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Hoa Sen— Lotus flower, the National flower of Vietnam. Female name for Lotus is Liên
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NVA—NORTH VIETNAMESE Army communist forces, (aka PAVN, People’s Army Viet Nam)
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VC—VIET CONG, ‘CHARLIE’, common term for insurgents, including the NLF, National Liberation Front in South Vietnam fighting in concert with the NVA
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MACV—MILITARY ASSISTANCE Command Vietnam, U.S. joint military command group
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BOQ—BACHELOR OFFICERS Quarters
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NSA—NATIONAL SECURITY Agency

––––––––
[image: image]


REMF—‘REAR ECHELON mother-fucker’ (not an endearing) term for military personnel serving behind the lines
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CORDS—OFFICE OF CIVIL Operations and Rural Support, under control of MACV 
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CYCLO—THREE WHEELED cab, aka trishaw; powered by pedal or motor bike
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BA BA—“3-3” or 33, a referral to Ba Muoi Ba beer
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ÁO DAI—Traditional long dress or gown, typically refers to women’s clothing
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ÁO BÀ BA—Peasant shirt worn by Vietnamese women, especially in the south
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ONG and Ba Ngoai— grandfather and grandmother
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Prologue
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San Diego Lindbergh Field Airport, November 1997
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DEL RAY STUART STOOD up to resume his pacing, only to spy his wife, Maggie, finally making her way through the crowd of travelers. Although the look on her face told him a lot, he waited as patiently as he could for her to explain. “Del Ray,” she began, “they’re saying it’ll take two hours to replace the broken part and another six hours for the plane to get here. Do you want to kiss this off and see if we can just travel tomorrow?”

Stuart, not prepared to give up just yet, answered testily, “And go back home? Take a taxi to a hotel? No, look we’re all checked in, our luggage is in their hands... it’d be a mess. What about a flight to Mexico City, then to La Paz? Maybe there’s another way.”

“No, Ray, it doesn’t fix anything... I already checked, and we’d have to lay over for the night in Mexico City.”

Stuart sighed, “Okay, let’s just wait it out. I’ve got a book to read, and so do you. We can eat here, and walk around to break the monotony.”

“I agree... so let’s go find a place to eat now before the crowds have the same idea. What kind of food do you want?”

“Anything but that sorry excuse for Mexican food...”

“I saw a Thai or Chinese café on the other side of the terminal...”

“I think it’s Vietnamese and Chinese, but that’s fine. Let’s go.” 

The café had just opened when they arrived, so Maggie’s strategy to avoid another wait paid off immediately. “Order what you think I‘d like,” she told him, adding, “that’s your expertise, I don’t know the dishes by name... something with shrimp, something with pork maybe?”

Stuart laughed, “It’s not like I’m a connoisseur, and this certainly isn’t gonna be Saigon quality.” After he bumbled through his order, he came back to the table and, while they waited, another small group came in. And they looked like they knew exactly what they were doing at the counter.

“See, Del Ray, if you’d waited, we could have ordered what those Vietnamese people are getting...”

Stuart chuckled at her ribbing as he glanced at the three travelers. Then something familiar caught his eye and he stared hard at the older woman and the young couple with her. He was quiet for a time while Maggie chattered, stealing looks and studying the woman discreetly whenever he could. When the young couple abruptly left for the restroom, Stuart said, “I think I know that lady... would you mind if I made a fool of myself for a few minutes?”

Maggie laughed, “Knock yourself out, Del Ray... there can’t be more than a million women you think you know.” For all of her apparent lightheartedness, she watched Stuart like a hawk while he spoke with the Vietnamese woman for several minutes. Studying the lines on his face as he returned to her side, Maggie asked, “Well?”

“No, it wasn’t her, although she did say that she was raised near Saigon.”

“I’m curious about a lot of things,” said Maggie, “like, where are they traveling? Are they going to Vietnam?”

“No, she is waiting for a nephew traveling here from France through New York; the plane is delayed, though. As for the young couple—the young man is a son. They hope to visit Vietnam again someday, but the time is still not right.”

Maggie said, “Maybe they’re waiting for the same plane. You know, that boy is quite tall, and he looks like he could be half European...”

“Well, the French did have a presence in Vietnam for a long time.”

“So, the woman you thought this lady reminded you of, was that your Vietnamese girlfriend during the war?”

