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ADVANCE PRAISE FOR BUILD YOUR HOUSE AROUND MY BODY



‘What a joy to return to the numinously spooky world of [Violet] Kupersmith and find the ghosts of history and family still haunting her pages. This impressively constructed weave of stories is gorgeous, completely original, and quite disturbing, usually all three at the same time. Beware! This book might swallow you up.’


Karen Joy Fowler, New York Times bestselling author of We Are All Completely Beside Ourselves


‘A book a bit like the creatures within. It has fangs and claws. It horrifies and charms. It is the sort of book you force on your friends, just so you can talk to them about it.’


Rowan Hisayo Buchanan, author of Starling Days


‘A wide-ranging first novel that peels back the layers of a haunted Vietnam… Drawing from genres as diverse as horror, humour and historical fiction, Kupersmith creates a rich and dazzling spectacle.’


Kirkus (starred review)


‘Creepy, exciting, moving, insanely funny: a sweat-soaked reading delight. Careering through a host of snaking lives, eras, and beautifully drawn locations in Vietnam, Build Your House Around My Body is mesmerising. An absolute triumph of storytelling.’


Nick Bradley, author of The Cat and the City


‘A heady, gothic spellbinder of a book.’


Kelly Link, author of Get in Trouble
	

‘Violet Kupersmith has elevated the ghost story into an art form. Her intricately plotted, flamboyantly original novel is by turns steamy, grisly, comic, horrific, and touching. This literally haunting tale will stay with you long after the last page is turned.’


Valerie Martin, author of Property, winner of the Orange Prize for Fiction


‘A brilliant, sweeping epic that swaps spirits and sheds time like snakeskin, Build Your House Around My Body is a marvel. Thrilling, witty, disturbing, righteous – I won’t be able to shut up about how damned awesome this book is. Neither will you.’


Paul Tremblay, author of A Head Full of Ghosts





PRAISE FOR THE FRANGIPANI HOTEL



‘Surgically precise and feverishly imaginative.’


Téa Obreht, author of The Tiger’s Wife


‘[A] subversively clever debut collection… These stories – playful, angry, at times legitimately scary – demonstrate a subtlety of purpose that belies [Kupersmith’s] youth.’


New York Times Book Review


‘A series of magical, beautiful, modern stories, all based on traditional Vietnamese folktales, this is the product of a great writer who invokes the ghosts of the land that was left behind.’


San Francisco Chronicle


‘A sparkling debut… There ’s a lightness of touch to these stories, which are playful and wise, an astonishing feat for a young writer who graduated from Mount Holyoke College three years ago.’


Chicago Tribune (editor’s choice)


‘In this auspicious volume, Kupersmith has reshaped and womanhandled traditional Vietnamese folktales that her grandmother told her into a wildly energetic, present-tense fusillade of short stories.’


Elle


‘Violet Kupersmith has woven together culture, tradition, family, and ghosts to create a series of short stories that are as fresh as they are mesmerizing. These stories will haunt you long after the last words have drifted off the page.’


Lisa See, author of The Island of Sea Women


‘The stories shimmer with life. The heat and tumult of Vietnam’s cities are palpable, and the awed wonderment of humans confronted with supernatural occurrences is artfully conveyed. These polished stories mark Kupersmith, who is in her early twenties, as one to watch.’


Publishers Weekly (starred review)


‘What is most haunting in Kupersmith’s nine multilayered pieces are not the specters, whose tales are revealed as stories within stories, but the lingering loss and disconnect endured by the still living… [A] mature-beyond-her- years debut.’


Library Journal (starred review)


‘Violet Kupersmith writes about both the Old World and the New World with an understanding beyond her years. These stories weave beautifully together to give us a rich tapestry of human history, and present an exciting new voice.’


Yiyun Li, author of Where Reasons End
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JUNE 2010, SAIGON,


NINE MONTHS BEFORE WINNIE’S DISAPPEARANCE


SOMETHING WAS MOVING IN THE SHRUBS IN FRONT OF Tan Son Nhat Airport. It was one in the morning, and Winnie had stepped off a plane twenty minutes ago. Her connecting flight had been held up by a summer thunderstorm in Hong Kong and now her plans were all awry from the start.


Leaving the air-conditioning of the baggage claim, she had felt her edges soften immediately in the humidity. The yellow-uniformed taxi drivers, like half-spilled yolks in their cracked-open car doors, stretched out their necks in unison as they followed the movements of the new passengers exiting the airport. Winnie had seen one of them stare at her, and when she accidentally returned his eye contact he opened his mouth to call out before abruptly closing it again, and Winnie knew he was debating whether to use Vietnamese or English on her. She’d turned and started walking away from the taxi queue before she could hear his final verdict.


And now she was standing in the dark, on the shorn grass of the small, half-neglected greenery by the motorbike parking lot, watching the leaves on this low bush quivering strangely. Just one bush—the rest of the shrubbery was still, and there was no discernible wind that could be responsible for the shaking. She contemplated finding something to prod it with, wondering what would come out if she did, wondering what she should do now.


Winnie leaned on the handle of her suitcase. She was supposed to be staying at the house of a great-aunt she’d never met before but doubted that the old woman was up at this hour or would appreciate Winnie arriving at her home in the middle of the night. All Winnie had been told about the great-aunt was that she was a former nun, was still deeply devout and, if she missed her five A.M. mass, deeply irritable.


Her curiosity had gotten the better of her: Winnie took a step toward the rustling shrub and bent over to pull back a branch and peer inside. But before her hand could make contact with it, she heard a sudden, low hiss from somewhere within the leafy shadows, a sound like an angry radiator. Winnie jerked away. It could have just been a jetlagged auditory hallucination, but if it was not, it would be better if she and whatever was inside the bush remained strangers to each other. Winnie quickly turned and began dragging her suitcase toward the smeary yellow streetlights of Tan Binh.


The farther she got from the airport the cheaper the hotels would be, so she planned to walk for at least ten blocks. Whenever she passed a hotel that still had lights on, she would look into its lobby and see how big its couches were in order to determine whether or not it was too expensive. The pay-by-the-hour sex motel was fully illuminated and conspicuously couchless, but it had a yawning motorbike guard sitting on a stool and a woman with her hair set in pink rollers behind a desk and a large, glass-paned refrigerator full of beer. Winnie didn’t see the sign advertising an hourly rate or the condoms for sale next to bags of beef jerky on top of the fridge until she was already halfway through the door and the woman in curlers raised an eyebrow at her. But when she hastily calculated that it would cost her less than five dollars to have a room until six in the morning, she decided to stay. She would have plenty of cash left over for the taxi to her great-aunt’s house, and she would arrive right as the old woman was returning from church.


The receptionist took Winnie’s passport, gave her a room key, and sold her an overpriced can of 333 from the beer fridge and a bag of jerky. The motorbike guard took the handle of her suitcase, about to offer to carry it up the stairs for her, but when he realized how little it actually weighed, he returned it unchivalrously to Winnie.


The polycarbonate clamshell thumped hollowly against the stairs as Winnie dragged it behind her one-handed. Buying a suitcase so large now seemed like an overconfident gamble she had made back in America. She had assumed that one day she would fill all of this space. That her life here would provide things worth keeping. That she herself would become someone worthy of being kept. But now she feared that she had jinxed herself. Her arrogance had earned her the ire of a fickle god, and her life would continue to be as empty as her luggage, wherever she went. Winnie was twenty-two. She had brought with her a passport, two sets of clean clothes, and her own flesh. All the rest she would acquire.


