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Chapter 1: Grandma Moon
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Long ago in the southern part of Vietnam, there lived an old woman in a small village.  She was not wealthy, but she was hardworking.  When the lady was younger, she hoped of one day having a family.  Sadly, she never found true love and didn’t marry.  As time passed, her wish of becoming a mother seemed like a far-fetched dream, but the lady was very kind to the children in the village, who considered her their grandmother.  Since her hair had turned all white and her eyes were pale from cataracts, the children called her Grandma Moon.

To those who had nothing, Grandma Moon shared whatever she had.  Many days, she even brought the local children treats from the market, where she sold vegetables from her small garden, which was the nicest and most abundant garden in the entire village.  She didn’t have much, but the lady still lived a comfortable life.  For the most part, she was happy.

One day, a child from the village came to her and said, “Grandma, you are always so kind to me and the other children.  My mother said that kind people will be blessed by Heaven.”

“Your mother is a wise woman, Thi,” the old lady laughed.  

“But Grandma Moon,” the child continued, “I heard some women talking in the market when you’re not around.  They say you must have angered Heaven because you are a spinster and don’t have children of your own.  How can someone kind like you have angered Heaven?”

The old lady looked at Thi and gave a complicated smile.  After a moment, she replied, “My girl, we can’t live our lives based on others’ opinions.  All we can do is tend to our own gardens and see what grows.  Seeing the village children grow healthy and live good lives makes me very happy.  That is my blessing.”

Grinning, the little girl gave the old lady a big hug.  “Don’t worry, Grandma.  I know you’re kind, and Heaven wouldn’t forget you.”

Off the little girl went with a boiled sweet potato from Grandma Moon, who waved until she disappeared down the road.  Once alone, a knot formed in her stomach.  The villagers talking behind her back was not something new.  Throughout her lifetime, she’d heard it all, from those condemning her for being a bad person in a previous life to those saying she must have done something bad in this one.  They made up all sorts of reasons for why she was alone, but the truth was, Grandma Moon always felt someone watching over her.  She never felt lonely.  Still, it made her sad.  She looked up at the sky and hoped the little girl was right—that Heaven hadn’t forgotten about her.
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Chapter 2: Mon
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The next day, Grandma Moon was in the garden digging up some potatoes to take to market.  The basket was half full when she struck the hoe into a new section of dirt and suddenly heard a yelp. 

“Ow!  Be careful where you swing that.  That really hurts!”

Grandma stopped and looked down.  “Is someone there?  Who said that?”

“Down here!  Down here!”  called a small voice.  

Grandma looked all over the ground but couldn’t see anyone.  She asked, “Where are you?”

“Here!” As the voice reached her, the ground where Grandma struck the hoe moved.  Slowly, a small round object wiggled out of the dirt.  At first, Grandma thought it was a mole, but as it emerged, the round object revealed itself to be a taro, with roots for hair! 

“What in the world?”  Grandma gasped in shock.

The little taro rolled back and forth to shake off dirt from its husk.  Once it was satisfied, the little one rolled over to Grandma.  

“Hello there!”  the taro cried.  “You must be my mother!”  

Grandma nearly fell over from shock.  However, having someone call her “Mother” made the old lady happy.  She didn’t know how to respond, so the taro continued.  “I must be your son.  I grew from your garden, after all.”

“But... you’re a potato,” the old lady stuttered.

“A taro!”  the little one cried.  “To be honest, I don’t remember anything.  I just woke up when you struck me with the hoe, and here I am in your garden.  Maybe you’re my mother.  Maybe you’re not.  If you let me stay, I’ll repay you as a son ought.”

The old lady slowly reached down and picked up the taro.  It was small, perfectly round, and cute.  She could feel its warmth emanating onto her palm.  The lady couldn’t help but smile.

“That’s a kind offer, but you don’t have to do anything for me,” Grandma Moon replied.  “You are more than welcome to stay, little one.  What do I call you?”

“Call me ‘Mon​[1].’  May I call you ‘Mother?’”

The old lady grinned happily and agreed.  From then on, the pair became nearly inseparable.  Mon kept his mother company.  They talked and ate all their meals together.  He took care of the garden and all the chores so that the old lady didn’t have to lift a finger.  The only time they were apart was when she went to the market to sell produce from the garden.  Mon had to stay home and kept out of sight.  It wasn’t every day one would see a talking taro!  She was worried that someone might report him to the magistrate, and he would be taken away.  

