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Paul Christiansen earned his MFA at
Florida International University and currently
resides in Saigon where he works as content
director for Saigoneer. His is the author of the
forthcoming Beneath Saigon’s Cho Nau (Phuong
Nam Publishing House), a bilingual collection of
essays translated by Tran Thi NgH and co-editor
of A Rainy Night in the City (Hanoi Publishing
House), a bilingual anthology of short stories.

Hannah Hoang is an illustrator and designer
from Saigon, Vietnam. She started drawing when
she was 4. At first it was just doodles to pass the
time, then it became a hobby, and a big part of
her identity (and also a job that feeds her and her
adorable cat Md).

Growing up in the ever-fast changing pace of
Saigon, she’s very grateful to see the illustrator
community here has grown, from an almost
non-existent profession a decade ago, to a
bustling young community with artists all over
the country. To her, drawing and viewing good
arts is not just a pleasure, but also a chance to be
playful and connect with her inner child.

Paul Christiansen 16t nghiép chuong trinh thac
si tai Florida International University va hién dang
sinh song tai Sai Gon, noi anh dam nhdn cong tdc
dinh huéng ndi dung cho Saigoneer. Anh la tdc gia
ctia tua sdch sdp xudt duoc xudt ban, Dudi Tdn Cho
Nau Sai Gon (NXB Phuong Nam), mot tuyén tap tiéu
ludn song ng do Tran Thi NgH bién dich. Anh ciing
la dong chu bién cua Mot Dém Mua Thanh Phé
(NXB Ha N6i), mot tuyén tap truyén ngdn song ngit.

Hannah Hoang la mot nghé st minh hoa va nha

thiét ké dén tiv Sai Gon. Co bdr ddu vé khi mdi 4 tuoi.
Ban ddu, c6 chi vé nguéch ngoac dé tiéu khién, nhung
sau dé, viéc vé da tré thanh mot so thich va mot phan
danh tinh cua c6 (va mét cong viéc ma Hannah ding
dé nudi than va chii méo Mé ddng yéu).

Ldn lén ¢ Sai Gon — mgt thanh phé khong ngiing
phdt trién, c6 rdt hanh phiic khi thdy cong dong hoa
si minh hoa noi ddy ddn lén manh, ti mgt linh vuc
gan nhu khong ton tai cdch day mot thap ky, tro
thanh mot cong dong tré, nang dong vdi cdc tai nang
tir khdp cd nudc. Véi c6, viéc vé va chiém ngudng cdc
tdc phdam nghé thudt khong chi mang lai niém vui,
ma con la co héi dé co két néi véi cdi toi tinh nghich,

hon nhién nhw dita tré trong tam hon.
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Editor’s Note

Doing justice to the full breadth of contem-
porary Vietnamese literature and art would
require volumes and fill galleries. “In My
Ear, Your Voice Still Flickering // Bén tai
ti, giong ngudi van chon von,” attempts

to give the smallest hint of the many styles
and subjects explored by Vietnamese writ-

ers, painters, and illustrators today.

The eleven stories and poems in this zine
reflect just a few of the exemplary writers
born in Vietnam who are currently working
in different genres to explore a wide range
of themes. They come from numerous
generations, regions and backgrounds and
focus on familiar topics as well as those
that may receive less global attention in
translation but are no less profound or

prominent in Vietnam.

In accordance with patterns of migration
and adaptation, some of the writers now
live outside Vietnam and work beyond
their native language. Some translated
their own pieces from or into Vietnamese
and others collaborated with translators.
It was essential to include both languages
in this publication out of respect for what
cannot be translated and to honor original
artistic visions while exploring the virtues

of translation.

The artwork accompanying the writing
was curated by Hannah Hoang and aims to
provide a similar variety of styles and his-
tories. Rather than illustrating the pieces,

the Vietnamese artists were encouraged

Doi loi tiv bién tap vién

That khé dé c6 thé chita dung va phdn dnh
toan dién bé day cia van hoc nghé thudt duong
dai Viét Nam chi qua viéc tong hop va trung
bay don thuan.

Tuy nhién, “In My Ear, Your Voice Still
Flicking // Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon
von” van duoc sinh ra nham khdc hoa phdn
nao nhiing chii dé, chi thé ma cdc nha van,
hoa si va nghé si minh hoa khdm phd qua thuc

hanh nghé thudt cia minh.

Tuyén tdp mudi mot tdc pham truyén ngdn va
tho sau ddy gidi thiéu mot s6 cdy biit xudt sdc
dén tir Viét Nam. Qua su thé nghiém trong
nhiing thé loai riéng biét, ho mang dén nhiing
gdc nhin rdt mdi va da dang vé cdc chi dé. Du
dén ti nhiing thé hé, viing mién va hoan canh
khdc nhau, ho cung hudng ngoi but ciia minh
dén nhing dé tai quen thudc néi chung, ciing
nhu nhiing dé tai néi bat & Viét Nam nhung
chua nhdn dugc su chi y cua nganh xudt ban

thé gidi ndi riéng.

Mot s6 tdc gia hién dang sinh song va lam
viéc ¢ cdc quic gia ngoai Viét Nam, va st
dung nhiing ngén ngir tuong ung cho viéc sang
tde. S6 khdc da tw minh hodc da phoi hop vdi
nhiing dich gia khdc dé cho ra doi ban dich

tiéng Vié cia cdc tdc pham.

Chiing t6i cam thdy cdn phdi cd su hién dién
ctia cd hai ngon ngit trong dn phdam nay, mot
phdn vi ¢é nhiing y nghia khong thé dién gidi
duogc hoan toan bang ngon ngit con lai, mot
phdn vi chiing t6i muon ton trong nhiing hinh

dung nghé thudt cua ban goc, ciing nhw nhing
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to create original pieces “inspired by”

or “in response to” the texts in hopes of
compelling the painters and illustrators to
approach their processes in new and excit-
ing ways while bringing unique insight and

perspectives to the texts.

We sincerely wish that “In My Ear, Your
Voice Still Flickering // Bén tai t6i, giong
ngudi van chon von,” provides readers with
a peek into the creative energies flowing
within and from Vietnam and encourage
further exploration of Vietnamese litera-

ture and art.

Paul Christiansen
Saigon, April 9, 2022

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

gid tri nghé thudt méi cd thé sinh ra tir ban
dich.

Nhiing hinh dnh minh hoa cho tuyén tap, duoc
tuyén chon va sdp ddt béi Hannah Hoang,
cting mang tinh da dang vé phong cdch va dé
tai nhw cdc sdng tdc van va tho. Cdc hoa si va
nghé si minh hoa duoc khuyén khich tao nén
mot tdc pham nguyén ban cua riéng minh —
xem van ban géc nhu “mét nguoén cam hing”
hodc “mot ld thu can hoi ddp” — qua dé mang
dén mot cdch tiép cdn thi vi, mot cdi nhin can
ke, va mot ludng quan diém doc ddo khdc vao

muc luc cua tuyén tap.

Chiing t6i mong rdng “In My Ear, Your Voice
Still Flickering // Bén tai t6i, giong ngudi van
chon von,” sé gitp déc gia phan nao hiéu hon
vé ngudn tai nguyén sdng tao dang cuén chdy
khdp trong va ngoai Viét Nam, qua dd thiic ddy
ho khdm phd nhiéu hon nia vé thé gidi van hoc

va nghé thudt nay. .

Paul Christiansen
Sai Gon,

ngay 9 thdng 4 nam 2022



The Ground

By Thu Uyén
Art by Minh Phuong

Nén dat

By Thu Uyén
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“All that good English and you can’t cut a
kohlrabi?”

Nhi turns around to see ba ngoai standing
by the garden’s gate, arms folded in front
of her stomach. The girl tries to half-smile,
her temples damp with sweat, legs starting
to ache, unfamiliar with squatting. This
assignment would probably take longer

than she thought.

In Nhi’s hands, the iron knife feels foreign.
Its rugged handle, the black blade regularly
sharpened, gleaming under the sun with
the pride of a long-lived tool. Far different
from those plastic-handled knives she is
used to at home. Ba ngoai calls this one

the Hawk. She watched a documentary on
TV once - a program called “Discover the
Animal World” - where hawks could kill

their prey neatly in one go.

Nhi tries to pull the blade out of the
kohlrabi’s flesh, stumbling on her feet.
Such a huge kohlrabi, this is the biggest
one she’s ever seen. The point was to

aim right between the bulb and its root
underground but Nhi raised her arm too
early, her left hand not firm enough on the
leaves as she positioned the plant in place.
For a moment, she considered holding

the knife higher, closer to its blade. But
remembering ba ngoai’s words about how
fast the Hawk could “smell meat,” she
shakes her head.
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“Tiéng Anh gioi thé ma khong cdt néi cu su

hao a?”

Nhi quay lai phia sau va thdy ba ngoai ding
bén cira manh vuon, hai canh tay khoanh trudc
bung. Chi biét cubi trit, con bé cam nhdn mo
héi rin ra hai bén thdi duong, doi chan ngoi
xom khong quen bdt dau biét moi. Nhiém vu
dugc giao nay chdc sé mdt nhiéu thoi gian hon

du tinh.

Cdm gidc vé con dao sdt trén tay that la lam.
Phdn chudi tho rdp trong long ban tay phdi,
phan ludi den da mai sdc, qudc lén dudi dnh
mdt troi vé kiéu hanh cia thi dé dung cd lich
stt, khdc hdn nhiing con dao tay cdm nhua Nhi
van quen diing ¢ nha. Ba ngoai goi nd la con
Diéu Hau. Trong b6 phim tai liéu trén ti vi ba
tung xem — chuong trinh “Khdm phd thé gidi
dong vat” — diéu hdu cd thé két liéu gon con

moi chi bang mot cti phi.

Nhi vung vé rit ludi dao ra khoi phan thit su
hao 16 chdt phdi, hai ban chdan chao ddo trén
nén dat. Cu su hao to thdt, con bé chua thdy
ct to hon bao gio. Bdng lé muc tiéu ban ddu la
ngdm diing diém méc hoan hdo néi than cu va
phan ré gia trong long ddt, nhung Nhi da dua
tay lén hoi voi, cdnh tay trdi khong du viing dé
gitr chdt phan ld gia bén trén va cd dinh vi tri
cti. Trong gidy ldt, con bé can nhdc viéc nhich
tay gan hon vé phia phan lu6i, nhung ba da
ddn rdng con Diéu Hau cta ba rdt “them thit”

nén Nhi ldc nhe dau, tir bo y dinh.



“I can try to aim again after pulling out the
blade. I'll do it right this time. The kohlrabi
will just look a bit ugly when I bring it
back to the kitchen, and mom will make a

comment about that.”

The blade is out eventually, ready for its
second trial. This time, she succeeds after
two presses. Nhi puts the now-detached
kohlrabi into the red basket and stands up,
wiping soil off her hands as she heads out
of the garden. Ba ngoai still stands by the

gate. Now her mouth is shaped like a smile.

“My salted egg superman! Let’s go make

lunch.”

Cooking is simple with the three of them.
So used to preparing abundant food

for the men in their lives, ba ngoai and
Nhi’s mother do not eat extravagantly
themselves. After twenty minutes, they sit
around the old kitchen table with a plate
of fried shrimp and a bowl of thit kho that
ba ngoai made yesterday, stored inside her
fridge. Steam rises from their pot of canh
- boiled kohlrabi, blends with the summer
noon’s blistering air. Ba ngoai takes an egg
from the thit kho with her chopsticks to

put it in Nhi’s rice bowl.

“Nhi passed the district round of the
English competition, mom,” her mother

says. “Next month is the city round.”

Ba ngoai hums, words of support for her
granddaughter soon shift into comments
about the food on their table. Nhi

thinks about next month. She must stay

‘Ngdm lai sau khi rit dao ra la dugc. Chi cdn
rit dao ra roi minh sé lam ding théi. Cu su hao
bi chém vao trong hoi xdu thdt, va di vao bép
thé nao me cting cé mot man binh ludn ra tro.

