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Bamboo does not break because it knows how to bend.
The crack is not the end. It is where the light begins to enter.
Roots deep, core hollow, stalk unbending, branches yielding – and ever-growing.

-  Old saying of the Vĩnh Thanh pottery village
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Content Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction. All stories, characters, settings, events, and incidents are products of the author's imagination, created with the sole purpose of reaching hearts in need of an anchor - a gentle whisper amidst the chaos of life.

If you are aching, this book does not promise to erase your ache. But it can sit beside you, like a warm tea bowl on a rainy night, to let you know you are not alone.

If you are in love, this book will not teach you how to love. But it might offer you a question: is love to possess, or to let go?

If you are seeking perfection, this book will not give you that. Instead, it will whisper: a crack is not the end. It is simply where the light begins to shine through.

All names of places, villages, streets, rivers, or any locations appearing in this work are products of fiction or used symbolically, and are not intended to represent any real-life locales, establishments, or organizations.

All characters, from major to minor, including those bearing names evocative of specific qualities or destinies, are the author's creations. Any resemblance in name, background, appearance, or circumstance to actual persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All plotlines, events, and incidents in the story - even if they evoke real-life losses, separations, accidents, or traumas - are not intended to reflect or recreate any specific occurrences. This is a story about imaginary people living in an imaginary world, and their healing journey is also an imaginary one.

The author wrote this book from a very real place - a place of cracks, of losses, and of unspoken words. But from those broken pieces, the author chose to build a distinct world, where the bamboo remains green, the kilns still blaze red, and shattered vases are mended with gold.

If, within that distinct world, something touches you - even just a single sentence, an image, or a name - that is a blessing beyond the author's expectations.

Thank you sincerely for holding this book in your hands.

Live truthfully. Love deeply. And do not fear the cracks.

-  M.K Hoang

Prologue: The Last Promise

Vĩnh Thanh had always been a pottery village. For hundreds of years, kilns burned red along the banks of the Cái River, and the people here were born knowing how to shape clay, smooth glaze, and wait for the vases to turn in the fire.

The creations of Vĩnh Thanh were never flawless - they bore scratches, cracks, and dimples from air bubbles, and these very imperfections gave them a soul. People said Vĩnh Thanh pottery told stories. Each crack marked a year of failed harvests, a flood season, a wedding, or a funeral.

The Cái River wound through the village, silver as silk under the moonlight, cradling the red silt beds along its banks. On those banks, the village children grew up flying bamboo kites and launching paper boats that drifted lazily on the water.

Every afternoon, as the kilns began to glow red, three children would gather by the river. Thiên Duyên, the eldest, sat on a large rock, shaping strange figures from clay - sometimes a water buffalo, sometimes a tiny vase with crooked, scribbled lines. Ngân Hương, the younger sister, loved to sit beneath the ancient bamboo, softly drawing her violin bow to melodies that had not yet found their words. And Kỳ, the quiet boy, usually sat a little further away, silently sketching portraits of the two sisters on broken pottery shards.

The Cái River witnessed it all. It witnessed the crisp laughter when Thiên Duyên dropped a vase into the water, the times Ngân Hương practiced until her fingers grew calloused, and the way Kỳ's eyes followed Ngân Hương - a gaze known only to the river and the old bamboo grove.

The village bamboo grew tall, their roots intertwining like promises left unspoken. The elders said bamboo symbolized resilience and nobility. Bamboo grew in thickets, sheltering the village through countless storms. Just like those three children, growing up together, bound to one another through every flood season, every batch of pottery, every song.

Thiên Duyên often told her sister, "Someday, I will make the most beautiful vases, so the whole world will know Vĩnh Thanh pottery." 

Ngân Hương only smiled, her eyes shining. "And I will play the best melody, to travel everywhere with you." 

Kỳ nodded quietly, promising nothing, but in his heart, he had already built a monument to the little girl by the river.

Then one day, a strange boy appeared by the riverbank. He sat on a moss-covered rock, holding an old violin, playing melodies as sad as the earth crying after the rain. That was the first time Ngân Hương saw Ngộ - a soul in tune with her own unfinished notes.

The Cái River kept flowing, the bamboo remained green, and the village children continued to grow up with their own dreams and sorrows. But time passed, and those simple things were gradually forgotten, making way for a different Vĩnh Thanh - pristine, flawless, and hollow.

