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​PREFACE

FOR AN ERA OF "GOLD PLATING"

I am writing these lines not with ink, but with the feeling of a "forensic" doctor, even though that is not my main specialty; intently performing surgery on a social body that is physically healthy but mentally depleted.

They say this is the age of "transforming into dragons and tigers." But in my emergency room, I only see paper dragons made of dollar bills and tigers stuffed with imported cotton. We are living in a giant hospital where patients are not seeking cures, but the most beautiful masks to hide the pallor of their inner emptiness.

This novel is not a typical medical record. It's a CT scan of the excess fat of ostentatious wealth, the sores of blind infatuation with foreign things, and the delirium of those who, having just escaped poverty, hastily seek to shed their old selves.

Why "Gold Plating"?

Gold is precious in the eyes of the world, but in medicine, "gilding" an infected wound only makes the process of necrosis more insidious and terrifying. We see Renaissance-style villas springing up next to murky ditches; we see wealthy women using Chanel perfume to mask the scent of deceit; we see "intellectuals" quoting Western philosophy to cover up an empty stomach that doesn't know a single folk song.

I've dissected many hearts. Some were scarred by hardship, others withered by anxiety. But the most terrifying were the "plastic" hearts—hearts that couldn't be moved by the beauty of an old street tree, but only beat wildly when stock market indices surged or when a staged photo received thousands of likes.

This book is a bitter pill to swallow.


-  It satirizes those who call "spending money lavishly" a "culture".

-  It satirizes those who view "family traditions" as a commodity that can be bought on installment plans.

-  And above all, it mocks the hypocritical politeness that pervades lavish parties, where people raise their glasses for personal gain but toast each other with flowery words.


As a doctor, I prescribe this for you: Read this to see if you are a "puppet" in your own play. Look at Thanh's "Room Overlooking the Old Quarter" to understand that the most beautiful view isn't about seeing how many skyscrapers there are, but about clearly seeing the roots deeply embedded in Mother Earth—something that no amount of gold can replace.

Welcome to this surgery on conscience. Be careful, for you might see your own reflection lying on the operating table, under the illuminating light of naked truth.

"...I used a scalpel to cut away visible tumors, but with this book, I use my pen to cut into the invisible tumors of a society in its 'feverish' state. Hopefully, when the layers of false gold peel away in the light of truth, what remains in your heart will be a healthy soul, one that appreciates genuine values."

Welcome to this surgery on conscience. Be careful, for you might see your own reflection lying on the operating table, under the illuminating light of naked truth.

Here are a few lines of the opening dialogue:

"The doctor's office"Minh HungNestled deep within a quiet alley, where the delicate scent of traditional Chinese medicine mingles with the chilling aroma of medical alcohol, it creates an atmosphere so sober it's almost eerily so.

The silence was shattered by the sound of metal-heeled shoes clattering on the tiled floor:Mrs. MuiShe appeared. She didn't "enter" the clinic; she "landed" there wearing a brocade ao dai embroidered with dragons and phoenixes that shimmered like fish scales, and a fur shawl draped over her shoulders, which, in the May sun of Hanoi, looked no different from an animal dying from the heat.

Mrs. Mui placed her crocodile leather bag on the examination table, the metallic clang echoing loudly against the wooden surface like the sound of falling coins. She removed her large sunglasses, which covered half her face, which was so heavily powdered that if she laughed heartily, people feared the foundation would crack like a parched field.

"Dr. Minh Hung," Mrs. Mui began, her voice a delicate, slanted tune like a silk ribbon snagged on thorns, "I've come for you to 'review' this system of mine. Lately, I feel... so aristocratic. Bird's nest soup tastes bland, looking at diamonds makes my eyes tired, and listening to classical music makes me feel the urge to go to the bathroom. Am I suffering from 'acute aristocratic disease,' doctor?"

Dr. Minh Hung didn't look up from his yellowed medical record book. He calmly adjusted his glasses, his demeanor as serene as a venerable monk observing a puppet dancing before his meditation hall.

"Mrs. Mui," he replied slowly, his voice low and sharp as a surgical knife, "In my medical literature, there is no such thing as 'high-class disease.' There is only 'mental blindness.' You feel eye strain when looking at diamonds, perhaps because the light reflected from their ostentatious appearance is too dazzling compared to the dark background of your perception. And the fact that bird's nest soup tastes bland... that's a typical symptom of your taste buds being poisoned by too much flattery."