The key opened a windowless room that smelled like dried sweat. Its walls and floor tiles were the color of the inside of a lip, and there was a large mirror mounted on the ceiling above the bed. The wheeled suitcase drifted on its own over to a far corner. The truth was, she had paused by the airport bush in the first place because she was considering folding herself up inside her hollow bag and hiding in the hedges until morning. Winnie lay back on the mattress and opened the beef jerky. She spent her first meal in Vietnam staring up at her own reflection.
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MARCH 2011, SAIGON,


THE DAY OF THE DISAPPEARANCE


THE NIGHT BEFORE SHE WENT MISSING, LONG DREAMED that Winnie turned into a rubber tree. The dream would have felt portentous even if Winnie hadn’t vanished the following day, as Long hardly ever remembered his dreams, and the few times he did, they were prosaic to the point of embarrassment: banal nightmares about misplacing something at the office or trying to play soccer but being unable to move his feet.


In this dream, Long woke up in his own bed. He rolled over to his right side and saw an empty expanse of mattress beside him where Winnie should have been. He got up and descended the narrow stair-case to the kitchen. There he found her growing out of the slight depression in the floor tiles where, six months ago, the landlord had dug a hole and never filled it in properly. Her trifoliate leaves brushed the ceiling. While the tree did not have a human face, the trunk boasted two curved, breast-like protrusions and tapered in an approximation of a waist. Its lower half was partially bifurcated to suggest legs, complete with a vaginal bark cleft. When he leaned in closer to examine the Winnie Tree, Long saw that, most disturbing of all, it even had a tiny knot where her belly button should have been.


He immediately recognized that she was a rubber tree. He would have been able to identify the breed anywhere after a childhood spent in close proximity to plantations full of their spindly silhouettes. There was a knife in his hand now—a tapping knife, short and curled at the end like an ice skate or an unusual punctuation mark—and Long knew this meant he must make a cut. What would run out of her, latex or blood? He would find out. And what should he collect it in? Long reached for a mostly empty beer can lying on its side on the counter— even in his dream, the kitchen was a mess—and shook the last of the fusty lager droplets out into the sink. But where should he cut her? This was the hardest question. Long didn’t know whether or not the Winnie Tree could feel pain, and even though she lacked a mouth, he couldn’t shake the feeling that she might still be able to scream. He let the crimped tip of the blade rest experimentally on the soft, mottled skin between her bark-breasts. Pressed it in tentatively. Panicked and then quickly retracted it. He decided that it would be safest to stay away from her heart, and so he moved the knife down to the soft swell of her lower abdomen instead, just south of that repulsive belly button. The stomach was a safe place to make a shallow incision, wasn’t it? Like a cesarean, only without the baby? Long angled the knife carefully. He had never witnessed the tapping of a tree before but was familiar with the curved lesions it left behind. The scar provided the blueprint for the new wound. He steadied his hand, inhaled, and sliced.


Long opened his eyes. It was the morning of March the 17th, and he was no longer dreaming. He was in bed, in his small room overlooking a nondescript District 6 alley, and when he automatically rolled over onto his right side he saw Winnie lying six inches away from him, asleep and—from what bits of her were poking out from the blanket— still human. Long now had to guiltily acknowledge that there was a part of him that wished the dream hadn’t ended before he could see what happened when he cut. To apologize for being disappointed, he tenderly drew up the blanket to Winnie’s chin and tucked it snugly around her sides. While doing so, he noticed that Winnie’s hair was damp.


Long always took pains not to disturb Winnie when he got ready in the mornings. He had become an expert at opening and closing the closet doors noiselessly. When he brushed his teeth, he leaned in close to the sink and dribbled the toothpaste into the drain instead of spitting. He tiptoed down the stairs. But this morning, catastrophe struck when he reached the kitchen: unwilling to cross the dip in the tiles where the dream tree had grown, Long decided to circumnavigate it instead, and, while creeping along the edges of the room, he accidentally elbowed one of the half dozen crinkled-up beer cans on the counter, sending them all raining down onto the floor. There was a sproingy quality to the sound of the aluminum striking tile, and Long hated it. It made his teeth clench. It felt like paper cuts to the eardrum. When it was finally over, he listened for Winnie stirring upstairs but heard nothing. Noise traveled oddly in the house. The Saigon traffic a few feet from his doorstep was inaudible from every room except the upstairs toilet, where the motorbike honks and the reedy siren song crackling from the ice cream man’s speakers were always perfectly clear despite the fact that the bathroom window did not face the street. Long didn’t like having conversations in either the foyer or the spare bedroom, because the walls there had a muffling effect, and everything had to be repeated twice. But in other rooms, there was too much echo. When he was lying in bed upstairs he was able to hear the slow, intermittent drip of the leaky kitchen faucet on the ground floor, and yet not the sound of monsoon-season rain hitting the roof. Long didn’t know what the acoustics of the attic crawl space were, because he was mildly claustrophobic and never went up there.


He left the fallen beer cans on the floor, his excuse being that it would only make more noise if he collected them and put them back on the counter, no matter how carefully he did it. Truthfully, he was also hoping that Winnie would pick them up later, and that doing so might inspire her to continue cleaning the rest of the filthy kitchen too. But he knew this was unlikely. Now that she no longer had her teaching job, Winnie didn’t do much apart from sleep and eat, and she didn’t adhere to a regular schedule when performing these activities either—she was often awake for long stretches between midnight and dawn and made up for it by napping during the day. At least, this was what Long inferred from what Winnie had told him; Long slept like the dead, so he had never witnessed her insomnia firsthand. He didn’t know when she slipped in and out of bed, or how she spent the currency of her restless nocturnal hours.


Long reached his front door and gave the steel gate a polite but firm tug, hoping that it would accordion itself open without screeching today. Sometimes it behaved. But this morning it was noncompliant and gave a drawn-out, rusty groan that made heads turn on the street. Long still didn’t mind this sound as much as he did the crashing aluminum cans. He rolled his motorbike down the small ramp built into the front steps, stared at the sky to try and determine the probability of rain, donned his driving jacket, and went to work. On his drive home that evening, he purchased two takeaway dinners from a cart.


When he returned to the house at half past six, Winnie was gone. At first, he didn’t realize that the house was empty—he just assumed that all the lights were off because Winnie was upstairs napping. After wheeling his motorbike back inside the house, he felt his way to the kitchen (for months now, the landlord had been making excuses for why he hadn’t fixed the broken ceiling light in the entryway), plopped the dinner boxes onto the counter, and tripped over the fallen beer cans, which were still on the floor. With a sigh, Long began picking them up. He didn’t bother to do it quietly, because he wanted Winnie to wake up and come downstairs so he wouldn’t have to eat alone. When the rattling did not summon her, he went up to the bedroom, knocked softly on the door, then pushed it open when she did not respond.


With surprised delight, he saw that Winnie had made the bed. It was the first time since moving in that she had bothered to do it. A lonely strand of black hair was clinging to the pillowcase, and he plucked it off and dropped it into the wastebasket. Then he realized that if the bed did not contain Winnie, he did not know where Winnie was. To what would later be his first great shame, his immediate emotional response was not alarm but more delight; days would pass—weeks, even—where Winnie wouldn’t leave the house, and he was hopeful that this indicated an end to her agoraphobia.


Long returned to the kitchen, where he ate his dinner and began watching a pirated Korean horror movie that he found enjoyable despite the poor video quality and mistimed Vietnamese subtitles. He wondered if Winnie was out shopping. Could she have gone to meet someone? He didn’t think that she had any friends in Saigon. He very much doubted that she would go visit her great-aunt on a whim. The Korean movie was now beginning to get too grisly for him—there was some sort of goblin living in the family’s attic, and Long could already tell that at least one of the children was going to get eaten. It was now nearly eight and Winnie still hadn’t returned. Long shut his laptop and sent Winnie a text. He worded it carefully—he didn’t want her to think that he was worried and therefore discourage her from going out again in the future.


Ten seconds later, Long discovered a new auditory enigma of his house: from the kitchen, he could hear Winnie’s phone vibrating upstairs in the pocket of a dress that had been discarded on a chair.