Over the past three years, the craft village had transformed. The old kilns were torn down, replaced by factories producing glossy ceramic tiles. The Cái River still flowed, but the water no longer ran red with silt; instead, it gleamed silver beneath reinforced concrete bridges.

The people of Vĩnh Thanh now spoke to each other in polite phrases, as if reading from a script. They laughed on cue, cried on schedule, and no one remembered what the crack on their grandmother's antique vase looked like anymore.

Ngân Hương’s final night began with a rainless storm. She sat on the floor of her rented room - a loft above an abandoned pottery workshop, the only place left in Vĩnh Thanh that still housed a clay kiln.

Outside the window, the sky was as dark as the bottom of a teacup, but not a single drop of water fell on the newly replaced red roof tiles. Occasionally, lightning flashed in the distance, but the thunder never came. The whole town held its breath, as if afraid a slight noise might shatter the flawless shell it had spent three years building.

Ngân Hương placed a sheet of paper on the wooden floor, a black pencil trembling in her hand. She had rewritten this letter seven times. Seven times torn, seven times crumpled, seven times thrown into the corner of the room where scraps of paper mingled with makeup remover pads and candy wrappers.

On the eighth try, she decided to keep it short. No embellishments. Just the truth, no matter how clumsy it might be.

"Ngộ, Wait for me. I will tell Thiên Duyên. I cannot hide it from her anymore. Kỳ knows too. He confessed to me last night. I am scared. But I choose you. P.S. If anything happens, please take care of Thiên Duyên for me. She is lonely too." 

She looked at the words, feeling they were too short, too flat, unable to contain three years of silent love and a night determined to change her entire life. But she knew if she wrote more, she would never send it. She would tear it again, crumple it again, burying her emotions inside the perfect shell the whole town was wearing.

Ngân Hương folded the paper into quarters, then eighths, until it was only the size of a matchbox. She tucked it into the gap between the glaze and the inner core of the ceramic vase - the vase Thiên Duyên had gifted her for her seventeenth birthday, fired from clay gathered by the Cái River, with a small crack running from the rim almost to the base. A glaze defect from the very first firing, back when Thiên Duyên was still an apprentice, when her creations still dared to be wrong, dared to break.

Thiên Duyên no longer made vases with cracks. She only produced perfection. Pristine, smooth white vases, displayed in high-end shops on the new streets, where tourists paid millions for a "Vĩnh Thanh specialty" that held no trace of earth inside.

And Ngân Hương missed the time when her sister still dared to be wrong.

She pulled an old photograph from her pocket - a picture of three people: Thiên Duyên, Kỳ, and herself. Taken five years ago at an old workshop by the river, when all three were still young, still believing that love could be divided equally among everyone. In the photo, Kỳ stood next to her, shoulder to shoulder, his eyes not on the camera but on her. Thiên Duyên stood on the other side, smiling, but her eyes were on Kỳ.

Ngân Hương took a red pen and circled Kỳ's face. A bright red circle, like a wound. She wrote beside it: "You love me, but I cannot return it. Thiên Duyên loves you, but she dares not admit it. And I... I just want to live truthfully." 

She placed the photo on the table, next to the vase. Beside it lay a bus ticket to Đà Lạt - two tickets, actually: one for her, one for Ngộ. Departure time: 6 a.m. tomorrow. Ngộ would be waiting at the bus station. He had promised. And Ngân Hương believed that promise, because Ngộ never promised anything he couldn't do. He was different from Kỳ. Kỳ promised to love her forever, but his love felt like a gilded cage - beautiful, but with no door to fly out.

Ngân Hương stood up, hugging the vase to her chest. It was warm. Unusually so. As if beneath the cold porcelain glaze, it still held the warmth from Thiên Duyên's hands from years ago, and from the ancient fires of the village kilns.

She looked around the rented room - walls plastered with concert photos, her violin resting on the table, the bow still taut.She wouldn't take the violin. She would buy a new, cheap one in Đà Lạt, one that didn't need to be flawless, just capable of playing unfinished melodies.

Outside, a breeze swept by, carrying the scent of damp earth - the smell of the clay by the Cái River that the whole village used to craft pottery. It was about to rain.

Ngân Hương stepped out the door, the vase held tightly in her hands. She didn't turn on the hallway light. She walked in the darkness, barefoot on the cold tiles, and thought of the first time she saw Ngộ.

