the compliment settle in my chest.

      I left the temple just as the sun finished burning off the mist. My hands were raw from the broom, but steady. My breath was deep and even, each inhale a little less heavy than the last.

      That afternoon, back at my apartment, I sat at the desk and wrote a letter to Linh. My handwriting was smoother now, less anxious, the lines even and unbroken.

      Linh,

      I have learned to be silent in the mornings. The temple is a good place for it—no one asks questions, and the work is just hard enough to keep my mind occupied.

      The monk here says that you must sweep slowly, or the leaves will find their way back. I think he is right. Sometimes I wonder if that is how memory works: you try to clear it, but it returns when the wind changes.

      I met a new volunteer today. She called me by my name, not “the American.” It made me feel like a real person, not just a visitor.

      The tea is strong, and the weather is unpredictable. I wish you could see the courtyard in the early light—it is always changing, but also always the same.

      I hope you are well.

      —W.

      I signed the letter, folded it carefully, and placed it in the wooden box with the others. There was a comfort in the repetition, a sense that each letter was a stone in a path I was building back to myself.

      For the first time in months, I was not afraid to walk it.

      
        
        MAINTENANCE

        Morning, and

        the broom’s

        rhythm is

        softer than

        before.

        I move

        the leaves

        from one

        end of

        the courtyard

        to the other,

        knowing they

        will return

        by evening.

        The monk

        watches, says

        nothing, just

        pours tea

        and lets the

        silence settle.

        My hands

        are calloused

        now, grip

        unbroken,

        the skin

        no longer

        remembers

        the tremor.

        Some days,

        I hear your

        voice in

        the sweep

        of bristles

        on stone,

        but it is

        quieter

        than I

        expected.

        This is

        how I

        measure

        progress:

        the length

        of silence

        between

        memories.

        The taste

        of tea

        left bitter

        on my

        tongue.

        The line

        of your

        name,

        written

        straighter

        each day.

      

      

      Scene 4

      The street food stall was tucked between a funeral supply shop and a storefront selling imitation French handbags, the sign above it flickering in a near-Pavlovian stutter of green and pink neon. By seven, the sidewalk was already occupied by the usual suspects: university students, delivery drivers, two retired men with faces arranged for argument. The smell was a three-way brawl of boiling bones, exhaust, and the high citrus note of fresh herbs.

      Tuan waved me over with the easy entitlement of a regular. He sat on the far end of a plastic bench, one foot propped on the curb, a can of Tiger balanced on his knee. His hair was newly shorn, exposing the scar above his right ear, and he wore a jacket with the insignia of a defunct telecom company stitched onto the breast.

      “Anh Whitaker,” he said, in a tone halfway between greeting and dare. “Ngồi đi.” Sit.

      I sat, letting the old bones of the chair accept my weight. The table was already crowded with condiments—chili paste, sliced lime, a jar of pickled garlic with a fork jutting out like a warning.

      Tuan motioned to the owner, a woman with the build of a powerlifter and the disposition of a mother-in-law. “Two phở đặc biệt,” he called. Two specials.

      I raised an eyebrow. “I thought you hated the ‘đặc biệt’ here.”

      He grinned, teeth pink from the last round of beer. “I like the meatballs. You can have my tendon.”

      We talked in English at first—gossip about the market, which shops were laundering money, whose kids had gotten into trouble. But as the food arrived, the conversation slid effortlessly into Vietnamese. It was easier, at this point, to express certain things in the local tongue: the exact flavor of a broth, the etiquette of when to slurp, which curse words worked best for which minor tragedy.

      Tuan pointed at my bowl, where the meat floated in a sheen of chili oil. “You never ate phở like this before you came here,” he said.

      “Never had to fight for a table, either,” I replied.

      He laughed, spraying a fleck of basil onto his cuff.

      The meal progressed in companionable silence. Around us, the street performed its nightly pageant—kids on skateboards, a delivery guy chain-smoking as he waited for a pickup, the occasional dog loping through in search of scraps. The world was loud, but our corner of it felt insulated, the table a raft in the middle of perpetual motion.