He raced up the stairs, back to the bedroom. She just forgot her phone at home when she went out, he told himself, even as he frantically threw open the doors to the closet, to the bathroom, to the spare bedroom full of junk that he’d been planning to sublet for a year and a half now but still hadn’t gotten around to clearing out. Winnie was not in any of them. Long had to mentally prepare for a minute before he could bring himself to climb the steps to the attic. She was not in there—and to his relief, no goblins were either—but the air smelled rank. He returned to the bedroom and got down on all fours. Her suitcase was still under the bed, her passport zippered snugly in one of its interior pockets. Long took it out and ran a thumb over the gold embossing on the front. American eagles always looked spatchcocked to him. He opened to the photo page, where the glossy face of a long-haired Winnie he could barely recognize gazed back at him through the laminate.


Long went back downstairs and checked for her in the cupboard-like space beneath the staircase with the broken toilet and then the cabinet under the kitchen sink, just in case. Then, because he did not know what else to do, he sat in the kitchen and waited. Periodically, he rose to get himself a beer from the fridge. By midnight he had drunk five of them yet didn’t feel tipsy. Winnie still hadn’t returned. Long lined the empty cans up on his countertop, then went upstairs and got ready for bed. He told himself that if Winnie wasn’t back by morning, he would call the police. His second great shame was that he then proceeded to sleep for a full and untroubled six and a half hours. He did not lie awake sick with worry, he did not get up during the night to see if she had come home, and if he dreamed again, he did not remember it.


In the morning, Long opened his eyes and rolled over on his right side, as he did every day. He saw that the space next to him was still empty. He already knew that he was not going to call the police, and this was his third great shame. Not yet, at least. He would wait a little longer before getting them involved. He was not going to run the risk of encountering his older brother, however negligible the odds, until he had no other choice. But while he brushed his teeth (quietly, still; it would have felt rude to take advantage of Winnie’s absence by being purposefully noisy) he started preparing his answers to the questions they would ask him. How long have you known the American girl? Not quite a year. Nine months, maybe. What is your relationship with her? (Long paused to inaudibly release a foamy plop of toothpaste.) We are romantically involved. How long have you lived together? About three months. Has this residence been properly registered with the police to rent to foreigners?


Long scowled and rinsed vigorously. The answer was no. His land-lord would be fined, Long would be evicted, and who knew if they would ever find Winnie.


He left for work. On the way home that evening, he stopped to buy two dinners from the same cart as before. It felt too pessimistic to just buy one. A rat ran along the edge of the tarp awning that sagged above the rice cart, and Long was so startled that he nearly fell off his motorbike and the woman bagging up his takeaway boxes looked at him strangely. At home, he drank the last two beers in the fridge to settle his nerves. Winnie still had not returned. Long turned out all the lights and wandered around the house with his ear pressed against the walls, rapping them softly with his knuckles. He was now genuinely convinced that she might be trapped inside them. The building was old; perhaps its walls were hollow, and this was why things never sounded right. No one knocked back.


The next day was a Saturday. Winnie still had not returned. Long decided that it was time to begin searching for her beyond the perimeter of his own home. He drove in widening concentric circles around the neighborhood on his motorbike, scanning sidewalks and coffeeshop windows for her face. In the afternoon, he set out for District 11, where Winnie’s great-aunt lived. The old woman did not remember who Long was, but the cousin who answered the door did and gave him an unpleasant stare. No, she had not seen Winnie since she’d moved out. The cousin closed the door so abruptly that she almost caught Long’s fingers in the frame.


Long decided he did not trust them. The great-aunt was at least eighty-five years old, and the cousins looked like they collectively weighed seventy kilos, but perhaps the three of them together could have overpowered Winnie. After pretending to drive away, he circled back to the block and then found a seat at a café with a view of the house’s front gate. A stakeout. Maybe he should have become the policeman instead of his brother. Long spent the entire afternoon there before admitting to himself that he did not really believe that they were responsible for Winnie’s disappearance.


He couldn’t bring himself to go back to District 6 yet, so he parked next to a canal and practiced his dialogue with the police again. When was the last time you saw Winnie? In the house, in bed, on Thursday morning. What did you do that day? I went to my office. I had hủ tiếu for lunch at a place around the corner and then an iced coffee next door. I left work at five-thirty, arrived back at the house just after six, and by then she was gone. Is there anybody who can vouch for your whereabouts on the seventeenth? My boss and several coworkers. And the owners of the hủ tiếu shop and the café. They know me because I spend my lunch hour the same way every day. Why didn’t you report that she was missing sooner? I don’t know! I was giving her time to come back to me! It would be embarrassing if I went to the police and then found out that she’d just gone to live with a secret boyfriend. Did you assume that Winnie left you because Binh left you too? Why are you bringing up Binh? How do you know about Binh? She has nothing to do with this.


He was hyperventilating over the canal railing. The water below was unspeakably polluted, but the sidewalks were lined with beautiful old cast-iron streetlamps, and their glass globes gave off a soft, tea-colored glow that disguised the floating garbage.


Long drove back to his small, dark, empty house. Winnie still had not returned. Should he go door-to-door, asking his neighbors if they’d seen her? He shook his head. Every single one of them would reply that they did not know her and then promptly and anonymously report him to the police after he’d left. People did not get involved in others’ business in the alley. Except for one person, it suddenly occurred to Long. He poked his head back outside and looked down the street to see if the xe ôm man was lurking at his usual corner like the neighborhood vulture. Tonight, the spot on the sidewalk where he parked his motorbike was empty. Long went back inside, slightly relieved.


Another wild idea, because wild ideas were all that he had now. Long got his tool kit from the spare room. He would pry up the wonky kitchen tiles with a chisel and dig for her. He could picture exactly how it had happened: the landlord had finally showed up to fix the broken light on Thursday morning, discovered that there was an unregistered foreigner living in his house, murdered her because he did not want to deal with the local police, buried her in the spot where he’d already been mucking about in the house’s foundation, and then tiled back over it. The dream of the Winnie Tree had been a premonition; all along, she’d been underneath it. Long should have figured it out the first night. He was a psychic as well as a detective. Someone ought to give him a TV show.


But when he opened the toolbox, he discovered something that did not belong there. Something he had not put inside, something he had never seen before. It was a clumsily coiled piece of aluminum wire. A cruel-looking thing, nearly a meter when unfurled. There was dried blood streaking the length of it. No, it was not red paint. Long knew blood like he knew rubber trees. He stared at the wire, and then silently rolled it back up and returned it to the toolbox. He pushed the toolbox back into the corner where it lived. He exited the room and shut the door. Two minutes ago, he hadn’t actually believed that he would find Winnie if he dug up the kitchen. Until now, he hadn’t seriously considered that real harm had come to her. He could imagine Winnie dead, but he could not handle being confronted by the evidence of things he thought were imaginary being true.


