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HIS OFFICE WAS A SHRINE to Eastern cosmogony, a view of the world seen through five basic elements representing the five regions of the Earth. A heavy wooden work table occupied the center of a cluttered room. On my right, the wall was coated with red paint; on my left, solid black. Straight ahead, the plaster was bathed in green; behind me, the wall was white. In the corner was a large bronze kettle drum at least three feet high. The drumhead was engraved with geometric figures and surmounted by four bronze frogs.

“Professor Tran?”

He poked his head above the drum. “I was inspecting this fine example of Dongson culture,” he explained, “unearthed outside Hanoi in 1897. My Viet ancestors were highly skilled at mining and casting in bronze.” With a light pull he tested one of the frogs. “Some believe the drums were magical instruments used to summon the monsoon, the frogs symbolizing rain. What do you think?”

“Could be. Anyway, you’re the curator.”

“A diplomatic reply.” He waved an arm. “How do you like my office? I decorated it myself.”

I turned 360° and nodded. “Self-expression is good.”

Tran hopped over to the work table, lifted his prosthesis off a stack of professional journals and secured it to his right leg. “Our surroundings influence the way we think.” He gestured with both arms, like a conductor in front of a symphony orchestra. “The black-painted wall is for the northern region and its element, water. The south is red, the color of fire. In the west, metal is the element, white its color. Finally there is the east, a region represented by green.” He steadied himself, hands on the table. “Here, I labor at the center of the Earth, symbolized by yellow. Or, in this case, unpainted wood.”

“I understand you were educated in the West, Dr. Tran.”

“The Sorbonne, art history. Graduate studies at the University of Lyon. I now specialize in the cultural history of my homeland.”

“No doubt a fascinating subject. By the way,” I tried to bring the conversation around to the purpose of my visit, “what did you find in that packet?”

“Packet?” Tran sorted through a pile of scientific papers and located the bag of powder halfway down. “I’ve been very busy,” he muttered, and emptied the contents into a clear glass bowl. “Hand me a slide from the rack on my desk. Switch on the overhead lamp.”

I handled the glass slide by its edges. “How long will this take?”

“Quiet, please.” He spread some of the powdery granules on the center of the slide and positioned it under the lens. Hunched over the microscope, he started with an eyepiece of 50x magnification. “Drop the lamp lower,” he directed and magnified the sample by 100x.

“What does it look like?” 

“Kaolin.”

“Clay?”

“There’s something else, not an inorganic clay.” Tran glanced up sharply. “Where is this from?”

“That’s a mystery I hoped you would solve. All I know is that Tissot scraped it out of a burnt-out car.”

“Remarkable.” He tapped his front teeth with a dirty fingernail. “High temperature, an inferno really, then doused with cold water. Fire and water, red and black. That explains the discoloration.”

“Is it special?”

“You could say that.” He removed his glasses and polished the lenses with his shirt sleeve. “Yesterday I told you about the Funan civilization in the Mekong Delta. I pointed out a rare speciment of black pottery from that period. That, Mr. Cassidy, is what you have brought me in powder form.”

“Old clay,” I said with a note of disappointment.

“Not just any clay. Black pottery is priceless.” Tran raised the clear bowl to the lamplight. “Diatomacaolinite, an organic clay made up of the dried remains of once-living creatures. When fired in a kiln, the pottery made from it is light enough to float on water. It is rare, very rare indeed.”

“Are such artifacts available to individual collectors?”

“Apart from museums and sanctioned galleries, only a very serious and wealthy collector could ever hope to prevail over bureaucratic obstacles to private ownership. Though a rich man might expedite the process with gifts to officials.” He shook his head. “Corruption, the bane of Vietnam.”

“The victim was neither poor nor rich. In fact, he had a rather modest collection...if it could be called that. Perhaps the powder comes from a fairly worthless fragment.”

“Never say worthless!”

“I was thinking out loud.” I said and studied the bronze drum with new interest.

Suddenly the curator blurted, “Was anyone else in the car with him?”

“Why do you ask?”

“A woman, was there a woman in the car?”

“Yes.”

“A European?”

“Yes again.”

His slight shoulders sagged. “She came to see me last week. I’m certain it was the same person.”

“Victor’s companion came here?” I lit a cigarette and handed it to him. Lots of ceramics, I noticed, but no ashtrays.

Tran inhaled deeply. “I read about the bombing in Vietnam-Soir. The newspaper identified the female only as European.”

“Describe the woman you spoke with.”

Holding his glasses, he closed his eyes, as if darkness would help recreate her image. “Blonde. Her hair was long, wavy and blonde. Nicely-dressed in a beige blouse and long dark skirt, she had elegantly-shaped legs. Hard not to notice.” He opened his eyes and put on his glasses. “A pretty lady. Except for her eyes. They were the eyes of a cynic, one who has seen too much and lost faith. Also, she spoke French with a Belgian accent, something I learned to distinguish while studying in Paris.”

“Dominique Ducret.”

“Barbet,” he corrected. “She introduced herself as Dominique Barbet.”

