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THE DRIVE INTO THE fertile and flat Mekong Delta was uneventful, the sky cloudless and blue. By nine-thirty it was already hot and humid. Green fields of rice stretched to the horizon on both sides of the two-lane highway, a landscape broken only by tall coconut palms clustered around small, unpainted houses. Water buffaloes trudged through muddy paddies, children herded pigs and ducks on the road. Near My Tho we passed sugar cane plantations, commercial vegetable gardens and fruit orchards of banana, mango and papaya trees.

I drove through the town and followed a secondary road that paralleled the Mekong, the river crowded with fishing boats and a small fleet of sampans and small open craft out of which produce and vegetables were sold by conical hat-wearing ladies, their arms covered with long sleeves to ward off the darkening effects of the sun.

The air smelled of the sea until the road narrowed and entered a land of marshes and swamps, then a pungent smell of dead animals and mud and decaying plants rose into my nostrils. Directly ahead was an iron bridge and on the other side, a gendarme sitting on a motorcycle. After kickstarting the bike, he rode slowly down a two-track dirt road into a mangrove swamp.

I parked by the bridge. “Wait in the truck,” I told Huong.

Fifty yards along the track the gendarme braked and dismounted. With the ground too soft to support the kickstand, he leaned the bike against the trunk of a tree and lit a cigarette. Lean and dark-haired, he looked only a few years older than me.

Catching up, I said in French, “I’m Tom Cassidy. You’ve spoken with Inspector Delon?”

“Oui.” He took a long drag on his Gauloise, lowered the cigarette and pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped the sweat off his face. His head was oval-shaped, the deep-set brown eyes hinting at intelligence beyond his rank. “The name is Loiseau, Marc Loiseau. I met Delon in Nancy during the war and did him a few favors. He did not forget.”

“That’s how you ended up here?”

“A couple of years ago I wrote to him about a job in Indochina. It was either this or work in the cheese shop back home.” He spat a piece of tobacco off his tongue. “I hate cheese.”

“Would you make the same decision again?”

“Mon Dieu!” He slapped a mosquito on his arm, leaving a trail of blood. “I get paid to slog through a land of stagnant water and nameless fevers in the exotic Far East. What more can a man ask for?”

Hanging branches and dense foliage kept the banks of the stream in perpetual shadow. The scent of rotting vegetation was heavy in the air, the prickly heat a constant irritant. I was drenched in my own perspiration. “I’m going down for a look.”

Marc leaned over his bike, pulled a machete from a leather scabbard and held it by the blade. “Watch out for snakes.”

I pulled off my shoes and socks, rolled up my pants, gripped the machete’s wood handle and slid down the muddy bank into the lukewarm water. Around a bend I saw the Ford in a rare spot of sunlight on the brackish water, which reached to my waist. Immediately I saw the front end of the Woody, locked in place by the spidery roots of a mangrove. The car’s windows were steamed up and as I neared the vehicle the shiny black skin of a snake with bright yellow bands caught my eye. It lay curled on the hood, sunning itself off the reflected light from the windshield.

“Mangrove snake,” Marc warned from the top of the bank. “It’s venomous.”

“Like some people I know,” I muttered, and nudged the lethargic snake off the hood with the tip of the machete. I watched it slither off the fender and zig-zag downstream through slimy brown scum.

“Want me to come down?” the gendarme asked.

“Yes.” I tugged on the driver’s side door handle but it didn’t budge. I slipped the machete’s blade between the door frame and window and pried down until the glass broke. Reaching inside I unlocked the door and pulled it open. While water drained off the front seat, I lifted the body upright. “Vinh,” I said softly.

Marc sloshed through the stream to the Ford. “Vietnamese. You know him?”

“Help me carry him up the slope.” I locked my arms around my assistant’s chest and dragged him from the waterlogged Woody. The gendarme took hold of the legs and we struggled up wet grass and mud to where the track had narrowed to a seldom used path, ten yards from the dirt track, and lowered him onto dry ground.

“Tell me his name.”

“Vinh. Vinh Tuan Duc, my photographer.”

“Why was he in the delta?”

I sighed loudly, tired of questions. “I sent him down here. To take pictures.”

“Maybe his film will tell the story.”

I raised his shirt. “No obvious entry wounds. It wasn’t a knife or a gun.”

The gendarme rolled Vinh onto his right side, pointed at a dark bruise over the left kidney. “The silent death. I’ve seen it before.”

“Call an ambulance, then tow the wagon to a locked compound for safekeeping.” I reached out and rolled Vinh onto his back. “Marc, this is important. Treat it as an accident.”