Nhung danh vdy.

Ludi Diéu Hau sdm duoc ldy ra khéi than cu,
san sang cho lan chdt thit hai. Lan nay, con

bé thanh coéng sau hai nhdt chém. Nhi ddt cu
su hdo dd lia hdn ré vao chiéc ré nhua dé bén
canh va diing ddy, phui ddt dinh trén tay roi bé
ro lén, tién ra phia ngoai vuon. Ba ngoai van
diing bén cdnh cua niia cho Nhi budc lai gan.

Miéng ba no mét nu cuoi.

“Siéu nhan tring mudi thé chi! Gio di ndu com

an théi”

Bita trua chi cé ba ngudi nén viéc ndu nudng
cting gian don. Qud quen chudn bi nhiéu mon
phiic tap cho nhiing ngudi dan éng trong doi
ho r6i nén ba ngoai va me Nhi khong dan uéng
cdu kl. Chua ddy hai chuc phiit, cd ba da ngoi
xudng quanh chiéc ban bép ci. Trén ban cd
mét bdt thit kho ba lam san tir mdy ngay trudc
con triv trong tu lanh, mét dia tép rang ma. Hoi
néng tiv noi canh su hao ludc boc 1én, hoa vao
cdi nuc ndi cia buodi trua he. Cam diia lén tay,
ba ngoai gdp mét qud triing trong bdt thit kho
bo vao bdt Nhi.

“Nhi vuogt qua vong thi qudn mén tiéng Anh
roi ba a,” me ndi. “Thdng tdi sé thi vong thanh

el

pho.

Ba rnhe, mdy cdu dong vién con bé sém
chuyén thanh binh ludn vé nhiing mon an trén
ban. Nhi nghi vé cudc thi thdng sau. Phdi viing

vang va két liéu bai thi gon ghé trong mot lan,
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determined and kill that test in one go, like

the Hawk. Get an award, two points extra
for the high school entrance exam next

summer.

And then, what?

As she and her mother are in their car
again, driving back to the city, Nhi
remembers ba ngoai’s words. She retells

what happened at the garden.

Her mother laughs, her right hand lightly
tapping the steering wheel.

“But, you still have to be good at your
English.”

In her sweaty palms, Nhi could still trace
the Hawk’s weight, the sharp second of

her first skewed aim. Compared to cutting

vegetables, she’s better at studying; English

- she’s good at that. Still, sometimes Nhi

feels muddy about studying. Sometimes she

can’t feel the heavy weight of a bad grade.

Their blue car crosses a railroad, entering
a highway. In the front, a nhac vang song
is playing on her mother’s phone, the song
Nhi has heard so many times but never

knows the title.
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nhu con Diéu Hdu. Gidt ldy giai thuong, an
diém cong cho ki thi lén cdp 111 vao miia hé tdi.
Réi sao?

Chi khi dang trén 6 t6 cung me quay vé thanh
phé, Nhi mdi nhd lai [oi ba ngoai. Con bé ké

cho me nghe cdu chuyén liic & vuon.
Me bdt cubdi, tay phdi vo nhe Ién vé ldng.

“Nhung ma con van phdi giéi tiéng Anh mdi

duoc.”

Stic ndng ctia Diéu Hau con hdn trong long ban
tay u6t mo hoi cua Nhi: khodnh khdc xuéng
dao ngan ngui, nhdt chém léch dau tién. Hoc
cd vé dé hon la cdt rau cti, nhdt la hoc tiéng
Anh. Nhung déi khi Nhi thdy mit mo vé chuyén
hoc. Béi khi, con bé khéong cdm nhdn duoc sic

nang cua mot bai kiém tra bi diem kém.

Chiéc 6 t6 xanh chay qua ray sdt, ré vao dudng
cao toc. Trong xe, dién thoai cia me Nhi dang
phdt mét bai hdt nhac vang trén loa - bai hdt
Nhi da nghe bao nhiéu lan nhung chua tiing

biét nhan dé.



Art by Minh Phuong
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Thu Uyén (b. 1996) graduated from
Kalamazoo College with a Critical Ethnic
Studies major. She’s currently curating a
Vietnamese folio for PANK Magazine, and trying

to write: precioussummer.wordpress.com

Minh Phuong loves to draw illustrations
for children’s and picture books. Being able

to recreate beautiful and little things in life
through her drawings makes her incredibly
happy, and she wishes for others to feel the
same. She hopes to challenge herself with more

titles in the future.
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Thu Uyén (sn 1996) t6t nghiép tai Kalamazoo
College chuyén nganh Nghién ciu Dan tgc (Critical
Ethnic Studies Major). C6 hién dang la gidm tuyén
phdn mdng tiéng Viét cho tap chi PANK, va dang thir

suc vdi viét ldch tai : precioussummer.wordpress.com

Minh Phuong Minh luén thich duoc vé minh
hoa sdch , picture book tré em. Pugc vé nhiing diéu
tuoi dep , nho bé quanh cudc song luon khién minh
hanh phic va minh cing muon ngudi xem nhin duoc
diéu dé. C6 hy vong thoi gian c6 thé thi siic thém vdi

nhiéu cudn sdch khdc trong thoi gian tdi.
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we breathe and breathing is (an) a|]synchronous music,
every body needs the air

By Dao Strom
Translated by Vi Ki Nao
Photo courtesy of Dallin Patterson

Madnh vé, Khan gidy, Mot chuyén tinh

By Dao Strom
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This poem contemplates plurality and
collectivity and the element of air. I am
writing this in June 2020, at a time of
much unrest, uncertainty, and anxiety

in our nation due to COVID-19 and the
Black Lives Matter protests against police
brutality in the wake of George Floyd’s
murder. In contemplating how all of
these events are coalescing, I began to
see that the element of air—of breathing:
the risks of it and the rights of it—plays
a definitive role. One might say that our
nation’s systems are not breathing freely
or effectively, that the vital element of air
is being cut off, toxified, denied to fatal
proportions. This poem as an artwork

is meant to contemplate a collective
breathing, and to evoke its asynchronous

yet inherent, polyphonic music.

My intention is to write this poem from
the present moment, aware of inequities
and calamities of the past, while also
looking forward to offer—and open up—a
question toward the future and how we
will “read” it (and, by extension, create it).
The poem’s visual layout is meant to be
both spacious and fluid, with lines that
may appear to move disjointedly across
the space yet compel us to make sense of
their jagged and asymmetric rhythms; and
with arrangements of the letterforms that,
when viewed from a distance, should create
a larger textural pattern that has a visual
as well as linguistic impact. The layout of
this artwork should promote an elasticity

as to how the reader chooses to read it.

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

Bai tho sau duoc t6i danh dé chiém nghiém

vé tinh da chiéu va dong bo cua khong khi.

T6i viét nd vao thdng 6 nam 2020, thoi diém
nudc My chim trong bién dong, lo du ciing nhu
bdt 6n xd héi tiv cdc cudc biéu tinh vi dai dich
COVID-19, cing nhu tir phong trao Black
Lives Matter — nhdm phdn déi cdc hanh vi
bao luc cta cdnh sdt sau cdi chét cua George
Floyd. Khi ngam xem liéu cd mdi lién két nao
gitia nhiing sw kién nay, toi nhdn ra rang khong
khi — va hoi tho: quyén dé duoc tho, ddu tranh
véi hiém nguy dé tho — déu la nhiing tdc nhan
rdt [én. C6 thé ndi, nuée My va nguoi My dang
mdt quyén dugc thd mot cdch twnhién va tw
do; nguon khong khi nudi song quoc gia duong
nhur dang bi bop chet, dau doc, kiém sodt dén
muic bién thanh vét thuong chi mang. Bai tho
nay nhumot tdc pham nghé thudt nhdm chiém
nghiém maot nhip thd chung, tiv do goi lén thi
thanh am khong hai hoa nhung giau phic diéu.

T6i viét bai tho nay tir goc nhin cua thoi diém
hién tai, vita dé ghi nhd nhiing bt cong va dau
thuong cua qud khit, vita dé dua ra — va mg
ra — mot cdu hdi vé tuong lai va cdch ching ta
“hiéu” né (va tao ra nd). Vé phan thi gidc, bai
tho duoc sdp ddt vita rong rdi vira linh hoat, 1oi
tho nhw di chuyén roi rac qua khong gian ciia
trang gidy, budc ngudi doc chiing ta suy ngam
sdu hon vé nhip diéu goc canh, cé phan khéng
dong déu sinh ra tir ching; cdc dang chi cdi da
dang, khi nhin tir xa, sé tao ra mot buc tranh
[6n hon, ¢6 tdc dong vé mdt thi gidc ctiing nhu
ngon ngit: B6 cuc cua tdc pham nghé thudr nay
gitip ngui doc cd thé dién gidi nd theo cdch
cua riéng minh. Bai tho dugc tao thanh tir cach

madnh ghép (bang cd tiéng Anh va tiéng Viét)

13



The poem is made up of fragments (in both
English and Vietnamese) and rearranges
its own words and phrases to construct
different meanings, different possible
readings. My hope is that this stirs in the
reader or viewer a sense of possibility
and revelation that language—a single
line or phrase—may convey multiple or
even opposite meanings; for instance, the
plurality of our “breathing” may be heard
as “asynchronous” or as “a synchronous”

music.

- Dao Strom

14

dugc sdp xép va lién két lai thanh nhing i
va cum tiy mdi dé xdy dung nhiing tang nghia,
nhiing cdch hiéu khdc nhau. Téi hy vong bai
tho sé lam khoi ddy ¢ nguoi doc chut suy nghi,
chiit khai sdng rang biét dau ddy, ngon ngii —
du chi mot dong hodc mét cum tiv — ciing cé
thé chuyén tai nhiéu y nghia, tham chi nhiing
¥ nghia trdi nguoc nhau; chang han, nhu cdch
“nhip the” cua ching ta la nhiing thanh am

viia “déng bo” viia “déi lap.”

- Dao Strom
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we breathe & breathing is

(an) a|synchronous music, yet every

body needs the air

minh thé & su thd la

[we are] riven
tender &
tender-

riven

asked to know/ hear our roots—
we dove
into the revolving
polyphonic
{tender {timbre
{ether

Bén tai t6i, giong ngudi van chon von

(mot) 4| dong nhac, tuy nhién

ai cling can khong khi

[minh]| dinh tdn
au yém &
au yém-

tan dinh

hoi dé biét / nghe nguén géc ciia minh
minh nhay vao
xoay quanh
da 4m
fau yém {da
{hoa é the
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my response is to sing
to the inevictable terror
shake the terrible terrific

] air

harness the

ineluctable

16

phan ung cua t6i la hit
cho dén ndi kinh hoang khong thé tranh khoi
rung chuyén su khiing khiép tuyét voi

] khong khi

khai thac su
o tranh khoi

)1 fill the rift with river
) 1 feel the rift

with river

) toi dip ran nut vdi con song
) tO6i cAm gidc ran nut

vdi con song
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minh thd & su thd la & mot|dong nhac tuy nhién ai cling can khong khi
tuy nhién khéng khi cAn mét| nhac thé va minh dong thd mét mdi ngudi (12)
12 mdi nhac mét| than hinh su tha can

la méi nguoi mot| dong bo va tuy nhién minh

mdi khong khi minh nhac cin la mét| dong co thé thg

minh khéng khi nhac co thé

can thd su tho la

tuy nhién mot cdc &

khéng khi tuy nhién 12 méi ngudi mot| nhac thé va minh tha mot dong bo
mbi nhac cin mot| co thé dong bo

moi khong khi can mét| nhac ths

minh khéng khi nhac co thé

can thd su tho la

tuy nhién mot cdc &

su thd la suthd la su tho la va

su thd la su tho la sw ths lava

su thd la su the la sw ths lava

va
va

va

] phan ung cua toi la hdt

—_— — — —
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we breathe and breathing is an a|synchronous music, yet every body needs the air
yet the air needs a| music breathing and we synchronous breathe an every body (is)
is every music a| body breathing needs

is every body a| synchronous and yet we

every air we music needs a| synchronous breathing body

we the air music body

needs breathe breathing is

yet the an &

the air yet is every body a| breathing music and we breathe an synchronous

every music needs a| body synchronous

every air needs a| breathing music

we the air music body

needs breathe breathing is

yet the an &

breathing is breathing is breathing is and

breathing is breathing is breathing is and

breathing is breathing is breathing is and

&
&

| my response is to sing [
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Dao Strom is a poet, musician, and artist whose
works include the poetry-art collection, Instrument,
and its companion song cycle, Traveler’s Ode
(Fonograf Editions; Antiquated Future Records);

a bilingual poetry-art book, You Will Always Be
Someone From Somewhere Else (Hanoi: AJAR Press);
a hybrid-forms memoir, We Were Meant To Be a
Gentle People, and song cycle, East/West; and two
books of fiction, The Gentle Order of Girls and Boys
(Counterpoint Press) and Grass Roof, Tin Roof
(Mariner Books). She has received awards from

the Creative Capital Foundation, Oregon Arts

Commission, NEA, Warhol Foundation, and others.

