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      There are some of us who walk our city at 3 am.

      This is for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “There is a crack in everything, that’s how the light gets in.”

        

      

      
        — Leonard Cohen (Anthem)
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            Chapter 1

          

          
            Misty Mornings in Da Lat

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I wake in darkness, or something like it—violet traces at the edge of my vision, eyelids peeled back but uncertain. For several seconds, I linger in the petri dish between sleep and consciousness, waiting for a definitive statement on whether it’s dawn or dusk. My synapses are reluctant to offer a verdict. The body, more animal than man at this hour, lurches upright in stiff increments, vertebrae issuing a series of dry clicks that remind me I am not, despite recurring delusions, twenty-one.

      The apartment is a vertical coffin. I’ve memorized the layout by tripping over the same objects each morning, but today my toes miss the right angle to the slipper, colliding instead with the chill cement. The shock is electric, a localised jolt in the sole that suggests the air temperature has dipped below optimal primate function. I fumble, find the slippers, and slide my feet into their mildewed embrace.

      For a moment, I sit in the dark, breathing through my mouth. There’s the familiar tang of stale cigarettes, congealed pho, and the faint, omnipresent bitterness of Da Lat’s damp. I reach for my watch on the nightstand, brushing aside an empty glass, two spent pens, and a notepad with words scrawled in a hand I only recognize as my own from forensic context. The watch, a relic inherited from a father whose wrist was always more tanned than mine, offers no help. Its face is inert, the hands stuck at 3:07: neither time plausible, both equally unsettling.

      I twist the crown, pointlessly. For a moment, I imagine time restarting, the apartment flooding with movement and purpose. The illusion shatters almost immediately; nothing stirs but the slow drip from the kitchenette tap, which has resisted my last three attempts at repair.

      Clothing is next. I pull a cardigan over my T-shirt—threadbare, the left sleeve trailing loose yarn like a mutant flagellum. The act of dressing is both defense and costume: armor against the morning chill, but also a mask for whatever follows. My feet shuffle across the warped floorboards to the window, which has only ever provided a partial view of the lake but a full frontal of the perpetual mist. I press my nose to the glass. Moisture bleeds through the window’s perimeter, dotting my upper lip with droplets as persistent as my failures. The world beyond is a suspended gray, neither here nor there.

      Somewhere beyond the vapor, a motorbike coughs to life, its engine a chain-smoker’s cackle. The sound zigzags through the street’s topography, bounces off the shuttered cafés and the drunk geometry of Da Lat’s architecture. For a moment, I consider the people attached to such noises—delivery boys, bakery clerks, the early morning lovers whose tangled bodies I occasionally spy in the alley across from mine. But my attention span is a moth, and I am quickly distracted by the sensation of cold at my ankles.

      Vietnamese language drifts into my skull in fits and starts, usually when I least expect it. Today’s first phrase arrives in fragments: “trời sắp sáng… hay chưa?” My accent is a crime against humanity, but in solitude, it passes for acceptable. I whisper it to the window, condensation clouding each syllable. “Is it almost morning, or not?” The window, as always, withholds comment.

      The phone on the counter blinks, a red LED in the dark. I ignore it. The phone is for emergencies, and in this apartment, every hour qualifies as such. Instead, I reach for the electric kettle, thumb the switch, and listen for the familiar click and subsequent struggle as it tries to boil water in a city already saturated with it.

      There is a notebook on the kitchen table, its cover puckered by repeated exposure to humidity. I open it to the latest page, but the words have begun to run, the ink melting into Rorschach glyphs. I try to reconstruct my prior train of thought but hit only blank spaces and the looping, compulsive repetition of an address: “14 Dốc Nhà Làng, Đà Lạt.” Not my address—at least not in any legal or spiritual sense. I have no memory of writing it.

      In the bathroom, I stare at the mirror and confirm that my face is attached, although only partially illuminated by the shivering strip light overhead. The circles under my eyes have deepened since yesterday, two bruises acquired in the ring with a nameless opponent. I scrape a razor along my jaw, nicking the same spot as always, and dab the blood away with toilet paper. The blood beads up, spherical, then dissolves into the tissue.

      Sometimes I wonder if my internal organs function in Vietnamese or English. There’s no consensus among the literature, but if forced, I’d wager on a kind of molecular Creole: neurotransmitters whispering to each other in mutually unintelligible dialects, synaptic vesicles arguing over syntax. My body, not a temple, but a cheap internet cafe with a questionable firewall and chronic packet loss.

      Dressing is laborious. Socks are paired only by tactile resemblance, not color or make. The jeans have survived three years and an incalculable number of wash cycles, the knees shiny with overuse. I add the cardigan and a scarf that once belonged to someone I can no longer name. Memory is a muscle; mine has atrophied under the weight of too many new contexts.

      Before leaving, I check the watch again. Still 3:07. I glance at the LED clock on the microwave, but it only blinks “12:00” in an endless, mocking loop. I resolve to check the time outside, as if Da Lat’s atmosphere will provide a more reliable calibration than any electronic device. I step into the entryway, retrieve my battered messenger bag, and pause to assess readiness. Wallet? Phone? Keys? For a moment, I am convinced that I have misplaced one or all, but a second inventory confirms their presence. This is the kind of anxiety that never leaves, only mutates.

      The threshold of my apartment is a liminal space, neither inside nor out. As I open the door, the fog presses in, thick and cold and omnipresent. My first breath tastes of moss and wet stone. I descend the stairwell one step at a time, careful not to slip on the slick concrete.

      “Đi đâu đây?” I whisper, a phrase borrowed from the market women, who greet every stranger with a question: Where are you going? I ask it of myself now, less as inquiry than incantation.

      I reach the ground floor and step out into the corridor, the mist swallowing me whole. My thoughts, already scattered, begin to drift.

      The city waits, unjudging, unhurried. I become a shape in the grayness, less human than rumor. My only certainty: the next step, the next breath, the next decision, deferred.

      Scene 2

      The city is not awake so much as dreaming with its eyes half open. Da Lat’s streets curl away from the lake in senseless spirals, every intersection a broken promise. The fog has thickened overnight, every structure blurred into suggestion, as if the world has been rendered in charcoal and then smudged by an inattentive hand.

      I slide my way along the footpath, shoulders hunched, each step a negotiation with the slick pavement. The air is thick enough to drink, an emulsion of cloud and diesel and distant woodsmoke. My breath condenses, falls away, is subsumed into the larger moisture that blankets everything in a thin, tactile film.

      Halfway down the hill, I lose sight of the church steeple that usually marks my progress. It has dissolved into the common grayness, its silhouette surrendered to entropy. The loss is more psychological than navigational. I am not lost, not really, but the certainty of place is eroding.

      I pass the bakery with its red-tiled roof and flickering fluorescent sign. The smell of yeast and sugar should be comforting, but I experience it only as data, logged and then discarded. A schoolgirl, bundled in too many layers for someone her age, zips past me on a scooter. Her scarf whips the air, the only vector of color in an otherwise monochrome morning. She does not look at me, and for this I am grateful.

      Further along, the scent of pine needles intensifies. They carpet the ground, spongy underfoot, their resinous tang cutting through the ambient wetness. Somewhere overhead, a drip collects on the end of a branch, swells with patience, then breaks away to land on the nape of my neck. I shudder, as much from the cold as from the sensation of being touched by the city itself.

      I reach an intersection and hesitate. Logic insists I turn left; muscle memory suggests otherwise. The leftward street vanishes into absolute white after a hundred meters. The other road is slightly less occluded, but leads nowhere I need to be. I stand for a moment, waiting for my mind to produce a reason for either direction. When none arrives, I choose the left, on the basis that uncertainty is preferable to predictability.

      As I walk, I notice the fog is not uniform. It gathers in pockets, alternately thinning and thickening, as if alive. Streetlamps become pale ghosts, their light refracted into soft halos. Each lamp is an island, and I cross from one to the next as though hopping stones in a river. I count the lights as I go, though the numbers are inconsistent and often repeat. I catch myself whispering, “one, two, ba, bốn,” the Vietnamese numerals erasing the English. A tic, a symptom, or just a function of living long enough somewhere foreign.

      There are people, too, but fewer than usual. A vendor pushing a cart laden with bundles of morning glory, her face masked against the cold. A man with a plastic raincoat and two mismatched rubber boots, sweeping debris from a gutter with a broom made of bundled twigs. Children in matching uniforms, herded by a grandmother with an umbrella the size of a satellite dish. They look at me with the bland curiosity reserved for the harmlessly deranged.

      One of them calls out, “Chào buổi sáng, thầy!”—good morning, teacher. I nod, not trusting myself to respond correctly. I am not a teacher, not in any current sense, but old habits die as slowly as old rumors. The phrase hangs in the air, and I replay it as I walk: “Chào buổi sáng.” The vowels slide around my tongue, and I wonder if anyone here truly knows what morning is, or if they simply accept the concept on faith.

      The walk should take ten minutes, but I stop several times, overcome by the need to verify my location. At each pause, I search for landmarks—a blue-painted gate, the marble dog at the entrance to the police station, the bus stop plastered with handbills. Each one emerges from the fog only at the last possible moment, a reward for persistence, or perhaps a small mercy for those unable to trust their own perception.

      I think about this: the deliberate unreliability of memory. The way places morph and refract, especially under atmospheric duress. I try to list every address I have ever occupied, from Adelaide to Oxford to this improbable perch in the Vietnamese highlands. The list begins coherently but quickly unravels. Each location is overlaid with another, as though my mind insists on re-mapping every city onto the last. The result is not a network, but a knot.

      The last hundred meters are the most treacherous. The slope steepens, the fog densifies, and the pavement is littered with what might be gravel, or broken tile, or perhaps just the remains of a week’s worth of careless living. I nearly slip twice, once catching myself with an awkward, winged flourish, once saved only by the frictionless nature of my own caution.

      At the bottom of the hill, the café emerges like a shipwreck: lights on inside, windows fogged, condensation streaking the glass. I stand outside for a moment, trying to collect myself. I have made this walk every day for months, but today it feels unfamiliar. The building is at once intimate and hostile, its interior warmth visible but just out of reach.

      I inhale, deeply, and let the air fill my chest with its wet, pine-tinged sorrow. Then, with as much resolve as I can counterfeit, I step up to the door, hand trembling just enough to be noticed only by me. The brass handle is cold, slippery, almost organic. I grip it anyway, and pull.

      Inside, the world reorganizes itself into smaller, more manageable anxieties. But for now, I linger on the threshold, the last tatters of mist clinging to my clothes, unsure whether I have arrived or if I am still, somehow, lost.

      Scene 3

      The café interior is a womb of artificial comfort: downlighting filtered through orange paper shades, the exhalation of steam from the espresso machine, a heat that accumulates around bodies and condenses on windows. The floor is slick with tracked-in damp, but the tables are wiped to a clinical shine. I slide into my corner seat, which is not reserved but universally recognized as mine by the unspoken consensus of regulars and staff. The ritual is established: bag off, notebook out, back to the wall.

      I try to dissolve into the upholstery, but the chair’s foam is thin and unforgiving. From here, I can see the barista, a boy who looks seventeen but is probably closer to twenty-five, steaming milk with the focus of an alchemist. The counter is cluttered with tiny bowls of sugar, battered teaspoons, and a battered sign advertising “Cà phê Sữa Đá—Traditional.” The walls are hung with faded prints of Paris, which seem doubly surreal in this context, as if the city is mocking my own attempts at continental affectation.

      The air inside is saturated with overlapping conversations: Vietnamese, English, French, the odd syllable of Mandarin. Voices blend and separate, sometimes resolving into meaning, more often washing past in soft waves. My own language feels out of place, a rattle in the bones that never learned to settle.

      I order by number—a quick gesture at the menu suffices. The waitress, a slip of a woman in a powder-blue blouse, smiles just enough to acknowledge the transaction but not enough to risk further entanglement. She knows my order by now, and I suspect she has already started pouring before I finish the pantomime.

      As I wait, I pull the notebook from my bag. The cover is leather, the kind that is supposed to age gracefully but in my hands has only picked up stains and surface cracks. I uncap my pen with a practiced flick, and stare at the lined page for a full minute before committing anything. The pen scratches: soundless to anyone but me, but thunderous inside my head.

      Today’s entry begins the way all the others do, with a date and an apology to the future self who will read it. I try to catalog the morning’s particulars: temperature, humidity, the number of steps from my apartment to the café. But the act of writing destabilizes memory, and by the second line I am unsure if I am describing today or an iteration of yesterday.

      Here is how it goes:

      - 7:10am—Woke with a numb arm, possible ischemia. Note to self: research paresthesia in relation to SSRIs.

      - Apartment colder than anticipated. Damp inside; suspect mold in wall cavity.

      - Walked to café. Lost sense of direction on Nguyễn Văn Trỗi; possible micro blackout?

      - Confabulated location of cathedral spire; visual hallucination?

      - Pine scent sharpest near bus stop. Also, two girls selling lottery tickets. One recognized me (“Ông Tây!”). Am I becoming a fixture here, or merely a curiosity?

      At this point my handwriting falters. I try to recall the last time someone in Adelaide had greeted me by name, but the memory is uncooperative. I write: “Exile is a slow loss of context.” Then I cross it out, then rewrite it, then draw a box around it for emphasis. The repetition is embarrassing but also necessary.

      The coffee arrives, and I perform the ritual of stirring in the sweetened condensed milk, which ribbons into the dark liquid like a parasite. The spoon makes a low clink against the glass. I drink in cautious increments, the heat a sharp contrast to the cold that still lingers in my fingers.

      I attempt to write again, but the words stutter. The sentences pile up like the fog outside: indistinct, recursive, threatening to swallow their own beginnings. At some point, the act of writing ceases to be an act of communication and becomes more like a compulsion, a self-soothing tic.

      From my periphery, I sense the other patrons. Some are students, necks bent over laptops. Others are couples, their intimacy coded in shared cigarettes and knee-to-knee contact under the table. No one pays me much attention, but I feel exposed anyway. I tap my fingers on the table, counting out silent beats to bring my heart rate back to baseline.

      A poem forms, or tries to. It emerges in fragments, incomplete, and I write it down without editing:

      
        
        Fog thickens

        until the mind admits nothing but vapor:

        No sharp edge

        No clear line

        The city’s ghosts

        shamble from spire to sidewalk

        unnoticed, even by me.

        If longing had a color

        it would be gray,

        diluted, unnameable,

        unapologetic in its

        refusal to lift.

        I wake and sleep

        in a room with no mirrors,

        forget the shape of my own voice,

        stutter in borrowed language,

        lose my way in every direction

        even as I circle the same block

        each day, reciting the landmarks

        as if they might one day answer back.

        Memory distends,

        a balloon in the lungs,

        crowding out everything

        but the need

        for air, or the absence of it.

        I am not sure if I am

        here

        or if I am only

        the condensation

        on someone else’s window,

        destined to vanish with the sun.

      

      

      I look at the poem, wondering if it qualifies as a suicide note or just another entry in the ongoing inventory of dissolution. I add a line underneath: “It would be easier to disappear if anyone here could remember your name.” This seems overly dramatic, so I cross it out with a diagonal slash. The effort leaves an ugly scar on the page.

      My hand begins to tremble, and I notice I have written the phrase “walked to café” three times on the same page, each iteration more frantic, the words slanting up and to the right. I laugh, quietly, and the sound is neither happy nor sad but some intermediary chemical state.

      I put down the pen and rest my forehead against the back of my hand. Through the window, the fog persists, refusing to dissipate. I imagine the mist is not a weather pattern but a chronic illness afflicting the city, slow and terminal.

      At the counter, the barista gives me a sidelong glance, but he is too polite to ask if I am okay. The room fills with the smell of scorched milk and burnt sugar, and my body acclimates to its own disrepair.

      The journal lies open in front of me, a monument to repetition. I should feel ashamed, or at least concerned, but mostly I am grateful for the evidence. The cycle is documented; the errors are cataloged. There is comfort in the predictability of decline, a steadiness in the unchanging nature of the descent.

      Outside, the fog tightens its hold. Inside, the page waits for the next entry, the next iteration, the next failed attempt at clarity. I sip the cold dregs of my coffee, and ready myself for the walk home, or wherever the day will let me drift.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Echoes of Adelaide

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The coffee’s gone cold. I force it past my teeth anyway—something in the bitterness triggers a vestigial memory of adulthood. I have become a regular fixture in this café, an awkward coat rack collecting damp scarves and failed ambitions. The table in front of me is just large enough to support a glass, a diary, and the weight of my forearms. I press my wrist to the wood, watching for tremor. Today it’s subtle. Some days it’s tectonic.

      I uncap the pen and turn to a clean page. The act feels sacramental, an attempt to reset a calendar that’s been hopelessly backdated. The tip of the pen hovers over the paper, its blue belly fat with possibility, and for the moment I can almost believe in clean beginnings. I anchor my left hand over the diary to steady it. The first word wobbles but holds.

      I try to reconstruct my academic past. There’s a persistent myth that memory is reliable, that it unspools in tidy reels, like the propaganda films we watched in grade school. For me, memory is an Ed Wood production: out of sequence, under-lit, missing crucial props. Still, the page expects a narrative, so I begin.

      “Adelaide, 2002—University appointment. Lectures: Introduction to Abnormal Psychology, Foundations of Neuroscience, a rotating cast of electives I can’t recall without the old faculty calendar.”

      I frown at “2002.” It doesn’t ring true, but I can’t conjure an alternative. I add a question mark in the margin, hoping future-me will reconcile the error.

      My handwriting has mutated, the once compact script now swollen and slanted. The pen, too eager, sometimes floods the page with ink, so each full stop is followed by a Rorschach droplet. I stare at one such blot, reading it as either a moth or a kidney, depending on the tilt of my head.

      I continue:

      “Office: Fourth floor, overlooking the jacarandas. Desk a relic, left behind by three predecessors. Shelves: leather-bound psychology texts, color-coded by an intern who eventually left to join the clergy. Nameplate: gold plastic, adhesive never quite holding.”

      This feels true. I can hear the mechanical whine of the elevators, recall the way the carpet static snapped at my fingertips every September. I remember the teaching amphitheater: always too cold, always echoing. Sometimes, mid-lecture, my voice would reverberate in the empty tiered seats, and I’d wonder if I was hallucinating my own presence.

      The pen stutters. My hand begins to tingle, a nerve flaring near the base of the thumb. I set the pen down and flex my fingers, willing circulation back into the tips. The nails are chewed raw, a habit I abandoned at sixteen and then repossessed in Vietnam. I glance around the café, half-expecting judgment. None comes; only the café owner, polishing a stack of glasses, eyes me from behind the counter. His gaze slides over me, polite but not warm.

      I return to the diary. The next memory arrives unbidden, a glitch in the sequence.

      “Clinic hours—Thursday mornings, windowless. Patients: chronic insomniacs, a poet with transient global amnesia, an ex-rugby player who believed his thoughts were being stolen via satellite. (Note: look up Capgras vs. Fregoli delusions.) Success rate: variable.”

      Here the ink bleeds, spreading a dark corona around the word “variable.” I trace it with my fingertip, half-hypnotized. My mind wants to linger on the poet, a girl who called her fugue states “holidays from the self.” She’d once written me a poem about neural plasticity, the punchline lost to my defective recall. I try to summon her face but get only the impression of lipstick, a red so violent it bordered on uncivilized.

      The next page of the diary is stickier, the paper softened by condensation from the glass. I flip to it anyway, and resume:

      “Was I teaching at Adelaide University for seven years or nine? The HR file said seven. My wife used to say nine. Sometimes it feels like zero.”

      The reference to my wife is automatic, a muscle memory I haven’t fully atrophied. In the next line, I try to avoid her, but she reappears anyway.

      “Home: two-bedroom flat, brick veneer, fungus in the laundry despite landlord’s promises. Marriage: equal parts cordiality and cold war. Evenings spent grading essays, wife correcting my grammar from across the room. Her perfume: jasmine and sandalwood, always a fraction too heavy, ghosting every fabric I owned.”

      I hesitate, then write, “Last year: she left. No perfume, only the aftersmell.”

      I cross this out, violently, and then rewrite it below: “Divorce is a loss of narrative as much as a loss of person.”

      This, too, I cross out, but more gently. I have learned to edit my grief for public consumption, though the diary is neither public nor likely to survive me.

      Outside, a motorbike skids along the slick street, the sound ricocheting up through the glass. I glance at my watch. It’s still broken, stuck at 3:07, but I check it compulsively every fifteen minutes. I pretend it’s a method of timekeeping, but really it’s a test of whether the world has changed in my absence. It never has.

      I try to write about the lectures, the bright moments that occasionally punctuated the fog. My best lecture was on the history of schizophrenia. I’d mapped the changing terminology on a whiteboard—dementia praecox to Bleuler’s formulation, onward to the DSM’s sterile taxonomy. Students had laughed at my impression of a Victorian-era alienist, complete with pocket watch and mock-German accent. I write this down, but the memory rings false, as if I’ve appropriated it from a better life.

      “Were my jokes actually funny, or did the students just need the grades?” I ask, and then answer: “Both.”

      There is a sensation, at the center of my chest, like the tightening of a drawstring bag. It’s not pain, exactly. More like the anticipation of loss. I try to document the feeling:

      “Some mornings, I woke before my wife and sat on the edge of the bed, watching the jacaranda shadows jitter across the ceiling. I’d imagine my body as a time-lapse, the skin thinning, the hairline receding. It felt like a rehearsal for non-existence.”

      I pause. The phrase is melodramatic, but I let it stand. The diary is already an embarrassment of self-importance.

      A memory surfaces: the sound of our bed springs protesting under her weight, the precise creak that announced her arrival. She’d enter the bedroom in silence, curl up behind me, and rest her chin on my shoulder. I can still feel the divot her body made in the mattress. Her skin was always cold, her hands colder. I write, “She said she liked me best in the mornings, before I could armor myself with sarcasm.”

      Below this, I scribble: “I never learned to like myself at any hour.”

      Again, a muttered “Mẹ nó,” escapes my lips, a curse so automatic it feels like a reflex. The café owner looks up. I raise my hand in apology and switch to English, “Sorry, just talking to myself.” He nods, unconvinced, and returns to his glasses.

      The diary page has become a battlefield of crossings-out and marginalia. I try to summarize, to reduce the sprawl to something manageable:

      “Summary: Lecturer, clinician, failed husband, reluctant expatriate. Current project: survive until lunch.”

      I laugh, quietly, then cross out the entire sentence. Start again.

      “Summary: Inconclusive.”

      There’s a word for this in Vietnamese, but it won’t come to me. I settle for “không chắc,” and write it in the margin.

      Time has collapsed; the diary is both prologue and eulogy. I add another entry, this one more observational:

      “The table next to mine hosts a pair of elderly men, neither of whom seem to require caffeine to sustain conversation. They argue about football, then politics, then the merits of the café’s new proprietor. Their laughter is sharp, staccato. I envy their capacity for conviction.”

      One of them looks over, as if hearing my thought. He grins, baring teeth gone gray with nicotine. I nod, not sure if I should smile back. He returns to his companion, hands moving in broad, decisive arcs. I envy his certainty, his ability to take up space without apology.

      I return to my own shrinking space on the page. The lines have become increasingly slanted, as if the handwriting itself is recoiling from the content.

      A final memory pushes in, unwelcome but insistent:

      “My last day at the university, I packed my books in a cardboard box pilfered from the mailroom. I found a single purple jacaranda blossom pressed between the pages of Bleuler’s textbook. No note, no context. I still have it, somewhere. The box may have been lost in customs, or perhaps it’s in the closet, next to the winter coats I haven’t unpacked.”

      I try to sketch the blossom in the margin, but the drawing devolves into an amorphous blob. I label it “symbolic residue,” then cross that out too.

      The clock behind the counter ticks forward, then back. The broken watch on my wrist refuses to move. I check it, just to confirm: 3:07.

      I pick up the pen, hesitate, and then write a single line:

      “I cannot remember if I am supposed to be grieving, or if this is just another rehearsal for nothing.”

      I stare at the sentence, considering its accuracy. The words are both excessive and insufficient. I set the pen down and close the diary, my palm leaving a smear on the cover.

      The café owner’s eyes are on me again, gentle and unhurried. For a moment, I almost believe I could explain myself, but the moment passes.

      I gather my things, feeling the tremor build again in my left hand. The diary slips from my grasp and hits the floor with a soft, embarrassing plop. I stoop to retrieve it, and in the process catch the scent of the cleaning solvent used on the floors: citrus, synthetic, almost caustic. I laugh, because it smells nothing like jasmine or sandalwood. I wonder if that’s the point.

      I tuck the diary under my arm, nod to the café owner, and step into the wet, unresolved light. The watch on my wrist vibrates with inertia, a reminder that nothing moves unless forced.

      The mist outside is as dense as ever, and my breath merges with it, indistinguishable.

      Scene 2

      I have no business being a psychologist, let alone a writer of self-analysis. My faculties have begun to atrophy, or maybe mutate. I can feel it in the way memories bubble up: amorphous, uncontainable, then gone. The diary is supposed to be a tool of recovery, a net to catch whatever flotsam the waking mind ejects. Lately, it is only a mirror, and even that is giving me too much credit.

      I return to the café after a circuit of the lake, the mist now a churning soup. The regulars have changed shifts; the two old men are gone, replaced by a couple with matching hoodies and dead phones. I claim my same seat, drop my bag, and order the coffee without looking at the menu. The barista recognizes me, or at least my dysfunction, and starts the espresso before I even gesture.

      The diary, still humid from my armpit, opens to the page with the failed blossom sketch. The ink has bled further, making it look almost alive. I ignore it and turn to a blank spread. Today’s obsession is an unfinished patient file, a face that refuses to resolve. I sharpen my attention and try to conjure her.

      Nothing. Only the impression of nervous energy and nicotine-stained fingers.

      I draw an oval. That much I recall: the face was long, perhaps even equine, but the bones suggested delicacy. I try to sketch the eyes, but the hand betrays me. The pupils come out mismatched, drifting like binary stars. I add a mouth, but it slashes across the lower half, too wide, teeth bared in an expression closer to pain than joy.

      I set the pen down, shaking.

      On the opposite page, I write:

      “Patient: F___ (name redacted, or possibly never known). Referral: anxiety, sleep disturbance, non-specific complaints of dread. No notable medical history.”

      I stare at the word “dread,” wondering if it’s a projection. I try to recall the intake session: a cold room, fluorescent lights, her hands never leaving the pocket of her parka. Her answers were monosyllabic, her eye contact violent. The only moment she softened was when describing her cat, a creature she seemed to love and despise in equal measure.

      I attempt the sketch again, this time focusing on the jawline. Still wrong. The chin comes out too strong, masculine. I cross it out, start over. Tap my foot against the chair leg, the vibrations traveling up my spine like Morse code. I run my free hand through my hair, which is slick with humidity and not at all tamed by the morning’s gel.

      I try to recreate the initial diagnostic impressions:

      “Symptoms:

      - Sleep latency 2 hrs

      - Auditory hallucinations, non-command

      - Preoccupation with bodily dissolution (‘rotting from the inside’)

      - History of familial substance abuse

      - Absence of affect except when describing pet.”

      I hesitate, then add:

      “Notable: expressed desire to ‘un-remember’ entire years of her life.”

      I draw a box around the phrase, and then shade it in, making it illegible.

      The next attempt at the face fares no better. I start to lose patience. My breathing grows shallow, every inhale scraping the back of my throat. I flip the page and try to recall her voice, its frequency, its movement through the air. Nothing. Only silence, thick and absolute.

      Maybe she never existed.

      I write this, then cross it out. The pen tears the paper, leaves a crater.

      I glance up. The couple at the next table is gone. In their place, a woman in a green raincoat reads a paperback with an orange cover. I watch her lips move, eyes darting along the page. She turns a corner of her mouth upward, just once, and I’m struck by the sudden urge to document it. I try to draw her, but she vanishes behind the book’s cover before I finish the outline.

      My coffee arrives. The barista sets it down without comment, but his eyes linger a moment longer than necessary. He looks at the diary, the flurry of abandoned sketches, the margin notes in both English and Vietnamese. I can tell he is cataloging me, placing me in a schema of foreign lunatics, but I can’t be bothered to care.

      I take a sip, burn my tongue, and decide the pain is preferable to the numbness.

      Back to the file:

      “Diagnosis: Initial—Major Depressive Disorder, recurrent, severe. Subsequent—borderline personality features, possible PTSD with dissociative symptoms. Treatment: SSRI titration, DBT elements, weekly sessions. Compliance: inconsistent.”

      I scratch this out, then rewrite: “Diagnosis: Uncertain. Patient resistant to all forms of labeling.”

      Beneath it, in larger letters: “Did I help her, or did I just catalog her misery?”

      The question hangs, unsatisfied.

      I try again with the sketch, pressing harder. The pen skips, then gouges. The face is now monstrous, all features exaggerated and tumorous. I fill the page with these mutations, a gallery of ghosts. The act is at once compulsive and humiliating.

      I am aware, distantly, that I am performing madness in public. The thought brings neither shame nor relief.

      I look for consolation. My mind drifts to the memory of a student, perhaps from my last semester in Adelaide. She’d cornered me after class, eager to dissect an article on neural correlates of grief. “You explain things like you want us to actually understand,” she’d said, and the compliment had landed like a drug. I recall the way her eyes sparkled—yes, actually sparkled—but her name is lost to me. I write “student” in the margin, underline it, then cross it out in frustration.

      The café has emptied again, or perhaps it never refilled. Outside, the sun makes a halfhearted attempt to penetrate the fog, but only succeeds in rendering the mist blindingly white.

      I flip through the diary, reviewing my progress. Every page is a crime scene: abandoned drafts, illegible notes, a taxonomy of failure. I try to organize the evidence, to make sense of the disorder, but it’s a losing battle. The more I write, the more the pattern escapes me.

      I press my face into my hands, aware of the ink stains on my palm. I let the darkness behind my eyelids swell. In this state, the boundary between memory and invention is thinner, more permeable. The woman’s face returns, this time more resolved. She is smiling, but the smile is wrong, asymmetrical, a fissure rather than a gesture.

      I reach for the pen, and write a poem in the empty space:

      
        
        Diagnostic criteria:

        Persistent feeling of emptiness punctuated by bursts of acute panic.

        Compulsion to recall, and then obliterate, every fragment of the past.

        Inability to assemble a coherent self from the scattered relics of memory.

        Frequent and intrusive dreams of teeth falling out, body decomposing, or cat dying of neglect.

        (Additional: awareness that these symptoms are self-authored, that every pathology is a shadow cast by intention.)

        Treatment-resistant.

        Prognosis: questionable.

      

      

      I stare at the poem, then cross out “questionable” and write “hopeless.” I regret the change, then restore “questionable,” then underline both.

      I set the pen down, aware that my hands are shaking more now. My foot taps involuntarily, a Morse code of distress.

      I stare at the unfinished portrait of the patient. It occurs to me, finally, that her features are not hers but borrowed from a collage of exes, literary heroines, and my own mother in her worst moods. The face is a composite, a product of bad memory and worse imagination.

      I try to laugh, but it comes out as a hiss.

      I look at the clock. It’s later than I thought; the café will close soon. The barista is wiping down the counter, occasionally glancing my way. I should leave, but instead I flip to a new page and try to remember how it felt to be certain.

      I write:

      “Once, I was good at this. Once, I could help people.”

      I cross it out, then, underneath, write:

      “Now, I only document the decline.”

      I close the diary and rest my head on the table, listening to the scrape of chairs being stacked, the distant sound of a scooter backfiring. My face grows numb against the wood, but I don’t move.

      Eventually, the barista stands over me, hesitant but kind. “Anh ơi,” he says, “Chúng tôi sắp đóng cửa.” We’re about to close.

      I nod, gather my things, and make my way to the door. As I step into the street, the mist swallows me whole.

      Scene 3

      Night in Da Lat is supposed to be a reprieve from the day’s stifling haze, but the market is more fever dream than sanctuary. Vendors have colonized every available surface, their shouts ricocheting off the concrete stalls and low tin awnings. The diary under my arm absorbs sweat and rainwater in equal measure, acquiring the bruised patina of something half-drowned. I keep a hand on it, more for ballast than comfort.

      I amble through the crowd, not quite in my own body. The vegetable vendors are most aggressive, shrieking prices at intervals calibrated to the edge of human tolerance. A child, barefoot and possibly feral, dashes between my legs, his laughter shrill enough to split cartilage. I try to sidestep, but the crowd refuses to yield.

      Someone is selling sprigs of lá xương sông, their leaves bruised to release a medicinal scent that scorches the bridge of my nose. I accept a sample, roll the leaf between thumb and forefinger, then hand it back without meeting the vendor’s eyes. She laughs—a sound neither cruel nor kind, simply the default setting of someone immune to foreigners’ eccentricities.

      Every stall offers a new thesis in entropy: stacks of glistening lychees, pyramids of dragonfruit, buckets of live fish frothing with their own panic. The fruit displays are curated with obsessive precision, not a single rambután out of line. I study the symmetry, unable to decide whether it’s an act of devotion or a demonstration of collective anxiety.

      Two women haggle over a clutch of bitter melons, voices sharp as brass wire. Their exchange is rapid-fire, a dialect I can’t parse, but I recognize the choreography—lean in, recoil, deliver the final price with a flick of the wrist. The transaction closes with a smile so brief I suspect it’s only muscle memory. The intimacy of it makes my skin crawl.

      I drift, barely brushing the world. The market’s tempo is alien, its logic opaque. Here, transaction is performance; meaning is in the gesture, not the outcome. My own body is excess to requirements, a poorly dubbed extra in a foreign soap opera.

      I pause at a stall selling roast duck, the aroma thick enough to induce cardiac arrest. The vendor, a man with hands like shovels, uses a cleaver to sever each carcass with surgical brutality. He gestures at me, blade dripping, but I shake my head and keep moving. I haven’t eaten meat in months, but the impulse to refuse is stronger than hunger.

      The night air is a chemical bath, heavy with exhaust and the ghost of pine needles. Somewhere overhead, a naked bulb wavers in its socket, throwing the entire block into a migraine strobe. I am swept up by a current of teenagers on scooters, their laughter braiding through the market’s thrum. They circle the same alley three, four, five times, each lap more frenzied than the last. The repetition is comforting.

      I round a corner and nearly trip over a crate of durian, its spines engineered for maximum carnage. My foot catches, and I stumble forward, colliding with a display of chilis. The crates topple, chilis scattering like grenades.

      A young vendor materializes at my side, steadying me with a grip that is both delicate and absolute. “Ông có sao không?” he asks, voice low and even. Are you okay, sir?

      I nod, unable to answer in either language. The vendor rights the crate, scoops the chilis back with quick, precise movements, and then returns to his post as if nothing happened.

      I collect myself, retreating to the edge of the market where the noise is less corrosive. There is a bench under an awning, a zone of relative calm. I sit, diary balanced on my knee, and try to regulate my breathing.

      The impulse to write is as physical as thirst. I open to a new page, the paper limp with humidity. The words come easier now, less filtered:

      “Da Lat market, Thursday night. Observation: the city metabolizes chaos with ease. Energy is not wasted; every shout, every gesture, is recycled into commerce or gossip. The air is thick with a thousand micro-negotiations, all of them more genuine than anything I’ve ever participated in.”

      My hand is steady, the tremor gone. I write faster:

      “I move through the market like a rumor—seen, perhaps heard, never believed. The faces here are real, the stories lived in full, not merely performed for documentation. It occurs to me that I’ve spent my entire life as a spectator, even in my own therapy sessions.”

      I pause, aware of the moisture beading on the back of my neck. The market’s noise recedes to a manageable hum. I watch a pair of boys argue over a stack of playing cards; the loser feigns outrage, then dissolves into laughter.

      I jot down:

      “Loneliness is not the absence of people, but the absence of context. Here, surrounded by bodies, I am at my most invisible. It is a relief.”

      The Jung quote creeps back, unbidden: “Until you make the unconscious conscious, it will direct your life and you will call it fate.” I write this at the bottom of the page, underline it twice, then close the diary with a snap.

      I rest the book against my chest, feeling its heartbeat align with mine. The fog has begun to settle, tucking the market into softer outlines. I watch as vendors begin to pack up, their motions slow but methodical. The work will start again tomorrow, and the day after, and so on until the end of memory.

      For now, I exist in this bracketed moment, neither here nor gone, only documented. I breathe in, then out. The world does not change, but the page is full.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            The Ghost of Thu

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I find myself on the campus with no clear recollection of walking here. My shoes are already soaked; the quad is a latticework of puddles. Each shallow basin is rimmed with pigeon droppings and the blue-grey oil that seeps from motorcycles parked too long in the rain. Above, the mist is so dense it occludes the university’s brutalist architecture, softening the concrete’s edges, smoothing what should be unyielding. It’s possible the fog is the only reason the university is beautiful at all.

      I amble with professional aimlessness, an ethnographer with no funding and less purpose. The morning’s humidity is a second skin, slick and lightly adhesive. I count the number of steps it takes to cross the quad: fifty-four from the student affairs office to the psychology building, not including detours to avoid oncoming bodies. The campus is alive with them—students with their hoodies and noise-cancelling headphones, vendors hawking cà phê sữa in polystyrene cups, the stray packs of Western tourists convinced they’re the only ones who’ve discovered this provincial gem.

      I let the crowd carry me, submitting to its slow current. I note the details because I cannot help it: the upperclassmen with cigarettes tucked behind their ears, the nervous freshmen keeping to the tiled paths even when a shortcut is obvious, the cracked marble benches slick with moss where, last semester, I’d lectured half a dozen times on the pathogenesis of anxiety. I remember the feel of those lectures, not the content—how the fog seeped into the open-air lecture halls, how my students huddled together as if body heat would protect them from the failures of the nervous system.

      I don’t expect to see her here. Or anywhere, if I’m honest.

      She appears not as an apparition or a ghost, but as an interruption in the data stream—a pixelation at the corner of my eye. She’s standing beneath the wide awning that shields the main entrance from monsoon, a single, impossible figure. Small, even from a distance, her hair a wet obsidian blade angled perfectly against the navy of her jacket. She’s absorbed in a bulletin board, lips parted as she reads a flutter of paper notices, eyes fixed and ferociously intent. Her stance is uniquely hers, weight balanced on the left hip, the right foot angled outward with an unconscious stubbornness. I have not seen this pose for one hundred and four days.

      My pulse goes binary: zero or one, off or on, and then all the way on. Heat tunnels up from my throat to the roots of my teeth, racing straight into my face. My hands have already closed into fists, thumbs knuckled in tight. The left palm stings where the diary strap digs in.

      I have not moved. I am not convinced I can.

      A surge of memory follows the spike of adrenaline, urgent and cinematic: her voice, lower than I remember, overcorrecting every English syllable. The precise curl of her hair at the temple, always looser after an hour in the mist. The jasmine she wore because it reminded her of home, or because she knew it made men insane, or both.

      I remember the last time we touched. It was nothing—a hand on my sleeve as we crossed Đường Bà Triệu at midnight, but it’s as if every sensory neuron in my forearm was rewired to recall only that moment. I remember, with sickening clarity, the warmth of her palm and how it lingered hours later, as if she’d branded me through polyester.

      There is an urge, sudden and animal, to call out. But the word dies in the humid backwash of my own breath. Instead, I watch. I memorize. I log the scene, as if evidence might make it more true.

      She turns her head, reading further down the bulletin. Her hair swings like the arm of a clock, marking a time I’d hoped was over.

      A ripple of laughter explodes from a nearby bench—students reenacting a meme, or a football goal, or whatever passes for drama among people who are not terminally broken. The noise pulls her attention for a split second. She glances toward the group, not quite smiling, then tucks her chin and resumes reading. The precision of the movement is almost cruel.

      The quad shifts around her, the air thickening with the arrival of more students. I calculate the seconds before she’s lost in the fog and crowd. Six, maybe seven.

      I will myself to step forward, but the ground is unreliable, slick and unpredictable. My legs translate the command too late, and by the time I’m halfway to her, a group of economics students has flooded the entrance. I weave between them, the white noise of their arguments blanketing everything but the memory of her.

      She’s gone from the bulletin board. I scan the adjacent pathways, scan every possible direction. A part of me expects to see her at the perimeter, ready to vanish down a side corridor, but there is only the drift of students and a stray dog curled beneath the steps.

      I approach the notice board anyway, as if proximity might reveal a residue or explain away the vision. My reflection wavers in the glass, a distorted white man with the hunched posture of someone trying to shrink into the background. I scan the flyers—a debate team recruitment, a lost cat, a schedule change for the criminal psychology course.

      The criminal psychology course. Of course.

      I feel the cold clarity of adrenaline ebb, replaced by an ache in the chest, the precise shape and heft of a memory that will not stay dead.

      For the briefest moment, I can still smell the jasmine.

      Scene 2

      I’m moving before I realize it, pushing through the corridor of bodies with a speed that draws glances, even here where urgency is not currency. The path from the bulletin board to the library is direct, but my vision tunnels, cropping the periphery so that only the color of her jacket remains—a navy beacon among khaki and grey.

      The quad narrows as the path curves past the law building. I dodge a pair of undergrads gesturing wildly over a shared phone screen, their hands a semaphore of mutual disbelief. I trip over an exposed root, regain my balance, feel the heel of my left shoe slip on algae-slick tile. I don’t care. The only variable that matters is the arc of blue twenty meters ahead.

      I call her name. The syllable is mutilated, my English tongue tripping over the Vietnamese vowel. The crowd eats the sound and gives nothing back.

      “Thu—” I try again, louder, voice raw and unmodulated. Heads turn. The navy jacket turns, too, and for a moment our eyes align across the wet flagstones. Her gaze is clinical: not fear, not recognition, just a calculation—flight or ignore. She chooses flight.

      She cuts left, past a wall shrouded in bougainvillea. The flowers are so red they appear arterial against the fog, a vivid mistake in the day’s grayscale. I follow, the slap of my footsteps echoing off the cement.

      The path dead-ends at the library steps, a set of damp, fungus-mottled risers where students gather to smoke or lurk. The navy jacket is already at the top, slicing through a clot of students in matching class T-shirts. She’s smaller than the others, but her momentum is superior; she dips and pivots, a fish in open water. I lunge after her, taking the stairs two at a time, legs burning, breath glass-shard sharp.

      At the landing, she is gone.

      I scan the crowd. The jacket is nowhere. Only a mass of students, all hunched over phones or huddled in conspiracy. I circle, desperate, each lap wider and more frantic. My heart is a bass drum, my hands numbed with lactic and panic.

      “Thu?” I call, a strangled question. This time it comes out softer, already conceding failure.

      The group nearest me—three girls, maybe psych majors, maybe not—pause mid-conversation and glance over. They whisper, possibly about me, possibly about the unspooling of foreign sanity in real time. One of them tilts her head, expression unreadable, then looks away as if it pains her to witness this level of disintegration.

      I pivot, scanning the library doors, the path to the canteen, the perimeter hedges. Nothing.

      The last thread in my mind snaps, and I yell, “Em đâu rồi?” The words tear from my throat and collapse in the open. The campus swallows the echo in a single bite.

      I stagger toward a bench streaked with moss and a species of lichen that glows radioactive green in the right angle of sunlight. I sit, or maybe fall. The cold of the stone leeches up through my jeans, a shock that brings every nerve ending online at once. My breath goes staccato, short and sharp, condensing on the inside of my lungs before it ever reaches the open air.

      A pigeon lands on the flagstone by my feet, cocks its head, decides I am not a threat, and begins to peck at something invisible. A second bird joins, then a third. I watch them, willing my vision to tunnel, to lose everything but the birds and the colorless drizzle beading on their feathers. My chest vibrates with the aftershock of running, but I force myself to focus on the pigeons, the way their necks pulse in and out, the sickly opal of their eyes.

      I realize my left hand is still clenched around the diary strap, fingers white at the tips. I unfurl them with deliberate slowness. The blood rush is immediate, pins-and-needles fireworks all the way to the elbow.

      All around me, students swarm and disperse, their energy undiminished by my failure. A pair of boys in matching red jackets strut past, laughing at something in a language I don’t understand. A girl in yellow tights taps her umbrella in time with a song only she can hear. No one acknowledges me. Not the faculty in their navy blazers, not the tour group loitering near the admissions office, not the security guard with the limp and the smoker’s cough who I know for a fact has seen me on this bench, in this state, at least three times this month.

      I sit for what might be seconds or an hour, trying to map the last two minutes onto any rational explanation. Did I see her, or did I want to see her so badly that I remixed some stranger into a familiar architecture? Is this how psychosis begins—not as a full break, but as a slow leak, a dissolution of boundaries between what is likely and what is necessary?

      My breath evens out. I feel the sweat drying on my temples, the heat trapped beneath my shirt, the rawness in my throat. My heart, finally, resumes a rhythm I can almost call normal.

      Above, the clouds shift. The sun attempts to breach the ceiling of fog, fails, and recedes. The only evidence of change is the deepening shadow cast by the mossy bench, and the subtle, absolute fact that I am alone.

      Scene 3

      I escape to the café, the one with tables too small for Western textbooks and a back corner no one ever occupies except me. The staff has changed shift; the new barista is a woman with cartoon rabbits on her apron and the hair of someone who’s never been late for anything. She says something in Vietnamese I can’t parse, but I nod anyway, the international sign for “Just coffee, nothing else, please leave me intact.”

      I claim my seat, back to the wall, trembling still. The adrenaline is gone but the afterimage of panic blooms inside my vision, pink and blue like the auras of oncoming migraines. I set the diary down and stare at the cover, the flecked leather stippled with water droplets and my own thumb grease. My hands hover, indecisive, until the compulsion to document overrides the fear of what might happen next.

      I uncap the pen and write. The first lines are script, legible, methodical:

      —

      14:27—library steps

      Chased her through quad. Nearly lost footing. Saw her at the top of steps, navy jacket, black hair. She looked at me.

      (Underlined, then again for emphasis: SHE LOOKED AT ME.)

      Lost her in the crowd. Called her name. Students stared.

      Am I losing object permanence? Or is this only trauma replay?

      Em đâu rồi. (Where are you?)

      Sit now at café, heart rate 110 bpm.

      —

      The next sentence loops, overwriting itself until the margin gives up:

      “Did she see me?”

      “Did she see me seeing her?”

      “Did she see through me?”

      I try to recall Thu as she was—not the hallucination or the mirage, but the woman who drank her coffee so strong it peeled the enamel off her teeth. Her laughter, rare, always caught me off guard. She’d worn the same navy jacket every day, swearing it was for “professionalism,” but the sleeves were too long, and she chewed on the cuffs whenever the conversation turned serious.

      A year ago, we’d sat in this same café. I’d been bloviating about criminal insanity, something to do with the McNaughton rule and the legal threshold for diminished responsibility. She’d stopped me mid-sentence, touched my hand—just once, but it was enough—and said, “You know the mind doesn’t work like that. Not even close.”

      I write this down, but it sounds false, as if I’ve stolen it from a TV script. I add, in the margin: unreliable narrator. I can’t even trust my own longing.

      The coffee arrives. I take it black, no sugar, in a cup so small it feels ornamental. I hold it with both hands, as if bracing for aftershocks. I watch the surface quiver and wonder if my tremor will ever disappear.

      I flip the diary to a new page and scrawl the first line in Vietnamese, the language I use when I am ashamed of the truth:

      “Có phải em chỉ là một ký ức?”

      (“Are you only a memory?”)

      I let the pen bleed, then continue, switching to English and back again, the two languages circling each other like competing viruses.

      —

      Her voice in my ear, post-midnight, always quieter after the city shut up its engines:

      “Memory is a liar,” she’d say. “It’s the first and best defense mechanism.”

      She’d described her father’s promotions, the way they forced her to reinvent herself every two years. New city, new dialect, new set of rumors to outrun. “You never get used to starting over,” she confessed, “but you learn how to make your story harder to disprove.”

      Did she ever exist? Or did I build her out of fragments, a bricolage of the women who stayed just long enough to leave a scar?

      I draw her face in the margin, but it slips into the contours of every other woman I’ve failed to love properly. Black hair, always. Eyes, unreadable. Hands: the only part I can draw with any confidence, because I remember how she touched the rim of every cup, as if reluctant to leave a fingerprint.

      I write a poem, not because I want to, but because the lines refuse to leave me alone.

      
        
        Descent

        It starts at the scalp

        A pressure, then a gentle peel

        (Like the slow removal of a sticker,

        never clean, always leaving residue.)

        Behind the eyes: a pulse,

        bass-heavy, constant, growing.

        Below, the jaw clenches,

        locks, unhinges.

        Tongue goes numb.

        Body follows, limp with anticipation.

        Inside the skull, a fog⁠—

        not the kind that lifts,

        but the kind that fills,

        drowns, ossifies.

        You see her,

        and in the seeing

        the world goes bright,

        then so, so dark.

        You run,

        and in the running

        every cell in your body

        screams: not her, not again.

        You remember,

        and the act of remembering

        turns her to vapor,

        renders her less than rumor,

        less than the shiver

        that lingers in your teeth

        after you’ve bitten down

        hard, too hard,

        on the possibility of joy.

      

      

      I stare at the poem, its lines uneven, as if typeset by a hand on the verge of failure. The last stanza is illegible; I rewrite it, slower, then immediately scratch it out. The ink pools in the fibers of the paper, a Rorschach of negation.

      I try to assemble a coherent timeline. Last saw her: January, the day the faculty lounge was repainted. She’d been holding a stack of case files, knuckles bloodless from the grip. We’d argued, gently, about the ethics of plea bargaining. She’d left a post-it note on my desk: “Don’t overthink it. Sometimes the easy answer is right.” I kept the note, even after the glue failed and the corners curled inward like a dying leaf.

      But that was months ago. After that, only glimpses: in a crowd, on a bus, outside the university gates. Each time, I convinced myself it was her, but never got close enough to ask, to confirm. Always, there was the navy jacket. Always, the hair tied back, severe.

      My mind cycles through every sighting, each more ephemeral than the last. I write a table—date, time, location, probability of hallucination. The probabilities increase with each entry, until the last is only a question mark.

      The barista passes by, eyes flickering to the tremor in my hand, then away. I wonder what she thinks of the foreigner who sits here alone, talking to himself in two languages and writing poems he never reads aloud.

      I force myself to recall Thu’s voice, to distinguish it from the auditory ghosts that have started to populate my waking hours. Sometimes, late at night, I hear her say my name, the Vietnamese syllables softened by sleep. Other times, she’s laughing, but the sound is distant, as if piped in from another building. I am starting to worry I have lost the ability to separate the real from the rehearsal.

      I finish the coffee. My hands no longer shake, but the sensation of being unmoored persists. I want to call her, but I know the number has been disconnected for months. I check my phone anyway, scrolling through old texts, searching for evidence of conversations that feel, now, like dreams. There is nothing. The chat is empty, wiped clean. My stomach hollows.

      I return to the diary. My handwriting is now half the size, compressed and urgent.

      —

      If you are reading this, please know I tried.

      I tried to hold onto you, to the idea of you, but the grip failed. The harder I pressed, the less of you remained.

      I have rewritten your story so many times that I can’t remember which version was true. Did we ever argue about DSM criteria? Did you ever say you liked the way the city went quiet at three AM? Did we ever kiss, or was that someone else?

      It doesn’t matter. The evidence is corrupted.

      I want to believe you existed. I want to believe I did, too.

      —

      A lump grows in my throat. I want to cry, but the machinery for that response was disabled years ago. Instead, I tap the pen on the diary, three times, four, until the sound draws a glare from the barista. I mouth “xin lỗi” and she nods, but her eyes stay wary.

      I watch the students come and go. They pair up, they laugh, they leave together. I remain, perfectly still, the only fixed point in a system designed for motion.

      I write the final line in Vietnamese, because English is inadequate for this kind of loss:

      “Các đường biên giữa ký ức và hiện tại đã tan biến hoàn toàn. Anh không chắc em có thật không.”

      I let the pen drop, the sound of its collision with the table louder than expected. I close the diary, press it flat, and sit with my hands folded on top, as if to keep the ghosts from escaping.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            The Reluctant Pilgrim

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I walk the thirty-four minutes from the café to Linh Sơn Pagoda, even though the taxi would cost less than a beer and arrive before my legs start to ache. I am allergic to taxis in the way some people are allergic to gluten: violently, performatively, with the sense that submission marks a moral failure. Also, it’s Tuesday, and I have decided Tuesdays are for penitence.

      The city’s morning traffic is reduced to a trickle. Even the dogs that usually harass me on Đường Nguyễn Công Trứ seem disinclined to muster a bark. The mist is thicker here, nearer the top of the hill, as if the clouds have become bored of floating and decided to set up permanent residence at the altitude of human futility. The temple’s tiled roof emerges from this low cloud cover like a dorsal fin, cartoonish and slightly threatening.

      My first impression is that I have stumbled into the wrong century. The temple grounds are bordered by a wall the color of dried turmeric, its surface patched with water stains that look suspiciously like Rorschach blots. The gate is open but only technically; the angle is so narrow that I have to turn sideways to slip through. I am immediately conscious of the way my oxfords sound on the stone—sharp, staccato, antithetical to the hush inside. It is the kind of silence that amplifies even small sins. My steps, precise and entirely too Western, ricochet off the tiles, announcing me as both foreign and unwanted.

