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In Indochina we have allied ourselves to the desperate effort of a French regime to hang on to the remnants of empire.

—Congressman John F. Kennedy

––––––––
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“He’s not a politician, he’s a character in a novel!” Murray Kempton on Bobby Kennedy. From Robert F. Kennedy: a Memoir, by Jack Newfield

––––––––
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I am a part of all that I have met; 

Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough

Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades

Forever and forever when I move.

—Tennyson’s “Ulysses”

––––––––
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So thou, O son of man, I have set thee a watchman unto

the house of Israel; therefore thou shalt hear the word 

at my mouth, and warn them from me.  Ezekiel 33:7

RFK’s words to Tom Cassidy, The Watchman of Saigon
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Black Elephant


Chapter 1


October 1951
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In Saigon, tamarind trees line the wide boulevards. The French dine at sidewalk cafés on the rue Catinat. Taxis and trishaws and bicycles fill the Place du Theatre.

“There’s a blonde in his car,” Vinh said, and focused his camera on a black-and-maroon Citroën.

“No pictures,” I said. “Pictures make him nervous.”

Reluctantly, Vinh lowered the camera. “Why is Victor Chong with European lady?”

I shrugged. “He’s a businessman.”

“Making a deal in parked car?”

“In America, people do everything in their cars.” I saw Victor’s hands gesturing inside the Traction Avant, a four-door Citroën with a long hood, sweeping front fenders, and big, freestanding headlights. “Actually, it looks like he’s arguing with her.”

“He has wife and concubine, Mr. Cassidy. Now this woman.”

“The main thing is, he’s got something for me. And Vinh, I’ve told you before...call me Tom.”

“Sure, your name is Tom.” He replaced the lens cap on his Swedish-made Hasselblad. “Americans...so informal. Not like French.”

Another sultry day. I loosened my tie and searched the pockets of my linen suit for cigarettes. Instead, I found a letter from my editor, Lyman Burke. On the other side of the world it was still Monday, a mid-autumn evening in the nation’s capital.

“The afternoon readers of the Washington Star want more stories of the French Foreign Legion in action,” I said. “No one wants to know how the fighting in Indochina affects Vietnamese civilians.”

“You care too much, Mr. Cassidy. News is business and pictures make story. Life magazine photographer told me last week.”

Finally I dug out a pack of Camels and lit one. “Maybe you’re both right,” I said, and tore open the envelope.

According to Burke, John F. Kennedy and some members of his family were flying into Saigon on Friday, the 19th of October. My new assignment was to meet them at Tan Son Nhut airport and file daily reports on Congressman Kennedy’s fact-finding tour of Vietnam. Seeking to boost his foreign policy credentials, Representative Kennedy had already visited Israel and was now in India, a guest of Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Next stop on the trip around the world was French Indochina, a colony presently in a state of war. Censors at Saigon’s General Post Office reviewed all incoming cables, which explained Burke’s reluctance to send a telegram. A letter was still considered private correspondence.

I looked up as a group of schoolgirls rode by on black bicycles. There were all dressed in white ao dais—close-fitting, knee-length gowns with high collars, worn over loose silk trousers. When they turned the corner onto the rue d’Espagne I caught my reflection in a café’s plate glass window. A slender man of average height stared back. He had dark hair, even features and tired eyes—the eyes of a man badly in need of sleep. I turned away from the window.

“I’ve slogged through flooded rice paddies with battle-hardened paratroopers and the story’s always the same.” I flicked a half-smoked cigarette into the gutter. “The Mekong Delta belongs to French forces by day, Vietminh by night. This city isn’t much safer. Grenades rolled down the aisles of crowded movie theaters, boys on bicycles throwing bombs into restaurants. How many cafés are left in Saigon without iron grilles in front?”

Vinh glanced over his shoulder at the open-front bar. “Besides this?”

“Exactly.”

My assistant lit a foul-smelling local brand and shuffled his feet. “Mr. Cassidy, I am second photographer for you. What happened to first?”

“He quit.”

“Quit, not fired?” Vinh waved his unfiltered cigarette in small circles. “You can count on Vinh Tuan Duc! Call me Vincent, name given in Secondary School by Jesuit headmaster.”

“Vincent as in Van Gogh?”

“Father Bernard loved paintings, the many colors.”

“So as an informal American I should call you Vinnie. Vinnie Vinh?” I shook my head. “No, I think not. You are Vinh.”

How to explain? I wondered. Two weeks ago my original photographer/assistant in Vietnam had failed to show up for work. His neighbors hadn’t seen him for days and, evidently, he had no known family. Even the police couldn’t find him. The man had simply disappeared. For the first time I really studied Vinh. Close to fifty, of short stature with black hair turning silver at the temples, he always wore the same dark trousers and white short-sleeve shirt. In addition to speaking passable English, he was fluent in French, Cantonese and, of course, Vietnamese.

I checked my watch “After this we’ll stop at the GPO and run my telegram past the censor. Fortunately, Jean-Paul is on duty today. He’s in love again, a taxi girl at the Moulin Rouge in Cholon, so he’ll be in a good mood.” I lowered my voice. “I’m talking front page news here, Vinh. The French liaison officer to the U.S. military aid program has ties to the black market and Victor’s got a picture of him dining at the Palais de Jade with the leader of a criminal society.”

“Binh Xuyen?” Vinh whispered, and blotted his face with a plaid handkerchief. “Mr. Chong took photo?”

“I’m not sure. Victor’s not a real hands-on type of guy.”

A late-model Hudson Commodore pulled alongside the 1939 Citroën, its V8 engine rumbling with untapped power. The long-haired driver moved over to the passenger-side window and handed a package to Victor Chong. How many Hudsons in Saigon? I asked myself.

Urgently, I said, “Pictures of the American car, Vinh. The blue one!”

