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Lei Yue Mun.  New Territories of Hong Kong

September of 1980
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Save for a pair of boxer shorts the man lying on the mattress was naked.

A compact and muscular figure deeply tanned by heritage and sun, his face rugged and strongly lined, he lay utterly still, unaware of the restless tossing and turning that had disturbed his sleep. As if triggered by some subliminal shock his eyes had sprung wide open. He stared emptily at the ceiling, where a fan struggled vainly to counter the heat and humidity of a tropical summer. Sweat dripped from his forehead and drenched the sheet under his body.

Burned into his memory were the horrors of a war fought many years ago. It had been a brutal campaign in which he’d played only a fleeting role. But in his dreams he saw atrocities. Men torn apart by bullets, brains and splintered bone oozing into red mud. Bodies sinking into putrid water, the lungs of the dying leaking bubbles of air to the scummy surface. In his nostrils the coppery stench of blood. 

And the worst torment of all... In the midst of slaughter a terrified girl lay sprawled on the ground, sobbing helplessly. 

Evils from the past, resurrected in lurid technicolour. The weeping child was his daughter.

Fear of the dark was ever with him, the black emptiness of the jungle at night, only partially countered by the presence of a bedside light. He sighed and began to deep-breathe, but it was a futile exercise. His heart was pounding away and he knew sleep would not come again before morning.

It was then that the first tiny germ of inspiration took root. Catharsis, and the righting of wrongs. Put it all down on paper, he thought. Make it a matter of record. And in baring his soul the nightmares might be kept at bay.

In the fifteen years that he and his adopted daughter had lived in Hong Kong they’d kept a very low profile. Might those years provide enough of a buffer from the past that he could start to live a little more openly? No witnesses were left to betray him; all were long since dead. His birth name was deeply buried and his history unknown to anyone. His daughter, too, had a new identity. After a turbulent start she had adjusted to her new environment. He hoped that he might be able to do the same.

As if in acknowledgement of his muse memory of a face came to him; an unexpected shaft of sunlight that for a moment eclipsed the darkness of his thoughts. It was the face of an old man, his features fragile and his skin as thin and translucent as fine porcelain. He wore a long white robe. Peace and calm shone in his clear, ancient eyes.

The man lying on the bed let out a long sigh. He turned onto his side so as to better feel the comforting glow from the lamp. Sleep would not come, he knew. But the hellish dreams, the demons of the dark – he thought now that they could at least be vanquished.

For a while.
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Ai Lanh sat in front of a clump of banana plants and watched the dawning of the day.

Just before first light she had yawned awake and watched the sun rise from behind the world, leaping from dark jungle into red sky. Now it was a bright silver circle burning through the river mists. It had rained during the night and the trees loomed spectral and grey, waiting for a first breeze to blow away the morning fog. The scent of earth and rotting vegetation drifted over her, damp with the signature tones of the river, and her nostrils twitched.

Above the valley floor soared the twin mountains that dominated the new village, their ridges and gullies climbing into the sky until they were lost in cloud.

Idly she traced the outlines of her shadow. The jut of her knees fell onto a grassy clearing, her neck and conical hat projecting against the wall of the rice paddy until they disappeared into the deep green of jungle.

Two full turns of the moon had passed since the planting. Green shoots were bountiful, but not yet ripe for harvest. The men had used soil from the tunneling to construct the earthen walls that separated the irrigation ditches. It would be a while yet, though, before the village reached completion.

The hat was too big, but it kept off the sun. Together with her knife it was one of her few possessions.  She’d stolen the weapon, still bloodstained, from Tiep when he was asleep. It was hers by death-right. Tiep had used it to kill her father.

Hers was a hard life. Every day since she and her parents had left their home village – every day she had spent in the jungle – her task had been the same: find the tall trees with their great spreading fronds and strip them of everything they could use. Some of the trees bore fat green nuts full of sweet water: Du’a. Ai was nimble enough to climb them and with her machete release them to fall to the ground. As for the thorn trees, nothing was left unused. Even their berries were edible, although they had a bitter, earthy flavour. The sweeping fronds became coverings for the huts the men were building. Vines were untangled and used as lashing for wooden beams. Many were the times she had cut herself on the spines.