Stuart, stalling for words, tugged absent-mindedly at the vestige of his missing earlobe and fiddled with the stud that masked the scar, “I thought it could be her... this lady looked very familiar...”

“You’ve never really told me the whole story about your Vietnamese girlfriend, Del Ray—I know it was serious.”

“The story is... well it was a long time ago, and it’s a long story,” he demurred.

“Well, husband, we have a lot of time right now, and there’s nothing else to distract us, so get on with it. It’s about time to come clean, and I’m sure it’ll be a better story than this book I’m lugging around.” Stuart resisted her efforts for a few minutes, but by the time they finished eating, she had him weaving the tale. What follows is more or less what Ray told Maggie in the airport that day while they waited for a long overdue airplane.
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Part 1  

Year of the Goat
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“The CIA is made up of boys whose families sent them to Princeton but wouldn't let them into the family brokerage business.” –President Lyndon B. Johnson

––––––––
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“We have reached an important point where the end begins to come into view.” 

—U.S. General William C. Westmoreland, November 21, 1967
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“I must confess, the VC [Viet Cong] surprised us with their attack. It was surprisingly well coordinated, surprisingly impressive and launched with a surprising amount of audacity.”
—U.S. Brigadier General John Chasson, February 1968

––––––––
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“Our Tet plans required absolute secrecy and all soldiers took an oath of silence. Therefore when fighting began, our supporters did not know what to do. Most were afraid and confused and did nothing... we failed because we underestimated our enemies and overestimated ourselves.” 

—General Tran Van Tra, VC Commander, 1978
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Chapter 1

Crimson Carpet
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Da Nang Airbase, South Vietnam, October 1967

––––––––
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THE MONSOONAL AIR WRAPPED around him like an invisible snake as he stepped down from the plane, and the searing heat on the tarmac threatened to fuse his boot soles to the asphalt. He hustled across the runway to the adjoining roadway, but found no relief there on the pierced steel plate baking in the sun. As he attempted to get his breath back, it became harshly obvious right then: the temperate Okinawa sea breeze was now only a faded dream, and his world of theoretical intrigue was history. No more training now, no more data evaluation or contrived classroom problems to react to, and no more language classes to frustrate him. Here in Indochina the war was real, and he knew it all too well. The memories of a brutal, escalating war had not faded in the two years he’d been away from it, even if somehow, the breath-stealing oppression of this fetid tropical air had been blotted from his mind. 

“Major Stuart? Sir, are you Major Stuart?” asked the young officer as he hurried within polite range for addressing a superior.

“Yes, Lieutenant... you are?”

“Billings, Sir, First Marine Air Wing. Sorry about not saluting, Sir... it’s the protocol now when we’re out in the open; snipers are everywhere. The C.O. would like a word, then he has a ride waiting to ferry you down south... if you’ll follow me!” Billings grabbed Stuart’s duffle, slung it over his shoulder, then pointed vaguely toward an olive drab Jeep.

“Lead on, Billings; I hope there’s some shade where we’re headed.”

“Aye, aye, Sir, air conditioned, too! And we’re lucky today—it rained early—not more than a couple of inches this morning to boil off the runways. We haven’t had a real good rain yet this season, but they say it’s coming soon—should cool us down to a balmy eighty-five or so during a downpour.”

Major Stuart chuckled at the younger man’s wry wit, but as he followed his escort’s path, his good humor vanished. They veered away from the Jeep  toward a group of buildings that appeared mirage-like in the distance and, while Stuart glanced covetously at the grimy green vehicle, he realized that his expectation of Billings driving him the thousand yards was in vain. So he tightened his grip on the shoulder straps of his attaché bag, and picked up the pace. 

Stuart was surprised when they arrived at the Quonset hut offices without sweating through their camouflaged fatigues, although he could feel the beads trickling down the small of his back under his jungle green skivvies. Billings led him out of the punishing sun, inside the Quonset, and on into an office where a blast of cold air made him shiver and wonder about frostbite. A tall wiry figure emerged from the shadows of an inner doorway like a prehistoric predator, prompting Billings to snap a salute to his commanding officer: “Sir! Major Stuart, if you please; Lieutenant General Hawkins.”

