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    — Chapter One —

  


  
    Hungry and exhausted, his heart pounded when he saw something in the distance.


    ‘Food,’ he thought and rushed over to a white suspended object and took a ravenous bite. He gagged when he felt searing pain shooting through his mouth. Panic set in and he struggled to breathe as water rushed past his face before he was yanked into an unfamiliar atmosphere. Feeling helpless, afraid, and confused, he hurtled toward a large object until darkness engulfed him.


    “Look matey, I’ve caught one,” said Spock with a beaming smile. He swung up the rod and grabbed the little fish.


    Stu looked at the sprat now flapping in Spock’s palm and tutted. “Yes mate, it’s a monster. With any luck it would cover a Ritz cracker,” said Stu sounding unimpressed. “Put it back in the sea and maybe you will catch it again when it grows up to be two inches long,” he chuckled.


    Spock frowned, “Huh, so what have you caught then Captain Birdseye, hmm?” asked a disgruntled, but proud, Spock.


    Stu smirked as he continued fishing from the rocks in Pattaya bay.


    The lads had been fishing for almost three hours now, with the only result being the baby Quoy parrotfish, now housed in Spock’s large mauler. He de-gorged the hook from the fish’s mouth and mumbled. “Another exciting day in paradise.”


    Spock put the small fish into a rock pool and watched it swim away into the warm South China Sea.


    ‘It has been a bloody exciting day; it’s a hard life being a fish,’ pondered the little Quoy. This thought was quickly followed by, ‘Oh bollocks!’ before swimming into the gaping jaws of a passing barracuda.


    Stu sighed. “It’s too hot, shall we call it a day?” he said reeling in the hook with the bait still attached and, looking disappointed, added. “Well, at least the worm had plenty of swimming practice.”


    Spock chuckled. “Good idea matey and I can tell everyone about my catch, and you can tell them about the ones that got away.”


    Stu groaned as they packed their fishing gear away into his Toyota SUV and Spock tapped the rim of his hat. “The problem was matey; you haven’t got a lucky fishing hat.”


    They now lived on the outskirts of Pattaya with their wives, Dao and Moo, and as Stu drove, Spock asked, “What time are Pon and Kim coming?”


    Stu shook his head, “I’m not sure, Pon said that he was picking Kim up from the airport at one o’clock and then going home for a few hours before coming here. So I guess they will be here around four.”


    Spock looked at his watch. “Good, that gives us plenty of time to pop somewhere for a beer.”


    “Yeah, shame not to,” said Stu, as they drove toward the Butterfly Bar on the *Darkside of Pattaya in search of an afternoon libation and get their todgers fondled in the short time bar.


    Spock smirked. “Did I mention I caught a fish?” he said gloating.


    Stu sighed and said. “Yes, several times.”


    Spock chuckled and said. “I can’t wait to tell Moo.”


    “You do that,” groaned Stu accelerating and wishing the Butterfly Bar was closer so he wouldn’t have to listen to Spock bleating about that bloody fish.


    “Did I mention I caught a fish?” said Spock moments later, followed by another burst of acceleration and another long groan from Stu.


    Dao and Moo now ran their large clothing stall on the busy outdoor Threpasit market and worked long hours in the hot Thailand sun. Although difficult at first, they had now settled into a routine, making enough money to send back to their homes and take care of their parents and Dao’s son.


    That day they were closing early because Pon and Kim were coming, so Spock and Stu said they would pick them up and take them home at around 3:30 pm. The girls enjoyed Pon and Kim visits and with Kim now able to speak Thai, the girls loved hearing about her lifestyle at the Imperial Palace and a good excuse to get rid of the lads, which suited Spock and Stu as that meant that they could go on the piss with Pon.


    While the girls packed away their stock into large plastic boxes, Moo noticed that Dao wasn’t her usual cheery self and puckering her brow, asked. “What’s the matter Dao, is everything okay with you and Stu.”


    Dao forced a smile, nodded, and said. “Yes, everything’s fine.”


    Stu and Dao rarely argued, unlike Spock and Moo who constantly bickered, but they always made up. It was a normal occurrence to hear Spock’s head getting slapped and, “stupid man,” being shouted from their garden.


    Moo had known Dao most of her life, so with them growing up together, she knew Dao was lying.


    “No, you’re not,” said Moo frowning, “Kim’s coming, and you are usually ecstatic about that.”


    Dao glared at Moo and snapped, “I’m okay, and everything’s fine.”


    As the girls carried on putting their stock away, Dao sighed, puckered her brow, and said. “Sorry Moo. I do have something on my mind.”


    Moo, knew there was a problem and by the look of guilt on Dao’s face, knew what it was, so she glared at her and asked. “When’s he coming?”


    Dao, sounding aloof, said, “He arrives in Bangkok tonight and coming here tomorrow.”


    Moo frowned, pursed her lips, and sounding angry, said. “You have been lucky so far, but you need to finish it now.”