“He didn’t drown, Monsieur Cassidy.”

“An accident,” I insisted. “Delon will support you.”

“I will have to confirm that.” He tugged on his socks and shoes and stood up. 

“The godown fire was the result of an accidental fireworks explosion or arson?”

Marc froze. “The Fire Brigade’s investigator was transferred out of the province. Some big shots from a private firm in Saigon took over. That was no accident.”

“Is there any useful evidence in this place?”

The gendarme shook his head. “Whoever did it was real careful. Anyway, the scene is contaminated by your vehicle, my motorcycle, our footprints.”

“I’ll check the Woody again, see if his camera’s inside.”

“Cassidy, with any kind of luck we’ll find the killer.” He picked up his machete. “By the way, I’ll take any film for processing.”

“Yeah, I know the drill.”

As he walked through the bracken and thorns to his bike, I returned to the Woody. The camera sat on the back seat in plain view. I opened the case. The film was gone. I looked in the glove box and, carefully, probed under the seats using my comb, in case any creatures lurked in the murky water inside the wagon. No film. I climbed back up the bank and went through Vinh’s pockets. 

A photographer without film in his camera? That told a story. So his killer spotted him near the godown, nabbed him and took him to this lonely place and stole his film. It meant Vinh had seen something incriminating. 

Now he was dead.

Mosquitoes buzzed around me unmercifully. I gave up trying to wave them off and removed Vinh’s shoes and socks. With the glowing tip of a cigarette I poked at swollen black leeches on his ankles and in the web spaces between his toes. One by one the bloodthirsty leeches fell onto the matted grass, leaving behind red welts on his wet legs.

“I can’t wait anymore, Thomas,” Huong called from the pickup truck. 

I watched her stumble through vines and thorns and over roots. I pulled on my shoes, tied them loosely and stuffed the dry socks in a pants pocket. Staring at the face of Vinh, I brought the index and middle fingers of my right hand over his eyebrows and lowered his eyelids. He seemed a man asleep.

“You’ll get that Pulitzer,” I said quietly. Lifting him in my arms I carried him along the track past a silent Huong.

She turned and walked behind me.

I laid my friend in the bed of Pierre’s truck, the heated metal not causing Vinh to cry out. I wished it had caused him pain, pain enough to yell out in agony. After I got down and leaned on the side railing, Huong climbed in and squatted beside his lifeless body. I found an old French army blanket behind the truck’s seat and draped it over his head and chest. Huong said nothing as we waited for Marc Loiseau to return with the ambulance and a tow vehicle with a winch. A couple times she turned her head, as if to look at the road. 

I think she didn’t want me to see her wiping away tears.
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I PARKED THE CHEVY truck on the rue d’Alsace Lorraine, not far from my apartment building. While Huong went into a boulangerie and bought a baguette, I shopped at a nearby épicerie for cheese and tins of meat. Carrying the groceries in a string bag, I joined her in a coffee shop at the corner of the rue Hamlin and ordered two cups of café filtre—thick coffee mixed with sweetened condensed milk. 

From a table at the front of the shop I watched the Place Eugene Cainioc and the entrance to the railway station. Finishing my coffee, I glanced at a round wall clock behind the brass cash register. At precisely 2 p.m. I got up and asked to use the proprietor’s telephone.

“We’re back. Your truck is in good shape, the gas tank full,” I told Pierre.

“Don’t come home. They’re waiting outside,” he said. “I can hear a locomotive at your end. The train and bus stations will be under surveillance.”

I sucked in my breath. “Tan Son Nhut’ll be covered, too. I’m trapped in Saigon.”

“Maybe not. Keep my truck and head north on Route 1. You can catch a flight out of Tourane.”

Tourane, the French name for a town known by the Vietnamese as Da Nang, located on the central coast halfway to Hanoi—a long drive on a bad road. At this particular moment, that part of Vietnam seemed about as accessible as the far side of the moon.

“Pierre, I’ve got more bad news.”

“Bad news is your business,” he said bluntly.

It takes a friend to tell the truth, I thought. “Vinh is dead. My Woody is drying out in a police compound in My Tho.”

“Sorry to hear that. I’ll take care of everything.”

“For the funeral, I’m leaving money with Jules at his shop. You know the place?”

“But of course. Jules makes the best coffee in Saigon. We served together with De Gaulle during the war.”

“Vinh was a Buddhist. He has family somewhere. Check with his rooming house.”

“Don’t worry, Cassidy. I will see to the details.”