As time went by, Mon doubled in size.  The more he grew, the stronger he became, and the more Grandma Moon’s garden flourished.  Her little garden became no less than a food forest, so much so that she could feed the entire village!  It was opportune that Mon came into her life when he did, because a few months later, drought struck the land.  Slowly, all the trees, flowers, grasses, and crops began wilting and eventually withered.  That is, all the plants outside of Grandma Moon’s garden. 

The villagers flocked to Grandma Moon to ask for food, and she readily shared it.  At first, they were grateful, but as time went by, a few began to resent her.

One day, a villager remarked to another, “I’m glad Grandma Moon shared her crops, but what are we supposed to do about money?  Our crops are withered.  What can we sell at market?”

“I agree.  How can I buy new clothes and a horse for my son?  He wants to take the imperial exams, and I have nothing to give him.  If I had Grandma Moon’s garden, I could buy three horses!”  another villager replied.

“And why does she deserve such a garden anyway?  How come hers is the only one thriving?”  Another villager stopped by to join the gossip.  Soon, others joined them.

“She doesn’t have a husband or children.  Heaven had to give her something,” a woman sneered, her nose upturned.

“You know they say she was a bad person in a previous life, that’s why Heaven punished her and she is alone.  Why then would Heaven bless her with anything?”

“Who said Heaven did bless her?  I bet she’s up to no good.”

From frustration with the drought and outright jealousy, gossip spread amongst a group of villagers.  Each passing day, the group added one nonsensical claim after another until their resentment boiled over. 
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Chapter 3: Magistrate of Tham Tien
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“Mother!  Mother!  Someone has arrived, Mother!”  Mon called to Grandma Moon as he rolled into the house to wake her up. 

Grandma Moon barely had time to throw off her blanket before the commotion outside flooded inside.  Mon quickly rolled under the bed to hide as guests stormed into the small hut.  She couldn’t utter a single word before a skinny man holding a scroll shouted, “The Magistrate of Tham Tien has arrived!” 

Beyond the doorway, a portly man dressed in fine silk and a fancy hat waltzed in.  On his belt was a token with the imperial insignia.  He appeared to be in his late twenties.  His chubby, red face resembled a tomato, and his belly was like a watermelon.  He was definitely well-educated and well-fed.

Outside of the house, twenty guards accompanied this important man.  Behind them were the villagers who came to see the commotion.  Among them was a group of dissidents who reported Grandma Moon to the magistrate in exchange for recompense, their faces filled with satisfaction at her apprehension.

Grandma Moon bowed to the young man, who dismissed her with a wave of his hand.  He looked around the hut and scoffed at her lack of means.  

“So, it is true,” the magistrate began.  “You have an extremely beautiful garden.  I caught sight of it on my way in.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Grandma Moon replied.

“I won’t take much of your time, madame,” the magistrate continued.  “I wish to purchase your land.  You will be handsomely compensated, and I’ll even provide another living space in my city of Tham Tien.”

Outside of the hut, the villagers murmured in shock.  Those who relied on Grandma Moon knew the magistrate would never provide the same generosity. They didn’t have much, but thanks to Grandma Moon, they still had full bellies.  Without her garden, they would starve.  Grandma Moon understood this, but she also knew opposing an official would bring nothing but trouble, so she tried to be tactful.

“Your Grace,” she began.  “I am very flattered that you find my small property to your liking.  However, it has been in my family for three generations.  I cannot part with this land that belonged to my ancestors.  It is my duty to remain its caretaker until the end of my days.”

“Oh?  I hear you have no progeny.  How long can an old woman like you upkeep this property?  What happens then?  Will you let this single source of food for the village fall into disrepair?  I will take good care of it, that is my promise.”

“I’m sorry, Your Grace,” Grandma Moon replied.  “Once I’m gone, this land will belong to the village children.  They are my family.”

The magistrate puckered his lips and glared at the old woman.  He was so used to everyone agreeing with him, that finding someone who didn’t made his blood boiled.  Though, he maintained a calm front.  

After a pause, he exhaled.  “Well
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