








  The Bitter Leaf

  James Tylee



The Bitter Leaf
	The Bitter Leaf
	Prologue: Before the Light
	Part One: The Dry Season
	Chapter One: The Road Back
	Chapter Two: The Farm of Bitter Leaves
	Chapter Three: The Offer
	Chapter Four: The Teacher
	Chapter Five: What the Old Men Know
	Part Two: The Planting
	Chapter Six: New Management
	Chapter Seven: The Way Tuấn Sleeps
	Chapter Eight: Hùng Speaks
	Chapter Nine: What Phúc Wants
	Chapter Ten: The Language of Roots
	Part Three: The Green Season
	Chapter Eleven: Rain
	Chapter Twelve: The Night Tuấn Did Not Come Home
	Chapter Thirteen: The Tin Box
	Chapter Fourteen: Pressure
	Chapter Fifteen: The Full Account
	Part Four: The Storm
	Chapter Sixteen: The Inspection
	Chapter Seventeen: Water Rights
	Chapter Eighteen: The Buyer Squeeze
	Chapter Nineteen: Hương’s Garden
	Chapter Twenty: The Daughter in Đà Nẵng
	Chapter Twenty-One: The Year of the Box
	Chapter Twenty-Two: The Hearing That Failed
	Chapter Twenty-Three: The Storm
	Chapter Twenty-Four: The Night Ledger
	Chapter Twenty-Five: The Founding Meeting
	Chapter Twenty-Six: Hoa’s Page
	Part Five: The Harvest
	Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Long Walk Back
	Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Cooperative of Bitter Leaves
	Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Men Above Him
	Chapter Thirty: The Provincial Office
	Chapter Thirty-One: Whose Trouble It Is
	Chapter Thirty-Two: The First Load
	Chapter Thirty-Three: The Weight of Documents
	Chapter Thirty-Four: Staying
	Chapter Thirty-Five: What the Spring Brought
	Epilogue: After the Rain



  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Cover
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




The Bitter Leaf


A Novel

James Tylee

For those who tend the earth and are tended by it in return.

“What is grown in love is not easily uprooted.”





Prologue: Before the Light


Before the sun came up, Hùng was already among his trees.


This had been true for thirty years — first with rice and cassava, and for the last fourteen with the bitter leaf — and the habit had by now moved past choice into something closer to physiology. He woke in the dark the way the trees grew toward the light: not because of any decision, but because the orientation was built into him and could not be altered without altering the thing itself.

He moved slowly that morning, more slowly than usual, with one hand resting against the broad trunk of the oldest tree to steady himself. The tree was fourteen years old and had grown to nearly nine meters, its canopy spreading in the way of all Mitragyna speciosa when they had good soil and sufficient water, with a generosity that seemed almost architectural, as if the tree were building a room for the world beneath it. Hùng called it cây lá đắng, the bitter leaf tree, which was the name his mother had used, and her mother before her, for the plant that grew wild in the lowland forests of the region before the wars had changed the composition of everything.

He ran his fingers along the underside of a leaf. The leaf was dark green and waxy, roughly oval, and it gave off in the pre-dawn moisture a faint, complex scent that he had been breathing for so long that he no longer consciously registered it as anything other than morning. He knew from experience that the leaves harvested in this particular season, when the dry months were just beginning to ease their grip, had properties that the summer leaves lacked. He knew this not because he had read it in any text but because he had paid attention for thirty years, first to rice and then to this, and attention over that span of time becomes a kind of science that no laboratory can replicate.

He was not well. He knew this too, with the same direct perception that told him about the leaves. Something in his side had been hardening for two years, and the traditional medicine practitioner in An Phúc had told him, with the careful indirection that rural healers use when the news is serious, that his liver was not what it should be and that he should drink less rice wine and rest more. He had drunk less rice wine. He had not rested.

The farm was twenty-three hectares, bounded on the east by a stream that fed into a larger watercourse three kilometers downstream and on the west by a road that had been unpaved when he arrived and was still more suggestion than infrastructure. In the years since the Doi Moi reforms had changed the rules of everything, he had watched neighboring farms transform into something unrecognizable, watched families sell land they had worked for generations because the promise of factory wages in the cities seemed more reliable than the uncertainty of the soil. He had not sold. He would not sell. The reasons for this were not simple enough to explain to anyone who asked, which was why he had stopped trying to explain them and had settled for the silence that most people mistook for stubbornness.

