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BLACK TEARS, MUD TEARS, as Toan called them, fell from the sleek metal holding-cartridge and onto a white swamp paddy. One after another, like airborne explosives dropping down from the sky, the coffee drops came into the condensed milk after he’d poured the boiling water. The thing was timing the pouring just right: a double-barreled anticipation of when the coffee would drip through and be ready to drink, and when General Noland would open the double doors of his private room and come out to the central boardroom, on no particular schedule, but always expecting his iced milk coffee to be ready to drink, in a tall clear glass, with the filter still within eyesight, like a spent cartridge, to evince the coffee’s freshness—and a bit of music on the radio, either the Francophile classical favored in Saigon or the rock-and-roll most of his men listened to in their hellish jungle lives.

For Toan, timing coffee drops was better than fighting in the jungles. When Toan turned eighteen, he was promising enough a student in the university entrance examinations to have received an exemption from the South Vietnamese Army, being allowed to instead attend a four-year university, in return for having to work in a South Vietnamese government job upon finishing. For a young university graduate, young university graduates being universally expected to be good at English, it was known even if unstated that the government job would involve assisting the U.S. military, perhaps as an office boy or a translator.

Toan was twenty-two in 1970. Saigon was the jewel of Asia, still. Toan knew it, not from experience, because he’d never been anywhere but Saigon, but because it was all anybody ever talked about: how fortunate they were to live in this place, how much better it was, better than Tokyo or Singapore or Shanghai. You could feed a family of four on a government salary, or a family of six on a US Army salary. Or his mother, his two sisters, and his savings account, in Toan’s case, working as a fixer, arranger, and translator for General William Noland, U.S. Army, Vietnam.

In America, it was even better. You could be a ditch-digger and drive your own Citroen and park it at your apartment in the Empire State Building. Your father could be a ditch-digger and you could go to Oxford or the Sorbonne and fly helicopters and sing in a rock-and-roll band. And in America a man could be a pervert, could have desires for other men like normal men had desires for women, and the law would still protect him. That, anyway, was Toan’s understanding of things.

General Noland was more interested in relating his Vietnamese exploits to Toan than what Toan really wanted to ask him—how much does a Citroen cost in America, do grandmothers really cook hamburgers, was Woodstock a big hoax or did Americans really have sex in public? But the general had found America a boring subject to discuss, understandably, so his casual conversations with Toan focused on which “taxi girls” the general had visited the previous night, which bar on the Cholon side of town had the most savage rice whiskey, and of course, laughter, mad peals of laughter, at what he was getting up to in Vietnam, unbeknownst to his wife back home in America.

Those retellings to Toan were among Noland’s few  untense moments, when he’d put the uncertainties of the war behind him, when he somehow had gotten casualties and bloodshed and gore and systemic organizational malfunction completely out of his mind. He could at least be a hero in his stories. How true those stories were, whether Noland was really such a good lover that the girls in Cholon had refused to accept his money, Toan didn’t care much. Stories were stories, and girls were the least of his interests.

The last drops of mud tears dissipated through the General’s iced coffee and the double wooden-paneled doors of Noland’s private chambers opened. Noland nodded to Toan as he took his seat.

“The filter is still hot, but already dry. You always time perfectly,” Noland said. It was a compliment. It was good enough. Toan tried not to think about having been put in the role of a coffee boy, and instead focused on having been complimented by an American, an important American.

“I think we Vietnamese have a sense of coffee,” Toan lied, trying to sound intelligent, or at least skilled. He had no such innate sense. He’d gained it only through having to make Noland’s coffee every day. He’d never been anyone’s coffee boy before then. But then, it was better than combat duty, and he earned more money than anyone he knew, even the “rich people” for whom his mother cleaned houses—so what was wrong with being a coffee boy if it fulfilled needs?

“We’re gonna go on a drive today, Tom,” Noland said while setting aside the metal filter on a plate Toan had prepared just for the purpose, then taking a deep breath of the coffee, as if he was smoking opium vapors with his nose. “Visit some air defenses. South Vietnamese boys there. Need you to translate.”

Toan nodded, as if he’d had any choice objecting. Not that he’d want to object anyway. What he’d dreamed of asking Noland one day, perhaps long after the war, was how his name had become Tom—was it Noland’s own idea, or was it Toan’s Vietnamese bosses who had wanted to save either Noland the difficulty of pronouncing one syllable, or perhaps save Toan the indignity of being addressed as Toon or Tan or Ton. So Tom it was. It wasn’t a particularly good or bad name, as far as Toan knew, which was true of his real name too.