While he pressed the shutter over and over, the driver slid back behind the wheel of the big automobile and drove slowly around the Citroën onto the Boulevard Bonnard. In the Traction Avant, the blonde took the brown-paper wrapped parcel from my source, shook it, and set it on the back seat. Then she leaned toward Victor, planted a kiss on his cheek, opened her door and extended a long shapely leg. A scarlet dragon tattoo on her right ankle caught my eye. 

Suddenly, there was a blinding flash and an explosion. The shock wave knocked me off my feet. From the ground I saw Vinh, prone on the cobbled sidewalk, covered with bits of glass, blood trickling from his fingertips. A second, and louder, blast rocked the avenue. The Citroën was now a shapeless blur of orange flames and black smoke. As a breeze partially-dispersed the thick smoke, I saw the automobile’s paint blister and peel. Then the tires were burning and toxic fumes merged into a heavy brown cloud of superheated gases that swirled crazily upward.

I got to my feet slowly and lurched toward Victor’s car but was instantly repelled by the intense heat. As I recoiled, I remembered a story from the Old Testament Book of Daniel about three young men who had been cast into a fiery furnace in Babylon but were kept alive by an angel—saved by their faithfulness to the God of Israel. However, Victor Chong had served only himself and his gods were idols. I couldn’t rescue him. No one could.
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A few yards away on the sidewalk a navy blue high heel shoe lay on its side, the foot and tattooed ankle still in it. I took off my suit jacket and draped it over the lady’s shoe, then leaned back against the white-painted trunk of a flowering tamarind and gradually lowered myself to the ground. Inside the café, tables and chairs were overturned and the jagged pieces of a mirror rested atop the bar. A French sailor in uniform staggered from the wreckage, dazed and wounded, blood coursing from his ears. An unbroken bottle of Dubonnet rolled past the stunned patrons and landed at my side. A small blessing.

“Are you hurt?” I asked Vinh. My ears felt plugged up, as with balls of cotton wool.

“No.” He reached for his camera. “Pictures of damage, that’s the key.”

I nodded. “Sure, get some shots from the Continental Hotel.”

Vinh shrugged apologetically. “One man’s bad luck, another man’s opportunity.”

Now alone with the dead, I opened the bottle of fortified wine and drank. When I heard the bells of the fire brigade I realized that my eardrums were recovering from the pressure. Behind me, a car scraped along the curb, its klaxon cut off. A door slammed shut and a stubby shadow fell across my outstretched legs.

“Monsieur Cassidy, such an exciting life you lead. Who needs a dispatcher when I can simply follow you around?”

“Delon,” I said, and swallowed more wine. “I was waiting here for a friend.”

“Yes, I can see that. Who was in the car?”

“You’re the investigator,” I noted tactfully.

Henri Delon was fortyish, a veteran of the postwar years in Indochina. He took the bottle from my hand and emptied it into the gutter. “Why should I bother to investigate? You are a famous correspondent, a witness to history. You should tell me what happened.”

“A car caught fire.”

“Not good enough.”

“Hey, I’m just a hard-working reporter.”

“With sources only dollars can buy.”

I shrugged. “Probably better than yours.”

“Because your expense account is fatter.” In exasperation, Delon ran a hand through his thinning hair.

Water from the fire hoses had extinguished the blaze and a gray mist of smoke and moisture drifted over the rue Catinat. Gendarmes in tropical whites and stiff-brimmed kepis swarmed over the Place du Theatre where the force of the blast had blown metal fragments and shards of glass. Ambulances lined the square, waiting for victims to be loaded for the ride to Saigon’s General Hospital.

“Shall we talk in my office at Sureté headquarters?”

“Air-conditioned?”

“Alas,” Delon laughed, “we are on a tight budget.”

“What exactly do you want from me, Inspector?”

“Confirmation.” The French policeman brushed specks of soot off his suit. “That Citroën belonged to Victor Chong?”

“You knew him?”

“Many people knew poor Victor.”

“Then you don’t need me.” I grabbed a low-lying branch and pulled myself up. “Oh, there was a lady in the car with him.”

Delon leaned down, lifted my coat. “Only a foot and a shoe remain? A noble gesture, Thomas Cassidy.” He let my coat fall back to the sidewalk, patted his coat pockets and drew out a light blue pack of cigarettes. “Our pathologist will identify her.”

“I thought you knew everyone in Saigon.”

“Only the living,” the cop said, and lit the Gauloise.

An unsmiling gendarme shoved Vinh against the tree. “Here he is, Inspector.”

Delon held out a hand. “The film will be of interest to my lab people.”

Vinh hesitated. “Pulitzer Prize quality shots, Mr. Cassidy.”

Delon snapped his fingers. “Hand over the roll. Now.”

Vinh removed the film, placed it in the cop’s open palm. “Can I have prints?”

“They’re evidence. Forget about them.” Delon pocketed the film roll, went to his car and opened the rear door of the black Peugeot 203. Scanning the scene of destruction, he said, “Time to go. We can’t help the firemen do their job here. As for corpses...?” He gave a Gallic shrug.

“You’re a hard man,” I said, and gave him a contemptuous look.

“Cassidy, in case you hadn’t noticed, there’s a nasty little war going on. Hardly the time to play nice.”

“One question, Inspector. How’d you get here so fast?”

Delon brightened. “Once in a while, even the police get lucky. Seems Commissaire Monet was across the square at the Opera House and heard the explosions. He called it in, a Communist attack—part of the daily routine in this city.”

“Not so routine for the victims.”

“Mr. Cassidy, if you will please join me?”

“I have a choice?”

The policeman smiled thinly. “This is a French colony and you are an American, an ally of France. What does that suggest?”

I climbed into the sedan, closed the door and rolled down the window. “Vinh, go to the Pasteur Clinic for treatment. Put it on my tab.”