      At one point, Tuan asked: “How’s your class going?”

      “Better,” I said. “Students are less afraid of me now. They even correct my grammar.”

      Tuan nodded, approving. “You’re one of us.”

      The words landed with more weight than he intended.

      He pulled out his phone, scrolled to a photo, and slid it across the table. It was his daughter, sitting cross-legged on the living room floor, face buried in a workbook. “She wants to be better at English than you,” he said, pride and warning braided together.

      “She already is,” I said, and we both laughed.

      He refilled my beer, tapped his can to mine, and fell quiet.

      I waited, sensing the question building. When it came, it was in English:

      “Do you still write the letters?”

      I hesitated. “Every night.”

      Tuan’s eyes held the question a second longer, then let it go. “You ever send them?”

      I shook my head. “Not to send. Just to remember.”

      He seemed to understand, but said nothing, letting the silence fill with the sound of a passing scooter and the low hum of the night.

      We finished the meal, paid the bill, and lingered a few minutes longer. Tuan taught me a new slang phrase, something the university kids were using to describe an easy class: “ăn cháo,” literally “eat porridge.” I wrote it in my phone for later.

      As we stood to leave, Tuan clapped a hand on my shoulder. “You’re getting softer,” he said, half-accusation, half-affection.

      “Too much phở,” I replied.

      He laughed, then walked off into the blur of tail lights, hands in his pockets, whistling a tune I didn’t recognize.

      Back in my apartment, I sat at the desk and uncapped the pen.

      Linh,

      Tonight I ate phở with Tuan. He let me have the tendon, which means he either loves me or wants to see if my stomach can survive the challenge.

      The street was loud, the lights a migraine, but the food was perfect. We talked about his daughter, about language, about what it means to be at home somewhere you never meant to stay.

      I think you would have liked him. He’s blunt, but there’s an honesty in that.

      I still write to you, but the letters have changed. They are less about missing you and more about recording the things I wish you could see: the way the neon glows on wet pavement, how the basil here is sweeter than in Adelaide, the sound of laughter after a hard day.

      I used to think healing was about forgetting. Now I think it’s about remembering differently.

      I hope you are happy, wherever you are.

      —W.

      I folded the letter, sealed it, and placed it in the wooden box. I hesitated, then opened the lid and glanced at the stack inside. The box was nearly full.

      I closed it, set it on the shelf, and turned out the light.

      For the first time in a long time, I felt no need to write another.

      
        
        NIGHT MARKET

        We sit at

        a table

        slick with

        condensation,

        bowls of

        broth steaming

        into the

        neon night.

        You are

        gone, but

        the city

        remains,

        relentless

        in its

        appetite

        for memory.

        Tuan teaches

        me new

        words, I

        teach him

        nothing.

        We trade

        stories, salt

        and vinegar,

        until the

        pain is

        something

        we can

        laugh at.

        Tonight,

        the taste

        of tendon

        lingers

        longer than

        your name.

        This is

        what progress

        looks like:

        a clean bowl,

        a friend’s

        farewell,

        the echo

        of joy

        replacing

        the need

        for sorrow.

      

      

      Scene 5

      Dusk bled slowly across Da Lat, saturating the city in a haze of lamplight and unresolved weather. I sat at the desk, the window propped open to the last drafts of pine and scooter exhaust, the pages on my workspace finally arranged to my liking. It had taken weeks to file and toss the detritus of my former life—stacks of lesson plans, drafts of unreadable essays, prescription slips and appointment reminders with my own name printed in a font that made me flinch. I kept only the essentials: one pad of paper, two fountain pens, the carved wooden box of unsent letters, and a journal so scarred by cross-outs that the binding had split into parallel universes.

      I sharpened my focus on the letter at hand. The top of the page bore Linh’s name, this time in my best cursive, and the date. I considered, for a moment, making this one different: perhaps a beginning instead of an end, or a note addressed to the future. But old habits outlast even the most dramatic reforms.