It was a rainy afternoon; she had wandered into an abandoned pottery workshop behind the opera house and saw a man sitting on a stone bench in a torn raincoat, playing the violin. He didn't play well. His fingers were clumsy, the high notes off-pitch, but in every sound, she heard an honest sorrow - just like the broken pottery of the old village, impossible to hide. She had stood in the rain, listening to him finish the song, and when he looked up, those eyes - the eyes of someone hurt by the very perfection the world forced upon him - told her she had found what she needed. Not romantic movie love. But someone who understood that a crack is not something to hide.

Ngân Hương stopped at the building's entrance. She looked back at her room - the white-painted wooden door, left slightly ajar. She wouldn't return. She knew that. Like the broken vases of the old pottery village, some things can only start anew by being left behind.

She whispered into the darkness, where no one could hear: "If I don't return, please open the vase. And please, do not blame each other." 

Then she stepped into the street.

The rain began to fall. The first drops hit the soulless pottery town, rolling down her hair, the vase in her hands, the pristine white walls.

And from far, far away, Ngân Hương heard the sound of a vehicle horn. But she didn't think about it. She only thought of Ngộ, the bus station, a new beginning where she could live truthfully, even if living truthfully meant no longer being perfect.

She stepped around the bend.

And the world began to break.

Chapter 1: The Porcelain Smile

Vĩnh Thanh had always been a pottery village. Hundreds of years ago, kilns burned red along the banks of the Cái River, and the people here were born knowing how to shape clay, smooth glaze, and wait for the vases to turn in the fire.

The old artisans used to say, "Pottery is earth that holds the fire. The crack is where the fire escapes, where the soul of the vase remains."

They never threw away a vase just because it was fractured.

They treasured the cracks, sometimes even creating them on purpose, as a way for the vase to tell its own story.

The village elders said that in the old days, whenever a batch of pottery failed, the cracked vases were never discarded.

They were buried beneath the oldest bamboo grove, where a memory keeper lived beneath the earth.

This figure was neither a god nor a demon.

They were just an ancient soul, receiving the broken pieces and storing the pain of the entire village.

The villagers called that place The Margin - the boundary between what is remembered and what is forgotten.

Children were often warned, "Do not cry too much by the bamboo roots, lest The Memory Keeper hears you, and they will take away your pain. Then you will hurt no more, but you will remember nothing, either."

Thiên Duyên had heard that story from her grandmother as a child, but she had never believed it.

Now, standing at the threshold of The Bamboo Teahouse, she suddenly remembered.

And a strange feeling rose within her: perhaps her grandmother had not lied.

But over the past three years, the craft village had transformed.

The old kilns were torn down, replaced by factories producing glossy ceramic tiles.

The Cái River still flowed, but the water no longer ran red with silt; instead, it gleamed silver beneath concrete bridges.

The old artisans no longer sat at the potter's wheel; they worked in pristine factories, operating machines, and producing products perfect to the millimeter.

The people of Vĩnh Thanh now spoke to each other in polite phrases, as if reading from a script.

They laughed on cue, cried on schedule, and no one remembered what the crack on their grandmother's antique vase looked like anymore.

A flawless town. A town that had forgotten it was once a pottery village.

Morning came to Vĩnh Thanh without the crowing of roosters or the scent of early phở.

It had the milky white hue of freshly painted walls, a faint scent of disinfectant drifting from the alleys, and a strangely soothing light, a light as if filtered through a flawless pane of glass.

On the old roofs, the kiln chimneys had been sealed, leaving only blocks of red brick looking lost amidst the pristine white walls.

But the strangest thing was not the color. It was the silence.

No sound of children crying. No sound of arguing. No sound of bitter complaints.

Vĩnh Thanh three years ago had been loud and bustling, filled with the cries of street vendors, curses when a vase broke, and the weeping of those who lost their harvests.

Now, all of that was gone.

Occasionally, Thiên Duyên caught sight of someone crying - but they didn't understand why they wept.

They would just wipe their tears away, then smile again, as if nothing had happened.

Once she saw an old woman standing before an altar, her lips moving as if in prayer, but no sound escaped.

Once she saw a man staring at an old photograph, his eyes red, but then he put the photo away, his face turning emotionless.

Thiên Duyên didn't know why, but she had the feeling that the entire town was drowning in an invisible white light.

That light did not come from the sun, nor from the streetlamps.

It came from within each person - and it was suffocating their memories, little by little, like a clay press.

Thiên Duyên stood by the window of her pottery workshop, looking down at the street.

Pedestrians glided past each other on the sidewalk, model smiles blooming on their lips.

Shopkeepers called out in evenly cheerful voices.