As my photographer shuffled away, I surveyed the street through the police car’s dirty windshield. A pall of smoke hung over the rue Catinat and Place du Theatre and the air smelled of burning rubber and gasoline fumes. Shattered glass littered the sidewalk in front of a boutique near the gutted car.

Delon sat in front next to the police driver and said over his shoulder, “Welcome to Vietnam.
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As the gendarme steered the Peugeot past the scorched hulk of Victor’s automobile, I turned back to look at the twisted remains. The vertical radiator grille was blackened, the bulbous headlamps had melted, the windows were gone, and the two-tone paint was stripped down to bare metal, leaving a shell not unlike that of a giant eviscerated beetle.

“Turn right,” Delon instructed the driver, and dropped his cigarette out the window.

“Sureté offices are on the rue Catinat,” I pointed out.

“Change of plans. There’s nothing like a leisurely drive through the Paris of the East, don’t you agree?”

“Inspector, where are we going?”

“Cholon. We’re going to Cholon.”

“Mind telling me why?”

“The villa of your late associate is located there, behind St. François Xavier’s Church.”

“Pull over,” I told the driver. “Stop the damn car!”

“While Jean-Claude is in uniform, he takes orders from me. You ought to try and see things from my perspective, Cassidy. Victor was one of your regular sources.”

“And yours.”

“Not the French Sureté. I never worked with him.”

“Look, Inspector, I’m not your partner.”

“Cassidy, I’ve read your file. You were a military policeman in the war. Also, you served in Japan during the Occupation as an MP. So you should keep an open mind.”

“You’ve no right to maintain a file on me. I’m an American citizen!”

Delon sighed heavily. “I know what you are...a man as dedicated to his work. As am I. But don’t be naïve. I do have the right.” The policeman lit another Gauloise. “You cover Vietnam only with the permission of the colonial government, just as French journalists must obtain credentials to report on events in American-controlled territories.”

I gave up arguing and watched bicycles, pedal-trishaws and delivery vans jostle for position on the boulevard. Business as usual until eleven o’clock when shoppers, store owners, retail and administrative workers streamed out of the commercial district and headed home to quiet residential neighborhoods for long lunch breaks—a respite from the fierce midday heat. After passing the railway station, Jean-Claude cut over to the rue du Colonel Grimaud and drove alongside the southern tracks of the Chemin de Fer de l’Indochine.

Then we were into Cholon, Saigon’s Chinatown, a place of weathered shophouses and narrow streets, where merchants labored under wood-bladed ceiling fans, selling gold jewelry and jade, herbal medicines, rubber sandals, and all manner of dry goods. Red-lacquered ducks and chunks of pork dangled from aluminum hooks in meat shop windows. In addition, there was a pungent, pervasive aroma of charcoal, incense and human waste. The air felt hot and moist with the promise of rain.

Behind St. François Xavier’s, the driver turned onto a street of whitewashed villas with orange tile roofs. A submachine gun-toting gendarme stood guard outside the high stucco walls of Victor Chong’s residence. Delon got out of the car, dropped his half-smoked cigarette in the gutter and entered the grounds through an open wrought-iron gate. On either side of the red brick walkway, the grass was deep green and wet from a recent watering. There were flame of the forest trees, giant ferns, groves of bamboo and, on the verandah, impatiens in raffia baskets hanging from a scrolled-iron balcony.

A stooped Chinese woman dressed in a starched, pajama-like sam foo met us at the front door, then hobbled off into the darkness of the house. While Delon waited on the verandah, I brushed past him through the hall into the living room and drew back the heavy drapes. The hardwood floor was covered with a frayed Oriental rug and there were art objects on a varnished mantel—a golden Buddha with pearl eyes, a bronze tiger poised to spring, a jade dragon, a river dolphin carved from an ivory tusk. I noticed four dust-free rings, evidently marking a vacated spot.

I wandered around the large room, pausing by the circuit breaker to admire a framed watercolor of Buddhist monks fighting outside a monastery. I recognized the setting as the Shao Lin monastery, birthplace of Chinese martial arts. There were also brush stroke paintings on the walls, scrolls of landscapes mostly. Above a cinnabar lacquerware chest was a finely-detailed portrait of a warrior clad in bamboo armor, flowing robe and piked helmet. I knew enough of Chinese history to identify Kuan Yu by his long hair, full mustache and black beard. Elevated to the status of a god centuries ago, he was now known as Kuan Kung, God of War, the patron deity of Chinese Secret Societies. In fact, the Triads based their blood vow on Kuan Yu’s Oath of the Peach Garden, taken straight out of the historical novel, Romance of the Three Kingdoms.

Returning to the entry hall I noticed Delon was holding the pudgy hands of a full-figured woman. Apparently, the widow Chong. She was dressed in a black silk dress and her hair, streaked with gray, was pulled back into a severe bun. Delon was explaining that, due to the circumstances surrounding her husband’s recent death, an immediate and thorough search of the premises was required. Considering that her husband’s car had gone up in flames less than two hours ago, her appearance and composed demeanor were remarkable, I thought.

Looking for something to drink, I went to the kitchen, unlatched the screen door of a freestanding cupboard, took out a glass tumbler and filled it from a porcelain pitcher. Suddenly a Vietnamese girl stepped through a door open to the back garden, a bouquet of frangipani blossoms—tiny white flowers for the burial garland—in her arms. She wore a light blue ao dai over white silk trousers and her black, lustrous hair fell, unbound, to her breasts. Shafts of light passed through the slatted windows and highlighted her delicate features for a brief, unguarded moment, then she looked up and her eyes opened wide. Without a word, she dropped the flowers and darted out into the garden.

Nice going, I told myself, you’ve just frightened a girl. I picked up the bouquet and jammed it into the water pitcher.