Mrs. Mui paused slightly, her bright red tattooed lips pouting a little: "Doctor, you're joking! I want you to prescribe some kind of medicine that will make me smell 'classy,' so that the nouveau riche in the city will be terrified when they see it!"

Dr. Minh Hung finally looked up. His gaze, peering through his glasses, fixed on her thick layer of makeup, as if searching for a single piece of real flesh that might still remain.

"I don't have that medicine. But I do have a folk remedy: Try removing this fur coat, going back to your hometown and wading through muddy rice paddies for an afternoon, or simply standing in front of a mirror and asking yourself what your real name is before being called 'Madam'. Your illness isn't in your lungs, nor in your heart. It's in this 'golden plating' that's seeping into your blood, making you forget how to breathe with your own lungs, and instead breathe through other people's nostrils."

Mrs. Mui chuckled, her hand, adorned with numerous gold rings, tapping rhythmically on the table: "Doctor, you truly have an artistic soul! But mud smells terrible; I'm only suited to the scent of perfume that costs ten million dong a bottle. Well, doctor, just give me a few tranquilizers, the most expensive kind, so I can attend the 'Royal Gala' tonight without being startled by the ambulance siren."

Doctor Minh Hung sighed, picked up his fountain pen, and wrote just two words on a blank sheet of paper:"At the beginning".

"This is your prescription. Take it by looking at it every morning. It's very expensive: it's at the cost of your pride. If you don't take it, I'm afraid the next time you see me won't be in the doctor's office, but on the operating table, having the ugliness that's been accumulating in your soul scraped away."

Mrs. Mui retrieved the bag, stood up with a feigned air of elegance, and didn't even glance at the paper. She left, leaving behind a strong scent and a silence that once again enveloped the old doctor's office.

There are people who would rather die in false splendor than live a healthy life in simple simplicity. For them, Dr. Minh Hung was not a savior, but a mirror reflecting all too clearly – the very thing they hated most.

Doctor Nguyen Dong Hung (Pen name:Minh Hung)
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​PART I: OPENING – NEWLY PAINTED MASKS

​CHAPTER 1
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THE SOUND OF A LEXUS HORN AMIDST ANCIENT BAMBOO FOREST

That morning, the village of Dong Mac awoke to a sound that didn't belong to them.

It wasn't the crowing of roosters breaking through the thatched roof. It wasn't the sound of old Mrs. Lanh sweeping the yard with her worn bamboo broom, each stroke gathering a few dry leaves and a little of the sorrow of old age. Nor was it the children's shouts calling each other to the pond to catch crabs, or the dry cough of Teacher Khanh behind the stained whitewashed wall, like a map of a disgraced dynasty.

That's the sound of a car horn.

A long, harsh, sleek, and arrogant horn blast, as if it were not only asking for passage, but also declaring that from now on, this village lane had been upgraded to a grand avenue for the wealthy.

The sleek black Lexus glided into Dong Mac village at fifteen minutes to eight, just as the early morning sun was lazily falling on the old bamboo groves. It passed through the moss-covered village gate, where the Chinese characters were so worn that they were illegible, yet still respectfully referred to as a "historical site." It glided past the ancient well, long since dry, past the village square where old man Tu sat chewing betel nut and observing life with eyes that had witnessed countless changes: from district officials riding horses, cadres on bicycles, merchants on Dream motorcycles, to now, a Japanese car resembling a shark lost in a village pond.

"Whose car is that?" Mrs. Lanh asked, looking up and still holding the broom.

Old Man Tu spat the betel quid into a tin can and slowly replied:

"We don't know whose house it is yet. But it's definitely a house with a newly rich person living there."

In the village, the words "newly rich" are spoken softly, but their spread is faster than the village loudspeaker announcing rabies vaccinations. Newly rich are not like truly rich. The rich can be silent. The newly rich must make a fuss. The rich can walk through the village gate in old sandals. The newly rich must enter the village with car horns, sunglasses, cologne, and an indifferent expression, as if the entire village were merely a rustic backdrop for a commercial.

The car stopped in front of the old three-room house of Mr. Co Phuc.

In the old days, that house was a renowned one in the region. Not because of its grandeur and size, but because of its traditions. Those traditions were reflected in the rows of straight betel nut trees, in the altar always having a clean incense burner free of ash, and in the slow, gentle voice of the great-grandfather when advising his descendants: "Keep what belongs to you. Don't take on what doesn't belong to you, lest you burden your bones."

