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PRAISE FOR BLUE DRAGON, WHITE TIGER

“Thinking back to Tran Van Dinh, I wonder if he was lonely as the only Vietnamese novelist in America of his time …”

—VIET THANH NGUYEN, The New York Times

“[Tran Van Dinh] … presents evocative and moving scenes of family and cafe life and lyrical descriptions of Hue and Vietnamese cuisine … a people [come wholly alive], and this is an achievement. The author has provided an illuminating insider’s view of his native land; one hopes other works are forthcoming.”

—Julius Lester, The New York Times

“Long before Americans knew they were involved in a war in Vietnam, I was seeking out the Asian voice, the Vietnamese voice … Tran Van Dinh’s work leaves much room for reflection while telling his story against the background of the war and, what is more important, within the texture of Vietnamese culture. It is a story that challenges the intellect and the imagination.”

—Bonnie R. Crown, World Literature Today

“Tran Van Dinh writes with authority … Blue Dragon, White Tiger … is a valuable book for America which cannot risk forgetting Vietnam, which, if it should, will wander into the twenty-first century with the vulnerabilities of an amnesiac.”

	—John Balaban, After Our War

“Tran Van Dinh’s powerful first novel is a shattering experience. Capturing and conveying—perhaps for the first time in English—the true magnitude of the tragedy of that war, the book provides a rare portrait of the struggle between traditional Vietnamese culture and modern Vietnamese revolution, as perceived by a rare and gifted insider: spring and tenderness versus winter and force; the Blue Dragon and the White Tiger …”

—W.D. Ehrhart, Vietnam-Perkasie

“There was of course another Vietnamese side in the war, and though little, if any, of postwar literature by former citizens or soldiers of the Republic of Vietnam is published in Vietnam, a great deal is being published in the United States and in Europe, where a diaspora of millions of overseas Vietnamese (Viet Kieu) are living. Its writers are producing wonderful work … Tran Van Dinh’s Blue Dragon, White Tiger: A Tet Story, is about a National Liberation Front fighter who grows disillusioned after victory and escapes to the United States.”

—Los Angeles Times
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The Thanh Long, Blue Dragon, designates the eastern quadrant of the Uranosphere, the Bach Ho, White Tiger, its western section. The Blue Dragon represents spring and tenderness, the White Tiger, winter and force. All beings and all things on earth are affected by the constant struggle between the Blue Dragon and the White Tiger.

A TRADITIONAL VIETNAMESE BELIEF

The first month of the year is for eating Tet at home,

The second month is for gambling

And the third month is for going to the festivals.

FROM AN OLD VIETNAMESE FOLK SONG

The minds of the Vietnamese in Saigon and the other cities were preoccupied with the approaching Tet holiday, and our efforts to change this state of mind were only partially effective.

GENERAL W. C. WESTMORELAND, COMMANDER

US MILITARY ASSISTANCE COMMAND, VIETNAM

REPORT ON THE WAR IN VIETNAM, 1968
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PREFACE


While I was growing up in Hue, the old imperial city of central Vietnam, it was customary in my family to have a reunion on the second day of Tet, the Vietnamese Lunar New Year, during which my father would review all our Tu Vi horoscopes. Tu Vi is the major constellation in the galaxy.

During the Tet of the Year of the Dog, the year of the first full cycle of my life, one cycle being 12 years, my father was particularly concerned about my future. When he had carefully read all my horoscope’s stars, balancing their effects on one another, he concluded that by the end of my second cycle I would have begun to “eat” most of my Tets overseas in “strange and cold lands.” My mother was saddened by that prediction. That same evening, she spent several hours alone with me. She told me about legends and symbols relating to Tet, most of which I already knew by heart. She described for me, in detail, how to cook certain dishes and to make certain special Tet cakes. She made me solemnly promise that wherever I might be, I would eat Tet in truly Vietnamese fashion. “That way,” she said, “you will always remain Vietnamese.”

This novel is humbly dedicated, with all my respect, love, and admiration, to my parents. In the “Kingdom of the Everlasting Peace of Lord Buddha the Compassionate,” they can rest assured that their still wandering son, still in a “strange and cold land,” continues to eat Tet in truly Vietnamese fashion and is still, therefore, very much Vietnamese.1



Most of the characters in this novel are real people. They have suffered, though some of them have found happiness; some have died, but they all have known me. Obviously, I have changed their names and rearranged their situations, but I have not modified their essential positions in the drama. If I hurt or seem to misrepresent anyone who, by experience or imagination, identifies herself or himself with a particular character in this book, it is not due to any malice on my part, but to the limitations imposed on me by language.

This story, as the subtitle indicates, is a Tet story. For the Vietnamese, Tet, a mobile festival corresponding to the new moon and placed halfway between the winter solstice and the spring equinox, is much more than just a New Year holiday. It represents a yearly truce in the constant struggle between the Blue Dragon and the White Tiger. It is the moment of the manifestation of the soul of Vietnam itself. It embodies in its ceremonial as well as its essence the whole concept of man and his place in the Cosmos, his relations with the dead and with the spirits. It is an annual burst of latent and indigenous Vietnamese romanticism—a romanticism that has been nurtured in a rugged and beautiful land over centuries of painful conquest and bloody battles. Only against the background of Tet can the incidents and characters in this story be understood.

It is a tragic irony of the encounter between America and Vietnam that Tet, a celebration of life and a period of prolonged joy for us, was introduced brutally to the public in this country by way of the daring Viet Cong attacks during the last days of January 1968, the Tet of the Year of the Monkey, one whole cycle ago. That unexpected “Tet Offensive,” which startled so many Americans, brought a cruel, unseen war from the distant rice fields of Vietnam into the United States Embassy in Saigon and, indirectly, into the heart of America itself.

Some of you may be curious to know if I myself am reflected in the main character. In answer, let me quote from the famed Eighteenth-century Chinese novel, The Dream of the Red Chamber.


When seeming is taken for being,

being becomes seeming;

When nothing is taken for something,

something becomes nothing.



To me, fiction is texturized by the yin of imagination and the yang of experience. In every yin there is a seed of the yang, and in every Yang there is a germ of the yin. But please do not try to decipher the mind of an “inscrutable Oriental.”2 Read the story and forget about the author, who, after the publication of his novel, may already have disappeared or been transformed into a white butterfly.3

Trần Văn Dĩnh

Washington, DC

Tet of the Year of the Monkey, 1980







I
INDIVISIBLE WATER, UNMOVABLE MOUNTAINS



4666 Year of the Ram 19674


Away from woodland, birds miss trees

and long for roots

Away from fellow men, people

drift in many places

Water and mountains are parts of heaven

No one can divide water,

no one can move mountains.



—A Vietnamese folk song

April 4, 1967

Saigon

Dear Elder Brother Minh,

I have not written you since I phoned you from Paris, a year ago today, to wish you happy birthday. It was difficult to write because all overseas mail was censored. I am able to write you now, again on your birthday, because a friend of mine, Mr. Frederick S. Adams, the special assistant to the American ambassador, is going home for a consultation and agreed to see that you get this letter.

First, let me congratulate you on this important moment in your life when you have reached four full tuan, forty years, of your existence. I am sure you have ahead of you at least six happier tuan to fulfill all your dreams. But this letter is really to give you news of our family. Last month, I went to Hue to celebrate Father’s seventy-fifth birthday. He is in good health, although he bitterly complains that he now has to eat the tasteless imported American rice.5 He misses the perfumed “imperial rice” he has eaten since he was born. There is nothing we can do about this. Phu Loc, the area where this rice grows, is now unsafe. It is Viet Cong-controlled.

As he does at all family reunions—but especially during Tet—he asked about you constantly. This last time he told me that he wishes very much to see you before he dies. For the first time, he talked about his death. You know well that of all his children, you are the one he loves most. The early death of your mother, who occupied such a special place in his heart, can only enhance his affections for you. He has never quite understood why you have remained in the US for the last four years. He was told that you are opposing US policy in our country, and he was made aware of the circumstances of your resignation from the foreign service. He approves of your political position but suspects that you are in prison and that we conspire to keep the truth from him. Even when I showed him an article bearing your name in a US magazine, he did not quite believe it.

The decision to return is yours, but I take the liberty to suggest that you consider it seriously. To watch Father’s suffering and longing for you is very painful to all of your relatives and friends, even though deep in our hearts we understand the position you have taken concerning this cruel war and admire your integrity. It was a great pride and comfort to me recently when during a chance meeting in the street, writer Long Van—perhaps you know that he is the author of the best seller, Stagnant Water6—told me that a “poet of your brother Minh’s honesty and vision cannot be wrong on any political or moral conclusion he comes to.”

Incidentally, Long Van is now in some kind of trouble. The government has forbidden the tenth printing of his book. The Minister of Information’s wife, who is barely literate, read it and told her husband—he’s not very bright either—that the novel was an oblique criticism of the war and the government. Likewise, your publisher has been denied permission for the fifth printing of your last novel, A Flower Grows in the Pentagon. You probably were informed that your book has already sold more than 100,000 copies. Reprinting has been refused because an army intelligence officer reported that he saw a copy of your work on the dead body of a North Vietnamese soldier.