“Cassidy, we’ve got a big house to cover,” Delon said from the hall. “I know it’s unusual for a member of the press to work directly with the police, but you knew Victor personally.”

I joined him at the foot of a staircase. “Everyone thinks they knew Victor, but no one really got close to him except his women. By the way, did you notice someone here besides Mrs. Chong and her housekeeper?”

Delon rolled his eyes. “I should have left you on the rue Catinat. You want to stand around, waiting for the forensics team?” He climbed the stairs. “We’ll start up here.”

The girl with the raven hair was on my mind. Eventually I followed the cop and entered a bedroom filled with solid teak furniture. While he checked under the bed, I inspected a collection of shiny lacquerware boxes. On a side table under a window overlooking the front lawn was a ceramic water basin, painted in red and green hues, with a blue underglaze. The rim of the bowl felt rough, unglazed, a common feature of Vietnamese pottery. I was familiar with the design: the Chinese “Three Friends” motif of pine trees, plum blossoms and bamboo.

“A well-used mattress,” Delon announced, smiling. He slipped his thick hairy fingers between the bed boards and mattress. “You’ve got to admire a man who takes care of his wife.”

Here was a new side to the colonial policeman, I told myself. Was he expressing envy or humor? “Victor didn’t impress me as a husband who doted on his wife. He was a relentless dealmaker, the consummate middleman.”

Delon grunted and lifted an edge of the Persian carpet. “Found anything yet?”

“Gold cuff links and tie bars, oily combs, wooden-handled hair brushes, loose change, some piaster and franc notes.” I finished rummaging through the top drawer of a hardwood bureau. The lower drawers were stuffed with neatly-folded cotton singlets, boxer shorts, black socks and starched dress shirts. “Nothing very incriminating.”
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While Delon was absorbed with the contents of Madame Chong’s wardrobe of brocade gowns, I crossed the hall to a study with a window facing the backyard of the walled compound. Scarlet hibiscus and purple bougainvillea shrubs lined the stucco walls by the alley. Banana, lime and frangipani trees were scattered over the grounds. The old housekeeper came into view carrying a shallow basket of red chillies and, behind her, an elderly gardener tended the flower beds—rows of blue lilacs, gardenias, red camellias.

Turning from the window I saw bookcases filled with French editions of Jules Verne, Dumas, Hugo and Saint-Exupéry. I recalled my weekly meetings with Victor at the Vieux Moulin where he had waited with a cup of café au lait and a Chinese or French language newspaper, never a book. And now, la bibliothéque Chong!

I moved to a roll-top desk, opened my penknife and sprung the lock. Inside were fountain pens, a bottle of India ink, paper clips, rubber bands, blank writing paper and envelopes. The drawers also held receipts for household purchases and minor business dealings. Obviously, Victor was careful not to leave records of his more controversial transactions lying around.

Returning to the shelves, I ran my fingertips along the spines of the hardbacks, stopping only when I reached a row of Zane Grey westerns. Victor had spoken English, albeit with a thick accent, but I couldn’t remember seeing him reading anything in the language. I pulled out a volume and idly skimmed the pages. More than curious now, I removed more of the western novels until a cutout in the bookcase’s wooden backboard was exposed. Inside the square hole, a single-disk combination lock.

“In the study!” I called out.

Delon came quickly, set his jacket on an upholstered reading chair and took off his tie. “Now you can understand why I brought you along. While I’m wasting my time picking through foundation garments you locate a wall safe.”

“Can you crack it?”

“Given time, yes. Help me empty the shelves.” After the books were stacked in front of the desk, he pulled the bookcase away from the wall, pulled up a hard wooden chair and sat down. Staring at the safe, he said, “A Mosler, built in Ohio. Reportedly there were Mosler vaults in Hiroshima that withstood the atomic bomb. Now that’s what I call a safe!”

I lit a couple of Camels, handed one to him. “How long will it take?”

“Only one ring of combinations; however, I don’t get a lot of practice nowadays.”

“This was part of your police training?”

“An associate in the Resistance taught me his prewar trade.” Delon stood up. “I keep a bag of tools in the trunk of the car. Be back in a few minutes.”

Left alone, I flicked on the ceiling fan and flipped through a pile of black-and-white postcards from France—photos of nude women in a variety of suggestive poses. One lady was stepping out of a claw-footed bathtub. She reminded me of Rosalind, my ex-wife from a short-lived postwar marriage.

Delon reappeared, a black leather satchel in his left hand. “Put those cards away, Cassidy. They’ll rot your brain.”

“Let me guess, you attended Jesuit schools.”

He set the bag on the rug. “As a policeman, I see everything. I don’t have to like it.” He took a stethoscope from the satchel. An ice pick tumbled out with it, tangled in the rubber tubes. Freeing the sharp tool, he dropped it back in the bag, straightened the tubing and fitted the earpieces. “Finding the tumblers calls for good ears and a light touch.”

“Hardly your style,” I commented.

“Quiet.” He placed the flat stainless steel disk on the lock and slowly spun the dial. Fifteen minutes later the final tumbler fell and he pulled open the safe’s door. Reaching in, his hand came out clutching several rubber band-wrapped bundles of American bills. “Hundred dollar notes,” he said admiringly. “There must be thousands of dollars here, more than I make in years. And that’s not counting the gold. It’ll all have to be logged in as evidence.”

“Let me take a look.” Without waiting for the policeman to object, I latched onto a pair of manila envelopes stuffed at an angle in the safe. Using my knife again, I broke the seals of red wax on them. Inside the first were grainy photographs of people and buildings, obviously taken from a distance. The second envelope contained more black-and-white prints, of better quality, twenty dated photographs of people in all. Most of the subjects were strangers to me. The last picture revealed a swarthy, heavy-set Vietnamese in profile. Dressed in an ill-fitting gabardine suit, he was holding a brandy snifter. Beside him stood a European wearing a white braided kepi and the dark epaulettes of the Foreign Legion. I showed the picture, dated September 21, to Delon. “Who’s the big guy and where was this taken?”