      Linh,

      The city has entered a new season. The rain is less persistent now, but the air is still thick with what you used to call “the sadness of unresolved clouds.” I walk to the university each morning and the jacarandas shed more blossoms than should be mathematically possible. At noon, the staff at Hoa Ban cafe greet me in Vietnamese, and the barista no longer asks if I want sugar—she just puts two packets on the tray and lets me decide what kind of day it will be.

      I stopped, letting the words settle. The old urge to analyze every sentence for hidden symptom had finally receded; now I wrote the way the city moved—slow, layered, always expecting interruption. I pressed the pen into the pad, watched the ink saturate the fibers, and continued.

      Mrs. Nguyen’s mangoes are getting smaller, but the skin is flawless, and I have stopped peeling them the way you taught me. It’s easier to eat them with the skin on, even if the taste is more bitter that way.

      My class at the university is full. The students have begun to adopt the Western habit of questioning everything, but they do it in a way that’s almost polite. They correct my Vietnamese, but now it’s a joke, a way of letting me know I am still a guest here, but a guest with privileges.

      Sometimes, when I look at the faces in the classroom, I forget what it was like to teach in Adelaide. The past is only a rumor, overwritten by the immediacy of now.

      A moth battered itself against the lamp, its wings making a sound that was more sadness than movement. I watched it spiral, then wrote:

      Tuan and I meet for dinner once a week. His daughter is obsessed with learning English, and he uses this as an excuse to ask for new phrases he can use at the market. He taught me how to say “đi một ngày đàng, học một sàng khôn”—travel a day, learn a basketful of wisdom—but I think he enjoys the way I mangle the pronunciation.

      I have started to keep a diary in both languages. Some days I write only in Vietnamese, just to see if the grammar will forgive me. It’s easier now to forget which language I am in. The code-switching is almost involuntary.

      I wrote the next line in Vietnamese:

      Em có khỏe không? Do you feel well?

      I hope so. There are days when I wake up certain you are happy, that you have found a life with fewer ghosts. On those days, I almost convince myself that I am healed, that all of this was worth it for the chance to know you.

      I paused. The pen trembled in my grip, but I pressed on:

      I will not send this letter. None of them have ever left this room. But I need you to know: I am staying here. Not because I am running from what I was, but because the city fits. It is a strange, persistent comfort.

      Sometimes I still see you in the mornings, waiting at the lake. But now I understand: you are not waiting for me.

      I signed it, first in English, then again in a practiced Vietnamese script.

      —Whitaker / —Việt Khánh

      I read the letter aloud, first in English, then line by line in Vietnamese, stumbling over the accents but refusing to erase them. It was the closest thing to a dialogue I had left.

      I folded the letter, sealed it with a swipe of glue, and placed it in the box Mrs. Nguyen had given me months ago. The box was heavy now, its contents pressed tight by the cumulative weight of memory. I set it on the shelf above the desk, out of reach but always visible, a monument to the self I was learning to outgrow.

      Then I opened my journal.

      This entry was not for Linh, or for any hypothetical reader, but for myself alone. I let the words come, unfiltered, letting them stack and fracture on the page.

      Decay begins in the synapses.

      First, the dull ache of recollection, the electric memory of a body that no longer answers. Then the unraveling: a slow, deliberate pulling of threads from the fabric of self. Some days it is just a tremor; others, it is the sensation of being hollowed, the organs replaced by soft, untethered regret.

      In the language of clinical psychology, this is progress.

      In the language of poetry, it is simply called living.

      I wrote until the pen stuttered, then tore the page from the journal, folded it, and tucked it behind the last letter in the box. It seemed right to let the two coexist.

      At the edge of the city, thunder grumbled in the mountains. I closed the window, shut off the lamp, and sat in the dark, listening as the rain resumed its old, familiar pattern.

      I breathed in.

      I waited.

      
        
        SYMPTOMATOLOGY (Terminal Episode)

        Synapses crumble

        beneath the weight

        of memory.