    Dao looked worried when Moo reminded her. “You have too much to lose, and with Pon and Kim here you won’t be able to go to see him. You know how observant Kim is, she will ask questions, and if Stu ever found out you will lose everything, and I know you don’t want that.”


    Dao nodded and sounding pensive, said, “I know, but I will end it this time. I promise.”


    “Okay, make sure you do,” said Moo, but felt unconvinced as Dao looked nervous and blinked rapidly as they carried on packing away their stock in silence.


    The bar girl scene was now behind them. It had been years since they worked as bargirls and they were now married and content. Nevertheless, they both still had a history with customers which at times caught up with Dao, although so far she had managed to make excuses and bluff her way through. Unfortunately, for the happy couple on this occasion, the timing would prove disastrous.


    It had been several years since Spock and Stu first took Dao and Moo to England.


    It was fun at first because the girls were gullible, especially when told that they would see herds of wild bison meandering majestically over sandy plains, and after finding out what bison were, Dao and Moo became excited.


    However, when this turned out to be a few scraggy-arsed donkeys wandering up and down a cold Cleethorpes beach, with scraggier-arsed tourists wearing Kiss-Me-Quick hats’ riding on them, the girls quickly realised that this would not be the paradise they’d hoped. “Shit-hole,” was an expression frequently used and after a few months when the winter took hold, the girls became restless, cold, and homesick.


    The cold bleak winter depressed the girls and with Stu too stingy to have central heating installed, he told them to put on extra jumpers and the word was “Brisk,” and not “Fucking freezing,” so they soon became fed up. With neither Dao nor Moo able to drive, they stayed in the cold flat most of the time watching TV, and with it only having English channels, they soon picked up the language, albeit with a Northern English twang,


    Stu and Spock noticed the change in the girls and knew they were not happy, and neither were they. Things had become mundane for them all and they knew they had no life in England.


    Stu decided after talking with his Mum, Pearl, to sell his business, move to Pattaya, and set up a business for the girls.


    Stu had built up a successful business in Cleethorpes over the years and sold his business and other investments, giving him a tidy sum of money.


    It was an emotional goodbye with their respective parents and Stu’s old dog, Chunky, who was to stay with Pearl. The two lovable old fossils would take care of each other.


    “Take care of him Dao, you know how useless he is,” said Pearl as she hugged her son with tears in her eyes.


    “I will Pearl,” said Dao who had grown fond of Stu’s old Mum. “And we will visit several times a year, but only in the summer.” She chuckled.


    “Thanks love,” said Pearl as she then hugged Dao and said to Stu. “And make sure you take good care of Dao, buggerlugs.”


    “I will mum,” said Stu, looked at his teary-eyed mum, and felt a lump in his throat as he looked down at Chunky sat on the floor beside Pearl looking bemused. He then smirked when she looked at him, cocked her head, and then licked her arse.”


    They got into the taxi and went to pick up Spock and Moo from Spock’s Mums and then went to Manchester airport. Spock and Stu felt sad and uncertain but after a few beers on the plane, they relaxed and looked forward to their future with Thailand.


    They relocated to Thailand, much to the delight of Pon and Kim, who, by using their high-ranking status. help build their Pattaya homes on two plots of land next to each other.


    Pon and Kim were regular visitors from Bangkok, and once their houses were finished, Moo and Spock, along with Stu and Dao married in a joint ceremony. Pearl and Spock’s Mum, Hilda, flew over for the joyous occasion although they both found Thailand too hot.


    Dao and Moo set up a clothes shop on Threpasit market, while Spock and Stu did bugger all, which suited them. Although Spock was short of cash at times, he had wangled a small disability pension from the UK, and Stu helped him when he was skint.


    Spock and Stu attempted to learn the Thai language but lost interest after the first few lessons, even with the girls’ badgering. Dao and Moo eventually gave up trying, concluding that the loves of their lives were as thick as pig shit and they felt contented and settled with their idyllic lives.


    
      * * *
    


    Pon relaxed in the plush living room in his house in the Imperial Palace grounds. He had called Kim, who said she was in the departures lounge at Noi Bai, Hanoi International Airport awaiting her flight.


    Pon smiled and looked at his watch. ‘Good, she will be home soon,’ he thought. ‘I will pick her up from Savarnabhumi Airport, bring her home, and have a few hours with Samnan before going to Pattaya.’


    Pon missed Kim more than he could have imagined. Married now for over two years, they had a year-old son named Samnan who they doted on. Kim had been gone for almost two weeks in Vietnam after her mother got rushed to the hospital. Her father sounded distraught on the phone when he told Kim that her mother’s condition was critical and they needed to come. However, an important Saudi dignitary had made an appointment to view the Sacred Light, and protocol dictated the Prime Master needed to be present, so at Pons insistence, Kim, upset and concerned about her mother went alone. Kim felt sad, but she hadn’t seen her parents since her and Pons wedding in Cambodia and they had not yet seen their Grandson.