As Hawkins extended his hand and Stuart looked at him more closely, he realized the mistake in his first assessment; now in the light, he instead perceived the distinguished silver sidewalls and steely gaze that accompanied the voice of a confident commander, “So, ‘Delvin’ is it, Major Stuart? Second Force Recon if the paperwork was correct?” said Hawkins. 

“Yes Sir, I go by Del Ray, or just Ray.”

“Right, Del Ray it is, if that suits you, Major. I assume you’re counter-intel, so I won’t bother asking you questions you can’t answer. I know how you CI guys are... but I like to meet all the officers that process through; we may cross paths again someday.”

“Thank you for that, General.”

“You must be on somebody’s good-guy list, Del Ray, because I have orders to put you on the first plane out of here for Saigon. Most enlisted men and many officers have to cool their jets here for a couple of weeks before MACV command figures out where they’re needed—especially Marines—we’re a minority group in their eyes. You know Saigon, then?”

“Yes, Sir... I was in country for most of ’64 and ‘65—temporary assignment with the Army 704.”

“Okay then, I suppose you know your business. But you realize it isn’t the country club it was back during your TDA, right?”

“Oh sure, the terrorist bombings were already increasing, even then, and there was a move afoot to evacuate American dependents—at least the Embassy families. But that’s nothing like what I’ve heard you all went through in July here in Da Nang.”

“Right, well Charlie gave us what-for with their Russian rockets. We just got that mess cleaned up. But I lost many good men in that fight.”

Hawkins abruptly rose after a bit more chit-chat, ending the audience, “All right then, I’d better get you on your air taxi, Del Ray. You’ve already had a long day, and you’ve another four hundred miles yet to go. Billings will drive you over to the C123 hangars—there’s an empty Air Force trash hauler headed back to Bien Hoa, and they’ll get you over to Tan Son Nhut Airbase and your unit’s new headquarters. Your orders are to report to Colonel Bob Donovan... here’s the paperwork. Good luck, Major!”

In the five minutes Stuart had been in LtGen Hawkins’ office, Lt Billings had requisitioned a Jeep and was waiting to run him to the cargo hangars. “Major, I’m told there will be some government dignitaries on the plane with you, so don’t be alarmed,” Lt Billings advised.

“Why would I be alarmed, Billings?” 

“Well, Sir, they likely don’t speak any English, or if they do, it’s not likely they’ll let on—it’s how they are. So, they usually don’t look like dignitaries, either... all these locals need is some form of identification, and we’re supposed to give them free rides if they show up in time and we have room.”

“What kind of paperwork then, Lieutenant? It must have some official standing somewhere.”

“God only knows, Major, and maybe Buddha too. I can’t read it. Can you?”

“A little, but that’s not my job, right? Or yours either, I assume.”

“Right, Major. I just thought you’d want to know ahead of time—there isn’t going to be anybody you can ask once the plane takes off.”

Billings guided the Jeep past rows of Marine helicopters sandwiched in their maze of bunkers and revetments, and continued on past the pods of F-4 fighters huddled like gaggles of geese in a field. Stuart knew there had been a buildup of air power, but seeing the actual hardware poised for business was different than reading the numbers on a sheet of paper. Passing row after row of warbirds, Billings finally deposited Stuart and his baggage just a few steps from the forward door into the cargo hold of the huge camouflaged C123, wished him luck, and drove off. 

Major Stuart looked up at the lettering under the pilot’s window. Wide Wilma was painted in bright colors with a smiling pig’s face underneath, a cartoon with several patched bullet holes that added a bucktoothed character to Wilma’s goofy persona. A hand from the cockpit window gave him a ‘thumbs up’ and pointed aft. Shifting his gaze slightly, Stuart saw the agitated loadmaster on the top step to the crew door, effectively rendered mute by the rumbling idle of the engines, motioning him on board. Stuart chuckled at Wilma and her bucktooth face one more time and made a mental note to add her to his list of colorful aircraft names on which he’d flown. Then he climbed the steps and peered into the dim interior of the plane.