        Ego fractures

        crack open in

        obsidian silence.

        Neurons decay

        in the wasteland

        of longing,

        id bleeds panic

        into every

        thought,

        cognition

        dissolves

        like a funeral

        pyre.

        The body

        persists

        only as

        artifact,

        a shrine

        to the

        mind’s

        refusal

        to be

        healed.

        Diagnosis

        is recursive.

        Prognosis:

        inevitable.

        I write

        this down

        not to

        recover,

        but to

        confirm

        the fact

        of loss.

        I will

        keep

        writing

        until the

        paper

        runs out,

        until the

        ink itself

        forgets

        how to

        mean.

        This is

        my cure.

        This is

        the last

        line.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            The Perpetual Spring of Da Lat

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      Morning in Da Lat: the mist crawled low and determined, but today it looked less like a smothering force and more like an atmospheric experiment in selective transparency. I stepped out of the apartment and felt the air settle over me, not as weight, but as insulation—a damp gauze meant to slow, not stop. It had taken months to train my body to respond to the city’s rhythms, but now my legs remembered the route to the gardens even before I finished lacing my shoes. The buildings along the avenue still leaned, still threatened collapse in that distinctly Southeast Asian way, but I no longer saw in them the threat of imminent disaster. I saw only geometry: right angles softening under the pressure of time and weather, paint retreating in the face of fungal insurrection.

      I made my way along the avenue of jacarandas, their blossoms thick as ever, but today the purple seemed factual, unedited by the overlay of mood or mania. Each flower that fell made a mark on the pavement, a brief, bright stain that would be gone before the sun finished its day’s work. At the first intersection, I paused to let a delivery scooter pass. The driver’s parka was the same yellow as a warning label, and when he looked at me—just for a second—I saw not suspicion, but the universal impatience of the overworked. I nodded. He gunned the engine and vanished into the pale.

      The air at this hour was more cold than wet. My lungs, no longer trained to hyperventilate at the first sign of stimulus, took the cold in stride. I focused on the inhalation, the way the chill edged the inside of my nostrils, then exhaled and watched the breath diffuse into the waiting mist. My hands—once the primary metric of my decline—remained steady at my sides, no tremor to spoil the symmetry of the walk.

      The European gardens loomed ahead, the gates still locked but the interior visible through the black lattice of wrought iron. I stopped at the perimeter and gripped the fence, let my thumb run over the cold seam where two bars met. The metal was slick, not with oil, but with a condensation that seemed engineered for the sole purpose of making you question your grip. I tested it anyway. It held.

      Inside, the rows of tulips were arranged in chromatic sequence, red bleeding into orange, orange into yellow, then abruptly into the controlled chaos of the central rose beds. Even from a distance I could tell: the gardeners had been at work before dawn. No stray weed, no wilting stem was allowed to disrupt the optical illusion of perfection. I remembered the first time I visited these gardens, months ago, and how the flowers had seemed fake, as if they had been printed on a sheet of acetate and projected onto the grass by some cruel, unseen hand. That day, I had spent an hour wandering between beds, touching petal after petal, convinced that the softness was synthetic, that the color would rub off if I pressed hard enough.

      Today I knew better. Today the dew on the roses was actual water, the spines on the stems sharp enough to draw blood if I insisted on proof. I walked the perimeter until the gates opened—a full minute ahead of schedule, the groundskeeper too preoccupied with his phone to enforce protocol—and entered.

      The path wound between low hedges and banks of marigolds. Each step was catalogued by the crunch of gravel, a deliberate auditory feedback that made me conscious of every placement. I followed the sound, kept my head down at first, then looked up and let my eyes do their new work: differentiating, discriminating, trusting that what I saw was there, and only there.

      I chose a bench by the reflecting pool, the one with the least accumulation of bird shit. The ironwork was cold, but not uninviting. I sat, hands in my lap, and watched as the mist began to lift. The sun was doing its best, sending searchlights of clarity through the vapor, picking out the gloss of petals and the wet shine of new grass. There was a time, not so long ago, when this would have triggered panic—too much light, too much information, all of it aimed at exposing the fraudulence of my presence. Now I watched the sunlight for what it was: a slow reveal, a show designed for anyone willing to wait.