But ever since his son—Mr. Loc—left the village to trade land in the city, that house has become a forgotten witness. The tiled roof sags like the back of an old man. The whitewashed walls peel off in chunks. The starfruit tree by the porch still bears fruit regularly, only the number of people eating starfruit has dwindled. Old Mr. Co Phuc, now over eighty, remains in the old house with a pipe, a wooden tobacco pipe, a few dusty books, and a kind of silence that his children and grandchildren call "conservatism."

The car door opened.

First, a pair of red high-heeled shoes stepped down, their sharp points like two exclamation points embedded in the ground. Then came a shimmering brocade ao dai, a crocodile leather handbag, and finally, Mrs. Mui herself appeared in the early morning sun like an invasion of glitter.

Mrs. Mui did not get out of the car. She condescended to set foot in the village.

Following her was her daughter, Thanh, twenty-three years old, a graduate of some university in England whose name no one in the family could remember, only that the tuition was in British pounds and that every time it was mentioned, Mr. Loc would exhale a puff of smoke with a proud scent. Thanh wore a cream-colored dress, her hair loosely tied back, her face beautiful but sad in a very unpleasant way: sad without knowing why, bored without knowing what. It was the kind of sadness of those who have everything and are not allowed to complain.

Mr. Loc was the last to get off the bus.

He wore a white polo shirt and a watch so large it could cover half the sun if he raised his arm. His belly protruded like a declaration of success. He glanced at the old house for a moment, then turned to the driver:

"Park it neatly. Don't let it scrape against the bamboo branches or scratch the paint, that would be troublesome."

Hearing this, Old Man Tu sneered:

"The bamboo in this village lived before your father's generation. If it scratches your car, then your car is lucky."

Mr. Loc turned around. Recognizing Mr. Tu, he immediately flashed the smile of a successful man meeting someone who was no longer of any use to him.

"Oh, you're still so healthy, Grandpa! It's been so long since I've been back. Our village has changed so much."

Old Man Tu looked around: the dirt road was still full of potholes, the pond was still covered in green moss, and the dogs still barked at strangers with all the enthusiasm of those who had no share in the business.

"Yes," he said, "the biggest change is the people returning to the village."

Mrs. Mui sensed the sarcasm, but she wasn't in the habit of engaging in conversation with people in brown robes. She pulled her sunglasses down her nose, looked at the old house, and frowned:

"Oh my God, Loc! I told you so. This house has to be torn down. It looks so gloomy. Nowadays, people build houses with light, good feng shui, and glass elevators. Who would leave a moldy tiled roof like this? If you post pictures of it online, people will think we're bankrupt."

From inside the house, a hoarse, old voice echoed:

"If you go bankrupt, you still have a home to go back to. But if you destroy your roots and traditions, even a mansion will just be a big barn."

Old Man Phuc sat on a wicker chair on the porch. He wore a faded brown suit, plastic sandals, and held an old pipe in his hand. His eyes weren't as bright as they were in his youth, but his gaze still possessed a strange power—the power of someone who didn't need anyone's respect yet still commanded caution.

As Mrs. Mui entered the yard, her voice immediately changed to a sweet, gentle tone:

"Oh, Dad! You're saying that again. We came back to renovate the house for you. Our house has to be different now. My brother Loc is the chairman of the corporation now, and people respect him wherever he goes. We can't let our ancestors live in such an overly vintage setting."

Grandpa picked up his pipe and tapped it lightly against the armrest of the chair.

"What?"

"Vintage," Thanh said softly, as if it were a habit to translate for the whole family. "It means classic."

Grandpa looked at his granddaughter.

"Ah. So now, anything old that hasn't been torn down yet is considered classic."

Thanh lowered her eyes. She felt sorry for him, but didn't know how to express it properly. In England, she had been taught to analyze Shakespeare, to talk about identity, memory, and postcolonialism. But no one had taught her what to do when her mother wanted to demolish her grandfather's house to build a French-style castle in the middle of a Northern Vietnamese village.

Mr. Loc stepped forward, his voice conciliatory:

"Dad, times have changed. I'm planning to rebuild our ancestral temple properly. A stone gate, a curved roof, lions on either side. Inside, it will be tiled with Italian stone and have chandeliers. When guests come, they'll see how prosperous our family has become."