In 2020 she was recipient of an Oregon Literary
Arts Career Fellowship. Born in Vietnam, Strom
grew up in the Sierra Nevada foothills of California
and now lives in Portland, Oregon. She is co-
founder of two collective art projects, She Who Has
No Master(s), and De-Canon.

daostrom.com / IG: @herandthesea

Vi Khi Nao is the author of six poetry
collections & of the short stories collection, A
Brief Alphabet of Torture (winner of the 2016 FC2’s
Ronald Sukenick Innovative Fiction Prize),
the novel, Swimming with Dead Stars. Her work
includes poetry, fiction, film and cross-genre
collaboration. Her collaborative work, That
Woman Could Be You, with Jessica Alexander
arrives in April 2022 from BlazeVOX. She was
the Fall 2019 fellow at the Black Mountain
Institute: https://www.vikhinao.com

20

Dao Strom la mét nha tho, nhac st va nghé si.
Danh muc tdc pham cua cé bao gém tuyén tap
tho-nghé thudt, Instrument; album phdt hanh kem
tuyén tdp tho, Traveller’s Ode (Fonograf Editions;
Antiquated Future Records); sdch dnh song ngir vé
tho-nghé thudt You Will Always Be Someone From
Somewhere Else (Hanoi: AJAR Press); hoi ky da thé
loai We Were Meant To Be a Gentle People; tuyén
tdp ca khiic East/West; va hai tiéu thuyét, The Gentle
Order of Girls and Boys (Counterpoint Press) va
Grass Roof, Tin Roof (Mariner Books). Cé da duoc
vinh danh bdi cdc giai thuong tiv Creative Capital
Foundation, Oregon Arts Commission, NEA, Warhol
Foundation cing cdc t6 chiic khdc. Nam 2020, c6
duoc chon nhan hoc béng tir Oregon Literary Arts
Career Fellowship (Chuong trinh Khuyén nghiép Van
hoc Bang Oregon). Dao Strom dugc sinh ra ¢ Viét
Nam, [6n lén gitia nhiing ngon doi Sierra Nevada cua
California, va hién dang song & Portland, Oregon. Co
la dong sdng lap cta hai dw dn cong dong nghé thudt,
She Who Has No Master(s) va De-Canon.

daostrom.com / IG: @herandthesea

Vi Khi Nao la tdc gid cia sdu tuyén tdp tho,
tuyén tdp truyén ngdn A Brief Alphabet of Torture
(doat gidi nhdt gidi thuong FC2’s Ronald Sukenick
Innovative Fiction Prize nam 2016), va tiéu thuyét
Swimming with Dead Stars. Cdc tdc phdm cua c6
thuong la tho, tiéu thuyét, phim va cdc san pham
da thé loai. Tdc pham duoc c6 thuc hién cing
Jessica Alexander, That Woman Could Be You, sé
ra mat doc gid vao thdng 4 ndm 2022 trén nén tdng
BlazeVOX. Cé tung tham dw Chuong trinh Mua
thu nién khoa 2019 cua Black Mountain Institute:
https://www.vikhinao.com
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On a Bird that Doesn’t Fly Away

By Linh San
Translated by Nguyén Thanh Tam & Huyén Linh
Art by An Ho

Vé mot loai chim khong bay di

By Linh San

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von
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what could i prepare for the departure day,
or all i could do is comfort myself with the
readied schedules, the maps at bay, and
relentlessly conjure up the roads i would
cross. last night, i ran into fragmented
timelapses, a little birdie that lost its way
hovered around the house while i was
listening to the outer room’s breaths echoing
the repeated sound of a hammock swinging
from the inner room, the silent intervals
rope-tied in my chest, and i was out of breath
because of the anaerobic envisagings, the
tangled fingers hiding in your hair, at times
they told me that they were sediments lying
at the bottom of the depleted rivers, for years,
they had been thinking of a nameless aquatic
plant, nostalgia brought them here, to dive
into your hair while you washed it in the
afternoon in the red-tiled backyard corner,
at times they recited songs whose flows
synced with the river’s current and enticed
me to set off, to the sea, to the vast pasture-
side, i replied, every direction would be vast,
wait, don’t distract me from the fledgling’s
wings, i was watching it search for a way
out, but it kept flapping its wings around

the corner of the mosquito net covering the
bed my father used to sleep in, right above
his head, non-stop, it came to reveal tufts of
yellow abdominal feathers, it could neither
be a zosterop nor a flowerpecker, i guessed,
without a shrill of panic, it circled around,
around, my memories of a decided location,
somewhere i used to hide a map leading to
Yunnan, where three rivers flowed parallel
to each other, one of which was linked to

the Southern region called Mekong, on

the southside of Yunnan, and also on my
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ta c6 thé chudn bi g cho ngay lén duong, hay
chi ¢6 thé tw tran an bang nhiing 16 trinh du
trudc, nhing ban do du liéu va khong thoi hinh
dung vé nhiing con duong minh sé di qua. dém
trudc, ta bdt gap nhiing doan thoi chiing lai cia
thoi gian, khi mét cdnh chim non lac hudng
quanh qudn mdi trong nha, ta duong ngoi nghe
hoti thé gian ngoai vong nhip vong gian trong,
vai qudng lang thdt don trong budng nguc, va
bdt dau kho thd vi nhiing hinh dung yém khi,
16n nhén nhiing ngon tay an ndp trong mdi téc
em, doi khi chiing ndi vdi ta rang chiing la bin
ddt trong long nhiing con séng can, da nhiéu
nam, chiing nhd mét loai co nudc khong tén,
néi nhd dy da dem chiing tdi ddy, lan vao téc
em nhiing chiéu goi dau géc san gach do, doi
khi chiung hdt nhiing cdu hdt xudi theo mach
nudc va khéo ru ta hdy cdt bude di, hudng bién,
hudng ménh mong, ta ddp, rang hudng nao
cting hudng ménh méng, nao, dimg lam ta xao
lang cdnh chim non, ta dang nhin né tim l6i ra,
nhung no ci dap canh mdi noi dinh man bé ta
ndm, ngay huéng mdt ngudi nhin lén, cut thé;
nd ¢ ra nhiing nhum l6ng bung vang, khong
phai vanh khuyén hay chim sau xanh, ta dodn,
khong cdt tiéng hodng loan, nd lugn vong, luon
vong, ta nhd lai mot lua chon dinh vi, ta ting
cdt gidu ddu dé moét ban do dan téi Van Nam,
noi ¢6 ba con séng chdy song song, mét dong
bdt xudng dia vuc phia nam ma ngudi ta goi
tén la Mekong, la phia nam Van Nam, cing la
phia nam ta, boi moe lé thdc don gian: ta sinh
ra & Bdc, 6 vdy ta sé ddt tén cho nhiing ngén
tay an ndp trong mdi téc em la & phia tim t6i,
phia tia nhiéu nudc mdt, ta luc tim lai tdm bdn
do dan tdi Van Nam thi nhdn ra ta dd cdt né
trong mot chiéc ruong cti va ddt tén chiéc ruong

la mdt mdt, ta hodang loan thodng chéc, tim
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southside, because of one simple reason: i
was born in the North, oh so i would regard
the fingers nestled in your hair to be on my
heartside, the side where tears often well

up, i fumbled for the map to Yunnan only to
realize that it was kept in an old chest that i
named loss, i was panic-driven for a moment,
had i just searched for loss, yes, just like the
way the fingers lurked in your hair, i was the
muddy soil, thinking of that, the cacophony
of the little birdie’s flapping wings cut me off
midstream, when i turned around, it dawned
on me that my dad had long since passed
away, i shuddered to think, why hadn’t the

bird flown away?

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

kiém mat mdt u, phai réi, nhw nhiing ngon tay
an ndp trong mdi téc em, ta la bin ddt, nght
dén day, tiéng lach phach cdnh chim non lam
ta ngung mién man, khi ngoanh lai, ta nhdn ra
bd ta mdt da bao nam, ta sung ngudi mot choc,

sao loai chim kia khéng bay di?
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Art by An Ho
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Linh San (b.1998) earned a bachelor’s degree

in Literature from Hanoi National University of
Education and currently works in several art spaces
in Hanoi. Linh San’s works span a wide range of
materials, including poetry, moving images, and
ceramics. Her works depict the poetic, plain, and
contemplative moments of daily life.

Thanh-Tam Nguyen studies at High
School for Gifted Students in Social Sciences
and Humanities in Vietnam. She has been
working as a translator for many Vietnamese
directors, multidisciplinary artists, and curators.
Her work has appeared in The Offing, Cathartic
Literary Magazine and GENCONTROLZ. She
spends most of her time trotting in reverie and
practicing observations on communal spaces to
incubate art performance ideas. She is currently
translating a full-length film screenplay.

Huyén Linh is a Vietnamese and an art

lover, living in a quiet neighborhood of Hanoi.
She studied International Studies at Vietnam
National University Hanoi and now is working
as a part-time teaching assistant and a full-

time why-person. Her interests are linguistics,
storytelling, and contemporary music, in
ascending order. In her freetime, she writes and
plays music with hopes to embrace the moments,
and more often to entertain her cat named Mo.

An Ho or Meaptopia is a visual storyteller
from Hanoi, Vietnam. She explores the beauty in
everyday life through illustration, printmaking,
and design. An sees the world through the

lens of patterns and constantly finds evidence

of repetition in the seemingly mundane.
Vietnamese tradition, pop culture, and lots of
cats are the ultimate source of her inspiration.
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Linh San (sn 1998) t6¢ nghiép cirnhan Vin hoc
tai Pai hoc Swpham Ha Noi va hién dang lam viéc
tai mot s6 khong gian nghé thudt tai Ha Noi. Cdc tdc
phdm cua Linh San trdi dai trén nhicu chdt liéu, bao
gom tho ca, hinh dnh chuyén déng va gom sii. Cdc
tdc phdm cua c6 miéu ta nhing khodnh khdc tho
mong, binh di va dady chiém nghiém cia cudc séng

hang ngay.

Thanh-Tam Nguyen la mét hoc sinh tai
Trudong Trung hoc Pho thong Nang khiéu Khoa hoc
Xa héi va Nhan van ¢ Viét Nam. Cé da va dang lam
phién dich cho nhiéu dao dién, nghé si da nganh

va gidm tuyén ngudi Viét. Cdc tdc pham ctia c6 da
tung xudt hién trénThe Offing, Cathartic Literary
Magazine va GENCONTROLZ. C6 danh phan lén
thoi gian ctia minh dé tha hon vao nhiing gidc mo va
quan sdt cdc khéng gian chung dé nuéi lén nhiing y
tuong nghé thudt. Co hién dang bién dich kich ban
cho mot bo phim dién danh.