Long went to sleep. He woke up in the morning and rolled onto his right side. Winnie still had not returned.
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THE HIGHLANDS,


EIGHTEEN YEARS BEFORE THE DISAPPEARANCE


TWELVE HOURS NORTH OF SAIGON BY BUS AND FIFTEEN BY motorbike, low red hills covered the land like a maculopapular rash. Their slopes were horizontally striped with rows of coffee plants and staked peppercorn vines, and in the flat stretches between the hills farmers also tended patchy plantations of durian, lychee, cashew, and avocado trees. But the widest, evenest expanse of land—just west of Ia Kare, the small and unremarkable town to which it belonged—was occupied by the cemetery. The local people’s council would occasionally petition for the graves to be exhumed and their contents relocated so that the valuable acreage could be converted into more farmland, but they were never successful. Here, the living looked after the departed. Though they themselves lived in drab boxes of brick and thatch, they enshrined their dead in tombs painted peach and celadon and gold, with eaves that curled heavenward like lotus petals. From a distance, the cemetery resembled a dazzling miniature city with a skyline formed from the layered angles of crosses and stupa spires. On important anniversaries, painstaking care was taken to clean the graves and offerings were burned by the interred inhabitants’ progeny, so the air was usually spiced with smoke and sandalwood from somebody’s devotions. There were some, of course, whose families had not been able to afford stones, so they lay beneath simple mounds of earth ringed with bricks, their incense sticks jabbed directly into the ground instead of arranged carefully in ceramic vases. One wealthy local clan with several well-polished tombs to their name had cultivated an elaborate cactus garden around the perimeter of their plot, designed to shield from view the five small dirt heaps of the adjacent tract where five children were buried, all of them dead from malnutrition back in the early eighties. A thumb-shaped chunk of pale limestone, worn egg-smooth, marked the final resting place of an elephant named Su-Su, who had passed away in 1953.


Towering dark and noble over the graves at the center of the cemetery was the envy of all the neighboring towns: the new war monument. The statue was over fifteen feet high, carved out of sumptuous black granite. It depicted a dead or dying soldier draped across the lap of a seated woman, his fingers still clenched around his rifle, the shirt of his uniform falling open to reveal the artist’s careful rendering of his abdominal muscles. Because it was unclear whether the woman was supposed to be the soldier’s mother or his wife—her head was bowed, the face obscured by a conical hat the size of a fishing boat—she had been given the grandiose appointment of “An Emblem of Vietnamese Womanhood.” Storks used to try and nest on top of her hat until the local branch of the Fatherland Front’s Commission for the Defense and Preservation of Meaningful Landmarks hired someone to chase them all away.


The man whose funeral was being held this afternoon would not have his name engraved under the granite woman’s toes on the base of the monument with the other war martyrs, even though he, too, was once a soldier, and now he, too, was dead. He would not be immortalized with his friends in the black granite because, instead of dying face-down in an unfamiliar rice paddy, he returned home after the war mostly intact, then fathered a dozen children in fifteen years and drank himself to early liver failure. Now his widow, their twelve offspring, and an assembly of other family members in the mourning party, their heads swathed in ceremonial white bands, wailed as they carried him to the waiting tomb.


Watching the funeral party from a distance were three dirty children in school uniforms, aged seven, eight, and nine. Two boys and one girl, squatting atop a turquoise-colored tomb, barefoot and balancing on their heels with their toes hanging over the edge of the large headstone. The boys were clearly brothers, for their lips and ears and noses were identically shaped. But the eyes of the bigger boy were narrow and heavy lidded like a contented house cat’s, while the smaller boy had the bulging eyes of a goldfish. They wore navy trousers rolled to the knee and button-up shirts that were not quite filthy enough to disguise the fact that they had once been white. The girl was wedged between the two brothers, one scrawny arm draped casually over the shoulders of the larger one. Someone had made a valiant earlier attempt to contain her hair in two thick plaits, but dark locks had broken free and were sticking out at odd angles, as if she had recently been electrocuted. Her white blouse was the dirtiest of all, and she had taken it upon herself to deflate its poofy cap sleeves by snipping slits all around their cuffs. Their massacred edges flapped sadly when she moved her arms. All three of the children had taken the red neck scarves of their school uniforms and knotted them around their heads with the tails dangling down their backs in a parody of the mourners’ headcloths.


As the funeral party wound its way through the cemetery like a line of ants, the children watched them carefully: the elders preoccupied with their displays of grief up near the coffin, and the younger, lower-ranked women of the family trailing toward the back. Far from the elders and safe from their reproaches, these women were noticeably less enthusiastic in their lamentations, stopping periodically to fan themselves or have a covert chat. But behind them there was one other: a man, alone. Both of these details were unusual. The children’s eyes narrowed in unison, puzzled. He should have been with the other men toward the front of the line, impatient for the burial to be over so that the postceremony drinking and gambling could start. Or, if he were a relatively new in-law—say, the husband of one of the dead man’s nieces—he should have been staying close to her, attentive and careful not to offend anybody. But this man did not seem to mind that he was lagging farther and farther behind.


He was not an immediate family member of the deceased, for instead of a white cloth, the man was sporting a cowboy hat of dustcolored suede with a tattered brim. Everything about him was slightly ill-fitting and askew: the hat was too big, so he wore it far at the back of his head, tilted at an angle that was more precarious than jaunty; the sleeves of his dark suit were too short, making his hands appear disproportionately large, which in turn made the too-small leather briefcase he carried seem even smaller. His hair was long, worn in a low ponytail that would have been stylish at this point in the early nineties were it not quite so greasy. It was barely gray—only lightly streaked in a couple patches—but the man’s lined face suggested that he was much older. The children could not fathom his true age. He was not a handsome man; if considered separately, and belonging to a different individual, the features of his face might have been charming—the eyes were framed by long, dramatic, almost feminine lashes and thick lids, the mouth wide, with strangely plump lips that curved up at the edges, the nose of a noble height—but collectively gave an unpleasant, almost mannequin-like impression.


The funeral party was drifting farther away, but the man still did not appear concerned. As he passed the great granite statue, he stopped for a moment in the shade provided by the dead soldier’s bottom to fish a cigarette out of his jacket pocket and light it. Then he strolled on again, taking languid puffs of the cigarette and pausing now and then to read a name on a tombstone. At one point he frowned, stooped, picked something up from the ground, and then slipped it into his pocket. He did this several more times, and the children craned their necks to try and see what it was that the man was collecting, but he was too far away to tell. The girl knew they should watch him a little bit longer, just to be certain that he was the right choice, but her curiosity made her hasty. She gave an executive smack to the boys’ backs and they hopped down from their perch in unison and landed noiselessly. Because the scrubby ground of the graveyard had been baked to burning by the midafternoon sun and their feet were bare, they needed to move fast. They ran in a tight triangle with the girl in the lead, only breaking formation to dart around the graves that lay in their path. When they were within twenty yards of the man in the suede hat, they slowed down, first to a lope, then a slink, dividing and circling like a trio of jackals.


By now, the man had run out of room in his pockets. He set his small briefcase down on top of a squarish, moderately sized stone (but not before patting it gently to thank its occupant, the late Mr. Le Van An, for allowing him to borrow it momentarily) and began fiddling with the combination lock. Then he heard the sound of someone clearing their throat behind him and his hand froze.


Each of the children was staring at him from atop an individual gravestone. The girl, of course, had chosen the tallest and most imposing one—a slab of gray stone guarded by two painted lions whose heads she now employed as handholds. She cleared her throat again, more authoritatively, and the man in the hat finally turned. He looked from the girl to the two boys flanking her on their smaller graves and then back to the girl again. The younger of the brothers was regretting the stone he had chosen; its top was curved and finely polished, and he was struggling not to slide off. He hoped that this would not take too long.


The man in the hat removed his cigarette from his mouth. “Hello there,” he offered, after a beat.


“Hello there,” the girl parroted with a grin. Her voice was disconcertingly husky and low for someone so young. “Hello, hello, hello.” Then she dropped the smile. “What’s in your pocket?”


“I’ve been tidying,” the man replied, though it wasn’t really an answer to her question. He didn’t seem sure whether he should be addressing just the girl, as she was the apparent ringleader, or her two silent comrades as well. He set his still-lit cigarette down next to his briefcase on the stone (mentally apologizing to Mr. Le Van An), then reached into his jacket and showed them a handful of what appeared at first to be red and saffron-colored confetti. After a moment the children recognized that they were scraps (corners, mostly) of joss paper—fake money for burnt offerings—though what the man was doing with all of them was unclear. An unexpected breeze suddenly lifted a few of the paper scraps from his fingers and sent them floating down to the hot ground, causing the man to curse under his breath as he scrambled to collect them again. When he had recovered each piece, he unlocked his briefcase, emptied all the paper particles into an unseen compartment inside, checked in his pockets for any that might have escaped or were hiding, and then clicked the briefcase shut once more. He finally retrieved his neglected cigarette and took a careful drag, then looked up, seemingly surprised to see the children still there.