Back to your possible return. The moment, I think, is opportune. I know you are still persona non grata with the government, and you know that no one can assure you one hundred percent safety. But there is now a very good chance to convince the government to leave you alone. I have been made a lieutenant colonel and am also being named deputy director of military intelligence. Your former classmate and close friend, Lieutenant General Vu Binh, is now the commander of the Saigon military zone and is very much trusted by the President. Our uncle will soon be Rector of Hue University and I have no doubt that he will welcome you on his faculty. At any rate, please think about all of these facts, and if you want to get an inside view of the present situation at home, you can ask Mr. Adams. You probably guess by his title—special assistant to the ambassador—that he is a CIA station chief; but he is a liberal, reasonable man. It was he himself who showed me your most recent article in the New Direction and told me that he agrees with some of your critical points. He has said that he would like to meet you. I think the CIA likes to check out the politics of all overseas Vietnamese. It would probably help if you did see him. He can be reached in New York at (212) 344-8879.

Whenever you make the decision to return, just let me know directly or indirectly that you agree with the substance of this letter. It would be a happy moment for all in our family, especially for father, if you could eat Tet with us in the coming Year of the Monkey.

I wish you good health.

Your affectionate younger brother,

Tran Van An

PS Your recent poem, “Golden Thread,” published in the Tet issue of the Literary Magazine, has received much praise. In the March issue the editor printed ten appreciative communications from readers, one of whom was your own cousin Mong Lien, Uncle Thanh’s daughter. Poor thing, she did not realize that the poet who signed Co Tung,7 Lone Pine Tree, was you, her own relative. Judging by the poem, you must be in love with someone whose “cascade of golden hair brought an avalanche of desires and a tumultuous river of dreams.”

Congratulations.



Minh spread a checkered napkin on the soft grass. From an old Air Vietnam8 travel bag he took out a bottle of Chateauneuf du Pape, their favorite wine, half a loaf of bread, three glasses, and a big piece of cheese. Like most Asians, he had never liked cheese before, but Jennifer had made him an addict. The cheese before him today was a peppered Wisconsin, sent to him by a colleague from the Midwest. It tasted like chao, a kind of fermented bean curd his mother used to make on Tet to offer to the Buddhist monks.

Looking around, Minh hoped that he would not be disturbed by a passing student, then realized he didn’t have to worry. This Tuesday fell on a special college holiday: Thomas Paine’s birthday. The campus was deserted.

Uncharacteristically, Jennifer arrived on time. She planted a kiss on his cheek.

“Great, I didn’t expect a picnic.”

“Well, it’s the least I can do for a very special friend on a very special day.”

She pointed at the three glasses. “Is someone joining us?”

“Of course not.” He pulled a white tea rose from his bag, poured red wine into one of the glasses, put the rose in, lifted the glass with both hands, and offered it to Jennifer. His movements flowed together steadily.

“Minh, you’re adorable! Thank you very much.”

“When we finish our meeting the rose will have become red, and you can take it home. Take a drunk rose home and your night will be filled with multicolored dreams.9 Taoist discovery—over two thousand years ago.”

Jennifer smiled, and touched his hand. “I’ll dream about you. Now, what’s on your mind?”

“I received a letter from my brother.”

“What did he say? He wants you to come home?”

“How did you know?”

“I just guessed.”

“And you guessed right. Do you want all the details? Shall I translate it for you?”

“Yes, of course, please.”

She listened attentively, her hand fondling the back of his neck as he lay sprawled on his side, his elbow on the grass, resting his head on his hand. When he finished the PS she pressed his other hand against her lips.

“What do you think I should do?” Minh asked.

“I can’t advise you on this, Minh. It’s your family, your future, and your decision, though I’ll support whatever you do and wish you well. But do you have to make a decision right away? Think it over. Perhaps it would help if you met the CIA man first. What’s his name?”

“Adams. I’ll call him tomorrow for dinner on Thursday. Can you join us?”

“Yes. My last exam is Thursday morning. I need to unwind and New York City is the only place in the world where I feel totally relaxed. Last time I was there I discovered a fantastic restaurant, and I want to show it to you. Besides, I’m curious to meet a real live CIA man.”

“Where’s the restaurant?”

“I don’t want to tell you now.”

“But I have to tell Adams where he can meet us.”

“Tell him to go to 69 East 69th Street.”

“Are you sure that’s the real address?” Minh said with mock suspicion.

“Have I ever tried to fool you?”

“No.”

“Then have confidence in me! I tell you what: why don’t I pick you up at your apartment on Thursday at four and we’ll drive to New York? We’ll be there easily before seven.”



Jennifer’s driving style changed the moment they emerged from the Lincoln Tunnel and entered New York City. Her monotonous sixty-mile-per-hour, middle-lane, disciplined cruising gave way to a bold racing and squeezing that required conscious planning and occasional calculated risks to beat the yellow-to-red lights. Her New York style of driving, he thought, reflected the pattern of her life since he’d known her. He was certain that she could not, would not, be satisfied with the secure life of an upper-middle-class physician in some affluent suburb. She would put her medical education to some other use. She would be bold, seize every opportunity that came her way to politicize and humanize those with whom she came in contact at every step. She might meet with failures and disappointment, but someday she would have the whole world in her grasp. Though he had never told her so, Minh dreamed that her world would include him.

“I love your driving, Jennifer,” he said, caressing her hand as it pressed firmly on the gear shift.

“That’s the only way to get anywhere in New York City, especially at this time of day.”

“Now I can see how much of a New Yorker you are at heart.”

“Is that a compliment or a reprimand?”

“Very much a compliment. Have you lived here before?”

“No, I came here often with my mother when I was very young, but I haven’t driven in the city for over two years. Do you like New York, Minh?”

“I lived here for four months in 1958 when I was on a short assignment at the United Nations.”

“Oh yes, I remember you telling me about that.”

“I loved every minute of my stay. To me, New York City is America—dynamic, maybe brutal, but always aspiring towards the higher, the better, the impossible. One thing I’m sure of is that New York will always be a turbulent, ungovernable city. It will never be tamed or settled or grow stagnant. It will have no past, no history, because it will be changing all the time. Perhaps, someday, New York City will collapse under its own ambitions, its own dreams and excesses, but until then it will never stop creating, hoping, trying.” Minh paused for a second. “It’s a lot like you, Jennifer.”

She glanced at him, put her hand on his cheek and pulled it back quickly. Their car was suddenly flanked on either side by two gigantic trucks, and, at the front and rear ends, by taxis, all appearing as if from nowhere. It was as if Jennifer’s little blue Vega had been miraculously lifted from the ground and dropped back into the midst of a protective covey of admiring vehicles. It was like a brief duel between the Blue Dragon and the White Tiger, he thought, with the Blue Dragon scoring a temporary victory.

“It’s amazing how you’ve maneuvered this little car into this position.”

Jennifer smiled at him. “It’s not as amazing as how we’ve maneuvered ourselves into our present situation. How alike we are, though that makes no sense, how we travel along together as if we’ve known each other for a long time, how someday we … “ Her voice was melancholy, but the sadness in her face disappeared as she smiled. Her youth made her vulnerable.

Jennifer concentrated on her driving. “Here we are!” she cried triumphantly as she turned sharply onto East 69th Street. Glimpsing a car pulling out of a parking place halfway down the street, Jennifer accelerated, stopping just short of the rear bumper of a white Cadillac that was waiting to take the place. The driver of the Cadillac had no choice, now that the Vega blocked the departing car’s exit, but to pull up and let it out. Within seconds Jennifer was majestically parked in her unfairly conquered territory.

“A superb guerilla tactic,” Minh commented as they left the car and started to walk.

“Yes,” Jennifer answered. “In the Vietnamese guerilla lexicon, it’s called ‘waiting for the tiger to leave its den, and while it occupies the mountain, driving the lion out,’ right?”

“Right. I’m pleased to see you practice what you learned in my seminar. Perfect harmony of theory and practice. Chairman Mao would have you decorated with the Order of the October Revolution.”

“What time is it?” she asked.

“A quarter of seven.”

“What time did you ask your friend to come?”

“He’s not my friend,” Minh protested. He is, as I told you, a CIA man.”

“OK, what time will the spy come out from the dark to see the light with us?”

“Seven.”

Halfway down the second block Jennifer stopped. With a proud smile, she announced, “Here is my famous Thursday restaurant.”

“What a coincidence. Today is Thursday.”

“I didn’t plan that part. Come on in.”

A short corridor opened up into a long, wide room that looked at first glance like a Spanish garden: trees, real trees, almost touched the ceiling, forming unexpected nooks where candlelit tables were artistically arranged. A young waitress greeted them.

“Are you open yet?” Jennifer asked.

“Not until seven, but you can take a seat.”

Jennifer pulled Minh’s arms around her waist. She was wearing a short lavender skirt and a white turtleneck sweater that flattered her. The combination made her look taller. They stood for a moment in a light embrace.

“Let me show you something,” she said, turning. At the end of the room, she pointed to a door leading to a kind of arcade. Above it a brightly lit sign read, CHEESE AND WINE.

“Here,” Jennifer said, “you can drink as much wine and eat as much cheese as you like for only five dollars.”

Minh was more attracted by an adjoining room called the SPECIAL FOOD ROOM.

“It looks like an opium den decorated for Tet in the days when the Hue aristocrats came to the Imperial Landing Pavilion to celebrate the Welcoming of Spring.”

“Do you like this place?” Jennifer asked in a pleased tone. “If you don’t, don’t tell me. You see, your favorite Chateau Louis XIV isn’t the only candlelit restaurant in New York, as you once claimed.”

“The claim isn’t mine. It was in the New York Clarion.”