Noland pointed toward the door with his eyes. That was the gesture to get going. The car was humming, rumbling just outside the door, the black Lincoln with bulletproof armor-plating, air conditioning, and a radio that, as Noland had told Toan, could call America as if it were right next door. Toan, despite nearly always accompanying Noland in the car’s back seat, had never seen the radio actually in use, and wondered whether Noland’s declaration of its abilities was a bit of unfounded braggadocio. Had he been on closer terms with Minh, Toan would have asked him whether he’d ever seen the radio in use—Minh was that car’s only driver, after all, and likely knew it as well as Noland did. But none of that was possible.

The long drives across Saigon in crawling traffic, the slightly quicker rambles along the city’s outskirts, the occasional bumpy, jostling expeditions to a US Army outpost, to a South Vietnamese “strategic hamlet,” or, once to the rice-paddy-encircled house-on-stilts where one of Noland’s favorite taxi girls lived with her real husband—on all those drives, all Toan could think of was picking up on Noland’s English, enjoying scenery outside the window, basking in the car’s air conditioning, and staring, for educational purposes only, at the back of Minh’s head. 

Minh’s hair was not just cut. It was styled. Minh was the most stylish man Toan had ever seen. Minh certainly visited not a barber but a coiffeur. Minh, as far as Toan could tell, slept in a bed, and under a blanket, not on a mat, under a fan, with only the smell of insecticides in the air, not any open sewers or squat toilets anywhere near him. Toan had gotten his job by academic aptitude; only the best and brightest boys were allowed to work for the government in Saigon rather than shipping off to the jungles. Minh, on the other hand—Minh didn’t seem particularly bright to Toan, but his easy affect, his refined manners, his familiarity with cars and record players and air conditioners, strongly hinted that he was, as the Vietnamese saying went, “his uncle’s nephew,” a child of privilege, perhaps one of the Saigonese Catholics who ran the South Vietnamese government’s upper echelons. Minh was putatively below Toan on the totem pole in the confines of the car or Noland’s office or their pay grades—but in the world at large, at least the Vietnamese world at large, Minh was from a higher species. Minh’s reserved aloofness toward Toan was the constant reminder of it. Minh spoke to Toan as he’d speak to a gas station attendant: the minimum words necessary for Minh to discharge his duties as Noland’s driver.

The first time Toan had met Minh was when Minh had come for his job interview with Noland. Noland had called Toan into the conference room. When Toan saw the impeccably dressed and mannered man sitting at the table, he spoke to him in English; perhaps he was a South Korean government official, or one of those American army men with Japanese faces and names. Toan greeted him in English, at which point Minh assumed that Toan must’ve been a foreigner, and responded in a few words of broken English. The handsome man was another visiting dignitary of some sort, as far as Toan could tell—until Noland handed Minh the keys to the car and told him to drive. 

Even at that moment, it took Toan a few moments to realize who Minh was: just the driver, just a working boy like Toan, just a Vietnamese. Toan had never seen a Vietnamese like that. Minh’s smooth appearance belied his status. Not everything or everyone was who or what it seemed. Minh had passed his driving test three weeks ago, but Toan hadn’t spoken to him off-duty even once. Minh was even more intimidating than a real foreigner, because with a real foreigner, at least you knew they were a foreigner, could categorize them and know what to expect—Minh, who looked and talked and dressed like a stylish foreigner but wasn’t really one, was uncategorizable, maybe dangerous.

That day, they drove north of Saigon, past Tan Son Nhat air base, on dirt paths marked by modestly sized signs bearing single letters. A. F. And so on. It was all code, and everything around them was military, American and South Vietnamese, the single-letter signs serving as another layer to protect the enterprise from ground-level local infiltration by the Viet Cong or aerial reconnaissance by the North Vietnamese. Noland occasionally flicked his finger or his eyebrows to tell Minh which way to turn—but Minh knew it already. He seemed to be making a show, perhaps for Toan as the audience, of knowing all the turns before Noland even signaled them to him. In the depths of jungle, occasional South Vietnamese soldiers would thumbs-up and salute the car from their roadside lawn chairs. Toan wondered how the languorous, seemingly unarmed lawn-chair-dwelling soldiers were supposed to react had the car in question actually been a hostile military force; he hoped to never find out.

Their destination was a complex of camouflage-green tents, South Vietnamese soldiers milling around, anti-aircraft guns and missile batteries flanking the tents. This was, Toan knew, Saigon’s last line of defense should the Northerners make it that far, just a few kilometers north of the city; the fortification had been built as an emergency measure and a form of insurance no one would think would be used, in the same spirit as a nuclear bunker—but as the Communist army made stronger and stronger incursions from its northern home into South Vietnam, this outpost, and the prospect of using it, were becoming real.

Minh drove the car deep into the compound. Toan initially feared Minh would actually try to drive inside a tent, but he squeaked the car to a stop just short of a
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