Huyén Linh la mét ngubi Viét yéu nghé thudt. C6
hién dang song tai mot khu pho yén tinh & Ha Noi.
C6 theo hoc nganh Qudc t€ hoc tai Pai hoc Qudc

gia Ha N¢i va hién dang lam tro ly gidng day bdn
thoi gian, va nhan vién chinh thiic toan thoi gian. Co
thich tim hiéu vé ngén ngit hoc, nghé thudt ké chuyén
va dm nhac duong dai (theo thi tw tang ddn). Trong
thoi gian ranh roi, c6 hay viét va choi nhac, mét phan
i ¢6 muon luu gitt' ting khodnh khdc, nhung thuong
la vi dé mua vui cho chii méo tén Mo ctia cé.

An Ho hay Meaptopia la mét nha ké chuyén thi
gide dén tiv Ha Noi. C6 khdm phd vé dep trong cude
song hang ngay thong qua viéc minh hoa, in dn va
thiét ké. An nhin thé gidi qua lang kinh cta tinh
khudn mdu, va ludn tim thdy su xoay vong, ldp di
lap lai trong nhiing diéu tuong chung nhu rdt binh
thudng. Tdp tuc truyén thong va van hda dai ching
cua Viét nam, va rdt rdt nhiéu meo, la nguon cam
hiing ldn nhdt cua cé.
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G for Ground Floor, M for Majoram

By Tran Thi NgH
Translated with Paul Christiansen
Art by Tran Thi NgH

Leo xuodng tang trét

By Tran Thi NgH
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1. As is routine, I get up at six, and the first
thing I do is open my bedroom door before
staggering a few steps to the adjacent restroom.
It’s firmly stuck. Living alone in a 270-square
meter space - a four-story house consisting of a
living room and an open kitchen on the ground
floor, three of four bedrooms are unused, two
bathrooms, two terraces filled with nameless
plants - every night, before going to bed, I
check thoroughly each door high and low
simply to give myself a feeling of security. Upon
entering my room, the only bedroom used,

I skillfully maneuver to bolt the two latches

and press the button on the doorknob - the
kind of door that no one could open from
outside without a key. I keep reminding myself:
burglars can enjoy the pleasure and freedom

of taking anything from the house, but my
precious life would stay untouched if I defiantly
remained in my room with a well-locked door
which, however, is firmly stuck this morning no

matter how hard I try to open it.

There is no landline phone in my room.
Fortunately, I still have my Nokia, but the
battery seems to be dying. Shaken and pried in
different ways, the doorknob remains jammed.
After a lot of consideration and hesitation, I
call Binh. His mobile phone is off. It is still too
early in the morning, he might be sleeping,

or has already gotten up but has not bothered
to turn his phone on, or he is busy taking

his wife to work, his kids to school. I keep
calling him every ten minutes, fearing that my
battery will die at any moment as I negligently
left the charger somewhere in the house.

His phone is still off. I used to blame myself

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

Sdng thic ddy 6 gio theo théi quen, viéc
dau tién la mo ctia phong dé bude qua nha
vé sinh sdt bén vdch. Ciing ngdc. O mot
minh trong co ngoi 270 mét vuéng - nha
hép bén tang gom mot phong khdch dn
thong nha bép, ba trong bon phong ngu

bo tréng, hai nha tdm, hai san thuong cdi
trude cdi sau um tum cdy xanh - dém nao
t6i ciing kiém tra ky cdc ciia néo tir trén
xuong dudi cho that an tam trudc khi di
ngt. Pong tdc nhudn nhuyén sau khi vao
phong: kéo hai chét ngang, dn nit bam,
logi tay ndm bén ngoai khéng mé duoc néu
khéng cd chia. Luén ludn tw nhdc nhd: bon
trom dao mudn vo vét thit gl trong nha thi
ct, sinh mang van an toan néu van ¢ yén
trong phong c6 hai lan chét va mét 6 bam.
Vdy nhung sdng nay cdi tay ndm ket ciing

ngdc.

Trong phong khéng cé dién thoai, ciing
may con cdi Nokia nhung sdp hét pin. Ldc,
cay, khui du cdch 6 khda van tro tro. Lung
khiing mét ldt, toi goi Binh. Mdy tdt, chi
nghe o i e. Gio' nay con qud sém, hodc hdn
chua ddy hodc ddy roi nhung chua mdé mdy
vi con lu bu chudn bi dua vo di lam con di
hoc. Cu khodng 10 phiit t6i lai goi mot lan,
vita goi vita so hét pin vi trong phong khong
cd cuc sac. Van o i e. n hdn trudc day khi
sta nha thay vi cho xdy cdi toa-lét ngay
trong phong ngu, lai cho né ndm roi, ken
gitia hai phong dé tiét kiém. Sau nay mdi
thdy badt loi, nhdt la khi ¢d khdch ¢ choi, cd
chii lan khdch phdi dung chung nha vé sinh
va nha tdm gdy ldn cdn cho cd hai phia.

Con hién gio tht bdt loi qud. Ba hon mot
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for not having the toilet built inside of my
bedroom but instead, between the floor’s two
bedrooms to reduce construction costs. It is
very inconvenient, especially when welcoming a
guest; sharing the same toilet obviously causes
annoyance for both the guest and the hostess.
And now, see how impractical it is? An hour
has passed. The truth is I have no one to ask for
help when having to deal with a problem like
this. Binh is the only man I could begrudgingly
rely on. He is just a motorbike driver: paid
monthly, punctual, honest, devoted, handy,

and untalkative. Sitting behind him on his
motorbike, I don’t have to suffer the unpleasant
smell from his well-cleaned body. Apart from
driving me here and there for my teaching
appointments when required, he never minds
doing any chores, running errands, carrying
heavy things, fixing electric devices or water
pipes when they break, and once in a while
discarding rats that, for some unknown reason,
drop dead right in my back yard. It is never easy
to recruit an ideal helper, an all-purpose and
trustworthy man. He is like a Genie, just rub
the magic Nokia and he will pop up and ask
“what can I do for you, Boss?” This morning I

rub and rub but the magic light stays off.

Looking around for a means to solve my
immediate physical needs, I finally find a
plastic bag and put it over the rim of the

small trash can. “Necessity is the mother of
invention.” I wonder how I could be clear-
minded enough to create a lavatory during such
an upsetting situation; [ congratulate myself
for being so “lucid.” Listening attentively to
my tinkling urination, I imagine the long wait

[ will have to tolerate, the battery will soon run

out; without a balcony, it is impossible to climb
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tiéng loay hoay. Kho la khi muén phd thdc
nhiing truc trdc loai nay, khong cé ai dé cd
thé nghi tdi ngoai Binh. Hdn la tai xé xe
om linh luong thdang, diing gio, luong thién,
hét long, khéo tay, khong nhiéu chuyén.
Ngoi ¢ yén sau dudi gié nhung khong nghe
phdt nguoc mui thiéu vé sinh. Chua bao giv
hdn né ha viéc chi ké cd bung bé vdt ndng,
chinh sua dién nudc, lau lau tham chi xu
gitim xdc chudt chét. Tuyén ldm mdi duoc
mot tay da nang, lai ddng tin cdy. Hdn
gidng nhu Than Dén, cu co vao Nokia la
hién ra hoi ¢é chu can chi. Sdng nay co tdi

co lui, dén van tdt ngim.

Ngo quanh qudt tim cdch giai quyét cdi ton
tai trong bung, t6i lui cui tim bao nhua cho
vao thung rdc nhé l6i ra tiv gdm ban trang
diém r6i boc cdi bao nguoc quanh miéng
thung. Cdi kho [6 cdi khén. Nghi, sao trong
con hodng loan van con cd thé sdng tao ra
cdi bé, cong nhdn minh man. Tu nghe réc
rdch. Tuong tuong sé con ket lau, di dong
hét pin, phong ngti nam lot tudt phia sau
cta lau 3, cira s6 ngd xudng ddy nha op ep
khudt xa bén duéi, khong cd ban-cong dé
tréo ra, khong cé nude dé udng hay dé tim
tdp ddnh rang rua mat, khéng cé thuc dn,
thung rdc nho sé boi thu. Nha thuong it
khdch vang lai. Roi sé cam cu duoc bao ldu
cho dén khi hang xém ddnh hoi mui phan

huy?

8 gior toi goi lai lan niia. May qud. Than
beén hdt ho hdt hdi hoi theo qudn tinh:

- Sdng nay di ddau c6?

To6i tuong thudt nhanh, xong bdo hdn tim
ngay mot tho khda.

- Nghe day, cong cd bdp ong khda, cira vao
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down to the ground through the third-floor
bedroom window which overlooks a row of
cantankerous houses far below. There is no
water to drink or to wash myself, nor food to
keep myself alive, and the small trash can will
soon overflow... Seldom do I have visitors. How
long would I linger until my neighbors notice

the smell from my decomposing body?

2. At 8.00 I call the Genie again. How lucky!
From the other end, the savior customarily asks:
- Where to this morning, Boss?
[ give him a brief recount of the situation and
ask him to promptly get a locksmith.
- Listen, the gate is locked from inside,
the front door is too, but the key is still in the
keyhole with an extra enormous padlock above
it! The living-room window has two latches
on the inside, if necessary, make a hole in the
glass and saw off the iron windowpane. Go to
the third floor where you will find my bedroom
in the back, the doorknob firmly jammed. I'll
slip the key out through the gap underneath
the door for the locksmith to open from the
outside. Do everything you can, the faster the
better.

The Genie says yes, yes, I'll take care of it.
He'll have to forgo some of his morning clients,

but I'll repay him later.

I keep wondering what is taking the Genie

so long. I restlessly read some old magazines
stacked on the bedside table, too distracted to
understand a single line and so, finally end up
leafing through the pages illustrated with pretty
girls in twisting positions, eyelids shadowed
blue, lips painted deep red and fingernails
polished purple. I try to read a short story in a

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

nha khéa bén trong con cdm chia trong 6,
thém mét cuc Solex té ba chang phia trén
nita nghe! Cra s6 phong khdch cai hai chét
phia trong, néu can cu viéc khoét cua kinh
cua khung sdt. Lén ldu 3 phong ngti phia
sau, tay nam loai bdm cdi kit da bi ket
cing. S€ tuon chia ra qua khe ho bén dudi
ctra dé tho m& tir bén ngoai. Cang sém cang
(ot.

Thdn Pén da, da, em lo lién. Bdt qud hdn

hudt mdt vai cudc xe sdng, sé bat dén sau.

Khoéng biét Than Pén lam gi suét mdy
tiéng dong ho tiép theo do. Toi thadt tha
thdt thém vd md tap chi cii doc nhéi. Ddu
éc phan tdn khong tru duoc dong nao, rét
cudc chi ludt mdt xoén xoet qua cdc trang
c6 hinh gdi dep, s6t ruét ngdm cdc em eo
qua eo lai mdt xanh mé dé mdng tim than.
C6 c6 gang doc mot truyén ngdn trong tudn
san Thanh Nién nhung chiv khéng hiit.
Tham nhu, hay la bay gio minh ddnh mot
gidc, tinh ddy sé thdy cua néo toang hodc,
ddt troi thong thong, doi vui phoi phdi.
Nhung hai mdt da no sau mot dém thang
thdm thdt khé tw ru. Chua bao gio cdc to
bdo duoc doc ky dén thé. Ci méi thang hon
nhién tra hon 300 ngan tién bdo cdc loai
duoc ném sdm vao san trudc thay vi xem
bdo mang, don gian chi dé ¢ cam gidc ldt
sot soat trong khi udng ca-phé budi sdng,
thuong khi truot qua cdc tua lon tua nho,
bé trang thé thao kinh té, ddu mét chiit ¢
trang van héa van nghé, doc ky tin tic thé
gidi trang cudi tuy chdang mdy quan tdm
dén chinh tri; chdng hiéu ra lam sao, chdc
co khuynh hudng sinh ngoai. 10 gio sang
hém nay chua cé ca-phé, ciing chua duyét

tin. May ma con tri bdo cii ngay trong
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magazine but all the words seem hollow and
lifeless. I then encourage myself to take a good
nap hoping that upon waking up, [ will see
unlocked doors, open skies, and an agreeable
life waving to me. But after a good night’s
sleep, my eyes are so well-nourished that I can
hardly lull myself to sleep again. Never before
have I read magazines and newspapers that
thoroughly. I spend three hundred thousand
dong per month to have them delivered to my
door instead of wasting my time searching for
information on the Internet, simply to enjoy
the rustling sound when thumbing the pages
while sipping my morning coffee. I usually
give a quick glance at headlines and captions,
skip the columns on sports and economy,
stop for a while to read articles on cultures
and art activities and enthusiastically read the
world news. Weird, I seemingly tend to prefer
anything exotic. It’s now ten in the morning.
No coffee. No news. It’s a good idea to keep
old publications in the bedroom for similar
situations, but what's the point of reading

without comprehension?