Wilma’s corpulent belly was at least as stifling as the outside world. Taking a couple of deep breaths as if to store a supply of fresh air as long as possible, he entered and resignedly picked out a jump seat on the plane’s port side, then strapped himself in. Now facing the center of the hold, Stuart could only hope that it would prove to be a cooler ride at eight or ten thousand feet. As his eyes adjusted to the dim interior light, he looked to the rear, where a half dozen men were scattered in seats along the opposite side of the hull. From their civilian clothing, he knew that these were his Vietnamese traveling companions. And as the thunder of the engines reverberated through the empty beast, making the dirt on the floor dance in fairy swirls, he knew too, there would be no chatting on the flight. Pressing his earplugs firmly into place, Ray calculated that he’d manage more than two hours of sleep before Wilma set her wide body down at Bien Hoa airbase. Sleep proved to be elusive.

The pilot leaned on the auxiliary thruster jets as he pulled the nearly empty cargo plane up steeply from the runway; it was a maneuver he habitually used to avoid flying low over the end of runways where enemy fire would be tempted from the jungle’s depths. When he banked towards the South China Sea, the G-force jarred Stuart harshly just as he was drifting into a catnap. With the straining propeller mains loudly taking over from the thruster jets after the initial climb, Wide Wilma left Da Nang and Monkey Mountain behind in the haze. Only when the plane straightened into a steady climb was Stuart able to drift back to his nap for a few minutes.

Once above 3000 feet, the air in the crew quarters abruptly dropped to an uncomfortable chill, which, combined with the engine noise, made relaxing an impossible dream. Stuart, shivering now at 8000 feet, focused his mind on a single dark dot in the center of his skull and tried to block out the external world. Fifteen minutes had passed, maybe twenty, when an aroma broke through his concentration. He opened his eyes to see the loadmaster offering a canteen cup steaming with the smell of coffee, which he accepted with a smile, wondering, “When did they install coffee pots on these old birds?” Gratefully, he sipped at the metal cup’s edge to avoid a scalding. The heat didn’t last long, and he soon had to gulp it down to avoid holding a tin cup of  iced coffee. As the caffeine took hold, he unfolded the papers that Hawkins had given him and began to read in the dim light. His assignment was unsurprisingly vague and, as Hawkins had informed him, he was to report to Force Two Recon headquarters at Tan Son Nhut Airbase, specifically to Col Robert Donovan. That’s it, there was no more information— not that Stuart expected any. If he were to be shot down or captured, there was no real intel to be gathered from the papers or from his torture. “Just as long as they don’t think I’m CIA,” he told himself. With that, he folded the orders and stuffed them into his shoulder bag, then leaned back, closed his eyes, and tried to imagine what some military mind had cooked up for him.

—————————
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HIS SLUMBER WAS INTERRUPTED by the loadmaster once more, shaking him by the shoulder this time. “Sir! We are approaching Bien Hoa... pilot’s going in steep to minimize ground fire! Capiche?” he yelled over the engine noise.

Stuart’s brain snapped him awake almost instantly. “What? Yeah! I get it!” he responded to the loadmaster, who was now hustling to his armor-plated seat. Watching him strap in, Stuart automatically checked his own restraints. Then, looking across at the Vietnamese hitch-hikers, he motioned to one man who was studying him from across the hold, a gesture that meant ‘buckle up’. Ray followed that with a swooping motion of his hand to indicate that they were going in for a landing. The man looked away, looked back, yawned in complete disregard, then resumed staring at Stuart. In almost that same instant, Wide Wilma plunged steeply toward earth at an unnatural speed.

Even above the engines’ rumble, Stuart recognized the sound of bullets hitting the skin of the plane. Lots of them. Then a hole appeared in the cabin floor, big enough for a small person to fall through. Inexplicably, there was only a mild nudge to the aircraft’s trajectory, with no follow up explosion. “Dud,” Stuart mumbled. The sullen sounds of more gunfire hitting Wilma’s hide preceded an abnormal change in the whine of the engines. One was sputtering or backfiring—Stuart didn’t know which, and didn’t much care, either, as his concern shifted focus when the pilot pulled Wilma’s nose up sharply to touch down. Then it was over. They were more than a mile from the initial approach, beyond the range of the hidden jungle enemy, and braking to a stop.

By the time emergency crews had rushed to the plane where it’d taxied to a halt, the loadmaster had ushered Stuart and the local dignitaries down the steps and safely away. Stuart chuckled at the still-shaken Vietnamese men, and wondered if any in the bunch really had a valid reason to be traveling on Wilma. If not, Stuart guessed they’d be more prudent in their future choice for joyriding. The rude man who had ignored the warning to buckle up was particularly lucky because the hole in the floor was directly in front of his seat. Yet, he was the only one in the Vietnamese entourage who was not visibly scared. Stuart stared at two of the others and muttered, “They pissed themselves,” then he laughed. 