The cigarette butt fell from his lips. “Give me those,” he said angrily, and moved the photo of the European officer to the bottom of the pile. Tapping the photo of the fat man, he said, “This fellow is a gangster, currently under investigation. So stay away from him. As for the place, it’s the Grande Monde Casino in Cholon. See the fair-haired gentleman in the foreground? An American official.”

“Never seen him before.” The man Delon referred to had an athletic build and was dressed in a tailored suit. His striped silk tie led me to judge him as ex-Ivy League. He appeared to be in his early thirties. Towering over his Oriental hostess, he held a whiskey glass in his right hand and was grinning, apparently at something the woman had just said.

Delon lit a Gauloise. “His name is Keats, Ray Keats. Newly-appointed cultural attaché at your American Legation. The woman is Madame Lai. Operates a bordello, very high class.”

“The woman or the brothel?”

“The customers, Cassidy, I meant the customers. It’s a club for the rich.”

“Why would Victor keep a picture of a low-ranking diplomat? He wasn’t into blackmail.”

“That’s our dilemma. With his choice of subjects for picture-taking, this wasn’t part of a hobby. From what I understand, Victor didn’t do anything that didn’t promise a profit.”

“Come to think of it, we haven’t found a camera.”

“Burned up in the car with him?” Delon scooped up the cash, put it into a purple velvet bag along with small ingots of gold and the manila envelopes of photos. “We’ll get to the bottom of it. In the meantime, come to headquarters and write out a statement on the bomb incident. Bring Vinh, too.”

As the policeman left I thought of the girl, her bright brown eyes glistening in the filtered sunlight. “I’ll meet you outside, Inspector. I need another glass of water.”
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The wind picked up as I walked down the brick path to the front gate. The air carried the scent of dried fish, muddy rice fields, and the dank jungle along the banks of the Nine Dragons—tributaries of the Mekong River in its fragmented course to the South China Sea.

Entire families spent their lives on covered sampans, wearing black pajamas and conical straw hats, poling against the current to deliver fresh produce to river towns in a watery land of mangrove swamps, tall reeds and elephant ear fish. Enriched by deposits from as far away as the Himalaya Mountains, the soil in the delta was extraordinarily fertile, able to support vast sugar cane plantations, green fields of rice, fruit orchards and slender coconut palms, all in close proximity to the branches of the Mekong and a network of man-made canals.

At the gate, Delon handed me a note. “Message for you came over the radio.”

After reading it, I said, “I’ll come to headquarters this afternoon.”

Delon signaled to Jean-Claude to start the car. “You know, a newspaperman’s job isn’t all that different from that of a detective. We are both seeking answers.”

I asked, “Who was the girl?”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

“The girl in the kitchen, who is she?”

The detective had a hand on the car door. “May I call you Thomas?”

I nodded absently, looked back at the house.

“Thomas, you don’t know the game here.”

I shrugged. I could not forget that face, a face like a China doll. “Are you going to tell me her name?”

“You don’t understand. She was Victor’s mistress.”

Only in Vietnam, I said to myself, and leaned against the wall. “I still need to talk to her.”

“Forget about her.”

I shook my head.

Delon sighed. “She is very beautiful and you only want to talk?”

“Henri, what is her name?”

“Stay away from her.” The policeman got in the car and stuck his head out the window. “Now that Victor is dead, she will go back to where he found her.”

“You want my cooperation?”

“It’s your funeral.” Delon said, and lit a cigarette. “Her name is Huong. She worked for Madame Lai.”

There was thunder south of the city and the wind blew red dust and scraps of crêpe paper down the street. Her image materialized before my eyes—the darkened eyelashes, lightly-rouged cheeks, a small mouth with full red lips.

Delon continued, “The brothels are controlled by the Binh Xuyen. Believe me, Thomas, this lady will bring nothing but trouble into your life.”

“You can go now, Inspector. I’ll take a trishaw.”

As the car pulled from the curb I turned back to the gate. Delon seemed like a good man, but I didn’t need a French policeman as my savior. The gendarme on guard duty cradled his submachine gun and shut the gate in my face. Stroking the barrel of the weapon, he gazed unblinkingly at me. Maybe the girl was still in the back garden, now unreachable. I shuffled up the road to one of Cholon’s main thoroughfares and hailed a pedal-trishaw for the short ride to the Quan Am Pagoda.
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Inside the walls of the temple compound, I looked for my assistant. Vinh was a devout Buddhist, had even lived as a monk for a year. Through the crowd of visitors, saffron-robed monks glided soundlessly over the flagstones. Then a portly, barefooted monk stepped away from the procession and stood, serenely, by the gold and lacquered panels of the pagoda’s front doors. His clean-shaven head shone with perspiration and a broad reddish scar, running from his left eye to his jaw, throbbed from the exertion of walking.

“Have you a cigarette?” the monk asked in French.

“Isn’t denial of one’s desires a basic tenet of Buddhism?” I held out my pack of Camels, thinking that he looked vaguely familiar.

“It is hard for an older man to change.” He pulled out a cigarette and struck a wooden match on the wall. “I gave up sex last year, liquor last month. You must allow me this one pleasure.”

“You don’t act much like a monk.”

“It is a role I play on occasion.” He laughed heartily, his belly shaking. “While you’re here, let me show you around. It’s the least I can do for your generosity.”

Still no Vinh. I looked up at the ceramic dragons on the temple’s tile roof. “Lead on,” I said, and left my shoes by the door.