Fibre from the trunks and bark, woven into matting, covered the earthen floors. That was a job reserved for the two women in the village. Tranh, the old grumpy grandmother, was grim and grey, her face a mirror of the deprivations in her life. Xuan was dark and witchy, a tousle of black hair framing sullen, sensual features. Her man had died many moons ago, burned beyond recognition, they said. No one had brought his body home. It was then that her two sons had taken up weapons. They carried knives and rifles and wore clothes that were black as night, merging into the shadows and great dark spaces of the jungle.

The two women sat in the cool of the huts while Ai did the hard work outside. Things had been that way since her parents died. Her aunt still lived in the village that had once been her childhood home, but her hut was many days journey away. Now no one stood up for her. She was the orphan, the mouth that had to be fed. The child that no one wanted, slaving away in some forgotten jungle in the middle of nowhere.

Her body was changing – just a few moons ago her blood had come for the first time – and even without a mother to nurture and advise her, she knew that her womanhood could not be too far away. Vran, the older of Xuan’s two sons, was already eyeing her in that strange, oblique way.

The sons of Xuan took after their mother, dark and brooding, a sensuality of feature lending to their faces a touch of cruelty. Ai could not have been more different. Slim and pale, she was a solemn child with a sweet expression and delicate almond eyes.

“Smile, little girl,” her aunt always told her. “When you smile, you will be beautiful, like your mother. A gentle spirit of the river.”

But Ai could see nothing to smile about. It seemed like they’d been on the move forever, building a village here, another there. None of them ever felt like home. It took an age to build the huts and dig the rice paddies, and as soon as the work was done they’d leave. Then days and days of walking until they found a place for the next village. There would always be one hut that sat on top of the gaping hole with its dark tunnels. When she’d asked the men about that they slapped her and told her to mind her own business.

They were in a war, but without battle or confrontation. That was the impression she took from her child’s view of the world. Invisible to all, they watched the intruders on their occasional forays and left them to blunder on through the jungle. They did not want the enemy to know what they were doing.

Late in the evening she would lie on the ground in the largest of the huts and listen to them talking – they called each other brother, comrade – over their meagre food. Roots and catfish from the river, and the crude rice wine they made. She learned of the invaders, the Americans: the corruption of the government, the traitor Diem in bed with the capitalist dogs. She heard of the hidden trails they were constructing, deep beneath the canopy of the trees, and of the great leader, Ho Chi Minh, who was their inspiration. They talked of how they would use the enlarged trails and the rivers to deliver arms and supplies to their comrades fighting in the south.

There had been killing, too, and death in the dark. The men away, as always, preparing the ground. Then a riot of activity as they returned, different this time, something had gone wrong, the women muttering in fear and dismay as the men staggered in, bleeding and bandaged in their primitive way. Her father had gone out with them, but he came back on the shoulders of another. Xuan had gasped in horror as his body spilled on the ground. Her two sons stared down wide-eyed with shock. Ai clung to her father, crying, calling his name. “Ba ... Daddy... ” He groaned but could not seem to see her. Dark blood streamed from a wound in his head. Pink and blue snakes oozed from his belly.

“It’s bad,” the men said. “Almost cut him in half, the dogs. Where’s his woman? Where’s Sien?”

Xuan gestured with her arm. “In the paddy fields.”

Tiep, the oldest of the men, stared down at the dying soldier. His face was lined and gaunt beneath coarsely-cropped white hair. “Go and fetch her,” he said.

“No.” Tranh the matriarch peered at Ai’s father, cursing her poor eyesight. “Best she doesn’t see him like this. Make it quick. And silent.”

Tiep bowed his head, pulled a knife from his belt and slashed it across his comrade’s throat. Blood welled in a slow pulsing stream. Ai screamed. One of the men held her tightly and put a hand over her mouth. She struggled violently, her face a flood of tears.

“No blood left in him,” one of them said. “Best this way. Fuck the white dogs, the Americans.”

Her father convulsed, and then the bleeding stopped. He became still, his eyes glazed over and something left him. The men stood around, grim-faced.

“He was dying, girl, and in great pain. We’ve done him a mercy.” The old woman’s eyes were hard, as if this were something she’d seen many times before. “It had to be this way.”

The man who held Ai released her. Sobbing uncontrollably she sank to her knees beside the body of her father.

“He was a hero,” the men said. “A true hero of the revolution.”