Stuart was abruptly startled from his amusement by an imposing figure approaching silently from his side. Turning, he saw words coming from an oak-sized creature’s mouth, “Major Stuart!? Come with me, please. Hurry... I have a Jeep... Donovan sent me.”

“Colonel Donovan? He’s here? I thought he was at Tan Son Nhut headquarters. Who are you?” asked Stuart, not quite used to such a breach in protocol, yet not quite irritated either.

“Smith, Corporal Thomas, Second Recon-—Sir, Sorry, Sir. Hurry... we don’t want to miss this show,” he urged, as he placed the Major’s duffle in the back of the Jeep. Smith continued talking over the groaning little motor, now shouting as he wound the Jeep to its breaking point. As they scooted down the edge of the runway, Smith blared,  “No, Sir, Donovan isn’t here—he sent me to fetch you. But we gotta see this! Call me Tom if you want,” he finished in an unfamiliar drawl.

Stuart put his hand on top of his head to keep from losing his cap as Smith sped down the runway toward the far end, “What are we going to see, Tom? Or are we meeting our ride to Tan Son Nhut?”

“Cobras, Sir! The new gunships. They’re gonna flush out the VC who were trying to kill ya’all.” 

Smith braked hard just as three Cobra attack helicopters appeared from nowhere and began an aerial ballet, each from a different angle, strafing the target area of jungle adjacent to the fire zone perimeter along the runway. The buzz of their twin miniguns was followed by rocket fire, then another burst from the miniguns spit fire as each Cobra looped in a cloverleaf for another pass. Four passes later, finishing off anything that resembled a moving target with 20mm cannon fire, the Cobras disappeared as quickly and invisibly as they’d arrived.

Corporal Tom Smith sat in his driver’s seat laughing like a kid at his Christmas toys. “Did ya ever see this? Notice the difference, Major?”

“Certainly, they don’t hover like the older gunships—it looks like dive bombers attacking,” said Stuart. “Those must be the new miniguns too, right.”

“Yeah! I mean... Yes, Sir! They say upwards of four thousand rounds a minute each! Pretty damn cool! Well, the show must be over... there’s three more of those beasts lurkin’ about, so if more enemy was still there, I expect the other three would’ve shown up by now. Let me get you to the main shack and see if they’re really gonna ferry us over to Tan Son Nhut before dark. Oh, and I’m to take you to a commissary somewhere to get you some civilian clothes... Donovan’s orders.”

——————————
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“MAJOR, WE HAVE A RIDE out of here on a Huey in an hour... we haven’t got much time to browse the commissary. Did you say you had some civvies in your duffle?”

“Yes, a Hawaiian shirt, jeans, khakis, loafers...”

“No Sir, that won’t do, unless you want people to think you’re in the CIA—no flowered shirts! C’mon, we can make a quick stop for a shirt or two—these flyboys know how to dress casual when off duty—it won’t take long. I get to use this Jeep ‘til we leave anyway, so we might as well make good use of it. You can go shopping for your new wardrobe in Saigon, once we get there.”

“We?”

“Yes Sir! Donovan’s orders. Think of me as your body guard until you get settled. Things have likely changed since you were here last...”

“You seem well informed for a...”

“I was drafted, Sir. Best thing ever to happen to me. The Marines, I mean. Not ‘Nam. But it ain’t been that bad for me, except losin’ friends.”

“You’ve seen combat, then?”

“Uh, yeah... in my first tour. But the Colonel won’t let me go now.”

Stuart was silent for a few minutes, but Smith had never met a void in a conversation which he couldn’t fill. As he parked the Jeep in front of the base commissary, he piped in, “So you met Duke today, then?”

“Duke? No, I don’t believe so. I hadn’t spoken to anybody after I left Da Nang until you met up with me at the airstrip.”

“Oh, he wouldn’t have spoken to you. He would just quietly size you up—reputation for being rude—speaks good English, but some say he won’t converse with anybody in English. It’s a Frenchy thing.”

“Tom, are you talking about that Vietnamese fellow on the airplane?”