The main hall was in a state of semi-darkness. Bands of light streamed down through louvers set high up in the walls. Massive coils of incense hung from stout rafters and the smoke rose sinuously up to the ceiling. At the central altar an old woman was placing a joss stick into a sand-filled brass urn. Behind the altar was a statue of the Holy Mother Celestial Empress.

My eyes began to water and it was hard to breathe. Who needs cigarettes? I thought. Just visit the local pagoda, take some deep breaths.

The fat monk rested a hand on a glass case. “A small statue of Quan Am Bo Tat, the Goddess of Mercy...known in Chinese as Kuan Yin. In this temple we practice a form of Mahayana Buddhism, one which has many bodhisattvas—minor gods and intercessors.” He pointed to a gold figurine. “This is the god I am personally devoted to: Dia Tang Vuong Bo Tat.”

“Very nice,” I said, while looking around the hall. Where was Vinh?

“No, Mr. Cassidy,” the monk corrected, “not nice at all.”

Stiffening, I turned back and focused on my host. “How do you know my name?”

“You are writing about some friends of mine. Drop the story.”

“Thomas! Thomas Cassidy!” Vinh called, and emerged from the smoky haze. “Were you talking to that man?”

There was a rustle of cloth behind me and when I pivoted around, my guide was gone, leaving only a shimmering curtain to mark his passage. “You mean that monk?”

“Not just a monk,” Vinh said quietly, “that was the leader of the Binh Xuyen. As a child, he was left at this pagoda. The monks raised him. He has dedicated his life to that golden god, even taken his name—Bo Tat, King of Hell.”

“Very colorful.”

“No joke, Mr. Cassidy. He is not good man.”

That’s when I spotted the scarlet welt under his right eye. “What happened? Where did you go after the clinic?”

“They use blindfold.”

“You didn’t send the message, did you?”

He looked away. “I said nothing, Mr. Cassidy. I did not talk.”

“I know you didn’t, Vinh,” I said sadly. “That’s why they hit you.”
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Chapter 7
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The Renault taxi dropped me at my apartment on the Quai de Belgique. The plaster was cracked on the four-story building by the Saigon River. The yellow paint had faded, the wooden shutters were now a light green. A steady hiss of traffic intruded from the Boulevard de la Somme, broken only by the deep bellow of a ship’s horn on the slate gray river. Outside the vehicle, the air wrapped around me like a burial shroud. The sky was a black, roiling mass of clouds. Then the first raindrops flattened on the taxi’s windshield. I paid the fare and dashed into the lobby. Soon the road was flooded and debris floated past—scraps of food, sodden papers, half-drowned rats.

“Monsieur Cassidy,” the concierge said, “I put a letter under your door. The man who delivered it was very insistent.” Pierre Zola was a short, grizzled ex-sergeant in the French army who had stayed on in the colony.

“You got his name?”

“He wouldn’t say. But he was an American.” 

“How can you tell?” The Frenchman rubbed day-old stubble. “He spoke French badly.”

Too tired to pursue it, I mounted the stairs to the third floor and unlocked the door to my one-room apartment. An envelope lay on the hardwood floor and I scooped it up and tossed it onto a side table. From the kitchenette I got a glass of ice water from the refrigerator and headed to the bathroom. I pulled off my soiled shirt, soaked a cotton hand towel in the sink, and scrubbed my skin until red streaks appeared on my shoulders and neck. Then a sudden weakness afflicted my legs and I lowered the toilet seat and sat down hard. In my mind’s eye, I saw Victor’s charred body, a sacrificial offering on a flaming pyre. Not innocent, but undeserving of such a fate.

I recalled Delon’s words about Keats. The detective was clever. He knew more than he let on, I was sure of that. But he was wrong about Victor Chong’s killer. It wasn’t the Communists, I told myself. The lady in the car, she was the key. Identify her, connect her to others in Saigon and the story would unfold like a golden poppy in the first light of morning.

Eventually I pulled myself up by leaning on the porcelain sink. From the medicine cabinet I took a bottle of aspirin and chewed a couple of tablets, grimacing at the bitterness. Rosalind used to scold me for not swallowing the pills with water, but sometimes I had to feed my pain, taste the medicine and tough it out. Military training had reinforced a deep-seated need to prove to myself that I could handle just about anything. Put simply, I resisted the easy way and was not content to settle for a life of comfort. Trouble was, my previous assistant had dropped off the face of the planet, and now Vinh had been beaten, possibly by members of the Vietnamese Sureté.

I stared into the mirror. Did I have the right to risk the health and safety of others? I wondered what my father would have done, but I had no answers. Breaking off my reverie I went to a freestanding wardrobe next to my narrow iron bed and changed into clean clothes. Freshened up a bit, I brewed a pot of coffee in the kitchenette, poured the steaming liquid into an enamel mug and opened the balcony door. The rain was still falling, drops splashing on the river and marching up the embankment to the quay.

Across the wide, slow-moving river, metal cranes were lifting American warplanes off the deck of a rusted vessel. The fighters were gifts to the French Expeditionary Corps for its campaign against the Vietminh. In 1950, President Harry Truman had authorized the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG). From a supply officer attached to MAAG, I’d learned that the U.S. markings would soon be scrubbed off the aircraft, replaced by the insignia of the French Air Force.

I took the letter from Lyman Burke out of my pocket and read it again. So Bobby Kennedy was coming to Vietnam. Three more days and my friend and football teammate at Harvard would arrive in Saigon. That meant less time for me to pull together the threads of a corruption story and make any kind of sense out of it. I went back inside, closed the door against the rain and refilled my coffee mug from the pot. Sitting down at the laminated kitchen table, I hammered out the known facts on my secondhand Remington typewriter. What I knew so far was that an American government aid program was compromised by someone’s involvement in the local black market. But because some of the evidence to date was circumstantial in nature, my editor was withholding much of it from print. Regardless of what Lyman Burke did with my submissions, I had my own reasons for sending material in now. Laying the groundwork, so to speak. Finally, I tore the page from the typewriter and stuffed it, along with the unopened envelope, into my coat pocket and left the apartment.
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In the sky over Saigon, the clouds broke apart and a glaring sun heated the moisture-laden air. I collapsed my green bamboo umbrella. As I stepped into the street, a steamy mist swirled up from the asphalt. My car was parked on the rue d’Orsay, an avenue notorious for opium dens—murky and dismal establishments that operated under the protection of the Binh Xuyen, a profitable and cozy arrangement that included regular payments to high ranking officers in the Vietnamese Sureté.