    Apart from the occasional weekend when his duties took him to Salaburi to teach the Tinju, it had been the longest period that he and his wife had been apart. Kim was always by Pon’s side, and when he had his tail surgically removed for the first time, she would not let go of his hand throughout the long surgical procedure.


    Spock and Stu went to visit him in hospital, but that was just to take the piss.


    Pon had gained weight over the years, although still muscular, he had to train harder to keep trim, especially after his Pattaya excursions. He had lost no speed, power, or agility but gained a little beer podge.


    There came a knock on his door and his mother Banti came in with Samnan to see him and find out what time Kim would be home.


    Kim now worked in the Thai Royal Palace’s foreign diplomatic office in Bangkok. Her role was the intermediary between Thailand, Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam for Royal visits, which had been similar to her work in Cambodia.


    She loved her job and spent a lot of time on the phone with the Palace in Phnom Penh speaking to her old friends. Her Majesty’s Norodom Monineath Sihanouk and Princess Bhuppa Devi became like second mothers to Kim when she was their maid-in-waiting and with no trace of Colonel Tighe or Tar ever found, they were soon forgotten.


    Kim had told Pon on the phone that her mother had suffered a heart attack although Pon knew something else troubled her because she had sounded evasive. It was at Kim’s request that they went to Pattaya as soon as she got home because she needed to get advice from Stu or Spock on a matter that troubled her, and with them being from England, they could advise her.


    Pon agreed as he had not been on a good night out since after the second unsuccessful operation to remove his tail several months earlier. Neither Pon nor the surgeons could understand why the bloody thing kept growing back, but it did, much to the amusement of Stu and Spock. Norman Rumble Junior’s revenge was permanent.


    Pon now spoke English and he’d learned a few extracurricular words not found in any English dictionary, which, according to Spock and Stu were colloquial words used commonly in North East England. An example of which was, “stop talking bollocks,” that Pon heard Stu, Spock, Dao, and Moo say frequently.


    Banti and Samnan left Pon an hour later, his thoughts turned again to Kim’s return, and he booked the Royal limousine to meet her at the airport. The dark-tinted windows gave Pon ideas of what to do on the twenty-minute journey back to the Imperial Palace, with even more notions about the two-hour drive to Pattaya. He chuckled to himself and thought, ‘I had better pack the mullet.’ The intercom buzzing interrupted his intimate thoughts.


    “Your car is here, Prime Master,” said a female voice.


    “Thank you Nid, please tell the driver I will be there soon,” said Pon and smirked as he went into their bedroom to search for his mullet.


    
      * * *
    


    It was a hot and sticky afternoon in Pattaya when Stu and Spock pulled up at Threpasit market alongside Dao and Moo’s shop and the girls climbed into the back seat.


    “Hello, darling,” Stu said, leaning back to kiss Dao.


    Dao smiled and put her arms over Stu’s shoulders and hugged his chest.


    “Did you catch any fish darling?” she asked sounding interested.


    “I did,” interrupted Spock, who told the girls about how he wrestled with the monster for over an hour before it succumbed and how he’d used his last ounce of strength reeling it in.


    Stu groaned and banged his head against the steering wheel in despair.


    Moo rescued the situation from becoming too boring by slapping Spock around the head. “Don’t talk bollocks, stupid man.”


    Spock went quiet and thought. ‘I’ll tell her the story again later, only next time with more gusto.’


    Stu drove out of the market and they arrived home fifteen minutes later. It had been a tiring day and they relaxed at Stu’s while waiting for Pon and Kim.


    The time ticked by, and at 4:30 pm, Stu said. “I thought Pon would have phoned by now?”


    Stu’s mobile phone then rang; he looked at the number and smiled. “Ah, speak of the devil.”


    “He must have known that we were talking about him, the mystical old dog,” said Spock and chuckled.


    Stu, sounding cheerful, answered. “Hello, mate. Are you on your way?”


    Pon, sounding anxious, said, “No Stu, Kim never arrived. Her luggage came but when everyone cleared immigration she wasn’t there.”


    “Oh,” said Stu and furrowed his brow. “What could have happened to her?”


    Stu could hear the concern in Pon’s voice as he said. “I don’t know so I called Hanoi airport and they said that Kim had checked in but never boarded the plane. They told me that although they called her several times over the airport tannoy to board, she never went to the gate, so the plane had to leave without her.”


    “Don’t worry mate, perhaps she missed that flight and caught a later one,” said Stu trying to reassure him


    “No Stu, because when she called me this morning from Hanoi airport, she told me that she was in departures waiting to board her flight,” said Pon with a quake in his voice. “After I spoke to the check-in desk and departures at the airport, I called Kim’s father, Thran. He said he couldn’t understand what had happened because he drove her to the airport earlier and saw her checking in. Thran also felt concerned and went back to the airport after I told him that Kim did not board the plane. He called me thirty minutes later and said he had ordered airport security to instigate a search. They are still searching at the airport but so far there has been no sign of her and they don’t have security cameras in the airport. We have both been trying to call her mobile for several hours, but it has been switched off.” Pon sighed. “Stu, I am worried because there were things that Kim wouldn’t tell me over the phone. Something troubled her which she wanted to discuss with you and Spock, but I don’t know what.”