“Of course, who else. His real name is Vu Duc Chau... some important mucky-muck around the villages in the Mekong Delta. Donovan will tell you all about him, I suppose. Duke’s important to MACV and Force Recon, and we’re important to him.”

“Did my predecessor deal with him?”

Corporal Smith looked at Stuart, seemingly searching for the right words until the pause became awkward: “Sir, as far as I know, you had no predecessor. Rumor has it that you’re a unicorn in Force Recon.”

————————-
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CORPORAL TOM SMITH’S revelation turned into a conversation killer, not that either man was going to chit-chat in the Air Force commissary, where the search for appropriate civilian clothing was in vain. And the chopper ride to Tan Son Nhut offered no opportunities either. Major Del Ray Stuart, therefore, had time to contemplate what seemed to lay before him: he had a driver/bodyguard who bordered on insubordination most of the time, albeit in a most casual and disarming manner. Moreover, the man seemed to be in charge of rumor control within what should be a tight-lipped counter-intel unit slogging through the mire of a very messy war. Although Stuart had been handled like a VIP thus far, he’d not been given any prior briefing about his hush-hush mission. Now the rumors suggested he was going to be involved in some operation which nobody would talk about, yet which, down to the Corporal’s level, was talked about. The conundrum made him forget all about the Vietnamese man whom smith referred to as ‘Duke’. He was more interested in what Col Robert Donovan had to say when he arrived at Tan Son Nhut. But, as he was soon to learn, that encounter would have to await another sunrise.
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Chapter 2

Five O’clock Follies
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––––––––
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DUSK HAD NEARLY GIVEN up to nightfall when Major Stuart and Corporal Smith hurried across the heliport tarmac toward the main PX at Tan Son Nhut Airbase. Smith was bound to follow Col Donovan’s orders regarding Stuart’s wardrobe, and he had found the selection at Bien Hoa starkly lacking in what he considered good taste. Stuart, for his part, was starving and impatient. “Corporal—-Tom! I could give a rat’s ass—I’ve got enough new clothes, for chrissake. Where can a man go to get a decent meal and a drink in this clapboard village?”

Laughing, Smith said, “Give me one second, Sir,” then took the stack of clothes, negotiated with a clerk, and turned back to Stuart. “They’ll be delivered to your hooch... it’s all on LBJ’s tab. Now, I recommend the Vietnamese Officers’ Club, ‘cuz they’ll let anybody inside, and that will let you enjoy my company while I fill you in on the local gossip. The food ain’t bad either, but we have to bring our own booze. The Commander in Chief just bought us this bottle of  Mister Jack Black, too—see.” Stuart just shook his head in amusement and followed his quirky guide.

Smith led Stuart through a maze of roads in the shadows created by haphazard lights, boxy buildings and corrugated steel Quonset huts. Finally, they reached the Vietnamese Air Force side of the airbase. The sky in the distance around the base perimeter was now aglow from parachute flares rocketing into the air every few minutes. Smith seemed compelled to narrate even the obvious, “That’s to discourage the VC, Sir... there’s this temptation to cross the fire line and have a go at that pyramid of concertina wire, but they’d never make it under the light of the flares, ‘cuz our boys would cut ‘em to ribbons.” The eerie red haze of the flares and Smith’s non-stop drawl all added to the night’s weird, muggy aura. 

The Officer’s Club was easy to spot from a block away, decorated incoherently with strings of Christmas lights as if the locals might not yet know where it stood. As they approached the front, the sound of Grace Slick belting out ‘Somebody to Love’ blasted from the open doorway, making Stuart smile. Entering the two-story air-conditioned building, Smith led Stuart past a lineup of tiny women, all skimpily clad in outfits designed to reveal most of their implausible and inexplicably large breasts. The women were dancing evocatively and miming the lyrics, but Smith led Stuart along the sequined chorus line straight to the bar, ignoring the pleas and tugging at their sleeves. Slapping his hands on the bar ceremoniously, Smith bellowed, “Mister Ling, if you please, two Cokes and two dinner specials.”

The bartender pointed to an empty table in the far corner away from the bar girls and the loud rock music, and said with a twinkle in a French accent, “Your usual, General Smith...”

Stuart looked at the Corporal with a smirk, “How long have you been coming in here impersonating an officer, Tom?”