Turning the corner, I spotted my 1948 Ford Deluxe wagon, a Woody powered by a flathead V8. No scratches or dents visible after a long night on the street. God hasn’t forgotten me yet, I told myself, and ran a hand over the maple and ash panels. A month ago I’d bought the four-door wagon from the Reuters correspondent, a burly Dutchman with a fondness for big American automobiles. Fortunately for me, he had just married a rich French widow, the owner of a large rubber plantation east of Tay Ninh. To please his new wife he now drove her Citroën Traction Familiair.

I seldom drove the Woody in Saigon, saving it for trips to Cap St. Jacques and the secluded beaches up the coast near Phan Thiet. It was my getaway car. But this week was different. Leaving the vehicle parked in one spot for more than a day didn’t seem wise. I inserted the key in the door lock, opened the door and sat behind the wheel, savoring the smell and feel of the interior—the lingering scent of the Dutchman’s pipe tobaccoan odd part of the charm. With the key in the ignition I turned the engine over, let it idle for a couple of minutes, then motored up the rue Paul Blanchy to the Place Pigneau de Béhaine.

There was a parking space available near a tree-shaded park behind Notre Dame Cathedral. I locked the driver’s side door and walked past the red brick church. After crossing the square to the General Post Office, I glanced back at the white stone crosses atop the twin iron spires, a sight that never failed to inspire. Once inside the GPO, I grabbed a handful of telegram blanks, found a seat on a hard wooden bench, smoothed out the typewritten page from my pocket and copied down my submission onto one of the empty forms. Usually I kept a stack of blanks at my apartment, but I’d run out.

Now and then I looked up and watched Vietnamese, European and Chinese patrons mailing parcels at the postal windows, or daubing glue onto the back of stamps from glue pots set on a long counter in the middle of the cavernous hall. Natural light fell through a glass dome in the vaulted ceiling and the building smelled of waxed floors, polished woodwork and stale cigarette butts. Noting the overflowing ashtrays, I ignored the no smoking signs and lit a Camel. At the telegraph counter a young censor stepped from his frosted-glass cubicle, a sour look on his long, narrow face. His brown hair was uncombed, his mustache untrimmed.

“Put it out, Cassidy.” He pointed to a sign on the wall. “Défense de fumer.”

I rose and approached the counter. “Why the bad mood, Jean-Paul?”

“Go to hell. Marie Ngo broke off the engagement last week, won’t even return the ring—a big diamond.”

“Tough break.”

“Damn right it is. Six month’s wages down a rat hole and all I got for it was an occasional kiss.” He leaned forward, rested his forearms on the counter. “I tell you honestly, Thomas, Vietnamese women are not worth it. They’ll take your money and break your heart.”

“There are a lot of pretty Chinese girls in Cholon,” I pointed out. “As a matter of fact, I have a friend at the Arc-en-Ciel, a waitress. I can introduce you to her.”

Jean-Paul frowned. “I don’t know.”

“Her name is Phyllis, Phyllis Wong. She’s an experienced lady, if you know what I mean.”

He shook his head. “What exactly do you mean?”

“Stylish, too. Very stylish.”

“Stylish?” he repeated.

“And level-headed,” I added quickly. “No question about it, a woman who is interested in the domestic life.”

“Well,” Jean-Paul grinned, “that’s a good sign. I think it’s time I settled down, started a family.”

“It won’t take long with Phyllis.”

“Wait just a minute. Does she have any children?”

“Two or three kids, that’s all. But no husband. That’s important.”

“As long as she isn’t divorced. I’m a Catholic. I can’t marry a divorcée.”

I smiled encouragingly. “She’s a widow.”

“This town is full of widows,” he said, and made the sign of the cross. “Okay, Thomas, what can I do for you?” 

I slid the telegram across. “I need this cleared today. How about it?”

He read the cable. “Are you sure you want to send this? Some people in Saigon might not be too happy, seeing this in print.”

“The main thing is, can you do it?”

“I guess I owe you for the introduction to Phyllis.”

“Yes, you do.”

“All right, you’ve written the words. My job is to make them...acceptable.”

“And are they acceptable, Jean-Paul?”

The censor read the message again. “Personally, I think you’re digging your own grave.”

That allusion again. I paid for the cable and went to one of the public telephones, dug into my pocket and drew out the sealed envelope. Tearing it open, I saw that it contained a handwritten note from Bill Miller, press officer at the legation. He wanted to see me in his office at eight o’clock sharp tomorrow morning. That would have sounded promising except that Miller had one unbreakable rule: he never provided an exclusive. I tossed the crumpled envelope into a wastebasket, stuffed the note in my hip pocket and dialed a local number.

A tired voice cut through the static on the line. “Inspector Delon here.”

“Don’t you ever go home?” I glanced up at a round wall clock. Quarter to five.

“Feeling guilty about that missing statement?”

“It can wait a day, can’t it?”

“Come straight to the police lab, Cassidy. I’ll meet you there in about thirty minutes.”

“I’m on my way.” I hung up and dialed another number.

“American Legation,” a woman answered in a Southern drawl, “to whom may I direct your call?”

“Cultural attaché, please.”

“I’m sorry, sir. He’s in a meeting.”