Minh looked more closely about him. The restaurant reminded him of the “Cavern of Light and Longevity” that he had read about in a Taoist fairy tale book when he was very young. More precisely, it looked exactly like part of the Grotto of Everlasting Spring on a mountain in North Vietnam where a post-Tet week-long fair is held every year. When Minh was eleven, during the Tet of the Year of the Dragon, his father had gone to Hanoi to participate in a reunion of all living Doctors of State of the Imperial Exams, and had taken his wife and Minh with him. After the reunion they had gone to the grotto for a festival in honor of the Goddess of the Western Sea. His father’s friends had thrown a special party to welcome him as the new president of the Twenty-Eight Constellations Club, an exclusive gathering of the most prominent philosophers and intellectuals in the nation. These great men were the last heritors of a glorious age, now tarnished by the humiliating French conquest.

Minh remembered his own pride as he was admitted, though for only one night, as an honorary member of the club. He was even prouder that his mother was the center of admiration among the most prestigious elite of the land.

After dinner, which was brought by small boats gliding in and out of the grotto, they played the “poetic game.” A poem, with a word cut out of it, was hidden in a piece of red paper and rolled up inside an ivory stick and everyone attempted to guess the missing word. His mother won nearly every game.

Finally, all the guests separated into small sampans, some alone, some in the company of their wives or their minor wives. Minh’s mother insisted that he should remain with her and his father. He obeyed with great reluctance, thinking that after such a night his father must feel more deeply in love with his mother than ever and that they should be left alone to be “immersed in clouds and rains.” He’d heard this phrase once and knew that it meant to make love. But if they did, he did not know it. He slept very soundly that night, a night that had opened his young life to the wonders of a Vietnamese civilization and culture critically threatened by foreign domination.

Jennifer’s voice broke his reverie.

“Minh, someone’s coming in our direction. Is it the CIA?”

“Maybe.” Minh stood up and approached the stranger.

“Are you Professor Tran Van Minh?” the man in a dark suit asked.

“Yes, Mr. Adams. How are you?”

“Very well, thanks, and I’m glad to meet you, finally.”

“Please join us.”

They returned to the table.

“Mr. Adams, Miss Jennifer Sloane.”

“Very glad to meet you, Miss Sloane.”

“Hi, Mr. Adams.” Jennifer greeted him casually. Minh was relieved that she hadn’t said, “How are you, Mr. CIA?”

Frederick Adams was about fifty and looked like a small-town banker or a dean at a junior college somewhere in the Midwest. He had sharp, almost piercing eyes in an otherwise unremarkable face; his expression was cold—almost hard.

“I’m glad you could come on such short notice,” Minh said. “The phone number I had for you is the Center for the Study of Peace and Freedom, isn’t it? Are you affiliated with it? Is it a government-sponsored organization?”

“Not quite.” Adams answered briskly and changed the subject. “Professor Minh, how do you like America?”

“I love the American people and I love teaching.” He glanced at Jennifer but repressed the desire to touch her face.

“I’m glad to hear that. As I told you over the phone, I would like to invite you to have dinner with me at the Harvard Club.”

“Yes. I hope you like this place.” Minh waved a hand in the air.

“It’s nice … Your brother An probably told you that he and I are good friends.”

“He did. And how is he?”

“Oh, he’s well. He’s in a very responsible position now—deputy director of military intelligence. He’s still very much a playboy, but he also works very hard.”

“Does he have the confidence of the President?”

“I don’t know. But I do know that his boss, the director, is the President’s wife’s nephew.”

“How is the situation in Vietnam now? I’ve been away, as you know, for several years, and I’m eager for any information you can give me.”

“Yes, that’s what your brother asked me to do.” Adams turned to Jennifer. “Miss Sloane, do you mind if we talk politics?”

“Not at all,” Jennifer’s voice was sharp.

“Miss Sloane is a student of politics herself, and she would be interested in anything you say,” Minh interjected. How had so many American males ever gotten the idea that women should not be interested in politics, he wondered. He would never dare ask such a question of a Vietnamese woman—or of any woman, for that matter.

Adams ordered a dry martini while Jennifer chose Chateauneuf du Pape for Minh and herself.

“Professor Minh, I have read a number of your articles, and I agree with some of your points. I’m fully aware that the Saigon government is corrupt and unrepresentative, that the Vietnamese want peace, that they respect Ho Chi Minh as their George Washington, and that perhaps the US should never have been in Vietnam at all; but it’s too late, and even irrelevant, to talk about that. The stakes are very high, the alternative unpleasant and intolerable. For the Vietnamese, the alternative is communism, for the US and the free world, it’s the weakening of the world’s fragile balance of power.”

Jennifer stared at Minh. Her lower lip moved forward, a sign that she was about to explode and call the whole thing “crap.” He reached for her hand under the table, trying to calm her. She remained silent.

“I don’t necessarily agree with your views,” Minh replied, “but what I would like to know about is the situation in my country.”

“Oh, the present situation is encouraging. There are still difficulties ahead, but there is light at the end of the tunnel. The New Life Strategic Hamlet Program is progressing well, and the Phoenix Operation,10 which as you know aims at destroying the Viet Cong infrastructure, is doing equally well, though not in all the areas we had expected.”

Jennifer couldn’t control her silence any longer.

“Mr. Adams, as I understand it, the ‘Viet Cong infrastructure’ is a bureaucratic euphemism for the Vietnamese peasants who support the National Liberation Front, who are defending their land as they have been doing for the last two thousand years. Why don’t you just admit that the Phoenix Operation is conducted to kill Vietnamese civilians?”

“Miss Sloane, I know how you feel, how our youth, my own children in fact, feel about this tragic war. But it’s unfair for you to attribute such inhumane objectives to our government. We are providing the Vietnamese with the necessary strength to build a free, democratic nation. Things are much more complicated than you think. Perhaps when you’re a little older, you’ll see the problems better.”

Minh realized that the conversation was getting heated. He was not in the least surprised at Adams’s position, but his main concern was to salvage the evening for Jennifer and himself. He suggested that they order dinner. They ate in strained silence and with little appetite.

“Mr. Adams, do you believe that the war will be over soon?” Minh asked. His question was like a bomb exploding the quiet.

“I hope so. Some optimists among our military think that Hanoi will negotiate within months, perhaps before Tet of this year. The Rolling Thunder Operation has crippled the North Vietnamese economy and pulverized their industrial centers. Captured documents show that there is deep dissatisfaction among the people in the North against their government.” He paused to order a bottle of beer.

“Incidentally,” he said, his voice rising, “I was in Hue during Tet last year. It was incredible. I’ve been in Latin America, Mexico, and I’ve seen many fiestas, but nothing can compare with Vietnamese Tet. It was just as a Vietnamese writer I read once described it: ‘the once-a-year display of Vietnamese culture, civilization, history in song, music, light, food, laughter, and love.’” Adams did not know that the writer he quoted was Minh, who had written the article two years ago for the Saigon Courier under his pen name. Jennifer had read the article. She smiled, feeling a little less hostile to Adams.

“Miss Sloane,” he turned to Jennifer, “if you ever visit Vietnam, go during Tet, which usually falls between the end of January and the middle of February. Not only is it a beautiful time of year—there are flowering peach branches everywhere, in every home—but you will experience the real Vietnamese national psyche, and see the true Vietnamese people. It made me realize how romantic they all are.”

“Thanks for the suggestion. I hope to be able to visit Vietnam sometime, but not before the war is over.”

The restaurant was now filled to capacity. Some couples were dancing. Adams looked at his watch.

“I’m afraid I have to leave in a few minutes to catch the last train to Washington. We have an interagency briefing with the President early tomorrow, and I certainly can’t miss that.”

“When are you returning to Saigon?”

“In about a week. Would you like to send a message to your brother?”

“Please tell him that I’m happy and I’ll get in touch with him soon. I hope you enjoyed the dinner.”

Minh escorted Adams to the door. More than ever he was convinced that bureaucrats like Adams who still believed in such outdated abstractions as “the free world,” “communism vs. democracy,” were going to destroy his people. More than ever, he was determined to go home, before it was too late, to prevent it from happening. He had to help stop this war—for the Vietnamese people, for Jennifer, for all the Americans he had met and liked or disliked, for humankind. He felt relieved, happy that his decision was final; still, he could not bring himself to tell Jennifer.

“Let’s enjoy the rest of the evening. I’m sorry,” Minh said as he returned to the table. Jennifer had ordered another bottle of Chateauneuf du Pape.

“Don’t say that. I’m amazed you were so polite to that man. Imagine! Still talking about balance of power and nation-building.”

“He went to an Ivy League school, Jennifer, not to an innovative, radical school like Thomas Paine College.”11

“Or the London School of Economics, like you,” she added, laughing and hugging him.

“Besides,” Minh said, “he understood a little about Tet. He even quoted me. We should forgive him.”

“Tell me about Tet, Minh, about the peach branches.”

Minh smiled. “We decorate our homes with flowering peach boughs to keep bad spirits away while we celebrate the holiday. When I was very young my mother told me that the peach tree was discovered by the Vietnamese thousands of years before in the mountains of Soc Son near the Chinese border. It was an enormous tree then, big enough to harbor the benevolent gods Tra, Tea, and Uat Luy, Angry Fortress. The devils were afraid of them, she told me, and they were also afraid of the tree they lived in. So that’s why the branches keep away evil. Once my mother took me to see a peach tree that was supposed to change into a phoenix every ten cycles—that’s a hundred and twenty years. I was so impressed I wrote my first poem that night, ‘Phoenix Feathers and Peach Petals.’ It made my mother cry.”

“That’s lovely,” Jennifer said. “It makes me want to see Vietnam all the more.”

It was midnight when they left the Thursday Restaurant. New York City was alive, and the fresh, cool air resounded with laughter and loud conversation.