"What are you going to distribute?" Grandpa asked.

"Of course they're thriving."

Grandpa smiled. A smile as thin as cigarette smoke.

"In the old days, our ancestors focused on literacy. My father's generation focused on character. My brother's generation has brought prosperity. It sounds like progress. I just fear that after all the prosperity, it will all fall apart."

Mrs. Mui pretended not to hear. She was used to comments that scratched her makeup. Each time it was scratched, she would touch it up.

She walked around the yard, observing everything with the eyes of someone preparing to transform the past into a project. She suggested turning the starfruit tree into a Japanese-style miniature landscape. She said the old well should be filled in and replaced with a statue of a Greek goddess holding a water jug ​​for a more elegant look. She also suggested replacing the stone table where her great-grandfather used to drink tea with an imported rattan sofa set because "sitting like this hurts your spine; it doesn't suit your lifestyle."

"What else is 'lifestyle'?" asked the old man.

Thanh replied:

"It's a lifestyle, sir."

Grandpa nodded.

"In the old days, people lived first and then developed a style. Now, you probably have to develop a style first before you dare to live."

Outside, villagers began to gather. They didn't enter the yard, only stood and watched. The poor had a very peculiar manner of etiquette: they didn't trespass on other people's property, but their gazes traveled far. Several children touched the Lexus, and the driver immediately yelled at them. A golden dog ran around the wheels, barking incessantly, unable to distinguish whether it was a vehicle or a new kind of animal.

Mrs. Mui felt uncomfortable seeing the crowd. She turned to her husband:

"You see, life in the countryside is tough. People are always so nosy. There's absolutely no privacy.

Upon hearing this, the old man said:

"In the village, people look at each other because they still recognize each other. In the city, sometimes you don't know your neighbor died three days later because of the smell of a broken air conditioner."

Mr. Loc frowned slightly. He didn't like his father saying things that made him think. For him, thinking was the job of subordinates, advisors, and those paid to write speeches. He only needed to decide.

"Alright then," he said. "I brought the whole family home today to discuss something important. I've invited a feng shui master to examine the land. The design team will come down to survey it next week. Don't worry, Dad, I'll keep the altar, but everything else will be completely new."

Grandpa put down his pipe.

"Why do you keep the altar?"

Mr. Loc was surprised.

"It's for worshipping our ancestors."

"To worship ancestors while destroying the very places where they lived, sat, breathed, and taught their descendants, and then placing incense burners on Italian stone, under French chandeliers, next to Chinese lion statues—who are you worshipping?"

The question fell to the ground like an old brick. No one picked it up.

Mrs. Mui chuckled:

"Dad, you're overreacting. It's an era of globalization. Culture is a melting pot now. Since we're well-off, we should embrace the best of humanity."

"Absorbing the best," Mr. Gu said, "is different from picking up decorative items from other people and using them to fill the emptiness within oneself."

Thanh looked at him. For the first time that morning, she felt her eyes sting. Not from the cigarette smoke. He didn't speak loudly, but each word seemed to strike a spot inside her that had long been obscured by her school schedule, parties, photographs, half-English, half-Vietnamese conversations, and countless bland compliments.

She remembered the summers of her childhood spent in her hometown. Her great-grandfather taught her to wash dishes with wood ash, pick water spinach from the pond, and distinguish the smell of young rice from the smell of damp straw. She used to hate the mud sticking to her feet. As she grew up, she went far away, learned how to use a knife and fork, learned how to smile just enough at parties, and learned how to say "I'm fine" even when she wasn't okay. When she returned, she realized that the mud still remembered her, only she had forgotten the way back to the rice paddies.

The Lexus horn blared again.

This time it was because little Tí, the son of the tofu seller, accidentally pressed the wrong button on the car key that the driver had carelessly left in the ignition. The horn blared in the yard, echoing through the bamboo grove and scattering the sparrows. Mrs. Mùi jumped, clutching her chest.

"Oh my God! Whose child is this, so ill-mannered?"

Tí was terrified, frozen in place. His face turned pale, and his dusty hands were hidden behind his back. The tofu vendor rushed in, pulled her son back, and profusely apologized.

"I'm sorry, sir and madam. The child was being foolish. He thought the car was so beautiful that he was just curious."

Mrs. Mui brushed off her sleeves as if the whistle had just soiled her.