“Merci beaucoup,” I said. “Back to my big problem. I can’t leave Huong here and I can’t take her out of the country. No passport.”

“We’ll think of something, mon ami.”

“Ach, no time. Your truck has been spotted. A Vietnamese cop is writing down the license number. Once he calls in a description, Dai’s people will show up. Pierre, I’ve got to make another call.”

“The river—’’

I didn’t let him finish and dialed the number for Sureté headquarters. “Inspector Delon, please. This is an emergency.”

“Your name, Monsieur?” the operator said.

“Tom Cassidy.”

“Please hold,” she told me. 

While listening to a series of clicks I grabbed a receipt pad and wrote a brief message on the cardboard backing, tore it off and folded it over five American twenty dollar bills. I gestured at Jules to come over. He read the note, looked up questioningly, then nodded his assent. 

“Monsieur Cassidy, where are you now?” The voice at the other end of the line wasn’t Henri Delon’s.

“Monet?”

“Give me your address or cross streets. I’ll send a car.”

So this is how it feels when the hangman tightens the noose. The Vietnamese policeman was working his way up the street, glancing into shops along the sidewalk.

“Mr. Cassidy, are you there? Let me help you.”

I lowered the receiver, my hands shaking. At the table I said, “Our place is watched.”

“So the apartment is off-limits. Can your American friends help?”

“We can’t ask for asylum at the legation. I don’t trust Ray Keats.”

“Then we must hide. Saigon is a big city.”

“Bo Tat has a killer squad searching. A lot of people serve as his eyes and ears.” I rested my hands on her shoulders. “I’ve got to find Bobby Kennedy, but I don’t know his itinerary.”

“Mr. Kennedy is protected.”

“You don’t understand. Monet wanted me on an Air Force flight to Hanoi. On Monday there will be a military parade in honor of the Kennedy’s visit.” I removed my hands and lit a cigarette. “Something bad is going to happen, I can feel it. And now I can’t drive, take a train or fly out of Saigon.”

“Thomas, we can fly! I know a man at Cap St. Jacques who owns an airplane.” She jumped to her feet and went to the telephone, an eye cocked at the proprietor. She waited until he nodded before dialing.

The cop was getting closer and I saw Tong by the train station, pointing to Jules’s coffee shop. Joined by Mang, he started across the rue du Colonel Grimaud.

Suddenly it came to me. “Pierre mentioned the river.”

She hung up the phone, returned to the table, slung her leather bag over her shoulder, grabbed the bag of provisions and raincoat and pulled me to the back door of the shop. “We’ll stick to the side streets.”

A gust of wind blew through the alley and dark clouds appeared, blotting out the sun. Then a clap of thunder hit and the first raindrops fell. At portable tables set up in back doorways, fortunetellers gathered up their cards and ran for cover. I kept a firm grip on the handle of my briefcase and tried to keep up with my interpreter and guide.

“This way.” She cut into a lane off the rue Hamelin and made for the river.

“Where are you leading us?”

“Once over the canal, the second quay. A friend has a sampan.”

Running flat out, I gasped, “Boats, planes...you’ve a lot of friends.”

We were on the cross-canal bridge when I paused and looked back. Mang was about fifty yards behind us, the uniformed Vietnamese cop at his side. Suddenly stone chips were flying off the bridge’s railings, gunfire sounding like firecrackers at Chinese New Year. Then we were onto a loading area at a warehouse. We ducked inside a godown filled with export goods—burlap sacks of rice and sugar stacked to the ceiling, large piles of coconuts and pineapples in the corners. Ignoring the abusive shouts of the stevedores, we hustled out of the warehouse onto the waterfront.

Dodging longshoremen, Huong and I raced for the quay. She called out in Vietnamese to a short, weather-beaten man who was tying a rope to a piling. Seeing her, he quickly unfastened the thick rope, jumped down onto his craft and clambered like a giant crab to the stern. With a sharp tug on a cord, he started the outboard motor and a cloud of blue smoke from the noisy two-stroke’s exhaust spread over the water.

As the sampan started to drift away from the quay, Huong climbed down a short wooden ladder and jumped aboard. I judged the widening gap, tossed my briefcase to her and leaped for the bow. It was a hard and awkward landing and I rolled over on the rough planks just as Mang arrived at the base of the quay, raised a revolver and fired a round that whanged off the top of the motor, ricocheting in a screaming pitch like an errant gunshot in a John Wayne western. 

Tong joined his companion in crime and emptied his handgun at the sampan, but the boat was
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