I tried bluffing. “Tell Mr. Keats the caller is a close associate of Frank Sinatra. Tell him that Mr. Sinatra is interested in performing for the boys in uniform in Saigon after he leaves Korea. Tell him that Mr. Sinatra has Ava Gardner in his entourage and needs a firm commitment today.”

“May I inform Mr. Keats who is calling?” 

“Lady, I don’t have time to play around. Maybe I’ll contact the French army. They’ll appreciate a man of Frank’s talent.”

“That won’t be necessary,” a Yankee voice broke in smoothly. “Ray Keats speaking. What’s this I hear about Frank Sinatra?”

I could hear the receptionist in the background, connecting other callers. Evidently, Keats had been standing near the switchboard. I covered my mouth with a handkerchief. “Victor Chong is dead, burned in a car fire. Any idea who killed him, Mr. Keats?”

“Who are you?” he demanded.

“Who did it?”

“I don’t know Victor Chong.”

I replaced the receiver in its cradle. “You’re lying, Ray,” I said quietly. “The correct response would’ve been, ‘I don’t know anyone named Victor Chong.’” I lit another cigarette and left the GPO. Sureté headquarters was close enough to walk to; nevertheless, I drove my car the few short blocks and parked behind the investigative agency’s forensic laboratory. What could be safer?
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Racks of test tubes, bottles of chemical agents, gas burners and glass piping lined a marble-topped counter that ran the length of the basement wall. Evenly-spaced light bulbs dangled from long electrical cords, the harshness of the glare softened by shallow green lampshades. Under the lights, white-coated technicians labored quietly over microscopes, analyzing metal and cloth samples. Exposed hot and cold water pipes rattled intermittently. In a near corner, a short and plump woman was drying her hands over a deep sink. After replacing the towel, she tied her gray hair in back with a rubber band and adjusted the position of a pair of metal-framed glasses on the bridge of her beaked nose.

I cleared my throat. “Excuse me, I’m supposed to meet Inspector Delon here.”

She turned sharply. “Mr. Cassidy? Henri telephoned a moment ago, said he’d be late. Come with me, please.” She ambled to the far end of the lab and held up a tray of tiny objects.

“What am I looking at?” I asked, and joined her.

She handed me the tray and a magnifying glass. “Tell me what you see.”

“Part of a spring, a bit of wire. Useless scrap.”

“Evidence, Mr. Cassidy. All of it useful.” She took back the tray, set it on a counter and stared at me. Finally she blurted, “I guess you’ll do.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You don’t look like a war correspondent.” She folded her thick arms over large, pendulous breasts. “Granger, your fellow American, drinks too much. He’s lost his nerve. And that Englishman, Fowler, smokes opium to excess. The rest of your lot aren’t much better. Altogether, an undisciplined group.”

“A worthless bunch of scribes,” I conceded.

She burst out laughing. “I am Marie Tissot. Chemist by training, now chief scientist for the French Sureté in this last outpost of European civilization. You, Mr. Cassidy, may call me Tissot.”

I pointed at the tray. “What about these things?”

“The remains of the detonator from the bomb in the rue Catinat, magnified 50x.” She climbed onto a high stool, placed a twisted fragment under a microscope and rotated the objective lenses. “Take a look for yourself.”

I closed my left eye. “I see faint colored bands.”

“It’s not the first bomb my team has pieced back together.” She slid off the stool and went to a green chalkboard. As she erased chemical formulas, she said, “I will give you Tissot’s short course on detonators. First, the pressure switch.” She drew a picture of an automobile on the board and made an X between the rear axle and leaf springs. “The weight of the driver or a jolt from one of Saigon’s many potholes can set it off. A Vietminh favorite.” Then she sketched two long parallel lines in white chalk and added short crossing lines.

“Railway tracks?”

She beamed. “Last year I visited Kuala Lumpur on holiday. The director of the Malayan CID’s laboratory introduced me to time pencils.”

Did she have any hobbies? I wondered. I imagined her sitting at the Coliseum Bar in Kuala Lumpur, surrounded by professional colleagues, sipping gin and discussing the latest in bomb technology. Then again, who was I to criticize? I hadn’t taken a vacation in three years.

“So, sort of a working holiday?”

“Educational, too. The Malayan communists were taught demolition techniques by British commandos during the war. Time pencils were used with plastic explosives to derail Japanese troop trains. Because of the delayed action of the detonators, the guerrillas could disable sections of track at intervals. In other words, unpredictability was a key element of their tactics.”

“That was definitely something for the repair crews to consider.”

“And, today, to give the bomber time to lose himself in Saigon’s traffic.”

With a pair of tweezers I picked up a fragment of glass. “How does it work, Tissot?”

“The colored bands represent increments of time, so the setter can delay an explosion from a half-hour up to twenty-four hours. All he has to do is squeeze a copper tube, which breaks a vial of acid.” She laid the piece of chalk in the tray under the board and wiped her hands on her canvas smock. “The chemical eats through a wire—the thickness of the wire determining the time delay—and that frees a spring, allowing the striker to hit a percussion cap, igniting the fuse.”

“Bang!”

“In this case, a small bang. Maybe a pound, no more than two, of melenite wrapped in prima cord. It doesn’t take much to blow a man to bits, especially when the target is sitting on top of a gas tank. Once the fuel heated up sufficiently, the vehicle was gutted by the secondary explosion.”

I nodded. “Victor was lucky it was only a small bomb. What if it had contained five pounds of plastique?”

“Then more people would have died, Mr. Cassidy.” She glared at me. “This is not a laughing matter.”

“I was there. I watched him burn.”

She brushed a wisp of hair from her eyes. “Henri Delon is our finest detective. He asked me to help you...in the spirit of international cooperation.”

“Well, we are allies,” I had to admit.

“Of course, you and Henri are.”

“I meant America and France.”
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