    “Oh,” said Stu, “I wonder what that could be about. Hang on, I’ll tell Spock and the girls.”


    Stu told the three what had happened and they all knew Pon would be worried.


    Stu glanced at Spock, who now looked concerned as Stu again spoke to Pon and asked. “Are you still at Bangkok airport, mate?”


    “Yes, I will stay here until I hear any news.”


    “Okay, wait there, we are on our way,” said Stu, and nodded to Spock as he heard Pon breathing a sigh of relief.


    “Thank you my friends, I will wait for you in the arrivals section, see you soon,” said Pon and hung up.


    Spock puckered his brow. “It may be something or nothing,” he said sounding curious, “but we better go and make sure everything’s okay.”


    Stu nodded. “Yep, and we need to go now, Shithead sounded frantic on the phone,” said Stu and shrugged, “if it turns out to be nothing and Kim has already turned up or contacted him, we can stay overnight in Bangkok and travel down here with them tomorrow.”


    “Yes,” said Dao, nodding, “you must go alone though, we have the shop to look after so we must stay here,” and Moo gave her a furtive glance,


    Spock nodded, looked at them, smiled, and said. “Right girls, pack our bags just in case; we could be going on another adventure.” He smirked at Stu and said, “I better go grab my hat.”


    Pon paced around the arrivals gate calling Kim’s mobile phone again but after several fruitless attempts, he sighed and called Taksin.


    *In Appendix

  


  
    — Chapter Two —

  


  
    Ca leant back in the passenger seat feeling content. He noticed the speedometer read 120km/hr.


    “Slow down,” he said, putting his hand on the nervous driver’s shoulder to reassure him. “We aren’t in any hurry. The hard part is over.”


    The driver eased off the accelerator and the car slowed to 80km/hr.


    Ca looked at the driver. “Are you okay Tuong?”


    Tuong’s knuckles had turned white from gripping onto the steering wheel and with his voice trembling said, “Yes, fine.”


    Ca smiled. “Just relax we will soon be there?”


    He then looked at their passenger on the back seat, smiled, and in a soft tone, asked. “Are you okay?”


    The passenger glared at him but said nothing.


    Still smiling, Ca faced forward, took a deep breath, and closed his eyes as his thoughts drifted back into memories.


    
      * * *
    


    Ca was born in 1970 in the small seaside village of Phan Yar, a few kilometres South West of Ky Anh on the northeast coast of Vietnam. Within a small bay of clear emerald water and shallow coral reefs, a white sandy beach went back to join lush jungle scattered with coconut trees and shrubs. Offshore, huge rocks jutted from the calm ocean covered in sporadic patches of lush green foliage and home to many varieties of tropical birds and an idyllic setting for a young boy to grow up


    Ca’s real name was Gio-A Tho, but given the nickname, Ca, meaning fish in Vietnamese, as he was always playing in the rock pools as a child catching the small spry.


    He grew up in a small wooden shack on the village outskirts close to the ocean. His mother, Diudang Tho, worked sun drying, salting, and curing fish that his father caught, which they sold on the village market.


    In 1973, his father Nguyen went with other village men to join the National Front for Liberation of South Vietnam, the Viet Cong, and went to Cu Chi province to fight the Americans from the underground tunnels.


    Young Ca did not know what an American was or why they were fighting, but he and his elder brother Phaol took up their father’s role as fishermen. This was a happy time for Ca and because he was young and small, his brother did most of the work, leaving young Ca pottering around in the rock pools.


    Viet Cong soldier’s families received no communications and Ca had almost forgotten about his father until one day in 1975 while playing in his favourite rock pool, he heard loud bangs, fireworks, and the sound of people cheering emanating from the village.


    Phaol, a muscular young teenager, sloshed his way out of the ocean and went over to Ca.


    Ca furrowed his brow, looked puzzled and asked. “What’s happening Phaol?”


    Phaol stood with his hands on his hips looking concerned. “I don’t know,” he said and stood next to his young brother as an old jeep approached.


    Ca looked confused as he saw Pu-ed, the head of the village, driving the jeep with his mother and a fierce-looking man with them. As the jeep got closer, he looked up at his brother who trembled, his mouth quivering. “Who’s that man sitting with mother?”


    Phaol’s jaw dropped and then he yelled, “Father.” He then ran towards the oncoming jeep, with little Ca stumbling behind, trying to keep up.


    Over the next few years, Vietnam changed. The Northern army took the southern capital, Saigon, in April 1975, thus ending the Vietnam War.


    The Northern armies backed by the communist bloc were victorious against the South, and thanks to President Nixon’s policy, the *Vietnamization, Americans scarpered and North and South Vietnam unified.