      Inside the walls, the air changes. It’s not just the mist, though that’s here too, clinging to the undersides of the eaves like a fungus. It’s the incense—layers of it, decades, maybe centuries, of residue from generations of burnt offerings. The dominant note is cedarwood, but there’s something else beneath, sour and vegetal, that I can’t place. It penetrates my clothes, inserts itself under my nails, stings my palate. I breathe it in, force the lungs to make peace.

      The temple yard is larger than I expected, more empty. Pebbles crunch beneath my soles, though I do my best to step only where the stones are worn smooth by repetition. The absence of human voices is uncanny; even the pigeons that loiter on the roofs seem to coo at sub-audible frequency.

      The main hall is fronted by a colonnade of weathered pillars, each one topped with a dragon whose mouth is forever frozen mid-scream. The dragons are not comforting. They watch me, or at least I am convinced they do. I imagine the synaptic gap between eye and brain as a turbulent river, and it’s clear my brain is not the type to build reliable bridges.

      I edge toward the steps, uncertain if visitors are allowed to climb them or if this is a private stage for those who’ve completed the appropriate rituals. No one stops me, so I advance, the soles of my shoes leaving faint, damp impressions on the worn granite.

      From inside, a thrum begins—low, rhythmic, calculated to vibrate the marrow. It’s not music, exactly. More a vocalized oscillation, one or two monks singing syllables at the bottom of their vocal register. I recognize the effect, if not the intent: it’s the ancient Buddhist version of bilateral stimulation, the thing I used to prescribe in a clinical context for trauma patients. The repetition is hypnotic. I can feel it in my teeth.

      At the threshold, I pause. There’s a rack of sandals lined up in soldierly rows—plastic, battered, the color of hospital linoleum. I remove my shoes and place them at the end, hoping the sequence is not governed by hidden social hierarchies. The stone floor is colder than I expect, and the sudden loss of elevation, even half an inch, makes me feel exposed. I wipe my palms on the backs of my jeans, immediately ashamed of the nervous gesture.

      Inside, the space is paradoxically both vast and claustrophobic. The ceiling vaults high, terminating in a series of painted beams covered with pictograms I can’t decipher. At the far end of the nave, a gold-leafed Buddha sits with the facial expression of someone who has just heard a joke and is pretending not to care. Flanking him are lesser figures—bodhisattvas, I guess, or saints whose names have been lost to the slow attrition of collective memory.

      Four monks, two to a side, kneel on woven mats. Their robes are not orange but a faded, ochre yellow, as if they were dyed in too much sun. The eldest—bald, with a scalp so dimpled it looks like an anatomical model—strikes a wooden fish with a padded mallet at precise intervals. Each strike is the same note, the same duration. The others follow, voices interleaving in a fugue that manages to sound both ancient and, somehow, digital.

      I stand at the back, unsure of the protocol. The place is so empty that any movement feels like sacrilege. I watch, taking inventory. The monks’ posture is not rigid but perfectly contained, an economy of muscle that I can’t help but envy. Every so often, the eldest uncurls his fingers, pinches the air as if calibrating the dimensions of the present moment, and then resumes his grip on the mallet.

      My hands drift to the pocket of my jacket. There’s a pack of gum there, and I nearly unwrap a piece before realizing how insane it would be to masticate in the presence of this much effortful stillness. Instead, I knead the foil with my thumb, focusing on the pressure.

      The ritual proceeds. One monk stands, glides to the altar, and lights a row of candles from left to right. The wick takes immediately, no hesitation, as if even fire is more competent here. He bows, hands folded at chest level, then returns to his mat with a backward walk so practiced it must be muscle memory. I note the coordination: no one so much as glances at the others, yet the movements are synchronized to the second. I am reminded of the time I observed a group of nuns at a convent in Adelaide, and the memory is sharp, almost barbed. It’s always the same conclusion: the comfort of ritual is the illusion that repetition creates meaning.

      I start cataloging, unable to help myself.

      - Mallet strikes: every six seconds, precisely.

      - Chants: minor third intervals, alternating between unison and harmony.

      - Candle-lighting: initiated at minute twelve.

      - Bows: always at the same lines in the chant, which repeat every twenty-one syllables.

      The scientific part of my brain wants to design an fMRI study to see how the brain metabolizes this kind of repetition. The rest of me just wants to understand how they do it without screaming.

      I close my eyes, just to try. The effect is immediate: the chanting multiplies, as if bouncing off the inner walls of my skull. A single strand of sound splits into a thousand, and I am briefly, deeply, certain that this is the source of every religion—someone’s brain caught in an echo chamber and mistaking it for God.

      A cough, loud and distinctly terrestrial, snaps me open. I glance over my shoulder, half expecting to see a shusher, but there’s only the mist and the empty yard.

      At the far left of the altar is a bowl of incense, its surface already buried under the smoldering detritus of prior prayers. I edge toward it, careful not to cross in front of the monks. The heat from the coals is unexpected, a dry, radiant pulse that seems almost chemical in its insistence. I reach out, meaning only to touch the rim, but my hand slips and brushes the fine gray powder. My fingers come away dusted, trembling so visibly that I have to clench them into a fist. I look around, sure someone has noticed, but the monks continue without a hiccup.

      I consider the implications. My internal monologue is a tire fire: you’ve spent years dissecting everyone else’s nervous systems and yours is now malfunctioning in public, in front of the Buddha. There’s a clinical term for this, but I can’t remember it. My knowledge is starting to fail me at the margins.

      I step back, turn to survey the room again. The chanting cycles down, and for a moment there’s only the sound of candle wax dripping into its own pool.

      For the first time, I notice the prayer flags outside, visible through a narrow slit in the wall. They snap in the breeze, inked with mantras that will outlast everyone currently breathing. I am struck by the futility and the beauty of this: prayers engineered for maximum entropy, messages sent out into a universe that doesn’t answer.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, a vibration so atonal that I physically jump. I silence it, mortified, and then realize no one is looking at me. No one has ever looked at me, not really.

      I spend another minute in the hall, but the feeling of exposure is too strong. I retrieve my shoes, bow my head slightly to the dragons, and exit the gate, careful not to touch the sides.

      As I reach the street, I rub the ash off my fingers, but the dust lingers in the creases. I can still smell the incense, even above the diesel and the damp. My hands are steadying, if only slightly.

      On the walk down the hill, I rehearse the clinical language I might use to describe the experience, were I still teaching:

      “Subject displayed low-level sympathetic arousal during exposure to religious ritual. Ritual repetition appears to have a soothing effect, but is undermined by subject’s compulsive need to analyze and control. Evidence of derealization, with transient motor tremor. Conclusion: integration of mindfulness practice may be indicated, but only if subject can suspend disbelief for more than thirty seconds at a time.”

      The joke is that this would never work, not even on me. I laugh, once, the sound shattering the mist. It echoes, briefly, then is absorbed by the city.

      At the bottom of the street, I pause, look at my hands again. The ash is almost gone, but I can still feel the ghost of it, embedded under the skin. I wipe them on my jeans, hard enough to leave a mark.

      I turn toward the next appointment, whatever it is. The street is empty, the air silent except for the prayer flags, which continue their work without hope of answer.

      Scene 2

      There’s an alley of pine saplings behind the temple, not yet old enough to block out the concrete blocks of the city, but just tall enough to offer a plausible illusion. I sit on a low wall, shoes in one hand, phone in the other, and alternate between scrolling through news headlines and watching the fog fracture on the branches. There’s a smell here I can’t identify—turpentine, but also mildew, and the ghost of incense leaking from the main hall. It’s oddly comforting.

      I am halfway through an article about the neurobiology of grief when the sound of slippered feet interrupts. I look up. A monk, maybe my age, maybe fifteen years older—impossible to tell under the uniform baldness and the insulation of his robe—stands not two meters away, arms folded, face open and unguarded. His eyes fix on my shoes.

      I realize, too late, that I have been cradling them in my lap, a gesture that must look either fetishistic or deranged. I set them down. He doesn’t comment, just lowers himself onto the stone wall beside me with a practiced ease that makes me feel preposterously rigid.

      We sit in silence, the kind that has been domesticated by years of practice. I become conscious of every automatic process: the twitch of my right foot, the soft whistle of mucus in my left nostril, the slow contraction of my jaw as it grinds through baseline anxiety. The monk, by contrast, appears perfectly inert. He breathes, but even that is measured. I wonder what his resting heart rate is, and whether he’s aware of it at all times.

      After a while, he turns to me. His voice is soft, but it skips the ears and lands directly in the prefrontal cortex.

      “You come for something,” he says. The syntax is perfect, but the accent reassigns all the stresses. It’s disorienting, and I suspect intentional.

      I want to deflect, but the urge to respond is stronger. “Just curiosity,” I say. “Maybe a little envy. Or maybe the envy is just another curiosity.”

      He nods, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. “Most come for peace. Some for escape. You—” He stops. I wait for the diagnosis, but it doesn’t arrive.

      Instead, he picks up one of my shoes and examines the scuff marks along the toe. “You walk too much,” he says, placing it gently back on the ground.

      I laugh, a single, self-immolating bark. “Maybe that’s my problem.”

      He lets the silence refill itself, then says, “Most people run from suffering. You try to outpace it.” The pronoun is ambiguous—”it” could mean suffering, or myself, or the entire context of my existence.

      I feel the familiar impulse to intellectualize. “There’s a theory,” I say, “that compulsive walking is a variant of agitated depression. A subset of melancholic disorder.”

      He looks at me, then at the pine saplings, then back to me. “You are not a diagnosis.” The words are not a rebuke, but a kind of mercy.

      I want to ask him if he’s trained in psychology—most Vietnamese monks have at least a passing familiarity with Freud, imported from the French colonial syllabus. Instead, I ask, “What would you call it, then?”

      He thinks, long enough that I can hear the blood in my ears. “Vô thường,” he says. “Impermanence. All things come and go.”

      I nod, like I’m taking notes. “But knowing that doesn’t help. Sometimes it makes it worse. I can’t attach to anything because I know it will vanish.”

      He studies my face. “To let go is not to lose. It is to free.”

      I want to contradict him, but the words pool in my mouth and refuse to surface. The conversation is moving along well-worn tracks, and I’m aware I am playing the role of Skeptical Foreigner. I consider switching tactics, but I’m not sure what the alternative is.

      He points at the screen of my phone, which is still open to the article about grief. “You try to understand with mind,” he says. “But mind is like water. When you stir, it cannot see.”

      I blink, unsure if I’ve misheard. “Sorry?”

      He repeats, slower: “Mind is like water. Only when still, it reflects clearly.”

      The metaphor is so perfect I almost laugh. I want to write it down, but I suspect that’s missing the point.

      He stands, smooth as if lifted by a winch, and dusts off his robe. “You want answer,” he says. “But answer is not here.” He gestures vaguely at my chest, then my phone, then the city below. “Just breathe. Let the water rest.”

      He bows, slight and informal, and walks away, leaving me on the wall, heart rate elevated and all systems thoroughly scrambled.

      I sit, watching the mist drift, the branches flicker. My jaw has unclenched. I hadn’t noticed when that happened.

      After a while, I slip on my shoes and walk back through the temple gate. The chanting has stopped, but I hear the echo of the mallet, faint and insistent. I pause at the incense bowl, the same one from earlier, and watch the smoke spiral upward. Each strand dissolves into nothing before reaching the ceiling.

      I almost feel lighter. Not enough to name the feeling, but enough to notice the absence of its predecessor.

      As I turn to leave, a stray candle gutters in the draft, its flame shrinking to a blue dot before blinking out. I watch until the wick is nothing but a thread of smoke, and then I step outside, onto the wet stone, where the world waits, unchanged.

      In my head, the water is still. For now.

      Scene 3

      I make it home without incident, which means only that I remember the walk and don’t lose any time along the way. The sky is already in twilight, though it’s hard to distinguish from the mid-morning here. I drop my bag in the entryway, let the door close itself, and go straight for the kitchen faucet. The water, as always, is a half-degree colder than the ambient air, and I let it run over my hands until the numbness sets in. Only then do I realize I’m still rubbing at the ghost of incense ash, a residue that will probably never come off.

      The apartment is more humid than I left it. The windows, which refuse to close completely, have let the mist creep in until the walls bead with condensation. The moisture warps the cheap wooden desk, already bowed in the middle like a shelf from a failing library. I sit at it anyway, arranging myself in the same posture I have used for every act of self-discipline since adolescence: feet flat, spine erect, hands folded on the surface in front of me.

      There’s a notebook here, new enough that the pages stick together at the edges. I open it to a blank sheet, careful not to let the wetness of my palms bleed through. The first order of business is to identify the task. I write at the top, in slow, blocky capitals:

      bác sĩ tâm lý

      The translation is deliberate. I want to force myself to think in Vietnamese, or at least pretend I can. The words look alien on the white paper, the diacritics crowding for space. I stare at them, hoping they will alchemize into motivation.

      I begin to make a list. It’s harder than I expect.

      —–

      1. Dr. Lâm. Specialist in depressive disorders. University of Hồ Chí Minh City.

      2. Ms. Nga. Private practice, rumored English speaker, but profile is only on Zalo.

      3. (crossed out) Clinical Psych Dept, Đà Lạt Hospital. (No appointments available.)

      4. (half-legible, written sideways) ex-pat group? [shameful]

      5. (blank)

      —–

      Each entry feels less plausible than the last. I can’t imagine sitting across from any of them, trying to explain what is wrong with me without hiding behind citations and journalese. I scratch through the first three names, then rewrite them lower on the page, as if physical distance will insulate me from the act of actually contacting them.

      I am halfway through the process when a sudden, sharp wave of despair crests and crashes. I put the pen down, knowing from experience that fighting it only entrenches the feeling. Instead, I wait. The sadness is not new, but the texture is different this time—wider, more porous, as if the membrane between me and the world has been eroded by repeated exposure.

      In the margin of the page, I start to write, but it becomes a poem before I can stop it:

      —

      DSM-V

      Section 296.32:

      Major Depressive Disorder, Recurrent, Severe, Without Psychotic Features.

      1. Persistent mood disturbance, evidenced by:

      — Unremitting sadness in the presence of all known neurotransmitters

      — Social withdrawal (voluntary, then compulsory)

      — Psychomotor retardation (measured in kilometers of sidewalk worn smooth)

      2. Anhedonia, defined as:

      — Loss of capacity to experience joy, especially from previously reinforcing activities (reading, sex, caffeine, self-harm, karaoke)

      — Gradual extinction of hope

      — Sudden extinction of self

      3. Sleep disturbance, characterized by:

      — Circadian inversion

      — Early morning awakenings (always at 3:07)

      — Dreams of teeth falling out, body liquefying, mother dying again

      4. Negative cognitive triad:

      — The world is broken

      — The self is broken

      — The future is not available

      5. Suicidal ideation, passive, accompanied by:

      — Reluctance to die

      — Intense curiosity about what happens next

      — Obsessive need to document the process in the absence of anyone who cares

      Prognosis:

      — Untreatable, but not terminal.

      — Expected course: chronic, waxing and waning with seasons, global events, changes in barometric pressure.

      — Recommended: mindfulness, cognitive restructuring, pharmacology, prayer (as placebo).

      — Adverse events: frequent.

      —

      I stop, reread the poem, and then cross out the entire thing with a single line. But I don’t turn the page. I just stare at it, the shadow of the words still visible beneath the strikethrough, the indentations pressed deep into the paper.

      I am not suicidal. Not exactly. But the distinction feels semantic at this stage.

      I return to the list, forcing myself to add more names. The process is purely mechanical, a simulation of hope in the absence of the real thing. The ink smears on the wet page, forming blots that spread into the margins. I make a game of assigning each blot a diagnostic code.

      The phone rings, briefly, then stops. It’s a spam call from an unfamiliar area code, but for a moment I consider answering, just to have a voice on the other end.

      Instead, I set the phone face down and return to the notebook. I write, at the bottom of the page:

      “If this fails, I will become a case study.”

      The words are meant to be a joke, but the punchline is unsatisfying. I close the notebook, pressing it flat until the spine threatens to crack.

      I sit for a long time at the desk, hands steepled, watching the condensation form on the window and race in slow beads toward the sill. I track each drop, rooting for the underdog, and for the briefest moment, I believe in the possibility of escape velocity.

      My hand trembles. I open the notebook again, new page, and write:

      “I want to get better. Or at least to know what better is.”

      I cross it out, then write beneath it:

      “I want to stop being afraid of becoming unrecognizable to myself.”

      This, I let stand.

      Outside, the rain has started in earnest, drumming on the aluminum awning with a ferocity that suggests intention. I recognize the pattern—every cell in my body is a tuning fork for environmental feedback. I sit and listen, and try to feel the water inside my head settle, even as the rest of the world drowns.

      If I can’t be cured, at least I can be witnessed.

      I pick up the pen and start again.
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            The Reluctant Patient

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The motorbike refuses to idle, coughing a final protest before I kill the ignition. The instrument panel glows 3:17, though the sun stands five fingers above the roofs of Đà Lạt and the morning air already hums with evaporated fog. I prop the bike against the curb, uncertain if this is legal, and remove my helmet with the same care I used to perform neuro exams on the children’s psych ward. Every movement is deliberate. Every movement is a dare to my body to remember how to function.

      Dr. Nguyen’s office is a four-story box of whitewashed concrete near the edge of Xuan Huong Lake. Modest signage in Vietnamese and English announces: “Tâm Lý Trị Liệu / Psychological Consultation, Nguyen T.L., Ph.D.” The letters are raised plastic, dust collecting in the counters of each vowel. The glass door is locked, but a buzzer yields a click from inside. I linger, hand on the door, breathing once, then twice. My knuckles are as white as communion wafers. I step in.

      The lobby is two chairs, a half-dead bamboo stalk, and a reception desk guarded by a woman with reading glasses looped around her neck like a stethoscope. She greets me, then disappears behind a glass partition, leaving only the filtered sound of soft rock, piped in from somewhere overhead. The lighting is LED, unflattering, the color temperature set to institutional pathology. A scent of green tea and antiseptic floats in the airstream from a miniature aircon unit taped with more plastic than the average hospital drip.

      I settle into a waiting chair that creaks under my weight. Immediately, my left hand finds the wedding ring—thumb and forefinger rotating it three, then four times, a fidget so rehearsed it feels involuntary. My right foot taps the cracked tile, trying to synchronize with the wall clock, whose second hand spasms at irregular intervals. I try to name the mechanism in my head: is it compulsive, or merely compensatory? The distinction feels academic, which is a comfort.

      Across from me, a bookshelf. The titles are in Vietnamese, but the authors are familiar: Yalom, Frankl, the dreaded Freud (his face staring out from a battered paperback like a racist uncle at a reunion). I squint at a spine and try to parse the transliteration of “Man’s Search for Meaning.” The effect is alienating, and I’m reminded of my first week in Oxford—fluent in the theory, but conversationally illiterate.

      I scan the room for cameras or recording devices. None visible, but I know better than to trust appearances. I flex my left hand, the one with the tremor. It’s behaving today, at least for now.

      The door opens. Dr. Nguyen is neither what I expected nor entirely unfamiliar. Early fifties, trim without being athletic, her hair drawn back in a bun that reveals a forehead smooth and untroubled by empathy. Her blouse is a patternless shade of khaki, tucked into loose black pants, the ensemble designed for anonymity. Only her shoes betray a hint of personality—converse, maroon, worn to a sheen at the toes.

      She extends a hand. Her grip is neither soft nor aggressive. “Whitaker,” she says, the vowel rounded, almost affectionate. “Thank you for coming.”

      I nod, stand too quickly, and realize only after the fact that I am nearly a head taller. I bow, just enough to acknowledge the gap. She notes it with a micro-smile, then gestures down a short corridor. I follow, counting the steps: twelve, a number with no personal resonance but enough symmetry to feel stable.

      Her office is smaller than I thought possible. A desk, a pair of chairs angled for confidentiality, two battered filing cabinets and a window, framed in bamboo blinds, overlooking a courtyard where a gardener hoses down potted succulents. The air is cooler here, thick with an ozone that suggests the dehumidifier is losing its war against the world. On her wall: a print of the Buddha, a watercolor cityscape of Hanoi, and a medical degree from UCLA, its gold foil peeking out from a cheap plastic frame.

      I take the indicated seat. The cushion is firmer than I expect, or maybe I am simply not accustomed to being accommodated.

      She sits, crosses her legs, and opens a thin, unbranded notebook. Her pen is capped, not yet summoned to duty. “I reviewed the history you sent,” she says, “but I’d like to hear it in your own words, if that’s alright.”

      I clear my throat. The first response is evasive, a vestigial defense: “The summary is in the documentation. Current presentation meets criteria for MDD with atypical features, possible comorbidity with adjustment disorder. No SI/HI, passive death wish only. Insomnia, anhedonia, derealization, the standard menu. Functional but suboptimal.”

      She nods, scribbles nothing. “And what brings you here, specifically?”

      The question is designed to puncture the shield. I respond in the same language: “I was advised—by my wife, formerly—that cross-cultural consultation might yield perspectives unavailable to me in the Anglosphere. I remain skeptical but am open to evidence-based intervention.”

      She tilts her head, not mocking, but I feel the air ripple between us. “Are you in treatment elsewhere?”

      “Pharmacology only. Lexapro, titrated to twenty milligrams, insufficient effect. CBT and psychodynamic therapy both attempted in the past, neither well tolerated. Somatic approaches contraindicated by my own training.”

      A pause. She uncaps the pen, but rests it on her knee. “Why do you think it’s not working?”

      I feel the urge to smile, but the facial muscles have forgotten the choreography. “Perhaps my insight has rendered me immune to the placebo effect.”

      She considers this. “Or maybe it’s the language,” she says. “In Vietnamese, we have more words for sadness than for joy. Your wife is Vietnamese, yes?”

      “Was,” I correct, then regret the correction. “She died, last year. Breast cancer. Metastatic, rapid progression. Hospice in her home town.”

      The pen moves, but only to underline something invisible in her own mind. “And you stayed, after?”

      I nod, exhale through my nose. “The logistics of leaving exceeded my bandwidth. Also, the city is not without charm.”

      She offers the smallest of shrugs, as if to say, ‘You don’t have to perform.’ “And you’re teaching?”

      I shake my head. “Stopped lecturing six months ago. Couldn’t sustain the attention span, or the required optimism.”

      “And what do you do now?”

      “Observe,” I say, because anything else would be a lie. “Sometimes I write. Sometimes I just walk.”

      The silence after this is not uncomfortable. She lets it expand, lets me squirm in the space I’ve built for myself.

      She changes tack: “What was your first memory of sadness?”

      I am unprepared for the question. My mind jumps to Adelaide, the jacaranda tree outside my childhood window, the day I realized my mother was not coming back from the supermarket. I see myself, age six, convinced she had simply forgotten where we lived. The years have edited the memory, but the feeling is unabridged. I suppress the urge to narrate this in clinical terms.

      Instead, I say, “I was young. Maybe six. It felt like being underwater, except you could breathe, which somehow made it worse.”

      She nods, still not writing. “And the last time?”

      Now. But I can’t say that, so I say, “Yesterday.”

      “What happened yesterday?”

      I hesitate, then offer, “I thought I saw my wife in the market. I followed her, but it was someone else.”

      She lets this sit, then: “What did you feel?”

      I want to answer correctly, so I say, “Disappointment. Then shame, for believing in the possibility.”

      The pen finally moves, scratching a single word. I resist the urge to lean over and read it upside-down. Instead, I grip the arms of the chair until the circulation stutters.

      She leans forward, elbows on knees. “Whitaker, do you ever feel as if you’re watching your own life from the outside?”

      A small, involuntary laugh. “Constantly.”

      “And do you ever wish to return to it?”

      My throat is dry. “Sometimes I think I was never in it to begin with.”

      She taps the pen against her notebook, a rhythm not unlike the mallet strikes in the temple this morning. “You use clinical language to keep a safe distance from pain,” she says. “But I suspect you’re capable of other kinds of speech.”

      The challenge is gentle, but it flays me. I nod, once, the motion almost imperceptible.

      She closes the notebook. “Western labels sometimes miss cultural context, Whitaker. Tell me about your experience as an Australian in Da Lat.”

      The words linger. I try to answer, but nothing arrives. My head is filled with images—the mist, the scent of pine and incense, the untranslatable loneliness of being the only foreigner in a street that has forgotten every other kind. I want to say that the city is beautiful, but beauty here is a form of threat. I want to say I belong, but it would be the cruelest of jokes.

      I settle for honesty. “Every day, I am less sure who I am. Sometimes I think I am reconstructing myself from the outside in, but the instructions are in a language I don’t understand. The longer I stay, the more the old self dissolves. I am afraid of what will be left.”

      She sits with this, lets the silence grow until I feel the pressure in my ears. “That sounds very lonely,” she says.

      “It is,” I admit.

      She offers a half-smile, equal parts empathy and boundary. “You are not the only one. It’s a common side effect of living in translation.”

      A breath, slow and measured. I feel my shoulders drop. “Thank you,” I say, and mean it.

      She gestures to the door, as if to release me from whatever spell has been cast. “We’ll talk more next week.”

      I stand, legs unsure but not collapsing. I bow, more deeply this time, and she returns it with a nod. In the corridor, the air feels less synthetic, more oxygen than filter.

      Outside, the motorbike is where I left it. I swing my leg over, but hesitate before starting the engine. The lake is perfectly still, the reflection of the sky unmarred by wind or ripple.

      For a moment, I allow myself the fantasy that if I stared long enough, I might see my own face, returned whole and unbroken from the surface.

      Instead, I check my watch—3:17—and smile at the lie.

      The day, like me, continues.

      Scene 2

      Dr. Nguyen’s office is the same as last week, but my body is not. The air is charged, or maybe my brain is. I arrive early and sit in the car park for a full ten minutes, watching the reflection of the sky in the puddles, forcing myself to name every color. Mauve. Pewter. The yellow of decaying sodium streetlamps. At the appointed hour, I climb the stairs and knock. She answers on the second rap, as if waiting behind the door.

      “Welcome back,” she says, with a professional warmth calibrated for maximum comfort and minimum intimacy. She wears the same style of blouse, different color—a subtle blue that doesn’t match her shoes but makes them pop with intentionality. We nod to each other, a rehearsal of mutual consent, and then I take my seat.

      This time, the cushion yields more, or maybe I simply weigh less.

      She opens her notebook, pen already uncapped. “How has your week been?”

      I exhale, not quite a sigh. “Unstructured. I’ve been taking longer walks. The lake, the market, the temple at the top of Phan Chu Trinh. I avoid the center; it’s too loud, too performative.”

      She jots a single word, then looks up. “Any changes in sleep?”

      “No improvement. The usual—wake at three-seventeen, brain immediately online, unable to recall the content of my dreams but certain they were exhausting. Sometimes I forget if I actually slept.”

      She nods, as if I am reciting a familiar script. “And your mood?”

      I hesitate, which is honest. “Variable. Some mornings I feel almost functional. Then it fades. The mist is back, heavier than before. Sometimes I think it’s following me.”

      A smile flickers at the corners of her mouth. “Is it comforting, the mist?”

      I think about this. “No. It’s occlusive. It hides the city, makes it impossible to orient. I lose sight of landmarks. Every street is both new and familiar, which I find disorienting. But I suppose there’s a beauty to it.”

      She lets the silence breathe, then: “Do you feel you’re losing your bearings—literally, or only figuratively?”

      “Both. Time is unreliable. My watch is still stuck at 3:17. I’ve started using it as a reference point: if my mood is worse than my watch, I know I’m having a bad day.”

      She laughs, quietly, a sound that is more signal than noise. “Does it help, the externalization?”

      “Sometimes. It’s easier to blame the environment than the chemistry.”

      Dr. Nguyen clicks her pen, but doesn’t write. “And have you found anything that helps, even temporarily?”

      “Physical motion. I pace, compulsively. The monk at the temple said I was trying to outpace suffering. I’m not sure I disagree.”

      She tucks a stray hair behind her ear. “And the writing? Have you been able to document your feelings?”

      I nod, feeling the heat rise in my face. “I tried. It mostly comes out as symptom lists or poems. Nothing coherent. I’m worried I’m romanticizing the symptoms instead of addressing them.”

      She shifts forward in her chair, elbows on knees. “Would you like to read something to me?”

      A part of me wants to say no, but the machinery of social contract compels me. I pull a page from my pocket, already folded and unfolded until the creases run like varicose veins. I don’t read it out loud; instead, I slide it across her desk. She waits, then picks it up and reads silently. The poem is brief:

      
        
        Inventory of the Presenting Complaint

        A mist so dense it swallows all forward motion.

        A day reduced to two digits: three and one, then always seven.

        The body, a puppet operated by the ghost of its former owner.

        A longing for clarity so intense it becomes an ache behind the eyes.

        The inability to remember if happiness was ever an option, or if it was a mistranslation.

        A sense of self so thin it can pass through walls, leaving only a chill in the air.

        A refusal to die, but also to live.

      

      

      She places the page on her notebook, fingers drumming once, then still. “Thank you for sharing this.”

      I shrug. “It’s pathological, but at least it’s well-documented.”

      She sets the pen down, hands now folded. “You’ve mentioned before that you’re trained to see everything through the lens of diagnosis. Do you ever try to see yourself without it?”

      “I’m not sure it’s possible. It’s the only language I trust.”

      She leans back, considering. “In Vietnamese, we have a proverb: Nước đục không soi mặt, nước trong mới soi được.” She pauses for translation. “You can only see yourself clearly in still water, not in a rushing or muddy current.”

      I nod, letting the words settle. “So you’re saying I should stop stirring?”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps your life is in a period of turbulence, and you expect clarity from chaos. The turbulence isn’t your fault, but your response to it is all you can control.”

      I consider this, rubbing my palms on my cardigan. The skin feels thin, as if about to split from overuse.

      She resumes, softer: “Maybe what you experience is not pathology, but displacement. A profound sense of not belonging, exacerbated by loss and isolation. The sadness is real, but its origins are not entirely within you.”

      I stare at the Buddha print on her wall, the gold leaf halo mocking my lack of enlightenment. “So you’re saying I’m a victim of circumstance?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m saying you’re adapting to it. That’s different.”

      The office is silent for a long time, save the noise of my own nervous system.

      She breaks the pause. “For next week, I’d like you to think about the Vietnamese concept of self—not as a discrete individual, but as part of a collective. Sometimes, belonging is constructed through the small acts of living: sharing a meal, lighting incense, making jokes at the wet market.”

      I snort, “I don’t even know how to shop for groceries without feeling like a fraud.”

      She smiles, for real this time. “Good. Start there.”

      The session ends with a handshake and a bow. I leave her office lighter, but also more porous. The city’s sounds are cranked up to eleven as I step into the corridor. A vendor outside shouts the price of strawberries, the engine of a passing scooter rattles the windowpanes, a child shrieks and then laughs on the playground below.

      For a moment, I let the noise flood in. I don’t try to diagnose it. I just listen.

      Scene 3

      The elevator in Dr. Nguyen’s building smells like wet concrete and lemon disinfectant. The music is a MIDI rendition of “Yesterday Once More,” its synth strings vibrating my molars. I punch the lobby button and watch the numbers count down with Kafkaesque slowness.

      At floor two, the door opens to a corridor of dull white, pocked with the scars of too many patients. I step out, meaning to take the stairs, and that’s when I see her.

      She’s moving away from me, blue áo dài floating behind like a slipstream. The hallway is glazed with late-morning sunlight and she is the only object in focus, every other detail smeared into background noise. I clock the facts with clinical precision: her height, the pale oval of her nape, the low bun secured by a tortoiseshell pin, the precise way her left hand cradles a sheaf of papers against her ribs. The scent in the air—something floral, not jasmine, but so close I almost retch.

      My breath snags. The body doesn’t lie; adrenaline slams through my chest in a velocity I haven’t felt since my first panic attack. The mind lags, searching for explanation. Impossible, I think. Not possible. Not allowed.

      But it’s her walk. That gait, the minor limp from a bad ankle sprain, the way she tilts her head just before turning the corner. Muscle memory is its own form of haunting.

      “Linh,” I say, but the name is a whisper, barely more than the hydraulic hiss of the janitor’s cart at the end of the hall.

      I try again, louder. “Linh!” This time the sound leaves my throat, but the woman doesn’t turn. She moves at a steady, unhurried pace toward the staircase, disappears down the landing before I can get my legs to comply.

      I chase, not sure if I want to catch her or prove she’s a hallucination. The stairs are tiled and my shoes slap each tread with the desperation of a man who has never chased anyone before. By the time I reach the lobby, she’s already a blue blur in the crowd moving toward the exit.

      The next thirty seconds are a freeze-frame. I push through the glass doors, scan left, then right. Sunlight knives across the pavement. Motorbikes, vendors, a gaggle of schoolchildren—too much data. My eyes dart, failing to resolve the shape I’m looking for. The noise of the city crowds my ears, drowning out the last notes of the elevator’s song.

      For a moment I am unmoored, certain only of my own instability.

      I see her again, half a block ahead, merging with the pedestrian flow near a juice kiosk. I run, truly run, ignoring the burn in my knees and the way the world reels with each step. The blue áo dài is my lighthouse, but every time I close the distance, she is swallowed by the crowd.

      At the corner of Bùi Thị Xuân, I lose her entirely. The sidewalk is choked with students and food carts and elderly women in patterned pajamas. A young couple argues in rapid-fire Vietnamese, their hands weaving the air. Someone hawks a lozenge into the gutter. I pivot in a circle, scanning for blue.

      Nothing.

      My lungs are torched. I bend double, hands on my knees, wheezing. The street tilts, then rights itself. I steady on the nearest lamppost, trying to parse whether what just happened was memory or mirage.

      Had she even looked back?

      In my head, her name echoes: Linh, Linh, Linh. Each iteration is less certain. I replay the details, searching for a flaw in the pattern. Maybe the hair was too long. Maybe the shoes were wrong. Maybe I never actually saw her face.

      But the ache in my chest says otherwise. It is the ache of certainty, the kind that can only be manufactured by absolute grief or absolute madness.

      The world recedes. The noise of the city muffles, replaced by the sound of my own pulse. My hands tremble so badly I have to clutch them to my belly to stop the vibration from propagating.

      I press my forehead against the cold brick of the building, eyes closed. The darkness is merciful. In it, the blue dress becomes an afterimage, floating behind my lids.

      I do not know how long I stand there, recalibrating. Eventually, a child jostles my leg and says something in Vietnamese that I don’t catch. I open my eyes, force myself to breathe.

      This is how it happens, I think. This is how people go mad in public.

      I walk slowly, one step at a time, until the crowd absorbs me.

      Scene 4

      At dusk the apartment walls sweat. Condensation beads in steady, mournful lines down the glass, transforming my windows into a petri dish for every airborne memory in Đà Lạt. I stare at the city through the smeared haze, half-expecting the lights to spell out a diagnosis, or at least a prognosis. But the city is mute, uncooperative, its secrets encrypted in mist and mildew.

      The desk lamp, a remnant from my Adelaide years, casts a yellow pool on the chipped veneer surface, a sun too tired to rise. I sit in the halo, notebook open to a blank page. The pen is heavier than usual, or maybe my hand is simply no longer calibrated for fine motor skills. I scrawl the date, but it comes out as a string of numbers, barely legible.

      I try to write about the Linh apparition, but language buckles under the weight. “Cultural displacement vs. psychosis?” I scribble. “Dr. N. suggests not all hallucinations are clinical. But is it still a hallucination if I know it’s not real?”

      I look at my hand, the tremor back in force, and remind myself of Dr. Nguyen’s proverb: still water shows the true face. My water is a mudslide, every reflection a caricature.

      I stare at the books stacked on the desk, on the floor, on every horizontal surface except the single spot reserved for the teakettle. The titles overlap, a taxonomy of obsession: Koestler, Sacks, Akutagawa, Frankl, Eliot, Freud (still smirking). Half of them are in Vietnamese, the rest in English. None of them offer a cure.

      Next to the desk is a mug stained by a month of forgotten tea, the interior rim ringed with a spectrum of failure from ochre to mold-green. Beside the bed, the only framed photograph I own: Linh in the Dalat Botanical Gardens, holding a calla lily and pretending to be serious. The glass is face-down. I haven’t turned it over in weeks.

      I try to write about her, but my mind fractures into two distinct but antagonistic narrators.

      —

      NARRATOR ONE (clinical):

      Obsessive intrusion, recurrent, egodystonic, resistant to standard interventions.

      Phenomenology: patient perceives subject (wife) in environments previously associated with high emotional valence.

      Differential: bereavement hallucinosis vs. early-onset psychotic disorder vs. culturally-reinforced spirit vision.

      Intervention: continued journaling, low-dose quetiapine, social integration.

      Prognosis: guarded.

      —

      NARRATOR TWO (poet):

      I see her on stairways, in doorways, in the corner of my eye when sunlight splits through the clouds and glances off the backs of passing strangers.

      She never looks back.

      She doesn’t need to.

      Her absence fills the room with more mass than any presence ever could.

      Sometimes I call her name, not expecting a response, but hoping to hear the echo bounce off the walls and return as something more than a question.

      I imagine a world where the dead walk calmly beside the living, offering no comfort but also no threat, simply existing as a counterpoint to our frantic, pointless need to explain.

      —

      I scratch through both attempts. Neither satisfies.

      I return to the page and let my hand run, chasing the tremor:

      
        
        If the mind is a locked ward

        then I am the janitor

        wandering the halls after hours

        collecting the detritus of abandoned thought.

        Floor one: memories, flickering.

        Floor two: loss, echoing.

        Floor three: hope, mummified in old case notes.

        The top floor is always off-limits.

        I find Linh there sometimes,

        her feet dangling over the ledge,

        her face turned to the evening fog,

        her eyes searching for the city we lost

        in the translation.

        I want to join her on the edge,

        but my badge won’t unlock the door.

        I punch the keypad until my fingers bleed numbers.

        Nothing happens.

        Below, the lights shut off, one by one.

        The darkness rises,

        and I wait for the sound

        of her laughter

        to shatter the silence.

        But it never comes.

      

      

      I stare at the last line. It’s melodramatic, but honest. I underline it, then set the pen down.

      The room vibrates with the fatigue of its own architecture. Water pipes shudder in the walls; somewhere above, a neighbor drags a metal chair across tile, the scrape a Morse code for shared insomnia. The air thickens, and I realize I’ve forgotten to eat again.

      I stand, the body momentarily uncooperative. My legs tingle with a sensation I can only describe as “electrical regret.” I shuffle to the window, palm pressed against the glass. The city is an aquarium, every movement slowed and magnified by mist.

      I imagine Linh out there, moving in a perfectly straight line through the grid of alleys and avenues, every step taking her further from the possibility of return. I try to picture her face, but the image swims. I look instead at my own reflection, the overlay of self and memory, and try to reconcile the two.

      I laugh, which turns into a cough.

      I go back to the desk, pick up the pen, and write:

      “Psychologist, heal thyself.”

      I cross it out.

      Below, in small block letters, I write:

      “Some ghosts are too stubborn for exorcism.”

      Then, for no reason at all, I add in Vietnamese:

      “Một số con ma không muốn rời đi.”

      (Some ghosts don’t want to leave.)

      I sit in the circle of yellow light until the bulb burns out, and I am left with only the city’s afterimage, haunting the glass.
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            The Mind’s Toolbox

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      There’s something uniquely sadistic about arriving at the market before the sun. The mist hasn’t lifted; it only congeals, pressing the morning in from every compass point. I walk with my hands jammed into my pockets, knuckles whitened around the only two possessions I currently trust: a battered, spine-split diary and the fountain pen that survived both the Adelaide collapse and the Saigon exodus. The watch on my left wrist, a museum piece inherited from a father who believed in punctuality the way others believe in god, remains stalled at 3:07. I wear it as a memento mori.

      The market is awake before the city. There are vendors here who never seem to sleep, just nap in shifts like soldiers holding a doomed line. Their voices are low, not yet weaponized by the commerce of daylight. I navigate the aisles, looking for a corner that offers partial concealment and a low probability of social interaction. I find it under a tarp so faded it’s colorless, stretched taut over a broken frame and billowing with each breeze like the lung of a dying animal.

      I sit on a crate labeled “Mận,” its contents long vanished, and let the weight of my body collapse into itself. The diary rests on my thigh, pen at the ready. My hand trembles, a Morse code of underlying systemic decay.

      Dr. Nguyen’s assignment is simple in concept and unspeakable in execution: Spend thirty minutes observing the present moment. No judgment, no interpretation, just data. Document every sensory input, every micro-event, as if you were the world’s last remaining scientist and your research would be lost to entropy unless written in blood. The goal, she says, is to short-circuit the catastrophic narrative long enough to remember that existence is possible.

      I open the diary to a blank spread. The paper is soft at the corners, each sheet already warped by humidity. I brace my elbow against my knee to steady the hand, uncap the pen, and begin.

      —

      5:44am. Wet, gray, refracted. The world is a failed Xerox. I count the number of humans in visual range: sixteen, including myself. Of these, four are women, two are children, the rest somewhere on the spectrum of male or too tired to gender. A vendor two stalls over cleaves cabbage with a motion so rhythmic it could be programmed. Her hands are a map of scars and citrus-stained nails. She hums, a tune I don’t recognize, but it fragments on every consonant. Her produce is arranged in pyramids, but the geometry is ruined by a single collapsing grapefruit at the apex. I record this, then immediately want to correct it, to fix her architecture.

      I force myself to focus outward. A boy in a green raincoat darts between the stalls, collecting stray crates, stacking them in a manner that suggests the early onset of obsessive-compulsive tendencies. He’s maybe eleven. I wonder what compulsions will survive into adulthood. The air around him is thick with the smell of fish, but his hands are clean. I admire this.

      The mist beads on my skin, then seeps in. I pull my cardigan tighter around my ribs, an act as much for self-comfort as for warmth.

      —

      Dr. Nguyen says to “catalog each sense.” I attempt this, point by point.

      Sight: A woman in a conical hat plucks wilted leaves from a mound of lettuce, discarding each with surgical precision. Her eyes are downcast, the irises a muddy brown, but every so often she glances up and scans the market, as if recalibrating her position in the universe.

      Sound: Vendors bark prices in a clipped Vietnamese, the vowels bending at the edges. A radio plays, the static louder than the song. In the distance, the pop of a motorbike backfiring, followed by laughter from a cluster of teenagers. My own breathing overlays it all, the inhale shaky, the exhale barely audible.

      Smell: Fish, citrus, the earthy rot of root vegetables. Farther off, the unmistakable waft of brewed coffee, robust and almost sweet. My hands smell of last night’s tobacco and the detergent used in my apartment building’s communal sink.

      Touch: The wood of the crate is damp and splinters through my jeans. The air is cold but not sharp, more like a gradual numbness. My left hand trembles more than my right, probably because I favor it for stress.

      Taste: There is no taste in my mouth, only the residue of sleep and the memory of unbrushed teeth. I inventory this and try to find it meaningful, but fail.

      —

      I write these details in looping, unstable script, the kind that betrays either madness or a total lack of sleep. Occasionally I lose the thread and stare at my own handwriting, searching for the logic in the loops. There is none.

      Above me, the tarp billows. It magnifies the ambient noise, turning every word into an underwater echo. I note this in the margin: “Tarp = diaphragm, market = heart. Systemic?” I want to show Dr. Nguyen that I can still make metaphors, even if I can’t make sense.

      The shadows shift in the periphery. Sometimes faces blur, the features de-resolving, as if the brain can’t render them fast enough to keep up with the stream. I force myself to return to the diary. I anchor myself to the act of observation. When it’s too much, I shut my eyes and count backwards from one hundred, restarting whenever my mind drifts. I always restart.

      —

      At some point, I remember the Jung quote she gave me as “homework.” I write it at the bottom of the page, in all caps:

      “ONE DOES NOT BECOME ENLIGHTENED BY IMAGINING FIGURES OF LIGHT, BUT BY MAKING THE DARKNESS CONSCIOUS.”

      I look at it, then add underneath in smaller print: “Or at least by surviving the morning.”

      —

      The woman with the lettuce glances over. Our eyes meet, and for a moment I am convinced she can see every failing organ, every misfired synapse, mapped out in color behind my retinas. She doesn’t smile, but she doesn’t look away, either. It’s a stare of perfect neutrality, the kind therapists are trained to master. I wonder if she’s ever been a patient.

      She returns to her lettuce, the motion unbroken.

      A vendor to my left pours coffee into a plastic cup, the stream precise, unhurried. I watch the way the liquid pools, then overflows the rim, spilling onto his fingers. He doesn’t flinch. I envy this.

      —

      Time passes in a strange, elastic fashion. The market fills in around me, bodies multiplying, voices overlapping, the air warming with the exhalations of strangers. I record as much as I can, but the lines between observation and delusion blur. Sometimes I am sure the mist is inside my head, not the market.

      I think about the Vietnamese proverb I learned from Linh, the only one that stuck:

      “Nước chảy đá mòn.”

      Water flows, stone wears away.

      I write this in the diary, then translate it for myself:

      “Persistence dissolves resistance.”

      I let the words linger. I write them three times, until the page wrinkles with the ink.

      —

      Toward the end of the half hour, I notice the trembling in my hands has stilled. The world is not less sad, but it is more organized. The crates stack, the lettuce gets sorted, the coffee pours, and I am present enough to see it happen. The moment is so brief I nearly miss it, but it registers: clarity, just for an instant.

      I close the diary, cap the pen, and let my shoulders drop. My watch says 3:07, but the market tells a different time.

      I stand, dust off my jeans, and take one last survey of the world from under my tarp. The mist is lifting. The voices are louder, the faces more resolved. For a moment, I believe in the possibility of surface tension.

      I walk out, leaving the crate and the morning behind, diary pressed to my chest like a talisman against what comes next.

      Scene 2

      I find my way to a café whose name I never remember, though I’ve been here often enough that the staff nods in recognition and leaves me alone. The building has warped wooden floors and windows that fog over from the temperature mismatch, which is why I choose it: condensation is easier to parse than human expression.

      I claim my usual corner, back to the wall, diary and pen aligned like surgical instruments on the narrow table. My cardigan is losing the war of attrition against the elements; the elbows have grown translucent, revealing the pale scrawl of skin underneath. My coffee arrives before I order, courtesy of the girl with the clipped black bob and the sleeve tattoo of a Vietnamese proverb I can never read without staring. She sets the cup down gently, as if to avoid spooking the subject.

      The cup is full and untouched, steam struggling to break through the crust of cold. Droplets collect on the glazed rim, a thousand small defeats accumulating into a single, unremarkable stain on the saucer. I watch them for a while, then turn my attention to the task at hand.

      Cognitive restructuring. Dr. Nguyen’s second assignment.

      The rules are clear: Identify the thought. Challenge the thought. Reconstruct the narrative with evidence, not emotion. It’s a cruelly elegant process, like vivisection for the psyche.

      I open the diary, flip past the wet pages from the market, and dedicate a fresh sheet to the experiment. The pen moves with surprising steadiness.

      —

      Negative cognition #1: My mind is failing.

      Evidence for: Increased frequency of memory lapses, inability to recall faces, recurrent intrusive images, periods of derealization. Writing this in a diary because I no longer trust organic recall.

      Evidence against: Ability to document, to self-monitor, to accurately recount daily events (see prior entries). Dr. Nguyen says “meta-cognition intact.” Could this simply be stress response?

      Counter-thought: My mind is not failing. It is responding to an environment of chronic uncertainty.

      I write this, then underline it twice. It feels like a lie, but also like a possible truth.

      —

      Negative cognition #2: I am losing control.

      Evidence for: The left hand tremor, inability to regulate sleep, emotional lability (witness the breakdown in the stairwell last week), emergence of hallucinations (Linh, blue áo dài, etc).

      Evidence against: I have not yet acted on any impulse. No self-injury. No violence, except to my own self-esteem. Social contract remains functional.

      Counter-thought: Loss of control is not absolute. It waxes and wanes, like the weather in Đà Lạt.

      This one is harder to believe, but I write it anyway. The act of writing is itself a form of control. I take comfort in the recursive logic.

      —

      Negative cognition #3: I cannot trust my perceptions.

      Evidence for: Faces blur, time distorts, the watch refuses to budge from 3:07. My own voice, when recorded, is alien to me. Yesterday, I watched my reflection in the café window for five minutes and could not decide if the face was mine.

      Evidence against: The world continues to function. My perceptions, however flawed, have not resulted in catastrophe. Dr. Nguyen says perception is always subjective, that the only test is whether it impairs the ability to function.

      Counter-thought: Perception is a negotiation, not a verdict.

      I pause on this, let the words settle. I arrange the pen parallel to the edge of the open notebook, fingers lightly resting on the barrel. I feel the urge to check the time, but the watch is a fraud. Instead, I glance at the condensation on the window, the way it refracts the outside world into unsteady patterns.

      I tap my fingers against the wooden table, counting out a rhythm that is both soothing and faintly martial. I alternate between English and Vietnamese in my notes, hoping the shift in language will trick my brain into new ways of seeing.

      —

      tôi không điên. Tôi chỉ mệt.

      (I am not mad. I am just tired.)

      —

      The thought soothes, briefly, then dissipates. I try another:

      —

      Mọi thứ đều tạm thời.

      (Everything is temporary.)

      —

      I like the way the Vietnamese flattens the sentiment, removes the drama. I repeat it under my breath, three times.

      The coffee is cold now, but I sip it anyway. The bitterness grounds me, cuts through the metallic taste of adrenaline.

      I review the list of counter-thoughts. For a moment, they seem almost plausible. My breathing slows, the tremor recedes. I stare at the diary, the words flickering between hope and resignation.

      A girl at the counter laughs, high and sharp, then returns to her phone. The sound startles me; I realize I have been holding my breath. I exhale, fogging the inside of the cup, and watch the vapor vanish.

      There is a sense, fleeting but real, that I have managed to rearrange the furniture of my mind, even if only slightly. The room is not less haunted, but it is more orderly.

      The illusion lasts less than a minute. Doubt re-enters, soft-footed and sly. I stare at the counter-thoughts, already rehearsing their demolition. My mind is an efficient adversary.

      Still, I leave the page open, the pen aligned, the evidence visible. For now, it is enough to have made the attempt.

      I finish the coffee, cold and acrid, and leave a generous tip for the girl with the tattoo. I step outside, into the mist, and let the moisture recalibrate me.

      The world does not change, but for a few moments, I am almost convinced that I might.

      Scene 3

      By the time the sun threatens to set, the market has metastasized. The morning’s calm is gone, replaced by the sharp-edged cacophony of commerce and bodies pressed too close. I walk with deliberate slowness, trying to regulate my breathing, but the air is thick with exhaust, sweat, and the volatile off-gassing of tropical produce left too long in the open. My hands are jammed in my pockets, but I can feel the diary pulse against my thigh with each step, as if trying to escape.

      The first sign of trouble is visual: faces flicker at the edge of my vision, then resolve into nothing. Every human in the market is both distinct and interchangeable—eyes, mouths, gestures repeating in endless fractal patterns. A woman in a red blouse haggles over lychee, but her words arrive as pure noise, stripped of meaning. A boy with shaved temples and a dragon tattoo sprints past, only to appear again at the next stall, an exact copy, down to the hole in his left shoe.

      Auditory input overloads at 82 decibels, or so I estimate: vendors shouting, children shrieking, the high whine of a scooter in first gear. The voices merge, then fragment, then merge again, a fluid that invades the membrane between my skull and the rest of the world. I try to focus on a single voice, to parse its cadence, but the effort backfires; the market’s soundscape becomes a single, unbroken scream.

      At some point, I realize my heart is visible through my shirt. It punches against my chest wall in staccato bursts, each beat a warning flare. I taste salt on my upper lip; sweat has pooled there without my noticing. I check the watch, but it reads 3:07, and I have no idea if that’s AM, PM, or a private hour reserved for the insane.

      I keep walking, eyes trained on the ground. The concrete is littered with detritus: fish scales, plastic bags, the slick remains of a stomped mango. My sneakers slide in the pulp. I catch myself against a fruit stand, nearly tipping a tower of longan onto the pavement.

      A voice barks at me—male, angry, rapid-fire Vietnamese. I snap to attention, realize I am clutching the vendor’s arm with both hands, my nails digging into his flesh. I release, step back, stammer an apology.

      “Xin lỗi. Tôi… tôi không cố ý,” I manage, the words barely coherent.

      He glares, then waves me off with a gesture that is equal parts dismissal and pity. The surrounding faces have already turned away. The market is a living organism, intolerant of anomalies, but also unwilling to waste energy on them.

      My breathing is wrong: rapid, shallow, each inhale snagging on the humidity. The edges of my vision tunnel. I fumble for the diary, grip it tight, press it to my sternum. The surface is damp, either from the air or from my own skin. I try to steady myself, but the world tilts anyway.

      I stand there, paralyzed, while the market flows around me. The sensation is of being submerged—sounds muffled, light refracted, everything moving in slow, viscous waves. The only certainty is the frantic percussion of my pulse.

      It occurs to me, dimly, that I am in the throes of a panic attack. Dr. Nguyen described this as “cognitive flooding”—a total eclipse of rational thought by raw, animal terror. She also taught a technique for moments like this. I search my memory, force the steps to the surface.

      Five things you can see. Four you can touch. Three you can hear. Two you can smell. One you can taste.

      I latch onto the exercise like a drowning man.

      —

      See: A red lantern, paper-thin, suspended from a bamboo pole above the crowd. Its color is so vivid it burns my retina, the only anchor in a market painted in mud and bruise. I fixate on it, count the folds, trace the black ink characters written down the side.