10.30. The Genie calls me from his mobile
phone announcing that they are finally there,
in the front yard, the gate padlock has already
been removed, and they are examining the
window to see if they can break into the house
without having to force the front door; ahhh....,
complicated, I release a deep sigh and say:

- OK. Do whatever you think necessary but
don’t ravage the very healthy plants

under the windowsill.

[ regret saying it almost at once. How could I be

so petty to care about plants at such a moment?

In my bedroom high above the back end
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phong ngti. Poc nhung khong mdy tf hiéu.

10.30 Than Pén goi di dong bdo da cé mat
¢ hang hién, 6ng khéa cong da duoc cua,
dang tién quan vao ctra s6 dé tim cdch dot
nhdp thay vi phd cua chinh, nhiéu khé qud.
T6i tho cdi khi bao:

- O-ké. Leo tréo sao dimng dap ndt cdi mé
cdy dang xanh ri dé nghe.

Ndi xong mdi thdy minh tiéu nhan.

Tw trong phong ngu lot thom phia sau chdt
vot phia trén thdt khé nghe duoc dong

tinh tir san trudc. Téi nhdp nhém di tdi di
lui trong can phong 12 meét vuéng, thinh
thodng tdy mdy nhich cdi ghé cho ngay
chinh xdp bdo cho gon. Gidi quyét ton tai 3
lan, mau ho phdch dda mdp mé miéng thiing
rdc dung tich gidi han. Miéng ludi nhan
nhat ddng ddng, tdc tai ngd trong guong
thdy bu xtt nhu trdi chém chom, qudn do
ngu nhau nhuoi tron mui chan mén u dém

coi cti si. Tham.

Lau ldm, roi nghe tiéng Than Deén sang
sang:

- Tao ndéi mdy tho tay vo 16 khoét bat hai
cdi chot, khong théi cua dai moét 6 cia sdt
di r6i thdo vit bung nguyén cdi khung ra.

- Thi tui dang huoi cdi cua lén né 6ng noi!
Vay la bon ho da xi mét phan mdt kinh
ctta s6, thdao nao nghe oang oang. Vu nay
hao ghé, chang nhiing ctia cdi ma con thi

giv, chua ké than kinh bi hiy hoai.

11.30 ho [én dén cua nguc. Cha tho khéda
ra lénh, giong vita mdi vita mi:

- Ludn cdi chia khda ra di ba noi.

Dé hué. Ong néi cd, ba néi ciing cd. Toi

rdm rdp.
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of the corridor, it’s really hard to hear any
sound from the front yard. I restlessly walk
back and forth in the 12-square-meter room,
occasionally adjusting a chair or arranging

the stack of newspapers and magazines on the
bedside table. I pass water three times. The
liquid, amber in color, is reaching the rim of
the trash can. My tongue feels bitter, my lips
dry and tasteless, my hair stands on end like a
spiky rambutan and my wrinkled pajamas look
overused and have the musty smell of sleep and

sweat. What misery!

Quite a while, then the Genie’s voice resounds:
I told you to push your hand through the hole
of the perforated window glass to unbolt the
two latches, or just cut open a small part of the
windowpane, unscrew the whole frame and
remove it.

Look, grandpa! See? I'm raising the saw.

So their rescue operation is progressing
smoothly, no wonder their voice can be heard.
This incident is really devastating, not only for
the damage done to my property but also to my

time and mental health.

11.30. They reach the cell. In his nasal contralto
voice, the locksmith orders:

- Slip the key out, grandma!
Ha, family reunion! After grandpa, now
grandma. I submissively do as commanded.
It takes them quite a while to do God-knows-
what then the Genie hopelessly announces, his
voice low and faint from the other side of the
wooden door:
Shit! It doesn’t work even with the key! No way
out, Boss!
I meekly respond:
Then why not get rid of the whole doorknob?

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

Luc duc lach cach mét hoi Than Ben tuyét
vong ndi lung biing qua cdnh ctia go:

- Tiéu r6i c6! M& khdéa bang chia ciing
khong duoc. Bo tay!

T6i ngdn ngam ndi vong ra:

- Vdy duc cdi tay nam bé luén di cho roi!
Nghe cha tho khéa cubi khdy khinh miét:

- Dé ot!

Cua mo. Than Ben xoe miéng cuoi phdn
chdn, phan tran:

- Tai thang nay né di nhdu sdm qud co.
Phai doi miit chi ca na.

Cha tho khda, qua giong ngdu ngdu tuong
gia, hda ra non choet. N6 kéu minh bang
ba néi la phai roi, nhung éng noéi hoi bi
oan. Toi nghiép dng noéi hét long vi ba noi.
T6i héi cho ¢ hoi:

- Sao vé6 nha duoc hay qud ta!

Tho khda, hoi tho nong nuc mui dé; ndch
do udt ddanh qudng:

- Hay chd sao khong! Nghé ma!

Tra tién, dua Than Pén va tho khda ra vé,
t6i quay trd vo khinh khinh khép ho mdy
cdnh ciia. Hir, ti nay sé khong khéa. Ong
khéa cong da bi cua, cira s6 mdt mot vuong
sdt, tay ndm ctia phong bi duc bd con chita
mot 16 tron dudng kinh 4 phdan. Ghé mdt
qua 16 trong tiv ngoai sé thdy tudn tudt bén
trong ¢ ngudi nam chang hdng, hd hénh
ngu. Roi sé phdi voi mot tay tho moc, mot
tay tho han, mot tay cdt kiéng. Vay cho
ddng doi. Rdt nén hoc tdp Nguyén Cong
Tru

Ngay ba bita vé bung rau binh bich

Nguoi quan tt dn chang cdu no

bém nam canh an gidc ngdy kho kho

Doi thdi binh cua thuong bo ngo
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I can hear the locksmith smirk with contempt:

Nice and easy! Like a knife through the butter!

The door is finally opened. Smiling from ear to
ear, the Genie apologetically explains:

This bastard went out drinking so early this
morning. It took me ages to find him.

To my surprise, the locksmith appears so young
although he sounds like an old tough guy. It’s
reasonable for him to call me grandma, but
unfair to address the Genie as grandpa as he is
still in his mid-thirties. I nonsensically mumble,
only to say something out of courtesy: It was so
good you could manage to break into the house
via the window!

The locksmith smells of rice wine, the armpits
of his short-sleeved T-shirt soaked with

sweat that forms two huge circles resembling
two wounded, hidden wings. He replies: No

comment! [t’s my forte.

After paying the locksmith and Binh and seeing
the two men to the door, I disdainfully let all
the doors remain half-closed. No need to lock
them now. The gate padlock had already been
cut in half with a pair of snippers; a piece is
missing from the windowpane; my bedroom
doorknob was removed leaving a four-
centimeter diameter hole. From outside, anyone
spying through the hole would just be able to
barely see my careless sleeping position, legs
stretched apart. [ need to summon a carpenter,
awelder and a glassman urgently. This incident
serves me right. I should have learned from

poet Nguyén Cong Tri:

For your daily meals, stuff your stomach with
only vegetables

There is no need for a noble scholar to be so
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Téi budc hai ndc chap mot tro lén tang ba,
diing ngay ctia nguc ngé cham bam maot
ldt, tho phao két luan, ddnh rdang ria mat
liic 11.40, bo ca-phé, khéong di cho, khong
sot soat ldt cdc trang bdo, thiv nguoi ngoi
nhin bao qudt. Nha nay 1 cong, 8 ciia ldn,
8 ciia s, 2 cua toa-1ét, 10 16 khda 10 chia,
9 éng khéda 9 chia, 14 chét cai ngang ti
bén trong. Trong nha c¢é gi dau ma phong
thu con hon co dinh thu tudng. Thdt giong
mot gd to xdc, do s6 nhung thiéu nang. Tiv
trén xuong dudi toan binh chdu bang ddt
nung xudt than tiv Binh Duong, Thi Ddu
Moét, khong cé cdi nao thudc doi Khang Hy.
Tranh dnh tu nguéch ngoac treo cho sach
tudong. Ban ghé g, mdy tre cdi ld con sot
lai tir doi Ng6 Dinh Diém. Hién dai ldm chi
6 cdi 1o vi-ba mua bdng tién bdn 2 cdi xe
dap tir cudi thé ky trudc. Gid tri hon hét la
cdi piano Moutrie ddu bac rang long 300
ki, nang hon cdi quan tai cé ngudi nam bén
trong, han phdi dén 4 - 5 nguoi khiéng. Vay

thi tr nay, hi, khoa chi nia!

000

Nguoi yéu toi la Khdnh. Kiéu ba oi chdu
rat yéu ba, di dau ba cling mua qua vé cho.
Khéng dén ndi nhu thé nhung ciing khong
khdc chi mdy. Vu nay kéo dai 5 nam, it
hoan ca ldm sdu khiic. Do khdp khiéng so
le vé dm vuc va tiét diéu, ching t6i chia tay.
Dém cudi Khdnh cdi bién bai Ngam Ngiu
“thanh Ngu6i Ngam ngoéi ém ghi-ta hdt
mui man. Téi phuc vu ca-ry ga. Sau bia dn
Khdnh m& cong-tdc chiéc Dream II gai s6

1 phéng ra dau hém. Ram! Téi khong biét
gl. Lic dy sdu trong hém, can cudi, toi dang

lii hiii chong md chén dia do bé qua bon
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well-fed
Keep snoring thoughout the night
Leave the doors open as you are leading a

peaceful life !

[ walk up the stairs, skipping a step each time.
When reaching the third floor I stand in front
of my former cell, stare at it for a moment and
heave a sigh of relief. I brush my teeth, wash
my face and comb my hair at 11.40, skip my
morning coffee, decide not to go to market

for food, break my daily habit of fluttering
newspapers and magazines and sit still
observing the house. One big gate. Eight doors.
Eight windows. Two toilet doors. Ten keys to
ten keyholes. Nine keys to nine heavy padlocks.
Fourteen latches to bolt from inside. There is
nothing valuable in the house, why keep it so
well-guarded as if it were a Prime Minister’s
palace? The house is like a bulky, strongly built
but dim-witted guy. From the top to the ground,
pottery vases from Binh Duong and Thu Dau
Mot are displayed as decorations, none of them
originated from Kangxi - the Qing Dynasty
Emperor; amateur paintings hanging here

and there conceal mold spots on the walls;
fifty-year-old rattan and wooden furniture has
existed in the house since Ng6 Dinh Diém’s
regime - the first president of South Vietnam
in the early 1960s; the most modern device is
the micro-wave bought last century with the
money from the sale of two old bicycles; the
most costly piece is a Moutrie with irregular
yellow keys, a 300-kilo piano - heavier than a
coffin with a corpse inside which would require
five or six pallbearers to carry. Conclusion:
nothing of value. Thus, from now on, there is no

reason to keep all the doors firmly locked.