    The family went back to a normal routine, and young Ca now understood a little about the war, due to his father screaming in his sleep about his dead friends.


    He told the brothers about the poisonous centipedes and bloodsucking leeches that roamed around the muddy, dank, musty Cu Chi tunnels and the screams of wounded men in the underground hospital section.


    He wasn’t the same man who Phaol remembered. This once peaceful and gentle fisherman now had a cold, vacant expression.


    The family were given the land that they lived on, plus a hectare of lush fertile land 500 metres away, for the bravery that Nguyen Tho had displayed during the war.


    With the new Vietnamese government having little money and not enough to pay the soldiers, they gave them land instead.


    This pleased the family. They went about their usual business of fishing but now tended their land.


    Several months later, while Ca, Phaol, and their father Nguyen, splashed the water to scare fish into their net, they heard a vehicle’s horn sound several times.


    They went to the water’s edge and saw several jeeps with soldiers in uniform coming towards them. Most of the soldiers they recognised as Viet Cong soldiers from the last war and Nguyen’s old comrades who lived in Phan Yar, along with several of the older village boys.


    Nguyen went over to the jeeps where an officer, unknown to Nguyen, greeted him. Nguyen got into the jeep and it drove the short distance to the Tho’s wooden shack and Nguyen and the officer went inside.


    The two boys walked the short distance back to their home. They passed the parked jeeps outside, and, as they reached the open door of the shack, they saw their mother inside, before their father noticed them and closed the door.


    “Are you coming with us, Phaol?” asked one young soldier from a Jeep.


    Phaol puckered his brow and looked bemused. “Why, where are you going?”


    The soldier chuckled and said. “To Cambodia, to kick the Khmer Rouge arses.”


    The other soldiers laughed, but Phaol didn’t understand and shrugged.


    Several minutes later, their mother, father, and the officer emerged. The two boys walked towards their parents. Nguyen, now dressed in his old beige Viet Cong uniform, got into the front seat of a jeep and looked at his sons.


    “Take care of your mother,” he said, and showing no emotion, stared forward as the Jeep pulled away.


    The astonished boys looked agog as the jeep drove away from their shack and their mother came and stood beside them.


    Ca looked up at his mother’s stern face and asked. “Where’s father going?”


    Diudang looked at her bemused son and told them. “Your father has gone to help the Cambodians who have nasty people in charge called Khmer Rouge. Other Cambodians are fighting them but need help.”


    Phaol and Ca looked confused and Phaol asked, “If Cambodians are fighting Cambodians, what does that have to do with Vietnam?”


    Diudang looked at her young sons, and with tears welling up in her eyes, whispered. “Because the world’s gone mad son.” She wiped away her tears, went into the small outdoor kitchen area, and shouted, “Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.”


    Several months later, a Vietnamese government official and a soldier came to the family home in an army jeep.


    The official got out and went to speak with Diudang who was drying fish at the side of their shack. He told that her husband was last seen in Neak Loueng, a large tropical-forest on the outskirts of Phnom Penh, where much of the fighting had taken place.


    He explained that Nguyen and his troops were engaged in a bloody battle with the Khmer Rouge. Although they had lost control in Phnom Penh, the Khmer Rouge still fought viciously to regain control and bloody battles still raged on the city outskirts and in the jungles. The man told Diudang that Nguyen’s troop had forced the Khmer Rouge to flee further into the jungle, but Nguyen had not reported into the base. He said that many bodies could not be found due to the dense jungle vegetation and a wide, fast-flowing branch of the Mekong River, which dragged bodies under.


    The expressionless faced man told Diudang that her husband, Hạ sĩ, Nguyen Tho, was therefore now presumed dead and handed her a scrap of paper with details handwritten on it with a government stamp. Diudang looked at her husband’s death certificate and as her eyes filled with tears, the official got back into the jeep and it drove away.


    The year was 1986. Ca had grown into a small but handsome young man. He still lived with his mother on the beachfront and still fished, but he was now alone, as his brother had gone to work in Ho Chi Minh City a few years earlier.


    They employed two boys from the village to tend their land and crops that now flourished. They had rich soil, and although a little sandy, they were able to grow Serrano peppers, luffa beans, aubergines, and other seasonal vegetables.


    Vietnam was transformed when a new reformer government came to power led by 71-year-old Nguyen Van Linh, who became the party’s new general secretary.


    The new government turned Vietnam from a command economy into a socialist-oriented market economy. With the authority of the state remaining unchallenged, private ownership of farms and companies engaged in commodity production, deregulation, and foreign investment were encouraged, while the state maintained control over the strategic industry.


    The economy of Vietnam subsequently achieved rapid growth in agricultural and industrial production, construction, and exports.


    This was an exciting and liberating time for Ca and the Vietnamese people.


    Ca frequently visited the discos and night scenes in Ky Anh town and regularly sang along with the local bands. He never had a steady girlfriend and did not want one.