“Why?” rasped the girl in that alarming voice of hers, suspicious.


The man lifted his hat to tuck a few stray hairs in place behind his ears. “To finish the offerings, of course. People are so careless these days—they don’t bother to burn the papers completely. How do they imagine that makes their ancestors feel?


“I know it doesn’t seem all that important,” continued the man, half to himself, “but something burned should be burned completely. Un-finished business leaves dangerous openings. And in my experience, it will always come back to haunt you.” Then he looked at the children and frowned. “You should be in school!” he said, as if just realizing it. The little girl was confident that they had chosen an ideal victim: superstitious, absentminded, and not a very important member of the funeral party—now grown small in the distance—for they had not sent anyone back to come and look for him. “We ’re here to protect the cemetery,” she said to him, grin back on.


The man in the hat was fascinated. Could the children be guardian spirits, perhaps?


“That one getting buried over there,” the girl continued, gesturing with her thumb toward the far-off mourners. “He must have been pretty important. We know because we saw the size of the flowers they were carrying. Those are the expensive kind. He was probably part of the Ma family. Maybe a cousin.” She chewed pensively on the inside of her cheek for a moment. “Okay,” she finally said, “five thousand đồng.”


“Pardon?” The man frowned again.


“Five thousand đồng. That’s what you’re going to give us in order to keep his grave safe.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”


The girl leaned forward ever so slightly. “Here’s the deal: if you don’t pay us the money to protect it, something bad could happen. My friend”—she pointed to the larger of the two boys—“might come back here after sunset with a bucket of buffalo shit and empty it”— here she made a grand, expansive gesture with her hands—“aaaaaall over the spot where that important man is buried. Or,” she continued, gleefully, “it might not even be buffalo shit. My friend here loves to eat, but he has a very bad stomach.” The older brother contributed a doleful shrug. “For dinner tonight,” the girl went on, “I think he’s going to eat cabbages and eggs—a lot of eggs—in fish sauce and, hmm, a little bit of durian, and maybe a couple river eels too. And then, when his belly is good and bubbly, he’ll come and squat on top of the tombstone himself!” The little girl emitted a gravelly chuckle, and it was a truly dreadful sound. “Just think how angry that would make that fancy man’s ghost! And it would be all your fault for not protecting him when you had the chance, wouldn’t it? So, when his spirit comes back looking to get even, he’ll come for you!” The older brother laughed along with her this time, his eyes turning into crescent moons. The younger brother was soundless, but he gave a very gummy smile as he struggled to stay mounted on his tombstone.


The man sighed. “Yes, yes, enough, I understand.” He couldn’t help but be slightly disappointed that he had not stumbled across a new kind of guardian spirit, after all, but junior racketeers. Good ones—he was so impressed by their bravado that he was tempted to just hand over the money. He imagined that they would probably go on to find great success in local politics. A twinkle appeared in his eyes. He checked the position of the sun over his shoulder and estimated that there was a safe two-hour window before it set. Blue-black clouds, the exact same shade as the granite statue, were beginning to gather in the southwest, foretelling the impending arrival of the afternoon monsoon.


“You drive a hard bargain,” he said, “but could I counter with an offer of my own?”


This was the first time that someone had ever tried negotiating with the children. Nine times out of ten, their victim would decide that it was better to be safe than sorry where the spirit world was concerned and pull their wallet out for the little graveyard hooligans, though there were a couple times in the past that they picked the wrong mourner— someone a little too cantankerous and not superstitious enough—and were chased out of the cemetery and pelted with rocks. They were always prepared for this other possibility, though they were sure that they were too fast to ever get caught. But the man in the hat, unexpectedly, was neither cooperating nor attacking them, and this made the two boys visibly nervous. Their leader, however, remained unflappable.


“What’s the offer?” said the girl.


It was the man’s turn to smile now. He dropped his finished cigarette into an incense pot and then put his briefcase down on the tombstone once more and twisted the dials. Embossed golden initials in the leather flashed in the sunlight, and the girl squinted but couldn’t read them. “You are clever children,” he said brightly. “I can see that. Calculating. Entrepreneurial. But foolish—talking about desecrating tombs, provoking spirits . . . most people would be too afraid to do that here. You think you’re not afraid of this place . . .” He swept out a hand to indicate the cemetery around them. The briefcase clicked open. “But how brave are you? My offer—my wager, really—is that I can show you something that will frighten you so badly you’ll run away screaming, and you’ll never be the same again. If not, I’ll give you each five thousand đồng. What do you say?”


The little girl scoffed at him. “There’s nothing that can frighten us in the daylight,” she said without hesitation.


“Are you sure?”


The looks on the faces of the two brothers certainly indicated that they were not sure. While the older boy had a penknife in his pocket, they had never had to use a weapon before. The girl’s swagger did not reassure the boys. Something new and sinister was at hand, something that they did not know, and did not want to know.


But the girl’s response was to rise and stand up on top of her headstone with her arms crossed defiantly. She did not wobble once. She nodded.


The man shrugged. He removed his hat with a deliberate flourish and laid it down next to his briefcase. The younger brother shivered.


“I had something of an accident when I was younger,” the man began. “When I was about your age, in fact. Or a bit older. I had an encounter with what I will call a bad thing, for lack of a better word.” He reached into the briefcase, dug around, and recovered a few scraps of the joss paper from earlier. “But I was lucky; it left me mostly myself, but with well, I just call it my little party trick. Care to see?”


He held the paper bits in one palm, pulled out his lighter with the other, and then swiftly brought the flame down to his cupped hand. One of the brothers audibly gasped. The little scraps ignited and turned to ash almost immediately, releasing little gray smoke plumes. Quickly, the man bent his head down and inhaled the smoke before it could dissipate completely. He closed his eyes and held his breath for four, five, six long seconds. Then he swallowed, coughed several times, and he yawned.


The children waited. Then they realized that the yawn was not stopping; the man’s mouth opened all the way, and then his lower jaw unhinged and kept opening. The skin on his face grew taut and his lips shrank to a thin line, exposing the entirety of his nicotine-yellowed teeth and mottled pink-and-white gums as the mandible dropped farther, farther, down past the neck to the collarbone. The children watched. Terror tightened the boys’ chests and dried sharp and sour in the backs of their own open mouths, but the girl did not move, and her face betrayed no sign of fear. She was clenching her teeth a bit hard though, perhaps in response to seeing the jaw in front of her being stretched like rubber. The hole in the man’s face finally stopped growing when it was the size of a large papaya and the base of his chin was resting at mid sternum. His stretched-out cheek flesh rippled slightly each time he inhaled. The man opened his eyes again, blinking as they readjusted to the sun, and this grotesque juxtaposition—long, delicate eyelashes fluttering, with a monster mouth gaping beneath them—was at last too much for the two boys to take.


They leapt backward off their gravestones, the larger, older boy slightly faster, his younger brother slipping down and running two steps behind. They tripped over themselves as they fled. The girl remained standing on her stone, unaffected by her friends’ cowardice. Only when he was a safe distance away did the smaller boy turn and risk a last, pleading look back. “Binh!” he called out to her, a feeble bleat that she could not hear. But when he caught another glimpse of that ruddy, yawning maw, he abandoned what little sense of loyalty remained and kept following his older brother.