A little boy ran by and dropped his popsicle; his mother picked it up, smiled, and said, "It's okay, my love."

No one frowned. No one complained. The whole town was like a giant glass cage, where every edge was rounded, every surface polished to the point of reflecting itself.

Beautiful. Flawless. And it made Thiên Duyên sick.

She turned away from the window. Her hand unconsciously reached out to wipe the tabletop.

Even though it was already spotless. The third wipe in fifteen minutes.

Her fingers traced the edge of the wooden table, searching for a nonexistent speck of dust, an unpolished corner, a sign of imperfection so she could mend it.

There was none. The room was flawless. And that perfection was like an itch under the skin, impossible to scratch.

Thiên Duyên opened the display cabinet. Her vases sat on white shelves, under neutral LED lights.

Their bodies were as smooth as a baby's skin, the curves seamless, the ivory glaze without a single crack, not a single air bubble.

From a distance, they looked like frozen drops of water, or pebbles polished by the river of time.

Beautiful. Exquisite. And hollow.

Not a single vase among them bore a crack. Thiên Duyên had made sure of that.

She had shattered hundreds of vases just because of a microscopic fracture, a tiny air bubble, an insignificant glaze defect.

She had become Vĩnh Thanh's most famous potter thanks to that very flawlessness.

Her clients were the wealthy, the collectors, the people who wanted something immaculate.

They paid millions to bring home a pristine white vase, and they placed it on a shelf, and they never touched it, for fear of leaving fingerprints.

Sometimes Thiên Duyên wondered, did any of them look at the vase and see a story?

Or did they only see a thing to show off?

She touched the largest vase in the center. Her fingers glided over the cold surface, searching.

She knew that somewhere on its body lay a small firing flaw - a microscopic bump invisible to the naked eye, but her fingers, after three years of wiping and checking, could feel it like a mountain.

It was here. Below the rim, shifted two centimeters to the left.

A grain of sand had remained in the clay, refusing to melt.

Thiên Duyên withdrew her hand. She would not shatter this vase. Today, she would not break it.

Today she would open the workshop, welcome guests, and smile the smile she practiced in the mirror every morning.

A flawless smile, not too wide, not too narrow, just enough to show even white teeth, just enough to make the person opposite think she was happy.

She had just turned toward the door when a crack appeared.

Not on the center vase. On the small vase beside it - a piece she made last week, pear-shaped, old moss glaze, intentionally mixed with a bit of ash from the old brick kiln by the river to create color.

A fissure ran down from the rim almost to the base, slender as a silver hair, like a white thread stitched onto a green background.

Thiên Duyên stood frozen. Her heart raced. Staring at the crack.

It shouldn't be there. She had checked it seven times before putting it in the cabinet.

She had fired it at the exact temperature, cooled it slowly, there was no reason for the glaze to fracture.

But it was there. Real. Undeniable.

Thiên Duyên picked the vase up. The palm of her hand pressed against the crack.

It felt like touching a scar on her own flesh. She knew what she should do.

The familiar ritual: shatter it, pick up the pieces, throw them in the trash, wipe away the ceramic dust, and start over.

Break it. Start over. Break it. Start over.

But her hand did not lift.

For some reason, she saw a silhouette within that crack.

A distant memory of another vase, which also bore a crack, also running from the rim to the base, but on that vase, the crack was loved.

Someone had once told her, "Sister, this crack is beautiful. It looks like a river on a map."

Ngân Hương.

Thiên Duyên set the vase down, stepping back. Her hands trembled.

She opened the desk drawer, taking out an old photograph. Three people: Thiên Duyên, Ngân Hương, and Kỳ.

Ngân Hương in the middle, hair flowing, holding her violin, smiling radiantly.

Thiên Duyên stood on the left, her face smiling but her eyes looking at Kỳ. Kỳ stood on the right, his eyes on Ngân Hương.

A circle of love that never closed.

Behind them in the photo was an old kiln, the fire still burning red, vases lined up waiting to go in.

The photo was taken five years ago, right before the craft village began its "renovation."

Thiên Duyên took the scissors. She cut Ngân Hương's image out of the photo.

The hasty diagonal cut severed part of her sister's arm.

The scrap of paper fell onto the desk; Ngân Hương was still smiling, but now she was alone.

Thiên Duyên looked at that scrap with mixed emotions: love, hate, and a dull, nameless ache.

She stuffed the scrap into her pocket and walked away.

Thiên Duyên's pottery workshop was located
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