Smith laughed, “It’s a joke, of course... like I said, they’ll let anybody in the joint... well, any American serviceman, that is. They want the military script, okay... not paper piastres; but, if you pay with dollars, you get much better service... you’ll see.” As soon as they sat down, an old Vietnamese man, obviously a civilian, shuffled to the table with two bottles of Coke and two glasses with ice. Smith broke open the seal on the whiskey bottle and poured a generous amount over the ice and diluted it with the tepid cola. As the warm liquid foamed over the rim of the glasses, Smith advised the obvious, “Best let that sit a minute or two, Major, the Coke ain’t that cold.”

Stuart was not a big drinker, and was not that fond of whiskey and Coke either, so he was content to let the concoction rest as long as the effusive Smith recommended. “So Major, I had your new clothes sent to laundry to get sanitized—you don’t want no bedbugs or mites. And where you‘re going, they shouldn’t look too new; an old Chinaman over on the north side of Cholon knows just how to get ‘em taken care of—they should be back from Chinatown by curfew, morning chow at the latest.”

“Okay, thank you, I guess... I never would have thought of it. And when’s curfew?” Stuart asked tiredly.

“The base curfew is twenty-two hundred, which means nobody in or out the gates, and security shifts begin to change shortly after. I recommend that we be off the streets before then, so I’ll show you to your quarters after we’ve fed, and I’ll fetch you at Oh-eight hundred to go see the Old Man. Oh, and that new safari jacket you didn’t want? You’ll need to sleep in it tonight.”

Stuart nodded in agreement as fatigue set in, not arguing the seemingly silly idea of sleeping in a jacket—or even owning one in this climate if it didn’t repel rain. Perhaps his acquiescence was abetted by a few swallows of his drink when he simply offered to extend the conversation by asking, “So how old of a man is the Colonel?”

“Donovan? Mid-forties, maybe... hard to tell... hard-ass, though. He’s combat ready at all times, if ya know what I mean.”

“You said he won’t let you go... what’s the story with that?”

Smith looked down at his glass, took a sip, stalling for the correct words, then said, “Well, he insists that I saved his life and a bunch of other stuff, but I’d rather not talk about all that. It’s his story to tell, not mine... and we lost a few men in that fight. So, if it’s alright with you...”

“Certainly, I get it. I figured it was something like that. So what can you tell me about this unicorn assignment, Tom?” 

About then, the wizened waiter arrived and began to shove bowls piled high with food onto the table, and Smith, intent on filling his plate and giving recommendations about each dish, deftly fielded the question without flinching, “Oh, I can’t say—just rumors... Donovan would have me sent to the front lines if I say more.” Stuart was about to try a more subtle approach to the interrogation, but hunger shifted his curiosity from Smith’s evasiveness to the mystery of the food now assembled before him. And the next whiskey tic made him forget that he’d even asked about unicorns.

———————————
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STUART SAT BOLT UPRIGHT in bed, confused momentarily by the sounds of fighter jets launching into the dawn sky. He was sweating like a plow horse. Then the dream came rushing back—visions of Doc Sylvester’s face turning pale, contrasting his bluish lips and dying eyes; his final words were still haunting, “We saved ‘em Ray, didn’t we? All but Lansford... Scott made it, and so did Flynn...” Stuart could shake neither the image of Doc’s face mired in that nightmare on the Laotian border a dozen years earlier, nor the memory of stowing his dead friends with the gear for the long chopper ride back to base. 

Finally, he gathered his wits and, as if deflecting the nightmare with a comedy, he wondered why he was clothed only in a khaki safari jacket, “No wonder I’m sweating.” It took only a moment to recall the seeming absurdity of Corporal Smith’s admonition—surely this was a practical joke of some sort. But he’d slept in the damn thing anyway. After a night of sweating in the coat, it gave off a pungent well-worn vapor. “Maybe if I hang it up, it’ll air out,” he mumbled to himself. 

The question of his profuse sweating solved, his mind drifted back to the cause of his nightmare. Realizing that the noisy overhead fan hadn’t worked all that well and, dismissing the whiskey tic hangover as a factor, he chalked-up the dream to the thumping of the fan, the adventure on Wide Wilma, and the Cobra gunship battle.