“Jennifer, we now have three choices: we can drive home, go someplace in the Village for coffee …” He paused.

“What’s the third choice?”

“There’s a hotel that recently advertised in the college newspaper that a student accompanied by a faculty member can get a twenty-five percent discount.”

“Let’s take the third choice—discount or no discount.” She stopped in the middle of the street and kissed him sensuously.



Minh awoke at nine o’clock the next morning. Jennifer was still sleeping beside him. He stared at the ceiling; then, as he turned to look at her, a paragraph from Dag Hammarskjöld’s Markings came with sudden clarity to his mind:


As she lies stretched out on the riverbank—beyond all human nakedness in the inaccessible solitude of death, her firm breasts are lifted to the sunlight—a heroic torso of marble—blond stone in the soft grass.



The connection frightened him. He moved away watching her intently. She could, perhaps, transform herself into a white fox—as in a story he had read when he was in high school—but die? No. He reached for her face but did not touch it. She was breathing softly. He detected a few fading freckles on her left eyelid and thought about the contradictions in her life: a twenty-six-year-old body, a forty-year-old mind, a fifteen-year-old face. The contradiction was fully expressed in the ironic contour of her lips—sensuality, innocence, and intelligence.

It was her intelligence that had first attracted him to her. She had been in his class on the politics of national liberation, and she was the only one of his students who not only understood the structure of the course, and its components, but could link them together, grasp the “unity of the opposites.” Once he had quoted to the class T. E. Lawrence’s description of guerilla war—”the algebraic element of things, the biological element of life, and the psychological element of ideas”—only to be greeted by an embarrassing, blank, prolonged silence from his students. Frustrated by their obvious lack of poetic perception, he had looked at Jennifer. She smiled, and he knew that she had understood and shared his moment of anxiety. Then his eyes had fallen to her white blouse, tracing the outline of her high breasts. A surge of desire had overtaken him, followed by a sense of calm and well-being. He had reached his “intellectual satori”12 through the sensual, un-Buddhist path. That night they had had dinner together for the first time.

Minh tiptoed to the window, opened the heavy red curtains slightly, and looked out.

“Minh, where are you? What time is it?”

“Nine.”

“Already?”

Without answering, Minh took a yellow daffodil from the dresser and laid it, gently, on her hair spread across the pillow. Then he turned and went quickly to the bathroom. The cold shower dispelled all his fears about death, about the possibility of losing Jennifer, about seeing her drowned in some distant and unknown river.

For the first time they had breakfast together, and in bed. The comfort of a bourgeois way of life reassured him, though he was a little amused that he’d thought of it consciously as bourgeois. The fresh sweetness of the honeydew melon cleared his throat and mind.

“Jennifer, I’ve decided to return to Vietnam as soon as I can.”

“I’m not surprised, Minh—I sensed it in the last few days. And I’ll support your decision, but it’s going to be hard to continue my life without you. I’ve begun to realize in the last few weeks how much I love you.”

“Thank you Jennifer,” he said softly, fondling her hair, “thank you.”

“But you must be careful. You need a safe line of communication with your brother. Am I right? Do you have one?”

Minh thought for a moment. “Yes, I think I have. When I was in Thailand—that was almost ten years ago—I was very close to a Thai officer who is now deputy Chief of Staff of the Royal Thai Army. He wrote me a very warm letter last month. As you know, there are lots of contacts between Thailand and South Vietnam since Thailand has sent troops there to fight with the Americans. My Thai friend could act as a liaison between my brother and me.”

“That sounds like an excellent idea. What’s his name?”

“He has a very long name, like all Thais: Chamras Panyakupta. His friends call him Chamni.13 He’s a major general and a former graduate of West Point.”

“Can you call him now?”

“What time is it?”

“Ten.”

“Then it’s ten PM Thai time. I don’t have his phone number, but I’m sure they can find it. He’s a big shot. Do you think it’s safe to call from the hotel?”

“The safest place you could find. It would be hard for the FBI to bug all the hotel telephones. Besides, we registered after midnight, and I doubt anyone knows we’re here. The FBI may be smart, but they’re not that smart; and you are a very important person, but not that important,” she teased him. “They know you’re a harmless person in love with an American girl who is not subversive. Place the call and see what happens.”

This was one of those rare occasions when Minh was anxious to hear the phone ring. It did, about ten minutes after he had placed his call.

“Professor Tran Van Minh?” a woman’s voice asked.

“Yes.”

“One moment please. General Chamras will be with you shortly.”

“Hello, friend until death.” The General’s voice was brisk and cheerful.

“Hello, Chamni, my dear friend. I’m surprised you’re still at your office. You must be working too hard. Don’t strive to become a field marshal while you’re still in your late forties. No girl wants to sleep with a field marshal of the Royal Thai Army.”

“You know I never work hard. I’m mai pen rai, the never-mind, type. But tonight there’s an alert, a precautionary measure against a possible coup d’état by some elements of the Air Force. But I don’t think anything will happen. As a matter of fact, l’m going home in about ten minutes. And where are you?”

“In New York City for a visit.”

Jennifer smiled.

“Ah yes, good, good. What can I do for you?”

“Chamni, I want you to serve as liaison between me and my brother in Saigon for some urgent family business. I know it’s preposterous for me to ask the deputy Chief of Staff of the Royal Thai Army for such a personal, petty favor.”

“Stop it. We have been good friends for many years, and friends must help each other in all matters, big, small, official, or private. Who is your brother?”

“The deputy director of military intelligence of the ARVN, Lieutenant Colonel Tran Van An.”

“Ah yes, he was here yesterday.”

“What did you say?”

“Lieutenant Colonel An and several high-ranking officers of the ARVN visited me here yesterday to discuss a plan for an exchange of military information concerning our joint military operations in Laos and Cambodia. He doesn’t look like you. I should have asked him. But then, there are too many Vietnamese with the Tran family name.”

“He doesn’t look like me because we have different mothers.”

“I see. But how can I help you?”

“Can you call my brother and ask him to call me through your communication system? He has my number.”

“Of course. The US just put in a most sophisticated satellite communication system between Thailand, Vietnam, and continental America. Have you noticed how clear this line is?”

“Yes, I have. Clearer than between New York and Washington, DC.”

“Do you wish to contact your brother now?”

“No, not right away. But if possible, tomorrow. Please let him know that I have his letter and I agree with his suggestions. Also ask him to call me a week from today.”

“That’s easy. With American know-how and Thai friendship, you will get what you want. If you contact me in the future ask for the overseas line and then number TPO 007. That’s the direct military line to my desk. We call it the warm line—it’s somewhere between hot and cold. If I’m not in, my officers will reach me wherever I am, even in Massachusetts. By the way, my son is going to MIT this fall and my daughter to Vassar in the spring. I’m sure you remember them. You spoiled them when you were here. I’ll ask them to look Uncle Minh up, and I hope you will help them.”

“No problem. I’ll do anything I can. But I’m glad you warned me that your daughter will be here. Otherwise I might have run into her on the street and flirted with her.”

“The same old romantic Minh, but as always I trust you. When are you going home? Are you tied down by some American woman?”

“I don’t think so,” Minh said unconvincingly, staring at Jennifer.

“What did he say?” Jennifer whispered.

Minh cupped his hand over the phone. “I’ll tell you later.”

“I didn’t hear what you just said,” Chamni responded. “If you go home—and I think you should, because your government needs good people like you—you must pass through Bangkok and spend a few days with me. We’ll relive our good old days.” He paused. “I have a confession to make.”

“Yes?”

“Do you remember that woman who drove with us one day to Chanthaburi to eat the first jackfruit of the season? You should remember. After all, you were the one who talked about how her pretty eyes could ‘drown you in the valley.’ I still don’t understand exactly what you meant—nobody did. But she was flattered.”

Minh burst out laughing. “Chamni, you’ve been down to the valley and now you are trying to climb to the top of the mountain.”

“What do you mean?”

“Forget it. It’s too long a discussion and not a decent topic for conversation over the telephone.”

Jennifer pinched Minh’s arm.

“Anyway, she is now my minor wife, and we had a daughter last year. We named her Moonlight over the Mountain.”

“Beautiful name. Congratulations. Chamni, I could talk with you for hours, but I’m afraid I’ll have to stop now. The coup d’état may have already started and nobody can get you on the phone. I don’t want Thailand to be lost to the Royal Thai Air Force. I promise, whenever I go back to Vietnam, I will stop on the way and see you.”

“Keep in touch. I’ll do everything I can to help you.”

“Thank you very much. I appreciate all you’ve done and will be doing for me.”

“Don’t mention it. Goodbye, and see you soon—in Bangkok.”

“What did he say that you promised to tell me later?” Jennifer asked after Minh had filled her in on the details of the conversation.

“He asked if I was tied down by some American woman.”

“You are not. You are loved, and love, as you often say, is a liberating, creative force. What made you tell him about the valley and the mountain?”

“He has a mia noi, a minor wife. Most wealthy Thais have one mia wang, or principal wife, and several mia noi.”

“Did he understand what you were saying?”

“I don’t think so. But the telephone is hardly the place for explanations of references to sexual techniques, don’t you agree?”

She kissed him. “I’m going to get dressed, it’s almost noon.” She headed for the bathroom.

Minh pulled back the covers. On the sheet lay a few curls of hair, soft and blonde. He gathered them together and wove them into a small ring. He stood for a moment, holding it in his palm. Smiling, he kissed the ring and hid it in his wallet behind the picture of his mother.