Hero he might have been. But he never said goodbye. And where they laid him to rest she never knew.

Her mother cried through the night and hugged Ai closely to her. But the next day she lay in the hut without moving or speaking. She remained silent and took no part in the building of the village. In the lowlands by the river she moved like a ghost through the morning mist. The matriarch Tranh hurled insults at her, shouting that she was useless, that she and her daughter were just extra mouths to feed.

When her mother was bitten by the snake she sat silently in the mud of the rice paddy until dusk fell. The men found her bleeding from the mouth and nose, her arm blackened and horribly swollen. She was unable to speak to them and died there in the darkness. They took her body into the jungle and left it for the wild creatures. After that the village makers put all memory of the incident behind them. It was as if her mother had never been.

After the completion of the village they’d left it to become a ghost settlement, a staging post, to be awoken when needed at some time in the future. Once more they moved further away from home, working their way south along the series of trails and rivers that would one day become a vital artery of supply to their comrades.

For Ai, day followed day in dreary succession. As she laboured, the sun crossed the sky until the burning heat of the afternoon became almost too much to bear.

A movement in the corner of her eye. Rippling through the dead wood and rotting vegetation at the perimeter of the banana grove.

She sat absolutely still.

Had the snake been one of the dull grey-brown reptiles that ate the rats infesting their huts, she would have ignored it. But patterned in jagged black markings – its head a blunt triangular spearhead of a weapon – this one was very different.

The movement barely noticeable, her left hand slipped under her shift to the knife she carried. It was sharp enough to draw blood at the slightest touch.

Seemingly oblivious the serpent slid over her legs. It was poisonous, she knew. Her mother had drummed it into her from as far back as she could remember. Avoid this one. It’s deadly. Maybe it was a snake such as this that had killed her.

Ai gripped the knife with the blade facing outwards, her arm flexed across the right side of her belly. She took a deep breath and exhaled, letting it out easy and slow. The slightest mistake could be fatal.

Sensing the warmth and life-force of a living creature the snake paused, black tongue flickering. As long in the body as she was tall, it stared at her with obsidian eyes. Seeing no threat, it turned away.

Now. One backhanded slash, one quicksilver movement and the snake’s brutish head tumbled to the forest floor, jaws snapping as it came to rest. The neck spurted blood, the body writhing and convulsing as if it didn’t know it was dead.

The head could still kill her; carefully she kicked it away. They could put the rest of it in a soup. Pity there was so little rice to go with it.

It was then that she realized the birds had stopped singing.
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Only by omission did Ai Lanh notice it, the silence slowly registering in her consciousness. Her nostrils flared, casting for scent. Across the banana grove the borders of the jungle shimmered in heat. The land was strangely quiet and still, as if waiting.

Over by the trees something moved. Colours and shapes blurred and shifted, playing tricks with her vision. When it cleared she saw a man standing there. A black man. She had never seen one before, but she’d heard stories. Her grandma had told her they were demons.

The intruder stood still as stone at the far edge of the banana grove, staring at the huts. He wore a helmet and a uniform that was all greens and greys. Rather than conceal him, the colours stood out starkly against the living foliage of the jungle. He carried a rifle. That she was familiar with. The black man was the Enemy.

Ai Lanh made herself blend into the earth itself, as if she were not really there. The intruder looked around, eyes shaded by a massive hand. He seemed twice as big as any other man she’d seen. Then he retreated into the jungle.

Ai ran to the hut where the old woman slept and woke her by placing a finger gently over her lips. Tranh opened her eyes instantly, but did not move a muscle. Ai whispered, shakily, “There are soldiers near the village.”

The matriarch sat up abruptly. “How many?”

“I saw one. He was black. He wore strange clothes and had a gun.”

The old woman cursed under her breath. “Did he see you?”

“No. He watched for a while, then went away. I think...”

“Yes. There will be more.”

Xuan was asleep still, lying face down with her arms pillowing her head. Tranh tugged gently on the younger woman’s ankle. She muttered drowsily and turned onto her side. Tranh tugged again. This time Xuan pushed herself upright and something fierce sparked in her dark eyes. She rolled to her feet, watchful and alert and ready.

“There are soldiers here,” Tranh hissed.

“Americans?”

“I saw one.” Ai blinked nervously. “He looked at the huts and went back into the jungle.”