“An alias. What did she want from you?”

“The appraisal of a porcelain dragon, nothing I considered particularly valuable. She seemed much more interested in the Funan exhibit. Unfortunately we were interrupted by a telephone call from the head curator and by the time I got off the line, she was gone.”

“What day of the week was this?”

“Friday. On Saturday I came in early to prepare an animal figurine made of black pottery for display, but it was missing.”

“You think she stole it?” 

“The police were not hopeful it would ever be recovered.”

“The item, what was it like?”

“A black elephant with ivory tusks, rubies for eyes. It was approximately eighteen by twenty-four centimeters, an exquisite example of unglazed Funan pottery.”

I turned to leave. “You’re probably right about the girl. Sounds like Dominique Ducret.”

“I’m not saddened by her death. She was a thief.” He carefully lifted the slide and deposited the powder back into the clear bowl. “This may be all that is left of a national treasure. Such a terrible waste.”

I patted him on the back. “Keep the powder.”
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DELON SHIFTED SKILLFULLY through the gears of his Peugeot sedan, taking us north on the rue Verdun. A mile past the racetrack where Fast Eddie had ridden thoroughbreds imported from North Africa, he pulled onto the shoulder and switched off the motor.

“Bao Minh is as trustworthy as a cockroach,” he said, and lit a Gauloise. “First time I met him was September 1945, soon after I’d joined the Sureté. Saigon was in chaos and an American OSS officer had been ambushed near the airport.”

“You investigated the killing of Col. Peter Dewey?”

The detective tapped his cigarette on the ashtray, apparently not surprised at my question. “How was your lunch with Ray Keats?”

“Nice try, Inspector. As a cop you expect others to answer your questions. As a reporter, I do too. About that Dewey connection?”

“Bao Minh was a suspect. But Bo Tat swore in a deposition that they were travelling together to a river town, My Tho, at the time of the shooting incident. After that the blame fell, officially, on a rogue Vietminh death squad operating outside of their central command. In the end, the case was taken over by the military.” Delon looked at me. “With the challenges our army faces, a murder file languishes as a piece of ancient history.”

“And Bao Minh’s been in the monk’s debt ever since?”

“During the war he commanded a Vietminh unit in the delta. A bombing raid destroyed his camp and killed or wounded most of his men. Nursing a serious shrapnel wound to his stomach, Bao Minh led his troops out of a mangrove swamp into the jungle where, for several months they subsisted on tapioca roots, wild fruit, snakes and slugs. He used to be grossly overweight. Now he’s skin and bones. But fat or thin, the man is no coward.”

“If he’s such a tough guy, how do we make him talk?”

Delon tossed his cigarette onto the road, pointed to his right shirt sleeve. “Like a successful gambler, I have an ace in the hole.”

“Don’t keep it a secret.”

“He knows I can petition the colonial administration to transfer Dewey’s open murder case back to the civilian side.” Delon grinned. “I told him that last year. He played it cool and bluffed indifference, but I saw doubt creep into his eyes.”

“So this is your big chance, Inspector. Fast Eddie fingered Bao Minh, aka Cantho, and now he’s in the hospital full of holes. It doesn’t take a Sherlock Holmes to figure out who sent the shooters.”

“I’m a cop. Without a confession, I need solid evidence. Incidentally, we can skip the Cantho bit. He’d like to wrap himself up in a new identity, separate from any wartime associations. We don’t let him make those decisions. He remains Bao Minh.”

“Henri, my local sources are being eliminated one by one.” The heat and humidity pressed down on me like a wet blanket. I took up a copy of Le Journal d’Extrême Orient, folded it and used it as a fan. “I have a professional commitment to discover if Victor was killed because of one of my stories. As for Fast Eddie, it’s personal. I kinda liked the guy.”

“He’s not dead yet.”

“No, not yet.”

Delon plucked the newspaper from my hand, dumped it on the back seat. “A piece of advice, Cassidy. Never like, or dislike, an informant. Use them for all they’re worth and always, always keep it professional.” The policeman put the car in gear and drove around the corner to the Lucky Star Motors, a large, round neon sign over an open service bay announcing the business. He backed the Peugeot into an alley beside the two-story brick-and-stucco building and got out. A chainlink fence topped with strands of barbed wire protected a lot filled with construction equipment and supplies on the other side of the alley.

Harsh mechanical sounds invested the area, growing louder as we crossed a gravel lot and entered the garage. Air wrenches whined as a mechanic removed the lug nuts from Citroen sedan, a 1930s Traction Familiar. Parked beside it was a Traction Model 13, its distinctive windshield cranked open, the gearshift mounted in the dash—a car favored by gangsters, as was the Model 11, for its stable handling at speed. A hydraulic lift was lowering a Mercedes-Benz roadster to the oil-stained floor while an elderly mechanic in soiled overalls bent over the engine of a green Jaguar sedan, taking the motor through a high-performance tune-up.

From inside the garage I spotted a Chevrolet backed up againt the rear wall. As I approached the front of the vehicle I noticed spray-painting equipment by the right front fender. Pieces of newspaper covered the license plate. The passenger-side headlight was cracked, the trim ring dented. That’s when I was intercepted by a grime-streaked middle-aged mechanic.