They both looked radiant as they emerged from the hotel and walked hand in hand to the corner of 33rd Street and 8th Avenue. Jennifer’s car, in a no-parking zone, hadn’t been towed away as she had suspected it might be. There wasn’t even a ticket on the window.

Minh decided not to drive back with her. He thought that any attempt to artificially prolong this supreme but fleeting moment of happiness could only lead to frustration. A friend of his once said, “After an excellent dinner, you go to bed. You don’t roam around town looking for a place to eat your dessert.” Strongly influenced by the Buddhist concept of the impermanence of all things, Minh believed that holding on to permanence could only lead one to a dark pit. Of course, one could go from the mountain to the valley. In the valley, one sees the blue sky above, the grass and the trees beyond; but in a pit, there is nothing but darkness.

His mind wandered to a time when he had asked his class what was “the most dangerous part of the Declaration of Independence,” a document he greatly admired. Caught by surprise, the class was silent. “It’s the pursuit of happiness,” he told them. “Happiness can never be pursued; it must be realized effortlessly.” The class fell into a deeper silence, but it was, he thought, the silence of understanding. Minh believed that there were situations and moments when nonaction and noncontinuation were more natural than anything anyone could say or do.

He leaned over the trunk of the car. “Jennifer, I think I had better not drive back with you. I want to drop in and see a lawyer friend of mine. He only lives two blocks from here. I need his advice on a few things.”

“Okay. But I’m not going back right now, anyway. I’m going to Columbia to attend an organizational meeting for an anti-war demonstration that’s going to be held here in the next ten days or so.”

“Be careful my love.”

“You sound like an American father. There’s no such thing as being careful, only being safe.”

“Be safe, then.”

For the first time since they had begun seeing each other, Minh did not make provision for their next meeting. He knew that it was their last meeting on American soil, and she knew it too, he mused, though her pride and her idealism would prevent her from saying so. But he thought she wept as she turned away.








II
A LAND WHERE HONOR IS BETRAYED




A thousand years of Chinese reign,

A hundred years of French domain,

Twenty years of American intervention.

The heritage of our Motherland,

People untrue to their race.

The heritage of our Motherland,

A land where honor is betrayed.




—Trinh Cong Son

“The Heritage of Our Motherland,” a song popular in Saigon in 1967

Minh moved to a rear seat to have a better look at his country 20,000 feet below. He saw large forests of dark reddish-brown vegetation stretched along several canals, with here and there huge craters, some filled with water, some almost dry, that resembled spots of drying blood on an old face disfigured by smallpox scars. He knew these were the effects of defoliation and bombings.

The pilot’s voice came over the loudspeaker: “Gentlemen, please fasten your seat belts. We will be landing at Tan Son Nhut Airport in approximately twenty minutes.” Minh went back to his own seat. He didn’t want to see his mutilated country any longer. It upset him, and he wanted to look happy when he arrived. He pulled out his wallet and took out Jennifer’s picture, but as he looked at her face, her smile, he was pierced with regret. He put the photo away.

The plane was a military DC-3; the flight had been arranged for him by Chamni in Bangkok. The only other passengers were two American Green Berets.

Chamni had outdone himself, Minh reflected. Not only had he made all the arrangements for the flight home, but he had arranged parties in Bangkok, meetings with old friends, a trip to the beach. He certainly meant well, Minh thought, and he’s certainly still my phuong tai, friend until death—but he’s changed. Bangkok has changed.

There were soldiers everywhere in the Thai capital now, including Americans on “R and R,”14 rest and recreation, from Vietnam. “You know what a friend of mine calls R and R?” Chamni has asked him. “Room and rush. The Americans come here, find a room, rush to the massage parlors, pick up a girl, rush back to the room, fuck her, and rush her back to the massage parlor. Crazy people,” he laughed, “but they contribute a lot to the booming Thai economy.” He had stopped, as if he regretted his words, then went on. “Do you know how the US command in Saigon selects soldiers for R and R? By body count.”

Later that first night in Bangkok there had been a stag party at the home of another old friend, Ching Heng, grown immensely fat and rich in his war-related business. A “companion” had been provided for Minh—Thailand’s best-known actress—but she had been as relieved as he when he had taken her home early without availing himself of the favors she had been paid to provide. Two days in Bangkok had been more than enough.

The gleaming DC-3 was surrounded by Vietnamese and American military police as soon as it touched ground. The pilot’s voice, tinged with annoyance, came over the loudspeaker: “Please remain seated until the authorities have inspected the plane.”

“I’m trapped,” Minh thought, sure that he was about to be arrested as a neutralist.15 Jennifer’s face flashed into his mind: her ironic mouth, her shining hair, her legs, the way she embraced him, the times they had spent together in New York, the conversations they had had, all these memories came to his mind like torrential rain on a hot afternoon.

The rear door of the plane opened. Two MPs, one American, one Vietnamese, approached him.

“Professor Tran Van Minh, please follow us,” the American MP commanded in a terse voice. “No others may leave.”

Minh was sure now that he was being arrested and on his way to execution. He wondered why they didn’t handcuff him. The execution, he speculated, would take place tomorrow morning at Ben Thanh Central Market, the same place they shot the young mechanic Nguyen Van Troi, who had attempted to assassinate Secretary McNamara when he visited Saigon. He would have several hours left to think of Jennifer, or perhaps, if he was allowed, to write her a poem.

Minh looked around. The airfield was a gigantic garrison: rows and rows of all types of planes, some camouflaged, some about to depart, with soldiers and pilots everywhere. It was hot, but he forced both heat and terror out of his mind. Suddenly he heard a familiar voice calling his name.

“Anh, Brother, Minh, I’m coming.” A wave of relief flooded Minh as he recognized An running toward him, his sword dangling on his waist, one hand holding his army cap. The two MPs stood at attention and saluted.

“You may go now,” An told them before turning to embrace Minh. “You must have thought some trouble was waiting for you. I’m sorry. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later.” He hugged Minh again and looked him over. “You look very healthy, very well indeed.”

Minh laughed with relief and pleasure. “Oh, An, it is good to see you! Not only did I think that something was wrong, but I thought I was being arrested for execution as a neutralist.”

“I wouldn’t let anyone do that to you. Do you have anything suspicious in your luggage, like Playboy magazine?”

Minh laughed. “Nothing suspect. I do read Playboy, but I didn’t bring any copies with me. Why do you ask?”

“Well, the military police will search the plane and all luggage; but I’ve asked them not to confiscate anything of yours without first reporting it to my office.”

“Why are they searching the plane?”

“It’s routine. Planes originating in Laos and making stops in Thailand en route to Saigon often carry opium. In fact our intelligence agents in Bangkok signaled that a suspect—a Green Beret captain—might be on your plane. Did you speak with him?”

“No, I didn’t.”

“He is suspected by both Thai agents and our own of having been contacted by an international smuggler a few weeks ago in Bangkok. That’s all we know, and we take no chances.”

“But this plane is the CIA’s,” Minh remarked.

“That makes no difference whatsoever—on the contrary …” An’s voice trailed off. “I would have been here immediately, but I was delayed by the President’s departure. He’s going to Hue. And after he left, the chief of staff wanted to discuss some urgent matters with me. That’s why I couldn’t meet you sooner. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be, An. It’s nothing. You know, I read a lot about this business of opium and heroin smuggling16 in the American press, but I didn’t know that US military personnel were involved or implicated in it.”

“The American press always reports what is wrong with us, never what’s wrong with their own people.”

An beamed again at his half-brother as they walked across the airfield. “I’m really very happy that you’re home. I haven’t told anyone in the family exactly when you’ll arrive in Hue. I want it to be a happy surprise for Father.”

“I can’t wait to see him,” Minh replied. “And I’m so glad to see you. You look wonderful. It’s been such a long time. But tell me, why did you insist that I be here this morning?”

“Because we had you scheduled for an audience with the President late this afternoon. But now the whole plan is upset. There were incidents—demonstrations by the Buddhists—in Hue a few days ago, and the President decided at the last minute to go there to get a first-hand report from the I Corps commander. He won’t be back this afternoon, so we’ll have to make another appointment for you. Of course, you’ll have to stay in Saigon longer than I planned, but so much the better. You’ll have time to become acclimated and familiarize yourself with the political situation in the capital. You can also see a few of your friends.”

“I’ll leave everything to you, but the sooner I get to Hue the better. I’ve already spent too much time in Bangkok.”

“What do you mean? Didn’t you enjoy seeing Chamni?”

“Oh, yes, and it was good to renew our friendship. But Bangkok’s depressing—corrupt, noisy, dirty, and up to its neck in our war. I had no idea how involved Thailand is. Of course I knew there were American bases, and American soldiers everywhere, but did you know the Thais had troops in Laos?”

An only smiled.

They stopped outside an iron gate on which hung a huge sign that read: AUTHORIZED UNIFORMED PERSONNEL ONLY.

“What about me?” Minh asked. “I’m neither authorized nor in uniform.”

“Don’t worry. The guards know me. They’re expecting us.”

They were allowed to pass without question. One of the officers on duty, an Air Force lieutenant, ran after them and handed An a brown envelope marked “Top Secret.” An put it in his pocket and thanked the officer.

“And now,” he turned to Minh, “if you don’t mind, we’ll drive to Saigon in my uncomfortable military jeep. I couldn’t get an air-conditioned car from the office. My boss’s wife and children are using it for a trip to Nha Trang Beach.”

“It’s quite all right. It’s hot, but not as hot as Bangkok. It’s quite bearable.”

“Good. You’ll have an air-conditioned room, so you won’t have to suffer from the heat too long.”