      Next: A plastic bucket overflowing with ice and silver fish, each one reflecting the sky in miniature. The pattern is hypnotic, fractal, recursive. I make a game of counting the scales, lose track, start again.

      Third: The hand of a woman passing me by, her nails lacquered the color of dried blood, the thumb bearing a crescent moon of chipped paint. She holds a phone, its screen cracked into a spiderweb, her thumb scrolling at impossible speed.

      Fourth: A man’s shirt, striped, sweat-darkened down the spine. The stripes bend and warp with each motion. He carries a basket of dragon fruit, pink as an inflamed gumline.

      Fifth: My own reflection in the metal side of a food cart, distorted and ghostly, the face unrecognizable but undeniably present.

      —

      Touch: The rough edge of the diary, binding frayed and scratchy against my palm. The paper is damp, almost sticky, and the pen bites into my finger where I grip it too tightly.

      Second: The fabric of my cardigan, pilled and coarse, a sensory comfort that registers only because I force myself to notice.

      Third: The fruit stand behind me, wood warped and splintered; I dig my nails into it until I feel the pain, sharp and clarifying.

      Fourth: The coolness of the air on my face, made electric by evaporating sweat.

      —

      Hear: The slap of sandals against wet concrete, rhythmic and oddly reassuring. The cadence is familiar, like a metronome in a therapist’s office.

      Second: The low hum of a generator from a nearby stall, vibrating through the soles of my shoes and up into my jawbone.

      Third: A child’s laughter, slicing through the background noise. The sound is pure, undistorted, a rare moment of signal in a world of noise.

      —

      Smell: The thick, animal scent of fresh fish, uncut by ice or lemon, strong enough to override the background odors of market and mist.

      Second: The drift of incense from a shrine at the market’s edge, sharp and medicinal, burning through the rot with chemical resolve.

      —

      Taste: The salt of my own sweat, metallic and sour, coating the inside of my mouth and refusing to leave.

      —

      I breathe, once, twice, slow and deliberate. The diary is still pressed to my chest. I notice the pattern of my own heartbeat, count the beats, force my ribcage to expand.

      The world begins to resolve. The red lantern is still there. The hand with the cracked phone is already gone. The market continues, indifferent, but I am less porous to it now. The boundaries between me and the crowd reconstitute, cell by cell.

      I straighten, wipe my face, and take a slow, measured step away from the fruit stand. The vendor watches, arms crossed, but makes no move to stop me. I nod in his direction, another apology, and he nods back. Transaction complete.

      I walk out of the market on legs that feel borrowed, the diary now damp with both sweat and market air. I am not sure if the exercise helped, or if I simply survived through inertia. Either way, I am alive, if only in the narrowest sense.

      I make my way home, each step a conscious act. The streets are less crowded now; the mist has returned, or maybe I have adjusted to its presence. My apartment is waiting, lights off, the interior still heavy with the previous night’s humidity.

      I collapse into the desk chair, peel the diary free, and open to a blank page. My hands tremble so hard I can barely hold the pen. Still, I write:

      —

      16:54. Panic event at market. Cause: sensory overload, loss of self-other boundary, collapse of linguistic filter. Symptoms: tachycardia, tremor, derealization, transient visual hallucination (faces blending, recurrence of red lantern motif). Applied grounding protocol: 5/4/3/2/1. Results: partial efficacy, symptom abatement after approx. 7 minutes. Residual: exhaustion, humiliation, doubt as to long-term benefit of intervention.

      Reflection: Is this improvement, or just adaptation to a smaller and smaller world?

      —

      I stare at the words until the lines bleed into each other. My chest aches. The room is utterly silent except for the scrape of the pen.

      I add, at the bottom of the page:

      —

      Today, the world nearly erased me.

      I wrote my way back.

      For now, it is enough.

      —

      I close the diary, set it on the desk, and rest my head in my hands. I do not cry, though the urge lingers.

      Outside, the market noise fades. I listen to the emptiness, waiting to see if my own voice will return.

      It doesn’t, not yet. But I am patient. It’s all I have left.

      Scene 4

      The apartment’s only light is the weak, jaundiced bulb above my desk, haloed by the dust motes that never settle. It throws shadows across the war zone of loose pages, empty tea mugs, and notebooks so waterlogged with failure that their spines curl inward, protecting what’s left of their insides. I drag the chair closer, the legs shrieking across tile, and sit with my hands folded until the tremor passes.

      The city is silent; even the market’s final yowls have been smothered by the rising fog. I let my head hang, chin nearly to chest, and wait for the room to stabilize. The diary lies open, a pale membrane on which I am meant to perform the next act of autopsy.

      I stare at the blank page for a full minute, the pen poised above like a scalpel. My breath comes shallow and tight. Every cell in my body aches for distraction, but there is nothing left to distract with. The phones are off, the radio is silent, the outside world could have vanished for all I know.

      The instructions were to write a poem. “Document the state of your mind using clinical language,” Dr. Nguyen had said. “Treat the symptoms as metaphor. See what survives the translation.” She smiled when she said it, as if the assignment could possibly do more damage than the underlying disease.

      I flex my left hand. The tendons pop. I bring pen to paper, and the words begin to flow, bypassing the conscious mind entirely:

      
        
        Diagnostic Residuum

        I quantify my sorrow

        in stalled neurons, frostbitten at the cleft:

        each synapse a mortuary slab,

        each dendrite a wire stripped and fraying.

        My thoughts are calcified⁠—

        shards of bone drilling inward,

        no marrow, only a white noise

        that fractures at the thinnest pressure.

        I speak, and the words

        loop back like a closed-circuit,

        syntax collapsing into obsidian ellipses.

        No refuge in reason:

        the limbic fire has salted the earth,

        all neurotransmitters rendered inert,

        even dopamine sits catatonic

        in its cell.

        Despair migrates⁠—

        not the sharp, cinematic kind

        that leaves a bruise or a scar,

        but the slow chemical seep,

        the acid that dissolves

        the blood-brain barrier

        and stains the cortex black.

        Hope is theoretical, an anecdotal side effect

        in a trial of n=1,

        placebo arm terminated for futility.

        I become a patient zero

        for my own collapse,

        observer and observed,

        the scientist devoured

        by her own experiment.

        Memories coagulate in the gaps,

        protein sludge pooling

        at the base of the skull,

        immune to any rescue.

        Every breath, a smaller experiment

        in survival.

        Every pulse,

        a hypothesis rejected.

        My body is an inert substrate,

        waiting for the next reagent

        to finish the job.

        I am so tired.

      

      

      I finish, the ink bleeding out on the final word. My eyes blur with the effort; my vision refracts the lamp’s light into geometric halos. I set the pen down, but my hand refuses to unclench. I can’t tell if the ache in my chest is an arrhythmia or just a metaphor.

      I close the diary, press the cover tight, as if it might contain the rot inside. My head is full of static, the kind that precedes a blackout. For a long minute, I do not move. The tears do not come. The body has forgotten how.

      Instead, the air thickens. My shoulders convulse once, a silent dry heave, and I taste copper at the back of my tongue.

      I open my eyes to the mess of the room. Every surface is loaded with evidence: old drafts, printouts of emails I never sent, a single photograph of Linh, face down beneath a layer of mold-stained paper. The window is a black mirror. I see my own silhouette, hunched and monstrous, and I do not recognize it.

      I try to speak, but all that emerges is a low, animal moan. The sound terrifies me.

      My hands vibrate against the desk, transmitting the tremor to every object. The cup rattles, the pen rolls, a stack of notes shudders to the floor. The effort of holding still is so immense I feel every muscle fiber tear and resuture.

      I replay the poem in my mind, hunting for signs of life. None. The words are terminal, diagnostic. They do not offer escape.

      I stare at the diary, now closed and slick with sweat. I whisper, “I’m sorry,” to no one and everyone.

      The silence that follows is absolute.

      For a moment, I believe I am already gone.

      I lean forward, forehead to desk, and wait for the world to reboot. The bulb above wavers, then stabilizes, casting my shadow in sharp relief across the page.

      I am both the darkness and the thing it outlines.

      If there is a next time, I will write it again. If not, let this be the record.

      I exhale, tasting the last of the air, and close my eyes against the brightness.

      —

      In the darkness, the only thing that persists is the sound of the heart, refusing to stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Ghosts of the Past

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The café is called Memory, which is either an elaborate joke or a sincere effort at branding by someone who has never read Freud. The name is spelled in faux-neon tubing above the door, the pink of a peeled shrimp and about as inviting. I arrive ten minutes before schedule, because that’s what passes for control these days, and spend the interval rotating through various postures in the vestibule—hands in pockets, hands on phone, hands on the doorframe. I can see my reflection in the side window: hunched, gaunt, hair in the terminal stage between “careless” and “crisis.” I look like a man auditioning to be his own ghost.

      Inside, the mist presses against the glass in petulant waves, refracted by the glow of overhead fluorescents that have not been updated since 1998. Vietnamese pop music vibrates the tabletops, a steady, pulse-like thrum that leaves every surface gently quivering. The air is thick with the smell of dark-roast coffee and condensed milk, a pairing so chemically aggressive it should require a license. The regulars are already in position: the chess grandpas at their corner, a pair of university girls with matching berets and laptops, the old expat contingent scattered in the periphery like enemy snipers.

      I clock Ruth and James instantly, as planned. They are at the far table, their backs to the wall and to each other. Ruth is tall, in the way American women sometimes are, with a posture forged in the crucible of Midwest volleyball and an accent that refuses to adapt even after seven years in Vietnam. She waves me over, the movement broad and vertical, as if hailing a rescue chopper. James sits to her right, splayed in the British mode, legs so far apart that I have to double-check whether he’s wearing shorts or just colonial audacity. He’s the color of boiled ham, all freckles and tufts, and his moustache seems to operate as an independent entity.

      I hesitate, one hand in my jacket, thumb on the diary like a panic button. I calculate the angle of approach, then cross the linoleum with as little drama as possible.

      “Whitaker,” Ruth says, slicing my name in half. “You made it.”

      I smile, which in my current phase feels like the unfurling of a deep-tissue wound. “Wasn’t sure if it was a formal invite or just a suggestion.”

      She laughs, a sound that bounces off the cheap plaster and lands somewhere near the sugar packets. “You Australians are so literal.”

      James offers a nod, not quite eye contact. “Glad you could join us, mate.”

      I take the seat opposite them, placing my body at the only vector where I can monitor both exits and the barista’s counter. The table wobbles, but so does my hand. We are well-matched.

      “How’s tricks?” James asks, pouring equal measures of whiskey and coffee into his glass. He smells like menthol and rainy wool.

      “Tricks are up,” I say. “Stamina’s down. But at least the hands are still attached.”

      Ruth grins. “That’s the spirit.”

      A pause as the waitress delivers three cà phê sữa đá. The glasses are sweating, the ice already in retreat. I wrap my fingers around mine, savoring the cold, the way it numbs the fingertips and nerves. I think, not for the first time, that Vietnamese coffee is less a beverage and more a controlled substance.

      “So,” Ruth says, drawing out the vowel until it threatens to break. “How’s teaching going? Still haunting the university?”

      I shake my head, a lazy drift left and right. “On indefinite sabbatical. I think they’ve replaced me with a YouTube playlist.”

      Ruth’s mouth twitches. “You’re joking, but I guarantee that’s true. My kids just plagiarized a ten-page essay from ChatGPT. The future is bleak.”

      James snorts. “Not half as bleak as British public schools. I did thirty years in the system, escaped just in time. Pity the poor sods still there.”

      Ruth leans in. “What about your book? Still working on it?”

      I tap the diary, a tic that only grows more compulsive when observed. “Yes, but the chapters keep rewriting themselves. I start in Australia, end up in Vietnam, and forget what happened in between.”

      She nods, empathy weaponized. “That’s how trauma works. Can’t trust the timeline.”

      I grin at her, less for the validation than for the recognition of shared expertise. “Spoken like someone who’s done their own rounds on the couch.”

      Ruth gives a mock salute. “University of Iowa, class of 2002. PTSD minor, anxiety major.”

      James raises his glass. “To madness, the last honest currency.”

      We clink. My glass nearly slips from my grip, but the spill is minimal and I recover with an over-corrected flourish.

      Conversation cycles through the predictable: weather (“the mist’s been up for three days straight—global warming, or just Đà Lạt?”), expat drama (“did you hear about Mark and the visa scam?”), culinary nostalgia (“I’d kill for a proper Shepherd’s Pie, but the only lamb in this town comes pre-marinated in MSG”). I contribute in measured doses, always aware of the real-time self-monitoring that now governs every utterance.

      At one point, Ruth recounts an epic classroom meltdown—her first year in Vietnam, a kid goes feral, bites a fellow student, and then attempts to unionize the class against her.

      “So what did you do?” I ask, genuinely curious.

      She shrugs. “Called the parents, got stonewalled. Headmaster told me to chill out, it’s ‘just a phase.’ The biting phase lasted two months, then he moved on to arson.”

      James cackles. “Reminds me of my brother’s kid—little psycho set fire to the neighbor’s cat, then blamed it on ‘pressure from Western expectations.’”

      I bite my lip. “At least he’s developing a sense of agency.”

      We all laugh, the kind of sharp, brittle laugh that’s half vent, half challenge. I feel my shoulders unclench by one or two degrees.

      The talk meanders, as conversations among misfits often do, until the subject lands with predatory grace on the question of belonging.

      “So,” Ruth says, aiming the word at me, “do you ever feel at home here?”

      I blink, caught off guard. I try to summon the right answer, but all I can muster is: “I don’t think I’ve felt at home anywhere since the nineties.”

      James raises an eyebrow. “What’s so great about the nineties?”

      I smirk. “Pre-millennium tension. Everyone was nervous, but at least the rules made sense. Now the rules change every day, and I’m too tired to memorize the updates.”

      Ruth tilts her head. “Maybe you’re not supposed to. Maybe you just let the updates happen.”

      I look down, studying the ring of condensation on the tabletop. “But if you let the updates happen, aren’t you just… evaporating?”

      James shrugs. “We’re all evaporating. Some of us just do it more stylishly.”

      Ruth kicks his shin under the table, a gesture so practiced I doubt he even registers the pain.

      For a moment, the silence is almost gentle. I sense the other patrons in the café, their voices reduced to a watercolor hum. I’m struck by the unreality of the moment—three foreigners, all orbiting the idea of home and none of us knowing how to land.

      I take a breath, long and slow, and let it out through my teeth. “It’s funny,” I say. “I used to think being an expat was about escaping. But it’s really just about running out of places to go.”

      Ruth nods, slow and deliberate. “Or maybe it’s about building new places.”

      “Or new people,” James offers, topping up his glass. “Temporary scaffolding until the next collapse.”

      The thought lands harder than I expect. I want to say something, to clarify that I’m not just some wandering pathology, but the words get stuck behind a dam of old habits.

      Instead, I glance out the window. The mist has thickened, the world outside rendered opaque. I watch as a figure—maybe a woman, maybe just a trick of the light—drifts past, umbrella tilted against the wind.

      Inside, the café is warm, the light artificially bright. I realize that for the first time all day, I don’t feel like I am about to break.

      I lean back, letting the chair creak under my weight. “You know what the real miracle is?” I say, looking between them. “That we’re all still here, in the same place, at the same time, with all our molecules more or less intact.”

      James salutes. “To molecular integrity.”

      Ruth raises her cup. “To survival, in whatever form it takes.”

      We toast again, this time with less bravado and more surrender. The caffeine, sugar, and alcohol fuse into a chemical truce inside my veins.

      For the next hour, we orbit the same topics—loss, reinvention, the fine art of lowering expectations—until the world outside dims and the mist inside my head lifts just enough to let in the idea of tomorrow.

      When I finally stand to leave, my hands are steady. I pocket the diary, nod to Ruth and James, and step out into the street.

      The air is still wet, but I breathe it anyway. The city is unresolved, but for the first time in ages, so am I.

      Scene 2

      It happens just after the third round of coffee, mid-sentence, when I let my gaze drift past Ruth’s shoulder to the corner of the room. The café is quieter now, the afterschool rush dissipated, leaving only the residual hum of voices and the syrupy decrescendo of an ancient V-pop playlist. The light outside has faded from mist to fog to a particulate darkness, as if the entire city has been sprayed with a matte finish.

      I see them instantly. Two women at a corner table, backs half-turned to the rest of the room, heads inclined toward each other in the intimate geometry of old friends or new conspirators. The smaller one—maybe five foot even—has a navy jacket cinched tight at the waist and her hair pulled into a severe, functional bun. Her hands flutter as she speaks, crisp and precise, the fingers slicing through air as if editing invisible text. Next to her is a woman with a looser posture, hair curled over one ear in a deliberate spill. She listens with a soft concentration, mouth a half-smile, eyes downcast in the way of someone who has already guessed the punchline.

      My body knows before my mind does. Muscles tense; my right hand clamps down on the coffee glass, the chill a shock that nearly spasms it from my grip. The tremor, dormant for half the afternoon, detonates. The glass slips, clangs against the saucer, a sharp sound that ricochets through the lulls in conversation.

      Ruth breaks off mid-story—she was recounting a scandal involving a misprinted textbook and a five-hour faculty inquisition. “You alright?” she asks, concern perfectly calibrated, not too loud for the room.

      I don’t answer. I stare. The women are so familiar it’s grotesque, their presence in this room as plausible as a UFO landing on the roof and ordering takeout. Thu and Linh. There is no possibility of error. Thu wears the navy jacket she once claimed was the only thing keeping her “respectable” at work. Linh’s hair is the same glossy black, loose at the sides but tucked in back, a style she insisted on maintaining even during chemotherapy, especially after the first clumps started to fall.

      Thu is talking, her hands reinforcing each word, and Linh is listening, fingers curled around a glass of tea. Their conversation is silent from this distance, but I can hear the timbre, the bounce of vowels, even the small huff of breath that signals disagreement or delight. My brain begins to run diagnostic checks. I scan the rest of the room—none of the regulars seem to notice the women. The barista is wiping down the espresso machine, eyes fixed on the counter. A group of schoolboys near the window are playing a low-stakes arm wrestling tournament, their backs to the corner table.

      I turn to Ruth, who is now fully focused on my face, and James, who watches over the rim of his glass with the cool calculation of a man bracing for the next weird foreigner incident.

      I clear my throat, an attempt to evacuate the panic before it can reach my vocal cords. “Do you—” My voice comes out thin, so I start again. “Do you see them? Over there—the two Vietnamese women?”

      Ruth follows my line of sight, squints. “Where?”

      I point, finger rigid, as if the act of labeling will render them real for someone else. “Corner table. Navy jacket, hair bun. The other with the soft hair.”

      James cranes his neck, gives it a full scan. “It’s empty, mate.” He adjusts his glasses. “You alright?”

      I can feel the blood draining from my cheeks, replaced by an icy current that settles somewhere behind my jaw. I risk another look. They are still there, as solid and corporeal as anyone in the room, but now their conversation has paused. Thu glances over her shoulder, directly at me. Her eyes are the same, dark and sharp, but the face is subtly wrong—cheekbones too high, mouth set at an angle I don’t remember. For a second, I convince myself it’s a trick of the lighting, but the interior of the café hasn’t changed since we walked in.

      Linh follows Thu’s gaze, and for a moment I expect her to smile, or wave, or give some sign that this is just a social collision, not a full-blown psychotic break. Instead, she regards me with a gentle curiosity, as if seeing a slightly misbehaving child in public. Then she turns back to Thu, and the conversation resumes. The sound is low, but I swear I can pick out fragments:

      — “không chắc⁠—”

      — “nhưng anh ấy…”

      — “tại sao lại ở đây?”

      The words rattle around my skull. I blink, hard, try to reset. When I open my eyes, they are both still there.

      Ruth leans in, her voice pitched for privacy. “Whit, who are they?”

      I want to explain, but the language required is locked up somewhere in a part of my brain currently under quarantine. My hand hovers over the diary in my jacket, as if about to draw a weapon, but I resist. Instead, I grip the edge of the table, fingers whitening.

      James sets his drink down, eyes narrow. “Is this like—do you need to go outside for a bit? Sometimes the city can be… overwhelming.”

      I nod, which is easier than talking. “I’m fine. It’s probably just—” I make a vague, circular gesture at my temple, the international sign for “don’t worry, I’m only this crazy on weekends.”

      But I can’t stop looking at the table. Thu and Linh are now sharing a laugh. It’s soundless, but I see the way Thu’s head tilts, the quick flare of Linh’s hand as she covers her mouth. The intimacy of it is paralyzing. I can’t look away, even though the rational part of me is screaming to abort, to close the browser tab, to escape this theater of the absurd.

      The world narrows to the diameter of my own perception. I try to reconstruct the last twenty-four hours: the steady decline in sleep, the jumpiness at the market, the out-of-body sensation on waking up this morning. I know these are warning signs. I know the DSM codes by heart.

      I check the table again. The women are gone. Not just invisible—gone. In their place is a sweating plastic pitcher of iced tea, two empty glasses, a crumpled napkin. No sign they were ever there, except for the afterimage burned into my brain.

      Ruth is watching me. She reaches over, lays a hand on my forearm. “You’re shaking.”

      I laugh, a weak and involuntary sound. “Sorry. I think I need air.”

      James pushes his chair back, concern blending with a faint undertow of exasperation. “It happens. This place gets to you.”

      I stand, too fast, nearly overturning the chair. My knees are untrustworthy, but I make it to the door, Ruth trailing a step behind. Outside, the mist is now rain, fine enough to be invisible but dense enough to coat my skin in seconds.

      I lean against the wall, breathing in through my nose and out through clenched teeth. The world is still spinning, but at least the hallucination is gone.

      Ruth hovers, arms crossed against the chill. “Want to talk about it?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet.”

      She nods, patient. “I’m here if you do.”

      We stand in silence, the rain beading on our hair, until the barista comes out and lights a cigarette, the smoke slicing through the humidity like a razor.

      I watch the street for a long minute, half-expecting to see Thu and Linh stroll past, arm in arm, oblivious to the havoc inside my skull.

      Instead, all I see are the streaks of headlights and the slow, methodical sweep of a street cleaner’s broom.

      Inside the café, James is already lost in a new book. The world moves on.

      I don’t go back in. I just stand there, watching the rain, wondering which version of reality will be waiting for me next time.

      Scene 3

      My legs don’t belong to me on the walk home. I let the city do the steering, the old mental maps flickering in and out as the mist thickens into a blanket dense enough to taste. The rain is fine and endless, a perpetual IV drip for the soul. I move by inertia, mind split into observer and observed, one part cataloging the sensory input and the other cycling through the carousel of errors that just occurred in the café.

      My phone vibrates, but I ignore it. Probably Ruth, probably concern packaged as banter. I’ll answer when I can trust my words to stay on the page.

      Xuan Huong Lake is black glass tonight, the pine trees at its edge bent in supplication under the weight of water and gravity. A line of taxis waits under the jaundiced streetlights, their drivers smoking and swatting at screens. I pass a group of teenagers sheltering under a tin awning, their laughter cartoonishly loud in the emptiness. One of them shouts “Tây ơi!”—the ever-present greeting for foreigners, equal parts endearment and dare—but I don’t react.

      By the time I reach my apartment, the inside of my shirt is damp and cold against my skin. I fumble with the lock, the tremor back in force. The apartment smells of old tea and unresolved mold, a comfort after the clinical brightness of the café. I toss the jacket, head for the desk, and set the diary down with the care of a man placing a bomb.

      I flip to a clean page, ignoring the last entry—a smudged, circular rant about why Vietnamese bread is superior to anything made outside a 50-kilometer radius of Đà Lạt. The new entry begins as a list, because the only thing more reliable than sadness is enumeration:

      —–

      Thursday, 19:23.

      1. Saw Thu and Linh at Memory Café. Impossible. Linh is dead; Thu is gone, or at least unreachable. But they were there, as vivid as anything I’ve ever seen. Details: navy jacket, hair bun, iced tea, silent conversation. Both looked at me. Both seemed real. Both gone after ~60 seconds.

      2. Ruth and James didn’t see them. Ruth’s face: concern, then calculation. James: skepticism, maybe a twinge of old-school English sympathy, maybe not.

      3. Physical symptoms: tremor, tachycardia, dry mouth, sweating. Psych eval: possible psychotic break, or textbook dissociation. No evidence of intoxication, no history of hallucination prior to this year.

      4. Couldn’t speak about it in the moment. Left café abruptly. Might have looked insane. (Am I insane? Define insane.)

      5. The memory is already corroding. When I try to replay the scene, faces blur, details slide off the brain like oil. But the feeling—the certainty—persists.

      6. Lingering aftershock: shame, but also a perverse kind of awe. The mind’s power to betray itself is underestimated.

      7. Is it better to know you’re losing your grip, or to float blissfully inside the delusion?

      —–

      I stare at the page until the lines swim. My hands won’t stop shaking. I press the diary to my chest, as if it might compress the panic, or at least insulate my organs from further failure.

      “không chắc,” I mutter—Vietnamese for “not sure.” I write it in the margin, twice, then cross it out.

      On the desk is the printout of the last therapy session with Dr. Nguyen, the one where she advised me to “document the breakdown with clinical rigor.” I scrawl a note in the margin: “Clinical rigor is an oxymoron at this stage.”

      The phone buzzes again. I force myself to read the message:

      [From: Ruth] “You ok? If not, I have a 200-gram bar of Cadbury and questionable wine. Holler if you want company.”

      I smile, weakly. I type back: “Will recover. Thanks for the lifeline. May call on chocolate soon.”

      No reply, but I imagine her reading it, rolling her eyes, and muttering something in teacher-ese about “self-advocacy.” The thought is a thin balm.

      I try to reconstruct the hallucination, as Dr. Nguyen suggested, “from a position of radical curiosity.” What, exactly, did I see?

      —

      Thu: Navy jacket, precise movements, face sharper than memory, voice silent but understood. Linh: Hair soft, eyes gentle, body language open and forgiving. Both together, but not together—gap between them wide enough to insert a page of text, maybe a year of unresolved sorrow.

      The way they looked at me: not pity, not fear. Just a recognition, a small acknowledgment that the rules had changed and I was now living under a different regime.

      —

      I write all this down, then stare at the pen, which has begun to leak blue ink onto my fingers. I rub my thumb and forefinger together, watch the stain spread, and realize this is the most honest thing about me right now: I am bleeding ink, and it refuses to wash away.

      The rain intensifies outside, a percussion that drowns out the city’s usual symphony of scooters and late-night karaoke. I close the window, but the humidity presses in, undeterred. The room shrinks to the radius of the desk lamp’s glow.

      I wonder if this is how madness begins—not with a bang or a break, but with a gradual blurring of boundaries. You start by seeing ghosts, and end by realizing you are one.

      I pick up the diary, flip to the back, and start a new page. This time, no bullet points. Just freefall.

      —

      Did I really tell Ruth about Adelaide, or was that another composite memory? Did James actually salute with his whiskey, or did I invent that to make myself feel less alone? If I can’t trust the pixels of the day, how am I supposed to reassemble the image tomorrow?

      Maybe the world is only as real as the people who will vouch for it.

      Maybe I am the only witness left.

      —

      I scratch this out, hard enough to tear the page, then write below it:

      “Are they here, or am I?”

      I let the question hang, unfinished, before the urge to organize returns. I write a new header:

      
        
        Diagnostic Lament (a poem)

        —

        I measure decline in units

        of lost faces: first

        the friend at the market,

        next, the patient who called me

        by the wrong name, then

        the barista with the smile

        I once thought could fix me.

        Each disappearance is a stitch

        ripped from the fabric,

        a negative hallucination,

        a subtraction with no remainder.

        I inventory the symptoms:

        speech that loops, short-circuits,

        syntax collapsing under the weight

        of too many disordered narratives.

        A body that vibrates at

        a frequency visible only to

        animals and enemies.

        A hunger for stillness,

        the kind that coats the brain

        in velvet and then in cement.

        Dreams become simple:

        teeth shattering into glass,

        the taste of blood in the mouth,

        the relief at finally spitting

        every sharp thing out.

        (But the fragments persist.)

        I pretend to function.

        I log my own breakdowns,

        keep the minutes of madness

        in tidy, illegible script.

        I want to call it research.

        I want to call it art.

        But it is only data,

        and even that is suspect.

        When I see the ghosts,

        they do not flinch.

        They hold out a hand

        to guide me across the river,

        but when I reach, my arm

        passes through theirs,

        and the chill that remains

        is diagnostic.

        I have mapped

        the country of despair,

        each border checkpoint staffed

        by the failures of memory.

        I live here now, a citizen

        of erasure, passport stamped

        with yesterday’s date.

        Tell me: when the world is gone,

        what does the mind use

        to fill the void?

        I am waiting

        for the answer

        to write itself

        in the margins.

        Until then, I count the missing,

        each one a syllable closer

        to silence.

      

      

      I set the pen down. The ink smears across my hand, a signature of the body’s refusal to heal. I stare at the poem, trying to decide if it’s enough to explain the events of the day, or if it only further disqualifies me from rejoining the human race.

      A laugh escapes, short and sharp. I am both patient and doctor now, the only staff in a locked ward for one.

      I close the diary, press it flat against the desk, and let my head fall to my hands. The world narrows to the grain of the wood and the faint, lingering scent of Vietnamese coffee.

      For a while, I let myself be empty.

      When the phone vibrates again, I ignore it.

      Outside, the rain erases all footprints. Inside, I am safe from everything but myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            The Fractured Mirror

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The bathroom is the only room in the apartment that doesn’t warp with the sunrise. At this hour, every other surface in the flat drowns under the grey-pink backwash seeping through the mildewed curtains, but here the light just pools in the corners, out of respect or threat. I stand at the basin, barefoot, watching the condensation slide down the cracked glass of the window in trembling beads. I dare not look into the mirror. Not yet.

      I could pretend I woke to brush my teeth, but that would be a lie even in the privacy of my own neurons. My mouth tastes of iron and benzene, the latter a souvenir from the bottle of cough syrup I drank to force four hours of dreamless sleep. The tongue is a foreign object. I scrape it against my teeth and imagine it leaving tracks.

      The air is gelatinous, equal parts humidity and regret. Overnight the city’s mist has migrated indoors, staking out territory on every available surface. The sink’s enamel is slick, the chrome tap sweating as if in anticipation of my touch. The familiar outlines—the warped toothbrush, the razor dull from months of neglect—feel like props left behind by a previous occupant. I try to recall the last time I shaved. The arithmetic collapses under its own weight.

      I count to five before lifting my head. The mirror above the sink is antique, the silver backing eaten away in patches, which means my reflection arrives already perforated. I am grateful for this. The face that emerges is—at first—unremarkable: stubbled jaw, the pale furrow at the brow that Linh once traced with her thumb, eyes set deep in a way that fails to inspire trust. But as I study it, the details decouple from their context. The skin sags at the jawline, the cheekbones press against the flesh as if trying to escape. My left eyelid droops with an unfamiliar fatigue, and the whites have gone the jaundiced gold of old paperbacks. I watch the mouth move, but it does not belong to me.

      It is the face of someone who has spent too long in hiding, or perhaps of someone returned unwillingly from the dead.

      The first wave of panic lands with surgical precision: a tightening at the base of the skull, then a rapid constriction across the chest, as if my heart has decided to practice isometrics. I place both hands on the edge of the sink and wait for the feedback loop to assert itself. The trembling is immediate and, this morning, catastrophic. Each finger spasms independently, as if the signals have been rerouted through a call center staffed by the recently bereaved.

      I try to exhale, but the lungs are slow to comply. I close my eyes, count backwards, force the blood to retreat from the periphery. When I look again, the mirror has fogged completely, obscuring the face and the threat it implied. For a moment, the panic abates, replaced by an interstitial sadness that feels at once ancient and newly minted.

      I wipe the glass with the heel of my palm. The handprint, fat and greasy, distorts the reflection further. I could disappear into the distortion if I wanted. But I hold on.

      Behind me, the shower is a blunt rectangle of cheap plastic, its curtain retracted and curled like a molting snake. The floor tiles are so cold I feel the impact of their geometry through the arches of my feet. Somewhere below, the street vendors are already at war with each other, the volley of syllables rising through the poorly insulated pipes. I try to focus on the external, the evidence of a world continuing without me. It doesn’t help.

      The panic returns, sharper this time, slicing my vision at the corners. The familiar narrowing, the darkness that blooms inward. I know the trajectory, but knowing is not defense. My pulse slams at the wrists. Sweat erupts from pores that have no right to be functional at this hour. The mouth opens, but instead of air, the tongue delivers a single word:

      “Không phải tôi.”

      Not me.

      I press my forehead to the mirror, anchor myself to the sensation of cold glass. The next twenty seconds are a blackout, or close to it, but when the lights come back on, the bathroom has rearranged itself. The steam on the window is gone, replaced by an array of frantic, pulsating dots, each a perfect bead of condensation amplifying the rising sun. The walls pulse in sync with my heart, the mildew halos darkening with every beat.

      I hear a voice behind me, soft but unmistakable: “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I turn, expecting to see Linh leaning against the doorframe, arms crossed, that crooked half-smile signaling both concern and amusement. Of course the hallway is empty, the door ajar by less than a centimeter, vibrating in time with the city’s first traffic.

      But the room is not empty. Not really. The scent of jasmine—the real kind, not the detergent—floats in, intercut with the less friendly aroma of old incense and wet cardboard. It is impossible, but also undeniable. I breathe it in, try to parse the chemical components, but the brain refuses to analyze. It is Linh, or at least the part of her that survives in the olfactory nerve.

      A second intrusion: blue. I see it not with the eyes, but with the language processor, the word “navy” registering before the image assembles. Thu, her jacket cinched tight, the sleeves chewed at the ends. She’s saying something in Vietnamese, words blurred by speed, her voice oscillating between scold and solace. The auditory hallucination is so crisp I almost respond, but the mouth is locked in a rictus, teeth bared against the undertow.

      The room contracts. The walls lean in, eager to supervise the unraveling. My knees buckle, but I manage to sit on the toilet lid without losing verticality. My hands refuse to uncurl; the nails leave red crescents in my palm. I whisper, “Stop,” but the brain is in open revolt.

      Now comes the flood: Adelaide, age six, the jacaranda blossoms pressed against the window glass, purple staining the light as it fell across the carpet. My mother in silhouette, her hair a dark flame, her voice counting down from twenty while I cowered beneath the bed. The sound of her shoes in the hallway, the measured rhythm, the suspense of the approach. I remember the panic, the bone-deep certainty that if I was found, something vital would be subtracted.

      The memory shifts. Thu is at the desk across from mine, first semester, her voice precise as she corrects my pronunciation of “dấu hỏi.” She repeats the word until it blurs into sound, then laughs when I mimic her accent and fail spectacularly. The taste of her coffee, black as misfortune, the way she laced it with salt instead of sugar as a dare. The dare I accepted, and the face she made when I didn’t spit it out. The blue of her jacket, the way it bunched at the shoulders. I write this down, even now, even here, because the act of transcription is the only defense against erasure.

      The final blow: Linh again, this time at the threshold of the shower, her hair wrapped in a towel, eyes unfathomable. She doesn’t speak. Instead, she sits next to me on the closed toilet, her hand hovering just above mine. I want to grasp it, but the laws of this dimension forbid it. Instead, I watch as her fingers dissolve into vapor, the molecules diffusing into the space between us.

      I am not crying. The eyes are dry, the ducts cauterized by months of drought. But the ache behind them is tectonic, the kind of pain that promises aftershocks.

      A new panic arrives—meta-panic, the fear that the old panic is no longer working as intended, that it has become background noise. I try to catalogue the symptoms: shortness of breath, tremor, chest pain, derealization, intrusive imagery. I make a mental note to add them to the next therapy log. If I survive until the session.

      The mirror is fogged again. I reach out, scratch a small oval in the condensation, and peer through. The face on the other side is mine, but only in the way that a photocopy is the same as the original. The lines are there, but the color has bled. I stare into the eyes—one slightly off-center, the left brow sloped at an unnatural angle. I wait for recognition, for the click of selfhood, but all I see is the gradual decay of the organism.

      I realize, with a clarity that stings, that I am losing. Not in the abstract, not in the philosophical sense, but in the day-to-day battle to remain contiguous. The boundaries are evaporating, replaced by a fog that obeys no one’s language.

      I lower my head to my knees, focus on the pressure of bone against bone. I whisper the names—Thu, Linh, Adelaide—like a mantra, hoping the sequence will reconstitute the self. But the syllables run together, a smear of intent with no referent.

      Outside, the sun has clawed its way above the rooftops. The window glows, the city resumes its rituals. Somewhere in the building, water pipes groan, the air shifts, and the scent of jasmine yields to mildew and disinfectant.

      I stand, legs unsteady, and splash water onto my face. The cold is electric, briefly erasing the circuitry of the previous hour. I watch the droplets trace paths down my reflection, carving new rivers into the already fractured terrain.

      When I emerge from the bathroom, the rest of the apartment is waiting, unchanged but not unjudging. The diary is on the desk, open to the last page, the pen balanced perfectly perpendicular. I resolve to write it all down, every symptom, every hallucination, every betrayal of memory.

      If the mind is set on dissolution, I will at least annotate the process.

      The next panic can wait. For now, I have work to do.

      Scene 2

      The desk is less a piece of furniture than a magnetic pole. It drags me from the bathroom with the insistence of gravitational collapse, each step conducted through joints packed with wet sand. The air in the apartment is denser than before. Every molecule is weighted with aftertaste, the residue of failure and anticipation.

      I drop into the chair, a contortionist’s landing, knees splayed to absorb the tremor in my thighs. The leather-bound diary sits dead center on the warped desktop, its cover slick with the oil of my own skin. I run my thumb along the spine—three deep notches, a Braille of prior emergencies. The journal is the only artifact that predates my arrival in Đà Lạt; it still smells of Adelaide, or the memory of Adelaide, that parched fusion of sunscreen and copy toner and the sun-bleached linen of someone else’s adolescence.

      I uncap the pen—no flourish, just the dull click of a mechanism tested to the point of collapse. The first line is meant to be neat, an act of defiance against entropy. Instead, the nib gouges a canyon into the page, the ink flooding outward in a black delta. My hand shakes so badly that the word “Today” looks like it’s being dragged underwater.

      I begin:

      —

      TODAY: unsure of the date, but the sun says it’s new. Panic onset @ 04:32, baseline derealization elevated, cardiac symptoms consistent with prior episodes but more invasive. Hallucination: auditory (Linh voice, Vietnamese—possibly new content, possibly reconstituted from memory). Olfactory: jasmine, persistent. Visual: fragmented, but contextually plausible. No gustatory.

      Journal as intervention. Journal as containment field.

      —

      The next lines come in a rush, the letters collapsing into each other as the tremor surges. My handwriting was once a point of pride; now it’s an ECG of neurochemical malfunction.

      —

      I can’t remember the last time I recognized my own reflection. I stand in front of the mirror and see my father, then my mother, then strangers with my eyes. The nose has migrated, the jaw has lost its willpower. Sometimes I laugh to prove I still exist, but the sound is unfamiliar. (See entry: 27 May, “Laughter as self-anchoring mechanism.”)

      Is this depersonalization, or a byproduct of time spent in translation?

      —

      Sweat beads on my forehead, a saline irrigation that trickles past the brow and pools on the page. I blink, and the words double, triple, then fuse into a single undifferentiated line. I lose the pen, fingers spasming, and the ink migrates down my thumb, into the canyon of the palm. The smell is raw, metallic, more honest than any cologne.

      I mutter under my breath: “Không phải tôi, không phải tôi,” repeating the phrase until it loses phonemic integrity.

      I retrieve the pen, reestablish the grip, and switch to Vietnamese:

      —

      Ngày hôm nay, tôi không nhận ra bản thân. Gương mặt là một vùng đất lạ, mỗi đường nét đều dịch chuyển. Có phải mình đang dần biến mất? Hay chỉ là ký ức đang xóa dần ranh giới?

      Thu từng nói: bộ não là một cỗ máy biện hộ, chỉ ghi nhớ những gì nó chịu được. Nhưng nếu ký ức chỉ là phép tự vệ, liệu có còn gì thật ở đây không?

      —

      I glance up, hoping the act will break the loop, but the room is unfamiliar. The desk has warped further, its surface rippling like the hide of a dying animal. The window is a shifting rectangle, its frame bent by the pressure of the city outside. The mist is so thick that I can no longer distinguish between condensation and the slow incursion of mold. The air conditioner rattles in a language I cannot decode.

      My hand cramps, the muscles seizing. I set the pen down, flex the fingers, and watch as droplets of sweat trace new maps across the surface of the desk. I want to wipe them away, but the hand refuses.

      I try to ground myself with details: the taste of instant coffee on my tongue, the way the wood grain of the desktop catches the lamplight, the faint echo of children shouting in the alley below. But the brain overrides each input, recoding it as threat or confusion.

      I write, in block letters:

      —

      I AM NOT SAFE HERE

      —

      I scratch it out, angry at the melodrama, then write below:

      —

      I AM NOT HERE AT ALL

      —

      The next entry arrives in a rush, unmediated by grammar or intent:

      —

      adelaide: 3am, catatonic boy, EMDR session fails, mother collapses in hallway. smell of antiseptic, the florescent hum. I tell myself I will remember every detail for the report but by morning it is all static, only the mother’s cry persists.

      da lat: Thu in the quad, blue jacket, her hand on my arm, the warmth diffusing into the cotton. She says, “You have to stop looking for patterns where there are none.” I want to argue, but the language fails. The sensation is more real than the memory.

      now: Linh in the mirror, her hair loose, her hand reaching for mine, but the hand is made of steam, gone before it touches skin. Her eyes say, “It’s time to go.” But I have nowhere left to go.

      —

      The handwriting degenerates further, the letters a crawling mess, the ink pooling in tiny black lakes at the bottoms of each page. The pen skips, stutters, then resumes as if nothing happened. My other hand is clenched on the edge of the desk, nails digging trenches into the soft pine.

      The room shifts again. The cheap wooden desk blurs at the edges, its surface now undulating in rhythm with my pulse. The walls drift outward, then contract, the paint bleeding down in slow, viscous drips. The window breathes, the glass inhaling and exhaling, its misted surface now opalescent with the first light of day.

      I lose the thread of the journal. Words come out as fragments, mid-sentence shifts between English and Vietnamese, clinical language ruptured by ancient terror.

      —

      Last night: dreams of falling teeth, the taste of blood replaced by the taste of ink. I wake with the pen still in my hand, the point embedded in the soft part of the palm. The blue stain does not wash away.

      Thu says the mind adapts to trauma by building new corridors, rerouting the traffic until the old roads are overgrown. But what if every route leads to the same dead end?

      I write to remember, but the act of writing erases the thing I am trying to recall.

      Is this what dementia feels like? Or is it just grief, recycling itself until the distinction is irrelevant?

      —

      The physical deterioration accelerates. My vision tunnels, the world narrowing to the illuminated circle of the desk lamp. The rest of the apartment recedes, swallowed by shadow and the relentless creep of condensation. The pen slips from my grasp again. This time it rolls off the table, leaving a Morse code of dots on my thigh.

      I watch my hand as if it belongs to a stranger. The tremor is so intense the fingers vibrate out of phase with the rest of the body. I press the palm to the page, leave an oily Rorschach that smears half the entries into oblivion.

      My mouth is dry. I try to swallow, but the act conjures only more sweat. I lean back in the chair, eyes closed, and recite the five senses, hoping to anchor myself.

      Sight: Black ink on white paper, but the ink has bled into fractals, the words now an undecipherable map. The edges of the desk are soft, indistinct.

      Sound: The click of the aircon, the rumble of motorbikes outside, the high whine of my own nervous system. Underneath it all, a voice—sometimes Thu, sometimes Linh, sometimes my mother—calling my name in a register that vibrates the bones of my face.

      Smell: Ink, sweat, mildew, the unkillable undertone of jasmine.

      Touch: The ache in my hand, the damp of the desk, the bite of the chair against my spine.

      Taste: The ghost of coffee, the metallic tang of adrenaline, and beneath it, a sweetness I cannot name.

      I try to document the experience. The writing is erratic, the pen’s path a seismograph of mental collapse.

      —

      If I am patient zero, the only treatment is documentation.

      I have written thousands of words, but none of them are true.

      My mind is an aquarium with a cracked glass.

      Each memory a fish that cannot survive outside the water.

      I want to let them go, but the water is leaking, and soon there will be nothing left but the smell.

      —

      I lose time. The next thing I know, the page is filled, the margins choked with corrections and exclamations. I read back over what I’ve written, but the sentences don’t belong to me. They read like a transcript from a stranger’s therapy session.

      At the bottom of the last page, I write:

      —

      I have become a witness to my own disintegration.

      —

      I underline it, twice, the ink pooling and refusing to dry. I close the diary, but the world refuses to close with it. The boundaries of the apartment are gone; I exist in a mist, the outlines of furniture and memory blurred to extinction.

      My head falls to the desk. The wood is cool, the pressure of forehead against surface the last reliable input. I wait for the room to stabilize, but it never does.

      For a while, I am content to let it all dissolve. There is no pain here, only the persistent tremor of a system failing its own expectations.

      At some point, I realize I am crying. The tears carve clean lines through the grime on my face, cooling the heat of the skin. I listen to the sound of my own breathing, harsh and shallow.

      When the next panic arrives, I am ready. I pick up the pen and write:

      —

      This is not the worst of it.

      There will be more.

      —

      And I believe it.

      Scene 3

      The apartment is silent except for the slow, arrhythmic pulse of the air conditioner and the wet tap of sweat as it falls from my chin to the diary page. The panic has receded to a low, coastal hum, but the body is locked in its aftereffects—muscles taut, eyelids sandpapered, skin chilled by the absence of adrenaline’s fire. I am an abandoned marionette, slumped across the debris of my own undoing.

      There is a knock at the door. Three precise raps, spaced with the discipline of a metronome. I can’t move. For a moment I wonder if I have hallucinated the sound, but the raps repeat, then a voice: “Whitaker. It’s Dr. Nguyen. I’m coming in.”

      She doesn’t wait for an answer. The door hinges moan as she slips inside, closing it softly behind her. The next sound is the click of her shoes against the warped tile, each footfall deliberate and slow. I remain on the floor, back propped against the desk, knees drawn to my chest, a pose stolen from childhood punishments and never fully outgrown.

      Dr. Nguyen surveys the scene with clinical indifference. Her eyes take in the scattered journal pages, the puddle of spilled water near the bathroom, the pen marks on the skin of my arm and the ink Rorschachs across the floor. She sets her bag on the desk, then kneels to my level, hands folded on her lap.

      She waits. Silence is her scalpel.

      When I finally look up, she meets my gaze without flinching. Her eyes are dark, unreadable, and for the first time I notice the tiny gold stud in her left ear—a small flare of vanity in an otherwise perfectly utilitarian face.

      She speaks first, her voice so low it rides just below the tinnitus in my head. “Whitaker. You had a panic attack?”

      I nod, the motion an economy of energy.

      She considers. “How long?”

      “Two hours,” I say. “Maybe three.” The words scrape their way up, dry and broken.

      She nods. “What do you need right now?”

      I close my eyes, try to parse the question, but the brain offers only static. “I don’t know,” I whisper. “I don’t know what’s left.”

      She regards me for a full five seconds, then rises, steps into the bathroom. I hear the hiss of the tap, the gurgle as she fills a cup. She returns, offering the glass with both hands. “Drink.”

      The water is colder than memory, a shock to the system that resets something elemental. My teeth ache. I swallow in three gulps, the last dribbling down my chin. She sets the empty glass on the desk, then produces a hand towel from her bag.

      “May I?” she asks, and before I can answer she’s wiping the sweat from my face, the ink from my hands. The towel smells faintly of pine and something antiseptic; I inhale, let the scent anchor me.

      “Good,” she says. “Now stand, if you can.”

      I try. The first attempt fails, legs buckling at the knee. She catches my shoulder, applies just enough pressure to remind me how to balance. I reach for the desk, steady myself, wait until the dizziness subsides.

      “Walk with me,” she says, and guides me to the bathroom.

      The mirror is still fogged, the air heavy with evaporated water and the unkillable ghost of jasmine. She opens the window an inch, lets the morning seep in.

      “Grounding exercise,” she says, her voice almost clinical. “Touch the sink. Feel the temperature.”

      I obey. The porcelain is cold, rough at the rim where the glaze has worn away.

      She places a small, palm-sized stone on the edge of the basin. It is smooth, matte, heavy for its size. “Focus on this. Notice the weight. Describe it.”

      I grip the stone, roll it in my palm. “Heavy. Cool. Feels like—” I search for the word. “Like a worry stone.”

      She smiles, the tiniest upturn of the lips. “You know the tradition.”

      I nod. “My mother had one. For her panic attacks.”

      Dr. Nguyen does not comment, but the next instruction is softer. “Wash your face.”

      I splash water onto my cheeks, the cold a sudden mercy. I watch the rivulets merge, then drip from the chin, each one erasing a trace of the prior self.

      She passes me the pine-scented towel. “Again,” she says, “breathe. Five counts in, seven counts out.”

      I do as instructed, eyes closed, counting each inhale as if it were a bead on a rosary. The first breath is shallow, the next deeper. By the fourth, the trembling has abated. By the seventh, I feel almost—if not whole—then at least less fractured.

      When I open my eyes, she is watching me in the mirror. Our eyes meet, twin reflections, then diverge as she turns to survey the rest of the room.

      “What happened?” she asks, tone flat, neither kind nor cruel.

      I try to answer, but the words tangle. “I saw them,” I say finally. “Thu. Linh. Both of them.”

      She waits, unblinking.

      “I know Linh is dead,” I say. “But I saw her. In the mirror, in the room. She spoke.”

      “What did she say?”

      I struggle to recall. “It’s time to go,” I whisper, unsure if this was memory or invention.

      Dr. Nguyen processes this, then: “And Thu?”

      “Corrected my Vietnamese,” I say, and the memory pulls a smile from somewhere deep in the ruins. “She always does.”

      She nods, as if this is the most logical outcome in the world. “And what else?”

      I hesitate, ashamed. “My face. I didn’t recognize it.”

      This time, the silence is not surgical, but sheltering.

      She sits on the closed toilet, gestures for me to do the same. I perch beside her, the stone still heavy in my hand.

      “You have classic dissociation,” she says. “But also cultural displacement. The self is a moving target. Here, it is easier to lose track.”

      I laugh, soft and involuntary. “I thought being a psychologist was supposed to protect me from this.”

      She tilts her head. “That is a common illusion. But even the best doctors get sick.”

      We sit together, the quiet of the apartment now almost companionable. She notices the journal on the floor, picks it up, leafs through the chaos of recent pages. She makes no comment on the madness of the handwriting, only tucks a stray sheet back into place.

      “Would you like to read one aloud?” she asks, not as a therapist, but as a collaborator in disaster.

      I shake my head, but she does not press.

      She closes the book, sets it on the windowsill. “There is a saying in Vietnamese,” she says. “Sông có khúc, người có lúc. The river bends, the person changes.”

      I nod, sensing the shape of it. “Nothing stays the same.”

      “Not even suffering,” she says.

      I look at the mirror again, wipe away a patch of fog with my wrist. The face on the other side is still foreign, but less so. The lines are mine, even if the expression is not.

      “The face knows me even when I don’t know it,” I say, voice small but unbroken.

      She stands, smooth as always, and collects her bag. “You will sleep now,” she says, and it is not a question.

      I follow her out of the bathroom, back to the main room where the sun has started to fracture through the mist outside. The desk, the diary, the chair—they have returned to their places, the chaos of prior hours already receding.

      She opens the front door. “I will come back tomorrow,” she says. “Or sooner, if needed.”

      I want to thank her, but the words catch. Instead, I watch as she walks down the hall, her footfalls fading into the ambient noise of the waking city.

      I stand alone in the apartment, the taste of cold water still lingering on my tongue.

      I touch the stone in my hand, then set it on the desk beside the diary.

      For a long moment, I just breathe. Five counts in, seven counts out.

      Then, with the last of my energy, I return to the bathroom mirror.

      I stare, and this time, the face stares back.

      The connection is brief, but it holds.

      I whisper to the reflection, “We’re not finished.”

      The face does not smile, but neither does it disappear.

      Outside, the river bends. Inside, the water is almost still.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            The Highlands of the Mind

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The morning is an unbroken membrane stretched over the city. I leave the apartment and immediately the air wraps itself around my skin, not with warmth or cold, but with a kind of claim. Every surface between here and the street-level café is filmed with the same condensation that slicks my bathroom mirror. My breath fogs the inside of my mask, giving me a second, closer window onto my own decay.

      The watch reads 3:17. I slap at the glass, wind the crown, reset the hands, but the minute ticks forward, then judders backward, as if time is a language I was never meant to speak. I choose not to fixate on it, which means I think about it every five seconds.

      The tour group is gathered on the pavement in front of the municipal flower garden, the kind of place that is less botanical than performative. Seven of us, I estimate, though the fog makes any census imprecise. The guide is easy to spot. He wears a windbreaker in a highlighter shade of green and carries a clipboard, which he consults as though expecting an audit from the Ministry of Tourism.

      “Good morning, everyone! I am Minh.” The English is precise, each word clipped and placed like a jewel on a velvet tray. “We will have a very exciting day together. First, we go to the coffee farm. Later, to the mountains, then the lake, then the pagoda. Please stay close—I promise not to lose anyone.”