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

raa, gom do dan thiia ém vé cdc hop nhua
cat tu lanh, quét vun bdnh mi trén san nha,
di tdm, mdc do thuing thinh réi vé giudong
ndm. Tudng sé thao thiic, nhung khong, t6i
lim chi sau mér lat lay nhdy véi hinh dnh
Khdnh xé 6 banh mi méc rude bé vo chdm
chem nhep nudc ca-ry vang khe dua vao
mom, chdy nhéu ¢ khde. Ciing nhd cdi luci
Khdnh dua qua dua lai lia xuong ga qua
ké rang. Nghe trong nguoi dau rém dau do

nhung chua thdy nhdi lén.

Sdng hém sau, khong mudn nhoi lai tinh
ct, toi xdch gio di cho, gdp ba bdn thudc

ld lé truc nhat ngay dau hém niu lai tudng
thudt s6i noi, té ra biét chuyén:

- Cdu gi chdu c6 hay tdi choi dd, t6i qud
dam dau vo xe cong-ten-no ngay day né!
Ngo coi, con thdy rai cdt trén ving mdu
kia!

N6i dén ddy ba ta ngung, nhin t6i tran tran
mot khdc nhu tham do roi tiép, giong thdng
tho:

- B6 ¢6 khong hay biét gi hét ha? Troi

oi, tui ngoi ddy thdy ré rang 6ng nhao ra
khong ngo trudc ngo sau, y nhuw tu tu.
Giong nam khan cua éng xe 6m dang ding
gan:

- Tui dau xe ddy chd dau! Tay nay quyét
chét ma! Dau cd phdi nia dém viang vé, mdi
9 gio toi, con nuom nuop. Chdu c6 ha?

Téi dung ngdy, mdi mdi md miéng ra duoc:
- Vay hd? N6 ¢é sao khéong?

Ba bdn thudéc chung hung:

- C6 sao khong? Nguyén cdi ddu ndm dudi
bdnh xe ma héi cé sao khong! Bdy nhdy
nhu tau hi non. Tui thdy dn qud nén ldt
dat don tu thudc day vé sém. Bo com luén!

Khong nght dén chuyén chay vo bdo cho
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3. My love was Khdnh. The kind of love that a

grandma has for her grandson and vice-versa.

Oh grandma, do you know how much I love you

Back from any trip, you always bring me gifts...”

Not so amoral, but almost. The relationship
lasted for five years with little joy and much
sorrow. Due to age gap, the disequilibrium in
vocal ranges and nuances, we said good-bye to
each other. On our last night Khdnh arranged
Ngam Ngui ® into Ngu6i Ngam and played

it with emotion on my guitar. I served him
chicken curry. After dinner Khénh started the
engine of his Dream II, changed gears with a
roar and raced out of the alley. Broom! I knew
nothing of what happened after he left. At

that moment, in my house close to the alley’s
dead end I was clearing the table, putting dirty
dishes into the kitchen sink, stuffing some
containers with left-overs, cramming them

into the fridge, sweeping the bread crumbs off
the floor, taking a shower, putting on my loose
pajamas and going to bed. I thought I would

lie awake, but no, I fell asleep after spending
some time recollecting the way Khdnh had torn
his loaf of bread, ripped out the inside, soaked
it into the yellow curry and thrust it in his
mouth letting the soup drip out of the corner
of his lips. I also visioned how he had moved
his tongue from side to side to sort out the
bones between his teeth. In addition to those
thoughts, something in me tingled, and [ waited
for a sudden sharp feeling that, surprisingly, did

not come as expected.

The next morning, unwilling to gnaw upon my
grievance, I decided to go to market but the

cigarette seller, who perpetually sat at the fork
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nguoi nha la c6 chi ai. Co ma lic dé dau
co nhd.

Ong xe 6m nhiu may héi gang ba bdn
thudc:

- Chdu ba thiét ha?

Tay chan bun run t6i dinh quay tré vo
nhung khéng hiéu sao lai queo phai, di
tiép. O cho nhé cdch hém 10 phiit di bo, 1o
rang ngudi ta van mua bdn ém téi nhw ngay
thuong. Toi diung nhu troi trong gitia cho,
cd cam tudng dang xem ti-vi bi mdt tiéng,
hai tai & diéc, dc ddc cing. Khong biét bao
lau, roi toi sum xubng ngay ché chom hém
cta ba bdn rau cdi hanh ngo chanh ét, ndi
can:

- Bdn mét ngan kinh gidgi di!

Nghe giong ba ta nhu tit tdp phia xa:

- M¢t ngan bdn khéng duoc. Mua dai hai
ngan di!

T6i hoi:

- Ha?

B6 b6 kinh gici 6m nhom vé gio, toi tiép
tuc di l6 ngd tw hoi tai sao mua kinh gici?
binh ndu bin mang hay bun riéu? Chi vay?
Ca-ry con ém trong hai hop nhua, bdnh mi
cting con. Théi di vé cho r6i. Xdch ton teng
cdi gio trong lon chon 2000 dong kinh gidi,
t6i dot nhién budc tdt td nhu chot suc nhd

ra chuyén gi quan trong.

Khoang chiéu chiéu mdy cong rau cé vé
nhuw odt odt. Thi ngdt mot ld dua lén mdi
ngui. Thom. Mui nay khién them an cdi
chi nong néng long long, ném ti ot véi mam
tom; troi phdi mua mua nita mdi phé. Ngoi
nhin mdy cdi ld héo tiv lic di cho vé dén 2

gio chiéu khong biét chdn, trong dau 6m
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of the alley and the main street with her glass
case containing all kinds of imported cigarettes,
called me over and reported a traffic accident.
She was as good a news announcer as she was
an observer and gossip:

Your nephew, or whatever, who used to come to
your house many times a week had a head-on
collision with a container truck right under
my nose last night! Look! See the pool of blood
mixed with sand over there?

At this she paused to stare at me for some
seconds as if feeling me out, and when I said
nothing, continued in her fitful voice:

Don’t you know anything? God, I was sitting
right here and with my own eyes saw him all
of a sudden break out from the alley into the
street without looking left or right, tsk..tsk...as
if committing suicide.

In his smoky voice, the motorbike man
standing nearby commented:

[ 'was parked right here! The guy obviously
wanted to end his life. It was only nine o’clock,
not late enough for the streets to be deserted,;
the traffic was still heavy. He’s your nephew?

I stood motionless. It took me a while before I
could open my mouth:

Huh? Was he all right?

The lady was flabbergasted:

Was he all right? His head ended up under a
truck and you ask if he was all right! All that
was left was a whole lot of slime-like smashed
to-fu. It was so disgusting that I packed up my
stuff and left. Impossible to swallow anything
later at home, so I just skipped my dinner!
Damn, I did not even think of running into the
alley to tell you. Anyone would be too shocked
to know what to do in such a situation!

The motorbike man narrowed his eyes and

repeated his question to the cigarette seller:

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

om ong ong hai chi kinh gidi. Kinh gidi.
Kinh gidi. Mai dén chang vang mdi chot
hiéu ra la, troi dat, Khdnh da mdt dang.
Gio' cé mudn tim cing khéng biét lam sao.
Trong sudt 5 nam ddy dua, chi cé Khdnh
mo tdi, ¢ choi khuya, ¢é khi nga lai. Tuyét
nhién téi khong héi chi vé nha cua, gia
dinh, céng viéc. Cit thich dé y nguyén vay,
do mudn khéa kin méi quan hé, nhdt quyét
khong chiva chit ké hd nao cho bat cu thi
gl ¢d thé ldch vé. Ngoai ra, dd cd ngay tir
ddu nhing cdnh cua déng, ¢ ca hai phia.
T6i khong co tu cdch chi chuong mdt ra &

cdi tang 1é khong biét dang ct hanh & dau.

Mubi ndm qua t6i van gitt bé rau khé gdi
trong gidy bdo. Tudng sé quén nhung van
cit quanh qudn véi cdi miii ngai ngdi ciia
c6 chét. Bdn nha, don di noi khdc téi van
tha nd theo. Trong cdi co ngoi to xdc nhung
thiéu ndng, nd duoc nhot & ket ti chung véi

qudn do trong phong ngu.

Dao nay toi dang cé gang yéu mén mot ldo
si. Mdt miii qudc thudc, rdau téc bac pho,
tién phong dao cét, néi nang nho nha. Thdt
ranh ranh mét bdc van nhan. Pai khdi thi
cling qudn quyt, véi nhiing bita com lanh
canh ngot, tuy méi ngudi déu ghim lai phan
minh, trong chuing muc tinh ban. Tinh ban
cdi con khi méc. Lam gi ¢ thi dé gitia

dan 6ng va dan ba. Lam bo théi. Phia dich
khong biét sao chi phe ta choc chéc lai

boi hoi do ldo c6 ham rau mép tia rdt khéo
chup trén déi méi hoi day, nhic nhich khi
ndi cudi lam nhd éng gia. Lao khién t6i
thém cd lai tinh phu tw, ddu gi dd mdt 27

ndam roi.
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The guy is her nephew, for real?

My legs felt limp as noodles, I intended to
walk back to my house but then unconsciously
turned right and walked on. At the small
market, only a ten-minute stroll away, people
were engaged in their daily buying and selling,
as noisy and busy as always. I planted myself
in the middle of the market and felt like I

was watching a soundless TV show, my ears
plugged and my mind blocked. I did not really
know how long I had been standing there
before I bent down to talk to an old woman
squatting on the ground selling herbs and
spices, and said mindlessly:

One thousand d6ng, marjoram, please!

Her voice sounded like an echo from a long
distance:

Two thousand or nothing.

I subconsciously asked:

Huh?

I put the little bunch of marjoram in my bag
and continued walking about, wondering why
marjoram? Planning to prepare some asparagus
dish or minced crab soup? Why? In the fridge
there are still two full containers of curry, plus
some bread from the previous night. Go home
then! Carrying the bag with only two-thousand-
dong marjoram, I abruptly hastened my pace

as if, all of a sudden, remembering something

important.

A bit late in the afternoon the herb had
wilted. I picked a small leaf and brought it

to my nostrils. Good. The kind of smell that
could make one crave a bowl of hot soup
strengthened by some chili and shrimp paste;

a slight rain would increase my appetite.
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Véi Khanh 10 nam trudc, hay vdi ldo si
bay gior t6i khong hé muodn tuc héa moi
quan hé bang mét cu dién thoai hét hodng
liic sdng sdm nhw da lam véi Than Den.
Rdt nén gitr chiit mo mang, khong cd cdi
gidng, khong dé dinh liu dén hé tiéu hda
hay bai tiét. Chdng lé co vao Nokia chi dé
noi, a-16 dang dau bung, bi tiéu chay, thoi
nght du o vi ddu vai ngay. Hé ho hdp ciing
khéong nén, nhdt la nhiing liic hon hén kho
khé vi suyén. Hé tudn hoan thi dugc. Thi
du, a-16 adrenaline dang troi lén, tim rot
nhip, mdu don nhoi vi xic dong manh. Té
nan xd hoi cang nén trdnh. Chdng lé a-1,
vita mdi bi bon gidt doc tudc mdt cdi bdp
trong ¢ ching minh nhdn dan, sdu tram
ngan dong, s6 ghi dia chi va cdi dong hod
deo tay hiéu Ted Lapidus cua hoc tro mdi
tang. Hay than tho, a-16 viia bi mdy ba bdn
hang ngoai chg Bén Thanh lia bdn do gia.
Thanh ra, chang 1€ 6 giv sdng co vao Nokia
chi dé néi a-16 dang ket khda, bi bi trong
phong ngu, chua ddnh rdang, phai te trong
bao nhua.
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Khong biét ngu duoc bao ldu tw nhién giat
minh ddnh thdt. Ngo dong ho da quang
thdy hai gio kém nam. Lo do kiém cong-tdc
bdt nghe ddnh tdch nhung van téi om. Ciip
dién. Ri mo lan dén cua phong khom nguoi
nhin qua cdi 16 tron dudng kinh 4 phan,
ché tay nam da bi duc bé mot thdng trudc,
thdy nhd nhem dnh sdng khong biét tir
ddu tat qua miéng kinh che giéng troi, rot
xuéng mdy ndc cudi cia cdu thang dan lén
san thuong. Béng ciia bi xb md ddp vé mat.