“They’ll be back. Go out there. Act as if nothing has happened.” The two women bulled over her. She stared fearfully up at them, realizing she had no choice in the matter. Her lower lip trembled.

“We must show them we’re harmless.” Tranh had made her decision. “We’ll be here, waiting inside, but you needn’t worry. They won’t hurt you, Ai Lanh. You’re just a child...”
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Washington  1960s.  Two men, pasty and overweight, lay naked on their bellies on adjacent futons while masseuses, attired in the delicate style of the Geisha, worked on their upper bodies. The chamber was illuminated by paper lanterns, and Japanese paintings and calligraphy adorned the walls. A security detail waited outside the suite on seats that were way too small, drinking bottled Evian and chain-smoking Marlboros.

“Nam? We got the place sewn up.”

Neither of the men acknowledged the masseuses in any way, but it was clear to the two women that one of them outranked the other. The retinue of minders clearly underscored their importance. What they didn’t know was their status in the hierarchy of the US government.

“We got our base coming along good at Cam Ranh.” The director was speaking. “Our navy controls the coastal areas. The border with the North is holding. Can’t see how it could go wrong.”

“We need the local population on our side. We got the towns sorted. Just pour in the dollars, everything flows from that. But the boonies, the villagers and peasant farmers, that’s 90% of the country. How are we going to change that?”

“We’ll persuade them to move to the towns.”

“Easier said than done.”

“Well, we’re working on it. And when the peasants up and leave their fields, that’s less supplies for Charlie.” His body shifted on the futon. “Nam’s a proud country, been around for thousands of years, got its own culture. Ho Chi Minh is up there with Mao. This was about independence at first, when they fought the French. But Hoover got freaked, Reds under the beds, you know... So we went in, propping up the regime in the south. It stinks. But, hell, JFK believes.”

“And now we’re getting sucked into another war.”

“China is Red. Russia is Red. If we let Nam go, the Commies will think we’re soft and other countries will follow. Dominos.”

“Diem is a problem. He’s corrupt. The people hate him.”

“We got that sorted. He’ll be gone in a few weeks.” The underling frowned at that. “The next guy will be more tractable.”

“So what’s Charlie’s next move?”

“The sea is out. The border is out. We got Rung Sat sorted. That leaves Laos and Cambodia. Charlie could use the rivers and jungle trails. There’s a thousand kilometre porous zone right along that border. They could move supplies through anywhere along that line. And we wouldn’t be any the wiser.”

“Those countries are officially non-combatants.”

“They have Commie leanings. And no one even knows where the borders are, period. Who drew those lines? It’s all jungle. Anyway, we got our national interests, and they take priority.”

“So we go in?”

“We’ll send covert patrols through the area. If Charlie’s there, that’ll flush him out. OK, so they go to the United Nations, but we own the UN. It’ll be like nothing never happened. No one else is standing up to the Reds. The world should be goddamn grateful.”

The subordinate, who had fought there, said, “Shame it’s not like Korea. That was a real war, none of this chasing after shadows. Summertime, the foliage hides everything. Then, come fall, the landscape changes.” His superior stared at him curiously. “It’s like, once the trees lie bare, there’s nowhere to hide...”

With a grunt the director turned on his futon. It triggered an immediate change in attitude in the masseuses. The aide looked away, embarrassed. The woman who had been occupied with him left without comment and went to kneel next to his superior.

The aide heaved himself up and took a few steps over to the side of the room where his clothes hung in a small closet. The director was a man who took his pleasures privately.

As he hurriedly dressed, he heard his boss say: “You know what? You might just have something there.”

The geishas shed their lower garments in one graceful twirl and knelt over the alpha male. Outside the room his bodyguards waited, their faces impassive. Theyknew the routine and had been through it many times. Smoke from their cigarettes swirled like mist in the air.
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Agent Orange. Named for the colour of a stripe girdling the barrels in which it was shipped, it combined two herbicides, one of which turned out to be contaminated with a highly toxic strain of dioxin. No need for alarm, Washington officialdom and chemical company executives insisted at the time. Agent Orange did not harm humans, they said.
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Indochina,  1965
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There was little to be seen from the cabin of the Huey, and nothing to be heard above the pulsating clatter of its rotors. A half-moon glowered low in the night sky through haloes of mist. Hills and jungles drifted below in a black haze.