      No one laughs, but the Canadian couple smiles in the way that means they wish to be seen smiling. There is a Norwegian girl with hair the color of new noodles, an older man in a trilby who immediately photographs the guide’s face, and two women with Australian accents, perhaps sisters, perhaps just from the same suburb.

      Minh’s eyes rest on me longer than on the others, maybe because I am alone, maybe because I am the only one not holding a phone. I do not smile. I can feel the tremor in my right hand, the small oscillation that makes my sleeve tick like a metronome. I cross my arms, as if this will keep the particles from escaping.

      The bus is a ten-seater with lace antimacassars on every headrest, the kind of detail that always made Linh snort with derision. Inside, the air is warmer, but the windows are already sweating. I choose a seat just behind Minh and press my forehead to the cool pane. The glass is furred with droplets, each bead a lens that distorts the world beyond.

      We set off. The city falls away quickly, replaced by switchbacks lined with pines and improbable hydrangeas. The mist is so dense it might as well be solid, a slow-motion avalanche that erases all forward vision. Minh stands at the front, hand braced on the seatback, microphone clipped to his collar.

      “Đà Lạt is a city of secrets,” he says. “You see, in the colonial days, the French build this place to escape the heat of Saigon. Here, it is always spring. Always mist. That is why, even today, we call it ‘Little Paris.’”

      The Norwegian girl raises a hand, polite as a student. “Did they bring the flowers, too?”

      Minh beams. “Everything. The flowers, the bread, the coffee—even the style of houses. You will see the villas, very French, but also something local. Our city is a mix.”

      The older man in the trilby asks, “Is the coffee here really the best in the world, or is that just advertising?”

      Minh shrugs, the gesture so authentically Vietnamese I feel a sharp pang in the chest. “It depends what you like. Some people say it is too strong, too bitter. But for us, it is perfect.”

      I am not a coffee person. Never have been. But I write this down in my phone’s notes, because the act of cataloguing is my substitute for pleasure.

      The road climbs, each bend in the asphalt a small act of faith. The bus windows fog until the world outside is reduced to silhouettes and blurs, a watercolor of pine and red earth. I draw a smiley face in the condensation, immediately regret it, then wipe the circle away with my sleeve.

      Minh continues his lecture, covering everything from the altitude (1,500 meters) to the proper way to pronounce “Xuan Huong,” the name of the lake we will visit. He passes laminated photos around, and I study the hands as they take and return them. The Canadian couple holds the image between their pinky fingers, careful not to smudge. The Australians make a joke about the lake being named after a porn star, then laugh too loud and too long. The trilby man does not look at the photo at all, just hands it backward. When it comes to me, I hold it a beat too long. The photo is slick, almost sticky. In it, the lake is glassy and unmarred, the sky a pure, vindictive blue.

      We crest a hill and the bus lurches to a stop. Minh turns, face alight. “This is the viewpoint. Very beautiful, but today—” he gestures at the fog, the universal stand-in for the things we cannot control.

      The group disembarks, the Australians first, then the Canadians. I lag behind, fighting with the zipper on my jacket. My hands are worse now, the tremor almost a pulse. I will the muscles to behave, but they flicker in protest.

      The viewpoint is a concrete slab with a rusting guardrail. Beyond, the valley is a negative space, absence punctuated by the dim suggestion of terraced fields. I take a photo, out of habit, but the lens can’t resolve the difference between sky and ground. I press the shutter anyway, then immediately delete the image.

      Minh points out features invisible in the haze. “There, you would see the farmhouses. And there, the river. Maybe the sun will come. Maybe not.”

      The Canadians hold each other, pose for a selfie. The trilby man lights a cigarette, its tip the only color for kilometers. The Australians debate whether this is better or worse than the Blue Mountains.

      I lean against the guardrail, watch the mist move. It pools and eddies, forming shapes that almost become faces, then collapse. I remember Linh, the way she would narrate the weather as if it were a character in a novel. “The fog is a jealous lover,” she said once. “It won’t let anyone else see you.”

      I close my eyes, try to recall her face, but it’s already fading, replaced by the milky opacity of the morning. I open them, and for a moment, I see my own reflection in the window of the bus, distorted by the beads of water.

      I check the watch. 3:17.

      Back on the bus, Minh says, “Next, we go to the farm. Please, everyone, be careful—the path is wet.”

      The bus descends, mist thinning just enough to reveal the contours of the land. The fields are a patchwork of green and red, each terrace sharp-edged and precise. I count the levels—eight, maybe ten—then lose the thread as the road doubles back on itself.

      The bus stops. We file out, single file, onto a dirt path. The earth is soft, the red clay sticking to the soles of my shoes. Minh leads, pointing out the small, waxy flowers of the coffee bushes. “This is Arabica,” he says. “The bean is more expensive, more difficult. But in Đà Lạt, it grows well.”

      I crouch beside a plant, run my hand along the leaf. The surface is tough, the edges serrated. I look for signs of pests or disease, a force of habit from years of reading research on agricultural trauma. The plant looks healthy, oblivious.

      Minh demonstrates how the beans are picked, then lets each of us try. The Australians compete to see who can strip more cherries in one go. The Norwegian girl is gentle, plucking each fruit as if afraid to offend the plant. I take three, roll them in my palm, and place them in the basket Minh holds out.

      The group moves on, but I linger, watching the workers in the next row. Their hands are brown and quick, the nails bitten to the quick. One of them glances up, meets my gaze, then looks away, uninterested.

      I join the group at the processing shed, where the beans are washed and dried on tarps. Minh explains the fermentation, the washing, the sun-drying, the sorting. I write all this down, even though I know I will never use it.

      The older man in the trilby asks, “Do you ever drink instant coffee, Minh?”

      Minh smiles, not for the first time. “If there is nothing else, of course. But my grandmother would say, ‘That is not real coffee.’”

      The Australians want to know about weasel coffee. Minh launches into the story, the one every tour guide here tells: the civet, the digestion, the luxury. I listen, but my mind drifts.

      I think about digestion, about how the body can turn even waste into something valuable. I wonder what my own mind is fermenting, what old memories it is breaking down, what new thing it hopes to create.

      We taste the coffee, poured into tiny, glassine cups. It is viscous, tar-black, the aroma edged with something floral. I sip, then realize my hand is shaking so badly I have to set the cup down with both hands. No one notices, or if they do, they are too polite to mention it.

      The tour continues, a slow-motion drift through the outskirts of the city. The next stop is a flower greenhouse, but the effect is lost—inside, the humidity is so high the flowers wilt under their own weight. The Norwegian girl asks Minh if the flowers are for export. Minh nods, then explains how the Dutch buy most of the tulips. I note the colonial echo and suppress a smile.

      The sisters debate which flower is the saddest. They settle on a blue hydrangea, its petals already curling at the edges.

      I check my watch. 3:17.

      The bus is quiet on the way back to the city. The Canadians nap against each other, the Australians scroll their phones, the Norwegian stares out the window, lips moving in what might be prayer or self-counsel. Minh makes a few more announcements, but the energy has evaporated.

      I watch the landscape, searching for signs of life that are not part of the tour. A dog on a porch, a child on a bicycle, a woman hanging clothes on a line strung between two trees. Each scene is so transient that by the time I notice, it is already gone.

      We approach the city, the buildings emerging from the fog like survivors. The tour ends where it began, at the flower garden. Minh thanks each of us, shakes hands, invites us to leave a review online.

      I hesitate before stepping off the bus. I press my hand to the fogged window, leave a print, then watch as it vanishes into the haze.

      For a moment, I feel less like a ghost.

      I check the watch.

      3:17.

      I laugh, which no one hears, then step into the mist.

      Scene 2

      I follow the group up a gravel path slick with last night’s rain. The air tastes of decaying mulch and something faintly medicinal—eucalyptus, maybe, or the ghost of some colonial pesticide. The Canadians have already fallen behind, the man holding his wife’s elbow as if she might pitch forward into the mud at any second. Minh leads the way, bounding in shoes that have never known a true winter. He pauses at the edge of the plantation, arms open as if he is the one who invented the coffee bush.

      “This is the main harvest,” he says. “The best cherries—red, very red—are picked by hand. If they are green, they are not ready. If they are black, they are too late. The perfect time is now.”

      We fan out along the rows. The Australians take selfies in front of the bushes, pretending to eat the raw berries. The Norwegian girl crouches, fingers hovering above a cluster of cherries as if she’s afraid to bruise them. The trilby man remains on the path, scanning the horizon for what, I cannot guess. Maybe the next thing to catalog and forget.

      I kneel by a plant, run my thumb along the underside of a leaf. It is waxy, ridged, almost animal in its insistence on structure. The scent is overwhelming at this proximity: a deep, loamy exhale that coats the inside of my nose and lodges behind the eyes. I pluck a single cherry, hold it up to the light, watch as the surface beads with humidity. The red is almost artificial, a color that exists nowhere else in the world except on warning signs and in the dreams of the colorblind.

      I take out my notebook, the black leather already warped by days of moisture and neglect. The pen feels solid in my hand, the motion of uncapping it enough to steady the tremor for a moment. I begin:

      —

      DA LAT COFFEE FARM / altitude ~1450m

      Plant: Coffea arabica

      Cherries: Hand-picked, only red

      Scent: “earth, rot, memory”

      Processing: explained by Minh

      —

      I trail after the group, scribbling notes on fermentation tanks, the latticework of drying racks, the complex choreography of workers sorting beans by color and size. Minh stops at a small shed and waves us over.

      “This is the wet process. The beans are fermented, then washed, then dried. It is very technical, but makes the coffee less bitter. More clean. We are famous for this.”

      He gestures for us to peer inside. The shed is humid and alive with the sound of slow, wet movement: beans sloshing in blue plastic drums, workers with bare arms plunging nets in and out, water sluicing across the floor and out through a gutter to the fields. The Australians make faces, pretending to gag at the smell.

      I jot down the key points, but the words fragment, replaced by the sensation of damp and the sharp sting of acid at the back of my throat. I realize my hand has begun to twitch, the pen tracing a pale constellation of dots where sentences should be.

      Outside, the workers move in a rhythm that is both mechanical and intimate. Each gesture is the same, but every worker has their own signature: a flick of the wrist, a roll of the shoulder, a way of wiping the forehead on the crook of the elbow. It is a ballet of exhaustion.

      I am about to record this when something interrupts the loop.

      At the far end of the drying racks, just before the rows dissolve into the fog, a figure stands apart from the others. She is shorter than most, her hair pulled back into a tight knot. She wears a jacket, navy blue and cinched at the waist, sleeves chewed to the cuff. Her hands move quickly, lifting and sorting, but every few seconds she glances up, scanning the group, as if expecting to find someone lost in the crowd.

      I feel the world condense into a pinpoint.

      Thu.

      It is her. Not the memory, not the wish, but the actual geometry of her face, the angled jaw, the eyes that flicker between irritation and kindness. She tucks a stray hair behind her ear and, for a second, the gesture is so familiar that my vision stutters. I try to call out—her name is right there, buoyed on a rising surge of adrenaline—but the mouth won’t open. The tongue is paralyzed. The hand gripping the notebook goes numb, pen slipping from my fingers and thudding softly against my boot.

      I close my eyes, count backwards from five, hoping that when I look again she will have vanished or resolved into someone else. I open them.

      She is still there, closer now, her hands stained with the juice of the cherries, her jacket darkening where the liquid has splattered. She moves with purpose, no sign that she is haunted by anyone or anything.

      I feel my pulse hammer in my neck. The tremor in my hand returns, amplified now, the fingers splayed and useless.

      The Norwegian girl notices my distress. She says something, maybe “Are you okay?” or maybe nothing at all. Her voice is swallowed by the damp.

      I look at Thu again, desperate for any sign that she recognizes me. She doesn’t. She bends to her work, the arc of her back identical to how I remember her in university, huddled over case notes in the library, intent on organizing the chaos of the world. I take a step toward her, but the ground sways underfoot.

      “Whitaker,” Minh says from behind, his voice cutting through the fog. “Are you dizzy? The altitude, sometimes it makes tourists sick.”

      I nod, because this is easier than explaining. The truth would take hours and involve diagrams.

      Minh unscrews the lid of a bamboo canteen, pours a shot of water into a thimble-sized cup. “Drink,” he says. “It will help.”

      I take the cup, but my hand shakes so badly the water sloshes onto the ground. Minh steadies my wrist, holds it until I finish the drink. “Better?”

      I lie. “Much.”

      He gives a knowing smile, the kind reserved for children and the recently traumatized. “We will rest soon. But first, I want to show you something.”

      The group is already moving on. Minh leads me toward the far end of the drying racks, exactly where Thu had been. My legs are numb, and every step takes conscious effort. When we round the corner, the space is empty. Only the racks, the beans, the stain of cherry juice on the concrete.

      I scan the workers, but none of them resemble her. The closest is a teenager with a ponytail, her face all angles and acne, nothing like Thu’s measured calm. I replay the scene, searching for evidence. Was it the angle? The fog? Or just the mind’s tendency to slot familiar faces into unfamiliar places?

      I pick up my pen, force my hand to close around it. I return to the notebook, but the writing is now jagged, illegible. I try to reconstruct the memory in clinical terms:

      —

      Acute hallucination or misidentification episode. Visual: Thu, in blue jacket, at coffee drying racks. No auditory or olfactory component. Duration: less than 60 seconds. Emotional response: panic, derealization, transient aphasia.

      Possible causes: Sleep deprivation. Altitude. Residual grief. Somatic stress (hand tremor, palpitations, nausea).

      Conclusion: ????

      —

      The marks on the page dissolve into ink puddles, the letters blurred by sweat or rain or both.

      Minh stands beside me, patient. “Sometimes, the mind plays tricks here,” he says. “In the fog, everything looks like something else.”

      I want to agree, to accept the offered narrative, but the image of her is so sharp I cannot let it go. I close the notebook, press the cover hard, willing the memory to stay contained.

      We return to the group. The Australians are already waiting, bored, leaning against the side of the bus and comparing the merits of instant coffee versus “the real deal.” The Canadians are gone, perhaps lost in the rows, perhaps finding solace in the anonymity of the mist. The trilby man is nowhere to be seen.

      Minh does a quick headcount, then waves us all aboard. The Norwegian girl watches me, her eyes pale and unjudging. She offers a half-smile, as if to say: I saw what you saw, even if I didn’t.

      Back in the bus, the windows have fogged over again. I wipe a patch clear with my sleeve, stare into the whiteout. I am not convinced that I did not see her.

      I check the watch.

      3:17.

      I laugh, but the sound is brittle. My hand trembles so badly I have to wedge it under my thigh to keep from rattling apart.

      The bus lurches forward, and I let the fog erase the road behind.

      Scene 3

      The road to the village is a ribcage of dirt and broken asphalt. The bus’s shocks are no match for the landscape; every bump is a new diagnosis. Minh narrates the passing scenery in a voice that grows smaller with every kilometer. By the time we arrive, he has retreated to the front seat, thumbing through his phone with the blank diligence of someone whose job is to wait for others to finish their suffering.

      The village has been curated for outsiders: half of it is thatched-roof nostalgia, the other half PVC pipe and satellite dishes. A sign at the gate welcomes us in six languages, none of which are Vietnamese. Minh leads us past a courtyard where women squat, their arms submerged in vats of indigo dye, and up a muddy incline to the communal house, where the crafts demonstration is scheduled to begin.

      The interior is cavernous and smoky. We are arranged on benches salvaged from decommissioned churches. The air smells of wood ash, wet textiles, and the distinct, sharp tang of human proximity. The Australians angle for better phone shots, narrating their own experience with loud, self-conscious glee. The Canadians have given up on romance and now sit apart, each clutching a bottled water like a talisman. The Norwegian girl finds a spot on the floor, cross-legged, the picture of Scandinavian humility.

      A young woman in a black tunic takes the stage. Her face is unreadable, but her hands are a miracle of intent. She threads the shuttle through the loom’s teeth, each motion a calligraphy of repetition. The slap of the heddle, the beat of the foot pedal—together they form a rhythm that is both lulling and relentless. Minh provides color commentary: “Weaving is tradition here. Mothers teach daughters, fathers build the frames. Each pattern is a story.”

      I try to focus, but my eyes drift past the demonstration, scanning the faces at the room’s periphery. I am searching for Thu, even though I know she is not here. The mind, once started on a loop, is loath to exit.

      The demonstration ends with a flourish. The woman holds up the finished cloth, a geometric field of blues and whites. The crowd offers tepid applause. The Australians demand a group photo. Minh obliges, orchestrating us into two rows for the least natural arrangement possible. The woman from the loom stands in the back, hands clasped, already receding into anonymity.

      I slip away, feigning a call of nature. The outside air is colder now, the fog rolling down from the hills in visible waves. Near the center of the village is a communal water trough, stone-lined, fed by a PVC pipe rigged with ancient improvisation. A few children are gathered around it, their voices high and cutting. I lean against the trough, steadying my breath, willing the pulse in my neck to slow.

      It is here that I see her.

      Linh stands at the far end of the trough, her hair loose and dripping as if she has just submerged her head. She is wearing the same white blouse I remember from our last winter in Adelaide, sleeves rolled, collar open. Her hands cup the water, letting it spill between her fingers in a slow-motion reenactment of every baptism or ablution I have ever witnessed.

      She looks at me, and the gaze is not accusatory, not pitying. It is simply present. The expression she wears is the one I have spent years failing to describe: an almost-smile, a barely-there invitation to exist. She lifts her hand, as if to wave, but instead just lets the droplets fall back into the trough.

      I stand, but the motion is too abrupt. My knee collides with a crate of woven baskets stacked by the path. The baskets tumble, a rolling clatter that draws every eye in the yard. Linh is gone. In her place, a woman in a sunhat bends to pick up the baskets, hands moving with the detached efficiency of someone who has cleaned up after clumsy tourists before.

      I stammer an apology: “Xin lỗi, tôi… tôi không cố ý.” The words tangle, Vietnamese consonants clotted with embarrassment.

      The woman straightens, basket in hand, and offers a smile that is neither forgiving nor unkind. “Không sao đâu,” she says. “Just be careful.”

      Other faces are turned to me now—villagers, children, the Canadians, the Norwegian, all holding me in a collective, silent quarantine. The Australians narrate the incident on their phones.

      I kneel to help, but my fingers are still unreliable. I manage to restack two baskets before the woman gently intervenes, taking them from my hands, restoring order with a single fluid motion.

      I wipe my palms on my jeans, the sweat now cold. My head throbs, a slow, building pressure at the temples. I check my watch: 3:17. The hands have not moved.

      I retreat to a low stone wall at the edge of the courtyard. From this vantage, the village is both more real and more artificial. The lines of laundry strung between houses are overloaded with identical shirts. The alleys are too clean, swept free of the usual detritus. A dog trots past, pauses to look at me, then moves on with absolute disinterest.

      I hold the diary in my lap but do not open it. There is nothing left to write that does not loop back on itself.

      The children return to the trough, splashing water onto each other’s faces, shrieking with laughter. I try to memorize the sound, to believe that it is real and not just the mind’s attempt to fill the silence.

      The villagers keep their distance, polite but watchful. I feel like a pathogen.

      I touch my temples, rub in slow circles, hoping to dislodge the memory of Linh, or at least to soften its edges. Instead, the ache spreads. I check my watch again. Still 3:17.

      The group reconvenes for the next leg of the tour. Minh assembles us at the village gate, counts heads, and nods when he gets the expected number. The Australians are already moving on, their attention span exhausted. The Canadians linger, reading the explanatory plaques on the crafts, refusing to look at each other.

      As we load onto the bus, I glance back at the trough. For a moment, the water glints in the pale light, a perfect mirror. Then the surface is broken by a child’s hand, and the image vanishes.

      Back on the bus, I take the seat furthest from the group. I stare at the condensation on the window, watch the beads of water race each other to the bottom.

      I check my watch one last time.

      3:17.

      Time has given up.

      I am suspended, a museum specimen preserved in the fluid of my own memories.

      As the bus pulls away, I press my forehead to the glass and close my eyes, waiting for the next hallucination.

      Scene 4

      The sun is a rumor by the time we reach Xuan Huong Lake. The sky is bruise-colored, the horizon stitched shut by a line of pines. The air is thick with the exhaust of rented tandems and the scent of candied fruit from the makeshift stalls along the promenade. Minh leads us toward the shore, promising the “most beautiful view in all Đà Lạt.” No one seems convinced, but the Canadians muster a photo, arms slung around each other’s waists in a last-ditch performance of solidarity.

      I drift to the lake’s edge, avoiding the gaze of the pedal-boat vendors. The water is calm, at first, a pewter disc interrupted only by the rise of an occasional duck. But the calm is a lie; every few seconds, the surface is shattered by some unseen tremor, a shockwave that travels from one bank to the other before vanishing as quickly as it arrived.

      There are benches here, cast iron and too cold for comfort. I choose one anyway, settling at the farthest end. The seat is wet, but I welcome the shock. I take out my diary, balancing it on one knee, and wait for the tremor to settle before uncapping the pen.

      I want to write about the day, but language has begun to slip its leash. The first line is clinical, a holdover from the morning’s sense of control:

      —

      Xuan Huong Lake, 16:30. End point of day tour. Mood: frayed. Somatic: hand tremor, mild nausea, intermittent tinnitus. Visions: persistent.

      —

      I pause, try to force the memory of the coffee farm into coherent narrative. But what comes out is a list of fragments, half-formed sentences spattered across the page:

      —

      Rows of arabica, dripping with dew that glows like tears at dawn.

      Minh, smiling as if paid by the hour.

      Thu in the blue jacket, her hands bleeding cherry juice.

      The sound of the loom, slap and shuttle, the only heartbeat that doesn’t betray me.

      Linh by the water, her hair wet, her eyes not forgiving, just present.

      3:17. Always 3:17.

      —

      I cross out Thu’s name, then rewrite it in the margin, smaller, as if hiding it from myself. I try to shift into Vietnamese, hoping the language will soften the edges. It does not.

      —

      Mình đã thấy em ở đó, nhưng em biến mất ngay khi mình cần nhất.

      (I saw you there, but you disappeared just when I needed you most.)

      —

      I scratch this out, hard enough to tear the page.

      I turn to poetry, the last resort of the desperate.

      
        
        Lake Surface

        Every day the water offers a new face:

        glass-flat in the morning, ready to reflect

        the best lies you can tell yourself.

        By noon, a wind comes and fractures

        the image, a funhouse mirror

        where the eyes are not aligned

        and the mouth splits at the seams.

        I sit and watch the ducks

        float over the cracks,

        untroubled by the dissonance.

        Is this resilience, or ignorance?

        When the sun goes,

        the lake becomes obsidian,

        a negative of all its former selves.

        I try to find my reflection,

        but the darkness has absorbed

        even that.

      

      

      My hand cramps. I let the pen drop, watch as it rolls off the bench and disappears into the grass. For a while, I just sit, the diary open to the ruined page.

      The promenade is alive with tourists. They take selfies with the swan boats, buy candied strawberries and misshapen rice cakes from the old women at the stalls. I watch a child chase a plastic bag across the square, his laughter sharp and impossible.

      I check my watch. 3:17. I don’t remember if it ever worked, or if this was always its time.

      I stare at the lake, the way the last light slides across its surface, dividing the water into zones of shadow and gold.

      In the diary, I write:

      —

      If perception is a lake, then mine is always frozen.

      I skate across it, afraid to look down.

      —

      I close the book, trapping the day inside. The tremor has faded, replaced by a dull ache at the base of my skull. The world is too loud now, every sound magnified and shivering. I long for the silence of the coffee farm, or even the clinical white noise of my apartment.

      I consider walking into the lake, just to feel the temperature. But I don’t. I am not that poetic.

      The wind picks up. The clouds move fast, erasing the sky in horizontal swathes.

      Minh finds me on the bench. He sits beside me, silent for a moment, then says: “You stayed late. The others have already gone back.”

      I nod, unsure if he expects a response.

      He taps the cover of my diary with one finger. “You write a lot. Maybe you should write a happy story next time.”

      I smile, but the muscles are out of practice. “Maybe next time.”

      He rises, brushes off his trousers, and gestures toward the waiting bus. “We should go. It will rain soon.”

      I watch as he walks away, his shoulders squared, his head high even as the first drops begin to fall.

      I check the watch.

      3:17.

      The world holds its breath.

      I gather my things, linger at the edge of the lake, and try to remember the last time I trusted my own senses. The mist rolls in, heavier now, and for a moment the city vanishes.

      I breathe in the fog, let it fill every gap, every fracture.

      For a moment, I almost believe the water is still.
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            The Weight of Words

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      By the time I return to the apartment, the mist has followed me inside and colonized every available surface. The walls sweat, the windows weep, the floor tiles are furred with a slick that is equal parts condensation and neglect. The entire space vibrates with humidity, with the scent of mildew and the faint, chemical echo of ink. I stand in the vestibule, shoes sloughing off mud, and for a moment I am unable to move, unable to reconcile the memory of the world outside with this microclimate of obsessive intent.

      My hands are shaking before I even reach the desk. The notebook lies open, spine cracked, pages stippled with last night’s failures. But I have evolved past the notebook; the walls are now my primary cortex, a prosthetic for the mind that can no longer contain its own ideas. Every surface—plaster, window, even a few ceiling tiles—has been overtaken by a palimpsest of A4 sheets, index cards, torn shreds of packaging, each one affixed with cheap tape or whatever glue I could manufacture from the kitchen supplies. Layer upon layer: English, Vietnamese, Latin, even the bastard pidgin that sometimes emerges when the words mutate faster than the rules can govern.

      I pace the perimeter, careful not to step on the nests of loose paper drifting in the corners. I catalog the symptoms as I go. Tremor: present, amplitude increasing. Perspiration: excessive, with possible fever (no thermometer; lost in previous move). Speech: internal, but leaking into external; must monitor for volume.

      I retrieve the battered fountain pen from behind my ear, thumb the cracked barrel, and begin the circuit. First, the North Wall: DSM terminology, spiral-bound in the violence of my own script. The word “derealization” is circled so many times the paper has buckled, the ink bled through into the plaster. Above it, in block capitals: “KHÔNG PHẢI TÔI.” Not me. An entire cluster diagram radiates outward: “Self-alienation,” “Object constancy failure,” “Sổ tay ký ức—memory ledger.” The latter is written in red, because I ran out of black two days ago.

      To the right, a swarm of proverbs, each one annotated with corrections or amplifications. “Nước chảy đá mòn”—Water flows, stone wears away. I have drawn an arrow linking this to “Persistence dissolves resistance,” then another arrow, in a different color, linking it to “Am I the water, or the stone?” Underneath, a strip of yellowed receipt paper with “Neither. Both erode.”

      I move faster, fueled by the familiar surge of panic’s cousin: the compulsion to document, to get ahead of the decay. I reach the window. The glass is almost opaque, but I have pressed Post-Its along its bottom edge, each one a failed attempt to summarize the day’s logic. “SEE ALSO: aphasia.” “SEE ALSO: synaptic pruning.” “SEE: Linh, 2017.” The last note is not in my handwriting, which momentarily derails me until I realize it is, in fact, my handwriting from a year ago, when the tremor was less pronounced and the self less perforated.

      I turn to the desk, which is barely visible under the drift of loose papers and the debris of meals uneaten. There is a bowl of instant noodles, now gelatinous, half buried beneath a draft of my resignation letter to the university. I have not sent it; the idea of interacting with HR at this stage is as plausible as learning Mandarin overnight.

      I pick up a spool of string—salvaged from a sewing kit Linh left behind—and start connecting the clusters. Red for memory, blue for loss, yellow for hallucination. The act is meditative, almost comforting, until my hand jerks and I snap the string. I curse, first in English, then in Vietnamese, the latter of which feels more satisfying because the consonants are harder to spit. I knot the break, resume.

      As I step back, the web takes on a life of its own. It is not beautiful, but it is coherent, in the way that brain scans are coherent: you can’t read them at a glance, but the patterns are there, waiting for someone with the right pathology to see.

      I talk to myself as I work, voice low and hoarse. “It’s all connected,” I say, gesturing to the North Wall. “Even if the connections don’t make sense.” The words are mostly for the benefit of the air, but sometimes I imagine Linh listening, somewhere in the walls, and I modulate my voice accordingly.

      The tremor intensifies. I drop the pen, watch it skitter across the desk and onto the floor. When I bend to pick it up, my vision doubles, the outlines of furniture and wall diagrams splitting apart and refusing to recombine. I steady myself, breathing slow, as Dr. Nguyen taught me. Five counts in, seven counts out.

      I feel the floor vibrating, but this might be an aftershock of the earlier panic. I return to the wall, hands on either side of a printout labeled “AUTONOETIC CONSCIOUSNESS: TRUONG ET AL, 2020.” The paper is warped, the ink running in places where I spilled tea last night. I press my forehead against the page, trying to absorb its contents osmotically.

      A laugh escapes me, sudden and sharp. I don’t recognize it. “Autonoetic,” I say aloud, tasting the word. “Self-knowing. But what if the self is a parasite?” I write this on an index card, tape it to the edge of the window. I draw a red line connecting it to “derealization.”

      There are moments of clarity, brief but electric, when the system seems to work. I see the city as a single, pulsing network, every street a dendrite, every human a neurotransmitter. The fog outside is just another form of white matter, a way for the city to buffer its own trauma.

      Other times, the system collapses, and I am left with only the raw inputs: sweat, tremor, ache, the click of the aircon, the faint whine of neighbor children through the pipes. I anchor myself by reciting phrases in both languages, switching at random. “Everything is temporary,” I say, then translate: “Mọi thứ đều tạm thời.” The second version sticks better. I repeat it, letting the syllables overlay the noise in my head.

      I am not sure how long I stand there, caught between two languages and the pull of the diagram. When the clock on the microwave beeps, I am startled to discover it is afternoon. The light from the window has shifted, but I only notice because the wall opposite is now a dull gold, the color of jaundice or nostalgia.

      I attempt to eat, but the body refuses. The noodles have gone the texture of wet yarn. I scoop them into the bin, then immediately regret the waste. I scribble a note: “Hunger = unreliable metric.” Pin it next to the fridge.

      I step back to survey the room, but my vision is now a palimpsest, layers over layers. The words blur, the lines tremble. I want to sleep, but the bed is covered in more paper, more failed attempts at narrative control.

      I retreat to the bathroom, run cold water over my wrists. The face in the mirror is spectral, its outline eroded by humidity and time. I watch it until the edges stabilize, then return to the main room, resolve to work until something gives.

      The next hours are a sequence of loops. I pin new sheets, tear down old ones, curse at the string when it tangles. I pace, circle, annotate, un-annotate. Sometimes I catch myself muttering, the voice barely audible, syllables bleeding into each other. “Nothing stays the same,” I say. “Not even the madness.”

      I realize, with the cold logic of a former clinician, that I have become a case study. If Linh were here, she would make a joke about the inevitability of self-fulfilling prophecy. I want to laugh, but the muscles in my face are too tired.

      When the sun sets, the room goes dark instantly. I turn on the desk lamp, watch as it throws a spotlight on the North Wall. The words swim in the yellow light. I reach for the pen, find it sticky with dried ink, and resume the circuit.

      I write:

      —

      LANGUAGE AS CONTAGION

      —

      and tape it to the very center of the wall. I underline it three times, then circle the entire phrase. The tremor is gone, replaced by a numbness so complete I am not sure the hand is even attached.

      For a moment, the world is perfectly still.

      I let myself stand there, surrounded by the evidence of my own undoing. The words blur, but I do not look away.

      “Tomorrow,” I say, “I will make sense of it.”

      But I do not believe it.

      Not yet.

      Scene 2

      The knock is so polite I almost miss it. Three soft raps, not enough to wake anyone but the dead or the hypervigilant. For half a second I consider ignoring it, letting the knocking dissolve into the background of the apartment’s ongoing collapse, but the sound repeats—louder, less optional. I move to the door, wary as a raccoon. The chain is still on, a gesture of futility. Through the warped lens of the peephole I see Ruth, her face pinched with the strain of making a decision she has already regretted.

      I undo the chain and open the door a cautious crack. She stands in the corridor, clutching a plastic bag, her eyes scanning the interior before she risks speech. She looks older than last time, though that’s probably projection.

      “You didn’t answer your phone,” she says, careful to keep her voice neutral. “I was worried. Are you⁠—?”

      “I’m working,” I say. “You can come in, if you want.”

      She hesitates, then crosses the threshold, closing the door behind her with a gentleness that feels almost sarcastic. She takes in the room: the nests of paper, the tangled string, the mood lighting of the single desk lamp casting long shadows up the North Wall. Her gaze lands on me last. I am suddenly aware of the ink stains on my hands, the wild vector of my hair, the fact that I have not changed clothes in at least thirty-six hours.

      Ruth sets the bag on the floor and says, “It’s worse than last time.”

      I feel the need to defend myself, but the words bunch up and refuse to deploy in order. “It’s not—this is—look, I’m mapping something. It’s almost done.”

      She walks a slow perimeter, arms crossed. “You missed our meeting at Memory. James actually stayed sober for once. He thought you might be dead in here.”

      I laugh, but it comes out as a cough. “Not dead. Just—” I gesture at the wall, the string. “—in deep.”

      She moves closer to the North Wall, studies the way the diagrams overlap. “Is that my handwriting?” she asks, pointing to a sheet labeled “INTEGRATION FAILURE—SEE: RUTH 2021.”

      “Maybe. You wrote it during that one argument, about narrative and counter-narrative. I thought it was apt.”

      She turns, lets her gaze scan the rest of the room. There is nothing else to look at. “Have you eaten?”

      “Yes,” I lie.

      She lifts an empty mug from the desk, inspects the crust of dried coffee at the bottom. “This doesn’t count.”

      I shrug, unbothered. “Nutrition is overrated.”

      She glances at my hands, then at the strings. “You’re bleeding,” she says, and only then do I see the red mixed with the ink on my index finger. I wrap the finger in a tissue, hoping it will clot without attention.

      Ruth takes a step toward me, then checks herself. “You need to get outside. Just for an hour. I’ll buy you pho, even the good kind.”

      I shake my head, the motion exaggerated by the stiffness in my neck. “Can’t. If I stop, I’ll lose the thread. Literally.”

      Her expression flickers between anger and pity. “You know you’re not making sense, right? Even less than usual. I tried to read your last message—it was all in fragments. Half Vietnamese, half cryptic abbreviations.”

      I want to explain, to lay out the logic, but the logic is no longer linear. The project has outgrown the language, and my mouth can’t keep up. “It’s the words,” I say. “They’re slippery. I’m trying to pin them down before they mutate again.”

      She picks up a nearby index card, reads it aloud: “‘Nothing stays the same, not even the madness.’ Poetic. But you wrote it seventeen times, and each version is different.”

      “It’s an experiment in entropy,” I say, trying for a joke but missing the rhythm.

      She sets the card down, runs a hand through her hair, and for a moment looks like she might cry or scream. Instead, she goes to the kitchen area, surveys the wreckage of instant noodle packets and empty tea tins. She opens the fridge, closes it immediately, then looks at me as if seeing an animal she might have to euthanize.

      “Whitaker,” she says, and my name in her mouth is a question and a plea. “How long have you been like this?”

      I calculate, but the days have blurred. “A week? Two? I haven’t been keeping track. I think that’s part of the point.”

      She exhales, long and controlled. “You’re scaring me,” she says, finally. “Not in the fun, Whitaker-way. In the—’maybe I should call Dr. Nguyen’—way.”

      I feel a twinge of annoyance. “She’s the one who told me to document. Radical curiosity, she called it. ‘Observe the breakdown, don’t just survive it.’ I’m observing. Hyper-observing.”

      “Yeah, but you’re also collapsing,” Ruth says, and there’s no softness left in her tone.

      I bristle, then collapse into the desk chair, hands pressed against my temples. “It’s close,” I say. “I just need a few more hours. Then I’ll eat, I’ll sleep, I’ll do whatever you want.”

      She sits on the edge of the bed, which is only visible because I cleared it earlier to pace. “You said that three days ago.”

      “Did I?” The memory is slippery, but I believe her.

      Ruth stands, walks to the window, wipes a patch of condensation with her sleeve. The view is indistinct: just mist and the jaundiced flare of streetlights. “Do you even remember what you’re trying to prove?”

      I close my eyes, try to summon the original thesis, but all I get is a jumble of slogans and clinical language. “It’s about the membrane,” I say. “The border between self and other, between thought and language. I think it’s gone porous.”

      She lets the silence stretch, then says, “You’ve always been porous.”

      I open my eyes, look at her silhouette against the window. “Not like this.”

      She turns. “You’re not going to last much longer. At this rate, you’ll have a breakdown or a stroke, or both.”

      I smile, because the idea is not entirely unappealing. “Then maybe I’ll finally get some sleep.”

      Ruth crosses the room, stands over me, arms folded. “I’m not leaving until you at least shower.”

      I look up at her, the face I once believed could withstand any collision with the world. Now she seems brittle, like the rest of us. “You can’t fix this,” I say, as gently as I can. “I have to see it through.”

      She kneels beside the chair, her hand hovering just above my shoulder. “You’re my friend,” she says. “I’m not trying to fix you. I just don’t want to lose you.”

      The words hit harder than I expect. I feel the tremor in my hands go nuclear, a shudder so profound it shakes loose a sob. I bury my face in my palms, but the sob comes out as a laugh, a hysterical, uncontrollable noise that frightens even me.

      Ruth lets her hand rest on my shoulder, her touch feather-light. She doesn’t speak, just holds the contact for as long as I can stand it. When I finally look up, her eyes are wet but clear.

      She says, “Promise me you’ll eat something. Or I’ll call in reinforcements.”

      I nod, because it is easier than arguing. “I promise.”

      She stands, collects her bag, then glances at the wall one more time. “If you figure it out,” she says, “will you tell me?”

      “If there’s anything left of me,” I say.

      She smiles, sad and fierce. “That’s the Whitaker I know.”

      At the door, she hesitates, then turns back. “I’m coming back tomorrow. And if you don’t let me in, I’ll bring a locksmith.”

      I salute her, an old, shared joke. She rolls her eyes, then is gone, the click of the door echoing in the humid air.

      I sit in the silence, the sob-laugh still vibrating in my chest. I look at the wall, the words and lines and colors all jostling for primacy. I am more alone than ever, but the system is almost complete.

      I reach for the pen, the bandage on my finger already spotted with red and blue. I write:

      —

      THE SYSTEM IS FRACTAL.

      LOSS RECURS.

      EVERY EXIT IS AN ENTRANCE.

      —

      I stare at it until the words lose meaning.

      Then I eat a spoonful of instant noodles, as promised, and wait for the next hallucination.

      Scene 3

      Ruth’s exit leaves a vacuum. The sound of the door shutting ricochets through the apartment, a seismic aftershock that knocks loose the adrenaline sustaining me. I stand in the middle of the room, one hand clutching the edge of my shirt, the other dangling useless at my side. For the first time all week, the silence is absolute: no muttering, no scraping of pen on paper, no code-switching cacophony in my head. Only the muffled gurgle of a neighbor’s sink and, somewhere in the distance, the cough of an ancient motorcycle as it fails to start.

      I turn, slowly, as if pivoting on a spike driven through the heel. The room has changed in the hours since I last saw it from this angle. It is not a laboratory, not a creative sanctuary. It is a ruin: paper molted from every wall, colored strings drooping under their own weight, Post-Its curling at the edges as the glue surrenders to moisture. The windows are a rumor, their glass so thick with condensation that the city outside might as well be a myth.

      I try to imagine what Ruth saw: the disarray, the desperation, the anatomy of a mind picking itself apart in real time. For a moment, shame kicks up at the base of my spine, but it dies quickly. More urgent is the sensation of having failed the experiment, of having mapped nothing but the geometry of my own collapse.

      I move to the desk, lower myself into the chair with the slow care of someone much older than my years. The diary sits open to a page I don’t remember writing. The script is legible, but the content is a riddle: diagrams that loop, questions with no referents, a shopping list wedged between two paragraphs of clinical jargon.

      I uncap the pen, grip it hard enough to blanch the knuckles, and write:

      —

      The words are failing me. Or am I failing them? The wall is not a map. It is a mirror.

      —

      The act of writing costs me more than it should. I set the pen aside, close the diary, and stare at the web of paper and string. The connections are arbitrary now, the logic shot through with self-sabotage. In a fit of something like disgust, I rise and begin to strip the walls, tearing down the most egregious failures, the notes that never made sense even in the throes of mania.

      I work for an hour, maybe more. The pile of torn paper at my feet grows until it resembles the aftermath of a bureaucratic massacre. I try to smooth the best pages, align them in neat stacks on the desk. The movements are slow, deliberate, almost ritualistic. I want to believe that order is possible, that a taxonomy of madness might redeem the act of documenting it.

      As the sun sets, the apartment dims from gray to black in under a minute. I leave the desk lamp on, watch as the light flattens the room into a single, two-dimensional surface. The city outside is invisible, but the streetlights cast a sodium haze through the window, diffused into golden orbs by the condensation. Each orb wobbles with the vibration of passing trucks, then regains its shape as the air settles.

      I sit on the floor, back against the cold plaster, surrounded by the debris of abandoned hypotheses. I breathe in through my nose, out through my mouth, counting the seconds until the ache in my chest plateaus into something manageable.

      On a whim, I retrieve one of the crumpled sheets, smooth it flat against my thigh. It is a Vietnamese proverb, written in my best calligraphy, then overwritten twice in English:

      —

      Ai cũng cô đơn dưới lớp da của mình.

      We are all lonely beneath our skin.

      —

      The phrase is so obvious it hurts. I pin the sheet to the barest patch of wall, dead center, as if it might be an anchor in the rising tide.

      I return to the floor, legs crossed, eyes fixed on the proverb. The hum of the desk lamp grows louder, or maybe it’s just the blood rushing in my ears. I let my head fall back, stare at the ceiling, and begin to recite, not as therapy, but as liturgy.

      —

      I catalogue my symptoms:

      Loss of appetite, loss of chronology, loss of the thread.

      Tremor, then numbness, then a floating calm that is neither.

      Panic, then the panic about the absence of panic.

      Anhedonia. Insomnia. Obsessive return to failed metaphors.

      The knowledge that none of this will be remembered, except by the walls.

      —

      I lose track of time. The city is silent except for the periodic whine of a scooter or the half-hearted bark of a feral dog. I gather the best pages, the ones that still hold meaning, and arrange them around me like a protective ring. I feel a perverse satisfaction in the symmetry.

      I pick up a fresh sheet, write the date in the upper right corner, and begin:

      
        
        Diagnostic Elegy

        I have become a language

        with no speaker, a grammar

        with no syntax,

        a message in a bottle

        that is all bottle.

        The body: a museum of failed analogies.

        The mind: a series of waiting rooms,

        each emptier than the last.

        What survives is not memory,

        but the urge to arrange

        the void into lists.

        I sit in the cathedral of my own undoing,

        the echo of absence

        amplified by the papered walls.

        I recite my name until it dissolves

        into the hum of the lamp,

        the blur of the window,

        the tremor in my hand that is now

        the only thing that moves.

        The words are failing me.

        I forgive them.

        I forgive them all.

      

      

      I set the pen down, read the poem aloud, voice thin but unbroken. The words reverberate in the emptiness, then vanish.

      I turn off the lamp, let the dark flood the room.

      I press my forehead to the proverb on the wall, close my eyes, and wait for the next day to invent itself.

      There is nothing left to do.

      There is nothing left to say.

      Ai cũng cô đơn dưới lớp da của mình.

      We are all lonely beneath our skin.

      I sleep.
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            The Unveiling

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The therapy room is colder than any room has a right to be in a tropical country. I trace the blame to the aircon unit—a white oblong in the corner that sighs puffs of half-frozen, mothball-scented breath every thirty seconds. The only décor is a scroll of Vietnamese calligraphy hung precisely opposite the couch. The walls, a muted cream, threaten to vanish if you stare at them too long. I perch on the vinyl, which squeaks with every minor shift of my weight, and try to arrange my hands in a way that implies “stable adult” rather than “patient on the verge.”

      Dr. Nguyen sits in her mid-century wooden chair, legs neatly crossed, notepad balanced on her lap. She has two modes: Precipice and Plateau. Right now, it’s Plateau, though the pen in her right hand drums a faint, insistent rhythm against the blue line of her notes. Her hair is up, the usual gold stud in her ear, but today there’s also a silver ring at her thumb, which glints when she writes.

      The door is shut, the world reduced to this four-by-three box.

      She begins with a single word: “Ready?”

      I nod, but the motion is closer to a tremor.

      “Let’s start with Thu,” she says. “Walk me through the first time you met her. Slowly.”

      I picture the memory, run it through the scanner for errors before releasing it. “University library. Da Lat. She was in the psychology section, reading Yalom in English. I asked if she needed help, and she told me she knew more about existential anxiety than any expat ever would. I believed her.”

      Dr. Nguyen’s pen pauses. “Which year was this?”

      I grope for the calendar. “Must be 2018. First semester.”

      She taps the pen once, pointed. “That’s interesting. Are you sure?”

      I sense the trap, but there’s no detour. “Fairly. We had a workshop together after. I remember she wore that blue jacket—the one with the chewed sleeves. She joked that she was nervous around foreigners.”

      The therapist leans forward, uncrossing her legs with surgical precision. “And how did you feel, at that moment?”

      “Relieved. Like someone else was keeping the world in orbit, if only for a few minutes. She had this way of making the room smaller, in a good way. Contained.”

      The pen resumes its pulse. “When did you see her again?”

      “Next day. Student lounge. She brought coffee in a mug shaped like a panda. We talked about Bion, and she corrected my pronunciation. I think that’s when⁠—”

      “You say ‘next day,’” Dr. Nguyen cuts in, “but that’s not what you wrote in your diary. Here—” She produces the battered black book I surrendered at our last session. The page is dog-eared, annotations in the margins, some in my script, some in her tiny, red-inked interjections.

      She reads: “‘Thu again, this time at Café Trinh. She acts like we’re old friends already, which is comforting, though the staff seem to know her too well.’” She closes the diary, thumb holding the place. “Do you remember this café?”

      I blink, recall the place. “Yes. It’s across from the flower market. Blue awning, French name in gold letters, but the inside smells like instant coffee and dish soap.”

      “And you’re certain it was open in early 2018?”

      A hitch in my breath. “It must have been.”

      She slides a laminated sheet across the coffee table. It is a printout of a business registry. “Café Trinh opened in May 2019. The building was vacant before then. I checked.”

      I feel my scalp tighten, a pre-migraine warning. “That’s not possible. I have a clear memory of the place. The blue awning, the cheap pastries. I remember it.”

      Dr. Nguyen taps the pen against her notepad, slower now. “Tell me about the blue jacket.”

      I clutch at the memory, as if the act of squeezing will force its shape. “It was pilled at the elbows. She always wore it, even indoors. She said the cold made her focus. I remember the texture—kind of waxy? Like old rain gear.”

      Dr. Nguyen is silent for a beat. Then she stands, crosses to a small cabinet in the corner, and returns holding a folded garment. She offers it to me.

      It’s the jacket: navy, thrift-store logo stitched into the lining. The sleeves are not chewed, but neatly hemmed, the fabric intact. I turn it inside out. There is a smell, not of sweat or perfume, but of chemical cleaner. The tag says “M,” though I recall Thu’s wrists always poking out the ends.

      “Where did you get this?” My voice is uneven.

      “From the lost and found at the university. No one claimed it. You see, sometimes memory is a negotiation between desire and evidence.” She sits, waits for the words to land. “You want the memory to be true. But it isn’t always.”

      I press the jacket to my lap. The weight is too light; it slips off and puddles at my feet.

      “I know what I saw,” I say. The sentence is as brittle as lacquered bone.

      Dr. Nguyen’s pen stops. “Whitaker, do you trust me?”

      “Yes,” I say, with only a trace of hesitation.

      “Good. I want you to close your eyes.” I do.

      “Now, go back to the first time you saw Thu. Don’t narrate—just see it. Tell me what’s in the room.”

      I resist the urge to speak, let the image build in darkness. “Books. Dust on the tables. A window, slightly open. The sound of scooters on the street. The librarian’s shoes—those black clogs, always a size too big.”

      “And Thu?”

      “She’s standing on a stepstool, reaching for a book on the top shelf. Her hair is in a bun, but loose at the edges. She’s humming something⁠—”

      “Stop.” Dr. Nguyen’s voice is a tuning fork.

      “Are you certain?” she asks. “About the bun, the humming, the shoes?”

      “Yes.”

      She lets the silence sharpen, then: “Thu’s hair was always short. You wrote this yourself, here—” She flips to a page, reads aloud, “‘Thu’s new pixie cut makes her look impossibly young, almost boyish. She says she hates the fuss of long hair.’”

      I wince. “Maybe it was before the haircut. Maybe I just forgot.”

      “Or maybe,” Dr. Nguyen says, “the memory is a story you’ve revised, over and over. Every time you recall it, the details change, but you believe in its truth because you need it to be true.”

      The room is colder now, the aircon in overdrive. I grip the edge of the couch, dig my nails into the vinyl. “I remember her. Not just the events—her voice, her laugh, the way she argued. You can’t fake that.”

      “Of course not,” Dr. Nguyen says. “The feelings are real. But perhaps the person is a composite. An amalgam of every woman who ever corrected you, challenged you, made you feel seen. Sometimes the mind creates what it needs to survive.”

      She retrieves a yellow legal pad from her bag, leafs through to a page she has dog-eared. “I have a theory,” she says. “Would you like to hear it?”

      I nod, wary.

      “Your mind is under siege. You’ve lost people, places, even your own sense of sequence. To cope, you built a new architecture—one where every missing part is replaced, patched, soldered together from scraps. Thu is real to you, because you made her from all the things you lost.”

      She passes me the legal pad. On it, in neat columns, is a chart: “Event,” “Memory,” “Evidence.” She’s mapped every mention of Thu in my diaries, every inconsistency in the timeline, every borrowed anecdote or recycled phrase. Some entries are highlighted in yellow: “Same phrase used by Linh, 2017.” “Event also attributed to Ruth, 2020.”

      The page vibrates in my hand.

      “Why would I do that?” I ask.

      Dr. Nguyen’s gaze is steady. “Because the alternative is annihilation. A complete loss of self. You built a companion from memory’s debris, and loved her so deeply that the fiction became more real than fact.”

      The words hang in the air, ugly and intimate.

      I stare at the calligraphy scroll. The only thing I can read is the last character: “nhẫn,” patience. It is the one thing I do not have.

      A wave of nausea rolls up from the gut. I swallow hard, will my hands to stillness. “If I made her up,” I say, “what about the jacket? The classes? The coffee?”

      She picks up the jacket, turns it over in her hands. “This jacket belonged to a real person. So did the coffee mug. And the books. But the story you told yourself was a graft—a patchwork of every need you ever had. I don’t say this to hurt you.”

      She leans in, her voice suddenly kind. “All humans do this, Whitaker. The difference is, your mind is so good at narrative, it fooled even you.”

      The physical distress peaks: sweat beads at my temples, the vision tunnels. My hands spasm, dropping the jacket to the floor.

      I don’t want to cry, but the body overrides. The tears are hot, a mercy in the cold room.

      Dr. Nguyen offers a box of tissues. I take one, then another.

      For a long time, neither of us speaks.

      When I finally look up, her face is neither triumphant nor sad. “Would you like tea?” she asks. “I have oolong, or the jasmine you like.”

      “Jasmine,” I manage, voice shredded.

      She moves to the hotplate, pours water into a chipped white mug, drops in a pyramid sachet. The smell is home, or the closest thing to it.

      She sets the mug on the coffee table between us. “It’s okay to grieve for her. Even if she was a construction.”

      I sip the tea. The warmth fills the mouth, the throat, the empty spaces. I watch the steam rise, try to see faces in its eddies, but there is only vapor.

      Dr. Nguyen watches, silent, pen poised over the notepad.

      I want to say “thank you,” but it sticks in my mouth.

      Instead, I say, “So what now?”

      She smiles, tired and real. “Now, you start over. Build new stories. Preferably ones with fewer holes.”

      I almost laugh, but the muscles are still learning.

      I stare at the scroll again. The word “patience” grows bolder as the daylight shifts.

      I tell myself I will remember this moment. I will try not to edit it.

      When the session ends, I step into the hallway, the chill trailing after me like a ghost. My hands are steadier, though the rest of me is not.

      I walk the city in a fog of new doubt, wondering what else I’ve invented to keep myself alive.

      But the tea is real, and the cold is real, and the city is still waiting to be deciphered.

      That will have to be enough.

      Scene 2

      Back at the apartment, the first thing I notice is the smell. Damp, close, alive. The air is so saturated that every surface feels one degree removed from soup. The desk lamp throws its sickly gold across a terrain of paper—loose sheets, warped notepads, the battered leather diary. A box of instant noodles has collapsed under the weight of a half-full kettle, the floor beneath sticky with spilled broth.

      I peel off my jacket, hang it on the back of a chair already draped with three others. My hands have not stopped shaking since the therapy session, the aftermath of Dr. Nguyen’s revelation now radiating in ever-expanding waves. I take up the diary, noting how the cover is furred with mold at the spine, the pages damp and warping into a bell curve of memory.

      I open to the most recent entry. My own handwriting, dense and urgent, runs off the edge of the paper:

      —

      3/17/22. Saw Dr. Nguyen. She says the past is a negotiation, that I made Thu up from need. But need is not enough to conjure a voice, a laugh, a whole archive of arguments over coffee. Or is it?