Chua kip sang hon da nghe gam, giong dan
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I had been sitting watching the withering

herb unrelentingly since the moment I got
home until four PM, my head thundered with
marjoram. Marjoram. Marjoram. Only when it
got dark did I realize that Khanh had vanished
into thin air, oh God. I would not know what
to do in case I wanted to get him back. During
those five tangled years, only Khanh had come
to me, stayed until late, sometimes overnight.
Never had I asked him anything about his
home, family or work, simply wishing to stay
the way it was, for I had insisted on keeping
locks on the relationship so nothing could leak
or sneak in or out. In addition, some secret
doors on both sides had been bolted since the
beginning. I couldn’t legitimately pop up at the
funeral. Only God knew where the burial was

taking place.

4. Ten years have passed and I still keep the
herb wrapped in a torn piece of newspaper. I
thought it would disintegrate into oblivion but
find myself constantly haunted by the faintly
musty smell of the dead herb. I also carry the
small bunch with me every time I move. In
this bulky but dim-witted accommodation, the
marjoram is kept in the corner of a wardrobe

together with my old clothes.

These days [ have been making great efforts to
love an older artist, strong and healthy, silver-
haired, elegantly behaved, highly cultured.
Undeniably a noble scholar. On the whole, we
hang on to each other, having good home-
cooked meals together though both of us
intentionally draw the line to secure ourselves
within friendship and therefore restrain
personal feelings. It has been acknowledged

that friendship never exists between man

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

ong ép ddy thanh qudn nén xuéng bung:

- Khong duoc la!

Khéng dinh la nhung nghe hdn ndi vdy

t6i ben mdy mdc dua ca hai tay bum lén
miéng, mdt md thao ldo nhung chi thdy
dénh dang cdi bong khd quen. Khong phdi
Khdnh, khong phadi lao si. Cha thg khda
chu ai. Toc dinh 3 phan dung dung cao
nghéu nghéu, mii mo hoi dudi quing ndch
hém no thdt kho quén. Khong thdy mat
nghe giong ciing nhd. Mdi, mii, hon. Tir
bia duoc gidi ciiu t6i ha quyét tam khong
thém khda ctta nam lan bdy luot méi dém
trude khi di ngu, cting chua voi duoc tay
tho méc, tay tho sdt hay tay tho cdt kiéng.
Ca thdng nay khong thdy trém dao, chu
nha cd vé hd hé, thiéu diéu muon ngam
nga tron bai Han Nho Phong Vi Phi cua
Nguyén Cong Trit.

Du ai rudng sdu trau ndi, dun lia kho tién
Ciing bdt qua thi tai chi 16

Hdn x6 t6i ngdi xuéng mép giuong, tay phdi
lée dnh kim. Cha, c6 vii khi. Gio chdng 1é
chup den than Nokia co co goi ldo si, a-16
dang bi cudp. Ldo co t6i duoc cing sé nho
nha dam dao 6n ton vdi khda tdc, a hem,
néu anh dong y, xin phép anh cho t6i lién
lac véi canh sdt dé trinh bay van dé hau
tim ra hudng gidi quyét hop ly cho ca doi
bén... Goi Than Dén ciing khong kip.
Khoa tac sua:

- Khoi ndoi nhiéu! Mo tu!

Khon ghé! Biét téng phong nay ¢d tu, ba
phong kia nhéch nhdc tréng hodc. Téi
ding ddy thanh thao di vé phia tu ding,

md rong hai canh. Thdy md qudn do nay
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and woman. If it does, it’s just friendship in
disguise. What he senses about the relationship
remains unknown to me, but as for me, I
sometimes feel annoyed and nostalgic simply
because above his rather thick lips he keeps
very well-trimmed mustache that moves

when he speaks which evokes my love for my
deceased father. He makes me yearn for the
paternal love that I have lacked for twenty-

seven years.

With Khdnh ten years ago or with the older
artist now, I never want to turn the relationship
into something commonplace by making a
hysterical phone call early in the morning as

1 did to the Genie. I feel it advisable to keep
the balance poetic without gender becoming
involved neither should digestion nor excretion
be mentioned. It’s nonsensical to tap your
Nokia only to confess: allo... allo... I have a
stomachache accompanied by diarrhea... so
let’s stop seeing each other for a few days.
One’s respiration system should be excluded as
well, especially when your breathing becomes
more labored due to an asthma attack. The
circulatory system is acceptable, however;

for instance: allo... allo... my adrenaline is up,
heartbeats arrhythmic, blood pumping cycle
speeding up due to strong emotions. Social
misfortunes must be avoided; it would be
irrational to make a phone call only to report
that you have just had your purse snatched
meaning your ID card, six hundred thousand
dong, your address notebook and a Ted Lapidus
wristwatch - a gift from your student. Does

it really sound acceptable to complain that

you have just bought fake items from some
conniving sellers in Bén Thanh market? Simply,

there is no reason for you to rub your Nokia to
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chdc hdn nhon. Hai ngdan bon chong cao
sdt tran. Mot chong so-mi thuo con may
do & tiém Saigon 3 trén duvng Lé Van Sy,
gio' di ngang thdy bay bdn linh kién dién tu,
la hodc. Mot chong do cd sdu hang nhdi,
6 bé tay ngdn cd tii bén trdi thud hdang
dét Thanh Cong dang hoi hung thinh. Mot
chong do thun sdt ndch du mau mua & chg
nho 20.000 déong mot cdi. Mot chong quan
tay tich lity tiv dao c6 xép li néi rong lung
thuing 0 hong cho dén xép li chim tim 6ng
18 phdn. D6 minh minh biét chi nd ddau
6 thdy, t6i thui ma. N6 cip cdu dao chi
gl nita, anh hudng mdy phi vu trong phim
hanh déng Hollywood. Nhung néu khiiu
gidc bén nhdy, bao dam no nghe ra mui
kinh gidi trén vdi mui vdi voc tiw qud khi.
Toi ndi:

- D6, toan qudn do ct.

- Pimg cdu giv. Tién bac nit trang dé dau?
Madc cubdi qud! Pdu cé lam dn budn bdn gi
ddu ma cd tién, chi di lang bang day kem
tiing nha vai gio' moi ngay. Cuéi tudn léo
téo day dan tung tung tung. Ni trang thi
khong deo nén khong co. Ngua. Bi di uing
kim loai, ddac biét qui kim. C6 cdi dong ho
ddy da hoi tot tot thi bi giut ngang giut doc
roi. Nhung ti té lam chi véi bon nay, no
khong tin dau. Nhiéu nguoi bi tra khdo dén
chét chi vi vai chuc ngan bac lé. Toi ndi:

- Khéng cé.

Hdn hét giti ké, qudt:

- Li ha?

Xong gio tay tdt mot cdi xiéng niéng, lam té
ngoi xuéng mép giuong. Toi xoa xoa mdt,
lu6i nghe man mdn. Ri ram nhu ké chuyén,
t6i ¢ git giong nha gido uu ti doat danh
hiéu Vién Phdn Vang nam nam lién:

- San dao ddm vai nhdt cho roi di. Tudng
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claim: allo... allo... the doorknob of my bedroom
is jammed; 'm locked in, impossible for
morning washing or routine urinatin, instead
having to do it in a plastic bag covering the rim

of a trash can.

5. I suddenly wake up with a start having no
idea how long I have been asleep. The digital
clock on the bedside table says 1.55 AM. I
grope my way to the light switch, turn it on but
the room remains completely dark. No power.
Fumbling to the door and looking through

the four-centimeter diameter hole where the
doorknob had been removed a month ago, I
see a weak beam from nowhere penetrating
the skylight and falling onto the last steps of
the stairs leading to the top floor. Suddenly the
door of my room is pushed open knocking me
in the face. Before [ have enough time to pull
myself together, a roaring male voice that seems
to come from the abdomen after the vocal
cords were tied up into a bundle and pulled
downwards shoots into my eardrums:

Keep your mouth shut! No screaming!

Having no intention to make any sound but
hearing the order I automatically cover my
mouth with both hands, eyes wide-open but
unable to recognize who it is, just a familiar
enormous figure. Not Khdnh. Not the older
artist. But..oh God...it’s none other than the
locksmith with his three-centimeter spiky hair
and the unforgettable odor of sweat from his
armpits. No need to see his face to recognize
his voice: shrill, nasal, rude. After the rescue
operation last month, I have stubbornly
developed the habit of not checking all the
doors before going to bed. Neither have I

summoned a carpenter, a welder or a glass man

Bén tai toi, giong ngudi van chon von

ba néi ham séng ldm sao? Ngd cdi nha coi,
muén ldy gi thi ldy. Tién thi ddu thdng hoc
tro mdi déng, btta nay mdi 25 tdy. Con hon
400 ngan trong cdi bop nhé dé dudi bép do.
Khiéng cdi piano di di, mang bdn ré cing

duoc té lam vai tram do.

Giv dd quen mdt véi bdng t6i, toi thdy hdn
ding im, mdt cup xudng ra chiéu suy nghi.
Dot nhdp vo nha ngudi ta dé ot la nghé

ctia tho khda, nhung dn cudp thi chdc chua
thao, mdi ra lo gap phdi chu nha liéu mang
cui. Cudng hiép thi nd khong them ba noi
dau. Nhung sao né dé yén cho minh lai
nhdi, la! Thdy ngon dn, t6i mdc cd:

- Mot tudn nita tdi ddy di. Lanh luong bao
nhiéu dua hét cho. Ba noi biét ré dia chi
dién thoai, nhd luon tén. Hdi, dung chua?
Lai la ché quen biét vdi thang Binh xe 6m
chit ai. Con gitr danh thiép dé nhung khong
thém bdo cong an ddau. Théng cam ma.
Chdc tiing qudn lam can théi, trong nguoi
ddu cé xdu.

Tuw nhién hdn ngoi thup xuong nhu né
duong dan bay, hai tay 6m dau dinh:

- Thdy ba néi ¢ mét minh tui sinh long ta.
NGi thiét la canh nha hoi nghiét. Vo tui sdp
dé con so, con tui thi mdc binh nhdu lai con
ddnh bai.

Téi chdc ludi:

- Troi, ngheo vay khong lo lam an! Di an
cudp tru dugc bao ldu, 16 tay mang t6i giét
nguoi bi cum muc xuong cd khi tu hinh, ¢
nha ai nuéi vg con? Con cha me gia khong?
Hdn khit mii, ldy tay quet ngang. Téi duoc
thé lam tdi:

- Bdt cau dao lén di. Xudng dudi ba nji vét
con bao nhiéu dua hét cho. Ddu thdng cé

ranh ghé choi, minh chia nhau xai.
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as planned. For the whole month there was no
sign of burglary, and I elated over it, so much
that I was about to chant Nguyén Cong Trif’s

poem on Han nho phong vi phu:

Anyone who owns endless paddy fields, fertile
cattle, rice-filled granaries and limitless
treasuries will become a slave of his own

properties after all. *

He pushes me down on the edge of my bed,
metal gleaming in his right hand. Tsk...tsk...
armed! Is it a good idea to grab the magic
Nokia and call the older artist for help? Allo...
allo... there is a robbery right in my bedroom!
In case he could manage to come, he would
politely clear his throat before conversing
nicely and courteously with the evil locksmith:
“..hmmm..would you be so kind to grant me
the permission to contact the police and report
them the issue in details so as to find a proper
solution for both sides?” I warn myself: don’t
even think of calling the Genie. No time during

emergency.

No need to open your mouth, open the
wardrobe instead!