"Curiosity should be tempered with education. This car isn't a toy. If it breaks, even if my family sells all our tofu, we won't be able to afford the replacement."

The tofu vendor bowed her head. The bow of the poor is often deeper than necessary, because they are not only apologizing for their own mistakes, but also on behalf of their plight.

Grandpa stood up, leaning on his cane.

"The smell," he called.

Mrs. Mui paused. Very few people still called her by that unadorned name. In the city, she was known as "Sister Mui," "the lady," "madam," "the art collector," "the inspiring woman." The name Mui lived on only in the mouths of the villagers, where memory knew no flattery.

"Yes, Dad?"

"Your car is parked in my yard. A village child accidentally touched it, and you scolded him like a thief. So tell me, between the car and the child, which is more worth keeping?"

Mrs. Mui blushed, but the layer of makeup was so thick that it only appeared as an artificial pink.

"Dad is taking the outsider's side again."

Grandpa looked at the woman selling tofu.

"Who's the outsider? Her mother has been selling tofu to this family since I was too young to tell the difference between Chanel and medicated oil."

The people outside giggled. Mrs. Mui heard the laughter and felt humiliated. But her humiliation didn't affect her self-respect; it went straight to her pride. She turned to the driver:

"Move the car out. It's too dusty parked here."

The Lexus rolled out of the yard with a quiet engine. It was so quiet that it only served to emphasize the noise it made. As the car passed through the gate, an old bamboo branch brushed lightly against the roof, leaving a faint trail of dust. The driver turned pale. Mr. Loc frowned. Mrs. Mui cried out as if someone had slashed at her flesh.

Old Man Tu, seeing this from outside the gate, burst out laughing:

"The bamboo is greeting us. That's all country folk know; they don't know how to bow like city dwellers do."

At lunchtime, the whole family sat down to eat in the central room.

The meal was prepared by Ms. Hao—the maid who came from the city—and Mrs. Lanh. There was braised fish, crab soup, pickled eggplant, boiled sweet potato leaves, and a plate of imported beef that Mrs. Mui brought back to "supplement Dad's nutrition." The bright red plate of beef sat in the middle of the table like an out-of-place foreign guest, attracting more attention than food.

Grandpa ate slowly. He picked up a piece of pickled eggplant, dipped it in shrimp paste, and chewed leisurely. Grandma Mui watched, frowning.

"Dad, that's not good for you to eat. It's too salty. And besides, it smells... a bit rustic."

Grandfather replied:

"The countryside is what nurtures people. It has fragrant things, but it breeds only disease."

Mr. Loc picked up some beef for his father.

"Dad, try this piece. It's Wagyu beef. One pound is worth several taels of gold."

Grandpa looked at the piece of meat in the bowl.

"In the old days, when people were hungry, even a bowl of rice mixed with potatoes was precious. Now that we're so well-fed, we have to use gold to measure the taste of a piece of meat to appreciate its flavor."

Thanh smiled softly. Mrs. Mui glanced at her daughter:

"What are you laughing at?"

"I think you're right."

The air on the table instantly froze.

Mr. Loc put down his chopsticks.

"Thanh, you've just returned to the country, and there are many things you don't understand yet. Our family is in a different position now. We have to live in a way that's worthy of it. We can't remain so provincial forever."

Thanh looked at his father.

"But what am I worthy of, Dad?"

"With status."

"Is status something you possess, or something you have to project to make others believe?"

Mr. Loc froze. Mrs. Mui immediately put down her bowl, her voice sharp as scissors cutting fabric:

"You came back from studying abroad just to argue with your parents? Your parents worked hard to earn money for your education, not so you could come back here and philosophize over a bowl of crab soup."

Thanh remained silent. She knew that in this house, money was always the ultimate judge. Whoever earned the money had the right to define morality. Whoever was supported by money had to show gratitude by keeping quiet.

Grandpa added more vegetables to Thanh's bowl.

"Eat, child. A hungry person shouldn't argue. A person who's too full shouldn't argue either. Both are likely to say the wrong thing."

After dinner, Mr. Loc walked around the house with a stack of blueprints. He pointed out where to build a koi pond, where to create a cigar room, where to construct a glasshouse in the back, and where to place two stone lions in the front. Every sentence he uttered began with "must" and ended with "to make it look classy."

The gate needs to be widened to allow more access.

We need to pave it with stone to make it look more elegant.

We need a dome to make it look more elegant.