They drove along a wide concrete road that cut into the main boulevard leading to the city. On the left side, a huge glass building occupied almost the entire side of the street.

“What is that big building? An insurance company?”

“No, it’s the US Military Assistance Command—Vietnam, referred to as ‘Pentagon East’ by newspapermen.”

Minh could see that Saigon, to an even greater extent than Bangkok, had been transformed by the war into a huge barrack. Military vehicles of all sizes dominated the streets. Shacks and small thatched houses were sandwiched between tall brick and concrete buildings with rows and rows of tin-roofed cabins mushrooming on all sides, even under bridges.

“Who lives in these tin-roofed places?” Minh asked.

“Refugees.”

“From where?”

“From the Viet Cong. The official explanation is that they left the Viet Cong-controlled areas because they hate communism, but in most cases they left to escape the intensive bombing of the countryside around Saigon.”

The center of Saigon swarmed with bicycles and Japanese Honda motorcycles. Minh used to enjoy the noise of the streets, so full of life and activity; but now the clamor was irritating. The jeep had practically to push its way through the crowds and the swarming vehicles. At the intersection of Nguyen Hue and Tran Hung Dao Boulevards a policeman had to stop the flow of people and cars to let them pass.

“Here we are,” An said, as they pulled up in front of a modern-looking six-story building next to the US Information Agency’s Lincoln Library. “This building is owned by the Vice President’s mother-in-law. The army has rented two floors, one for the Army senior officers club and the other a sort of hotel for visiting high-ranking officers from the provinces or, sometimes, American brass.”

The uniformed valet who operated the elevator—although it was automatic—recognized An and greeted him politely.

“Please take us to the sixth floor, Mr. Sa.”

“Sure, Colonel. By the way, Miss Tan Diep was looking for you not long ago. She asked me to tell you that she’ll be late for dinner tonight, but she will certainly come.”

“Thank you.”

The elevator door opened into a large, tastefully furnished lobby. A captain behind the registration desk greeted An with a firm handshake.

“This is my brother, Minh. He just arrived from the US. Do you have a room for him?” An asked.

“Of course. We’ll give him the best. Room number six. He’ll have a color TV and all the luxuries he needs.”

Room number six looked exactly like an executive suite in any large American hotel. Two big vases of gladiolas stood on the desk, envelopes dangling from their necks. One card was signed, “The Colonel, Manager of the Senior Army Officers Club”; the other was General Vu Binh’s gold-lettered business card. The note on it read, “Welcome home, my dear classmate. With affection and admiration. I’ll see you tonight.”

Minh sank into an overstuffed leather chair and motioned An into the one next to him.

“An, I must confess I’m impressed by the arrangements you’ve made for me. You either have a lot of power or you have a lot of powerful friends.”

“Neither. As a matter of fact, I know that I’m not fully trusted by the President. He trusts no one but his relatives, and besides, he knows that I’m your brother. And I have no powerful friends, either. General Vu Binh is actually a friend of yours. My only assets are that I’m clean and honest and the American officers who deal with me often tell the President that I’m a very capable officer.”

“You know,” Minh interrupted, “during the late President Diem’s regime, if you were liked by the Americans, you were in trouble.”

“I know. But the present President is no Diem.17 He cannot and will not resist American pressures.” He paused and then added quickly, “Which, of course, are stronger now than anytime before. But I must say he is very skillful in dealing with the Americans, and with the regional military commanders, too. He knows how to play the generals off one another to remain in power. He closes his eyes to their commercial activities and lets them operate fairly independently of Saigon, on two conditions: that they keep their wrongdoings out of the American press and keep the casualties very low.”

“What do you think of the reports in the American press about corruption in high places, among the generals?”

“Fairly accurate, except that their reports represent only one one-hundredth of what actually takes place.”

“I see.” Minh shrugged his shoulders. “By the way, General Vu Binh said in his note that he would see me tonight. Has something been planned?”

“Yes, he’s giving a dinner in your honor tonight at seven. He’s invited about a dozen senior officers, all from Hue, and their wives or girlfriends. Your companion will be Tan Diep. She’s the number one songstress and beauty in Saigon now. She speaks English—self-taught.”

“Is it essential that I attend? I don’t need another party like the one I just went to in Bangkok.”

“I’m afraid it is, Minh. These are all influential people, and they’re your friends. But let me tell you the rest of our plan. The day after tomorrow you’ll give a lecture at the Staff and Command College. It can be a straight lecture about American foreign policy, or you can just open with a few remarks and let the students ask questions. There are sixty of them, majors and up. You must be careful not to be too outspoken. There might be some students there who work for the President’s Office of Strategic Intelligence and report directly to him. In fact, I’m sure there’ll be two or three among the group. This is your only official duty besides the audience with the President, which I think will take place within the next three or four days, if not sooner.

“After that, we’ll go to Hue. During your free time here, do as you wish; but you’d better let me know in advance where you’re going so I can alert my agents—in case trouble arises. Saigon today is not like the Saigon you left. It’s full of gangsters. You know what I mean. Cowboys,18 pimps, informers, pushers, you name it.”

An stood. “Well, I’ll let you rest. It’s going to be a long evening. If you’re hungry or need anything, just call the desk. If you want to call long distance, you should wait and do it from my office. Otherwise, you’ll have to make an application for permission at the post office.”

“Thanks, An.” Minh put a hand on his shoulder. “I think I’ll take a nap.”

Minh turned on the Sony TV. I Love Lucy, with Vietnamese subtitles, was on. He turned it off and went to bed.

When he woke he thought for a moment he was still in the States. His surroundings were at least as comfortable; there were the same TV programs, the same pastel Kleenex-like toilet paper. He took Jennifer’s picture from his wallet, kissed it, and put it on the bedside desk. He resisted the temptation to call or write her: he had decided before he left that he wouldn’t communicate with her until he knew what his life in Vietnam would be like.



General Vu Binh, dressed in a dark brown civilian suit, took both of Minh’s hands in his. “Well, well, I’m very glad to see you.” He turned to An, who was also in civilian clothes.

“Don’t you think he looks younger than when he left Saigon seven years ago?”

“I think so.”

“I’m glad to see you, too, Binh,” Minh said, “and I’m very grateful for all you’ve done for me. Frankly, I didn’t expect such a VIP reception. I don’t deserve it.”

“Don’t be modest, my dear Minh. You deserve everything. You are bright, handsome, a good poet, a good writer, a professor in America, you are in love and are loved—or at least that’s what I guess from reading your recent poem, ‘Golden Thread.’ But above all, you’re my classmate and friend—and we both come from Hue.”

“Thank you, Binh. You look happy too, and ten years younger than your age.”

“Yes, I’m happy. Ask your brother. I get along with everyone and I have no ambitions. I do my duty, obey my superiors, and leave the intrigues to politicians and other smarter generals. Correct, Colonel An?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Have you told your brother about the guests at tonight’s dinner—especially Brigadier Quang?”

“What about him?” Minh asked.

“Quang is the deputy chief of staff for external affairs. I don’t think you know him. He’s about your brother’s age, but he was recently promoted to brigadier because he married a distant cousin of the President’s wife. He was the only one out of ten officers who raised some doubt about your loyalty when we met to decide on inviting you back. He said that you were associated with communist organizations in America. But we challenged him to have the information confirmed by the American Embassy, and the Embassy, fortunately for all of us who defended you, said that you had no connection with any subversive organizations, although you disagreed with the war. In fact the Embassy felt that you’ve been away too long and aren’t aware of the realities at home—which gave us one more reason to invite you back. Despite all this, when you meet him tonight, try to be as pleasant as possible, and more so to his wife.”

“No, his wife won’t come,” An interrupted. “Brigadier Quang’s secretary called a few hours ago to say that he’ll bring a girlfriend instead.”

“So much the better,” Binh said with obvious delight. “Do you know who she is?”

“Yes. Pink Orchid is her name. She’s the most sought-after girl at the New York Bar in Tu Do Street. At the moment she’s the mistress of an American Air Force general who keeps her in an apartment near the Peace Cinema. But she is also under suspicion by the special police as a leader of the Viet Cong Organization of Artists and Entertainers for Liberation. They say her main duty is to collect US dollars for the Viet Cong overseas operations—and they also say they can’t touch her because of her important connections.”

“You’re a good officer, Colonel An. Keep a complete dossier on her. It might be useful in the future.”

“I will, sir.”

“Now, dear Minh,” Vu Binh continued, “except for Brigadier Quang, all the men invited are either your friends or your admirers. I’m sure you’ll enjoy the dinner and what we’ve arranged for you afterwards. Tan Diep will be your companion for dinner and she’ll stay the night with you. Everything is arranged.”

“Thank you, but I think I’ll pass that up,” Minh objected. He was a little annoyed that his friends in Bangkok and now in Saigon thought that coming from America he should be sex-starved, and he was disgusted by the depravity that allowed them so easily to provide a remedy.

“You surprise me, Minh,” Vu Binh retorted. “A poet like you refusing to spend the night with the most beautiful flower in town? Of course, I know she doesn’t have blond hair and long legs—the willow legs you wrote about in your poem—but she’s very beautiful. You’ll change your mind when you see her. As one of our proverbs says: ‘Go bathe in your home lake. Limpid or polluted, it is still an accustomed lake.’” He roared with laughter.

Minh grinned. “I’m very tired, Binh. A long voyage, so many things on my mind. I’ll be impotent and I don’t want to disappoint a beautiful compatriot.”