He stood in the dark among his trees and breathed, and thought about his daughter, who was coming home today. He had not seen Mai in fourteen months. He was not sure how to feel about this, because feeling, for Hùng, required the same deliberate and effortful attention that everything else required, and lately the effort of being ill had been consuming most of what he had.

He would try. That was all he could offer: the effort of trying.

The sun began its approach through the eastern hills, and the bitter leaf trees caught the first light and held it in their leaves like something precious, like something they intended to keep.




Part One: The Dry Season




Chapter One: The Road Back


The bus from Đà Nẵng to the district town was the kind of bus that made the distance feel philosophical rather than geographical. It stopped at every settlement of more than three households, it carried as cargo whatever its passengers chose to bring aboard including at one point two tethered piglets whose protests were audible over the engine for forty minutes, and its suspension had been designed with an optimism about road conditions that the roads themselves had long since disproved.


Mai sat in the third row from the back with her bag on her lap and her forehead against the window, watching the landscape shift from the outskirts of Đà Nẵng’s industrial expansion through the coastal flatlands and then gradually inland toward the hills. It was January 1993, and the dry season had been holding for two months, the sky a shade of pale blue that looked beautiful from a distance and felt oppressive when you were under it for long enough. The rice paddies along the road were harvested and resting, their stubble brown in the thin light, and the villages they passed through had the particular quiet of agricultural places in the off-season, a quiet that was neither peaceful nor anxious but simply patient, as if the landscape were waiting for something it knew was coming but could not accelerate.

She had not wanted to come back.

She understood that this was a terrible thing to admit, even to herself, but she had been practicing honesty with herself for the past six years with mixed results, and she saw no reason to stop now. Hanoi had become her city in the way that cities become yours: through years of ordinary daily life, through the particular light on the Old Quarter’s streets in winter, through friends who had become family by proximity and shared meals, through work that felt meaningful even when it exhausted her. She had made herself into a person who belonged in Hanoi, and the making had taken effort, and returning home meant something to that effort that she was not ready to examine too closely.

Her mother’s telegram had been brief in the way of telegrams, but its brevity had carried information that Bình probably did not intend to transmit: Your father is unwell. Come home when you can. The “when you can” was the detail that told Mai everything. Her mother was not a woman who softened demands. If she had written “when you can,” she had done so because the truth was “now” and she did not want to say “now” because saying “now” would mean admitting that things had become serious, and admitting that things had become serious would mean losing control over the situation, and losing control was not something Lê Thị Bình had ever been willing to do in the forty-three years that Mai had known her mother.

Therefore the telegram meant: come now.

Mai had submitted her leave request, packed her bag, and taken the train south to Đà Nẵng, and then this bus, which was now passing through a district she recognized from childhood as the last thirty minutes before home. She watched the hills appear to the west and felt something that she could not cleanly identify: not joy, not dread, but a complex sensation that lived in the chest and had no adequate name.

The man sitting next to her was a rice merchant from the coastal towns, and he had been engaged in the pleasantry of strangers on shared transport for the first hour of the journey before falling asleep, his snores a comfortable rhythm that Mai had used to organize her thoughts. Now he stirred and looked out the window and said, with the unhurried confidence of someone used to being right about geography, “Bình Phước in about twenty minutes, I think.”

“Yes,” Mai said. “I grew up near there.”

“Near the farms?”

“On one of the farms, actually.”

He nodded with the respect that Vietnamese rural people automatically extend to other rural people in the presence of outsiders. “Good farmland there. Good water. What does your family grow?”

The question was reasonable and the answer was not. “Medicinal plants,” Mai said, which was true and was also the answer she had given to this question for twenty years, the answer that encompassed the truth without requiring her to explain the truth, which was more complicated and more interesting than she had ever given it credit for.

The bus stopped twice more before her stop, and each time it stopped, the landscape outside was more familiar, the particular arrangement of hills and paddies and tree lines that her memory had been carrying without her permission for six years. It was strange to her, this recognition. The land knew her even though she had been away from it. The land did not hold her absence against her. She was not sure why this felt like an accusation.