It's important to have a separate, elegant reception room.

He used the word "sang" (meaning "luxurious" or "elegant" or "sophisticated") so often that it eventually lost its meaning, becoming just an empty sound, like the tapping of a barrel.

Thanh went out to the backyard. The old bamboo grove still stood there, slender yet resilient. The wind rustled through the bamboo leaves, creating an ancient sound, like someone turning over the pages of life. She sat down beside the ancient well, where the stone surface had worn down from generations of people drawing water with their hands.

Doctor Minh Hung arrived at that time.

He didn't arrive in a fancy car, nor did he give any notice. He rode an old motorbike, wearing a white shirt, carrying a small bag of medicine. He was a distant relative of Mr. Co Phuc, and also a doctor familiar to the family. But to Thanh, he was like the key holder to rooms that people were afraid to open.

He stopped when he saw Thanh sitting by the well.

"Is this young lady studying abroad researching heritage?"

Thanh smiled sadly.

"I'm researching how much an old well costs per square meter of construction."

Doctor Minh Hung sat down on a nearby stone bench.

"Old wells are worthless. Only memories are expensive. And anything that can't be priced is often considered useless these days."

Thanh looked at him.

"Doctor, do you think my child has a disease?"

He looked towards the room where Mrs. Mui's voice was booming as she spoke with the feng shui master on the phone.

"Yes. But it's not an acute illness. This disease has been incubating for a long time."

"What kind of illness?"

"The fear of being oneself."

Thanh remained silent for a long time.

Inside the house, Mrs. Mui was speaking loudly:

"Yes, please help me determine which direction is auspicious for my husband's age. The goal is for money to flow in like water, customers to be amazed, and relatives to be impressed. Oh, and remember to include the placement of the horse statue. My husband's destiny dictates that he should gallop!"

Grandpa came out from the porch:

"Even horses that gallop a lot but don't know the way will still plunge into a ravine."

Doctor Minh Hung smiled. Thanh smiled too, but her eyes were moist.

As evening fell, the sunlight slanted across the old roof. The shadow of the bamboo grove stretched long across the Lexus parked outside the gate, tracing thin, gnarled lines on its glossy paintwork like the hand of the past. In that moment, the car no longer looked majestic. It resembled an expensive object misplaced, a gilded puppet standing before a stage before the curtain had even risen.

Before leaving the village, Mrs. Mui insisted that the whole family take a picture.

She stood in the middle of the yard, trying to choose an angle so that only part of the old roof was visible, while the car and the crocodile leather bag were clearly visible. Mr. Loc stood beside her, his hand on his wife's shoulder, his stomach slightly sucked in. Thanh stood next to Mr. Co. Dr. Minh Hung was invited to be in the photo but he declined, saying he didn't fit in the advertising frame.

"Dad, smile," Mrs. Mui urged. "It's a family photo, and you look so serious."

Grandpa looked into the phone camera.

"I can't bring myself to laugh when people use a house about to be demolished as a foundation for happiness."

Ms. Mui was annoyed but still took the picture. In the photo she posted online later, she wrote:

"A day of returning to our roots. Grateful to our family, grateful to our ancestors, grateful for the traditional values ​​that have nurtured us to be who we are today."

The photo received over three thousand likes.

None of them saw Tí standing outside the gate, his hands still trembling from being scolded. No one saw the tofu vendor silently carrying her goods past. No one saw the trail of bamboo dust on the roof of the car. No one saw that in the photograph, Grandpa's eyes weren't looking at the camera, but over everyone's shoulders, towards the old house as if looking at an old friend about to be executed.

That evening, as the Lexus left the village, the horn sounded once more.

It sped through the village gate, past the old bamboo grove, past the dry well, past the low houses with smoke rising from their chimneys. The whistle faded into the distance, but its echo lingered in the bamboo leaves, in the brick courtyard, and in the ears of those who remained.

Old Man Tu sat by the gate, chewing betel nut, and said to Mrs. Lanh:

"Let's see. That car isn't coming back to the village today to visit home. It's coming back to announce a funeral."

Mrs. Lanh was startled:

"Whose death are you announcing?"

Grandpa Tu looked at the three-room house sinking into darkness.

"Announcing a death in the family tradition."

In the central room, Mr. Co Phuc lit an incense stick on the altar. The smoke rose, thin and straight. He stood for a long time before the portraits of the deceased. Then he turned and looked at the bamboo grove in the courtyard.