      The sensation of calm was not total. There were still moments when the unreality of the scene pressed at the edges of vision. A flash of color too bright, a shape that seemed to double and then snap back into unity. But each time, I checked the evidence: blinked, looked away, then looked back. The world held.

      I became aware of the smell—the gardens had their own climate of scent, a rising tide of chlorophyll and compost, undercut by the medicinal tang of the fertilizer the city used to keep up appearances. The roses carried their own private perfume, heavy and sweet, but it was the earth that dominated: rich, fungal, impatient to reclaim anything that dared linger too long above the surface.

      The gardens were nearly empty, save for a trio of elderly women in track suits doing tai chi by the ornamental bridge, their movements synchronized but unhurried. The air carried their murmured Vietnamese, an endless thread of commentary and correction, as they flowed from one pose to another. I watched, hypnotized not by the choreography but by the precision with which they measured each gesture, as if the future of the city depended on the exactness of their extension.

      I sat for a while, listening to the soft tick of my own pulse, the intermittent squeal of a distant bus, the metallic click as the garden gates closed behind a late arrival. I flexed my hands, found them still and at rest, and wondered if this was the best I could hope for: a morning spent alone, but not lonely, in a city that had finally given up the fight to evict me.

      The clarity of perception did not bring joy—not in the classic sense—but it brought something better: the ability to see the world without fear of misinterpretation, to trust that what I observed was, for the moment, enough. I traced the pattern of veins on a fallen tulip petal, watched as a bead of dew rolled to the tip and hung there, defying gravity before surrendering to it.

      I watched the gardens fill, slow at first—then, as the sun gained confidence, a trickle of schoolchildren in matching hats, a group of office workers in pressed shirts, a single jogger whose shoes squeaked on the wet flagstones. No one looked twice at me. My camouflage, for once, was complete.

      I sat, and I watched, and I let the city do its work on me.

      
        
        POST-ACUTE

        After the storm

        of symptoms

        the city appears

        not as metaphor

        but as fact.

        The benches

        are iron,

        the flowers

        are real,

        the light

        does not

        interrogate

        but simply

        accumulates.

        The mind

        adjusts,

        no longer

        hungry for

        hallucination,

        no longer

        tempted by

        the perfection

        of its own

        failure.

        In this

        new clarity,

        everything

        is sharper,

        even the

        old ache.

        You walk

        the paths

        you once

        avoided,

        you sit

        where you

        once stood

        trembling.

        The recovery

        is not

        dramatic,

        not a

        reversal

        but an

        alignment:

        self to

        world,

        step to

        pavement,

        breath to

        the simple

        physics

        of air.

        You test

        the edges

        of reality,

        find them

        intact.

        This is

        enough,

        or at least

        it will be,

        until the

        next storm.

      

      

      Scene 2

      After an hour in the gardens, I followed the footpath to the old cathedral, a route that traced the boundary between tourist Da Lat and the city that kept its secrets for locals only. The mist was thinning now, replaced by a sideways sunlight that lit up the pink stucco of the cathedral’s towers and made the stained glass fizz with color. On the cathedral steps, a Western tourist—a woman, late twenties, hair in a tight ponytail, guidebook open to the wrong page—was arguing with the universe. The local map, printed in Vietnamese with only the main landmarks translated, had reduced her to phonetic improvisation.

      She practiced: “Nhà…thờ…Con Gà…?” She tried again, louder this time, as if decibels alone could bridge the gap between ignorance and meaning.

      I paused, letting her get two or three more attempts in before stepping closer. She did not notice me at first, so absorbed was she in the mechanics of her own defeat. When she did, she looked relieved and mortified in equal measure.

      “Do you speak English?” she asked, clutching the map as if it might protect her from further embarrassment.

      I nodded. “A little. But your Vietnamese is not bad.”