She got off at the Bình Phước junction, which was a crossroads with a tea stall and a small covered market and a spirit tree hung with faded prayer ribbons that she had passed ten thousand times as a child and which was still standing with the same pragmatic dignity as always. She shouldered her bag and set off down the unpaved road toward the farm, which was two kilometers on a path she could have walked blindfolded, and she walked it now with her eyes wide open, looking at everything.

The cassava fields of the Lương family were on her left, unchanged since childhood except that there were two more hectares of them. The pond that the village used for fish culture was on her right, its surface green with duckweed in the dry season, a pair of white egrets standing at its edge with the immovable patience of creatures who had solved the problem of time. The smell of wood smoke was coming from somewhere to the east, a household fire in the early afternoon, and it mixed with the dust of the road and the faint sweetness of something she had always associated with this particular stretch of land and had never been able to name precisely.

She rounded the last bend in the track, and the farm was in front of her.

The first thing she saw was not the farmhouse but the trees: the long rows of Kratom trees in their second-year pruning, broad-leafed and dense, their canopy darker than the surrounding vegetation and catching the afternoon light in a particular way that she had forgotten and now remembered all at once. They were beautiful in a way that surprised her, because beauty had not been the word she had been using for them inside her own head. They were, in the official language of economic development that she used at work, an agricultural enterprise producing traditional medicinal plant material. They were, in the language of the district government, a legal but irregularly regulated cultivation. They were, in her father’s language, which was the language she had been trying to translate away from for six years, the farm.

She stood at the edge of the track and looked at the trees, and the trees were indifferent to her looking, and this indifference was somehow more welcoming than attention would have been.

The farmhouse was a single-story structure of rendered brick with a tile roof, the tiles old enough to have taken on the red-brown color of the local soil, and there were flowering plants along its front wall whose names she knew in the way she knew the names of cousins: reliably and without being able to explain how she knew them. The door was open. From inside came the sound of a radio and the smell of the rice cooker.

She walked to the door and knocked on the frame and stepped inside, and her mother was standing at the kitchen table slicing herbs with a concentration that suggested she had been aware of Mai’s approach from the road and had decided to let the approaching happen at its own pace.

“You took the afternoon bus,” Bình said without looking up.

“There was only the one bus.”

“There are two buses.”

“The morning one left at four-thirty.”

Bình put down the knife and looked at her daughter with the particular expression of a woman who has been in charge of things for a long time and who recognizes someone who has also been in charge of things, and who is assessing, professionally and without rancor, how much overlap there is likely to be between their approaches. “You look thin,” she said. “Hanoi doesn’t feed you.”

“Hanoi feeds me fine, Mẹ.”

“Then you’ve been forgetting to eat.” She came around the table and embraced Mai with the practical firmness of someone for whom physical affection was real but not theatrical, and Mai hugged her back and felt something she had been holding tightly in her chest begin, slightly, to loosen.

“Where is he?”

“Sleeping. He had a bad night.” Bình stepped back and picked up her knife again. “He won’t want you to see him sleeping. Sit down and eat something first.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“That’s not a reason to skip eating. It’s a symptom of a problem.” Bình began to slice again, the knife moving with the economical precision of forty years of practice. “He knows you’re coming. He was up before dawn checking on the trees.”

“Is that wise?”

“Wisdom has never been his governing principle and we’ve always known it.” There was no bitterness in this, only the matter-of-fact tone of a woman who loves her husband in full acknowledgment of his complete character. “Sơn was with him. Sơn won’t let him overdo it.”

“How bad is it?”

Bình sliced. “He’s not dying today. That’s what I know.” She paused, and the pause was longer than the pauses between her other sentences. “I don’t know about the other days.”

Hùng was awake when Mai went in to see him, which she did after she had eaten the bowl of soup her mother put in front of her without asking whether she wanted it. He was lying on the bed with his eyes open, looking at the ceiling, and he turned his head when Mai came to the door and something crossed his face that she could not read quickly enough to name before he composed his expression into its usual unhurried calm.