Vu Binh laughed again. “I don’t believe it! If you’re tired, ask her to give you a massage. She also carries a special medicine for such occasions. She’ll sing you to sleep and you can make love to her in the morning. She’s yours for twenty-four hours if you wish.” He looked at his gold watch. “But now let’s go downstairs for dinner. It’s already past seven. Our guests have probably arrived.”

Ten couples were already assembled in the bar. Binh took a glass of scotch and soda, gave one to Minh, and in a solemn voice announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, may I have your attention, please. We must all empty our glasses to welcome home a talented son of the ‘Land of the River of Perfume.’”

“Welcome home, Professor Minh,” the audience shouted, applauding.

“Thank you all,” Minh responded in a low voice.

“Now,” Vu Binh continued, “I want to introduce everyone to our friend.”

Brigadier Quang was the first to come forward. Minh shook his hand firmly. Quang was short, about five feet, with gleaming black hair plastered down with lotion. He wore a pink sharkskin suit and pointed-toe shoes; his body reeked of cheap French perfume, Soir de Paris. He looks like a pimp, Minh thought.

“I’m glad to know you, Brigadier Quang. Is your wife here? Can I pay my respects to her?”

“My wife isn’t here. She’s busy,” Quang answered coldly. “I’ve heard a lot about you, and I’m glad to see you’ve come back to use your talents to help us fight the communists until victory.” His “eel” eyes moved quickly but stared straight into Minh’s.

“I’m afraid, sir,” Minh said, “that you’ve overestimated me. I don’t think I can be of any use in the fight against the communists, in which our army has already done so well. What I hope is to be able to go back to our hometown and teach.”

“Yes. Well, we’ll meet again, I hope.” Quang retreated to the bar, pulling his mistress, whom he had not introduced, behind him.

A youthful-looking tall man, who was waiting for Quang to leave, moved forward and shook hands with Minh. Vu Binh introduced them. “This is Brigadier Song, my chief of staff. A very good soldier when he wants to fight. In his spare time, he writes poetry and novels.”

“Oh? Have you been published?”

“Yes, but I’m nothing compared to you. I’ve admired you for a long time. I read A Flower Grows in the Pentagon three times.”

“Thank you.”

“May I introduce you to my girlfriend?” Song asked. He pushed a petite girl forward gently. She smiled broadly. Wearing very heavy mascara and a Thai silk miniskirt, she was the only Western-dressed woman in the room.

“Sir, can you tell me about the latest fashions and movies in America?”

“I’m afraid not, Miss,” Minh replied. “I know nothing about women’s fashions and I was too busy to see many movies.”

“She was in Japan recently to have her nose corrected,” Song blurted.

“I see.” Minh looked at her nose. It was disproportionately high against her moon face and flat bones. Minh thought that Song’s tactlessness would cause her some embarrassment, but she seemed very proud.

“If I had more money,” she said, “or if Brigadier Song loved me more, I would also have my eyes broadened like Sophia Loren’s.”

She grinned coquettishly. Controlling an urge to express his disapproval, Minh turned to his brother and asked, “When is dinner? I’m starved.”

“Didn’t you eat lunch?”

“No, I slept until six.”

“OK. We’ll have dinner soon.”

As the guests were eating the third course, a typical Hue dish of shrimps cooked in honey and fish sauce, a young woman dressed in a black satin ao dai decorated with small gold peach flowers made her entrance into the room. She walked slowly and confidently up to Vu Binh, sitting on Minh’s right. Binh stood up, wiped his mouth and announced, “My friends, I don’t think I have to introduce Miss Tan Diep, who is kind enough to join us in honor of our friend, Minh.”

“I’m sorry to be late,” she said in a sharp, clear voice, “but I hope to make it up by granting any request Professor Minh, or any of you, wishes to make.” Everyone at the table applauded. Minh pulled back the empty chair next to his and invited her to sit down.

“I’ve already eaten,” she said, “but I’ll keep you company. I can help you pick up your food. Having lived too long in America, you might have forgotten how to use your chopsticks.”

“Thank you,” Minh said, using a Northern accent to impress her.

“But I thought you were from Hue.”

“Yes. I was born there, but I spent several years in Hanoi during my schooling.”

“Your Northern accent is perfect,” she complimented him.

“Thank you,” Minh responded, adding, “and you are very beautiful.”

“I’m not as beautiful as the American girls,” she raised her voice to be heard by General Vu Binh. “Right, General?”

“Wrong. You are the most beautiful girl in the world.”

When coffee was served, Vu Binh stood and made another announcement. “Now that Miss Tan Diep has promised to grant any request we should make, I suggest that she sing for our guest of honor.”

“With pleasure.” She moved slowly toward the piano, which stood on a small platform in the corner of the room. A life-sized portrait of the President stared down at her. She sat down, played a few notes, and stood. “The latest and most beautiful song is ‘Golden Thread,’ written by the poet Co Tung and put to music by composer Thanh Thien.”

An and Vu Binh looked at Minh with obvious satisfaction. Minh was surprised, not only that his poem had been set to music by his friend Thanh Thien, whom he hadn’t seen in years, but that only Vu Binh and An seemed to know that he was Co Tung. Saigon was known as a city without secrets.

Tan Diep was still speaking. “I choose this song not only because it’s the latest and the most beautiful, but also because it’s about the love of a poet for a young blonde woman. Perhaps our guest, just coming from America, is also in love with a young blonde.”

She looked teasingly at Minh, who blushed and whispered inaudibly, “No, not true.”

Tan Diep’s limpid voice seemed to flow:


The cascade of golden hair

brought an avalanche of desires

a tumultuous river of dreams

Dreams of golden hair

Dreams of jade black hair—

Mingling—caressing—fondling

The lovers speak-silent

And wait

And wait

For the golden moon to rise

And for the time for going

Into Eternity



Each note, each word, brought to Minh the poignant, nostalgic memory of Jennifer. He touched his face, imagining he was caressing hers. He wished he could go to his room to look at her picture.

The song ended; the room was still. As Tan Diep bowed to the audience, Minh saw tears on her aristocratic face. He thought that he, too, was crying, but when he touched his lashes, they were dry.

Sadness seemed to have seized the audience too, these men and women whose business it was to make war and to profit from it. Yet the Vietnamese, Minh reflected, were of all peoples the most romantic: it was both their strength and their weakness.

Minh stood up when Tan Diep returned. “Thank you,” he said softly, “for the most beautiful singing I’ve heard in a long time.”

“Thank you for your compliment.”

Minh was tempted to tell her all about the song, its author, and Jennifer. Her singing made him feel close to her; yet he hesitated. Suddenly, the room exploded into long-delayed applause, and gaiety returned.

Minh looked at his watch. It was 10:30. He whispered to Vu Binh that he wanted to go to bed. He wasn’t tired, but after that song there was nothing left for him to enjoy. Vu Binh stood up.

“Our guest of honor has made a long trip in the last few days—he has experienced many sleepless nights on planes, changes of climate, differences in time zones. He must be exhausted, and I guess he wishes to retire.”

The guests started moving out, each waiting his turn to shake hands with Minh. Finally only Vu Binh, Minh, An, and Tan Diep were left behind in the spacious, well-lit room, with its decorations of flags and army insignias.

“May I invite Tan Diep—all three of you—to my room for a night-cap?” Minh asked.

“Thank you,” Vu Binh smiled knowingly, “but Colonel An and I have a long day tomorrow. We have to go, but we’ll escort you to your room.”



Tan Diep was silent as the door closed behind them. Minh watched her as she paced the floor, then walked slowly to the window and looked down into the street.

“Do you mind if I raise these thick curtains? The moon is full tonight. We may see it if the sky is clear.”

“Please.”

Minh raised his head at the sound of distant thunder. “Is it raining outside?”

“No. It’s bombing.”

“At night?”

“Yes. Maybe there are mortar shells, too. I really don’t know. But you must realize that we’re at war in our country. You’re no longer in peaceful America. Wake up to the sad realities of your homeland! The war stops only for a few days during the Christmas and Tet truces. This Tet, I’ll go to Hue to eat Tet the Vietnamese aristocratic way.”

Minh was pleased to know she was concerned about the war, although her remarks showed more bitterness than political awareness.

“Would you like something to drink? I don’t know what I have here, but I’ll find out.” Minh went to the kitchen and returned with a bottle of Johnnie Walker Red. “Do you like your Scotch straight or with soda?”

“I can drink anything in my profession, you know.” She laughed nervously, quickly. “Did General Vu Binh tell you anything about me?”

“Nothing, except that you’re the most beautiful woman in town and the most talented songstress.”

“That’s not all. I also sleep with whomever pays me well.” Her voice was harsh.

“I don’t know if I can afford to pay you well, but I’ll say right now that I will not make love to you tonight.”

“But you must! General Vu Binh has already paid me. He’ll be angry and I’ll have all kinds of trouble.”

“Of course I won’t tell him,” Minh said hastily, regretting his thoughtless words. “I’ll tell him that you are ‘all storm and rain’ in bed. Please, finish your drink. We can talk.”

“What is there to talk about? I am, to be honest, a prostitute, and you’re a big shot, an important customer. My duty is to satisfy your desires. I must say, however, that this is the first time I’ve been in this special room number six with a Vietnamese. Last month, I spent the night here with a foreign dignitary who promised to send me a diamond from Hong Kong. I haven’t received it yet. A man’s promise …”

“You may not believe it,” Minh said, “but I respect women—of all professions. I’m sure you know that Thuy Kieu was also a prostitute, yet for centuries our whole nation celebrated her and remembered her as the woman with ‘rosy cheeks and pale face,’ while emperors and generals fell into oblivion. Besides, we are compatriots and we should treat each other like brother and sister of the same family.”