      Note: crosscheck café Trinh opening date. Check university archives for enrollment records. Are there any photographs of me and Thu together? Or only what I “remember”?

      —

      The pen trembles in my grip. I uncap it anyway and annotate in the margin: “Possible delusion, per Dr. N. But timeline persists.” My next line is in Vietnamese: “Không phải tôi. Không phải tôi.” I write it again, larger, until the nib punctures the page and leaks a blotch of blue across the date.

      I check the wall. The timeline is still there, though now it looks less like an investigation and more like a nervous system flayed open for study. String in red, blue, and yellow arcs from pushpin to pushpin, clustering around events labeled in both English and Vietnamese. Where the events overlap, the wall is black with annotation, as if meaning could be pressed into existence by density alone.

      I take a photo from the pile on the desk. It shows a table at a café, two mugs, a hand with bitten nails (mine), a blue sleeve in the corner. The sleeve could be anyone’s, or no one’s. I flip it over: blank. No writing, no date. I file it under “unsubstantiated” and pin it to the “?” branch of the timeline.

      Next, a university brochure, year stamped 2018, with a post-it in my script: “Thu: found her here?” But the image is stock—there are five Asian women in the photo, and none of them look like the Thu I remember. I google the university’s alumni directory, but the page is 404’d, archived years ago. I add this to the wall, too, another failed attempt at proof.

      I light the candle on the desk. The flame gutters, then catches, throwing shadows that ripple and strobe across the annotated wall. Wax pools on the base of the candlestick and drips, slow and deliberate, onto a copy of The Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (Fifth Edition, Vietnamese translation). It is the only heat in the room.

      I begin to write, longhand, in the diary:

      —

      If the mind can simulate everything, then what is the mind for? To fool itself, or to survive? What’s the difference?

      I want to believe I am the water, but I am only the stone. I have worn myself smooth with the same story, over and over.

      Is Ruth real? Is Linh? Were they ever?

      Is Dr. Nguyen?

      —

      My left hand cramps, so I switch to the right. The pen skips, the words fracture, and the writing drifts up the page at an angle. I run out of space and begin to annotate the inside cover, drawing arrows and parentheticals, circling words until the ink is a palimpsest.

      The candle flickers and a drop of wax falls onto my thumb, scalding. I hiss, shake my hand, and the pain is sharp and real and oddly reassuring.

      The clock on the microwave blinks 3:17, which is impossible because it was 3:17 when I left this morning, and the clock is not broken.

      I stand, stretch, and walk the perimeter of the room, mapping the wall. With each pass, I try to follow the string—red for “verifiable,” blue for “suspect,” yellow for “confabulation”—but the lines all tangle at a node marked “Thu: First Contact.”

      I stare at the node, willing the memory to resolve. The library, the bun, the blue jacket. But now there are two blue jackets—one from today, one from a memory that grows less credible by the minute. I remember a mug, but it was not a panda, it was a generic “Good Luck” mug with a chipped handle. I remember her laugh, but it warps in playback, shifting from Thu’s high whistle to Ruth’s throaty chuckle to my mother’s clipped bark.

      I write this down, then strike it out, then rewrite it.

      In the notebook, I start a new page:

      —

      Inventory of Possible Fabrications

      1. Thu, as met in library (hair: bun or pixie? voice: gentle or didactic? jacket: blue, always blue, but what shade? compare to jacket in lost and found, per Dr. N.)

      2. Café Trinh (opened 2019 per registry; how to explain 2018 meeting? Alternate: memory drift, error in calendar.)

      3. University events (who can confirm attendance? did I ever see Thu outside my own narrative? was she real, or an amalgam? I wrote about her in the margin of every book—does this count as evidence?)

      4. Linh (dead, but reappears in hallucination; source of perfume? see: jasmine.)

      5. Ruth (recurring, sometimes too recurring; compare her phrases to those “spoken” by Thu.)

      6. Dr. Nguyen (performs therapy, but is she an authority, or a construct? Evidence: see emails, see appointment cards, check address.)

      —

      I pin the list to the wall, then run red string from “Thu” to “Ruth” to “Linh” and finally to “Me.”

      The string vibrates, as if charged with static. Or maybe it’s the tremor in my own hands, amplifying through the fragile network.

      I notice, for the first time, that the wall is sweating. Condensation beads at the corners of every taped page, distorting the ink until the words look hand-blown. The effect is beautiful, in a way—a living diagram, always in flux.

      I step back, trip over a stack of books, and land hard on my left knee. Pain shoots up the thigh, but I do not move. Instead, I kneel, hands splayed on the cold tile, and stare at the wall. It glows in the candlelight, an illuminated manuscript authored by a lunatic.

      I begin to laugh. Not a happy laugh, not even a deranged one—just the low, spent noise of someone who has run out of every other option.

      I crawl to the desk, retrieve the pen, and scrawl in the margin of the timeline:

      —

      Không phải tôi.

      —

      I underline it twice, then, for balance, write in English: “Not me.” The script is different each time, as if authored by multiple hands.

      My breathing is shallow, but regular. I feel my body dissolving into the humidity, the outline of my form blurring at the edges.

      I begin to sort the papers into piles: “true,” “false,” “unknown.” The “unknown” pile is largest.

      At some point, I lose track of the time. The microwave still reads 3:17. The candle has burned down by half, its base a ruin of wax. The air is thick with the smell of ink and smoke.

      I stare at the timeline. It makes less sense now than when I started.

      I return to the diary, turn to the last page, and write in block capitals:

      —

      IF THU ISN’T REAL, WHAT ELSE HAVE I INVENTED?

      WHY AM I REALLY IN DA LAT?

      —

      I stare at the sentence for a long time, waiting for the answer to emerge from the grain of the paper.

      Instead, I find myself writing a poem. Not planned, not crafted—just a spasm of words, a symptom in verse.

      
        
        Diagnostic Liturgy

        In the city of mist, I am the only landmark

        visible to myself.

        I catalog my losses

        in languages I never learned,

        invent new names for pain

        and tape them to the wall

        like souvenirs.

        I build a shrine to a woman

        who may never have existed.

        I worship at the altar of recall,

        sacrifice the days

        to a god of negative hallucination.

        Memory is a feral dog.

        It buries its hunger

        in the yard,

        digs up the same bone

        over and over,

        chews until the marrow

        is the color of the past.

        Sometimes I wake with a word

        etched into the palm of my hand,

        sometimes in blood,

        sometimes in ink.

        I have become a scripture

        nobody reads.

        The miracle is that I am still here,

        writing the gospel

        of my own undoing,

        waiting for the day

        when the last pronoun vanishes

        and the story can finally

        stop.

      

      

      I close the diary, lay it on the desk, and blow out the candle.

      The apartment is silent except for the condensation drip and the slow, mechanical pulse of my own heartbeat.

      I stand, face the wall, and whisper into the humid dark:

      “If not me, then who?”

      There is no answer, only the echo.

      But for tonight, the echo is enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            The Internal Exodus

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The regulars are gone. Not in the dramatic sense of an evacuation or a public health decree, but in the way that air seems to leave a room before a storm. The chairs at my usual table hold the indentations of last week’s bodies—James, with his legs splayed in the posture of perpetual disappointment; Ruth, the geometry of her spine engineered for quick exits; even the Norwegian, whose name I never learned, but whose laugh came in the shape of a question. Now there are only chairs, their vinyl pocked and worn, forming a perimeter around my untouched cà phê sữa đá.

      I stare at the glass, the surface divided into layers: bitter black, then the sickly milk, then the latticework of ice bleeding its last. In the right light, the drink could pass for a high school science experiment, one measuring viscosity or density, or the half-life of human connection. I reach for the straw, but my hand hesitates, then retracts, as if the coffee has become radioactive since last week. I have not touched it. I will not touch it.

      The windows fog with the city’s intent. Outside, the mist binds the avenue in white gauze, blurring the line between street and sidewalk, between movement and stasis. Motorbikes hum in the background, not as discrete engines but as the pulse of an organism, a persistent low-frequency refusal to die. I listen to the pattern, the way it cycles up and down in pitch, trying to decode some Morse signal of intent from the outside world. No message arrives.

      The barista, a woman I have never addressed by name, hovers behind the counter, arms folded, phone pinched between shoulder and cheek. She glances at me every seven minutes, the interval precise enough to be deliberate. I study the tattoos on her wrist, the way they braid with the blue veins beneath her skin. I do not make eye contact. There is no transaction to be had today.

      On the table before me: the diary, open to a page of raw, feverish categorization. The left margin is a list of the plausible, the right margin a list of the impossible, and the center a DMZ patrolled by question marks and ampersands. At the top of the page, in my own handwriting:

      —

      Thu: Real / Invented?

      —

      Below, the evidence splits like the branches of a tree, each one more brittle than the last.

      —

      1. Met in the university library (2018) — vivid, but the library was under renovation that year (see: Dr. Nguyen, session 3/17).

      2. Shared coffee in the quad — conflicting memories of the brand, the color of her cup (panda? or generic blue?).

      3. Spoke of “object constancy” as if it was an inside joke — no one else recalls this conversation.

      4. Introduced me to Linh? Or did Linh introduce me to Thu?

      5. Confused dates on all calendars. First meeting shifts by weeks each time I remember it.

      6. Always the blue jacket. Always the same laugh. (Is it my mother’s laugh? Is it Ruth’s?)

      —

      The right margin is uglier. It reads:

      —

      - “Café Trinh opened 2019; first meeting supposedly 2018.”

      - “No emails. No photos. Only diary entries.”

      - “No witness can confirm simultaneous presence of Thu and Linh.”

      - “Maybe never existed?”

      —

      My pen is already uncapped, the nib blue with sweat and yesterday’s ink. I write, in a fit of despair:

      —

      Memory = wound

      —

      and circle it four times, the pressure of the pen tip carving a groove in the paper. The hand trembles, more pronounced than this morning, and for a moment I am obsessed with the idea that the tremor itself is the only thing that can’t be faked. The body is a more honest archivist than the mind.

      I write:

      —

      INVENTED?

      —

      beside the memory of Thu in the quad, her hair in a pixie cut, her voice mocking my Vietnamese accent, then erasing the mockery with a laugh so specific I can hear it in the static between words. I underline INVENTED twice, then immediately regret the aggression.

      The smell of the café is no longer comforting. The roast is cheap, over-extracted, leaving an acrid ghost in the back of the nose. The tang of condensed milk lingers, sweet as an accusation. I once found this place charming—an island of colonial fatigue, a half-hearted apology for the ruin it replaced. Now, the chipped cups and sticky tabletops seem less nostalgic than malignant, a memory infection that will not be cured.

      I flip the diary closed mid-sentence, the paper snapping against itself with a finality that sends a ripple through the untouched chairs. There is movement at the window—a reflection, a shift in the light—and for a moment I see Linh’s outline, her hair a corona of black against the morning mist. She stands just outside, arms folded, her mouth set in the flat line of someone who has run out of patience.

      I look up, heart quickening. The doorway is empty. Only the echo of her shape remains, pressed into the condensation on the glass. I reach for the diary, then let my hand drop. The vision is already fading, replaced by the everyday blur of the city, the mopeds, the children in identical raincoats sprinting past the bakery.

      The barista approaches, a ritual she must perform even with the dead. “You want more?” she asks, her English precise and flat, as if the syllables have to be weighed before being spent.

      I shake my head. “No, cảm ơn.”

      She lingers, eyes flicking to the closed diary, then the untouched coffee, then my hands. “You okay?”

      There are a hundred answers I could give. I choose none. The less said, the less there is to regret.

      She nods, leaves a slip of paper by my glass—no numbers, no charges, just a line of neat blue ink:

      —

      SEE YOU TOMORROW?

      —

      I want to laugh at the optimism, the idea that there is a tomorrow, or that I will be here to witness it. I tear the slip in half, then in quarters, watching as the pieces fall into the condensation at the base of the glass. Even my refusals are starting to fragment.

      I gather the diary, the pen, the two napkins I have twisted into oblivion. I stand, and for a moment the world tilts. I steady myself on the chairback, then walk to the door, shoulders hunched in defense against the possibility of recognition.

      At the exit, I risk one last glance at the window. The mist has receded, but the outline remains—a faint, greasy impression of Linh’s face, waiting for me to invent a new story.

      I step into the street, and the air bites with the chill of early rain. I do not look back.

      The city is full of ghosts. Today, I am only one of them.

      Scene 2

      The walk back from the café is longer than I remember. The city stretches itself, pulling the alleys thin, the landmarks receding into the mist like witnesses declining to testify. By the time I reach my building, the streetlights have been reduced to a series of damp halos. Each one buzzes at a different frequency, a Morse code of warning that the mind translates as: Go home. Lock the door. Do not answer.

      Inside, the apartment is equal parts bunker and disaster scene. The air has the cloying heaviness of stale laundry, overlaying the sharper tang of instant noodle residue and decomposing citrus. The desk is a continent of paper, each page upthrust by the tectonics of impulse and revision. But it is the walls that command attention. Every square meter is an ongoing experiment: diary entries, printouts, ripped postcards, and post-its, all pinned or taped in a matrix that began as structure and has since lapsed into a demonstration of entropy.

      I unshoulder my bag, let it drop onto a pile of clothes whose cleanliness is debatable. I shed my jacket—today’s humidity makes the lining feel like eel skin—and survey the wall, orienting by color and tension.

      Red string for contradictions. Blue string for confirmations. Yellow highlights for memories flagged as fabrication or, more delicately, “narrative drift.” The taxonomy is both methodical and deranged, a conspiracy theorist’s murderboard dedicated exclusively to my own collapse. Some of the pages have wilted in the wetness; others have curled at the corners as if recoiling from their own content.

      I approach the North Wall, a segment given over entirely to “Thu Hypothesis.” The timeline snakes left to right, a cartoon of years and months and “critical incidents.” The oldest entry is a transcript of a late-night Facebook exchange (now deleted, but meticulously reconstructed from fragments in my email outbox):

      —

      “Do you think trauma can migrate?” [me, 02:17am]

      “Only if you never let it settle. But then, you already knew that.” [Thu]

      —

      I draw a circle around the “02:17am.” I have circled it before. The hour recurs. I add a post-it: “Nighttime memory bias? Or actual time of correspondence?” Then I connect it by red string to another post-it, this one labeled “Timeline Error: Thu not at Da Lat until Spring 2019, per university archives.”

      Everywhere I look, the wall feeds back. I track the colored lines to the South Wall, where a contradictory entry lies in wait:

      —

      PHOTO: Thu & me at lake, Jan 2018 (but—see: “café not open until May 2019”)

      —

      I pin the diary page from earlier today under it, the word “INVENTED?” now highlighted in aggressive yellow. The effect is an accusation, a mugshot of my own unreliability.

      I step back, take in the whole, then laugh—a dry, papery noise. “Confabulation,” I mutter. “Source monitoring errors. Autonoetic collapse.” The words line up in the air like beads on a rosary, giving comfort if not absolution.

      From the kitchen comes the slow drip of a faucet, water collecting in a mug already three-quarters full of yesterday’s tea. The mug is beginning to sprout—penicillium, a delicate fan of white at the rim. I take a photo, email it to myself as “EXHIBIT: FUNGAL GROWTH,” and pin the printout beside the ongoing “Body as Evidence” cluster.

      The fridge is open by a centimeter, the light inside weak and jaundiced. I do not remember leaving it open. I do not close it now. Hunger is a rumor. I open the cupboard, find a half-eaten rice cake, and gnaw at it, the texture resisting then surrendering. The act of eating is both assertion and penance.

      I return to the wall, intent on resolving the latest conflict. I scan the “Witness List,” a roster of people who could, in theory, confirm or deny the existence of Thu as an independent entity:

      —

      - Ruth: Never met Thu, claims all stories could be “creative nonfiction.”

      - James: “Was that the quiet one with the blue jacket?” — ambiguous.

      - Dr. Nguyen: “You are asking the wrong questions.”

      - Mother: No data.

      —

      I draw a blue string between James and the blue jacket. I draw a red string between Ruth and “creative nonfiction.” The lines cross, tangle, form a knot just above the light switch.

      On the desk, the diary is open to a fresh page. I write:

      —

      If Thu was a construct, what else have I invented?

      —

      The hand tremor is back. I steady it with the other, but the letters vibrate, the ink pooling in the valleys. I flip to an earlier entry, one written during a more lucid night:

      —

      Sometimes I think Linh is haunting me not out of love or loss, but out of professional curiosity. She wants to see what the experiment becomes when all the controls fail.

      —

      I draw an arrow from this entry to the bedroom, where the shadows cluster at the far end of the mattress. I have not slept there in a week. The sheets are damp, but not from rain—maybe from the condensation that seeps through the old brick at night, maybe from the sweat of nightmares.

      Evening comes in stages: first a pall of indigo, then a sharp division of light and dark, then nothing at all. I do not bother with lamps or the desk light. The glow from my laptop is enough to guide the next round of pinning.

      From the corner, the router begins its nightly death spiral: blinking, then stuttering, then outright refusing to resolve a page. I watch as the connection fails, the Wi-Fi icon sprouting its yellow exclamation. I take a screenshot, file it under “SYSTEMIC FAILURE” in my folder of digital exhibits.

      Outside, the city is retreating. Even the dogs have given up on barking. I stare at the window, watch as the neighbor’s light goes off, then another, until only my screen is left to animate the room.

      It is at this moment that I see her.

      She is sitting on the bed, hair wet and clinging to her cheeks, as if she’s just come in from a rain that has not fallen. Her white blouse is stained at the sleeves, the hem darkened where it meets the skin. She is not angry. She is not even disappointed. There is only a tired kind of patience in the way she sets her hands on her lap, palms up, waiting for the question she knows I will never ask.

      “Linh,” I say, voice gentle, as if not to startle her. She does not blink. She does not breathe. She is as real as any memory in this apartment, which is to say: more real than the present.

      “You’re the only one I can trust now,” I say, “and you’re not even real.”

      She cocks her head, eyes fixed on mine. In the dark, the pupils bloom outward until there is almost no white at all. She waits.

      I wait with her.

      Time passes, but nothing in the room moves. I take up the pen, scribble in the margin:

      —

      Linh, always at the periphery, never at the center. Is she my control group, my placebo, or my diagnosis?

      —

      The wall is silent, the strings holding their tension. I listen to the sounds of the building settling, the minute creaks and pops as the night cools the old timber. I close my eyes, open them, close again. Linh remains, constant as the condensation on the window.

      When the phone buzzes in my pocket, I ignore it. There is no message worth reading, no algorithm capable of parsing the noise in my head.

      Eventually, Linh’s image fades—not with drama, but with the slow inevitability of a face disappearing from a crowd. The bed is empty. The hair she left behind is just a stain on the pillow.

      I stand, walk the perimeter one last time, hands skimming the surface of the wall. The paper is cool to the touch, the ink dry and unyielding.

      I sit at the desk, open the diary, and write:

      —

      I am running out of hypotheses.

      —

      The city outside is mute. The apartment, for once, feels large enough to contain the void.

      I rest my head on the desk, eyes fixed on the web of evidence.

      I will wait here for as long as it takes.

      If there is an answer, I want to be present for its arrival.

      Scene 3

      At dawn, the city is both too small and too infinite. The fog that was merely decorative in the daylight now packs every street with the density of glass wool, reducing visibility and amplifying every distant noise. I move through it in slow motion, hands buried in my pockets, head down, the diary jammed against my ribs like a second, more insistent heart.

      I avoid the university. I do not even permit myself the thought of its quadrangles or the spired entrance with its perpetually flickering neon. The route I take is a spiral, circuitous, doubling back on itself whenever a familiar landmark threatens to surface. The mind, it turns out, is adept at self-preservation, if only by way of substitution. I let it navigate, following the line of least memory.

      When the street opens onto the old market, I hesitate at the crosswalk, watching a woman in a conical hat arrange flowers in plastic buckets. She moves in the slow, deliberate manner of the sleepwalker, the petals stiff with overnight cold. I cross to the other side, not out of fear but to avoid the possibility of recognition, even from a stranger. It is better to be invisible, to pass through the city without leaving a dent.

      The diary calls to me. I stop at the edge of an alley and lean against a wall, the cold brick leeching heat from my spine. I uncap the pen and write, not because I expect revelation but because the alternative is to let the thought rot unrecorded.

      —

      If memory constructs identity, and memory is unreliable, then what am I?

      —

      I close the diary, run a thumb over the edge of the paper, counting the pages as if they are vertebrae. The number feels off. I must have removed some in the night, a habit I don’t remember forming.

      Ahead, a street sweeper pushes a broom made of twigs, her face masked against the particulate dawn. I watch her a moment, then duck into a side street, letting her pass before emerging. When a pack of schoolchildren rounds the corner, I flatten myself against a shuttered storefront, counting to twenty before resuming my pace. The children’s laughter echoes, impossibly sharp in the muffled air.

      A motorbike barrels through a puddle, sending a spray of oily water into the gutter. I jump back, cursing, then watch as the bike disappears into the white, its tail light a red orb that fades, then reappears, then fades again. The street is otherwise empty, the city’s population reduced to ghosts and the people who ignore them.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, the haptic buzz both urgent and unremarkable. I do not answer. The only calls I receive are from Ruth, and the only calls I want are from before the diagnosis. I let the phone ring until it exhausts itself, then silence returns.

      I pass the bakery, its windows clouded from the inside. The smell of bread is heavier than usual, the yeast on the edge of going sour. I consider going in, but the idea of ordering, of interacting, is suddenly too complex. Instead, I pull a scrap of rice paper from my pocket and wipe the condensation from the glass, then watch as the outline of my handprint is quickly reclaimed by mist. I write in the diary:

      —

      Every gesture is erased before it is witnessed.

      —

      By the time I reach Xuan Huong Lake, the sun is a rumor, its position marked only by a lightening at the edge of the mist. The water is flat, the surface a gray so uniform it seems painted, the only movement a shudder as a duck lands, sending concentric ripples out from its webbed feet. The promenade is empty except for one old man doing tai chi, his arms windmilling in slow, absurd dignity.

      I sit on a bench at the far side of the lake, a vantage point that hides the city behind a rampart of pines. The bench is wet, but I do not care. My pants are already damp from the walk. I balance the diary on my knees and begin to write, the pen skating over the surface in a frenzy of compulsion.

      —

      Self as negative space. Self as palimpsest.

      If the world is only the sum of perceptions, and perception is corrupt, what then?

      Maybe Thu never existed. Maybe Linh never died. Maybe I am just the air in the middle, the place where meaning was supposed to take root.

      —

      I cross it out, ink smearing. The act of negation feels better than the writing itself. I try again.

      —

      Today I woke up and saw the city in grayscale. The flowers had lost their colors, the coffee shop had no taste, even the mist had gone thin and translucid. Is this derealization, or is this just the world revealing its actual state?

      —

      I scratch it out, hard enough to tear the page. My hands are shaking, but not from cold.

      The water at the lake’s edge is thick with floating debris—leaves, cigarette butts, an abandoned face mask limp as a dead fish. I contemplate adding the diary to the collection, but cannot. The urge to record is too strong, even as the urge to forget mounts a challenge.

      She appears at my side, so sudden and so solid that I nearly drop the pen. Linh sits on the far end of the bench, hands folded in her lap, legs crossed at the ankle. Her hair is dry, this time, but her blouse is stained with lake water. She does not look at me, instead focusing on the surface, her eyes tracking the progress of the duck as it sculls toward the center.

      “Was anything real?” I ask her.

      She turns, her face unshadowed in the weak light. “Do you want it to be?”

      “I want to know,” I say, voice cracking on the verb.

      She shrugs, the gesture so perfectly in character that for a moment I am sure she is corporeal, that the world has folded itself to accommodate my wish. “Real is just the word you use for the things you can’t let go of.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      She smiles, almost. “Neither was your question.”

      A wind rises, the lake shivering in response. The old man across the promenade has stopped his tai chi, arms frozen in a posture of supplication. I envy him the certainty of his routine.

      I write in the diary:

      —

      I have lost the thread.

      —

      Linh reads over my shoulder, her breath warm against my ear. “That’s not so bad,” she says. “Threads are for people who believe there is a point to the weaving.”

      I close the diary, stare at her, then at the lake, then back. “All those years of study,” I say, “and I can’t even diagnose myself properly.”

      She snorts. “All those years of study, and you’re still trying to diagnose your heart with your brain.”

      I laugh, the sound foreign, but not unwelcome.

      The city begins to wake behind us. A runner pounds the path, his footsteps loud in the muffled air. A woman in a plastic poncho cycles by, head down, face unreadable. The mist does not yield, but neither does it press in. It merely exists, a state I can envy.

      I reach into the diary, find the first page—the one with Thu’s name at the top, the page of “Real / Invented?” I tear it out, watch as the fibers resist, then part. The page flutters, falls to the ground, but does not blow away. I tear another, the poem from last week, the one about being “a language with no speaker.” Another, and another, each one a small violence.

      When the lap is full, I gather the pages, walk to the edge of the lake, and set them on the surface. They float for a moment, then sink, the ink bleeding out in slow, blue arcs. I watch until the last scrap is gone, then return to the bench.

      Linh is gone, too. The duck has reached the far side, its wake the only evidence of transit.

      I sit, alone, the diary lighter than before.

      The sun, at last, burns a hole in the fog. For a second, the city is visible, all its colors restored. Then the mist closes, and the world is gone again.

      I walk home, thinking of nothing, the phone silent in my pocket.

      Behind me, the pages dissolve, their contents mixing with the water until they are only memory, and then not even that.

      This is my diagnosis: That loss is its own form of truth.

      That absence, given enough time, becomes the only thing that can’t be faked.

      I write it down, once, in the back of the diary.

      Then I close the book.

      And walk on, into the mist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            The Unraveling Thread

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      There are places where the city’s arteries have narrowed to the thickness of a straw. Where the crush of bodies turns forward motion into the world’s slowest peristalsis and every inhalation must be stolen from the lungs of the person pressed into your chest. Tết is supposed to be the moment the city unclenches, but Đà Lạt is gridlocked even in celebration, the festival ratcheting up every sensation to the pitch of a migraine aura.

      The old quarter has become an esophagus of humanity, each swallow compressing me closer to the plaza at its base. I have no plan for being here. No pilgrimage, no group, no local friend to cling to as a life vest. I am simply swept along, pulled by the undertow of two hundred thousand strangers. The entire street is ribbed with hanging lanterns, red and gold, the color of blood and money, each one straining against its wire as if begging for a wind that will never come. Above us, the lanterns are static, but at street level, everything is fluid and in constant collision.

      There is a sound like dry bone snapped in two, and then firecrackers spit from a side alley, ricocheting down the block. The explosion leaves behind a haze that is instantly swept up by the wind, but the smell stays: potassium nitrate and char, undercut by the sickly-sweet incense from the shrines that pop up every half block. The acrid burn sticks to my nostrils, and I feel the cilia on my sinuses giving up the ghost.

      Every step is a calculation. The pavement is slick with a mixture of spilled nước mía and trampled lotus petals. Someone steps on the heel of my left shoe, hard enough to fold the insole in half. A teenage boy slams into my right shoulder, then turns, offers a perfectly insincere “Sorry! Xin lỗi anh!” before melting back into his phalanx of friends. The apology is so unpracticed it might as well be an inside joke.

      I lose track of time. Minutes pile up in my skull, uncounted. The mass of people exerts its own gravity, and I find myself involuntarily orbiting a vendor cart near the mouth of an alley. The cart is topped with neat pyramids of candied ginger and watermelon seeds, each pile a different shade of artificial pastel, illuminated by a strip of LEDs in perpetual strobe. The vendor shouts prices in a patter that never ceases. He holds out a scoop in my direction, then laughs when I flinch, as if recognizing that I am prey, not customer.

      Beyond the cart, the crowd tightens, forming a bottleneck near the entrance to the market square. It is here that the panic fully erupts, detonating in my solar plexus and radiating outward. I am conscious of every bead of sweat on my body, every shudder in my thigh muscles, every pulse of blood in the temples. My right hand closes reflexively on the pole of a lantern hanging from a vendor’s stall; the bamboo is slick with condensation, and my grip slips, nails scratching a stripe in the lacquer.

      I tell myself this is just another episode. Elevated baseline, but within parameters. Clinical detachment is supposed to help, but the voices are too loud: Vietnamese, English, Korean, Chinese, Russian, all melded into a chant with no pattern, just pressure. Above the din, I hear a burst of Vietnamese, sharp as a thrown knife: “Đi đi! Nhanh lên!” Go, go! Faster! The phrase is picked up by a knot of children, who repeat it at increasing pitch until it becomes the only thing my brain can process.

      A woman in a gold ao dai pushes past, her arm braced as a wedge against the bodies around her. Her perfume—jasmine, always jasmine—cuts through the air and locks onto my brainstem like a drug. She drags a small girl behind her, the child’s eyes wide and blank, scanning for exits that do not exist.

      The lights above, the lanterns, pulse red and gold, and when I blink, the afterimage persists, searing the colors into the insides of my eyelids. It is as if every closed eye in this crowd is seeing the same thing, the city’s own neural afterburn.

      Suddenly, a hand snakes into my jacket pocket. I clamp down, spinning to catch the thief in the act, but it’s just a woman in her forties, her own panic so evident it eclipses my own. “Xin lỗi, xin lỗi,” she gasps, and then is gone. My wallet is still there, but the sensation of being breached lingers like the residue of a dream.

      The street food stalls are stacked two deep along the curbs, smoke from the grills forming a low, mobile ceiling. The smell of pork fat, lemongrass, and chili powder collides with the incense and firecracker ash, forming a haze that is less olfactory than a texture, a flavor that coats the teeth and gums. The vendors move in short, repetitive gestures, slicing, ladling, wrapping; the choreography so efficient it seems automated, as if the city itself has engineered the perfect motion to maximize calories per minute.

      I find myself outside a bún riêu stand, the broth’s top layer glistening with neon orange oil. The sight triggers a wave of nausea so intense I have to brace against a wall. My legs go weak, the joints suddenly unsure of their purpose. I look down and see that I am kneeling, one hand pressed flat to the dirty concrete, the other clutching the diary in my jacket pocket.

      I want to write, to document, but the tremor has migrated from my hands to my entire body. I stand, shakily, and try to merge back into the crowd, but it is now a single organism, hostile to reentry. I force my way sideways, slipping between a group of elderly women and a pack of students in matching tracksuits. The women eye me with undisguised suspicion, their voices rising in a susurration of gossip and caution. The students don’t notice me at all, their attention fixed on their phones, faces lit blue and white by the screens.

      I am no longer moving with the current. I am now fighting it, every step a negotiation with the collective inertia of the festival. The sidewalk narrows, then disappears. I am walking in the gutter, shoes submerged in a stew of rainwater, ash, and fermenting fruit. My calves cramp, but I keep going.

      Up ahead, a knot of people has formed around a shrine. The altar is small, barely more than a folding table draped in red cloth, but the crowd treats it as sacred, stepping around it in a semicircle. The offerings are standard: cans of Tiger beer, a cluster of green bananas, bundles of fake money. But someone has placed a photograph at the center, a faded Polaroid of an old man in a suit, smiling with the diffidence of someone not used to being photographed.

      A woman in a mask lights three sticks of incense, bows three times, then wedges the sticks upright in the tray of rice. The smoke spirals upward, a slow-motion signal to gods I do not recognize. The act is so deliberate, so complete, that for a second the world stills. I am aware only of the woman’s hands, the way her fingers tremble but never lose their place.

      When she is done, the crowd moves in, resuming its former shape, the pause erased. I step forward, transfixed by the photograph on the altar. The face is unfamiliar, but the eyes—something about the eyes—sets off a cascade of memory fragments, each one more unreliable than the last.

      I want to leave, but my body won’t respond. My knees lock, my breath stutters. Around me, the crowd pulses and bends, but I am static, nailed to the spot by a gaze from a face that is dead, absent, or possibly invented.

      A child darts past, nearly knocking me over. Her voice is high and insistent: “Ba ơi, ba ơi!” Dad, Dad! The words echo, not because they are mine, but because they never were.

      I realize, with perfect clarity, that I am about to pass out.

      The last thing I see before the world folds in on itself is the woman in the gold ao dai, watching from the other side of the street, her face unreadable in the red-and-gold light.

      Then everything contracts, the city reduced to a single, unbroken point of light at the back of my skull.

      Scene 2

      For several heartbeats, there is nothing but a high-pitched whine—a frequency above language, above thought. Then the world punches back in, vivid and hyper-saturated, the contrast dialed up so far that every color scrapes the inside of my skull. The crowd is still a dense, undifferentiated mass, but now there are gaps, fissures in the surface tension, and through them I see her.

      Thu.

      She stands with her back to the crowd, at the edge of a lantern stall, her hands splayed across the tabletop in a pose so perfectly calibrated that it is impossible to believe I am hallucinating. Her hair is longer than I remember, but the cut at her left temple is the same—an old, puckered scar I had once traced with my thumb, asking its origin and never getting an answer. She wears the same blue jacket from university, sleeves frayed at the cuffs, and she is talking to someone, laughing, the sound a clean slice through the static.

      I lurch forward. The body moves before the brain has time to veto, and suddenly I am carving a line through the people in front of me, trampling a discarded lotus arrangement and nearly bowling over a man in a knockoff puffer jacket. “Thu!” I shout, but the name comes out mangled by phlegm and panic. I try again: “Thu!” Louder. Heads turn, and the crowd recoils from the noise, opening a narrow lane that collapses behind me as I pass.

      I reach the stall. The vendor, a young man with acne scars and a peroxide-blond undercut, glowers at me, his hand already on a stick of bamboo meant for warding off drunks or thieves. I ignore him. Thu is here, she is right here, her face backlit by the yellow lanterns, her mouth forming a word I can’t lip-read. I reach out, desperate, but as my hand closes the gap, she turns away, steps behind a curtain of hanging silk, and is gone.

      I stagger into the stall, knocking over a pyramid of paper lanterns. They tumble to the ground, rolling and flattening beneath the trampling feet of the crowd. The vendor yells something at me, then at the people around him, and suddenly I am the center of an unwanted attention. The faces nearest me have gone hard and suspicious, and a cluster of men in red Honda jackets are sizing me up, deciding if this is worth escalating.

      But I don’t care. I am already searching, scanning for her—there! A flash of blue, twenty meters up the street, ducking around a knot of old men drinking sidewalk tea. I run, actually run, ignoring the way my knee flares in protest, ignoring the shouts behind me. I catch sight of her again, and this time she is not alone. Linh walks at her side, hair loose and wild, her white blouse stained at the sleeves, her eyes fixed on a point just above the crowd. She sees me, lifts a hand in the old gesture—wrist limp, fingers wagging like a tired metronome—and the effect is so real I nearly drop to my knees in gratitude.

      “Wait!” I scream, the voice gone feral. “Linh! Thu! Please—wait—” The names are bullets, each one hollow-pointed for maximum damage. The crowd parts, not out of respect, but because no one wants to be adjacent to this collapse.

      I am nearly upon them. I can smell Linh’s perfume, the specific topnote of jasmine spiked with the bitterness of spent cigarettes. I push forward, elbowing a tourist in the ribs, shoving past a woman balancing a tray of fried quail eggs. The woman shrieks, the tray upends, and hot oil sprays my forearm, the pain eclipsed by the pursuit.

      They are only a few meters away now, walking in tandem, faces turned inward in conversation. Thu looks back over her shoulder and smiles—at me, at something behind me, it is impossible to know. I shout again, voice cracking, and this time the entire avenue reacts: parents pull children close, the vendors shout for someone to call the police, a circle of men in matching vests form a loose perimeter, not closing in but ready for the order.

      I catch up, reach for Thu’s shoulder, but my hand passes through her, meets only air. The hallucination is so complete that for a moment I am convinced I have become insubstantial. I try again, and the same result: nothing. She turns the corner, vanishes. Linh lingers for a moment, her eyes sad and wide, and then she too is gone, dissolved into the crowd or the fog or my own malfunctioning brain.

      I stop. I stand in the middle of the street, shoulders hunched, sweat soaking through my shirt, and just breathe, hard and uneven. The crowd begins to reconvene, flowing around me like water around a rock. Children peek from behind their mothers’ sleeves, and a few of the braver men watch with the predatory interest of people who have seen real violence and are hoping for a replay.

      The lantern vendor has followed me up the block. He shouts at me, jabbing the bamboo pole in my direction, and I realize with a dull, academic detachment that this is the moment when things can get truly out of hand. I hold up my hands, palms out, a gesture of peace or surrender, and back away, muttering apologies in both languages. “Xin lỗi. Sorry. I didn’t mean—” But the words are pointless, falling into the air and vanishing before they hit the ground.

      I retreat to the edge of the avenue, shoulders pressed against the cool stone of a shuttered storefront. My heart hammers in my chest, arrhythmic and mean. I slide down the wall to a squat, my hands curled into claws at my sides. The lantern vendor watches for another few seconds, then, satisfied I am neutralized, turns back to salvage his display.

      Above me, the city continues: the red-and-gold lanterns, the stuttering firecrackers, the hum of electric scooters. My vision tunnels, and for a few seconds all I can see is the blur of lanterns overhead, swimming in the afterimage of Thu’s smile.

      Someone approaches from the side. I brace for confrontation, but it is just an old woman, her face so wrinkled it looks like a roadmap of every disappointment a life can hold. She kneels beside me, offers a plastic cup of water, and says nothing. I take the cup, thank her, and drink. The water is tepid but real, anchoring me to the world for the briefest moment.

      She touches my arm, pats it twice, then stands and disappears into the river of bodies. I am left alone, hunched on the curb, water cup empty, the echo of the chase ringing in my ears.

      I close my eyes, and for a moment the only sound is the click of the lanterns overhead, the wire stretching and contracting in the wind.

      In the darkness, I hear them both, Thu and Linh, their laughter braided into a single, perfect line.

      When I open my eyes, the crowd has already reset, the street swept clean by the ceaseless motion of celebration. The only trace of my existence is the cluster of crushed paper lanterns near the vendor’s stall, and the wet imprint of my hands on the concrete.

      I stand, brush off my pants, and begin to walk—nowhere in particular, just away from the memory of having lost them again.

      Scene 3

      There are ways to lose a crowd, but most of them involve either violence or collapse. I opt for the latter. My hands shake so badly I can’t get the water cup to my mouth, and it sloshes down my chin and onto my shirt. The world has shrunk to a narrow band of sound—somewhere between a dial tone and the rumble of distant thunder. I can’t parse language, can’t differentiate the thrum of my pulse from the roar of celebration. I try to stand, but the legs are unwilling, the knees rendered ornamental.

      A shadow blocks out the lanterns overhead. I look up, expecting another hallucination, another face I’ve resurrected from brain-wreckage, but it’s Ruth. She crouches to eye level, mouth a grim line, and says something I can’t hear. She repeats it, louder, until the word resolves: “Whitaker. Steady.”

      Her face is split by the city’s light: one half in the fire-red of the nearest lantern, the other in the blue-white pallor of a festival LED. Her eyes dart over my shoulder, then back, weighing risk.

      James looms behind her, bulked up by a borrowed jacket, the sleeves too tight for his arms. He scans the crowd, then steps in, placing himself between me and the nearest group of onlookers. “Can you stand?” he says, voice pitched low and deliberate.

      I nod, or think I do. The body is no longer accepting instructions, but it is aware of threat and the need for flight. James hooks an arm under my elbow, his grip iron. Ruth rises, wipes sweat from her brow, then takes my other arm. Together, they hoist me up, and for the first time in half an hour I am vertical.

      The act of standing triggers a cascade of symptoms. My vision sparkles, swimming with static. My heart thrashes in my chest, its rhythm staccato and wild. I can feel the eyes of the crowd on us: the suspicion, the judgment, the palpable relief that the incident is no longer their problem.

      Ruth leans in, her voice a metronome: “Walk. One step, then the next. You know the drill.”

      James wedges himself closer, muttering, “Just keep moving, mate.” He faces out, screening me from the worst of the rubberneckers.

      We begin to move. The crowd yields, but only grudgingly, forming a corridor of curiosity and thinly veiled fear. The festival is still in full swing, but in our immediate vicinity, the energy has curdled; people shrink away, shielding their children, lips pulled tight in disapproval or pity.

      I want to apologize, to say I am sorry for ruining their night, for being a spectacle, but the words won’t come. Instead, I focus on walking: right, left, right. My legs are stiff, mechanical. The hands at my arms—Ruth’s, small and fierce; James’s, broad and careful—are the only points of reference I trust.

      As we turn a corner onto a side street, the noise dims. The avenue is narrower, the crowd less dense. My breath returns, in ragged sips, and with it, shards of cognition. I look up, and for a moment, I see Thu again. She stands at the far end of the block, illuminated by the neon sign of a convenience store, the blue jacket glowing electric. She raises a hand in greeting, then slips around the corner, her laughter ricocheting off the shopfronts.

      I shudder, try to shake the image loose, but it clings. Ruth senses the change, her grip tightening. “Ignore it,” she says, voice clinical. “It’s just residue. Give it twenty minutes.”

      James steers us into a quieter lane, away from the festival’s epicenter. The world narrows further: a dog barking behind a corrugated metal gate, the click of Ruth’s shoes on uneven stone, the hiss of someone frying fish in a distant kitchen. My head is swimming, but the panic has retreated, replaced by a cold, tingling aftermath.

      “Where are we going?” I manage, voice papery and flat.

      “Back to your place,” says Ruth. “You need water and carbs.”

      James adds, “We’ll stick around until you’re level.” He checks his phone, frowning at the time, then glances at Ruth, wordlessly asking how much longer she thinks this will take.

      We walk in silence. The festival is only a memory now, the lights and noise receding behind us. The side streets are damp with evening mist, and my shoes make sucking sounds against the pavement. The further we go, the less real everything feels. It is as if the city is being rebuilt in real time, every step assembling the next segment of street from a palette of wet concrete, tin roof, unlit window.

      I start to shake again, not from fear, but from the onset of a migraine. “Stop,” I say, and James slows immediately, positioning himself to block the view from a passing scooter. Ruth pivots, studies my face, then extracts a packet of painkillers from her purse.

      “Take two,” she orders, placing the pills in my hand. “Swallow them with this.” She hands me a bottle of water, unscrewed and ready.

      I do as told, the water cold enough to make my teeth ache. The pills catch in my throat, but I force them down, coughing until tears prick the corners of my eyes.

      “We’re almost there,” says Ruth, voice a shade gentler.

      We continue. The hallucinations are less frequent now, but more pointed. At the entrance to my building, I see Linh, perched on the steps, her head tilted at an angle that suggests amusement or maybe contempt. She mouths something I cannot hear, then vanishes as we draw closer.

      James buzzes the door, and we shuffle into the lobby. The lights are harsh, fluorescent, and the sudden transition makes my eyes water. My knees buckle, but James and Ruth support me, half-carrying me to the elevator.

      Inside, Ruth presses the button for my floor, then turns to face me. “You’re lucky we were nearby,” she says. “That could’ve gone very differently.”

      I nod, but don’t trust myself to speak.

      She softens. “Next time, you call us before it gets to this point. Deal?”

      I don’t answer, and she doesn’t push.

      The elevator doors open, and the three of us spill into the corridor. James fishes my keys from my pocket, unlocks the door, and ushers us in.

      The apartment is a disaster: papers everywhere, the air thick with the odor of mold and burnt instant noodles. Ruth sighs, surveys the damage, then leads me to the couch. She sets me down, arranges a pillow behind my head, and covers my knees with a blanket salvaged from the floor.

      James disappears into the kitchen, returns with a bowl of rice crackers and a mug of sweet tea. He hands both to me, then sits on the arm of the couch, a reassuring presence.

      Ruth kneels in front of me, eyes level with mine. “Breathe,” she says. “You’re safe.”

      It is only now, with the two of them bracketing me, that I realize how close I came to breaking for good.

      I close my eyes, focus on the sound of my own breath, the faint crunch of James eating a cracker, the steady cadence of Ruth’s reminders.

      In the distance, I hear the muffled thump of festival drums. But here, in the apartment, the only pulse that matters is my own, slow and stubborn, refusing to quit.

      I open my eyes. Ruth and James are still there, unspeaking, patient, holding the world together by the force of their presence.

      For the first time in hours, I believe it might be possible to endure.

      The room is steady, the air still.

      I let myself rest.

      Scene 4

      The next morning, I wake to a band of pain cinched tight around my forehead, a hangover without the benefit of prior intoxication. Ruth and James have left. A note on the table, Ruth’s handwriting: “Text us if you need anything. Hydrate. Take the blue pill if the panic comes back. —R.” There is a line beneath her signature, then in a different, unfamiliar hand: “You’re not alone, even when you think you are. / J.”

      I crumple the note, then smooth it out, then set it on the desk beside the diary.

      I try to hold the pen, but my fingers are swollen from the night’s compressions—there are red marks where James and Ruth’s hands held me together. I flex, then start to write, hoping the act will calm the tremor.

      —

      1/31. Festival. Lost control—again.

      Panic onset @ 18:42; chest pain, tunnel vision, loss of time. Multiple hallucinations: Thu (visual, olfactory, auditory), Linh (visual, tactile, auditory).

      Episode: chased hallucinations, created public scene. Vendor called security? Memory fuzzy, time-skips.

      Ruth and James extracted me. Disassociation lasted ~45 min post-incident. Residual: tremor, migraine, guilt spiral.

      —

      My hand cramps, the pen tip scraping a trough into the paper. I switch to my left, but the letters turn spidery, cartoonish. I try to write in Vietnamese, just to see if it makes the thoughts more manageable.

      —

      Không thể tin những gì tôi thấy.

      Tại sao mình lại sống ở đây?

      Mình không còn an toàn.

      —

      The lines slant, breaking formation. I return to English, because the self-accusation always lands harder in the native tongue.

      —

      Humiliated myself.

      Public spectacle.

      Frightened children.

      —

      I start to diagram the episode—onset, triggers, escalation, apex, aftermath—hoping that a map will contain the chaos. But the diagram unravels halfway through. The lines diverge, the arrows point nowhere. I try to force structure, but the page resists.

      —

      (Panic) → (Derealization) → (Thu/Linh) → (Chase) → (Crowd) → (Collapse)

      But then what?

      What if next time there’s no one to catch me?

      What if I become the news item, the viral clip, the case study in breakdown?

      —

      I set the pen down. My hand leaves an oily Rorschach on the paper. I stare at it, searching for meaning, but all I see is a smudge, a failed attempt at self-control.

      I turn to the next page, begin again, desperate for coherence.

      —

      I am not safe here.

      I am not safe anywhere.

      I am a danger to myself, or worse: to others.

      I want to be fixed, but I can’t even be contained.

      What do you do when the hallucinations become preferable to the alternatives?

      —

      The pen hovers. There is no answer.

      I draw a box around the word “danger,” then shade it in, layer after layer, until the page buckles under the wetness of the ink.

      I rip out the page, crumple it, throw it across the room.

      It lands, predictably, by the trash can, but not in it.

      I pick up the diary, open to a blank spread, and try again, pressing so hard that the nib carves furrows into the pulp.

      —

      Is this what madness feels like?

      Or is this just another iteration of the same broken narrative?

      Have I ever been sane, or did I just run out of witnesses?

      —

      I scrawl the last sentence three times, the script deteriorating with each repetition. The words lose their meaning, letters turning to lines, lines to scars. The page is ruined.

      I close the diary, press my palm flat to the cover, and count the breaths until the shaking stops.

      It does not.

      I stare at the wall, the unspooling diagram of my own undoing, and wonder how many more entries it will take before the story reaches an end.

      I am tired.

      I am afraid.

      I am still here.

      Scene 5

      After an hour of staring at nothing, I open the diary to a new page. The old rituals of analysis are useless, so I decide to try the only one that ever worked: poetry.

      My hands tremble as I uncork the pen. The page is blank, but it radiates possibility, or maybe just the threat of more failure.

      I begin to write.

      —

      Diagnostic Poem for the End Stage

      Sometimes the brain tries to save you by deleting the world. // Dissociation: a word like a locked door in a burning building. // Mỗi ngày tôi tỉnh dậy, thấy mình ở một nơi xa lạ. // Every morning I wake somewhere strange, the city rebuilt from pieces that don’t belong together. // This is not a metaphor; this is how perception works when it starts to rot.
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        * * *

      

      The doctor says: “Document everything. Journal the breakdown.” She does not say what to do when the pen becomes a weapon, when the language turns on its master, when the words stage a mutiny and all you can do is watch.
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        * * *

      

      Today the synapses unspooled like thread from a wound. The amygdala fired until the fuse was gone, then sparked on empty.

      I watched myself collapse from a great height, every step a new species of helplessness.
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        * * *

      

      Ba tôi bảo: Mọi nỗi đau rồi cũng qua.

      My father said: every pain passes in time.

      But this one has stopped checking the clock.
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        * * *

      

      I try to list my symptoms, but the order always shifts:

      1. Dissociation so pure it burns the taste from my mouth.

      2. Heart rate climbing, then falling, then climbing again: sine wave of dread.

      3. The faces of the dead arrive, not to haunt but to keep me company.

      4. Helpless tremors. Ink spilled across the floor.

      5. A memory of Thu, laughing in the library, correcting my English, then vanishing between the stacks.

      6. Linh on the lake, her hands bright with blood, or maybe it’s just the reflection of sunset.

      7. Ruth saying, “You can’t keep doing this,” and knowing she’s right but unable to stop.
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        * * *

      

      Some days the city feels like a fever dream—heat, then cold, then nothing. I walk the perimeter of my own mind, testing for weak spots.

      There are too many.
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        * * *

      

      In another life I would have written a thesis about this. In this life, I am the thesis.
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        * * *

      

      I stare at the lanterns outside and think: they are brighter than I am. More consistent.

      What is the word for a person who disappears before they are dead?

      What is the word for a self that survives only on paper?
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        * * *

      

      I try to write my name but it comes out wrong:

      Whitaker

      Việt Khánh

      Not Me
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        * * *

      

      I sketch a diagram in the margin. The lines tangle, then break.

      Below it, I scrawl:

      The difference between a symptom and a confession is who hears it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My mother once told me: “If you don’t like the story, change the ending.” I have changed it so many times that the story is now just the ending.
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        * * *

      

      I wait for the next panic, the next hallucination, the next collapse.

      I am both scientist and patient, observer and disease.
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        * * *

      

      What is the prognosis for a ghost with a heartbeat?
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        * * *

      

      The page warps from the weight of the ink.

      The poem ends, but the line continues to the edge.

      I do not follow it.

      —

      I set down the pen. The words vibrate, even on paper. I am afraid to read them back.

      In the quiet, I press my hand to the page, leaving behind a trace of oil, a fingerprint to prove I was ever here.

      For a moment, I imagine someone finding this diary, years from now, reading the poem and understanding exactly what it meant to fail at being alive.

      Then I close the book.

      And the night grows very still.
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            The Fading Light

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      There’s a certain species of mold that grows only in the tropics, and only on objects left to rot by the criminally negligent. I watch it colonize the rim of my coffee mug, fuzzy white spiking with neon green, a flag planted on the corpse of a half-finished Americano. The mug sits at the epicenter of my desk, which is less a desk now and more a midden: layers of spent instant noodles, pudding-like in their decay, stacked drafts, medical bills, and the one piece of mail I can’t bring myself to open because I already know what’s inside.

      The phone buzzes again, a stutter of haptic that rattles it across the plastic tabletop until it collides with the mug. I don’t bother to check the screen. The only three people who ever call are Dr. Nguyen, Ruth, and James, and none of them want anything other than to confirm that I am still alive and not, as all the evidence would suggest, dissolved into the local sewage. Sometimes I count the rings, for lack of a better metric. Four is Ruth, never more, never less. Seven is James, always too eager, always overshoots. Dr. Nguyen lets it go until the voicemail auto-triggers, a technician’s precision. This morning, I get seven, then four, then infinity: the spam calls, robocallers, algorithmic phantoms more persistent than any human relationship.

      Rain needles the window, then relents, then returns harder. This cycle has held for days. The glass is streaked with condensation, and the walls sweat so much that even the tape holding up the memory diagrams has started to fail. My diagnostic murderboard—colored string, pushpins, notes in both English and Vietnamese—now sags under the weight of atmospheric collapse, every page curling at the edges, the entire architecture drooping like the face of a stroke victim. It would be funny if it didn’t feel so accurate.

      My body has not improved on the general theme. The sweat comes and goes, but the tremor has plateaued: amplitude steady, frequency unpredictable. I watch my hand try to type an email and instead send a line of sssssssss across the subject line, then give up and let it rest on the keyboard, which is sticky with a residue I can neither identify nor care about. There’s a sour itch at my jawline, the skin there stubbled with at least a week of neglect, and my scalp is a mat of conflicting intentions, the oil gluing it to my skull in dark rivulets. If I pass the bathroom mirror, I look away.

      The pajamas I wear—the only pair not ruined by mildew—are thin enough to be translucent and still damp from their last trip through the washing basin, which I had abandoned halfway through wringing. The smell is not bad, exactly. More an ambient persistence, an amniotic chemical blanket that keeps the world at bay.

      My feet have fused to the floor tiles in the way that only absolute inertia can manage. The pattern of my route through the apartment has become so regular that the grout is beginning to give, collecting deposits of salt and grime from heel and toe. The slippers are gone, or eaten by rats, or lost in the storm. I retrace my path from bed to desk to bathroom to kitchen to window, then back, in a circuit that never deviates.