    One hot, humid afternoon, Ca sat on the wooden porch of the family’s new brick home that he renovated with funds that Phaol had sent home. He watched as a red Hyundai Excel 1.5 drove towards his house.


    ‘Who could this be?’ He wondered staring at the car looking intrigued. ‘We don’t get many visitors here, and none driving shiny new cars,’ he thought.


    The car pulled up in front of the porch and the driver got out carrying a map.


    The man smiled and bowed his head.


    Ca returned the bow and the man showed Ca the map. “Hello, could you help me? I am looking for this plot of land which I think is around here, but I am not too sure.”


    Ca looked at the map and could make out several familiar tracks close by. He went with the man back to the car and laid the map on the car bonnet in the direction they needed to travel.


    A middle-aged man got out of the car and stood beside them while Ca explained the directions and pointed the way.


    The first man smiled and sounding relieved said. “Thank you, we have been driving around in circles for hours. I am Go-Lhom, an architect and surveyor.”


    Ca smiled and said. “I am Gio-A but everyone calls me Ca.”


    The other man, who looked more official and had a superior demeanour, bowed and said. “Hello Ca, I am Thran Tangh.”


    Ca returned the bow and Thran looked at his house. “That’s a nice house; I am having one built on the plot of land where you showed us.” Thran smiled. “So it looks like we will be neighbours young Ca.” They thanked Ca and drove in the direction he had indicated.


    Ca went back and sat on his porch. ‘That is a huge chunk of land, so that will be a big house.’ He thought, ‘and Thran looked important in his designer suit and gold watch, I bet he is rich.’ He sniggered.


    Over the next few days, bulldozers, builders, surveyors, and Go-Lhom moved into the area and constructed corrugated tin shacks for the workers and their families, turning a construction site into a small community.


    After a few months, a large house took shape.


    As it was close by, Ca and his mother watched with interest, as did the other villagers, who had seen nothing so grand.


    Six months later, the large five-bedroom house was finished and had high external walls surrounding the property, with a large metal gate at the front.


    The interior had a wide central staircase leading to the five bedrooms on the first floor, with a large dining room, living room, study, and kitchen on the ground floor and staff accommodation built at the rear of the main property. A swimming pool at the centre of the vast sway of landscaped garden left the townsfolk who saw it awestruck.


    A gravelled pathway led from the entrance gate to the house’s large forecourt and garage.


    New plush furnishings arrived a few days later and once set up, the small community of builders dispersed.


    Pu-ed, the village headman and market owner felt annoyed when they left after doing a roaring trade from them over the past few months.


    Several days after the workers left, a saloon car arrived, drove through the gates, and pulled up outside the front door, where three people got out and went inside.


    The villagers heard within minutes of the newcomer’s arrival and Pu-ed announced they would throw a party in their honour. He delegated himself to invite the new arrivals.


    The villagers rallied around to cook meals and supplied the Saigon beer and Rouo qoc liu, rice and kans grass: Vietnamese moonshine.


    Twilight saw the corrugated tin sheet covered open community centre alive with music and laughter.


    Villagers had set up a stage and a small diesel generator powered the lights, an old record player, and a microphone.


    Several villagers played Moon Lutes, and Bing Nams, similar to a harmonica, along with Thungs, bamboo xylophones, with the villagers dancing and singing.


    The new family arrived at 7 pm, accompanied by Pu-ed, who got onto the small raised plywood stage at the front, grabbed the microphone, and addressed the village community.


    “Hello comrades and friends,” he said and held his hand out at the newcomers. “This is Thran, his lovely wife Nga, and their daughter Hern.” He smiled at them and bowed. “Welcome to Phan Yar village.” The Tangh family bowed, smiled at the crowd, and left the stage.


    The music started again and the villagers went back to their dancing, apart from Ca, who couldn’t take his eyes off Hern.


    He thought she looked to be around 14 or 15 years old and was the most beautiful girl he had ever seen.


    He and the other villagers looked surprised when Hern strode up to the record player, removed the record, and replaced it with one that she had taken out of a plastic bag containing several black vinyl records.


    The villagers went silent and looked at one another as they listened to an American pop song.


    Hern went on to the patch of land in the centre where everyone danced. Everyone stopped and looked at Hern now dancing. They all looked bemused for several minutes before they smiled and danced along, even though not understanding the lyrics.


    Ca smiled and edged his way towards Hern. He moved closer until he danced in front of her and said, “Hello Hern, my name is Ca.”


    Hern looked at Ca and smiled. “Hi Ca, how are you?”


    “I am fine. Well, I am more than fine now,” said Ca with an impish smile. “I met your father a few months ago.”


    “Oh, well it’s nice to meet you Ca, and I hope we can be friends while I am here,” she said, and seeing the way the handsome young man gazed at her, she blushed.


    “I hope we can too,” said Ca, bobbing his head to the sound of the music.


    As the night wore on, the pair danced and chatted until the party finished.