Dale Captree, Private First Class and on his first patrol, fiddled with his earplugs and sat slouched on his seat in a tense, buzzing maelstrom of anxiety. He had no idea where they were heading, except that it was raw jungle, and no idea what would happen when they got there.

What he did know: the conflict was escalating, getting more and more serious. The body count was rising.

That had not come up at the briefing. It was being whispered through the enlisted ranks. Word was, you couldn’t hit a bar in Saigon without hearing the bad news. Captree had not taken up with a local girl. He found himself wishing that he had. If he had to die, he’d rather die happy.
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They’d left the briefing an hour before sundown. Sweat dripped off them as the late sun beat down. Their boots pounded raw earth as the path took them along the perimeter fence close to the landing strip. It was dry as dust underfoot, but rain turned it in the blink of an eye to red, clinging mud.

The exterior looked as green as a Maine wood in June, and a cacophony of birdsong, grunts and rustles filtered through from the undergrowth. Come sundown, however, roving floodlights speared down from the watchtowers, bathing the perimeter in a harsh glow. Some of the spots illuminated the interior, others lit up the tangle of trees and creeping vines outside the base. As the darkness grew and shadows lengthened, the noises outside took on a more sinister tone. With nightfall they were reminded that Camp Sherman had been carved out of primeval jungle.

Heavy-duty metal drums stood piled high by the perimeter fence and alongside the metaled landing strip. The canisters sported a broad purple band, and letters and numbers were stenciled in black on the sides. Empty drums littered the area, stained and rusted by the rain. Most were randomly scattered but others, arranged in more orderly fashion, had been customised for the storage of fuel and drinking water.

At the end of the runway one of the Providers was preparing for take-off. Captree and his buddies stood and watched as it left the revetment and taxied onto the strip. As it picked up speed the wheels raised a cloud of red dust in its wake.

“Last flight of the day,” the guy next to him said, trademark smile creasing his cheeks. Renison sported a shaved head and a mat of stubble and was the size of a house. A blue bandanna covered his ears. In years gone by he might have led an impi of Zulu warriors. “They sprayin the jungle with weedkiller. Trees dead, Charlie got nowhere to hide.”

They’d sprayed it on the perimeter, too. For reasons of security an open zone had to be cleared round the base. The defoliant had done the job in days. It didn’t smell too good, though, or so the old vets told them.

Engines howling, the Provider reached critical speed and lifted off. For a moment, as it banked steeply to the west, a flare of sunlight splashed off its windows. Then it was away into the deep blue beyond. As the dust cloud settled, they mock-saluted the ground crew and moved on.

Captree said, “So. Four a.m. start. The ghost hours.”

“Livin in cool times, man.” Renison smiled. He was always smiling. Laughter lines were etched onto his face like tattoos, but they did not make his expression in any way more genial.

“You said it. My first patrol...” Unconsciously he tugged at his left ear. The pinna rose to a point at the top, giving it a strangely elfin look. Captree was fond of saying that was how the midwife had pulled him out when he was born. He fiddled with it when preoccupied. And preoccupied he was now, in spades.

Renison eyed him curiously. “Gonna be routine, dude. Ain’t no Charlie in this neck of the woods. It’s just a training exercise.”

Not for the first time Captree found himself wondering what Renison was thinking behind the mask of his face. Word was, the guy’d been in trouble back Stateside – he had that kind of aura – and had enlisted to avoid jail time. America needed soldiers, and that was the deal. Still, he’d take all the positive vibes he could get right now.

Located well to the west near a small border town called Trong Thunh, Camp Sherman was reckoned to be as safe as you could get. Renison, just back from Bangkok, said it was safer than rest and recreation in Thailand. He’d seen fifteen patrols, which did not exactly make him a veteran, but he talked cool. Whatever else Renison might be, it felt good to be alongside the big guy.

Not the tallest of men, especially when seen beside some of his brothers-in-arms, Captree was nonetheless compact and athletic, muscular without being stand-out butch. Half Mexican, half Cherokee from his father, his olive complexion was burnt dark by the tropical sun, and the bone structure of his face and brow over a hooked nose gave him a decisive, no-nonsense look. His eyes, deep-set and coal black, had an unmistakable oriental slant. In spite of the fact that he was illegitimate, he took great pride in his heritage. To
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