“What you want? Cannot come in shop!”

I smiled. “This car for sale?” 

“Go!” he said loudly, waving a body work hammer. “Not for sale. Go!”

“Where’s the garage owner?” I asked.

“There!” He pointed the hammer at a second-floor balcony. “Up the stair!”

Delon was already halfway up the wooden steps. Without bothering to knock he opened a door and stepped inside. I ran up the stairs and slipped in behind him. As I closed the door the skinniest man I’d ever seen was hanging up a telephone and staring at his uninvited guests. To call him gaunt would’ve been an understatement. A pair of black eyes bulged from an ascetic face, narrow with wrinkled skin that looked glued to his bones. His pointed chin jutted out over a slender neck. Overall the skin was dark complected as one who spent years working outdoors. He wore black pleated trousers and a white short-sleeved shirt. His jet black hair was combed straight back and gleamed with Brylcreem. For all the world he resembled an Asian version of the actor Joey Brown on a diet that had gotten out of control.

“Ah, Inspector, no need to call,” the owner declared. “You got car trouble?”

At first I was taken aback at his ability to speak English, albeit with a Vietnamese accent. Then I wondered if the refusal to converse in French was meant as a rebuke to Delon. In addition, his use of my mother tongue indicated that he knew who I was and that was a bit unsettling. Bao Minh is nobody’s fool, I decided.

Delon bumped into a floor fan, swept the black telephone off the desk and perched on the newly-vacated spot. “I was referred to you for information.”

“Word of mouth, always best advertising.” The owner tilted his chair back, a precarious balancing act. “May I ask the name?”

“Ask me anything. I am a public servant.”

The owner nodded at me. “Your associate, Inspector?”

“Tom Cassidy, reporter for an American paper.”

Bao Minh frowned. “I do not talk to newspapermen. I fix cars—’’

“I’m not here to talk business!” Delon slammed a fist on the desk blotter. “Answer my questions or word gets out about a rich ex-Communist, a contradiction which your old comrades may feel compelled to deal with.”

“I am hardworking car repairman.”

“You’re too modest,” I said, leafing through manila files in a metal basket on his desk, searching for nothing in particular. “Your story will make a fascinating feature article, an inspiration for Vietminh agents contemplating a career change.”

“Who is the owner of the black Chevrolet with the bent front fender?” Delon asked.

Bao Minh scratched an ear, yawned. “Customer insist on privacy. You understand?”

“I can check its license. Instead I’m asking permission.”

“Inspector, I want to help. You know how it is.”

Delon lit another cigarette, leaned forward. “The driver of that car is a suspect in a hit-and-run. The victim was seriously injured and you are concealing material facts, obstructing a police investigation. Would you feel more comfortable discussing this at headquarters?”

“No need to threaten.” Bao Minh opened a drawer, took out a clean shop towel and mopped his forehead.

In the service bay mechanics called for parts. An air compressor thudded dully. The small office smelled of spoiled food, human sweat, testosterone and cigarette butts from an overflowing ashtray. Bao Minh brought out a pack of Gitanes and lit up, possibly stalling for time. Finally, he reached behind and unhooked a clipboard from the unpainted wall and flipped through the pages.

“Okay,” he said, “I know civic duty. A Mr. Phan deliver car.”

“Phan? Sammy the Phan?” Delon glanced at me. “Sammy’s not at the hard end of things. He operates in the Black Market.” The detective stared at the garage owner. “Someone else was driving at the time of the incident.”

“You mean accident. Inspector, this is touchy subject. I can get in lot of trouble talking to police. I mean, I got reputation to maintain.”

“You know everything about cars in Saigon.” I took a yellow piece of paper from the basket. “A work order for a 1949 Hudson Commodore, dated October 16, 1951. The Lucky Star Motors has a contract to service vehicles from the American Legation’s motor pool?”

Delon grabbed the paper, stuffed it in his pocket. “Well?”

“I try to be good citizen,” Bao Minh stressed.

The detective laughed appreciatively.

“Inspector, what hospital is victim at? I send flowers.”

“I’m sure you’d like to.”

“Our talk remain confidential, yes?”

“If you can’t trust the police, who can you trust?” Delon held out open palms, slid off the desk and left the office.

As we drove away I said, “So the cars are picked up at the motor pool and driven to Lucky Star Motors. Except, occasionally, the driver takes an indirect route. Or a mechanic goes on a long test drive. Easy enough for another person to borrow the car for a prearranged fee. Any incidental damage incurred is fixed before the car is returned to the legation. All very neat.”

“Call me tonight.” He checked his wristwatch. “In an hour I’ve a meeting concerning security arrangements for the Kennedys.”

“Maybe I’ve got time for a bit of shopping at the Ben Thanh market.”

“Cassidy, I know what you’re thinking. The black market can be a dangerous place to ask questions. Even a small-time hustler like Sammy the Phan might react unpredictably.”

“Why
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