      She exhaled. “God, it’s terrible. I’ve been walking in circles for half an hour. I just want to find the Chicken Church.”

      I pointed to the spire, visible over the hedge. “You’re here. That’s the local nickname—Nhà Thờ Con Gà. They put a rooster on the roof to remind people to wake up for Mass.”

      She laughed, a sharp, nervous bark. “Of course. I’m an idiot.”

      I shook my head. “No, just a foreigner. It’s a diagnosable condition.”

      She smiled, tension evaporating. “Are you from here?”

      The question was so routine that I almost lied out of habit. “No, but I’ve been here a while. Long enough to know the difference between a street and an alley, which is more than most tourists.”

      She offered her name—Jessica, from Sydney—and explained that she was on a break between jobs, that she’d picked Da Lat on a whim because of the weather and the promise of affordable pastries.

      “It’s so much harder than I thought,” she said, voice dropping. “No one prepares you for how… inscrutable everything feels.”

      I looked at her map, at the careful color-coding and the handwritten notes. “You’re doing fine. The city wants to confuse you. It’s part of the charm.”

      She squinted at the cathedral, then at me. “How did you get so good at Vietnamese?”

      I had to think about that. “Desperation, mostly. And repetition. Eventually, you stop translating in your head and just start saying what you need.”

      She shook her head, impressed. “I can’t even order coffee without panicking.”

      “Start with cà phê sữa đá,” I said. “It’s all you need for the first month. After that, you’ll crave it like oxygen.”

      We stood in companionable silence, the traffic on the avenue rising and falling in predictable patterns. I watched as Jessica’s shoulders relaxed, as the accumulated strain of not-knowing receded into the background.

      She asked, “Do you live near here?”

      “Not far. I teach at the university.”

      Her face lit up. “You’re a professor?”

      I shrugged. “Something like that.”

      She tore a page from her notebook and wrote my name on it—phonetically, a mess of W’s and unnecessary H’s. “If I get lost again, can I call you?”

      “Of course,” I said, and meant it.

      She thanked me, then turned toward the cathedral. I watched as she rehearsed the Vietnamese name under her breath, more confident now, less likely to be undone by a misplaced accent.

      As she disappeared into the morning, I realized that my hands had not shaken once during the exchange. The language had come easy, the body remembered how to occupy space without apology.

      I turned toward the café, thinking about the first time I had tried to ask for directions here—how my tongue had tripped over every syllable, how the city seemed to laugh at my every mistake. The memory no longer stung. If anything, it felt like a badge: evidence of progress that could not be measured by any chart or checklist.

      I walked the last block to Hoa Ban, letting the sun warm my face, and thought: This is how people become themselves. Not by erasing the old mistakes, but by surviving them, again and again, until they become stories you can tell a stranger without flinching.

      
        
        ACCLIMATION

        It begins

        with error⁠—

        the wrong

        word, the

        wrong street,

        the wrong

        face in

        the mirror.

        You stutter

        through the

        new language,

        tongue thick

        with doubt,

        vowels landing

        out of sequence.

        The city

        watches

        you stumble,

        but it does

        not mock.

        It waits.

        Over time,

        you learn

        to mimic

        the gestures,

        to blend

        the accent

        into your

        own.

        The fear

        recedes,

        replaced

        by a kind

        of practiced

        failure,

        an ease

        with not

        knowing

        that frees

        the body

        to move.

        One day,

        you find

        yourself

        explaining

        the joke,

        not as

        outsider,

        but as

        expert.

        The memory

        of confusion

        remains,

        but it

        no longer

        owns you.

        The city

        is still

        strange,

        but now

        it is

        your

        strangeness,

        hard-won

        and

        unshakeable.

      

      

      Scene 3

      The café was as I left it: chairs welded to their ghosts, tables grooved with decades of cutlery and adolescent anxiety, the air tuned to the frequency of hungover students and mid-level bureaucrats escaping the office. I stood in the doorway for a moment, letting my eyes adjust to the interior gloom, then made my way to the window seat—the site of so many prior collapses and, more importantly, the scene of my first encounter with Linh’s ghost.