    Ca awoke early the next day and walked the short distance into the village centre, to help clean up the mess from last night’s party. The market and village centre bustled with villagers, cleaning and setting out market stalls. Ca helped with the cleaning, and while washing down the muddy pathway in front of his mother’s fish stall, he heard a soft voice behind him. “Good morning, Ca.” Ca swung around to face Hern.


    “Good morning,” said Ca, noticing how cute Hern looked in the first light of day. She seemed to gleam.


    Hern smiled. “How are you this morning?”


    “Fine,” said Ca. “You’re awake early, I thought you city folk slept all day,” he chuckled.


    “Very funny, I came to see if I could help clean before we leave for Hanoi this afternoon.”


    Ca frowned, gulped, and with a stammer in his voice said. “Leave… But you’ve only just arrived.”


    Hern giggled. “Don’t worry,” she said, “we will only be gone for a short while. Father has to work in *Saigon next month, so my mother and I will stay here for a while.” She smirked. “Why? Will you miss me?”


    Ca smiled and nodded. “Sure,” he said, “I need someone to dance with.”


    “That dirt won’t clean itself Ca,” interrupted Diudang who came out and scolded her son.


    Ca smiled and picked up rubbish off the floor.


    Hern chuckled and said. “I’ll see you soon,” and walked away.


    The days dragged on for Ca over the next month. He couldn’t take his mind off Hern. Even though the meeting was brief, he knew she was the girl he would one day marry.


    Ca was setting his fishing net one day in the shallow waters of the bay when he noticed a figure walking on the sand towards him.


    Hern seeing Ca looking at her, waved.


    Ca smiled, anchored his net, and walked to the shoreline. While trying to appear macho, he tripped on a sharp rock, stubbed his toe, and yelped.


    Looking in pain, he hobbled ashore and limped his way over to a giggling Hern.


    “It hurts you know,” said Ca looking indignant and embarrassed.


    Hern put her hand in front of her mouth. “Sorry,” she said, still giggling.


    Ca looked at her and smiled. “Never mind, welcome home.”


    The next few days were like a dreamy haze for Hern and Ca. While her father worked in Saigon, Hern and her mother, Nga, would stay at their beachside residence in Phan Yar. With the family based in Hanoi, Thran had the property built for the times he went to work in Saigon, which wasn’t too far away for him to commute.


    Nga kept to herself in their large home and although she had house cleaners and auxiliary staff, Nga, liked to keep herself busy tending to their large manicured gardens.


    Hern and Ca became inseparable, spending balmy days on the beach, with Ca teaching her how to fish, although she spent most of the beginning of her lessons belching out seawater when she tried to go out of her depth.


    Hern was well educated and attended the High School for Gifted Students, Hanoi: HNUE. Although intelligent and analytical like her father, she enjoyed the new freedom and social scene that teenagers now enjoyed, especially western music.


    She’d taught herself English along with her father because state schools never had the English language on their curriculum. It was a good bonding experience for them both to learn together, and Thran used his influence in the Vietnamese government to have teaching aids shipped over from all parts of the world.


    Hern and Ca listened to records in her room, with her explaining the meaning of the lyrics of her favourite song, the one she had played at the party.


    Ca thought it made little sense, with no sad story and no happy ending. To him, it sounded a thumping beat of nonsense, but because Hern liked it, so did he.


    Nga had noticed the friendship developing but trusted them because they were Vietnamese, so knew there would be no hanky panky because that wasn’t allowed until marriage.


    Ten days later, Thran returned from Saigon, and the following day the family left for Hanoi.


    Ca and Hern again said a tearful farewell to each other the night before and the following morning Ca came to their house, stood at the gate, and watched them leave.


    He saw Hern in the back seat as the car drove past him and Thran and Nga smiled at him from the front seat while Herm smiled and waved at him from the back.


    Ca sighed and felt a lump in his throat as Hern carried on waving out of the back window until the car disappeared from view.


    Hern’s father, Thran Tangh, was the deputy minister of public security and an influential communist party member, recently elected to join the national assembly of four-hundred and ninety-three delegates.


    Thran and his brother, Lee, had been Trung Tá, Lieutenant Colonels during the American-South Vietnamese and Cambodian conflicts.


    However, after the Khmer Rouge were ousted from power, his brother remained in Cambodia as a liaison officer and helped with the reconstruction of the war-torn, ravished land and impoverished, helpless Cambodian people.


    The Tangh family became regular visitors to their beachside retreat over the next few years. Ca and Hern had grown close. Hern taught Ca to read and write Vietnamese and speak English.


    Hern wanted Ca to move to Hanoi and find work, so they could spend more time together but Ca refused. He didn’t want to leave his mother, which exasperated Hern. She knew he could better himself and find a well-paying job, but he felt happy being a fisherman. The only other thing he wanted in life was a family with Hern.


    They had fallen in love, with them assuming that one day they would marry.


    Hern, now nineteen-years-old, worked in Hanoi with her father in the security department as his assistant, and although it was a well-paying job, she loathed it and felt she had wasted her education. The only thing she looked forward to was being with Ca.