"Rest assured, elders," he said softly. "The house may be lost. But if there is still one child who knows the pain of losing the house, then the roots are not completely gone."

Outside in the garden, Thanh stood alone under the shade of a bamboo tree.

She didn't cry. Young people from wealthy families usually learn not to cry very early, because tears smudge the makeup of composure. But inside her, something had cracked. Not as noisy as a car horn. Not as dazzling as polished paint. Just a small, silent crack, but enough for light to seep in.

And from that crack, the first question of her life began to emerge:

If one day all the gold plating peels off, what will I be left with?

The old bamboo grove did not answer.

It rustled only in the wind, like a very soft chuckle from the earth at the frivolous disguises of mankind.
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​CHAPTER 2
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THE ART OF ALUM REMOVAL AND THE FIRST BIRKIN'S BAG

In life, there are some things that cling to you very persistently.

Mud clings to the hem of trousers, but a few washes clean it. The smell of kitchen smoke clings to hair, but a morning shampooing takes it away. Poverty clings to clothes, but changing clothes makes people think they've changed their lives. But there's something even more stubborn than the smell of shrimp paste at a village feast: alum.

Alum isn't found in calloused hands, worn-out sandals, or a voice still tinged with village accent. To be fair, alum is an invention of the newly rich, a way to torment their own past. They call authenticity "alum." They call simplicity "countryside." They call memories "backward." Then they painstakingly cleanse themselves with foreign perfumes, expensive clothes, and English spoken through gritted teeth, ultimately becoming a kind of person who no longer smells of mud, but also lacks the scent of humanity.

In Mr. Loc's family, the soil remediation project was conducted like a large-scale family cultural reform, with Mrs. Mui as the overall commander, Mr. Loc as the sponsor, Thanh as the test subject, and Mr. Co Phuc as the designated historical site for preservation, but absolutely forbidden from speaking too much.

Mrs. Mui was born in a riverside area, where during the flood season the water rose to the doorsteps and during the dry season the mud cracked like the heels of the poor. As a young girl, she was named Mui because her mother gave birth to her during the season when the pomelo blossoms filled the backyard with their fragrance. That name used to be simple, gentle, and somewhat rustic. But from the day she married Mr. Loc, moved to the city with him, and then from the city into the gated communities guarded by suits, she began to feel that the name Mui sounded... not quite international.

She tried introducing herself as "Mimi" at a cocktail party.

Unfortunately, the first person to hear it was an old friend who used to sell fabric at the same market. She burst out laughing:

"Oh well, Mùi is Mùi, what's with all this 'Mimi' nonsense! It sounds like the name of a Western-style pet dog."

From that day on, Mrs. Mui hated her old acquaintances more than she hated top-quality counterfeit goods.

But changing her name wasn't enough. To be truly distinguished, one needs a symbol. For Mrs. Mui, that symbol wasn't education, nor kindness, nor even knowledge. Those things were both difficult to boast about and hard to put a price on. Her symbol had to be something she could carry, place on a banquet table, photographed at an angle under a warm yellow light, making other women swallow with envy.

And so, her first Birkin bag entered her life like a baptismal ceremony.

Mr. Loc bought that bag after a successful land deal. Calling it a deal is being polite, but in reality, it was a miraculous transfer of a plot of land from farmers who didn't understand urban planning to those who understood it perfectly. The land that was used for growing water spinach one day was transformed into a "riverside ecological urban area" the next, even though the river there, during the dry season, only had enough water for a few ducks to commit suicide.

Mr. Loc isn't a bad person in the sense of wielding a knife. He's a more dangerous kind of person: someone who handles contracts. He has the benevolent face of someone who regularly does charity work in front of the camera, a round belly signifying abundance, and eyes that always calculate the potential benefits in every encounter. He speaks of his hometown with emotion, but only with the emotion of knowing that the land in his hometown is about to increase in value. He loves his ancestors, as long as the ancestral altar doesn't obstruct the design of his villa. He respects the poor, especially when they quickly sign the land sale agreement without much questioning.

For him, the Birkin bag he gave his wife was more than just a gift. It was the family's honorary diploma from the school of poverty.

Mrs. Mui received the bag with trembling hands. Not from the emotion of being with her husband. That kind of emotion had faded long ago, like a cup of tea left overnight. She trembled because she felt she had just been granted permission by society
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