      The table was free, the lacquer chipped but freshly wiped, the wood still wet in the patches where sunlight hadn’t reached. I placed my bag beside the chair, pulled out the battered journal, and traced a finger over the cover. The leather was scuffed, edges softened by repeated use, the elastic band stretched to fatigue but still doing its job.

      The server approached, a young man in an apron two sizes too big, balancing a tray of coffees for a table of university students. When he saw me, he nodded, recognition passing through his face like a minor electrical storm.

      “Cà phê sữa đá, đúng không?” he said. The usual?

      “Đúng,” I replied. “Cảm ơn em.” Yes, thanks.

      He smiled, then vanished behind the counter, where a battered espresso machine coughed steam into the air.

      I settled into the chair and looked around. The scene was unchanged, down to the wilted bouquet of lilies near the cash register and the looping instrumental version of some ancient love song playing over the speakers. The details, once overwhelming, now felt curated for my comfort—each imperfection a familiar note in the chord of the morning.

      I opened the journal to a blank page. The last entry was weeks old, a fragment of a poem and a list of words I wanted to remember. I ran my thumb along the edge of the paper, let the anticipation of writing build, then closed my eyes for a second and let the sounds of the café settle over me.

      In the first months after Linh died, I came here every morning, convinced that some combination of caffeine, sunlight, and routine would reconstitute my former self. Instead, I had become a case study in regression: unable to finish a single cup, tormented by the memory of her voice at this very table, dissecting every conversation for evidence that I had not always been such a disaster.

      Today, the ghost was present but not oppressive. I looked at the chair across from me—empty, but not accusing. I imagined her sitting there, hair tucked behind one ear, the habitual half-smile that meant she was about to challenge whatever idiocy I was preparing to utter. I smiled back, a gesture of truce.

      The server returned, set down the coffee with a precision that suggested pride in small things. He lingered for a second, as if expecting more conversation, then bowed his head and retreated.

      The first sip was perfect. The bitterness cut through the residual haze of the morning, and I felt the neurons in my brain align, ready for work. I uncapped my pen and wrote:

      “Hoa Ban, 9:08 am. Sun through mist, sharp and clear. I have stopped counting the days since I arrived. I am becoming less of a stranger to myself.”

      I paused, unsure whether to continue the letter to Linh, or start something new. I let the pen hover, then wrote:

      “I have learned how to remember you without breaking. The memory is still sharp, but it no longer cuts. Maybe this is what forgiveness feels like—if not from you, then from the version of myself that once believed healing was impossible.”

      The words came easier than expected. The hand was steady, the voice inside my head measured and kind.

      Outside, the city resumed its routines. Scooters buzzed along the avenue, children in matching hats chased each other between the trees, the jacarandas shed their blossoms in a steady, unhurried rain. The window framed it all, the perpetual spring of Da Lat promising renewal with every breath.

      I looked up, caught my own reflection in the glass. I looked older, but not diminished—more like a plant that had finally learned where to send its roots. The ache was still there, but it felt less like a wound and more like a scar: a map of where I had been, not a prophecy of where I would go.

      I finished the coffee, opened a new page, and wrote the date at the top. I waited for the tremor, the old sabotage, but it did not come.

      Instead, I wrote:

      “It is a beautiful day to begin again.”

      
        
        REMISSION

        The chair across

        from you

        is empty,

        but it does

        not accuse.

        The coffee

        is strong,

        the sunlight

        precise.

        You open

        the journal,

        find the

        page is

        white and

        waiting.

        The memory

        remains,

        but it is

        quiet now,

        the ghost

        content

        to watch

        you write.

        The air

        is clean,

        the city

        forgiving.

        You fill

        the page

        with new

        language,

        new hope.

        This is

        not a

        cure,

        but it is

        enough

        for today.

        You sign

        your name

        with care,

        and leave

        the chair

        empty

        for

        tomorrow.
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