“You came,” he said.

“Of course I came.”

“It’s a long way.”

“It’s a day and a half.” She sat in the chair beside the bed, the chair that had a specific purpose in this household, and she was not happy to be sitting in it. “How long has it been like this?”

“Like what?”

“Don’t.” She heard the edge in her own voice and did not entirely regret it. “Mẹ’s telegram said unwell. Sơn told me at the gate you’ve been down since the festival. That was two months ago, Ba.”

He looked at the ceiling. “There was nothing for you to do here.”

“That isn’t the—” She stopped. Took a breath. “That isn’t the point.”

“Then what is the point?” He said it mildly, which was worse than anger.

She had no answer that did not sound like an accusation, so she said nothing, and the silence filled with what neither of them would say: that he had not asked for her, that he never asked, that being asked for would have meant admitting he could not manage without her, and he would rather lie here counting the days without rain.

“How are you feeling,” she said finally. It came out flat.

“Better than yesterday.” He said this with the precision of a man being strictly accurate and not at all encouraging.

“That tells me nothing.”

“It tells you what I know.” He turned his head and looked at her with those dark eyes that Tuấn had inherited and she had not. “You look like Hanoi.”

“What’s that supposed to… what does that even mean?”

“It wasn’t a complaint.” He shifted, and she saw what it cost him, and made herself not react, because reacting was a kind of pity and he would smell it on her. “The trees need rain. Nothing since November.”

She almost laughed, and there was no kindness in it. “I come home after fourteen months and you want to talk about… you want to talk about rainfall?”

“It’s what there is to talk about.” A pause. “You’d rather I performed something for you? Some—some deathbed moment?”

That landed, because it was half true. “I’d rather you told me the truth. How sick are you, actually. Don’t give me better-than-yesterday. Give me actual—”

“I don’t know how sick I am. That’s the truth, and it’s the only one I have.” He let it settle. “Ask me about the farm. The farm I can answer.”

And so he told her, slowly, with the long pauses of someone who is managing discomfort while speaking, about the trees and their current condition and the plans for the spring planting and the young seedlings he had started in the propagation area on the south side. He told her about the water level in the stream and the problem with the pump that Sơn had been meaning to fix for three months, and she could hear the love of these details in his voice, the way a man speaks about things he has spent his life knowing. He told her about the contact in Đà Nẵng who bought the dried leaf preparation and who had been reliable for four years and who had been asking, recently, whether the farm could expand production, and she understood, listening to this inventory, that he was giving her a kind of answer even though she had asked him questions he refused to answer directly.

He did not tell her about Phúc, and she did not yet know to ask.

She listened to him talk about his farm for forty minutes, her anger settling into something more complex as she heard in the details the shape of a life. When he was finished he was visibly tired and she was something she had not expected to be, which was interested.

“Get some rest,” she said.

“I’ll rest when there’s less to think about.”

“That’s never going to happen and you know it.” She stood up, restless. “You know it, Ba.”

He almost smiled. “Your mother worries too much,” he said.

“My mother worries exactly the right amount. That’s the most frightening kind of worrying.” She moved toward the door and then back, caught between leaving and not leaving. “I didn’t come home for you to ignore me.”

He looked at her. “I’m not ignoring you.”

“You’re not asking. You’re not—” She stopped. “I gave up my work.”

“No, you didn’t. You took a leave.”

“Because I knew if I said the word ‘resign’ you’d tell me not to.” Her voice came out harder than she’d planned. “You have a way of doing that. Deciding things for people by deciding nothing. By sitting still.”

He was quiet for a moment. “I didn’t ask you to come home. I didn’t ask you to stay.”

“I know you didn’t ask. That’s the problem.”

This time he did reach out and take her hand, briefly, in the way of men from that generation who had not been taught that touch was allowable but who reached for it anyway in the moments when it was necessary. Then he let go and she went back out to the kitchen where her mother was finishing the evening meal, her chest tight, her breathing shallow, and outside the dry season held the farm in its pale grip, and the Kratom trees stood in their rows as they always had, dark and patient and full of things she did not yet understand.