The locksmith barks.

Smart! He knows there is a wardrobe in this
room; the other three in the house are shabby
and practically unfurnished. I get up, walk
calmly to the wardrobe and open it wide. He
must find it disgusting to see outfits stuffed
from floor to ceiling. A pile of long-sleeved
shirts made nearly thirty years ago at Saigon
3 - a dressmaker (now a shop selling electronic
components) on Lé Van Sy Street; one would
fail to recognize the area. Another pile of

knockoff Lacoste T-shirts with short sleeves,
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Mdi mdy phuit trudc hia sé nép hét, bay gior
dinh chia hai. Nhung khoa tdc dang trong
con boi réi khong quan tam dén chi tiét cua

cudc thuong thuyét.

Ciing khong ngo la hdn ding ddy, thdt théu
ra khoi phong buéng budc nang trich xuéng
tiing ndc thang. Toi di theo sau, nguc con
ddnh trong tran. A-16 a-16, adrenaline dang
troi lén, tim rdt nhip, mdu don nhoi vi xiic
déng manh. Chuyén nay sdng mai ké lai
chdc chan hang xém khéng ai tin. Ai ma
tin hdn im im xoe tay nhan danh doan 400
ngan roi di ra duong hoang bang ctia chinh

sau khi da dot nhdp bing ciia so.

000

Trong tudn [é cudi ciia thdng tu, méi quan
hé véi ldo st lot lat thdy ré. Han ldo da

ngé ra rang toi dang qudn quyt véi ldo nhuw
tré mo coi cha khdt tinh phu tir. Tuy tudi
tdc khong du tao khodng cdch thé hé, bén
canh ldo t6i thdy minh chang khdc chi moét
diia nho 10 tudi. V6i Khdnh t6i da them
biét mdy duoc thé hién tinh me bao la. Véi
tay tho khda, c¢é nguy co téi thanh qudn
gido dua 167 ddn dudng cho han cdi ta quy
chdnh. Qudi di la tiw cdi dém 25, t6i co vé
ngong ngéng ngay dau thdng. Hdn sé trd lai
cho t6i nop tién luong hay khong thi t6i van
c6 thé séng vdi cau chuyén nay it nhdt la
muoi nam nia, nhu dd ém bé rau kinh gidi
dé quanh quan vdi Khdnh. Ngubi ta cé thé
mdt di nhiing hinh dnh, nhung mui co chét

hay mui héi ndch thi van con dé ndi buon.
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collars, and a pocket on the left produced by
Thanh Céng Factory, very popular in the 1980s.
A pile of sleeveless T-shirts which cost twenty
thousand VN d6ng each, collected here and
there year after year. A pile of wide-leg pants
with box pleats and slim pants with inverted
pleats. Of course I know what my clothes

look like, how could he see them? It is pitch
dark. He must have stolen this idea from some
Hollywood action movie and disconnected the
circuit. But if he has good sense of smell, I bet
he will undoubtedly perceive the fragrance of
marjoram mixed with the smell of clothing
from the past. I conclude:

See, just old stuff!

Don’t buy time. Where’s your money and

jewelry?

Haha... he makes me laugh.

How can I make such a fortune if not involved
in trading? As a retired teacher I just go from
house to house tutoring kids a few hours per
day, and give one or two piano lessons on the
weekends. No jewelry. I'm allergic to any kind
of metal, especially the precious ones which are
itchy to wear. [ used to have a rather expensive
watch with leather strap but it was snatched
some time ago. God, it is no use pouring my
heart out to a burglar; he will plug his ears

at such bla bla bla. Some people have been
tortured to death for a small amount of money.
Mustering all courage, I answer:

Sorry, neither a dime nor an ounce.

Unable to restrain his anger, he yells at me:
You, hardheaded! Wanna play tough?

At this he gives me a hard slap in the face that
makes me lose my balance and fall back onto
the edge of my bed. I rub the side of my face
with my right palm, tasting something salty on

Bén tai t6i, giong ngudi van chon von
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my tongue. Whispering as if telling a bedtime
story, I try to keep the expressive tone of an
excellent teacher who used to win the Golden
Chalk Prize five years in a row:

With your dagger in hand, just give me a stab in
the chest instead of a slap in the face. You think
I'm leading a wealthy life? Have a look around
the house! You are free to take anything you
think worthwhile. I only get paid at the end of
the month; today is only the twenty-fifth. I still
have 400.000 dong in a little purse left in the
kitchen, take it. The piano is also yours; you can

sell it for at least a few million dong.

Gradually getting used to the dark, I can see
him standing still in front of me listening
carefully, his eyelids droop. Breaking into
somebody’s house is quite an effortless job for a
locksmith, but robbing might not be his “forte”;
as an amateur, he knows he is dealing with an
individual who has nothing to lose. A grandma
hardly inspires sexual assault. But why does he
let me ramble on and on, bizarre! Seizing his
undecisive attitude, [ bargain:

Come back next week. I'll have gotten paid by
then and you can take my entire salary. Granny
knows your address and phone number, also
remembers your name - Hai, right? You are
my motorbike man’s acquaintance, Binh. I still
keep your name card but wouldn’t bother to
call the police. It’s just my sympathy for Mister
Locksmith. I know you are facing financial
difficulties that compel you to take this risk,
having no other choice. You don’t look evil.
Abruptly he crouches down as if to avoid the
trajectory of a bullet, hands covering his spiky-
haired head:

Your helpless living condition triggers my

evilness. To tell the truth, my family is facing
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dire economic problems. My wife will soon give
birth to our first child, and me, an alcoholic
gambler.

I toss back at him:

God! You should have found something

honest to do to struggle against poverty. How
long could you survive as a burglar? If you
accidentally killed someone, and have to serve
a life sentence or face the death penalty, who
would take care of your wife and baby? Are your
parents still living?

He sniffles and wipes away his tears with the
back of his hand. I can’t help but go on:
Reconnect the circuit. Let’s go to the ground
floor and granny will collect all the money left
to give you. Come back at the beginning of the
month to share with granny her monthly salary.
Some minutes ago I had suggested handing him
all my salary, now we turn out to be sharing it.
But the locksmith is in such an embarrassing
situation that he neglects the details of the

negotiation.

Unexpectedly, he stands up and wearily walks
out of the room dropping his heavy footsteps
down the stairs. I keep close behind, my

chest sounds boom... boom... like drumbeats.
Allo...allo..my adrenaline is up, heartbeats
arrhythmic, blood pumping at warp speed

due to strong emotions. Would my neighbors
believe my story, if I later told them? Who
would expect him to pitilessly open his callous
hand to take 400.000 dong from grandma before
calmly walking out by the front door after

having entered by the broken window?
6. In the last week of April, my relationship
with the older artist visibly wanes. He must

have realized my thirst for paternal love, which

Bén tai t6i, giong ngudi van chon von
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explains why I keep hanging on to him. Though
the difference in our age is not big enough to
create a generation gap, with him I always feel
like a ten-year-old child. With Khdnh I used to
long to show him my unconditional love as a
mother in disguise. With the locksmith, I seem
to become a guardian that can guide him on the
right path of life. What is odd is that after the
night of April the twenty-fifth I look forward to
the beginning of May. Whether or not he comes
back to rob me of my salary, [ will continue
living with this story for at least ten more years
in the same way [ have treasured the bunch

of marjoram bought on the morning after the
breakup with Khanh, occasionally availing
myself with the sad fragrance of the past. One
may forget figures and images, but the smell
from dead herbs and the odor from under
somebody’s armpits always arouses haunting

melancholic memories.

' Ngay ba bita v bung rau binh bich
Ngudi quan tir in ching ciu no

Dém nam canh yén gidc ngdy kho kho
bai théi binh ctra thuong bo ngod

?Ba oi chdu rat yéu ba

Di dau ba cling mang qua vé cho

® Ngam Ngui music by Pham Duy, lyrics from
poem by Huy Can

* DU ai rudng sdu trau ndi dun lia kho tién

Ciing bit qud th tai chi 1
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Art by Tran Thi NgH
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Tran Thi NgH was born and grew up in the
South of Vietnam. Her first collection of short
stories, Nhing Ngay Rdt Thong Thd, was published
in 1975 by Tri Bang Press, Saigon, Vietnam but
not distributed due to the fall of Saigon. Since
then she has published three collections of short
stories in Vietnamese outside of Vietnam that were
later published in Vietnam: Nha Cé Cua Khda Trdi
(Van Nghé, California, USA, 1999; Hoi Nha Vin
publishing house, Vietnam, 2012); Lac Pan (Thoi
Mdi, Toronto, Canada, 2000; Van Hoc, Vietnam,
2012); and Nhan Rim (La Frémillerie, Paris, France;
2012, Hoi Nha Vin, Vietnam). Her debut novel Ac
Tinh was published 2018 by Nhan Anh publishing
house, Toronto - Canada, and later by Domino
Books; Hoi Nha Van publishing house in Vietnam,
2019. She lives in Saigon and Paris.

Paul Christiansen earned his MFA at
Florida International University and currently
resides in Saigon where he works as content
director for Saigoneer. His is the author of the
forthcoming Beneath Saigon’s Cho Nau (Phuong
Nam Publishing House), a bilingual collection of
essays translated by Tran Thi NgH and co-editor
of A Rainy Night in the City (Hanoi Publishing
House), a bilingual anthology of short stories.
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Tran Thi NgH sinh ra va l6n lén & mién Nam
Viét Nam. Tdp truyén ngdn ddu tién cta c6, Nhing
Ngay Rat Thong Thd, dugc xudt ban vao ndm 1975
boi NXB Tri Bang, Sai Gon, nhung khong duoc phan
phéi do chinh quyén Sai Gon thdt thu. Ké tir dd, c6
dd xudr ban ba tuyén tdp truyén ngdn bdng tiéng
Viét ¢ nudc ngoai (vé sau cling duoc xudt bdn tai Viét
Nam), bao gom: Nha Cé Ciia Khéa Trdi (Van Nghé,
California, Hoa Ky, 1999; Nha xudt ban Héi Nha
Van, Viét Nam, 2012); Lac Pan (Thoi Mdi, Toronto,
Canada, 2000; Van Hoc, Viét Nam, 2012); va Nhan
Rum (La Frémillerie, Paris, France; 2012, Hoi Nha
Van, Viét Nam). Tiéu thuyét dau tay cua cé, Ac Tinh,
duoc phdt hanh vao nam 2018 béi NXB Nhan Anh,
Toronto - Canada, va vé sau la NXB Domino Books;
NXB Hoi Nha Van tai Viét Nam, 2019. C6 hién

dang séng ¢ Sai Gon va Paris.

Paul Christiansen 6t nghiép chuong trinh thac
si tai Florida International University va hién dang
sinh song tai Sai Gon, noi anh dam nhdn cong tdc
dinh hudng noi dung cho Saigoneer. Anh la tdc gia
ctia tua sdch sdp xudt duoc xudt ban, Dudi Tdn Cho
Nau Sai Gon (NXB Phuong Nam), mot tuyén tdp tiéu
ludn song ngi do Tran Thi NgH bién dich. Anh ciing
la dong chi bién ciia Mot Dém Mua Thanh Pho
(NXB Ha N6i), mot tuyén tap truyén ngdn song ngi.
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Phan Nhién Hao - Hai-Dang Phan - Tri Rom - Da Ngan
Quan Manh Ha - Brian Hoang - Khai Pon - Linh Duong
Nguyén Phan Qué Mai - Quyén Nguyén-Hoang
Phuong Thao - Andrew Lam - Minh la D6 - Andrew Lam
Uyén D6 - Tra Nhu - Nha Thuyén - Kaitlin Rees - Bu
Thu Uyén - Minh Phuong - Dao Strom - Vi Khi Nao
Linh San - Thanh-Tam Nguyen - Huyén Linh - An Ho
Tran Thi NgH - Paul Christiansen - Hannah Hoang
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