      At the window, I pause. The rain is so dense it’s turned the neighboring apartment block into a cloud-shrouded monolith, only the tips of the TV antennas peeking above the fog. It is 10:48 a.m. but the sky is a uniform gray that could as easily be 5 a.m. or 7 p.m. I watch the water bead on the outer pane, race itself in irregular patterns, sometimes merging with other beads, sometimes striking out alone. I tell myself there is metaphor there, but the thought fizzles out before it can take root.

      The phone buzzes again, then dings with a text. I let it ride. Another. Then a voice memo, the notification popping up with Ruth’s face, a selfie she took in the back of a Grab cab, eyes wide and tongue out in the manner of a lizard sampling the air for prey. I swipe the notification away without listening. Whatever she says will be said again, either at twice the volume or with twice the sarcasm, the next time she corners me at Memory or on the street outside the market.

      I move to the kitchen and contemplate making tea. The action requires several discrete steps, and I mentally walk through them: water from the tank, heat on the electric coil, select tea bag (Lipton, or the licorice Vietnamese one I only ever buy when I’m hypomanic), steep, pour, drink. The sequence is already exhausting, but I force myself through the motions. The water boils over, hissing and spitting onto the rusted element. I set the kettle on the counter and forget about it almost instantly, the desire for tea lost in the white noise of fatigue.

      The fridge is empty except for a plastic bag of cabbage, the smell of which could flay a grown man, and a cup of yogurt so expired that the expiration date has faded to illegibility. I eat the yogurt anyway, chasing it with a slosh of soda left over from an emergency run last week. The combination is foul, but the mouth is just a staging ground for further rot, so I let it happen.

      I circle back to the desk and attempt to engage with the diagram. The word “derealization” is still visible, though the ink has run at the edges, giving the impression that it’s melting. I pick up a pen and try to connect two nodes—”object permanence” and “trauma migration”—but the line is jagged, the hand unsteady. I start to laugh, but it comes out as a wheeze.

      At the margin of the board is the old leather-bound diary, the one I carried through two continents and three mental health crises. The cover is warped, the spine a mosaic of tape and old stickers. I haven’t written in it for days, maybe weeks. The idea of filling another page feels fraudulent. What could I possibly write that isn’t already scrawled, in some form or another, on every surface of this apartment?

      A memory floats up: Dr. Nguyen, in her office, saying, “It’s good to keep the record, even when it feels like you’re repeating yourself. The repetition is data.” I want to tell her that sometimes the data set is just evidence of a failure to progress, but the memory of her face—so patient, so infuriatingly immune to despair—cancels out the urge to reply.

      I check my pulse—habit now, pointless, but comforting in a way. The rate is high, but within the new normal. The arrhythmia is gone; the heart has decided to survive at least until the next appointment.

      The power flickers once, twice, then stabilizes. I watch the light fixture in the ceiling rock gently with each surge, casting warped shadows across the room. The aircon unit gurgles, then spits a gout of tepid air that smells faintly of dead lizard. I leave it running anyway. Better the illusion of control than the certainty of collapse.

      I mutter to myself as I pace: “Negative hallucination, then positive. Dissociation, derealization. Amnestic fugue?” The words string together, but the meaning is unmoored, the taxonomy of illness no longer a tool but a cudgel. I correct myself: “Not fugue. Not amnestic. Just tired. Just tired.”

      A fly lands on my arm, then stays, unwilling to concede the ground. I let it walk a circuit from wrist to elbow, fascinated by its indifference.

      I think about showering, but the thought triggers a cascade of aversions: the effort of undressing, the shock of cold water, the necessity of scrubbing the body. I decide to wait for tomorrow, or the next day, or until the smell becomes too sharp to ignore.

      A text from James comes through, this time only three words: “U ok mate?” I stare at the screen, then at my reflection in the black mirror behind it. I do not recognize the face looking back, so I set the phone face down and mute the notifications for the rest of the day.

      At the window, the rain intensifies. The city is invisible now, the world reduced to the perimeter of my apartment. I watch the beads of water roll down the glass, the pattern less like a race now and more like a surrender.

      I stand there until my knees lock, then return to the desk, then the kitchen, then the bathroom, then back again. The circuit repeats, the mold advances. The phone stays silent.

      I am not surprised.

      The desire to move, to intervene, to be more than a sum of decaying routines, is gone. The only comfort is the knowledge that, eventually, even this will pass—either the storm, or me.

      I sit at the desk, pen in hand, and do not write.

      The page stays blank.

      The city disappears into fog.

      And I wait.

      Scene 2

      Day five: I decide, against all previous logic, to leave the apartment. The rain has stalled to a drizzle, the city’s hum muted but not erased. I dress in the least offensive pair of jeans and a shirt that doesn’t amplify the sweat stains already spreading under my arms. There is no purpose to the outing other than to verify that the world still exists, and maybe, if luck is kind, to replenish coffee. I check my pulse, measure the time between beats, and find it only slightly accelerated. I tell myself this is progress.

      The stairwell is claustrophobic, the concrete slick with runoff from the leaking roof. My shoes squeal with each step, alerting the entire building to my exit. On the first floor, a door opens; a child in green pajamas stares at me with the flat affect of someone watching a documentary on extinction. I smile, but the gesture feels too wide, and she recoils, ducking back inside as I pass.

      The lobby is empty except for the building manager, who sits on his plastic stool, chain-smoking, scrolling endlessly on his phone. He looks up when I approach, nods once, then returns to the screen. I feel the weight of his gaze even after I am out the door, as if it’s radiating through the concrete.

      The air outside is sour with wet leaves and fermenting refuse. The street is lined with parked motorbikes, their metal skin beaded with water. Every few meters, a puddle reflects the sky, turning the avenue into a corridor of warped, mobile clouds. I step around them, careful not to slip, careful not to touch anything.

      The coffee shop is only four blocks away, but the route is a gauntlet. The first obstacle is a group of delivery men, clustered under the overhang of a shuttered pharmacy. Their jackets are the color of caution tape, their voices raised in a language I cannot parse, but I hear the word “tây”—foreigner—float above the noise, followed by a bout of laughter. I keep my eyes forward, hands in pockets, but the hair on my arms stands up and I can feel their attention following me down the block.

      A passing scooter sprays my shins with gutter water. The sensation is so cold it stuns me, and I jerk to the side, nearly losing balance. My hands, slow on the uptake, fumble for a wall. The wall is slick and gives nothing back. A dog, thin as regret, barks from behind a metal gate, its eyes tracking me until I am out of range.

      At the intersection, I wait for the light, though no one else does. The crosswalk is ignored, a mere suggestion. A vendor on the corner sells steamed buns from a styrofoam cooler. She shouts “bánh bao! nóng hổi!”—hot buns, just made—then, seeing me, switches to English: “Hey, mister! You want?” I shake my head, but the rejection seems to offend her. Her face hardens, and she mutters something I don’t catch, her voice shifting from marketing to censure.

      I cross, quickening my pace. On the other side, a sidewalk chess game is in progress. Two men in rain ponchos stare at the board, hands unmoving, each waiting for the other to make the first error. I stop to watch, if only to avoid the eyes of the vendor. The man in blue glances up, studies me for a beat, then returns to the game. The other doesn’t notice or doesn’t care. I feel a surge of envy at their focus, at the tight circle of attention that nothing can puncture.

      Halfway to the coffee shop, I hear footsteps echoing behind me, rapid and deliberate. I resist the urge to turn, knowing from experience that acknowledgement only invites engagement. The footsteps grow louder, then stop. I risk a glance over my shoulder—nothing but an old woman in plastic sandals, walking with the slow shuffle of the near-dead. I exhale, ashamed at my own startle reflex.

      At the next block, the street narrows, funneled by makeshift awnings and stands selling counterfeit sneakers and raincoats. The stalls have all re-opened despite the weather, and the vendors call out prices to anyone within earshot. Most direct their pitches at the passing motorbikes, but a few clock me, switching to English with predatory speed: “Cheap shoes, sir! Very good, very cheap! You want? Come!” I nod, say “No, cảm ơn,” but one persists, sidling up, a neon orange poncho swallowing his frame. He blocks my path, smile too eager, eyes flicking to my shoes.

      “You need new?” he asks. I try to step around him, but he mirrors my move, placing a hand on my arm. The touch is electric, a shock running up to my neck. I recoil, and his smile collapses into a sneer. “You don’t need, then don’t walk here,” he spits, stepping back. I mumble an apology and hurry on.

      A horn blares. A motorbike tears down the sidewalk, scattering pedestrians. The rider, a boy no older than sixteen, zigzags between the stalls, shouting at people to get out of the way. He passes so close that the wake of air flips the hem of my shirt. In the rush, I nearly collide with a woman carrying an infant in a plastic rainshield. The baby stares at me with the same alien detachment as the girl in the stairwell. I wonder if they are related, or if this is just the default mode for children in a city of perpetual crisis.

      I reach the coffee shop, but hesitate at the door. The windows are fogged from within, a sign that the air inside is warmer, denser, and probably saturated with other people’s breath. I tell myself this is not a problem, that I have survived worse, but the thought of the damp, close air makes my heart stutter. I turn away, pretend to study the phone I haven’t checked since leaving the apartment.

      The street is louder now, the drizzle upgraded to a steady rain. Under an awning, I try to collect myself, counting backwards from twenty in Vietnamese, as Dr. Nguyen once suggested. “Hai mươi, mười chín, mười tám...” I get to mười hai before I lose the thread. I try again, but this time my focus is shattered by the sight of two men in blue raincoats across the street, heads pressed together, eyes flicking up at me every few seconds.

      They are not police, not security—just regular men, but their attention is surgical, cutting away all other stimuli. When I glance over, they turn away, but not before one of them nods, just once, a confirmation of something I don’t understand.

      I check the time. I have been out for less than twenty minutes.

      The air feels thinner, as if the rain is leaching the oxygen from the city. My lungs pull hard, but every breath is a struggle. I wipe sweat from my forehead and try to recall why I even left the apartment. The answer is lost, overwritten by the pulse in my ears.

      I cross the street, conscious of the men in blue. I choose a path that doubles back toward the market, hoping to lose them in the press of bodies. The market is chaos: tarps flapping, vendors barking prices, the ground a soup of mud and vegetable trimmings. I push through, head down, eyes on the ground. Someone shoves me from behind; I stumble, catch myself on a crate of lychees, and hear a chorus of laughter. The joke is at my expense, but I am grateful for its normalcy.

      I emerge on the other side of the market, panting. The men are nowhere to be seen, but their absence is not reassuring. I feel watched, tagged, like a stray dog with a chipped ear. The urge to run is overwhelming, but the streets are too slick, too crowded. I move at a speed just below panic.

      My shoes slip on the incline near the river, the moss growing on the steps forming a natural trap. I catch myself on the handrail, but the impact sends a bolt of pain up my forearm. I shake it out, ignore the stares from the cluster of teens smoking under the bridge.

      I am almost home. I imagine the apartment as a membrane, impermeable to the dangers of the city. I count the windows, the potted plants on the balconies, the flicker of blue TV light from behind curtains. These are landmarks of safety, more familiar than anything inside my own skull.

      I reach the building, heart still thrumming, and buzz myself in. The lobby is empty, the manager’s stool vacant. The stairwell smells of burnt garlic and mold. I take the steps two at a time, desperate for the sanctuary of my own door.

      Inside, I lock the deadbolt, then the chain, then wedge a chair under the handle. I stand with my back against the wall, eyes closed, waiting for the pulse to settle.

      It does not.

      I slide down the wall to the floor, the damp tile leeching the heat from my body. I wait for the paranoia to recede, but it clings to me like a second skin. Even in the sealed safety of the apartment, I feel the eyes of the city, pressing in, waiting for the next time I am stupid enough to step outside.

      I have not bought coffee. I have not completed my errand. I have not proven anything to anyone.

      I listen to the sound of rain against the window, to the whistle of wind through the cracks in the frame, and know that it will be a long time before I try this again.

      The phone buzzes in my pocket, a message from Ruth: “Still alive?”

      I do not reply.

      For the rest of the day, I do not move.

      Scene 3

      The storm detonates at sundown. I sense it before the first thunder; the hair on my arms standing up, the electrical pressure grinding behind my eyes, a migraine aura even without the pain. I make a circuit of the apartment, checking every window latch and door lock, then double-back, securing the deadbolt and wedging the bathroom mop between the handle and the floor. I close all the curtains, though one is too waterlogged to hold its shape and drapes limp, an amputated limb trailing over the sill. The city outside is a rumor—no lights, no sirens, just the slow build of wind up the hill and the first sheets of rain hammering the tin awnings below.

      I drop to the floor, back against the wall, knees pulled tight. The position is supposed to be grounding, or so Dr. Nguyen says, but tonight it feels like I’m holding myself hostage. The tile is cold and sticky. I can feel each ridge of grout pressing into the bone, a latticework of discomfort.

      The power flickers, then steadies, the bulb overhead blaring at maximum lumen before shivering back to half-life. Each time the lights go, I hold my breath, waiting for the city’s grid to surrender. The momentary darkness is absolute, even the glow from the phone muted by the hand I clamp over the screen. I don’t want to see my own face reflected in the black.

      Rain finds every weakness in the building’s facade, and I listen to it navigate the cracks—tap, trickle, then steady drip onto the kitchen tile. A puddle is already forming next to the fridge, the water spreading in a slow fan toward the bedroom. I tell myself I will mop it up, but the idea of standing, of walking, is ludicrous.

      A flash of lightning turns the entire room negative, shadows inverted for a split second before plunging back to dull gray. The boom is instantaneous, less a sound than a physical impact, rattling the glass and setting off car alarms up and down the street. In the seconds after, I hear the echo of it in my chest, a double-time percussion that will not sync with my pulse.

      The phone buzzes—James, again—and I swipe it off the table. It clatters to the floor, battery cover popping loose, the pieces scattering under the couch. I make no move to retrieve it. The battery will die eventually, and with it, the last remaining tether to the outside world.

      I try to collect myself. Breathe in, count to five, breathe out. But the breath snags halfway, the air heavy with ozone and the promise of blackout. My thoughts drift, then stutter, then loop: They’re watching. They know. You fucked up and now you’re the case study, the urban legend, the tây who lost it and got deported. They’re coming for you, and you won’t even hear it until they’re inside the building.

      I want to believe this is just the storm, just the body in distress, but the certainty builds with each thunderclap. The Tết incident wasn’t contained. Someone talked. Someone called Dr. Nguyen, or worse, Ruth, and now it’s only a matter of hours before the landlord knocks at the door, flanked by uniformed men who don’t care about privacy or precedent. I imagine them searching the apartment, cataloging the evidence of my unraveling, taking photos of the wall diagrams and the piles of dirty laundry, the stains on the bed, the fungus on the mug.

      I have to do something, but the options are laughable. Escape to the roof? Too obvious. Out the back, through the alley? The alley is a trap; I’d be cornered in seconds. The only solution is to wait, to let the storm pass, to hope that in the chaos of the city’s blackout, I can be forgotten.

      I try to stand, to gather the papers strewn across the floor, but the legs will not cooperate. I slide forward, reach for a handful of pages, and succeed only in scattering them further. The air is so humid the paper sticks to my fingers, the ink bleeding in blue rivers. I ball up the worst of it, crush it until the pulp leaks between my knuckles, then drop it into the growing puddle by the fridge. The rest, I leave where it lands.

      There is a moment—a single, clean second—when the power goes out entirely. The world is erased, and all I can hear is the breath inside my own head, the slow click of nerves misfiring. I want to cry, but the body won’t make the effort.

      In the dark, the hallucinations return. Not visions, exactly, but the presence of someone sitting just outside my field of view, breathing in tandem with me, sharing the air. I know it is not real, but the knowledge is powerless against the sensation.

      When the lights return, it’s as if nothing has changed. The room is still a disaster. The storm still pounds the window. My heart is still a faulty metronome. But for a moment, I let myself believe in the possibility of a witness—a ghost, or a shadow, or a memory—sitting with me through the worst of it.

      I crawl to the desk, drag the battered diary onto the floor, and fumble for a pen. The pen is out of ink, so I use the one Ruth left on her last visit, a garish purple that stains the paper like iodine.

      I write:

      
        
        Whispers in the thunder, my thoughts unravel

        Shards of mind leak through the cracks of my skull

        Echoes of a self erased in the storm’s howl

        I drown in silent rain, unmade and null.

      

      

      The effort is monumental. My hand shakes so badly the words slant to the edge of the page, then run off entirely. I want to write more, but there is nothing left to say.

      I close the diary, press it to my chest, and lie back on the tile. The air is so cold now that my skin pebbles, every nerve ending lit up and raw.

      I listen to the storm until it becomes indistinguishable from the sound of my own blood.

      I do not move for a long time.

      When sleep comes, it is not a comfort, but an erasure. A mercy, in its way.

      In the morning, the city will be new again, rebuilt from the debris.

      But for now, I am just a body on the floor, waiting for the world to remember me.
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            The Abyss

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      Sunrise arrives as a slow hemorrhage, orange diluted by the gray that creeps into every corner of this apartment. The light hits my eyelids and burns. I blink, twice, three times, expecting the world to resolve into something familiar. Nothing. I have been dreaming in a language that isn’t mine—no, that’s wrong, the language is mine but the voice isn’t, and when I try to translate it the meaning decays. I wake with my back against the tile, fingers curled around an object I can’t name. It could be a diary, or a pillow, or the fossilized remnant of some former life. The smell of mildew has evolved from mere background radiation to dominant atmospheric layer. My tongue is carpeted in it.

      A wet spot on the ceiling is directly above me, an amoeba of spreading black rings. Rainwater drips from the edge, each impact on the tile registering as a metronomic rebuke: alive, alive, alive. I measure my breath to the rhythm, then lose count, then wonder if it was ever mine to begin with. There is a pressure in my chest, not quite panic, not quite anything. I catalog it anyway: 1) lungs, wet; 2) heart, sluggish; 3) mouth, dry, tastes of sleep and defeat.

      There is a sense of movement, as if the room has tilted five degrees on its axis and the furniture is holding on out of inertia alone. I sit up, or try to—the world pitches and the air grows knives. My knees crack, loud in the morning hush. The memory of last night is a hole. I scan for evidence: the desk sags under the weight of its own disorder, papers gone to seed across the floor, three upended coffee mugs, a glass of water with a film on the top like pond scum. The walls are vertical rivers; condensation runs in slow-motion races toward the baseboards.

      I am thirsty, so I crawl to the kitchen. The word “kitchen” is generous: a counter, a single burner, a sink with a single function—drain the city’s water into the rest of the building. I reach for the kettle and pour, missing the cup and baptizing my hand in tepid, algae-scented fluid. The pain is distant, as if filtered through a lead blanket. I sip and taste nothing but mold.

      A mirror waits above the sink. It is cracked, the fracture line running from upper left to lower right, splitting the face I see there into two warring halves. The man in the mirror is both familiar and foreign. He has my eyes, but they’re veined with something that isn’t blood. His hair is a bird’s nest, black gone to steel, and his skin is a pale not found in nature, blanched by several centuries of self-abuse. I touch my cheek and the face in the glass flinches. I open my mouth and expect a name to emerge, but all I get is a rush of air and a sound like the first syllable of a drowning.

      I look for clues. The right side of my collarbone is inked with a bruise, an imperfect fingerprint in violet and yellow. I run my thumb along it, but the nerve endings have already checked out. My shirt—someone’s shirt—hangs crooked from my frame, the collar stiff with dried sweat. My feet are bare, the left one swollen at the toe. I have no memory of how this happened.

      I stumble back to the desk, my legs auditioning new configurations for balance. The chair is overturned, a casualty of the night, so I squat and sort through the pile of debris. Diary pages, some loose, some half-shredded. Photographs, faces bleached by water damage. Post-Its in two languages. I spread the pages across the surface, flattening them with my palm. My hand shakes, the nerves sending errant Morse code up to the shoulder.

      I start to read, but nothing connects. The first page is in English, my script. The entry is dated but the date is wrong—the year has been changed twice, the ink different colors. “Lost time again. Woke to rain and the taste of metal. Someone has rearranged the kitchen.” The next line is in Vietnamese, clipped and formal, a tone I never use in speech: “Không có gì tồn tại mãi mãi.” Nothing lasts forever. I run my finger under the words, wondering if I’m quoting someone or plagiarizing myself.

      Another page, this one written in the voice of a stranger: “He walks the perimeter of his own life, checking the locks, certain that the world is porous.” The narrative toggles from first person to third, then back again without warning. I scan for consistency, for a single thread that ties these together, but the only common element is the handwriting, and even that wavers—sometimes academic, sometimes frantic, sometimes a child’s tremor.

      A photograph catches my eye. It’s me, or someone who looks like me, standing in front of Xuan Huong Lake. The horizon is a wash of fog and cold, and my face is angled away from the camera, lips parted as if mid-exhalation. Next to me, a woman: hair cut close, mouth set in a line. She is looking at me, not the lens. The caption on the back is in ballpoint: “New Year, old mistakes.” No signature, no date.

      The panic arrives not as a sharp spike but as a gentle tightening, a reduction of the available universe to the span of my shoulders. I begin to sweat, or maybe the sweat never left from the night before. I flip through more pages, hoping for a clue: an address, a name, a reason for being here. I find nothing. Every entry is a breadcrumb, but the birds have eaten the path and the forest is infinite.

      I try to recall my name. Whitaker? The word fits but slips; it feels like a jacket borrowed from a dead friend. Việt Khánh, my parents called me that, but the sound in my mouth is all angles. Was that me? I search for proof, but every document, every ID, every page of the diary has been rendered unreadable by water or time or both. The more I look, the less I know.

      I stand, and the blood rushes to my head. For a moment, I am certain I will pass out, but the world steadies. I move to the window, peer through the condensation. The city below is a mat of rusted roofs and blue tarps, the morning air already thick with smog and incense. The street is empty except for a woman in red, sweeping leaves into the gutter with a bamboo broom. Her movements are measured, ritual. I try to remember the street name, but all I get is a fragment: “Trần Hưng Đạo.” Is that here? Or was that the last city?

      Back at the desk, I grab a pen—one of Ruth’s, bright orange, bleeding on contact—and start a new page. The hand is uncooperative, letters slanting downward, then righting themselves out of sheer stubbornness. I write:

      —

      1/2. Woke with no memory of last 48 hours.

      Physical: sore throat, headache, bruised ribs.

      Emotional: none.

      Cognitive: fragmenting. Narrative unstable.

      —

      The words reassure, then dissolve. I add, in Vietnamese:

      —

      Tôi là ai? Tôi đang làm gì ở đây?

      —

      Who am I? What am I doing here?

      The phrase looks childish on paper. I underline it, then scribble it out so hard the nib tears the pulp.

      A surge of irritation. I slam my palm on the desk, scattering the photographs. One lands face-up: the same woman, this time alone, her mouth twisted in a half-smile. She looks like she knows something I don’t, and the knowledge is a private joke. I stare at her, willing the memory to surface. Nothing. I touch the edge of the photo to my lips, hoping for a sense memory, a taste or smell or something. Nothing.

      I move to the bathroom, flip the light, and stare again at the man in the mirror. I recite the names, all the names: Whitaker, Việt Khánh, “hey tây,” “anh,” “mister,” “doctor,” “nobody.” The words echo and rebound in the tile box, but none fit for more than a moment. I touch my face, tracing the lines of jaw and nose, searching for familiar landmarks. The skin is foreign. The cheekbones have shifted since last I checked. There is a cut on my chin, days old, scabbed over. I do not remember it happening.

      I try to smile, just to see if the face will respond. It does, but the effect is grotesque: too many teeth, eyes unaligned. I stop, drop my hand, and return to the living room.

      The panic has receded. In its place, a numb resignation. I pace the perimeter, counting each step. The tiles are cold, but the pressure on my feet grounds me. I check the window latch, the lock on the door, the hinges on the wardrobe. All secure. I open the fridge and close it, open the cupboards and close them, touch each surface as if reacquainting myself with the physics of the world.

      At the desk, I try to reconstruct the diary into some kind of order. Pages overlap, dates loop, entries contradict. I tape the best ones to the wall, forming a grid. In the gaps, I pin the photographs. The result is less an archive and more a protest against erasure.

      I grab the orange pen and write on the wall:

      —

      MEMORY IS A CHRONIC ILLNESS.

      —

      I circle it twice, then underline with a line so thick it leaks to the next page.

      I sit, cross-legged, and wait for something to happen.

      The drip from the ceiling continues, keeping time.

      The man in the mirror watches, as patient and unhelpful as a god.

      I start to laugh, but stop when the sound frightens even me.

      The day has just begun.

      I have not yet earned the luxury of collapse.

      Scene 2

      The morning is a membrane: sunlight slithers in, thin and yellow, rendered impotent by the wet glass. The windows are fogged inside and out, so the boundary between apartment and city is an ambiguous film, the world on the other side reduced to movements and shadows, no discernible features. The light finds me at the desk, where I am working to deconstruct the archive of myself.

      It starts as a simple compulsion: organize the pages, remove the redundancies, discard what is useless. But the logic mutates as soon as I begin. I find myself tearing entries from the diary—not carefully, but with the recklessness of someone trying to erase more than preserve. The paper rips uneven, leaving small white tags along the edge like teeth. I pin them to the wall, overlapping and disordered. Then I add more: sticky notes, photos, bits of envelope with words scrawled at angles.

      With each pin, the tension in my arms ratchets up. The map grows outward, swallowing the empty wall until the plaster vanishes beneath a shifting field of documentation. I want to believe I am making sense of it, but the pattern is more nervous system than roadmap: branches and loops, failed connections, nodes that repeat the same phrase over and over in both languages.

      In the middle of this, I knock over the cup of tea I set on the corner of the desk an hour ago. The liquid, gray and viscous with floating leaves, spills across the only clear patch of wood, then wicks into the nearest pile of notecards. I lunge to save them, but the damage is instant: half the text on the top card blurs into blue mush. I lift the card and hold it to my face, but the ink stains my nose and nothing is legible.

      The rage is instant, total. I throw the card against the window, where it leaves a snotty blue smear before sliding down to the sill. I curse in both languages, the words fusing into a single, indecent expletive. The echo of it sounds like laughter. I don’t remember laughing.

      I resume the work, more frantic now. The pinboard swells until it overruns the borders of its frame, leaking onto the adjacent wall. The diagram has grown teeth and claws: red string biting across pages, blue highlighter gouging margins, photos of faces blurred by time and water damage. The most recent ones—some digital prints, some Polaroids—are the worst. I stare at them, daring them to offer evidence, but the only response is silence and smudge.

      I step back to survey the whole. My heel lands on an index card I left on the floor. The card splits, sending a jag of pain up my arch. I kick it away, then realize I’ve tracked tea and ink across the tile, each step a Rorschach. I imagine someone studying these prints, trying to reconstruct the gait and attitude of the inhabitant, and the thought makes me shudder.

      It is then I notice her.

      She stands in the corner, between the fridge and the window, where the wall curves and the light bends. She is not as I remember, but more: the lines of her face sharper, the hair longer, the blue jacket crisp and dry despite the humidity. Thu. The name arrives with a physical jolt, like a sudden drop in barometric pressure. She is both present and not; the air around her wavers, as if the world resists admitting her existence.

      “Việt Khánh,” she says, and the sound is both home and threat. The syllables snag on the inside of my chest, setting off a minor arrhythmia. I don’t answer, because the mouth is not accepting orders.

      She steps forward, not walking but gliding, the feet hidden by the puddle of light at her base. Her hands are empty, fingers splayed, as if she expects to catch me in a fall. “You’re losing yourself again, Việt Khánh,” she repeats. The second time, it sounds almost like an apology.

      I want to move toward her, to close the gap, but my legs perform a paradox: they step forward and back in the same instant, and I end up anchored to the spot. She watches, head tilted, the expression on her face both pitying and clinical. I try to reach her, but the hands freeze at mid-chest, unable to advance.

      She drifts closer, then pauses, eyes flicking to the wall of evidence behind me. “You came here looking for something,” she says, “but you’ve forgotten what it was.” Her accent is perfect, clipped and deliberate, not like the slurry of memory I’ve assigned to her voice in my head. The precision makes me ache.

      A draft stirs the room, and with it comes her perfume. It is a fusion of two impossibilities: bitter citrus and the dusty sweetness of decayed wood. The mold in the apartment amplifies it, rendering the air thick and almost drinkable. I inhale, and the memory blooms in the back of my skull—university library, blue jacket, the way she marked her pages with strips of cigarette box because proper bookmarks were pretentious.

      She moves to the desk, touches the edge of the cup, then lifts her finger and licks away the tea. “You were always bad at this part,” she says, “the part where you admit you need someone to witness it.” The words are gentle but heavy, like the leaded glass that lines old cathedral windows.

      I want to speak, to plead my case, but the mouth malfunctions. I manage a single word: “Why?” but the sound is barely above a whisper.

      She sets the cup down, looks me in the eye. “Because you can’t be both observer and observed,” she says. “Even Schrödinger knew that.”

      Her image flickers, goes transparent for a breath, then snaps back to solid. For a moment, her hands are buried in the pile of notes on the desk, rifling through them with clinical detachment. She extracts a photograph and holds it up: it’s me, in profile, laughing or grimacing, the face distorted by a vertical streak of light. She looks at it, then at me, then places it at the top of the pinboard.

      “See?” she says. “You’re still in here. Just harder to find.”

      The logic of it is both comforting and annihilating. I want to thank her, or curse her, or both. Instead, I begin to weep: not the cinematic, photogenic sort, but the slow, snotty kind that arrives from the bone marrow out. I sink to the floor, the knees giving way, and press my forehead to the cool tile. The smell of ink and tea and sweat blends with her perfume, and for a moment I can’t tell where I end and the apartment begins.

      Thu sits beside me, cross-legged. Her presence is a weight on the floor, as real as gravity. “You could try sleeping,” she suggests, “or at least pretending to.” She reaches out, brushes a lock of hair from my eyes. The touch is electric, the nerves at my temple firing in pure white.

      I close my eyes, and she is gone.

      When I open them, the room is empty except for the sound of the drip from the ceiling and the wild, erratic heartbeat in my chest.

      I look at the wall. The photograph she pinned remains, glistening with a film of condensation.

      In the corner, the spilled tea has begun to coagulate, a slow stain creeping toward the baseboards.

      I sit in the mess and try to remember what I was searching for.

      I fail.

      But for the first time all morning, I do not feel alone.

      Scene 3

      The light has shifted again. Noon, or the memory of noon, pushes at the window, bleaching the fog to translucence. I am cross-legged on the floor, surrounded by the fallout of my own destruction: pages torn from the diary, photographs in all stages of decomposition, index cards with half-written notes in blue and orange and black. The sweat on my back has dried to salt, crusting the shirt against my skin, but my palms still leak fear. The air in the apartment is inert, a stagnant lake with no possibility of rain.

      I count the pages, then give up. I try to arrange them into a shape—timeline, constellation, tree—but the narrative rejects order. Instead I push them into a loose circle, a perimeter of memory that promises containment but delivers only mockery. In the center of the ring, I place the photo: me, standing between two women, both faces erased by water or sabotage. I study it, looking for evidence. The arm on the left is lighter, the wrist bone angular, veins visible. That’s Thu, I think. The hand on my right shoulder is smaller, the nails bitten to the quick. Linh. I want to believe the composition, but doubt licks at the edge of every hypothesis.

      I rock forward, then back, searching for comfort in the motion. My knees click with each shift, and the sound echoes in the room. It’s as if the space has shrunk, the walls pulled closer by the weight of words taped to them. Each page is a witness, every ink stroke a deposition against my claim to identity.

      A new voice enters the room, soft and consonantal, with the timbre of someone remembering how to speak. I look up and she is there: Linh, perched on the arm of the sunken chair across from me. She wears white, as always, the fabric thin enough to reveal the shadows of her ribs. Her face is calm, the mouth set in a line that could be grief or patience or both.

      “Việt Khánh,” she says. The name floats to me, then hovers, unwilling to land. “You’re still the same man.” Her lips curve, the smallest upturn, but the eyes remain fixed on the photo in my hands.

      “I don’t know who I am,” I say, the words quaking on exit. “I don’t remember.” The effort of speaking is monumental; I have to inhale after every syllable. “Do you?”

      She doesn’t answer. Instead, she reaches down, lifts a diary page from the floor, and turns it over in her hands. She reads aloud, her voice gaining confidence as she goes:

      —

      Self as negative space. Self as palimpsest. Every layer erases what came before, but the ghost of the original remains, if you know where to look.

      —

      She looks up, expression unchanged. “You taught me that,” she says. “In the garden. When the roses were black with rot.” Her voice wavers, then strengthens: “You said Jung’s shadow was just the self refusing to die.”

      The memory is almost real, the garden a burst of color behind my eyelids. I cling to it, desperate for a foothold. “That wasn’t me,” I say. “That was someone else.”

      She shrugs, a gesture so precise it must be true. “You’re all the same to us,” she says. “The self is an echo, nothing more.”

      Across the circle, Thu appears, seated on the opposite side, knees drawn to her chest. Her hair is damp, a dark halo around her face. She watches Linh with the wariness of animals at a watering hole. “You’re not helping,” Thu says. “He doesn’t need poetry. He needs facts.”

      Linh doesn’t flinch. “Facts are just stories with better PR,” she replies. She drops the page and it flutters to the floor, face-down.

      Thu snorts, the sound oddly comforting in its dismissiveness. “You came here to find something,” she says to me, voice sharper than before. “You thought if you mapped it all, the answer would appear. But you can’t see the map because you’re still in it. You’re the city, not the cartographer.”

      The logic is both perfect and annihilating. I clutch the photo, knuckles whitening. “If I’m the city, then who are you?” The question emerges before I know I’m asking it.

      Thu smiles, but it is a sad smile. “We’re just landmarks,” she says. “Points on your perimeter. When you stop circling, we disappear.”

      Linh is silent, eyes on the floor. A tear slips from her right eye, tracks down the cheek, then vanishes at the jawline. The effect is more beautiful than I can bear.

      I try to write, hands trembling, the diary page blotting with each pressure. The first lines are legible, almost academic:

      —

      2/1. Dissociation worsening. Hallucinations: persistent. Motor control: intermittent.

      Recurring figures: T. (blue jacket), L. (white shirt).

      Recurring motif: loss of agency, memory collapse.

      Attempted interventions: mapping, witness, documentation.

      —

      But the next lines degenerate, the words blurring, skipping languages, logic leaking out the edges. I press the pen harder, trying to anchor the thought.

      —

      Khong phai toi. Ai cung co don duoi lop da cua minh.

      Not me. We are all lonely beneath our skin.

      Who am I. Who are you.

      Who am I.

      —

      My hand rebels, the letters slant and multiply, then tangle into a knot of meaning. The proverb—Ai cũng cô đơn dưới lớp da của mình—repeats itself without command. I stare at the page, watching as the ink feathers and bleeds, every repetition lighter than the last.

      I look up and both women are there, occupying the same cubic meter of air but refusing to see each other. The effect is vertiginous, as if the room is spinning around a fixed point that isn’t me.

      I begin to rock, faster now, a childhood self-soothing returned by necessity. I mutter the proverb under my breath, over and over, until it loses sense and becomes pure sound.

      Linh stands, moves toward me, her bare feet making no noise on the tile. She crouches, lifts my chin, and for a moment I see my own face reflected in her eyes, the image warped by the water that coats them. “You’re still the same man,” she repeats, “the same man who taught me to find the story beneath the wound.”

      I want to thank her, but the throat is closed. I nod, just once.

      Thu rises, crosses behind Linh, and stands at my left shoulder. She lays a hand on my back, the touch both real and not, as if the nerves have decided to entertain one last hallucination before quitting.

      “You can rest now,” Thu says. “It doesn’t have to make sense.”

      For the first time, I believe her.

      I let go of the photo. It lands face-up, the image of three ghosts staring at nothing.

      The collapse is gentle. I lean forward, pressing my forehead to the floor, the diary page cushioning the impact. The circle of evidence closes around me, the fragments of language and memory swirling, then settling.

      My hands unclench, the fingers splayed wide.

      I close my eyes, and the world goes silent.

      —

      I do not know how long I stay there.

      —

      When I next open my eyes, the apartment has dimmed. Evening, or almost evening, the light bruised and ambiguous. The air is cooler, the sweat on my skin dried to a map of old rivers. The ghosts are gone. Only the evidence remains.

      I look at the diary, the last entry illegible. I pick up a new page, draw a single line down the center, then write, in neat script:

      —

      Ai cũng cô đơn dưới lớp da của mình.

      —

      I stare at the sentence, willing it to mean more than it does.

      Then I write, in English:

      —

      We are all lonely beneath our skin.

      —

      I underline it twice, then set the pen down.

      A thought occurs, brief and almost comic: I am still here.

      I am still here.

      I laugh, the sound echoing in the empty room.

      I gather the pages, form them into a pile, and set them by the window. Outside, the fog has lifted. For a moment, the city is visible, all its flaws and arteries revealed.

      I close the diary and place it on the sill.

      There is nothing left to write.

      But for now, that is enough.

      
        
        Diagnostic Elegy, Final Draft

        When all the language fails

        and the world empties to static,

        when even the ghosts have grown tired

        of their old monologues,

        the body invents new rituals:

        circle the room, salt the perimeter,

        catalogue the wounds in three alphabets,

        then rest.

        I have outlived my own narrative.

        I have become the patient and the case report,

        the study and the footnote.

        I am the data set that will never close,

        the control group and the uncontrolled.

        In this city of lost names, I surrender

        to the kindness of strangers,

        the touch of the vanished,

        the quiet that arrives when the story

        has nowhere else to go.

        —

        There is a comfort in this failure,

        a symmetry in the collapse.

        I sign the poem, leave it unsigned,

        and wait for the next day to begin.

        —

        We are all lonely beneath our skin.

        But for the first time, I am not afraid.

        The storm will return,

        the ghosts will come and go,

        but tonight, at least, the map of my self

        has found its boundary.

        I rest my head on the window glass,

        watch the city breathe, and let the world

        invent itself again.
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            The Reluctant Phoenix

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The world begins with a fizzing pulse. It is not the beat of my own heart but an artificial, digitized stand-in, chirping from somewhere overhead. The first thing I see is the ceiling, the colorless mineral finish blurred at the corners by a lens of dried mucous and the disinterest of cheap overhead lights. I am horizontal, but the axis is off—gravity presses at a fresh vector, unfamiliar and unsanctioned.

      I try to roll, but the body is a sack of soaked linen. My right arm is lashed to the rail by tape and tubing; a line snakes from the crook of my elbow to a hanging bag, the clear plastic stamped with information for a species I no longer claim. My left hand is free, but only theoretically—when I flex the fingers, they rise in unison, weakly, like the paws of a kitten euthanized mid-dream.

      There is a faint, chemical odor. Not bleach, but its cousin: the antiseptic stink of surfaces cleaned to please only the bacteria. I taste copper and latex. The tongue is swollen, slurred in its own sheath of dead cells. My mouth works in slow-motion, teeth dry, gums shrunk to expose the root.

      After some time, the world sharpens by a single degree, enough to reveal the length of my own body stretched out on a bed narrow enough to suggest punishment. The skin beneath the thin sheet is slick, granular. I become aware of heat rising along the spine and pooling at the base of my neck. When I shift, the sheet moves with me, fused by sweat and, judging from the flaking at my shoulders, several days of dead epidermis.

      I check the wrists. Bruises, some yellow, some purple, in the signature of restraint. My right bicep has an IV line; the left forearm is marked with the residue of adhesive tape and a shaven patch of skin, possibly for a failed attempt. I catalog the evidence: blood draw, sedative, catheter. The ribs ache on inhalation; either I have been struck or the body has rebelled at the cellular level.

      A noise: the hydraulic hiss of a door opening. I freeze, instantly complicit. The woman who enters is mid-fifties, not small but so soft around the joints that her feet make no sound on the vinyl. She wears the standard-issue scrubs, pink and blue, a name tag in Vietnamese script with a translation in English below. She glances at me, then at the monitor array, and makes a note on the chart.

      “You’re awake,” she says, in the neutral register of someone who has witnessed every variation on this scene and has come to prefer the version where the patient does not speak. She approaches, shines a penlight in my eye without warning, then in the other.

      “Do you know your name?”

      I try. The voice emerges as a high-frequency whine, the kind children make to test whether adults can hear the upper range. “Whitaker,” I manage, though the syllables overlap and the second half dies in the wind.

      She writes something else on the chart.

      “And the date?”

      “February,” I say, then stop. What comes next is a blank so total it is like the absence of a limb. “Is it February?”

      “Mm-hmm,” she says. “And the year?”

      Another failure. I try to count back, but the last firm marker is a New Year’s Eve party in a different city, with different friends, and every minute since is a palimpsest overwritten by failure.

      She does not press. Instead, she takes my wrist, fingers the pulse, then records it against the clock clipped to her top. When she releases me, the skin throbs at the contact points. I want to ask if the bruises are standard or if I earned them.

      “You want water?” she asks.

      I nod. She pivots, fills a styrofoam cup from a dispenser, and brings it to my lips. I try to take it, but the hands are clumsy. She holds it, tilting the rim just enough that the water pools at the front of my mouth. I drink. It tastes of nothing, and everything.

      She sets the cup down. “You need anything, you call me.” Then she leaves, with the same stealth as her arrival.

      The room empties. I count the ceiling panels, lose my place, then start again. I attempt to bend my right leg, find the motion both possible and useless. I shift the foot, then the knee. The blanket comes loose, and with it a shudder that travels from the toes to the top of the skull. I am underdressed, if one can be dressed at all by a thin cotton sheet and a hospital gown with no back. The skin at my hip is exposed to the air, and I register a sensation close to violation.

      On the table to my left is a tray with a dome of clear plastic. I ignore it for a time, but the body’s instincts are not easily silenced. Eventually, I force the hand to slide, crablike, across the sheet, then up and over the tray lip. The fingers close on the dome and lift, just enough to peer under.

      Breakfast. I assume. White rice, cold and slightly glued; an oblong of tofu in a pool of yellow oil; a wedge of cucumber the thickness of a coin. There is no meat, which I interpret as both a kindness and a medical judgment. I attempt a bite of the rice, but the flavor is untranslatable—saltless, textureless, uncommitted. I chew, then spit it back into the cup. The act is disgusting but familiar, and I wonder if this is not my first meal here.

      Beside the tray is a thin notebook, spiral-bound, half-used. The cover is blue, with the logo of a local pharmaceutical company embossed at the bottom. There is a pen, the kind favored by bulk purchasers and prisoners. I pull it closer, touch the tip to the first blank page, and watch the ink bead, then flow. The hand trembles, but not enough to defeat the letters.

      I write:

      —

      Day 1?—awake in room. Arms bruised, cannot remember sequence. Think Nguyen told me I’d be here “some time.” Not dead yet.

      —

      The next line is in Vietnamese, but the characters are loose, as if the hand wants to deny ownership. I cross it out, then write below:

      —

      Recall: festival. Collapse. Ruth and James, intervention. Blackout after apartment. Now here.

      —

      I close the notebook. The effort has cost me. Sweat beads at my temples, then pools in the crease behind my neck. I press my head to the pillow, wishing for the analgesia of sleep, but the mind is now fully lit. I stare at the ceiling until the hum of the lights forms words.

      When I next open my eyes, the cup is empty, and the food tray has been replaced. The bruise on my left wrist has darkened, but the IV is gone. In its place is a tape pad with the ghost of a puncture beneath. My body is lighter. The head floats above the chest, only tenuously connected by the neck, which burns when I turn it.

      There is movement at the door. Another nurse, or perhaps the same, enters, this time with a blood pressure cuff and a metal tray. She works with a detachment I envy, securing the cuff, inflating, recording. She does not ask for my name or the date. She makes no eye contact. When she leaves, I am left with the tray: inside is a small paper cup with two pills, both white, one round and one oblong.

      I stare at the cup for several minutes. The instructions are implicit. I swallow them dry, then immediately regret it—the second catches in the throat and dissolves there, coating my esophagus with the bitter taste of some ancestor of Valium. Within ten minutes, the room softens at the edges, and my chest releases a tension I have not known was there.

      I reach for the notebook and write:

      —

      Medication: compliance test? Diazepam + ? Not sleepy. Relief from pressure in chest.

      —

      I draw a box around the word “relief,” then a circle around “test.” The rest of the page fills with loops and doodles, a residue of boredom or the first hints of tranquilization.

      I glance at the metal tray, avoiding my own reflection, but the surface is warped enough that the face comes back at me in fragments. The eye, then the nose, then the slash of a mouth. I think of my father, whose last year was spent in a similar institution, propped up by drugs and the humorless benevolence of strangers. I recall the way he refused to look in the mirror the final week, claiming he did not recognize the man who stared back. I close my eyes and the memory floats, diffuse and unresolved.

      The lights overhead flicker, then stabilize. The digital pulse returns, steady and inexorable. I wait for a sign, a purpose, but there is none.

      I return to the notebook, now the most stable object in the room, and begin a new page. The handwriting is more even, but the words come in stutters.

      —

      Shame: intense. Hospitalization = failure? Or just a pause.

      Remember: father. Died here, or somewhere like here.

      Is this fate or just accident.

      —

      I stop. There is nothing left to add. I set the pen down, fold the page, and push it to the far edge of the table. The muscles in my arm are spent.

      The lights buzz, the room vibrates, the heart in my chest beats as if it has something left to prove.

      I stare at the blank ceiling until the world blurs.

      I do not sleep, but I am not awake.

      When the nurse comes again, I pretend not to see her.

      Scene 2

      There is a routine to institutional life that one learns by osmosis. There are the checks—blood pressure, pulse, temperature—performed with a brisk efficiency that brooks no questions. There are the scheduled indignities: the urinal bottle, the strip-wash, the twice-daily parade of rice and synthetically proteinated soup. Each event is predictable, numbing, and absolutely, stubbornly impersonal.

      It is late morning when the rhythm is broken. The door clicks, hinges sighing, but the footsteps are heavier, more deliberate. I brace for the nurse, ready to perform the role of compliant patient, but instead a familiar silhouette materializes: Dr. Nguyen, her hair pulled tight, the glasses fogged at the rim from the sudden change in humidity. In her left hand is a steel thermos; in her right, a battered manila folder and a single, plastic-wrapped cup.

      She pauses at the threshold, surveying the room. “You look better,” she says, and though it’s clearly a lie, it’s the sort of lie that earns the right to exist. She moves to the side of the bed, pulls up the orange plastic chair that everyone else avoids. The thermos lands on the tray table with a hollow thunk.

      “I come bearing gifts,” she says. She pours a finger of steaming tea into the cup, the scent sharp and floral, eclipsing the hospital’s signature funk of disinfectant and human failure. She sets the cup before me, patient and unwavering.

      I stare at the cup, then at her. “Is this an attempt to kill me with kindness?” I ask. The joke falls flat, but Dr. Nguyen has the courtesy to chuckle.

      “If I wanted to kill you, I’d bring the cafeteria coffee,” she says. She flips open the folder, revealing a neat stack of observation notes and a single, clipped ECG printout. She does not look at it. Instead, she meets my eyes.

      “We need to talk about what happened,” she says.

      I feel the urge to look away, but the body is boxed in by pillows and IV poles. I settle for the second-best option: retreat into irony.

      “Is this the part where we reconstruct my broken narrative?” I say, voice airy. “Or will we just paper over the gap with a tidy diagnosis and call it a day?”

      Dr. Nguyen’s lips curve, the faintest shadow of a smile. “That depends on how cooperative you’re feeling. Do you remember anything about the last forty-eight hours?”

      I attempt to summon the memories. There is a fog, but also a jagged series of images: streetlights reflected in puddles, the hot metal tang of my own blood, the whir of ambulance tires, a corridor lined with fluorescent suns. I piece them together, and what emerges is less a story than a time-lapse of collapse.

      “I remember… pieces,” I say. “There was a market, or a festival. Too many people. Then Ruth. James. Panic, I think.” I search for the right words. “Then here.”

      She nods, as if this is both expected and adequate. “You had what we call a dissociative fugue. You walked several kilometers, mostly in circles, before collapsing at a traffic intersection. Your friends found you, eventually. Ruth says you were ‘functionally catatonic.’ Her words.”

      I grimace. “And after that?”

      “ER visit. Standard battery of tests. No concussion, but severely dehydrated, and—” she glances at the notes— “hypokalemic. Your heart did not appreciate that, by the way.”

      I roll my eyes. “My heart’s never been a team player.”

      Dr. Nguyen shrugs, a gesture equal parts resignation and affection. “Well, you’re stable now. But there’s more to it, and you know that.”

      I say nothing. The tea cools in its cup, surface tension unbroken.

      She shifts, leans in. “Whitaker, can you tell me what you were feeling? Before it happened?”

      I want to deflect—make a quip about the existential dread of the modern man, or the hazards of the Vietnamese festival circuit—but something in her tone is gravity itself. I fumble for honesty, and it comes out in a tangle.

      “I think it was just… the weight. Not just the city, or the people, but all of it. The sense that none of this was real, or if it was, it was designed to make me lose. Every face in the crowd had an accusation in it, even the ones I’d never met. Even my own.”

      I catch my reflection in the plastic-wrapped cup. The face is warped, half-melted, as if it were still in the process of being built.

      Dr. Nguyen is silent, letting the admission hang. She refills the cup, then pours a measure for herself. “You know,” she says, “there’s a saying in Vietnamese: ‘Qua cơn bĩ cực đến hồi thái lai.’ After the worst storm, the sun returns.”

      I scoff, but gently. “That presumes you survive the storm.”

      She smiles, genuine this time. “You did. That’s the point.”

      I watch her sip the tea. The calm is not feigned. “So what now?” I ask.

      She sets her cup down, hands steepled. “Now, we try to find a way to make the next storm less catastrophic.” She taps the folder. “Medication helps, but it’s not a cure. We’ll keep you here for a few more days, titrate up the mood stabilizer, monitor for side effects. After that, regular therapy. Mindfulness, if you can stomach it. You know the drill.”

      I bristle at the word. “I always thought mindfulness was for people with less complicated minds.”

      Dr. Nguyen laughs. “Everyone’s mind is complicated. Some are just louder about it.”

      I nod, but the gesture is more compliance than agreement.

      She looks at me for a long moment. “There’s another proverb: ‘Nước chảy đá mòn.’ Water wears away the stone. You don’t need to smash through the wall. Just erode it, slowly.”

      I want to say I am the water, or the stone, or both, but the metaphor is too obvious even for me. Instead, I reach for the cup, raise it in salute, and drink.

      The session is not long. She reviews the plan, checks my pulse, makes a note on the chart. Before leaving, she sets the thermos closer to my side of the table.

      “Finish it,” she says. “It’ll do you more good than the hospital menu.”

      She stands, but does not rush. At the door, she pauses, hand on the handle.

      “You’re not alone, Whitaker. Even when you think you are.”

      She leaves, and the air closes behind her. The scent of tea lingers, a stubborn remnant of the outside world.

      I stare at the thermos for a while. Eventually, I pour another cup, watching the steam curl and vanish. My hands are steadier now.

      I take up the notebook, flip to a clean page, and begin to write. The words come slower, but they no longer slip sideways into gibberish. I finish the cup, then another.

      The lights overhead are as harsh as ever, but the world is, for the first time in days, in focus.

      I do not call for the nurse. I do not need to.

      I watch the condensation bead on the side of the thermos, and I wait.

      Scene 3

      The difference between sedation and lucidity is less a matter of chemistry than of intent. In the days before, I inhabited the hospital room as a transient, waiting for someone to collect me or declare me a loss. Now, with the tea’s warmth in my stomach and Dr. Nguyen’s words playing on loop, I begin to see the place as a system: inputs, outputs, feedback loops. In this model, I am both node and observer.

      From the window, the view is unchanged—a vertical garden of air conditioners, the backsides of signs for shops I’ll never enter, the slow river of scooters streaming below. But now, I see the scaffolding of lives behind each window. An old woman waters her plants, her shirt stained with the colors of a thousand mornings. A teenager leans over the railing, cigarette hidden but obvious, eyes scanning for the disapproving gaze of a parent. Even the alley cats, perched like sentries on a rooftop, look more purposeful.

      Within the ward, the rhythms are more subtle, but no less intricate. Across the hall, an elderly Vietnamese man, one arm bandaged and suspended in a makeshift sling, is visited by a small platoon of family: wife, son, two grandsons, a daughter-in-law hovering at the edge. They bring food and stories, the air in his room thick with the sound of laughter and the click of chopsticks against plastic. When the nurse comes to check his IV, the old man insists she join them for a sweet dumpling; after some negotiation, she accepts, grinning around a mouthful of glutinous rice.

      Two doors down, a young nurse tends to a patient whose mind is adrift, the movements of dementia as unpredictable as weather. The nurse speaks to him in gentle, looping phrases, never rising to frustration, even when the patient tries to bite her. She moves with the patience of someone who has decided that nothing truly matters except this moment, this kindness.

      The doctors, for their part, orbit the hallways in an endless migration, their faces by turns exhausted and exultant. They gossip at the central station, then disperse at the call of a pager, returning minutes later with new tales and fresh stains on their white coats. The social worker, a man with a mustache that predates most of the patients, moves between rooms offering forms to sign and, occasionally, a joke. I have not yet been able to decode his sense of humor.

      All of it—the noise, the movement, the overlapping languages—conspires to create an ecosystem where survival is not just possible, but routine. I take comfort in the redundancy.