The girl only smirked. She was the kind of child who had come to the realization very early on that in her world, fear was rarely useful, and so, being in possession of precociously strong willpower, had nearly completely exorcised the emotion from herself by age five. This man, this creature in front of her, was disturbing, yes, but also ridiculous and a little sad. Tendrils of dark, slightly stinky smoke were now trickling out from the mouth and wafting toward her. She waved one smoke frond away from her face with her little hand, and it dissolved harmlessly in the humid air.


The man heaved a gigantic sigh, lifted his chin with one hand, and started putting his face back together. It was a delicate process involving a lot of wiggling and waiting for the skin to shrink back into place.


“What are you really doing here, Thing?” demanded the girl.


“I’m looking for my . . . hmm.” The man paused, massaged his jaw, and reconsidered his phrasing. “I’m trying to find somebody.”


“Are you gonna eat them?” she asked coolly.


“Perhaps. Does that frighten you?”


She didn’t bother responding; the smirk just grew wider.


The man looked a little crestfallen. “I’m not sure who wins the bet. Your friends are going to have nightmares about me for years, but you’re impossible to scare. Shall we call it a draw?” He dug around in his jacket for his wallet, removed a note and held it out to the girl.


“No,” said the girl. “No, Thing. We do not have a draw.” She did not know what he was, but she hated him. She knew that she would never play in the graveyard with the boys again because of his mouth. They would always remember what they saw this afternoon, but they would never speak of it, because they had run away and she had not— and this, more than the monster itself, was the fact that the boys could not face. It was because shame had now entered their friendship, and it had put its first crack in their trio. The crack was permanent, and it would be the first of many. Years later, the girl would look back on this day as the end of her childhood—already, in this moment, she sensed a kind of curtain being drawn across it—and though it was a scabby and meager and delinquent childhood, its loss filled her with rage. Anger leached into all the parts of her where fear should have been but was missing. The anger was so hot, she imagined that it would burn her up into a heap of ash, and then the wind would blow her away with the cemetery dust and the old cinders of incense and dried flower petals and paper scraps that may have been missed by the strange man. “You can keep your money,” she hissed at him, “but remember that I won our bet today.”


With that, she threw herself backward off the tomb, away from the man, and landed on her feet running. The man watched her go. He almost smiled, but he respected the integrity of her fury too much to do so. He packed up his briefcase, dropped his hat back onto his head, and looked up to check the position of the sun but found that it had been swallowed by the clouds. The rain would begin any minute now. As the girl passed the great black statue, she kicked it impulsively even though she knew it would hurt, and it did, much worse than she had expected. But when she couldn’t stop herself from screaming afterward, a scream so loud that it echoed off the tombstones and made heads turn far away in the funeral party, it was not just because her foot hurt.
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SAIGON,


SEVEN MONTHS BEFORE THE DISAPPEARANCE


EVEN BEFORE MOVING TO SAIGON, WINNIE HAD ANTICIPATED that she would be a mediocre English teacher at best, as she lacked any prior experience or real interest in the job. But after only a couple weeks of working at Achievement! International Language Academy, it was clear that she would fail to surpass even her own low expectations. Winnie was incompetent. She went blank when confronted with the unnerving stares of twenty bored teenagers. Her own English came out sounding wrong, her students couldn’t understand her, and if she tried switching into halting Vietnamese for them—gleaned from seven years of childhood Sundays spent at language classes in the purple-carpeted basement of suburban Maryland’s Our Lady of La Vang church alongside two dozen other young American Nguyens and Phams and Trans whose parents feared they were losing their mother tongue—it only confused them more.


In the beginning she had tried her best. Or, at least, had tried her best at trying. She prepared activities, printed out worksheets that she copied from online teaching blogs, and one Saturday she spent an hour in the bookstore on Le Loi Street picking out a perfect grading notebook. But her first lessons went so poorly that by week two she gave up on planning them altogether and re-designated the entirety of the hour-long class as “Unstructured English Conversation Time.” Her students were the kind of wealthy urban high schoolers who had grown up secure in knowing that they would eventually go to college but either weren’t quite smart or quite wealthy enough to attend one overseas. There was little incentive for them to excel at the extra English courses they were being forced by their parents to take at a third-rate academy. Most of them spent Unstructured English Conversation Time playing on their phones, but a few enterprising ones used the period to work on their homework from other classes, and one group of older boys who sat at the back of the room would occupy themselves by meticulously filling the pages of their vocabulary workbooks with lewd doodles, which they then left behind for Winnie to crumple up and hide at the bottom of the trash can after class.


Winnie spent her own class time reading unevenly translated Japanese crime novels that she bought from the secondhand paperback stalls near the backpacker quarter. Whenever she finished a book, she gave it to one of her more advanced students in hopes that they would enjoy it one day after their reading comprehension had improved under the tutelage of a more capable educator. It was a gesture she made to try and offset her guilt about the fact that they weren’t learning anything from her. Teaching English was what most of the other unmoored expats seemed to do in Vietnam, qualified or not, and Winnie didn’t see why they were able to manage it when she could not.


Luckily, the owner of her academy—a morose Singapore-educated man in his forties named Mr. Quy—hadn’t caught on to Winnie’s sham yet because he struggled to keep his non-Vietnamese employees straight; there were seven other foreign teachers at Achievement!, two of them were both named Alex, and Mr. Quy was frequently day drunk, because his job primarily consisted of wooing prospective investors over beers at eleven A.M. If he was ever in the teachers’ lounge it was to take a nap on the foldaway cot he stored in their broom closet. He regularly confused Winnie with Dao, another Vietnamese American teacher in her early twenties, and Winnie never corrected him. After the second time it happened, she had even started pulling her long hair back into a low, disheveled bun—the way that Dao always wore hers—so that they would be indistinguishable from behind. She stopped putting sunscreen on her arms and let them darken to a Daoish shade, and she toted her untouched grading notebook around in a straw bag she had purchased because it was similar to one she had seen Dao carrying.


She tended to stay away from other teachers. It was easy to avoid interacting with Nikhil, American Alex, and a middle-aged blond woman whose name she had forgotten; their classes were on Tuesdays and Thursdays and Winnie’s were on Wednesdays and Fridays. But Dutch Alex, Dao, and Jeff and Anna Cook were harder to hide from.


She wasn’t exactly sure how old Dutch Alex was. He was bald, with a deeply tanned but curiously unwrinkled face, and his wardrobe was made up entirely of zip-off cargo pants and shirts with dragons on them. His wife was Saigonese, and every Friday he brought their rolypoly mixed-race baby to the academy and let the students and other teachers coo over it. Winnie took particular care to stay away from Dutch Alex when he had his small, gurgling accessory in tow after one afternoon when she had accidentally gotten caught in his crosshairs while he was parading down the hallway, brandishing his infant at everyone he encountered and expecting them to squeal with excitement and squeeze the child’s saliva-slick fingers.


“Winnie!” he had boomed. Dutch Alex’s voice could fell pine trees. Winnie hadn’t been able to dart into a side room in time. “Here—hold him!” He thrust the hairless nine-month-old at her, and Winnie was polite enough to stop herself from recoiling. The baby had taken one look at her and then emitted a loud, saurian screech of displeasure. “Awww, he’s laughing!” Dutch Alex had said. “He likes you because he knows you’re a halfie too!”


Luckily, the baby had begun wailing. This allowed Winnie to slip away unnoticed with her face burning slightly.