“Brothers and sisters don’t sleep together, and we don’t have a genius like Nguyen Du to write verses for the modern Thuy Kieu,” she retorted sarcastically.

Her cynicism distressed him. He decided the moment had come to tell her about himself.

“Tan Diep, I’d like to tell you something. You sing very well and with deep feeling. I was moved tonight by the way you presented that song. You may not know it, I guess very few do, but I am Co Tung. You expressed my feelings in your song better than I did with my words.”

Tan Diep’s face changed visibly: her hard and cynical mask became vulnerable, fragile; her black eyes were moist.

“Co Tung! Then you can’t be like those brutal, vulgar friends of yours—except maybe your brother An, who’s a rather nice playboy.” She pulled her chair closer to his and took his hands. “You’re very handsome. You have very soft skin, too, you know?”

“Thank you. Tell me something about yourself.”

“There’s really nothing interesting about my life. I’m the oldest daughter in a family of five, a refugee from the North, twenty-three years old, not officially married, no children—except two ghosts.”

“What do you mean, ‘ghosts’?”

“I’ve had two abortions. Aborted children become ghosts to pursue you and punish you for the rest of your life.”

“I don’t believe in that, but I can imagine the agony you must have been through. Is your father in the army, too?”

“No. He’s with the Department of Education, but with the galloping cost of living the last two years, his monthly salary is barely enough to feed the family for ten days. I had to give up school to work, first in a bar, and later in a restaurant. That’s where I began my singing career—thanks to the encouragement of the composer Thanh Thien. I was his minor wife for a while, but he was so poor himself that he couldn’t support me. Once he gave a party and had to sell his bicycle to buy wine for his friends. I asked him how he planned to survive in the future and he said, ‘I don’t even know how I survived until today.’” She shook her head slowly. “Artists and writers are a sad, destitute lot19 in our country now. Only the armed forces officers prosper, and you know how they do it.”

“Thanh Thien is a friend of mine. Where does he live now?”

“The same place—off Nguyen Cong Tru Street. A few weeks ago he rented his house to a non-commissioned Thai officer and now he lives in a shanty behind his own house.”

“Can I visit him sometime tomorrow?”

“I’m afraid not. He left this morning for a concert in Dalat and will be there for two weeks.”

Tan Diep unbuttoned her ao dai. From her bra, she pulled a tiny package wrapped in red flowered paper.

“What is that?” Minh asked.

“A new drug called Heavenly Ectasy, made of cocaine, heroine, and a Mexican liquor. It’s very expensive but terrific. Your soul and body seem to dissolve into nothingness, and then after a few minutes you want both sex and food. The dignitary I told you about acted like a crazy baby after he sniffed it. He ordered a large beefsteak and ate it quickly. Then he put on his uniform and insisted I urinate on it while sitting on his bald head. Can you imagine?’”

Minh laughed. “Where do you buy this stuff?”

“You can’t buy it. This was given to me by General Vu Binh for special occasions to entertain his honored guests. He says it’s very difficult to make, and that either the police or the army prepare it in a secret laboratory in the western highlands. They export it to America and make millions from it. Why don’t you try it? It will change your mind about your virginity, or your loyalty to your American girlfriend. Or have you had it in America already?”

“No. I never heard of it. I’ve never taken any drugs.”

“It’s entirely up to you, but you’re missing something wonderful.” She paused and lit a cigarette. “You know, I think I love you, and that’s not something I say to everybody, certainly not to any stranger. I want to make love with you—with or without Heavenly Ectasy. Why don’t you take your clothes off and lie on the bed? It’s such a comfortable bed. We live on this horrible Earth such a short time. Why waste any of it?”

Unable to refuse her a second time, Minh removed his shirt and lay down in his trousers. Tan Diep went into the bathroom. When she reappeared completely nude, Minh saw to his shock that she had no pubic hair. He turned away from her, feigning sleepiness.

“You must be very tired,” she said.

“Yes, I am. I’m sorry. Why don’t you turn off the lights?” Minh had never treated a woman so before, but the thought of making love to a bach bang terrified him.

He lay in the dark, remembering the time he had visited a “house of pleasure” in Hue. He was nineteen. The woman he had slept with there had had no pubic hair, either. He remembered what his mother had told him when he had confessed the experience to her.

“Have you ever seen a mountain without trees or a valley without grass?” she had asked. “It’s unnatural. Pubic hair is sacred to the lover.” A woman with no pubic hair, a bach bang white plate, is condemned by Heaven, she had explained, laid bare to the attacks of the White Tiger. Contact with such a woman could only bring calamity. She made a very hot bath for him to purge his body and soul of the inauspicious elements. Later, during his travels in America and Africa, he had seen many mountains without trees and valleys without grass, but he still believed in the validity of his mother’s advice.

Minh pretended to snore, but his eyes were wide open in the dark for hours. The distant thunder, the reflections of the flares dropping on the battlefields around Saigon, became tranquilizers for his distraught nerves. He didn’t know when he really fell asleep.

When he woke at eight, Tan Diep was gone. He was relieved and happy, and he felt hungry for a bowl of hot beef pho. Remembering that Kim Phuong restaurant used to make the best in Saigon, he dressed quickly and went out into the street.



“Please sit at any table, sir.”

“Thank you. How come the place is deserted? The last time I was here, seven years ago, it took me half an hour to get a table.”

“It’s still pretty crowded between seven and nine. But even then, it’s not the same as seven years ago. Then a bowl of pho cost twenty piasters at most, now it costs ten times more. Besides, fewer people eat pho at breakfast now. Rich people eat an American-style breakfast: cereal, fruit, and orange juice. But good Vietnamese need something more solid in our stomachs before we start the day.” The waitress laughed good-naturedly. “What can I serve you, sir?”

“A bowl of pho, of course, with a large cartilage, one or two drops of seasoning and some large thread rice noodles and bean sprouts, please.”

“Very well, sir.”

Minh picked up a newspaper that had been left on the next table. The lead article began: “The President, at a meeting in Hue yesterday evening with officials and representatives of the people, affirmed that the recent disturbances in the former imperial capital were instigated by communists and students.” Another news item announced the coming visit of Defense Secretary McNamara and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Wheeler, for an on-the-spot review of the war.

The waitress brought his bowl of noodles and beef. It was deliciously hot and made Minh sweat. He felt fresh, almost happy.

He was talking to the owner-cashier, complimenting her on the steady quality of her house’s pho, when he heard someone calling his name, someone whose face he could not quite remember.

“I’m Long Van,” the stranger told him. “I met you once, ten years ago, at the mid-autumn literary festival at the home of the poet Vu Hoang Chuong.20 I’ve read all your works and admire and respect you a great deal. I hope you remember me.”

“Of course I do,” Minh said apologetically. “My brother wrote me about you recently.”

“What did he tell you? May I ask?”

“Sure. He said that you’re in some kind of trouble.”

“Not just some kind—a lot. As a matter of fact I’ve been summoned to report to the special police this afternoon at three. But forget my problems. Let’s go to Huong Giang to have coffee. The flavor of any good pho must be prolonged by strong coffee, and Huong Giang has the best and strongest in town. Besides, the owner is an interesting woman. She came from Hue a little before last year’s Tet.”

“Let’s go,” Minh agreed.

It seemed to Minh that ten years ago Long Van had been a tall, muscular man. Now he looked tired, frail, even emaciated. Only his black, smiling eyes burned with life. His nicotine-stained fingers were like dead branches in wintertime. His voice was hoarse, as if it had to fight through a thick wall of smoke in his throat to be audible. Minh suspected that Long Van was an opium addict. He put his right arm around Long Van’s waist as if they were old friends; but actually he was afraid that without assistance Long Van would disintegrate.

Huong Giang Coffee Hermitage was only a block away. Pushing open the bamboo door, they saw at once through the thick cloud of cigarette smoke that all the tables were filled. A heavy aroma of cigarette and pipe tobacco blended with that of Con Tien, considered to be the best marijuana grown in the hills around Hue.

“Well, the Hermitage seems to be a very popular rendezvous. We’ll have to wait for some time,” Minh said.

“No, we won’t. There’s a small room in the back reserved for special customers like us. Follow me.”

They walked to the counter, where Long Van introduced Minh to the owner. “Madame Luu, this is Professor Tran Van Minh, who just returned from exile in the United States,” Long Van smiled. “He’s also a native of Hue.”

“You don’t need to introduce him to me, Long Van. I knew him when he was in high school, and I also know his brother An well,” she said, her face radiating pleasant surprise. “Please go to the inner sanctuary, in the back.”

There were two small tables there, one occupied by a couple immersed in serious discussion. Minh and Long Van sat at the other. Madame Luu pulled up a chair for herself. She must be in her late thirties, yet she looks like a student, Minh thought. Her face was smooth and serene, her hands immaculate and soft as if she had never had to work for a living. She exuded quiet elegance in her dark blue ao dai, brightened at the neck by a gold collar.

“Let’s drop the formalities,” she said. “I’m going to call you Anh Minh. I knew you, Anh Minh, in the late 1930s when you were very close to my sister Thai. And, of course, I know that you’re Co Tung.”

Minh bowed his head slightly. “Yes, Elder Sister Luu, I remember. Thai and I were high school lovers. We wrote poems to each other. We used to meet for ten minutes once a month at the full moon, under the banyan tree at the south end of the botanical gardens.” Minh looked more closely at Luu. She resembled her sister.

“Do you still think of her?” she asked.

“It’s as the poet said: ‘After a thousand years, it is still not easy to forget that first moment of attachment.
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