      In this spirit, I resume my own documentation. The notebook, once a repository of despair, now serves as the substrate for a new project. Today’s entry is a letter, addressed not to Dr. Nguyen or to Ruth, but to myself, age sixteen: a version of me that knew everything and nothing, that believed in the inevitability of progress and the impossibility of decline.

      —

      Dear Younger Me,

      You will not listen to this advice. I know, because I am you, and I also never listened to anyone.

      Still, here it is.

      First: you are not immortal. You are not immune to collapse, no matter how clever or educated or vigilant you think you are. The mind, it turns out, is not a fortress, but a museum—a collection of artifacts, poorly labeled, vulnerable to decay and theft.

      Second: you will make mistakes. Some will be so spectacular that your future self will marvel at the ingenuity required. You will hurt people. You will fail them, and yourself. The only redemption is in owning these failures, not as evidence of worthlessness, but as proof that you were here, and you tried.

      Third: kindness matters. This will seem obvious to everyone but you, but eventually you’ll see that the only currency worth hoarding is the memory of having helped someone when it cost you nothing.

      Fourth: find someone to love, and allow them to see you—even the ugly, rotted parts. If you’re lucky, they’ll stick around for the best bits. If not, you’ll still have the scars to show for it.

      Fifth: When you end up in a hospital bed, bandaged and bruised, try to see it as a chance to reassemble the evidence. The world is still happening outside, indifferent but beautiful. You are still part of it.

      Finally: You will write all this down, someday, and laugh at your own melodrama. Or at least, you will try.

      Yours,

      Older, marginally wiser you

      P.S. Forgive Dad. He was just as scared as you.

      —

      I read the letter twice. The first time, I cringe at the sentimentality. The second, I surprise myself by not crossing out a single line. I tear the page from the spiral, fold it, and tuck it into an envelope the hospital provided for “important correspondence.”

      I place the envelope on the windowsill. Outside, the afternoon light fractures through the blinds, striping the room in gold and shadow. A breeze lifts the edge of the letter, and for a moment it seems poised to fly.

      I set the thermos beside it, the condensation pooling into a small, perfect lens on the Formica.

      From the hallway, a child’s laugh, pure and unmediated. The sound is so out of place it makes my eyes sting. I close them, breathe deep, and savor the air, which smells more of tea and less of disinfectant than it did this morning.

      When I open my eyes, the city is unchanged.

      But so am I.

      The notebook is open, the pen steady in my hand.

      I write: “Day zero. Beginning again.”

      This time, I do not hesitate.

      Scene 4

      Night does not so much fall as sink, thickening the hospital room into an aquarium of shadow. There is no traffic outside; only the occasional bark of a dog, then a hush that amplifies the pulse in my own neck. The other beds in the ward are quiet. Even the machines take a rest, their beeps now polite, spaced at long, deliberate intervals.

      I cannot sleep. The thermos is drained; I have counted the window panes twice and found them wanting. The mind, denied its usual diversions, begins to pace. The pattern is familiar: old wounds, new doubts, the arithmetic of regret.

      Around two a.m., I switch on the reading lamp, its circle of yellow light staining the sheet like old nicotine. I prop myself against the pillows, pull the notebook close, and stare at the blank page. The urge to write is less inspiration than evacuation. If the darkness has a pressure, this is the valve.

      I begin, not with prose, but with the only language that ever felt safe: poetry. The lines come jagged, raw, the meter unstable but insistent. The pen moves faster than the hand can follow, as if the words have been fermenting, waiting for the moment when the defenses are lowest.

      What emerges is not a record but a wound:

      
        
        Poem: Nightshift (Diagnostic Elegy, Appendix)

        I carve my fears into empty corridors

        where laughter once lived.

        Every shadow lengthens the memory

        of something left behind:

        a voice in the static,

        the echo of glass breaking,

        the smell of burnt sugar and ammonia.

        I measure the hours by heartbeats,

        each one a borrowed pulse,

        each one louder than the last.

        In the fracture between midnight and morning

        the ghosts visit:

        some with names,

        some only with teeth.

        Memories dissolve in acid reflections

        of a broken mind⁠—

        faces smudged, calendars amputated,

        all evidence suspect.

        The body refuses to die or to heal;

        it simply learns new tricks:

        forgetting how to sleep,

        inventing aches where none should exist,

        teaching the hand to tremble on command.

        Ghostly footfalls echo through marrowed walls.

        Even the air is haunted,

        taste of copper, sweat, and old light.

        No one knocks, but the dread is always

        a visitor:

        sitting bedside,

        asking what you have learned,

        never satisfied with the answer.

        Ink bleeds like dark blood across the page.

        I read it back and do not recognize

        the handwriting.

        Or maybe it’s just the language of pain,

        ancient and precise, inscribed in DNA.

        Eventually the sun will rise.

        It always does,

        and with it, the faint hope

        that the world has changed.

        But most days,

        it hasn’t.

        Still, I write.

        Still, I exist in the interval

        between memory and forgetting,

        afraid to tip the balance.

        Still, I am here.

      

      

      I finish the poem and let the pen roll off the page. For a moment, the silence is absolute. My hands shake—not with fever, but with the adrenaline of confession.

      I read the poem once, twice. Each time, it is more brutal, more final. The words glow in the lamp’s circle, the paper trembling as if with fever. For the first time in a week, I feel cold.

      I fold the page and tuck it under the pillow, close to the heart. I switch off the light and let the room reclaim its shape.

      In the dark, the poem echoes in my mind, a subdermal transmission. The line about ghostly footfalls refuses to leave, and I think of the patients who wandered these halls before me, the ones who left no name, only the residue of their loneliness.

      I press my hand to my chest and feel the heart working, honest and unafraid.

      Sleep is impossible. But for the first time, I do not dread the next morning.

      I close my eyes and imagine the sun rising, the light as thin and tenacious as hope.

      Still, I am here.

      Still, I write.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Facing the Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I come home to the ruins of my own mind, spilled across the floor in loose-leaf paper and ink scabs. The apartment is less a living space than a crime scene—my own. The air is a blend of mildew, the last hospital on my clothes, and the faint, sour note of my own sweat reactivated by the short walk home. The old bruises have yellowed; the new ones, courtesy of restraint or accident, pulse beneath the skin. Every step is a confession.

      I drop my bag by the door and pause in the threshold, letting the silence percolate. The city outside is half-drowned in morning fog, as if Da Lat has decided to keep its own secrets for another hour. I breathe deep. The pulse in my throat is fast but not unmanageable. This is what passes for progress.

      I take a tour of the perimeter. The living room: unchanged, except the mold has advanced its campaign by another few centimeters, the dark colonies now encroaching on my abandoned mug. The kitchen: a terrain of feral bacteria, with the sink as the capital city. The bathroom: the mirror, still cracked, the fracture line now traced with spiderwebs of dried condensation. My bedroom is mostly undisturbed; I never spent enough time there for entropy to find purchase.

      I return to the living room. Today is the day I confront the ghosts, by invitation. I am done waiting for them to ambush me at the edge of sleep, or at the bottom of a water glass. If the mind is a haunted house, I intend to charge admission and run guided tours.

      I start by cleaning. Not out of hope, but out of the need for ritual: clear the coffee table, stack the papers, sweep the fragments of old ambitions into a corner. I throw open the window, letting in the highland mist, which carries a scent like old pine and wet stone. For a moment, I imagine the air as a filter, scrubbing the inside of my lungs.

      I arrange two chairs, side by side, facing my own at the desk. The gesture is absurd, but so is everything else. I want them to be comfortable, my guests of the imagination. I find a clean notebook, uncap a new pen, and set both on the desk. Then I sit, hands folded, and wait for the show to begin.

      The first ghost to arrive is Thu, as I knew she would be. She enters the room not with a bang but with a series of micro-gestures: the smoothing of her skirt, the way she tucks a stray lock of hair behind her ear, the fractional tightening at the corners of her mouth. She sits in the rightmost chair, conservative as always, ankles crossed and hands nested in her lap. Her straight black hair is exactly as I remember it, glossy but never ostentatious, falling just to the shoulder blades. She wears the blue jacket, sleeves worn thin, the kind of garment that would survive the apocalypse.

      I wait for her to speak, but she only regards me with the measured neutrality of a scientist observing an anomalous specimen. The silence is not uncomfortable—just precise.

      “You were never really mine, were you?” I ask the empty chair. The question is rhetorical, but her eyes flick up to meet mine and, for a second, I am sixteen again, desperate for approval.

      She doesn’t answer. Of course she doesn’t. She is an artifact of my longing, not an interlocutor.

      “I suppose you’re here to remind me what I wanted,” I say. “Or maybe to prove that I still know how to want anything at all.”

      Still nothing. I feel the old irritation, the one that always followed our conversations. I used to blame her for her reticence, her inability to rescue me from my own inertia. Now I see it was always a projection.

      I look down at the notebook, write:

      —

      2/5. Constructed apparition of T. Manifested as defense mechanism? Or as the last outpost of nostalgia.

      Symptoms: intense longing, shame at lack of progress, confusion regarding boundaries of real and invented.

      Intervention: direct confrontation.

      —

      I cap the pen and set it aside.

      “You’re not actually here,” I say. “You’re just a mood in a dress.”

      She looks at the window, then back at me. “That doesn’t make me less real,” she says. The voice is wrong—more confident than hers ever was. I realize, with a start, that I am doing ventriloquism for a dead relationship. Every word in her mouth is my own.

      “Maybe not,” I concede. “But it does mean I don’t owe you anything. You’re not a ghost, you’re an alibi.”

      The temperature in the room seems to drop. She stands, smooths her skirt again, and walks to the window. She does not look back.

      I follow her gaze. The city is waking, the fog unraveling in slow bands to reveal the skeleton of rooftops and TV antennas. A street vendor pushes a cart, the sound of his effort barely reaching us through the glass.

      I realize I am shivering. I try to steady my hands, but the tremor is worse when I’m in company, even imaginary.

      Thu turns from the window, and her face is softer now, less mask, more human.

      “I just wanted you to try,” she says. The inflection is perfect: gentle, never accusatory. The kind of voice reserved for children and the terminally ill.

      I nod, not trusting myself to reply.

      The air seems to flow through her, making her less solid. She sits again, and I see that she is now my age, not frozen at the point of origin. The lines around her eyes are mirrored in my own.

      “You know I can’t stay,” she says.

      “I know,” I say. “I’m just glad you came at all.”

      She smiles, and for a moment I am certain she will reach out to touch my hand. But she only folds her own tighter, as if to keep from dissipating altogether.

      We sit in silence. The mist thins. The sun, weak but insistent, claws at the windowpane.

      I wonder if she will ever return. I hope not. The nostalgia is a poison, slow-acting and cumulative.

      I open the notebook and write:

      —

      2/5. Confrontation complete. Residual sadness, but manageable. No hallucination of voice or touch; all interaction self-generated.

      Conclusion: Integration possible, with effort.

      —

      I close the book and cap the pen. I look at the two chairs. Thu’s is empty. The left-hand chair waits.

      I realize my hands are no longer shaking.

      Scene 2

      The left-hand chair is not empty for long. Linh arrives on a current of air that smells of jasmine and old books. She is exactly as I remember her: petite, spine a question mark, her hair pulled back in a loose knot that looks accidental but never is. She wears a white blouse, the fabric so thin it shivers in the slightest breeze. Her eyes are downcast, fixed on her own hands, which knead the hem of her sleeve into a tight rope.

      She does not sit at first. She stands, arms crossed, gaze stitched to the floor. The air around her shimmers, as if the apartment has decided she deserves a softer world. The outline of her form is less precise than Thu’s—edges blurred, almost trembling.

      I watch her for a while, unsure whether to speak. The old rule was never to startle Linh, to let her come to speech at her own pace. But I am in no mood to wait.

      “Linh,” I say. The name is a pebble dropped in a still pond.

      She looks up, startled, then covers her mouth with one hand as if to muffle an apology. Her eyes—brown, wide, impossible—catch the low light and hold it.

      “Hi,” she says. The word is almost soundless.

      I do not trust myself to answer. I am struck by the violence of my own desire: not for her, not for the past, but for the kind of absolution that only the dead can grant.

      She sits, hands folded, and waits. Her presence in the room is not a weight but a draw—gravity as invitation, not demand. She smells like Tet incense and the bitter edge of spent cigarette filters.

      I want to say something meaningful, but all I manage is: “I wish you’d stayed longer.”

      She shrugs, the movement infinitesimal. “You always said that.”

      The silence grows. I fidget, stand up, pace the perimeter of the desk. My hands search for something to do. I find the old coffee mug, the one with the lipstick print at the rim—a faded red, her color. I hold it to my face, inhale, but the only scent is stale grounds and the ghost of caffeine.

      “You died before I could tell you,” I say. The words are not practiced; they rip out of my throat. “But you’re not really here either.”

      She nods, and the compassion in her face is a punch to the sternum. “That’s okay,” she says. “I never expected you to.”

      I walk to the window. The mist has crept further into the room, diluting the harsh edges of the furniture, rendering everything provisional. I press my forehead to the glass, feel the cold bleed into my skull.

      Linh stands, moves to join me at the window. We stand in parallel, shoulder to shoulder but not touching.

      “You miss the pain, don’t you,” she says, eyes on the street below.

      “Only when it’s quiet.”

      She smiles, just enough to let me know she understands.

      We watch the city in silence. A delivery bike splashes through a puddle, painting the curb with muddy fanfare. The sky is a damp cloth, the horizon erased.

      “You were always good at pretending,” she says.

      “Pretending what?”

      “That it didn’t matter. That you didn’t need anyone.”

      I turn to look at her, but she is still watching the street. “I don’t know how to need without breaking something,” I say.

      She finally turns, eyes on mine. “Maybe that’s just the shape of you.”

      I nod, not because it’s true, but because I want her to leave with the last word.

      She returns to her chair, sits, and fades. Not all at once; more like the dissolving of a sugar cube in warm tea. First the edges, then the body, then just the shimmer of perfume in the air.

      I return to the desk, pick up the book of Vietnamese poetry—her gift, years ago. The cover is water-damaged, the spine broken, but her inscription remains:

      “Những bóng ma chúng ta đuổi theo chỉ là gương soi của chính mình.”

      I copy the line into my notebook, translate it for the record:

      —

      The ghosts we chase are mirrors of our own making.

      —

      I set the pen down and exhale.

      The mist, for once, does not slam the window shut. It billows in, slow and soft, and settles over the apartment like a quilt.

      For the first time in a very long time, I feel tired. Not the kind of tired that leads to collapse, but the kind that presages sleep.

      I leave both chairs where they are.

      I close my eyes.

      Scene 3

      When I wake, the apartment is silent except for the low, persistent drone of the refrigerator, which has outlasted every other appliance I’ve ever owned. The light outside is different—less jaundiced, more alive. The fog has retreated, leaving behind a world that is sharply, almost cruelly, visible.

      I sit up, bones protesting, and look at the chairs. For the first time, they look ridiculous: mismatched, cheap, still bearing the indentations of their former occupants. The blue upholstery on the right-hand chair is darkened where Thu sat; the left, where Linh perched, is wrinkled with the memory of her frame.

      I stand, stretch. My shoulder cracks, but the pain is dull and clean. I take the chairs, one by one, and return them to their places at the far end of the table. There is no ceremony—just a job to be done, and the satisfaction of seeing the space they leave behind.

      I look around the apartment. The papers are still scattered, the coffee mug still harbors the ghost of lipstick and caffeine, but the mess is less offensive now. It feels lived-in, not abandoned.

      I make tea, slowly. The routine is grounding: boil water, scoop leaves, let it steep until the color is the shade of old wounds. I pour a cup and return to the desk, the only place in the room where the world is still and controlled.

      I open the notebook and begin to write, hand steady, letters tight and unhurried:

      —

      Integration begins not with denial but recognition.

      The self as palimpsest—layers of desire and loss inscribed upon consciousness.

      Memory as scar tissue; longing as the thread that binds.

      I am both observer and observed, witness to the autopsy and the body on the table.

      There is comfort in this duality, if only because it is honest.

      Today, the ghosts were kind.

      Tomorrow, they may be less so.

      But for now, I know their names, and mine.

      —

      I finish the entry and lean back. My shoulders have dropped; the tension in my neck is gone. I exhale, long and deliberate, and watch the steam from the tea as it curls upward and dissipates.

      The apartment is still small, still humid, still haunted by the residue of past lives. But it is also mine, and I choose to stay.

      I look at the mirror above the sink. The face reflected there is battered, but recognizable. I do not flinch. Instead, I nod, once, as if to say: I see you. I accept the fragments.

      I leave the diary on the desk, open to the last page. I do not hide it. I do not pretend to be whole.

      I finish the tea.

      The city outside is waking.

      And so, in my way, am I.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            The Misty Mirror

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      Xuan Huong Lake is a mile-wide mirror for the city’s broken promises, and in the hour before sunrise it reflects nothing but its own uncertainty. I walk the perimeter in measured steps, sneakers sloughing through mud and wet gravel, each footfall a small protest against the softness of the world at five a.m. The city, unmasked by the absence of tourists, is quieter than I have ever known it: no scooters, no vendors, no bands of children yodeling for tips. Only the sibilance of mist slinking through pine needles and the distant, arrhythmic whine of a dog that can’t remember why it started barking.

      The air stings—sharp, mineral, dense with the aftertaste of last night’s rain. It smells of pine and what I am almost certain is the beginning of mold. The moisture clings to my face, condenses in the hollow of my neck. My jacket is useless, more for show than substance, but I keep it zipped anyway, armor against a cold that can’t be explained by temperature alone.

      Every ten meters, the path to the water is marked by a bench, most occupied only by the ghosts of lovers who found better things to do before dawn. I sidestep a puddle, toe skidding on algae, and think about how easy it would be to slip, to become a statistic in some tourist-advisory pamphlet about “local hazards.” For a brief moment, I want to see my own blood in the water, if only to confirm that I am still a contiguous entity and not the sum of a thousand unspooling nerve endings.

      The lake is shrouded—really shrouded, not just in the poetic sense. Mist rolls off the surface in long, horizontal bands, shifting the horizon line so that the city seems to float, barely tethered to earth. There’s a beauty to it, if you squint, but I am long past the point where beauty is a thing that happens to other people. For years, this place was the epicenter of my panic attacks: water, reflection, infinite regression, all the old triggers. Now, after the hospital and the recent parade of ghosts, the fear is more like an old scar: numb, but still capable of reminding me who I am.

      I choose a stone ledge at the narrowest bend, close enough to the water’s edge that a strong wind could knock me in. The surface is slick with dew and pigeon shit, and I wipe it once with the hem of my jacket before sitting. I perch, not settle—back rigid, knees at a defensive angle, hands burrowed deep in the pockets. The pose is familiar from years of practice: a man ready to run at any second, but also too tired to stand.

      Across the water, the first fishermen are already at work, launching battered blue boats that look one puncture away from total collapse. Their voices travel across the flat surface, a series of low vowels and clipped imperatives, but the words are softened by distance and humidity. I watch their progress, the careful unspooling of nets, and try to imagine what it would be like to have a job that involves only the present moment: catch, haul, repeat. I envy their lack of introspection, or maybe just their immunity to the luxury of despair.

      A breeze picks up, and with it comes a shiver—not from cold, but from the memory of being small and afraid of the lake, of standing here as a child and believing the water would swallow me if I even looked too long at the ripples. My shoulders hunch, involuntary, and I run a mental checklist of symptoms: pulse elevated but not racing, breath shallow but not gasping, the beginnings of sweat at the hairline. I recognize the prelude to panic, but there’s a new overlay this time: a kind of resignation, as if the body is saying, “Fine, let’s just get this over with.”

      I force my eyes to the horizon, away from the temptation of my own reflection. The sky is colorless, neither night nor day, the boundary erased by the omnipresent haze. I count the streetlights that rim the far shore, their halos smeared and indistinct, and assign each one a failed relationship, a professional embarrassment, a year of my life lost to chemical miscalibration. By the time I reach the end of the arc, I have accounted for every major disappointment and am forced to start over. The exercise is supposed to be grounding, but it only highlights the circularity of my failures.

      There is a silence to lakes in the early hours that makes every small sound feel like an intrusion. I can hear the individual plops of insects landing on the water, the soft lapping of waves against the algae-slicked stones, the distant click of a cyclist’s gears as they attempt to climb the opposite hill. I catalogue each noise, label it, then discard it, like a scientist determined to exhaust all observable phenomena before admitting defeat.

      The urge to check my phone is powerful but pointless; I left it charging, face-down, on the kitchen counter. I run my thumb over the seam of my jacket pocket, a substitute for the swipe and tap of digital distraction, and remember the feel of the hospital wristband now gone from my arm. In its place is a phantom itch, a reminder that even when the restraints are removed, the body remembers.

      I focus on the fishermen again. Their work is rhythmic, almost meditative. One pulls in a net, shakes out its contents—mostly weeds, from what I can see—then methodically re-casts, the arc of the throw a minor miracle of muscle memory and physics. I wonder how many times you have to repeat an action before it stops being a conscious act and becomes part of the body’s autonomic script. Ten thousand repetitions? A hundred thousand? Or does it only take a single trauma, repeated enough in the mind, to engrain itself forever?

      I glance down at the water, but only at the surface, not the image it might offer back. The mist thickens here, just above the ledge, and it’s easy to pretend that the world is only this: damp air, cold stone, the infinite patience of a lake waiting for a reason to exist. The urge to look at my reflection is strong, but I resist, knowing that the act itself is an invitation to collapse. Instead, I focus on the sensation of sitting: the ache in my hips, the numbness at the base of my spine, the way my hands have formed into claws inside the fabric of the jacket.

      A memory surfaces, unbidden: a time in university when I tried to explain to a classmate why lakes terrified me. I told her about the time my father, drunk, tried to teach me to swim by throwing me off the pier and shouting instructions from the shore. How I spent what felt like an eternity suspended between sinking and floating, the water in my ears drowning out the sound of his voice. She listened, then told me about her own father, a man who left without warning and was never spoken of again. We laughed at the symmetry, two orphans of different types, but the joke didn’t land. She dropped out a month later, and I never saw her again.

      The memory makes my chest tighten, but the pain is familiar and almost welcome. It reminds me that suffering is a shared currency, that even in the most isolated moments there is the possibility of kinship—however brief, however flawed.

      I flex my hands, willing the blood back into the fingers, and consider the ritual that brought me here. The old Whitaker would have interpreted this as an act of self-flagellation, a punishment for failing to be normal. The new Whitaker—patched together from hospital discharge papers and the cautious optimism of Dr. Nguyen—sees it as exposure therapy. The only way out is through, the only way through is to stare the thing in the face until it blinks.

      But I am not ready to look at my reflection, not yet. The mist is a buffer, a gift. I decide to wait until the sun rises, or until the first true color appears in the sky. Maybe then the world will seem less like a threat and more like a challenge.

      I close my eyes and count my breaths, one hand tracing the seam of the jacket, the other curled into a fist against the cold. I listen for the next sound, the next sign that I am not alone.

      The lake waits.

      I wait with it.

      Scene 2

      I lose track of how long I sit there, perched on the lip of stone, measuring the intervals between breaths as if the sum will eventually yield a solution. The world is diluted, my vision a slow-motion blur as the mist thickens and thins, alternately hiding and revealing the far bank like a conjurer unsure of his own routine. My legs fall asleep. Pins and needles flood the left calf; I ignore them, unwilling to cede ground to even the smallest sensation.

      When the first suggestion of color creeps into the sky—a kind of bruised violet smeared over the ash—it is almost imperceptible. I blink, and for a second, imagine I have hallucinated it. But it persists, growing with a confidence I wish I could emulate. The fishermen have moved closer to shore, their nets now glinting with a metallic sheen that catches the nascent light. The city behind them is still half-dream, high-rises softened to watercolor.

      I let my gaze drop, finally, to the surface of the water.

      The act is anticlimax, almost comic in its lack of drama. I brace for the old pulse-spike, the vertigo, the familiar sensation of skin slipping from bone—but it doesn’t come. Instead, I see a smudge of myself: a dark outline, rendered abstract by the vapor, the features erased and replaced with a trembling uncertainty. The Whitaker in the water is less a person than a rumor of a person, rippling at the edges, indistinct.

      I am not sure what I expected. A scream, maybe, or a shattering. A sense of dissociation so complete it would obliterate the rest of my morning. But the reality is nothing. The reflection offers no threat, no judgement. It simply exists, as I do, waiting for the sun to decide which of us is the more convincing forgery.

      For the first time in years, I feel something close to peace. Not the contentment advertised by yoga instructors and Instagram life coaches, but a quieter, more provisional kind—the kind that comes when you stop resisting the body’s own physics. My shoulders slacken. The grip I have on the edge of the bench loosens; my fingernails leave red crescents on my palm, but the pain is trivial, ignorable.

      I exhale, and the condensation from my breath forms a miniature fog bank in front of my face. The mist here is a democratizer, rendering all things equal: water, air, flesh, memory. I watch my reflection distort with each breath, the outline shuddering and regrouping, never the same twice. I wonder if this is what identity truly is—a series of temporary alignments, each one more or less plausible than the last, but none claiming absolute dominion.

      I lean forward, just to see how the image warps, and a droplet forms on my eyelash, cold and heavy. It hangs there for a moment, refracting the light, then falls into the lake with an almost inaudible plink. The sound is the only evidence that the boundary between me and the world is as thin as the surface tension of water.

      I glance over my shoulder, half-expecting to see a crowd of onlookers, or at least the stern gaze of some early-morning patrol. But the path is empty; even the city’s paranoia has not woken yet. I am alone with the mist and the version of myself that the lake is willing to show me. The urge to laugh is strong, but I settle for a crooked smile, the left side of my mouth twitching up in an involuntary tic.

      I study the reflection, letting my eyes adjust to the ambiguity. The face in the water is older than I remember, the jawline blurred, hair clinging to the skull in wet coils. The eyes are indistinct—just sockets, really—but I know they are mine. I raise a hand, wave at the other me, and the gesture is returned, doubled and delayed by the undulation of the lake. It feels like a handshake between strangers who suspect they might share a bloodline.

      I notice, with a kind of academic detachment, that my breathing has slowed. No more frantic inhalations, no more battle between diaphragm and larynx. The chest rises and falls in even increments, the rhythm unbroken by spikes of adrenaline or guilt. The heart is still quick, but not dangerously so—a brisk walk rather than a sprint to the edge.

      The chill at the nape of my neck intensifies as the wind shifts, carrying a fine spray off the water. I let it settle on my skin, don’t bother to wipe it away. The droplets accumulate in the hollow behind my ear, form a line of cold beads down the collar of my jacket. I shiver, but the movement is voluntary, an artifact of biology rather than terror.

      The water laps at the stones below, a sound so regular it could be mistaken for the ticking of a clock. I let the rhythm fill the space between thoughts. There are no words, no internal monologue—just the presence of sensation, unadorned by interpretation. I am, for the first time in months, simply a body in a place, responding to stimuli without overlaying it with the usual scaffolding of analysis and fear.

      I consider what Dr. Nguyen would say about this moment. Exposure, she’d call it. Successful integration. The body learns to accept what the mind cannot explain. But I think there’s more to it—something about the way the mist softens the violence of reflection, how it blurs the boundary between watcher and watched. In this light, the notion of a stable self feels absurd, almost comical. Identity is just a function of where you’re standing and what the water is willing to show you.

      The sun breaks the horizon, tentative at first, then assertive. The colors shift from violet to a bruised pink, then finally to something that resembles day. The face in the water is less visible now, drowned out by the scatter of light. I close my eyes, just for a moment, and feel the warmth behind the lids, the way it diffuses through the skin and settles in the bloodstream.

      When I open them again, the world is the same, but I am not.

      I straighten my back, roll my neck to work out the tension. The ache in my legs is gone, replaced by a lightness that borders on floaty. I flex my fingers, marvel at the way the blood rushes back, the sensation sharp and almost pleasant.

      I look at the water one last time. The reflection is gone, replaced by a patchwork of clouds and sky. For a moment, I miss the shadow of myself, but then I realize it’s still there, just hidden, waiting for the next time I am brave enough—or stupid enough—to look.

      I stand, brush the dew from my pants, and let the cold sink into my bones. I am alive, in the most literal sense. The world is waking, and so am I.

      I turn away from the lake, feeling the weight of the mist on my shoulders, and walk toward the city.

      Each step is easier than the last.

      Scene 3

      I don’t walk far—just enough to work the chill from my legs, to prove that I am no longer a prisoner of stone and expectation. The city is still empty, the air thick and unpunctured by the machinery of day. I double back to the ledge, this time sitting with the easy confidence of someone who has nothing left to lose. My palms are slick with condensation; I rub them on my pants, then reach into my backpack and pull out the diary.

      The cover is battered, leather warped by the humidity and the casual neglect of years spent as ballast in a bag I rarely unpack. I run a thumb over the spine, feel the seam where the cover started to split, and think about how easy it would be to just let it fall apart. But I open it instead, flipping to a blank page near the end—always near the end, as if the early pages are too precious to sully with the me of now.

      The pen hovers above the page. For a moment, I imagine what it would be like to fill it with good news, to write a letter to a future self that is not haunted by repetition and collapse. But the mind defaults to what it knows: observation, analysis, the desperate taxonomy of sensation and reaction.

      I start to write, the letters trembling at first, then solidifying as the wrist remembers its old routines.

      —

      2/6.

      Location: Xuan Huong Lake, pre-dawn.

      Objective: confront the old triggers, test for return of panic, assess viability of new protocols.

      Initial findings: minimal resistance to site-specific stressors; pulse elevated but manageable; no overt dissociation. Reflection in water fails to induce previous symptoms. Possible contributing factors: recent integration of trauma via symbolic exposure (see notes re: ghosts/Thu/Linh); increased compliance with medication regimen; unresolved, but attenuated, fear of self.

      Secondary observations: mist as mediator of identity. Reflection indistinct, mutable. Hypothesis: self-concept is plastic, not fixed; what I see is dependent on the conditions of perception. Mist as metaphor for cognitive flexibility? Or just atmospheric noise? Unclear.

      Behavioral anomalies: experienced a sense of calm. Not the dulling of affect, but a genuine absence of dread. Unexpected. Recommend further observation.

      —

      I pause, flex my hand to loosen the cramp, and set the pen down. I stare at the page, waiting for the words to destabilize or run, but the ink holds. There’s comfort in that—a small, mean comfort, but comfort all the same.

      I look up at the lake. The fishermen are gone, their boats now tethered in a loose row along the far embankment. The city behind them is waking, a soft unscrolling of windows and doors, lights flickering to life as if the buildings are blinking away the residue of dreams. Somewhere, a speaker blares the Vietnamese national anthem; the sound travels across the water, thinned out and brittle, but the melody is unmistakable.

      I roll the pen between my fingers, thinking about what it means to write a narrative of recovery when the body itself is always plotting a coup. I think of Dr. Nguyen, her patience infinite but her faith in progress strictly conditional. “Document the moment,” she always said. “If it doesn’t last, at least you have proof it was real.” I never believed her. I think I might now.

      I turn the page, let my mind drift into less structured thought.

      —

      What if the mist never lifts? What if this is the permanent state—partial vision, everything half-guessed and provisional?

      Is there comfort in ambiguity? Or just a suspension of the inevitable return to pain?

      Vietnamese proverb: “Qua cơn bĩ cực đến hồi thái lai.” After hardship comes restoration.

      But what if there is no restoration, just a series of recalibrations?

      Maybe that’s enough.

      —

      I trace a finger through the dew on the cover, draw a line that loops, then stops, then resumes elsewhere. I brush a flake of green algae from the ledge, flick it into the water. The lake doesn’t notice; neither do I, after a second.

      I try poetry, because it always helped before:

      
        
        Elegy, 2/6

        In the hour between night and nothing

        the lake gives up

        its secrets one ripple at a time.

        My face is there,

        and not there,

        the outline shaking in the cold,

        blurred by the urgency

        of wanting to be more

        than a smudge on the water.

        The world is built from reflection⁠—

        each droplet a lens, each lens a lie.

        In the end,

        I am nothing more than mist

        trespassing on its own dissolution.

      

      

      I close the book and hold it in my lap, letting the cool seep through the denim and into my skin. I stare at the lake, now pinking at the edges as the sun stages its inevitable return. I feel the old ache—the one that always said, “This is not enough, you are not enough”—but it’s muted, as if my nerves have finally grown tired of their own alarms.

      I watch the city assemble itself out of the fog, brick by brick, breath by breath. I think about all the people waking up to the same uncertainty, the same shifting of boundaries and expectation. For the first time, I believe I am one of them—not a tourist, not an experiment, but a participant in the disorder.

      I breathe in, feel the chill at the base of my neck, the slow spread of warmth as my body accepts the morning. The muscles unclench. The heart slows. The mind, for once, is quiet.

      I am small, but I am here.

      I set the diary on the stone beside me, rest my hands on my knees, and look out at the world.

      Mist, water, city, self: all part of the same equation, the same necessary confusion.

      I wait for the sun to finish what it started.

      I do not look away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Threads of Connection

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The air in my apartment presses close and sticky, as if Da Lat itself is sweating out my secrets. The humidity has won the war with the walls: the paper at my desk curls like the tongues of small animals, every edge wanting to draw blood. Even the phone, prone to overheating, glows faintly in the twilight before dawn, slick with a layer of nervous condensation that could just as easily be my own.

      I haven’t slept. The night spent itself in currency I can’t repay: pacing the perimeter of the room, running cold water over my wrists to counteract the feverish pulse, cataloguing new data points in the slow-motion autopsy of my own mind. By sunrise, the only part of me still operational is the cortex, and even it is looking for an early exit.

      I sit at the desk, the only flat surface unclaimed by mold, and stare at the phone. My thumbs float above the screen, trembling in a duet with my eyelids. My first draft of the apology to Ruth is too clinical, too detached, so I delete it. The second is a simulacrum of concern, reading like something a Marketing & Communications intern would script for a friend in need. I erase it. On the third attempt, I go for raw, aiming for the jugular and hoping she can still find the vein:

      Hey. Sorry about the other day. I was… off. Don’t take it personally, it’s just a thing that happens sometimes. I’ll be better. Or I’ll pretend better. Either way, you shouldn’t have to deal with it.

      I read it back and hate the weakness in every syllable. The send button looks accusatory.

      A bead of sweat stings my eyebrow and I rub it away, smearing the sting further. I switch to James, the tone shifting as I try to calibrate my personality for the different audience. I want to sound stable. I want to sound like someone who belongs to the world of men and not just the haunted margins. I type:

      Hey mate, didn’t mean to ghost. Went weird for a bit. No drama, just the old brain worm. Hope you’re still around next week for coffee.

      This feels false, too cheery. The truth is, I do not want coffee, do not want to be around. But I send it anyway, knowing the social fabric only tolerates so many dropped stitches before they declare you a lost cause.

      I stare at the blank screen, its surface gone foggy from my breath. Nothing happens for two full minutes. Then, a notification: Ruth has replied, but it’s a voice message. I hesitate, thumb hovering, before pressing play.

      “Jesus, Whitaker. You always think I’m going to dump you the second you fuck up, but guess what? Some of us are professionals. Some of us even—” there’s a muffled laugh, a sharp inhale, “—some of us even care about you, you idiot. Text me when you’re back on earth. I’ll bring snacks.”

      I let the words play twice. The first time I flinch at “idiot,” the second time I latch onto “care about you.” The rest of the message is left to repeat in my inner ear, growing fainter each time.

      James replies with a single thumbs-up emoji, followed by “Solid. You want to hit the gym or is that suicide today?”

      I type “Maybe tomorrow” and leave it there, the ellipsis a confession of future relapse.

      The phone goes dark. I set it on the desk and exhale, expecting relief. Instead, a wave of exhaustion floods up from the toes, pins me in place. The room tilts five degrees on its axis and the corners bleed inward.

      I reach for the diary, the one item not yet touched by mildew. The cover has gone tacky from last week’s rain, and the spine is creased in the pattern of a failed hinge. I open to the next blank page and stare at the faint blue lines, willing them to carry the burden I can’t say aloud.

      The pen feels too heavy for my hand, so I cradle it like an infant, coaxing the tip to make contact.

      “Chào bạn Ruth, cảm ơn bạn vẫn chưa bỏ rơi tôi…”

      I pause, the act of code-switching both comforting and nauseating. The Vietnamese looks foreign in my handwriting, the diacritics a field of broken bones.

      Below it, I scrawl in English:

      “Not dead yet. Not sure it counts as living.”

      I add the date, then hesitate. The urge to document is powerful, but the content is an unbroken static. I force myself to write, letting the words come in the clipped stutter of a confession under duress:

      —

      2/7. Paranoia receded but fatigue at maximum. Still hear echoes, but lower register now. Texted Ruth + James. Small victory? Or just evidence I still crave audience.

      Symptoms: derealization, hands shaking, breath caught on a half-remembered scream. No visual hallucination this AM. (Progress?)

      Did not sleep, will not try.

      Might walk by the lake again, but only if legs decide to cooperate.

      Diary remains sole witness.

      —

      My hand cramps by the third line, and I switch to the left, a gesture I learned during the months when tremor made the right unusable. The left is less precise, but somehow truer. I let it carry me into the poetry that waits behind the wall of prose, the membrane so thin it only takes a slight push to rupture.

      The poem begins in a whisper, then swells:

      
        
        Under misted rooftops my thoughts decay,

        Empty voices echo where memories fray,

        Once I knew laughter; now only sighs remain,

        I count my fractures in drops of phantom rain.

      

      

      The lines tilt across the page, a procession of slumping figures. I read them back and feel nothing. Or rather, I feel the shape of nothing—a negative space that conforms to the contours of despair.

      For a moment, I consider tearing out the page, but the idea of mutilating the book seems cruel. I leave the poem, exposed and ugly, and close the diary with a single shudder.

      My shoulders fold inward, an instinct older than language. I clutch the book to my chest, the pressure just shy of pain, and will the world to stabilize.

      It does not.

      The pulse in my neck races, then slows, then races again. I try to match my breathing to the rhythm, but the body refuses to take orders. The room is smaller than it was an hour ago, the air thickened by all the words I failed to say.

      I set the diary on the desk, careful not to disturb the arrangement of objects around it—a votive offering to the gods of continuity. I slide the phone across the table until it nudges the diary, the two artifacts side by side, evidence of a self at war with itself.

      I rest my forehead on the desk, the cold surface a mercy. For a minute, or an hour, I do not move.

      In the stillness, the only sound is the distant squabble of birds, and the faint, insistent drip from the leak in the ceiling.

      I listen, and let the world go quiet.

      —

      When I next look up, the sun is higher, throwing a pale, directionless light across the floor. I flex my hands—still trembling, but less so—and rub the stiffness from my neck.

      The room has not changed. But in some infinitesimal way, I have.

      I reach for the diary, and begin again.

      Scene 2

      Leaving the apartment is an act of will. I have to stage it as a series of discrete, executable commands: unlock the door, step into the hallway, descend the stairs two at a time to avoid the toothless landlady, then out onto the street before my own doubts can muster an intervention. There is a particular shade of embarrassment in being seen in daylight after a week of self-confinement. The city recognizes me, and it does not approve.

      The alley delivers me to Nguyen Van Troi, where the morning traffic already behaves like an immune response, feverish and overpopulated. Motorbikes stream in both directions, bleeding their two-stroke shriek into the morning; the air tastes of oil and evaporated sweat. I want to be invisible, to fold myself into the infrastructure, but the height and skin tone mark me as an anomaly. The children who flank the banh mi cart outside the market stare up, eyes blinking slow as iguanas. The vendor herself nods in my direction, the smile calculated to land somewhere between customer service and anthropological curiosity.

      I buy nothing, keep my head down, and let the current pull me south toward the community center. Each step is another concession to routine, and each street corner is manned by the ghosts of my old selves: the brisk, invincible Whitaker who jogged these blocks at six a.m. sharp, the caffeinated one who hustled lesson plans through the traffic, the version who spent afternoons in lazy translation at lakeside cafes. Today I am none of those—just a placeholder, walking the old route out of inertia.

      The community center is a faded cement cube with a mural of flowers that time and weather have collaborated to erase. The main entrance is up two steps, its handrail pocked with rust. Inside, the walls are painted a color that could be called green by only the most charitable observer; in the right light it’s the hue of hospital scrubs, in the wrong, of bile. The air here is ten degrees cooler than outside, and carries a complicated aroma: incense, printer ink, and the bacterial undertone of too many people sharing too little air.

      In the main hall, rows of blue plastic chairs line up before a chalkboard, half of them stacked along the back wall to make the room look less empty. A tall, gaunt man—Vietnamese, late twenties, hair slicked and eyes aggressively caffeinated—waves at me from the front. His name is Mr. Long, and his handshake is quick and damp, as if he wants to get the ritual over with before we both start sweating again.

      “Thank you for coming,” he says, the English practiced, the intonation more British than local. “It’s good for the students to hear a real accent.” He checks his phone, thumb trembling, then glances at the clock. “We start in ten minutes. Can I get you some tea?”

      I decline, then instantly regret it, because now I have to fill the time in some other way. I settle on rearranging the chairs, a harmless enough task. The plastic is cold and greasy to the touch, each chair leg pocked with the scars of previous attempts at order.

      The students trickle in, most of them younger than I expect, some in university blues, others in mismatched hoodies and flip-flops. They sit in the front row, as if proximity might compensate for nerves. There is one girl with bleached hair and earbuds, her lips pressed tight in what could be either concentration or contempt. Three boys cluster around the edge of the blackboard, mock-punching each other’s shoulders. A pair of older women stand in the back, their arms folded, faces unmoving except for the scanning motion of their eyes.

      Mr. Long introduces me: “This is Dr. Whitaker, he’s from Australia and teaches at the university.” The “Dr.” lands with a thud. I hear it echo in the silence that follows.

      I stand, the motion unsteady, and wave. “You can call me Whitaker, or whatever is easiest. I’m happy to help.” The words sound like a translation of themselves.

      The session is meant to be informal, a practice in conversational English. Mr. Long floats prompts, but the students are reluctant to speak unless spoken to directly. I try the old tricks: compliment the accent, ask about favorite movies, pretend to struggle with the pronunciation of Vietnamese words to make the exchange seem more reciprocal. It works, barely. The laughter is polite, the engagement diffident.

      We are halfway through the hour when I notice my hands have stopped shaking.

      I let Mr. Long call the break, then wander to the side of the room where the sunlight cuts a diagonal across the floor. I watch the dust motes hover, suspended in the thermal slipstream of the open window. I remember Dr. Nguyen’s advice: focus on the present. Name three things you can see, two you can touch, one you can smell. I inventory the space: sunlight, blue chairs, the slow creep of chalk dust on the edge of the blackboard; the coldness of the window ledge, the stickiness of my palms; incense, somewhere, gone to cinder.

      I am not well, but I am not worse. The arithmetic is grim, but it’s not subtraction.

      Mr. Long drifts over. “You’re very patient,” he says. “Sometimes I think they’re afraid to talk to foreigners.”

      I shrug. “Sometimes I think I’m afraid to talk to anyone.”

      He grins, but the smile is gentle. “It gets easier. You should come more often.”

      I promise that I will, and for once I mean it.

      The second half of the session is easier, the students emboldened by proximity to their phones and the promise of lunch. The topics are simple—food, family, the weather—but the energy in the room is different now, as if the act of sharing space has recalibrated the group. I let my mind wander, only a little, and it feels less like dereliction than surrender.

      At the end, there is applause, faint and scattered. Mr. Long thanks me again. The girl with the earbuds nods once in my direction, the kind of gesture that could mean anything but is, for now, enough.

      I step outside into the afternoon heat and let the street absorb me. I walk slowly, taking the long way home, ignoring the compulsion to hurry back to the isolation of the apartment. The air is thick with the smell of grilled pork and unfiltered gasoline. The sidewalk is pitted and uneven, but the rhythm of walking is hypnotic. I follow the sound of a radio down an alley, then emerge onto the main road just as the traffic crests for the midday rush.

      I do not check my phone. I do not count my steps. For the first time in a week, I am a citizen of the city and not its fugitive.

      At home, I set the diary on the desk and open to the page beneath the poem.

      —

      2/7 (pm). Volunteered at English group, survived. Students shy but sincere. Long is awkward but well-meaning. No collapse, no dissociation. Not sure if this counts as healing, but the strange comfort of being useful steadied my hand, calmed my breath.

      Maybe tomorrow I’ll try again.

      —

      I close the diary, the sensation less final than before. The room is still humid, the mold still advances, but I am less afraid of it.

      Outside, the sun slips behind a cloud, but the light in the apartment does not go out.

      I exhale, and the world, for now, stays in place.

      Scene 3

      The room empties in slow waves: students first, then the coordinators, then the stragglers who linger for the Wi-Fi or the borrowed sense of future. I collect the stray papers from the desk—most left behind, some only blank—and stack them with the nervous precision of a compulsive. The air smells faintly of incense and the chemical sweat of whiteboard markers. I tell myself I am ready to leave, but inertia glues me to the chair, awaiting a cue that isn’t coming.

      “Excuse me, Dr. Whitaker?” The voice comes from the margin of my peripheral vision, timid but insistent.

      I turn. A student, male, young—hard to judge the age, but maybe nineteen, twenty. His name tag says “Nam” in black marker, the ink bleeding through the label. His eyes are lowered, and he clutches a battered exercise book to his chest with both hands.

      “Yes?”

      He hesitates, shuffling in place. “Can I…? Do you have a minute?”

      “Of course. Sit down.”

      Nam perches at the far edge of the desk, hands knotted, gaze fixed on a point six inches to the left of my head.

      “I have a question,” he says, “but it’s not about the lesson.” His accent is the crisp, careful English of someone who has learned all the rules but none of the shortcuts.

      I nod, trying to make my posture less intimidating.

      He glances at the exercise book, then away. “My family is… traditional. My father, he wants me to become engineer. Or maybe doctor. My mother says it is good, stable job. But I… I do not know if I want.” He inhales, a sharp intake, like bracing for surgery. “In university, I meet friends, we read American books, talk about… freedom. About being individual. Sometimes I think it is good, but then I feel guilty, like I am… betraying something.”

      He is talking faster now, the words chasing each other out of his mouth. “How do you know what is right? For yourself? I don’t want to disappoint them, but I also don’t want to disappoint me.”

      I study him, noting the tremor in his hands, the half-moons under his eyes. The world has not prepared him for the weight of his own desire.

      I remember Dr. Nguyen’s voice in my head: Don’t solve. Witness. Guide.

      “It sounds like you’re asking permission to want something different,” I say. “But you already know you want it. You just want to know if it’s allowed.”

      Nam’s face tenses, then relaxes. “Yes. Maybe.” He cracks a smile, shy and crooked.

      “I’m not sure anyone gets permission,” I say. “At least, not the kind that lasts. You just… try. Sometimes it works. Sometimes you fail. The trick is not to die from the trying.”

      He blinks, then laughs—sharp, surprised, then quickly muffled. “You say it like it’s simple.”

      “It’s not. But it’s not impossible, either.”

      We sit in silence for a moment, each of us negotiating the borders of our own vulnerability.

      I remember the exercises from the ward, the ones Dr. Nguyen prescribed for “acute existential confusion.” I decide to try it.

      “Let’s play a game,” I say.

      Nam’s eyebrows go up. “Okay?”

      “Right now, list three things you can see.”

      He looks around the room, uncertain if this is a trick.

      “The board,” he says. “Your shirt.” He hesitates, then: “The chalk dust.”

      “Good. Now, two things you can touch.”

      He presses his palm to the desk, then pinches the sleeve of his own shirt. “Table. Fabric.”

      “One thing you can hear, besides my voice.”

      He pauses, then says, “The rain. On the roof.”

      I hadn’t noticed the rain, but now I do—the soft percussion, a sound like fingers drumming on a box.

      “You’re good at this,” I say. “The point is, sometimes when you don’t know what’s true, you can trust what’s right in front of you. Even if it’s just chalk dust, or the sound of rain. You can use that as a place to start. The other stuff—the big questions—won’t kill you if you let them wait a bit.”

      Nam stares at the floor, then up at the ceiling, then back at me. There is a silence that lasts just long enough to be uncomfortable, then he stands.

      “Thank you,” he says. “It helps.”

      He opens the exercise book, tears a page from the back, and holds it out. Folded inside is a small sachet of loose leaf tea, the kind that stains the cup and the teeth both.

      “For you,” he says, and the formality of the gesture makes it a sacrament. “I hope you have better sleep.”

      I take the tea, surprised at the density of it. “Thank you, Nam.”

      He bows his head once, gathers his bag, and slips out the door, leaving the room filled with the echo of rain and the citrus tang of his cologne.

      I pack my things and exit the building. Outside, the city is glazed with drizzle, the sidewalks painted in a fresh sheen. The haze makes the streetlights look bigger, closer, warmer than usual. I walk without direction, letting the wet air soak into my bones.

      By the time I reach my block, the rain has tapered to a mist, the kind that hovers just above the skin. The shops have closed, their metal shutters lowered, but in the narrow alley a vendor still works her grill, fanning embers with a folded newspaper. I buy two sticks of roasted chicken, eat them standing in the glow of a sodium lamp.

      At home, I peel off my jacket and set the tea sachet on the desk. The phone buzzes, but I ignore it. Instead, I open the diary.

      —

      2/7 (late). Met a student—Nam—who is braver than he knows. He asked if it’s possible to want things for himself, without betraying his family. I told him to start with what’s real: chalk dust, rain, table, skin.

      It occurs to me now that I was speaking to myself, two decades ago. The advice is not original, but it’s no less true for being recycled. Maybe this is what people mean when they talk about “giving back.”

      Symptoms: less acute. Still tired, still wary, but the hand does not shake, the voice does not stammer. The world feels a little less hostile, even if only by a margin.

      I am not cured, but for once, I am not broken.

      If this holds until morning, I will count it as a win.

      —

      I close the diary, set the tea sachet on top as a paperweight. I brew a cup, and it tastes bitter, but not unpleasant.

      The night is quieter than I remember. I listen to the rain and let the air fill my lungs, slow and deep.

      When I sleep, I do not dream of ghosts.

      When I wake, the sun is already climbing, and I do not flinch from the light.

      I get up, get dressed, and go.

      The city waits.

      This time, I do not wait for permission to meet it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            The Familiar Stranger

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      I start the morning with deliberate intent, which is how all my best experiments begin. The city has not yet exhaled its daily ration of motorbikes and burning trash; the street below my window is silent except for the occasional clack of an old woman’s sandals and the forlorn whine of a stray dog. I set the kettle to boil, open the diary to a blank page, and make my first entry:

      2/8. Objective: Revisit trauma loci. Document response. Test for symptom remission. Control variables: caffeine intake (moderate); sleep (6 hours, interrupted, but sufficient); mood (anxious, but within spec).

      The water bubbles, hissing through the warped electric element, and I fix a cup of instant coffee—thin, gritty, but functional. I drink it in two gulps, the heat scalding a line from my teeth to my gut. The bitterness helps. I get dressed: dark jeans, white button-down, the only jacket not yet colonized by mildew. I tie my shoes with a double knot. There is a meditative quality to these rituals; every lace pulled tight is a rope back to the version of me that believes in mastery.

      The air in the stairwell tastes of iron and slow rot, but the humidity is lower today—less like breathing soup, more like breathing through gauze. I count the stairs as I descend: seventeen to the landing, then another eight to street level. The landlady is awake, chewing sunflower seeds in her folding chair. She eyes me, then spits a husk into the gutter. Her cat, a jaundiced abomination named “Bò,” twines between her ankles, flattening its ears at my approach.

      “Đi đâu đó, thầy?” she says, the “thầy” equal parts honorific and inside joke.

      “Đi dạo thôi,” I reply. Just a walk.

      She looks unconvinced, but that’s her baseline.

      The street is already warming, a low haze blurring the outlines of distant buildings. I walk with even steps, pacing my breath to the click of my own heels. There is no destination, only a route: market, lake, temple, then home. Each point a known hazard, a former site of neurological disaster.

      The market comes first. In December, this place induced a panic attack so complete I lost half a day to chemical amnesia. Today, I walk straight through the main arch, past the vats of pickled garlic and the towers of glutinous rice. The vendors are already screaming the prices of their wares, a volley of Vietnamese consonants thick with sarcasm and the knowledge that today’s customers have not yet arrived. A small woman in an apron catches my eye, then gestures at a basket of longans so ripe their skins are splitting.

      “Ăn thử đi!” she yells. Try it!

      I shake my head, but she’s persistent; she chases me three steps down the aisle, then grabs my wrist and places a single fruit in my palm. Her hands are strong, the skin rough and nearly translucent. I roll the longan between my fingers, study the surface for mold, then bite. It is perfectly sweet, the flavor sudden and unearned.

      “Ngon không?” she asks.

      I nod, swallowing. “Cảm ơn cô.”

      She beams, then resumes haranguing the next foreigner in line. I make a note in the diary:

      — Market stimuli: auditory overload, but manageable. No hallucination, no subjective loss of boundary. Hands steady, breath even.

      I stop at the edge of the produce stalls and watch a man fillet live fish with one rapid, practiced motion. The fish does not die gracefully. I marvel at the efficiency, the lack of sentimentality in the transaction. This is what I aspire to: the ability to separate what’s vital from what’s merely writhing.

      I exit the market and head south, toward the lake. The sidewalk is broken in three places; at each gap, my brain records the terrain like a crime scene. I am the world’s most diligent pathologist.