Her halfness was the reason she hated getting confused for Dao, even as she gamely played up their slight physical resemblance in order to continue slacking off at work. By pure coincidence, Winnie and Dao were both in their early twenties, originally from the D.C. suburbs, and Vietnamese American. But while both of Dao’s parents were Việt, Winnie’s mother was white. Their similarities continued to unravel from there: Dao was from a charming tree-lined town in northern Virginia, and Winnie was from the part of Maryland that was entirely strip malls. Dao currently lived in a large apartment full of charming, shabby-chic rattan furniture and had a balcony overlooking the Saigon River. Winnie’s unfurnished spare room in her great-aunt’s house was deep in the distant warren of District 11. She shared a bathroom with two second cousins from the countryside who had moved to the city to attend university and barely spoke to her when they were home. And her balcony overlooked a garbage-filled alley behind a hospital. Dao was an excellent teacher, bubbly and beloved by her students. Her Vietnamese was superior, her feet were smaller, her complexion was brighter, and her boobs were perkier. Winnie resented Dao for being a better, full-blooded version of herself, but she hated herself more for the involuntary swell of joy she felt whenever she was mistaken for her colleague.


It was a relief for Winnie to be able to loathe the Cooks in the purest and least complicated of ways. Originally from Oregon, Jeff and Anna Cook had been living in Saigon for six years, and the first time they met Winnie they introduced themselves, unprompted, as “the good kind of expat.” Over the following weeks they had made sure to list all the evidence they had gathered to support this claim: 1) Unlike most of their colleagues (including Winnie), the Cooks had gone to the trouble of acquiring English teaching certifications. 2) They had taken a year and a half of Vietnamese lessons and reached semiproficiency, though their language skills were primarily inflicted upon Bà Khanh, their housekeeper. 3) They never went to Bui Vien to sweat on plastic stools next to other foreigners and get drunk on candy-colored vodka cocktails served in plastic buckets. 4) Neither did they spend their holidays at the coastal resort towns whose shorelines were crowded with clubs and whose white sands were strewn with the beer-barf of kitesurfing English gap-year students. 5) Instead, they donned elaborately velcroed trekking sandals and went tramping through nature preserves in forgotten rural stretches of the North. 6) They documented all of their kayaking and karst-climbing and rappelling and put the photographs up on their travel blog. 7) Somehow in six years they’d only ever gotten their fancy blogging camera stolen once. 8) They had rescued a one-eyed alley dog and named him Goji, and he was now more vaccinated and better fed than most of their students. 9) They smelled like the aloescented hand sanitizer with which they anointed themselves constantly, and this was probably the reason why 10) the Cooks had never, ever gotten food poisoning, a fact they particularly enjoyed reminding others of.


The Cooks were also the hardest for Winnie to evade. Both of them taught on the same days that she did, and they always seemed to be waiting to pounce on her with questions about her weekend plans or unsolicited advice about which Saigon pizza restaurant had the best imported cheese or very long stories about spelunking in Quang Ngai. They would pop up behind her unexpectedly in the teachers’ lounge, or the bathroom, or the balcony that she liked to disappear to between classes. Their persistent social overtures puzzled Winnie, because she could tell that the Cooks liked her as little as she liked them. Mrs. Cook’s classroom was located directly opposite hers, and sometimes, when Winnie was reading her detective novels, her feet up on her desk and her students left to their own devices, she would glance out the door and see the other woman watching her from across the corridor, lips pursed disapprovingly. But for unknown reasons, Mrs. Cook hadn’t snitched on her yet to Mr. Quy. Winnie had the troubling hunch that she was just waiting for the right moment to blackmail her with the information.


BY HER FIFTH WEEK, Winnie no longer felt guilty when she cashed her paychecks. She had adopted a uniform of black and indigo and dung-colored linen sack dresses, purchased for five dollars apiece from an airless, sepulchral semibasement boutique in the shadowlands around Binh Tay Market. Winnie thought they helped her blend in with the dark academy walls. If she was successful at avoiding the Cooks, entire days could pass where she didn’t speak to another human being. Her students no longer needed the pretense of her faux instructions, and would file into the room and begin doodling or texting or napping on their own, then leave quietly when the period was over. At home, Winnie’s two cousins treated her like an American ghost who happened to live with them; they either seemed slightly frightened when she appeared in the hall or just ignored her completely. She was proactive about hiding from her great-aunt, who would interrogate her about how often she attended mass every time their paths crossed. Most days, the house smelled like the steamed sardines that Winnie’s great-aunt ate wrapped in rice paper for every meal. On extra-hot days, it smelled like the biomedical waste dumpster of the hospital next door.


Because she dreaded being at home so much, Winnie had started spending most of her free time in coffee shops. She chose a new one each day, leery of becoming a regular somewhere and losing any of the anonymity she was working so hard to achieve. After leaving the academy for the day she would take a motorbike taxi out to an unfamiliar district, amble along until she found a place that she liked, then loiter for as many hours as she could, only returning to the house after her great-aunt went to bed at nine. Sometimes she chose little coffee shops that were cached down narrow alleys—four tables packed into the front sitting room of a family’s house, pantsless toddlers capering about underfoot, roasted watermelon seeds—complimentary but never touched—slowly going stale in red plastic bowls next to the unused ashtrays of card-playing men in undershirts who tapped their cigarettes out onto the floor tiles instead. On other days, Winnie chose one of the large chain coffee shops: glossy, air-conditioned boxes with maroon-and-beige interiors and particle board furniture and Wi-Fi-seeking backpackers. She discovered sprawling garden cafés hidden behind inconspicuous gates on mundane-looking avenues, where well-heeled professionals and housewives met to drink pastel-hued smoothies and pose for photos next to the manicured fig trees and plumeria shrubs and miniature waterfalls. She sat on the sidewalk on plastic stools, beneath makeshift tarp roofs strung up between scrawny elms, drinking coffee poured over gray ice that she had to pick gravel out of. She studied faces. She read her detective novels. She switched to soy milk or beer when she had drunk too much coffee. She walked streets until they ran out, and then she chose a new direction. She ducked under awnings during sudden downpours. When she got hungry there was always someone on a street corner selling grilled porkchops on rice or bánh mì or soup iridescent with chicken fat. Winnie believed that this was the best way to absorb the entirety of the city, inch by humid inch, and she applied herself to the task with all the energy that she was not devoting to her actual teaching job.


WINNIE’S FORTY-NINTH DAY IN Vietnam found her once again among the shelves of a used book stall on Pham Ngu Lao, searching for crime novels between the blue spines of the Lonely Planets.


She purchased two (per their back covers: “Haunted by the memory of his murdered wife who he could not save, Detective Kusakawa searches for a serial killer on the loose in Osaka,” and “A salaryman is seen getting onto a train at Tokyo Station bound for Aomori at nine in the morning but his corpse is discovered in Yokohama one hour later . . .” Winnie could tell that it was going to be twins, but she didn’t really read the books for the mystery) and, as she was putting away her change, felt a fat droplet of rain sting the skin on her forearm. She and the bookseller tilted their heads back in unison. Above them: an ambush of dark clouds. Winnie and the bookseller glanced at each other for a nanosecond of panicked solidarity before the sky opened up, the bookseller ran to pull protective tarps over his shelves, and Winnie dashed toward the internet café a few doors down—no time to find a coffee shop—for shelter.


Inside, the patter of teenage fingers on keyboards drowned out the patter of the rain outside. Winnie found a free computer and decided to check her email.


The state of her inbox was one of such extreme neglect that her fourteen-year-old neighbor, flicking his eyes away from his game and over to her monitor for what he had only intended to be a half second of perfunctory snooping, pursed his lips and let out an unvoiced whistle of horror and awe. There were over six thousand unread messages.


Winnie did not notice him. She was unbothered by the clutter of her own emails and hadn’t deleted a single one in at least three years. Was it apathy, was it nostalgia, or was it because if Winnie ever cleared out her arsenal of old promotions and newsletters and phishing scams, the scant handful of real correspondences that remained would be a painful testament to the smallness and loneliness of her life? Because she already knew the answer, there was no need for Winnie to ask herself this question.