Chapter Two: The Farm of Bitter Leaves

She woke before dawn the second morning, not because she had intended to but because her body still remembered the rhythms of this place and acted on them without consulting her. She lay in her childhood room for a moment, orienting herself by the sounds: the night insects diminishing as the sky changed, the first bird calling from the tree line, the distant sound of the stream that she had grown up hearing and that Hanoi, for all its virtues, had never replaced.

She got up, dressed quietly, and went out.

The farm in the pre-dawn dark was a different proposition than the farm in daylight. In daylight it was agricultural enterprise, manageable and assessable in the vocabulary of outputs and yields and market prices. In the dark it was something else: it was alive in a way that had nothing to do with commerce, breathing the cool dry air with a patience that was, she thought, the closest thing to peace she had encountered in a long time.

Sơn was already in the rows.

She found him in the oldest section of the planting, the trees that her father had put in the ground in the early 1980s, working his way slowly along the row in the way that experienced farmhands work: unhurriedly but without pause, checking each tree with the economical attention of someone for whom observation was a discipline rather than a pastime. He was a small man, Sơn, compact and weathered, with hands that looked like they had been carved from the local hardwood and a face that the years had arranged into an expression of permanent mild amusement, as if life had revealed its joke to him long ago and he had decided the joke was acceptable.

He saw her and nodded, which in his vocabulary was approximately equivalent to a formal greeting.

“Couldn’t sleep?” he said.

“Old habits.”

“Farm habits.” He checked another tree, his fingers moving over the bark at the base with a diagnostic touch she recognized from watching her father do the same thing. “Your father was the same way when we were young. The land gets into you. It doesn’t let go.”

She walked along with him, not helping because she knew she would not do it well enough to satisfy either of them, but simply present, which was a kind of contribution. The trees were silent and enormous in the pre-dawn, their canopies meeting overhead in the older rows to form a green tunnel that smelled of earth and something green and slightly astringent that was specifically the smell of these trees and nothing else.

“Tell me about them,” she said. “The trees. I grew up here but I never really learned.”

Sơn considered this request with the seriousness he gave to most things. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything.”

He looked at her. “That’ll take a while.”

“I’m not going anywhere quickly.” She had meant this as a practical statement but it came out sounding like something more significant, and she left it standing because taking it back would have made it worse.

So he told her about the trees as they walked among them in the changing light. He told her that the cây lá đắng was a member of the coffee family, related to the plants that produced the coffee she drank every morning, which she found surprising. He told her that the tree could live for forty years with proper care and that the oldest trees on the farm, the ones her father had planted first, were beginning to produce leaves of a quality that the younger trees could not match. He told her about the alkaloids in the leaves, the chemical compounds that gave the plant its properties: the pain relief, the mild stimulation, the complex effects that varied with the quantity consumed and the time of day and the individual person, so that the same leaves that helped a laborer work a long day without exhaustion could, if used carelessly and in excess, produce a dependency that was slow to establish and difficult to end.

“My father knows all this,” she said.

“Your father knows more than this.”

“He’s never really explained the medicinal side of it to me. When I was growing up it was just the farm.”

“He’s careful about what he says.” Sơn checked a leaf, turned it over, examined its underside with a look of professional satisfaction. “Because people are complicated about it. Some people think it’s just a plant with good properties. Some people think it’s something dangerous that shouldn’t be grown at all. Your father thinks both things are true and thinks the truth is in how you treat it.”

“And what do you think?”

He was quiet for a moment. “I think most things that can help you can also hurt you, and the question of which thing it does depends on you more than on the thing.” He dropped the leaf and moved to the next tree. “Rice wine helps people celebrate. Rice wine also destroys families. Nobody says don’t grow rice.”

“That’s a reasonable position.”

“Your father’s positions are usually reasonable. That doesn’t mean they’re easy.”

The sun came up over the eastern ridge as they reached the end of the first long row, and the light came into the farm at a low angle that made the leaves of the bitter leaf trees glow from inside, as if each one contained its own small illumination. Mai stood at the end of the row and watched this happen and understood, in some part of herself that was not connected to her economics training, why her father had spent thirty years rising in the dark before dawn to work this land, the last fourteen of them among these trees.

She spent the rest of that morning learning the farm.

Sơn took her through each
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