      At Xuan Huong, the mist is still thick enough to hide the tourist boats, but I know the way by heart. I pick the bench closest to the water’s edge—the same bench where, two months ago, I saw Thu’s reflection manifest in the curl of morning fog. Today, there are no phantoms. Only a passing jogger, his breath forming tiny clouds that dissolve in the air. I envy the regularity of his cadence, the way he splits the distance between trees with identical, unthinking strides.

      I check my pulse: 68 bpm, not tachycardic. My hands rest quietly on my thighs. I sit back and watch the world assemble itself out of vapor.

      A group of old men gather near the paddleboat dock, their conversation a string of low, overlapping murmurs. They unfold a chessboard, produce thermoses of hot tea, and play with the easy disregard for time that only the retired possess. One of them glances my way, then offers a stiff half-salute. I return it, then look down at the lake.

      The water’s surface is mirror-smooth, except where disturbed by the occasional falling leaf or the puncture of a fish’s mouth. In the reflection, the city appears as a palimpsest: old French colonial hotels, steel-and-glass monstrosities, and above them all the slow crawl of construction cranes. I make a note:

      — Lake: zero panic response. Reflection not triggering. Memory of Thu’s apparition replaced by image of self as observer. Urban landscape = ever-mutating. See also: self-concept.

      I am briefly aware of how ordinary this must look: a pale foreigner, alone, scribbling in a battered notebook at sunrise. The thought pleases me. I am becoming a stereotype, but on my own terms.

      I stand and stretch, feeling the vertebrae realign with a series of satisfying pops. My left knee twinges, a reminder of last week’s ill-fated attempt at exercise. The pain is real, but not overwhelming. I catalog it anyway.

      From the lake, I cut across a side street toward the old Buddhist temple. The path winds through a narrow alley where the air is damp and heavy with incense. The temple is mostly deserted at this hour, save for a single monk sweeping the courtyard with a branch broom. He pauses when he sees me, then nods—a recognition, not an invitation. I nod back, then sit on the low stone wall outside the main gate.

      The courtyard is as I remember it: weathered tile, the smell of sandalwood, the statuary lacquered in a patina of old rain and birdshit. The last time I visited, the ringing of the temple bell triggered a three-day episode. Today, the only sound is the soft swish of the broom and the faint, persistent tick of my own heart.

      I close my eyes, counting breaths. The meditation is perfunctory—thirty seconds, maybe less—but it feels like a victory. I jot down a final note:

      — Temple: no intrusion of thought, no flashbacks. Space feels peaceful, not ominous. Monk = neutral presence. 10/10 would recommend.

      I walk home by a different route, avoiding the main thoroughfares in favor of backstreets lined with low, sagging houses. The city is waking now; the air fills with the smell of strong coffee and fried dough. I pass a woman washing her child’s hair in a plastic tub, the child shrieking and splashing with glee. There is a comfort in the ordinariness, a rhythm to the morning that feels as reliable as the calibration cycle on a piece of precision equipment.

      My building is unchanged. The landlady has migrated to a new folding chair, this one closer to the street. She eyes me as I approach, then raises her chin.

      “Đi dạo vui không, thầy?”

      “Vui,” I say. “Không có gì lạ.”

      She grins, then turns her attention to the crossword puzzle in her lap.

      In the apartment, the air is cool, the mold contained to a single patch behind the fridge. I peel off my jacket, wash my hands, and open the diary.

      2/8 (addendum): Test successful. No adverse events. Recommend continued exposure, gradual increase in complexity of stimuli. City is less haunted than remembered. Self is less haunted, too.

      I reread the entry, then underline the last sentence twice.

      For the first time in a month, I believe it might be true.

      I set the diary on the table, pour myself another cup of coffee, and watch the light in the room shift from blue to gold.

      The city, as always, waits for the next experiment.

      Scene 2

      Back in the apartment, I indulge the only ritual I’ve never managed to pervert: cà phê phin, properly made. The process is as precise as any therapy protocol. First, I unclip the tin of beans from its place above the sink, inhaling the oxygen-thief aroma that seeps from every pore. Dark roast, local, roasted just short of carbonized. I measure out the dose—a level spoon, not more, not less. This is important; the phin is a finicky bastard, and too much grounds will stall the flow, too little will leak flavor like a brain hemorrhage.

      The grinder is manual, a relic purchased on impulse after the last hospitalization. I like the resistance, the muscular effort required. The burrs shriek as the beans break, yielding a fine dust that coats my fingers and gums up the air. I tap the grounds into the filter, settle them with a gentle shake, then assemble the parts: metal cup, gravity-press lid, battered glass mug preloaded with sweetened condensed milk.

      Water, just off the boil, is poured in a spiral. There is a brief moment where nothing happens—surface tension holding the heat at bay—then the drip begins, slow as morphine. I set a timer for four minutes, resisting the urge to cheat the process. The city outside is ramping to full volume, but here, for this interval, time exists in the space between drops.

      While I wait, I open the diary to a fresh page. I write:

      —

      2/8 (midday). Self-assessment: mood stable, focus intact, affect neither blunted nor exaggerated. No tactile hallucination x48 hrs. Motor function: improved. Sleep: adequate, dream content neutral.

      Observations:

      1. Mist over the hill breaks at 7:10 am, re-forms by 8:30.

      2. Street vendors on Phan Dinh Phung now sell pineapples from Dak Lak—harvest must be early this year.

      3. University schedule, post-Tet: classes resume, attendance ~60%, but students seem more alert. Possible cause: rumor of foreign faculty evaluation.

      4. At the café, overheard two elderly men debate the merits of instant noodles, one quoting “Người nghèo ăn mì tôm, người giàu cũng ăn mì tôm, chỉ khác loại nước.” The poor eat ramen, the rich eat ramen, only the broth is different.

      5. In the mirror this morning, noticed first white hair at right temple. Documented for the record.

      —

      The diary is now a ledger, not a confessional. The handwriting, once an EKG of desperation, is legible, unhurried, the lines straight and unbroken. I take pride in this, though I know it’s temporary.

      The phin sputters, then stops. The coffee below is a two-layered stratigraphy: the dark, almost opaque upper band and the carnivorous sweetness below. I stir with a chopstick, the color morphing to the shade of wet clay, and drink.

      The taste is nearly perfect. The bitterness and sugar cancel each other, leaving only a vapor trail of chocolate and smoke. I let the warmth settle behind my sternum, filling the cavity left by years of anxiety and the slow attrition of SSRIs.

      The window is cracked just enough to admit a pulse of mountain air. The city, in late morning, is a lattice of motorbike horns, school bells, and the echo of construction from the next block over. Someone shouts a curse; a woman laughs, sharp and staccato. These are the sounds of the world continuing its experiment, day after day, with or without my involvement.

      I set the mug down and reach for the diary again.

      —

      2/8 (pm). Hypothesis: Stability is a function of exposure, routine, and novelty in balanced doses. Too much routine = stagnation; too much novelty = chaos.

      Reminders:

      - Do not skip meals.

      - Do not trust euphoria.

      - Do not discount the value of minor pleasures: coffee, poetry, the look of clean laundry.

      - Remember: Recovery is not linear.

      —

      I close the book, then open it again just to reread the final line.

      Recovery is not linear.

      I underline it, then set the pen aside.

      For a moment, I allow myself the luxury of idleness. I listen to the city breathe, the slow drag and exhale of traffic, the thud of neighbor’s footsteps above. In this suspended space, I am neither failing nor succeeding; I am only present, calibrated to the microsecond.

      The phin, empty now, sits on the edge of the sink, waiting to be rinsed for the next round.

      I rinse it.

      I return to the desk.

      I wait for the afternoon to assemble itself out of the parts I have already named.

      I am not cured.

      But for today, that is enough.

      Scene 3

      When the sun falls behind the ridge and the city flips from blue to sodium vapor, I rearrange the furniture. Chairs are pulled from corners and closets, arrayed in a rough circle around the coffee table. I wipe down the table’s surface, lay out four cups and a plate of bánh dẻo from the market, their surfaces powdered with what looks like cornstarch but is actually confectioner’s sugar. The cookies are too sweet for my taste, but I buy them anyway; hospitality is a muscle I am retraining.

      I open the window wider. The air is cooler now, cut with the sharpness that always follows a late-afternoon rain. From the street, the noise has changed timbre—less chaos, more intent. Vendors call out final bargains, children yelp as they race home before curfew, a neighbor’s TV blares a game show theme song. The sounds climb the building and land in my apartment, familiar but not unwelcome.

      By seven-thirty, the room is ready: clean enough to fake order, cluttered enough to signal that the owner still lives inside his own life. I catch my reflection in the darkened window—hair a mess, shirt untucked, but nothing out of place that cannot be explained by “expat chic.” I do not straighten up.

      Ruth arrives first, as always. She’s in a windbreaker and a pair of slacks that would qualify as “business casual” only by the laxest standards. She’s carrying a bottle of Dalat red in one hand and a plastic bag of cut limes in the other. Her smile is as sharp as ever.

      “Looks like a grown-up lives here,” she says, scanning the room for evidence to the contrary.

      I shrug. “You have low standards.”

      She sets the wine on the table, then hugs me with one arm, a quick squeeze that leaves the scent of citrus on my neck.

      James is next. He’s taller than I remember, or maybe just more vertical. His jeans are clean, his shirt still creased from the package, and he moves with the careful energy of a man who is always ten minutes late but never apologizes for it. He shakes my hand, then Ruth’s, then steps back as if needing to recalibrate his position in the room.

      “New configuration,” he notes, nodding at the chairs.

      “Always optimizing,” I say.

      He laughs, the sound pitched high, and immediately fills one of the seats.

      Nam is the last to arrive, knocking twice and waiting for permission to enter. He’s dressed up—real shoes, pressed shirt, hair parted with military precision. He brings nothing but himself, which is the correct thing to bring. His eyes dart around the room, cataloging the difference between imagined and observed.

      “Chào thầy,” he says, bowing his head. Then, “Hi, everyone.”

      I wave him in. “No grades tonight,” I say. “Just coffee and cookies. Maybe some cheap wine.”

      He laughs, a burst of nervous energy that dissipates as soon as Ruth offers him a chair.

      The group assembles in stages. First the polite, introductory circuit—where are you from, how do you know each other, what is your opinion of Dalat traffic? The answers are rehearsed, the jokes well-worn, but there is a comfort in the repetition. We settle in. The light inside is warmer than I expect; the air outside is cool enough to fog the glass.

      I go to the kitchen and return with the phin, already loaded and percolating into the mug. The aroma is immediate, filling the room with a darkness that blots out the sweetness of the cookies. I pour for everyone, topping each cup with a spoon of condensed milk and stirring until the swirl is uniform. James watches the process, fascinated.

      “You really do this every day?” he asks.

      “Sometimes twice,” I say.

      Ruth takes a sip and sighs theatrically. “You are wasted on academia. You should open a café and call it Trauma Grounds.”

      “Trademark,” I say.

      Nam laughs. He holds his cup with both hands, as if it might fly away if not anchored.

      We eat and drink. The talk moves from small to medium: gossip from the university, rumors about new visa policies, the correct way to cross the street without being obliterated by motorbikes. Ruth brings up a student who plagiarized an entire essay from Wikipedia, but did such a good job translating it into Vietnamese that the plagiarism detector couldn’t recognize it. We all agree this is, at worst, a victimless crime.

      James asks Nam about his studies, and Nam describes a project on cultural identity, quoting an American poet and a Vietnamese proverb in the same breath. He seems at ease, more so than I have ever seen in class. I note this and file it under “unexpected outcomes.”

      At some point, the door knocks again. It’s Dr. Nguyen, arms crossed, hair pulled back so tight it creates its own weather system. She’s not here to join, just to deliver a book she promised last week—a collection of essays on “cognitive remapping” in post-colonial cities.

      “Thought you might enjoy,” she says, handing over the book like it’s contraband.

      I thank her, and she surveys the room, her eyes making a complete loop before settling on the phin.

      “Looks like you’re adapting well,” she says.

      I nod. “Control group seems stable.”

      She smiles, the lines at her mouth softening for a split second. “Keep it up,” she says. “If you crash again, at least try to document the symptoms.”

      “Always do.”

      She leaves, the book a warm weight in my hands.

      Back in the living room, the conversation has turned to horror movies—what’s scary in Vietnam versus what’s scary in the West. Ruth tells a story about a haunted guesthouse in Nha Trang; Nam counters with a folk tale about a tree that eats children. James claims to be immune to fear, which everyone immediately tests by describing the last time they hallucinated a spider in the shower.

      The laughter is real. Even I laugh, though the sound is strange coming from my own mouth.

      Ruth tops off her wine and leans back, balancing the glass on her knee.

      “You know,” she says, “you seem more at home here than when we first met. Less… I don’t know. Less haunted.”

      I consider this. “Well, I’ve upgraded from complete madness to functional eccentricity.”

      James raises his mug. “I’ll drink to that.”

      Nam nods, his face suddenly serious. “Everyone is a little haunted,” he says, “but sometimes you just need to invite the ghosts to dinner.”

      The phrase lands. There is a pause, then general agreement.

      We finish the cookies. The coffee turns cold but still tastes like purpose. The air in the room thickens with words, each sentence overlapping the last. I lean back and watch my friends—students, teachers, survivors of various experiments—piecing together a language that only makes sense inside these four walls.

      For a moment, I am outside my own body, observing the scene as if it were a case study: Subject demonstrates marked improvement in social functioning, reduced symptoms of alienation, increased capacity for joy. Recommend continued exposure to familiar stressors, with periodic assessment.

      But then I slip back in, and it is just me, in this room, on this night, surrounded by people who have decided to stay.

      Later, when everyone has left and the apartment is silent, I clean the cups and wipe the table. The smell of coffee lingers, more comforting than any medication I have ever been prescribed. I stand at the window and look out at the city, the streetlights casting yellow halos on the wet asphalt.

      The diary is open on the desk. I pick up the pen.

      —

      2/8 (night). Hosted friends. Made coffee, served cookies, told stories. Laughed. Felt—what? Not quite normal, but something close. Maybe this is what they mean by “integration.” Maybe the city is less haunted because I am less haunted. Maybe neither of us is cured, but for now, we keep each other company.

      —

      I close the diary and stand at the window until the last light goes out.

      I am neither here nor there, neither ghost nor host.

      But I am, for tonight, at home.
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            The Unfinished Story

          

        

      

    

    
      Scene 1

      The body learns new rituals. That is what Dr. Nguyen says in our last session, and I’m inclined to believe her, if only because I have nothing left to lose by trying. I begin the morning the way all compulsives begin: with coffee, self-scrutiny, and the controlled intake of air through a window barely open to the outside world.

      My desk is a survivor. It bears the marks of three generations of re-purposed academia—a wooden slab, scarred with the Latin equations of some colonial priest, later defaced by the biro scribblings of a mediocre bureaucrat. Now it is my operating table, and the patient is memory.

      The blue notebook is where the real work happens. The cover is worn soft as old denim, the corners chewed by years of travel and neglect. I set it at the center of the desk, squared to the edge, then stare at it for the count of thirty. The urge to check my phone hovers, persistent as tinnitus. I resist. I am, after all, attempting to become the kind of man who can sit still for longer than a goldfish.

      Outside, the city is still—almost. The air presses at the window, thick with the inertia of a highland morning. Somewhere down the alley, a street vendor yells the price of sticky rice in a voice that shreds the fog like a cheese wire. I roll my neck, flex the tendons in my right hand, and pick up the pen.

      There is a tremor, but it is subdued today—less an earthquake, more the aftershock of a minor disaster. I remember when I could not hold a pen at all, when even the act of writing my own name induced a spray of ink worthy of an autopsy photo. Today, the letters line up with only a hint of instability. This is what progress looks like: tiny increments, the mathematics of self-improvement written out in fractions no one else would bother to record.

      I uncap the pen and begin.

      —

      2/9. Objective: Initiate long-form documentation of subject’s psychological trajectory; focus on intersection of cultural displacement, identity crisis, and post-acute adaptation. Secondary: assess hand stability (tremor baseline: reduced, but persistent). Tertiary: avoid melodrama.

      Hypothesis: If narrative cohesion is forced upon the fragments, meaning will follow.

      —

      I pause. The hand hovers above the page, uncertain whether to continue or capitulate. For months, this project has existed only in the potential: the imagined comfort of seeing the narrative whole, even if the story it tells is unsalvageable. Now, confronted with the blank expanse of paper, my confidence recedes like tidewater.

      I glance around the apartment, inventorying the contents for reassurance. The bookshelf, an improvised arrangement of cinder blocks and warped planks, sags beneath the weight of its cargo: texts on abnormal psych, a stray copy of The Lonely Crowd, several Vietnamese language primers, and a comic book about trauma masquerading as superhero origin story. The walls are papered with sticky notes, each one a cautionary marker or a quote scavenged from dead mentors. My favorite: “All autobiography is confession. All confession is wishful thinking.” Attributed to no one, but true for everyone.

      The smell of coffee cuts through the ambient gloom. I pour a cup from the thermos, dark and over-extracted, and sip. The flavor is a chemical handshake with the synapses; the bitterness a necessary goad. In this way, I convince myself that productivity is possible.

      The writing comes in fits. I can only advance by lying to myself about the stakes—pretending that this draft will never see an audience, that it is merely a game of Solitaire played with vocabulary and regret. When the words run dry, I glance through the misted window at the city below. The roofs are tiled in patchwork, the paint on the stucco peeling in abstract patterns that suggest nervous system diagrams. The only motion comes from the conical hats of two women who move with the slow deliberation of people determined to outlast the weather.

      I return to the notebook.

      —

      Day 1, Entry 1: This is not a memoir. This is a forensic autopsy of the self, undertaken by someone who neither trusts memory nor values catharsis. I am not interested in truth, only accuracy. There is a difference. The plan is to map the collapse, then reconstruct the failure modes in such detail that the reader has no choice but to believe.

      I was not always a foreigner. Once, I lived in a world where the boundaries between subject and object were clear and enforceable. In that life, the body was a tool; the mind, a sovereign state. I studied the parameters of madness from the safety of the observer’s chair. I taught seminars on “The Permeability of Identity in a Postmodern Age,” and graded my students harshly for confusing the map with the territory.

      Now, I am both map and territory. Now, the edges bleed.

      Arrival in Da Lat was not planned. I came here on the promise of tranquility, a respite from the demands of a collapsing Western civ. The reality: the city is beautiful, yes, but also relentless. The altitude thins the blood, the damp seeps into the brainstem, the air is always just one degree too cold or too wet to be ignored. At first, I welcomed the discomfort as penance. Later, I realized it was just the default setting for this part of the world.

      I lost myself here not in a single event, but in the slow accretion of missed cues. The loneliness began as a novelty, then metastasized. It is easier to vanish in a city of strangers, especially when your own language betrays you at every turn.

      First episode: acute depersonalization. Walking around Xuan Huong Lake, I saw my reflection in the water and did not recognize the man. I watched him walk, watched him trip on a broken tile, watched him recover and look around in embarrassment, but felt no connection to the events as they unfolded. It was like piloting a drone with a lagging video feed. By the time the body reacted, the moment had already expired.

      Second episode: fugue state. I left my apartment at dawn, intending to buy coffee, and found myself two hours later on the steps of the old colonial post office, pockets empty, shoes untied. The sense of unreality was so complete that I sat on the curb for half an hour, waiting for the world to reboot. When it did, I made it home by walking in a straight line, never turning my head to the side.

      Hospitalization: brief, necessary, humiliating. Dr. Nguyen’s interventions were gentle, but the verdict was unambiguous: “You are not your diagnosis, but the diagnosis is now part of you.” The medications helped, then hindered, then became a background hum to which all other sensations calibrated.

      I write all this not for sympathy, but as a preamble. There will be no redemption arc. Only data.

      —

      I stop. The hand is tired. I set the pen down and flex the knuckles, watching the fingers fan and contract like the legs of an underwater creature. The muscles ache, but in a way that feels earned.

      I lean back in the chair, staring at the ceiling, the old water stains tracing the shape of countries I’ve never visited. The room is silent except for the whir of the fridge and the soft plink of condensation collecting in the window frame.

      I reach for the coffee, now tepid, and drink. The taste is worse, but the caffeine lands where it needs to.

      The notebook lies open, the ink still wet. I resist the urge to edit. There will be time for that later, after the story has been rendered down to its skeleton.

      Before closing the book, I add a note to myself:

      —

      Memo to future self: The story is not for you. It is for the version of yourself that might have survived intact, or for the next poor bastard who thinks expatriation is a solution. Write for him. Or her. Or whatever they call themselves by then.

      —

      I close the notebook, stack it on top of the day’s reading (current: “The Phenomenology of Memory Loss,” plus a Vietnamese translation of The Little Prince), and glance again at the city outside.

      The mist is thinning. A patch of blue sky is visible, ringed by the angry red of rusted roofing.

      I decide to take a walk, to test if the hand will still function in the outside world.

      As I leave, I check the door twice to make sure it’s locked. Not out of paranoia, but out of habit. The old rituals, repurposed for new realities.

      This is how the day begins.

      Scene 2

      I carry the manuscript in a folder repurposed from my last, abortive teaching job. The cover is scuffed, edges browned by sweat and rain, but it holds the pages together with the doggedness of a second-string goalkeeper. I wedge it under my arm, clamp it against the ribs, and take the stairs down to street level.

      The city is in full metabolic rage by now. Scooters swarm the intersections, their horns a ceaseless Morse code for “fuck you” and “watch out.” I plot my route with surgical precision, maximizing avoidance of high-traffic trauma points. It is only six blocks to the clinic, but I arrive with shirt already stuck to the spine, the manuscript damp at the corners.

      Dr. Nguyen’s office is a study in intentional warmth. The entryway is lined with succulents, the kind that thrive on neglect; the air inside is cooled to a few degrees below outside, just enough to trick the body into lowering its defenses. Her receptionist, a woman with hair the color of burnt honey, nods at me, then returns to her puzzle book with the intensity of a professional codebreaker.

      I hover by the door, the manuscript sweating in my hand.

      “Dr. Nguyen will see you now,” the receptionist says without looking up. I marvel at her ability to deliver a cliché without irony.

      The office itself is a triangulation point between chaos and order. On one side, bookshelves bow under the weight of case studies, diagnostic manuals, and an anthology of Vietnamese ghost stories. On the other, an oversized desk is maintained in a state of near-military tidiness. Between the two, an arrangement of armchairs in plush, faded corduroy—one for her, one for the patient, and a third for the unresolved problem that hovers in the room like a phantom limb.

      She sits behind the desk, glasses perched at the edge of her nose, reviewing a document with the kind of focus that makes you wonder if she’s reading or meditating on the flaws in its logic. She looks up, smiles with only the left side of her mouth.

      “Whitaker,” she says. “You survived another week.”

      “Barely,” I admit, holding up the manuscript as evidence. “I brought you a bribe.”

      She gestures me to the chair. I sit, careful to avoid the side with the loose spring.

      She pours tea from a clay pot into two chipped cups. The steam blooms, carrying a scent of chrysanthemum and something unfamiliar—licorice, maybe, or the ghost of licorice. I accept the cup, cradling it in both hands.

      She eyes the manuscript. “Is this the project you mentioned?”

      “First draft. Or more accurately, first bloodletting.”

      She sets her tea down and takes the manuscript, weighing it like a judge considering a bribe from the defense. She flips to the first page, reads for a minute, then looks up at me.

      “You’re very hard on yourself.”

      “Would you expect anything less?”

      She snorts, a sound somewhere between amusement and commiseration. “No. But the narrative voice is more… what’s the word…” She flips pages, skims, then lands on a paragraph. “Ah. ‘Forensic autopsy of the self.’ That’s it.”

      “Is it too much?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s honest. But it’s also—” she taps the page “—distancing. There’s almost a clinical remove. I wonder if that’s on purpose, or a side effect.”

      I resist the urge to ask if it matters. “Probably both.”

      She reads on, marking lines with her thumb, then closes the folder and looks at me over the rim of her glasses.

      “You want my professional opinion, or the less reliable human one?”

      “Dealer’s choice.”

      She sips her tea, thinking. “You know,” she says finally, “when I was a student in Paris, I worked with a man who wrote his own case notes in the third person. He thought it would give him distance, let him see his problems from outside. But it never worked. He ended up writing more and more, until he was living his life as a running commentary on itself.”

      “Did it help?”

      “It helped him feel clever. But it never changed anything.”

      I nod, filing this under Possible Futures to Avoid.

      Dr. Nguyen continues, “There’s a lot in here about loneliness. Not just the expatriate variety, but something older. It’s almost as if you’re collecting evidence for a case that’s already been decided.”

      I consider denying it, but the point is fair. “If the case is closed, then why write the report?”

      She sets the folder on the desk, fingers steepled. “Maybe because it isn’t about the case. Maybe it’s about the audience.”

      I balk at this, unsure if I agree. “I’m not writing for anyone. I’m not even sure I want anyone to read it.”

      She smiles, almost indulgent. “Then why not just keep a diary?”

      I have no answer for this. The tea is cooling; I drink the rest in one go, the flavor spiking at the bottom with a residue of sugar and earth.

      She leans back, balancing the chair on its back legs. “I think you should finish it. But I also think you should go deeper. There’s a moment here—” she opens the folder, finds the page— “where you talk about the city as a ‘palimpsest of disappointment and possibility.’ That’s the first time you let something bleed through.”

      I remember writing the line, remember hating it for being sentimental. “I thought it was a cliché.”

      “It’s not,” she says. “It’s just a rare admission of feeling.”

      I’m quiet for a while, watching the shadow of steam rise from the dregs of her cup.

      She closes the folder, hands it back. “You’re a psychologist. You know this already, but sometimes you have to model the behavior you want in your patients. If you want to feel something, you have to risk looking foolish.”

      “I’ve never minded looking foolish,” I say.

      “Good. Then I expect the next draft to be less clever and more—” she spreads her hands “—human.”

      I tuck the folder into my bag, unsure whether to feel chastened or relieved. Probably both.

      As I stand to leave, she holds up a finger. “One more thing. When you write about your time in the hospital, don’t leave out the part about your father. You’re circling it, but never landing.”

      I flinch, just a little, but she sees it.

      “Noted,” I say.

      At the door, she adds, “And be kind to yourself, Whitaker. Your case isn’t closed yet.”

      I nod, then exit into the corridor, the folder pressed to my chest as if it might escape. The receptionist glances up from her puzzle, offers a tight smile, then returns to her cryptogram.

      On the street, the noise is unchanged, but I’m insulated from it by a layer of mental cotton. I walk home slowly, counting the cracks in the sidewalk, letting the day digest itself.

      At my desk, I pull out the manuscript and read through the doctor’s marginalia. Some lines are underlined; one is annotated “more here?” in blue ink. The note I like best, scrawled at the bottom of a page about my first psychotic break, is this:

      “Everyone is looking for home, even if it’s just a room inside their own skull.”

      I open the blue notebook and begin the evening entry.

      —

      2/9 (pm). Meeting with Nguyen: productive, destabilizing, but productive. Advised to “finish the case report,” but to make it less autopsy, more confession. Suggestion: embrace emotional risk. Specific request: address unresolved paternal issues.

      Action plan:

      - Draft next section with less clinical remove. Allow for sentiment, even if distasteful.

      - Consider audience not as judge, but as co-conspirator.

      - Reframe project: less a catalog of pathology, more a field guide for survival.

      Hypothesis: The act of writing will not cure, but may at least contain.

      —

      I close the notebook, but leave it on the desk, open to the last page.

      For now, the case is still open.

      Scene 3

      The café sits on the north slope of the city, an afterthought wedged between a tailor’s and a mobile phone repair. From the street, it looks abandoned—paint peeling, windows fogged from the inside. Only the sign, a hand-scrawled “Quán Cà Phê Văn Chương,” betrays its current purpose. I arrive twenty minutes early, soaked in my own anticipation, manuscript folder clamped in both hands like a shield.

      Inside, the light is low and yellow, filtered through bamboo blinds that admit stripes of late afternoon. The air is thick with the smell of sugar, coffee, and an undertone of old cigarettes embedded in the woodwork. A portable speaker in the corner plays a loop of French chansons, warbling and sentimental. The event is scheduled for six, but already the room is seeded with regulars: two university girls in matching sweaters, a trio of chain-smoking poets, an elderly man napping with his chin propped on the counter.

      I choose a table by the window, close enough to the open doorway that the mountain mist occasionally creeps in and grazes my ankles. I order a cà phê sữa đá, the familiar comfort of ice and condensed milk. The waitress delivers it without a word, but offers a conspiratorial smile before vanishing back behind the counter.

      There is a lectern at the front of the room, battered and decorated with a single vase of plastic flowers. On the wall behind it, someone has taped up an agenda in English and Vietnamese. My name is third, sandwiched between a local short-story author and a woman billed only as “Miss Bao—confessional poetry.”

      I review my manuscript for the dozenth time, aware that I am only rearranging the order of my panic. My hands sweat; the moisture bleeds through to the top page, making the ink smudge along the edges. I tap the stack to realign it, then set it down, resisting the urge to run.

      The first reader is the short-story author. He stands, clears his throat, and reads in a monotone, his accent so thick the narrative requires heavy context clues. It is about a man who turns into a frog. No one laughs, but when he finishes, the applause is warm. He bows, then scuttles to the back of the room, lighting a cigarette in the process.

      My heart pounds in my throat. I imagine, briefly, what it would be like to faint at the podium—would anyone catch me, or would I simply slide to the floor, the sound of falling paper cushioning the embarrassment?

      The host calls my name, mispronouncing it in a way that feels intentional. I stand, knees locking for a second, and navigate the short aisle to the front. The room is smaller than I thought, or maybe the audience has compressed itself in anticipation of disaster.

      I grip the lectern with both hands. The plastic flowers wobble in sympathy.

      “Hi,” I say. “I’m Whitaker. This is… a work in progress.”

      Someone in the second row snorts, but the room otherwise waits.

      I look down at the manuscript, and begin to read.

      —

      “The city is a collection of ghosts, all of them mine. I am the only foreigner in this story, but everyone else is an exile, too. When I first arrived, I mistook the fog for magic. Now, I see it for what it is: the memory of a million breaths, still suspended, still refusing to settle.”

      —

      I falter, hearing the words spoken aloud. My voice trembles, the consonants clipped and brittle. I soldier on.

      —

      “In Da Lat, it is easy to believe you are singular. The language insists on it—every pronoun a negotiation, every sentence an admission of outsider status. I walk the city as both observer and observed, the subject of my own case study. At first, I tried to blend in; now, I find myself counting the other misfits, a census of the displaced.”

      —

      I hear a cough from the back, the sharp inhale of someone trying not to laugh. I speed up, unwilling to let silence claim the space.

      —

      “I am not unique in my longing. The students I teach, the vendors at the market, the retired men playing chess by the lake—all of them are haunted by something they can never quite name. In English, we call it nostalgia. In Vietnamese, there are words for longing, words for regret, but none that capture the precise geometry of absence. Maybe that’s why the city feels unfinished, perpetually under revision.”

      —

      I glance up. The university girls are listening, chins on fists. The poets have stopped talking, for once, and regard me with the bored curiosity of cats. The old man at the counter has woken, eyes glassy but alert.

      I flip to the next page, hands shaking. The host signals to wrap it up, but I ignore him.

      —

      “I used to believe that writing about pain would diminish it, would make it something less than itself. But the more I wrote, the more it multiplied. Each attempt to name the loss only clarified its edges, made it sharper. I think this is why I keep trying: not to cure myself, but to document the wound, to leave a record for the next poor bastard who wanders in thinking he’s immune.”

      —

      I lower the pages, breath shallow. For a second, no one moves. Then the room erupts into polite applause, a little too loud, a little too fast. I step away from the lectern, unsure where to go, and end up standing by the wall, next to a faded poster for a long-defunct literary festival.

      Miss Bao takes the stage. She is tiny, birdlike, with a voice that could cut glass. Her poetry is raw, unfiltered; she reads a piece about her mother that makes half the room wince and the other half shift in their chairs. When she finishes, the applause is real.

      I am not sure how long I stand there, waiting for my pulse to return to baseline. I expect to be ignored, but a young woman approaches, hesitant, clutching a spiral notebook to her chest.

      “Excuse me,” she says. “I wanted to thank you. For your reading.”

      Her English is precise, the intonation more Oxford than Ho Chi Minh. I blink, caught off-guard.

      “I study at Cambridge,” she says, as if anticipating the question. “But I am from Da Lat.”

      “Your accent is better than mine,” I say, and she laughs.

      She introduces herself as Linh. “When I was in England,” she says, “I thought it would feel like home. It did not. Everyone smiled, but no one saw me.” She shrugs, as if this is a universal constant.

      I nod, unsure what to say. The words I have left are all spent.

      She holds up her notebook. “I write, too. But it is hard to explain, sometimes. How to be both here and somewhere else. How to belong.”

      I remember Dr. Nguyen’s words: “Everyone is looking for home.”

      “Thank you for telling the story,” she says. “It makes me feel less… strange.”

      She offers a smile, sharp and quick, then drifts away, joining the university girls at their table.

      The event dissolves into mingling. The poets claim a table and begin their real work: drinking and arguing about who is the better translator of Rimbaud. I drift to the counter, order another coffee. The old man gives me a thumbs-up, then resumes his nap.

      Outside, the mist is denser, curling around the streetlights and blurring the edges of the world. I step out, the cold slicing through my shirt, but for once I do not shiver.

      At home, I open the blue notebook. My hands are still unsteady, but the words come anyway.

      —

      2/10. Reading went as expected: voice tremor, heart rate elevated, but no catastrophic failure. Audience receptive, at least superficially. Noted interaction with local student (Linh); her articulation of “dual belonging” echoes recurring motif in current manuscript.

      Reflections: It is possible to speak the wound without cauterizing it. Maybe the act of naming is enough. Maybe home is not a place but an agreement to share the same weather, the same air.

      Action plan: Continue writing. Accept messiness. Submit manuscript to small journal if possible; at minimum, leave copy in café bathroom for posterity.

      For the record: the world did not end.

      —

      I close the notebook and look out the window.

      The city below is shrouded, but alive.

      I am still here.

      For now, that is enough.
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      Scene 1

      The alarm is unnecessary. I wake before it, my body’s internal clock years out of sync with the world’s, but preternaturally accurate when it comes to self-imposed challenges. I lie in bed and inventory the night’s residue: pulse steady, limbs not yet aching, brain a low simmer of intent rather than the usual anxious boil. There are no ghosts this morning, only the faint aftertaste of last night’s caffeine and the memory of applause still trapped in my ears.

      I pull on my hiking shirt—the one with the map of the Central Highlands silk-screened across the back, a gift from a student who failed my class but claimed I taught him “more important things.” I consider this and decide not to dwell. My pants are still damp from yesterday’s rain, but I put them on anyway. There is a merit to discomfort, a reminder that sensation itself is proof of occupation.

      At the table, I eat a breakfast of last night’s bread and a single hard-boiled egg. The bread is tough, the egg gray at the rim, but the act of chewing and swallowing is its own victory. I drink a glass of water, then another, recalling Dr. Nguyen’s directive: Hydrate before self-flagellation. I fill the thermos with black coffee, just enough sugar to take the edge off, and screw the lid tight.

      Packing is a ritual as methodical as any medical protocol. Daypack: water, notebook, emergency poncho, a peanut bar, an ancient first-aid kit with more expired tape than actual medicine. I double-check the zipper, then cinch the straps until the weight sits tight against my vertebrae. My boots are last, the laces still caked with red mud from my last outing. I pick at the knots until they release, thread them tight, and tie with the military double bow I learned as a child.

      Before I leave, I pause at the window. The city is a fogged petri dish, the highland air thick and wet enough to bead on the inside of the glass. I write my name in the condensation, then wipe it clean. I tell myself it is not a metaphor.

      The landlady is asleep in her chair, a towel draped over her head, the cat curled on her lap like a dead thing. I move quietly past, boots making no sound on the uneven concrete. The apartment door locks with a soft click, the sound both final and provisional. I know I will return, but the small theater of departure still matters.

      On the street, Da Lat is just beginning its resurrection. The lamps are still lit, throwing puddles of sodium light over the wet tarmac. Vendors erect their canopies with the solemn choreography of priests, each motion practiced to avoid wasted effort. A group of high schoolers in matching tracksuits jogs past, their laughter a staccato note in the morning stillness. I smell bread toasting, motor oil, the yeasty funk of the riverbank.

      I take the shortcut through the alley behind the old cinema. The graffiti here is new: a portrait of Ho Chi Minh, face distorted to the edge of recognizability, next to a crude tag reading “FOOLS GOLD.” I touch the paint, still tacky, and remember last week’s seminar on the cultural persistence of collective memory. The students argued that history is just propaganda in retrograde. I had no rebuttal.

      The ascent to the trailhead is less strenuous than I recall. I attribute this to the reduction in side effects from the new prescription, or maybe just to the muscle memory accrued over months of enforced movement. The pine trees begin abruptly, forming a natural barricade between the city and the world beyond. Their needles carpet the ground, muffling each footfall. I walk with even strides, careful to match my breath to the rhythm of my movement.

      At the edge of the woods, I stop. There is a small platform, the remnant of some abandoned picnic site, now overgrown with moss and the charred remains of last summer’s fires. I sit on the edge, legs dangling, and perform the check-in ritual prescribed by every therapist since Adelaide:

      - Name three things you see. (Pine needles, mist, a torn banner for an NGO I’ve never heard of.)

      - Two things you feel. (The cool wood under my thighs, the tension in my calves.)

      - One thing you hear. (The far-off yelp of a rooster who refuses to admit defeat.)

      I close my eyes and inhale, the scent of resin and wet earth settling in my lungs. I picture the hike ahead, every turn and switchback, every vista and hazard. The anticipation is sharp, but there is no trace of the old panic—only the steady thrum of resolve.

      The city behind me is waking, the noise growing in increments, but here at the threshold I am insulated, suspended between two worlds. I think of Linh’s comment at the café: “How to be both here and somewhere else. How to belong.” I decide to carry the question with me up the mountain, like a rock for the pocket or a prayer for the road.

      I stand, brush the needles from my pants, and look back once. The line of the city is already blurred by the rising mist, the lights flickering as the sun begins to rise.

      I take the first step onto the trail, and then another. The world narrows to the path in front of me, each footfall a declaration that, for today at least, I am neither map nor territory.

      I am simply in motion.

      Scene 2

      The first kilometer is an exercise in calibration—boots to trail, lungs to altitude, thought to sensation. The path is steep at the outset, a legacy of old logging roads repurposed for eco-tourists and, on this morning, a single foreigner with more baggage than sense. I march up the slope, counting steps as if the number itself might hold some ceremonial power: fifty steps, breathe, fifty more, check pulse. I pass a dead lizard on the trail, its skin a paper-thin record of the moment before expiration. I salute it and keep moving.

      My first “station” is the pine grove, a stand of old trees spaced with the mathematical irregularity of natural selection. The air here is still, a solvent for every other smell. I unclip the daypack, lean against the gnarled trunk of a tree, and inhale until my chest aches. The aroma of resin is sharp, almost alcoholic, and I wonder if I could get drunk on it if I tried. I uncap the field journal, flip to a blank page, and record:

      —

      Pine Grove, 07:06.

      Smell: turpentine, ozone, decay.

      Sound: wind sifting through canopy, distant traffic (faint), heartbeat.

      Body: steady, except left ankle (old sprain, still complaining).

      Thought: this is what I wanted.

      Handwriting: almost beautiful. Should document for Nguyen.

      —

      I run my finger over the ink, surprised at the uniformity of the letters. A month ago, I could barely sign my name without reducing it to a seismograph of regret. I take a picture with my phone, then close the journal and return it to the pack.

      The next segment is less a trail than a suggestion—a faint stripe of flattened grass traversing a narrow ridge. To the right, the city is visible in fits and starts, the buildings alternately shrouded by cloud and blazed by sudden, knife-edged sunlight. To the left, the land drops away into a valley of bamboo and scrub, the colors impossibly saturated after the overnight rain.

      The path narrows to a band of red clay, slick and treacherous. I pick my way along it, each footfall calculated for maximum surface area, every muscle in my legs firing in a sequence older than language. At the highest point of the ridge, I look back.

      Da Lat is laid out beneath me, a study in mismatched geometry. The lake is a swollen comma, the streets a disorder of lines intersecting at no logical angle. I find the apartment block by triangulating the landmarks: the radio tower, the hospital, the small Buddhist temple with the tiled dragon on its roof. My old urge returns, the one that says “jump and see what happens,” but I clamp down on it by counting the rows of greenhouses in the distance.

      Vertigo comes, but only as a suggestion. I manage it by dropping to one knee and planting my palm flat on the rock. The stone is rough, littered with micro-fossils and the salt left behind by a million mornings like this one. I focus on the sensation: the sting in my skin, the cool of the breeze, the tang of iron where I’ve scraped my knuckle. I breathe. The panic passes.

      When I stand, the world is still spinning, but I am anchored to it. I continue along the ridge, the trail now sloping down in a sequence of switchbacks tight enough to make my knees squeal in protest. At the first bend, I stop and retrieve the journal, add a line:

      —

      Ridgepoint, 07:41.

      Vertigo: mild. Managed with tactile focus and breath. No dissociation.

      View: city below, life ongoing. Not alone.

      —

      At the bottom of the ridge, the path is blocked by a collapsed stand of bamboo, the trunks crisscrossed like the failed scaffolding of a stage set. I consider going around, but decide to test my balance instead. I put a hand on each stalk, let my feet find the fulcrum, and navigate the obstacle with the gracelessness of a child but the confidence of someone who has nothing left to lose. The bamboo flexes under my weight, but holds.

      A few meters past the blockade, I stop to check for damage. No scrapes, no tears. The only evidence of the crossing is a smudge of green on my palm and a faint tremor in my right thigh. I smile, despite myself.

      The trail levels out, winding through a gallery of moss and lichen, the ground damp and cool. My movements are easier now, my body adapting to the demands of the hike. I pass a clump of spider lilies, the petals still dewy, and remember a line from Thu’s old textbook: “Some beauty only happens at the cellular level.” I try to picture what my own cells look like right now, whether they’re still fighting, or if they’ve accepted their fate.

      At a bend in the trail, I hear water—first as a whisper, then as a persistent, insistent song. I follow the sound to a small stream, hidden from the main path by a tangle of ferns and vines. The water is clear, cold enough to make my fingers ache, and I kneel at the bank to refill the bottle.

      I take off my boots, peel away the socks, and immerse my feet in the stream. The sensation is electric, pain giving way to numbness and then a strange, buzzing comfort. I lean back on my elbows, close my eyes, and let the sounds of the world fill the space in my head:

      - The rush of water over stone.

      - The call of a drongo, black and sharp as a scalpel.

      - The distant yowl of a street dog, probably the same one from my alley.

      I say the names of the birds aloud, a litany of local taxonomy: drongo, bulbul, barbet. The names are small anchors, each syllable a handhold against the old, slippery fear of disintegration. I open my eyes and watch the water beads form on the skin of my feet, marvel at the way the droplets magnify every hair and pore.

      The urge to document is strong. I uncap the journal, prop it on my knees, and write:

      —

      Streamside, 08:12.

      Sensation: cold, sharp, then numb.

      Birds: drongo (Dicrurus macrocercus), bulbul (Pycnonotus jocosus), barbet (Psilopogon annamensis).

      Emotion: contentment. (Foreign, but not unwelcome.)

      Handwriting: steady. No correction needed.

      —

      I set the journal aside and lie back on the grass, arms spread, letting the world press down until I am level with it. The sky above is a bleached white, untextured, as if the sun has dissolved the color out of everything. I feel the daypack pressing into my spine, the capillaries in my toes spasming from the cold. I am aware, acutely, of every inch of skin, every joint and ligament.

      This is not transcendence. It is simply presence, achieved not by meditation or mantra, but by the raw insistence of the body to be accounted for.

      I stay like this for several minutes, until the chill becomes insistent. I roll to a seated position, pat my feet dry, and lace the boots back on. The rest of the hike awaits, but for a moment I am in no hurry. There is nowhere I need to be except here, in this state of equilibrium.

      I shoulder the pack, check the trail ahead, and stand.

      The world is neither brighter nor dimmer than before, but it is—at least for now—manageable.

      I take one last look at the stream, then step back onto the path.

      Scene 3

      The final approach to the summit is a study in incremental effort. The trail grows steeper, the switchbacks tighter, and the air thins until each breath is a measured transaction. My legs protest, but in a language that now reads as persistence rather than failure. The sky has cleared—almost entirely—leaving behind only the high, trailing remnants of morning fog that drape themselves across the ridges like misplaced gauze.

      At the summit overlook, I emerge from the shade into a blast of unfiltered light. The plateau is a scatter of lichen-spotted boulders and low, windburned grass, bounded on three sides by a vertiginous drop. I skirt the edge, squinting against the sun, and find a flat rock the size of a dining table. I sit, the stone radiating last night’s warmth into my thighs, and take in the view.

      The highlands stretch before me in a rippling mosaic of green and blue, each valley a shade deeper than the last. In the far distance, Xuan Huong Lake flashes a slice of silver, its perimeter marked by the toy-sized outline of the city. The greenhouses glint in the sun, a field of mirrors at odds with the biology they supposedly shelter. Somewhere to the north, a thin column of smoke rises and dissolves, the only evidence of other human life.

      For a long moment, I am paralyzed—not by awe, exactly, but by the sheer magnitude of the world beyond the limits of my own body. The feeling is at once exhilarating and terrifying. My heart stutters, and I experience the old dread—a sense that the boundary between myself and the world is too thin, that the next breath will blow me away like dandelion fluff.

      I steady myself with both hands on the stone, the roughness grounding. I let the panic come, let it find its own shape, and then wait for it to finish. The moment passes. I am still here.

      There is no wind at the top, only the subtle convection of air rising from the sun-baked rocks. I remove my hat, wipe the sweat from my brow, and open the field journal. This time, the words come in bursts, less as documentation than as a kind of incantation:

      —

      Summit, 08:59.

      View: infinite. Valley folds into valley, each a new page. City barely visible; self, even less so.

      Body: legs weak, hands unsteady (not pathological).

      Emotion: dissonant. Elation? Fear? Both, plus something unnamed.

      Birds: hawk (likely Buteo japonicus), three crows, a blue flash I cannot place.

      I think of Linh, and Thu, and the students at the café. I think of Dad, wherever he is. I think of Dr. Nguyen’s demand for “more human,” and what that might actually look like.

      —

      I pause, hands hovering above the paper, and let the sensory input filter through. The sun is relentless, bleaching the edges of every shadow. The boulders are lumpy and pitted, but the discomfort of sitting is a pleasant reminder that the body is real and present.

      For reasons I do not fully understand, I begin to write poetry. Not the careful, measured verse of academic journals, but the loose, feral kind I used to scribble in the margins of lecture notes. The words tumble out, half-formed and unmetered:

      
        
        There is a violence to this beauty,

        each valley a jaw

        hungering for the next.

        I sit on a stone that remembers

        more sunsets than I will ever witness,

        and count the seconds it takes

        for my heart to believe I am safe.

        The sky is a scar,

        the city below a wound

        that refuses to close.

        Still, I breathe,

        each inhale a bargain,

        each exhale a pardon.

      

      

      I look at the lines, torn between embarrassment and pride. It occurs to me that this is the most honest thing I have written in years. I close the journal, then open it again, and add a new section, addressed not to myself, but to “you,” the imagined reader.

      —

      Letter to the Next Observer

      You want to know what it’s like, out here at the edge of the map?

      It’s not what the postcards promise. The air is thin, the path is uncertain, and every view is haunted by the memory of having been somewhere else. But the sun is warm, and the silence is complete, and for a few minutes at a time you can believe in the possibility of return.

      I have learned that memory is a mirror fogged by breath. That the facts of a day matter less than the story you build from them. That reality is not what happened, but what continues to happen inside you, long after the event.

      I am not cured, but I am capable of standing still and watching the world without dissolving into it.

      That’s something.

      If you come here, bring water, bring a notebook, and bring a willingness to be changed.

      The summit is not a finish line.

      It’s just the place where you turn and face what’s behind you.

      —

      I close the journal for the last time and rest it on the flat of my thigh. The hand that trembled on the first page is steady now, the fingers relaxed.

      The sun has climbed high enough to erase the last of the morning mist. I watch the valley below, tracing the line of the river as it cuts through the patchwork fields, and allow myself the indulgence of thinking that I, too, have made a mark on this landscape, even if it is only the invisible line of my own passage.

      I stand, stretch, and feel the deep ache in my calves and shoulders. The descent will be easier, but I am in no rush. I linger at the overlook, committing the details to whatever part of my brain still stores data for future retrieval.

      Before I leave, I set the journal down on the stone and take a photograph of it against the backdrop of the valley. I will send it to Dr. Nguyen, with no caption except the date and time.

      I pick up the pack, make sure nothing is left behind, and start down the trail.

      The world is waiting, and—for now—I am prepared to meet it.

      Scene 4

      I return to the city with the mud still drying on my boots and the scent of pine clinging to my skin. The streets are louder now, the after-work rush accelerating in a way that feels more like release than chaos. Scooters swarm the roundabout, horns competing with the call of vendors hawking whatever can be sliced, fried, or steamed. I make my way through the crowds, the daypack snug against my back, and feel—unexpectedly—at home in the surge.

      My destination is a café on Nguyen Thi Minh Khai, a block up from the lake. The exterior is unremarkable, just another rectangle of peeling paint and chalkboard menu. Inside, the décor trends toward minimalism: wooden stools, metal tables, a single ceiling fan oscillating with languid futility. The only color comes from a rack of comic books at the back and the faded yellow of the owner’s shirt, always the same, always tucked with military precision.

      I claim my usual corner table, a two-top by the window, and set the pack on the adjacent chair. The owner—a man whose face is a study in amiable indifference—nods at me, then gestures to the phin already waiting on the counter. He knows my order; he always does. The ritual is efficient: metal filter, boiling water, dark grounds, the slow alchemy of drip and patience. I watch the first drops bloom into the cup, pooling atop the condensed milk in a perfect circle of brown and white. The process is meditative. I let it anchor me.

      As the coffee brews, I observe the other patrons. Two elderly men, retired civil servants by the look of them, trade newspapers and commentary in the clipped cadence of lifelong friends. A student, hunched over her laptop, types furiously, earbuds leaking the tinny ghost of K-pop. By the door, a couple negotiates the silent détente of a shared dessert—neither wants the last bite, but both are loath to admit it. I catalog these details, not out of habit, but because the act of noticing is now a pleasure rather than a compulsion.

      The coffee is ready. I pour it over ice, stir once, and take the first sip. The flavor is as always: bitter, electric, slightly metallic. I savor it, aware of the way the cold shocks my teeth and the sugar spikes my bloodstream. I set the glass down and open the pack, retrieving a brand-new notebook, its pages still virginal, the spine unbroken.

      I run my thumb along the edge, appreciating the resistance. I crack the cover, inhale the smell of cheap paper, and place it on the table, squared to the wood grain. I uncap my pen, test it on the margin, and then begin.

      —

      2/11. Location: Café Văn Chương, Da Lat.

      Body: tired but functional. Right ankle swollen, knees grazed, left shoulder sunburned.

      Mood: lucid, if slightly over-caffeinated.

      Observations: Owner’s shirt now patched at the elbow; the fan above me rotates at 47 rpm (timed against the clock); light outside yellowing as sun sets over the lake.

      Reflections: It is possible to return from the edge, provided you have the proper supplies and the willingness to fail gracefully. The summit was not an answer, but a vantage point. From there, the city below is both foreign and familiar—an old wound scarred over but never quite healed.

      —

      I close the notebook, just for a moment, and look out the window. The street is filling with people: workers in blue uniforms, schoolkids kicking a can back and forth, a woman with a basket of lychees who laughs with every customer. The traffic is a rolling tide, but there is a pattern to it—micro-adjustments, last-second swerves, an unspoken etiquette of coexistence. I am not apart from it, not anymore.

      The next entry is not a diary page, but a letter. I address it not to myself, but to you—the reader, the next observer, the hypothetical companion who might one day need these words.

      —

      Letter to You, Whoever You Are

      This is not the story I set out to write. The plot was supposed to resolve, the symptoms to remit, the protagonist to emerge with a clean bill of health and a list of lessons learned. None of that happened. Instead, I found a place where I could stand still long enough to see that the line between madness and adaptation is not a line at all, but a broad and habitable country.

      Here is what I know:

      1. Sanity isn’t certainty. It’s the ability to question, to leave the wound open, to let the world in even when it hurts.

      2. There is no cure for memory, only the management of its symptoms.

      3. Home is not a place, but the sum of moments when you realize you are allowed to exist exactly as you are.

      4. Coffee helps, but not as much as kindness.

      If you find yourself in this city, or any city, and you feel the walls closing in, walk to the highest point you can reach. Bring water, and a notebook, and write what you see, even if you think no one will ever read it. Especially then.

      You are not alone.

      The city is watching, and waiting, and will welcome you when you’re ready.

      I finish the coffee, set the cup down, and watch the condensation bead on the glass. I look out at the city—its lights flickering on, its people assembling and dispersing—and let myself believe, for one suspended minute, that the world is both enough and more than enough.

      I pick up the pen, open the notebook, and begin again.

      Some stories never finish.

      They just keep going.
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