Today, however, two new emails had arrived that could be added to that scant handful. The first was from her mother. Winnie only skimmed it, because all emails from her mother were identical: an exuberant greeting followed by a brief chastisement for not responding more often and in greater detail, and then several paragraphs of gushing updates about Winnie’s three (much) older siblings and their fami lies. When she got around to it later, Winnie would reply with the same bland reassurances she had deployed five weeks ago in response to the last one. In the imaginary Saigon of Winnie’s six-sentence responses, her classes were great. Everything, in fact, was great. Her room at her bà cô’s house was great. Her new friends (who, in email world, existed) were great, and her coworkers were great too. Her two cousins? Great!


The second one was from her brother Thien, and while Winnie had been expecting this particular message, she still felt her stomach tighten when she saw his name nestled among the spam.


HEY! HOPE YOU’RE DOING WELL OVER IN THE FATHERLAND! WANTED TO LET YOU KNOW THAT I REACHED OUT TO MY OLD FRIEND FROM MEDICAL SCHOOL, SANG, THE ONE I MENTIONED BEFORE. HE’S BEEN LIVING IN DISTRICT 1 FOR THE PAST SEVEN YEARS AND HE SAID HE’D BE MORE THAN HAPPY TO SHOW YOU THE ROPES AND HELP YOU OUT WITH ANYTHING YOU NEED. SO PLEASE GIVE HIM A CALL AS SOON AS YOU CAN. BIG LOVE, T


Winnie scowled at the phone number at the bottom. Along with staying at her great-aunt’s place, the promise to meet Sang from Medical School was the familial appeasement tax she had agreed to pay before leaving America. Her parents had been so relieved to hear that there was a successful Vietnamese American doctor in Saigon who could keep an eye on their substandard daughter, they hadn’t even minded that Winnie only had a one-way ticket and no concrete plans for returning.


As she grudgingly took out her phone and began composing the message (Hi. This is Thien’s sister . . . ), Winnie consoled herself with the thought that this Sang was undoubtedly very busy with his doctoring, and had only agreed to meet her out of politeness. With luck, he wouldn’t even respond. And even if he did get back to her, his schedule was probably so full that she would not have to endure any of his ropeshowing for at least several weeks. Winnie hit send.


She was wrong. Two minutes later, her phone chirped. Are u free now? Text me ur location and I’ll come meet u


While Winnie was put off by his unwillingness to write out “you,” the brisk impatience of his message verged intriguingly on the creepy. She briefly considered telling him she was working, but she was now, despite herself, a little curious. And more importantly, once she had paid her family the Sang fee, their grip on her, already loosening, would become even flimsier.


She logged out of her email and gave 3,000? to the front desk for her seventeen minutes of internet use. During this time, the rain had stopped, and Winnie stepped outside into a Saigon in the act of drying itself off. The bookseller was dumping the pooled water from his tarps. A woman was wringing out the end of her ponytail into the gutter. A man taking his postdownpour constitutional did not observe the low, raindrop-laden branches of a tree growing out of the sidewalk until it was too late; he accidentally walked into one and cursed loudly as it released its miniature shower upon him. There was a transient crystalline quality to the light. The heat had not yet relaunched its offensive. Winnie found the street number of the internet café and texted it to Sang. I’m free, she wrote, even though it did not feel particularly true. While Winnie was debating whether she should buy a coffee from a woman with a pushcart, she heard the squeak of taxi wheels coming to a halt on the wet asphalt.


Sang rolled down the window, quickly scanned the sidewalk for his half-American, and nodded when he saw Winnie. “Ngoan!” he called, “Hop in.”


Ngoan. She flinched when she heard it, and then chastised herself for being taken aback. Of course he would know her by her Vietnamese name; it was what Thien and the rest of her family called her. Mouth set in a grim line, she rose from her stool and began walking over to the taxi.


Ngoan. The name on all her paperwork. The name she couldn’t quite kick. A jarring cohesion of letters that could not be easily molded into something more Western sounding. In its various distortions on the lips of her American peers and teachers and neighbors growing up, it was a croak, or a yawn interrupted by something phlegmy in the throat. And it was made even worse in conjunction with her surname, Nguyen. Ngoan Nguyen. A double helping of letter combinations that were jarring to the American eye and nonsoluble to the American tongue. She could recall in perfect detail every awkward roll call, every raised-eyebrows-and-pursed-lips look of panic on the attendance-taker’s face at the beginning of the semester when they arrived at the n’s. “Winnie” had been the gradual result of years of explaining how to say her last name. “Nguyen” became “Win,” which by high school became “Winnie,” which stuck.


Even if Winnie had wanted to ask Sang to call her by her preferred name, she didn’t have the chance to:


“Glad you could make it,” he said as she climbed into the back seat of the cab. From the front, he reached around and offered her an abrupt and awkwardly angled left-handed shake. His right hand was holding a flip phone up to his ear. “You can call me Dr. Sang. Everyone does.” He pointed to the phone. “I’ll be done with this in two minutes.”


He proceeded to have a sixteen-minute conversation conducted entirely in what Winnie inferred was slightly halting Thai, which she wished she didn’t find impressive but did. She spent this time trying to figure out their location by looking at street signs. Her mental map of Saigon was too patchy to guess where they were going.


After Dr. Sang had finished his phone call and hung up, the window for introductions and name corrections had closed. “Ngoan,” he said (she almost flinched again but was able to stop herself in time), studying her via the taxi’s rearview mirror, “You’re all grown up. I almost didn’t recognize you.”


“Oh,” said Winnie, embarrassed, “Have we met before?”


“Only once, very briefly,” he said with a smile. Winnie thought that his teeth were too long and the hair on the sides of his head was too short. She didn’t like that she could see his scalp through it. Pink-white skin, like a scallop. “You probably don’t remember. Thien introduced me to your family at our graduation. That would have been, what, ten years ago? You were just a kid.”


Winnie nodded slowly, an imprecisely edged memory beginning to reassemble itself in her mind against her will. The graduation: She, surly and thirteen. Her thighs sticking to a wooden auditorium seat. Thien in golden academic regalia that matched his status as golden child. Their father struggling to figure out the buttons on the camcorder he ’d bought the week before, a used Sony the size of a loaf of bread. Thien posing for the video with Winnie ’s other older brother and sister, who were twenty-four and twenty-one, respectively, while Winnie watched, resenting the three of them for their closeness in age and in every other way that mattered. Resenting the three of them for taking up all the space in their family for nearly all of her young life and then vanishing in quick succession, leaving behind a vacuum that she could not fill. Thien posing with his friends from the Vietnamese Student Association, all the fellow golden children with refugee parents and bright medical futures—ah yes, she thought, twisting the mental lens of her memory into focus—there was Dr. Sang with his long teeth, standing next to her brother. Greeting her family in formal Vietnamese, even her white mother, because golden boys were always polite boys.


“Do you work around here?” she asked, hoping he would provide a clue about where they were headed. “Are you at one of the big hospitals?”


“Oh, no,” said Dr. Sang. “You could say that I run a private practice. More money and better hours, so I can pursue some of my other business ventures on the side.”


“Is that why you moved to Vietnam?” In the mirror, Winnie saw Dr. Sang’s eyes flick sideways. Her question had accidentally brushed up against something it should not have.


But then he just laughed. “Why would I settle for simply doing well in America when I can have the run of the entire playground here?” he said. From his jacket pocket he produced a small pink bottle, rattled out two pills, and swallowed them dry, seemingly without any difficulty. Winnie felt her own throat seize up reflexively just from watching. Then the doctor squinted out of the taxi window. “Oh, good, we’re here.”


The taxi had turned down a side street and was pulling up in front of a moderately sized pagoda with walls painted the mealy red-pink of an overripe guava. Winnie looked at Dr. Sang for some sort of explanation (“Your Vietnamese education requires a temple blessing” or “I am now going to perform surgery on a monk”), but he just gave her an encouraging smile and gestured for her to exit the vehicle.
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