    Thran was a kind but strict father and usually let Hern have her own way and, although he never showed emotion, Hern knew he loved her. Besides, she had her uncle Lee and his new wife to supply the pampering on their visits over from Cambodia.


    However, these visits became less frequent, with the Cambodian Royal Family due to return from their years of exile, with her new aunt placed in charge of the reintegration of the Royals as the Cambodian government liaison.


    Ca desperately wanted to marry Hern but she kept asking him to wait. She knew her father wouldn’t approve yet. Even though Thran and Ca got on well, her father had made it clear that Hern would marry someone of the same high status and wealth.


    One day, Ca and Hern sat on the beach watching the twilight as they did most evenings when she visited. Ca took Hern’s hand, gazed into her brown eyes, and said. “We have been together for many years. I love you and want to stay with you forever, so I can wake up next to you every day for the rest of my life. I will ask your father for his permission to marry you. I am sure he likes me.”


    Hern frowned, looked at Ca, and nodded. “Yes, my father likes you a lot. But I have already told you about the kind of man who he wants me to marry. Wait a few more years. I am sure he will mellow when I refuse to marry any suitor that comes along.” She kissed Ca’s cheek, “I love you so much, but wait…We are happy aren’t we?”


    Ca looked at Hern who smiled but her eyes looked sad. He sighed and said, “Yes, we are happy. Okay, I’ll wait a while longer.”


    He smiled, and they hugged. However, Ca had already decided that he had waited long enough and would not wait any longer. ‘The worst they can say is wait,’ he thought. ‘They are like my second parents and I always give them the largest and freshest fish daily when they visit, so I am sure they’ll approve. Besides, I am a landowner. They leave tomorrow so I will ask tonight. Hern will be overjoyed when her parents say yes.’ He smirked as Hern released her hug and sat back. She stroked his cheek with the back of her hand and said. “I love you and I want to stay with you, but I must go home soon.”


    Ca nodded, and they watched as the sun went down over the horizon like a bright red and orange curtain, followed by a fiery mauve and then dark royal blue as the night set in.


    With the moon’s glow bathing the small beach and carrying small torches, they walked hand in hand towards the Tangh’s home.


    Thran smiled as he watched the couple from the window strolling up the driveway to the house. Thran knew Ca and Hern was close, but he assumed they were like brother and sister. He trusted Ca like the son they never had.


    Hern and Ca went into the house and up to her room to listen to records, which they usually did until Ca went home around 8:30. However, tonight would be different. Ca got up to leave at 8 pm.


    “I will walk you to the door,” said Hern smiling.


    Ca smiled and said. “No, that’s okay, you are up early, and I know you like your sleep.” He chuckled and left the room.


    Hern furrowed her brow. ‘Hmm, that’s strange, he usually likes me to see him to the door and say a long goodbye.’


    Thran stood at the living room window, admiring his new S.U.V. parked in the forecourt when Ca came into the living room.


    Thran looked at him and smiled. “What is it Ca? You look like you have got the weight of the world on your shoulders.”


    Ca, although rehearsing what he was going to say many times over in his head, now didn’t know what to say as his mouth felt dry and his palms sweated. He took a deep breath and with his voice quaking said, “Thran; Hern and I are very much in love and I would like yours and Nga’s permission to marry her.”


    Thran looked surprised and frowned at Ca.


    Ca looked worried when Thran then looked angry and sounding abrasive asked. “Where is Hern now?”


    “She’s in her room playing records. She thought I was going home,” said Ca as he saw Thran’s face changing from a mild, happy-looking man into a raging bull as his nostrils flared. Thran stormed out of the room, went to the foot of the stairs, and hollered.


    “Hern! Hern, come down here, Now!”


    Hern came out of her room and looked down at her father and Ca, who stood behind him looking worried.


    “What’s the matter?” asked Hern looking confused and scared.


    “Come down here,” bellowed Thran, which woke Nga, who also went downstairs.


    They assembled in the living room and Thran glared at Hern and Ca. He then flew into a rage and fired question after question at the trembling couple, about how long the affair had been going on and how many times they’d had sex, etc. He ranted and raved at the confused, frightened, couple. Hern had never seen her father so angry before, seeing a different face of this Jekyll and Hyde, and she did not like it. She looked at Ca, who cowered, hung his head, and looked at the floor.


    Hern felt furious with Ca, ‘why didn’t he listen when I told him to wait,’ she thought.


    The yelling, screaming, and denials went on for twenty minutes, and then Thran wagged his finger at Hern and shouted. “You know the rules young lady. You will not marry beneath you. Fisher boy here is sole shit. You will not see each other again. Do you understand?”


    Hern looked into her father’s eyes as he glared at her. She nodded, sobbed, and with a quiver in her voice said. “Yes Father, I understand.”


    He then glowered at Ca and with his hands on his hip leaned forward and through grated teeth said. “As for you Ca; if I see you here again, the repercussions will be hard and
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