Stuart was surprised to find warm water in the shower. In fact, he was surprised that he even had a shower in these temporary quarters. At least he hoped the hooch was temporary. It seemed obvious: he was bound for life in a city—likely Saigon. But that was about all he’d been able to weasel out of Tom Smith over the whiskey bottle. “Smith.” An unlikely companion, to be sure: an officer fraternizing with... a draftee? But this had become an unlikely war, a quarter million American soldiers occupying a supposedly friendly country to fight a war a half a world away from American soil; now, in fits and starts, the war was inching toward Saigon in the form of an army of people that looked no different from the friendlies who operated the place. A draftee? Weren’t they all supposed to be pissed off at having been conscripted into this war? “But not Corporal Smith. No, he likes it. He’ll make Sargent soon enough,” Stuart mumbled to the gecko on the wall.

Corporal Smith rolled up in a rag-top Jeep at 0800 as promised, then whisked his charge off to an open mess for a hurried cup of coffee and what passed for breakfast. Smith wasted no time in heading for MACV headquarters on the southeast side of the base, and as the Jeep rattled by the long side of a very large office complex, Smith announced, “Pentagon East,” using the popular pejorative for the U.S. Military Assistance Command Vietnam group. There were no other discernible markings on the rambling structure, and it wasn’t until they circled in front of another building with a sign that read MACV Annex, that Stuart knew their destination.

Smith ushered Stuart past security and down darkened hallways that led deep into the bowels of the building, passing one closed door after another. A single door was open, and that is where Smith turned in. An inner office was tagged with a handmade sign, indicating where Col Robert Donovan held court for his tiny, secretive component of Marine CI operations in South Vietnam. Stuart’s first-sight impression was that Donovan had been created from a jumble of thick boulders and prehensile tree limbs. While he studied Donovan’s unique assemblage, Corporal Tom Smith made introductions, then departed, closing the door behind him.

“Major Stuart,” Donovan began, “make yourself comfortable—-hopefully, the air conditioning holds up today or else it’ll be impossible. Do you go by Del, or...?”

“Usually Del Ray, or just Ray, Sir.”

Donovan looked at Stuart’s full name on the paperwork before him, “I see... Ray... so from ‘Rayburn’? A family name for a middle name, right? You can call me Bob when nobody else is around... discipline seems to have gone in the shitter around here, but I suppose we need to keep up appearances as officers.”

Stuart grinned, “Yes, I’ve noticed some differences in the last twenty-four hours...”

Donovan chuckled, or growled—Stuart couldn’t discern, “You mean Tom? Yeah, he’s a charming piece of work, but I’ll take him over ten of the others. He’ll mind his manners when he has to. Now you need to relax your own military demeanor starting right now, because you are going civilian by this afternoon. Address nobody as ‘Sir’, and only use ‘mister’ when talking to a local when you’ve been introduced. As soon as you leave this office, go to your quarters and change outta your cammies and into civvies.” 

Stuart nodded as if he understood the scope of the assignment, but he was clueless and waited for Donovan to continue to reveal the unicorn in the room. “Your new papers identify you as Domenic Sinclair, or Dom. We’ve issued you a set of press credentials—these are known as Bao Chi tags. This tells everyone that you’re a journalist. If the local cops give you any shit, just yell ‘Bao Chi’ as loud and as often as you need to get them out of your face.”

Donovan stopped for breath about the same time Stuart understood his situation—he was going undercover. “But as a fucking reporter?” he wondered.

Donovan continued, “There are twenty-seven newspapers in Saigon, and they all seem to know what we’re doing before we do... and there are four hundred American and foreign journalists in Saigon —give or take a few dozen dunderheads—and we give war briefings to the press every day, and they know what’s bullshit before we say it and they know what we’re planning before we plan it. And if all these parasites know it, then the fuckers we’re fighting must know it too. You are gonna find out how, then we need to find the people responsible.”

Stuart sat transfixed by Donovan’s animation, but finally spoke up, “But Bob, I don’t know squat about being a reporter. Who am I reporting for? What...”

“You don’t need to know shit about reporting, Ray. Your story is that you’re a freelance photojournalist, right? Oh, I almost forgot—here’s a camera. So, you take notes like a writer, snap a few photos, ask dumbass questions... no, make that obnoxious dumbass questions, and if anybody is nosey enough to question you, just say that you take photos and sell ‘em to news outlets, right?”

Stuart took the Leica and its assorted attachments and case, and put the equipment in his lap while Donovan continued, “You’ll disappear on occasion as if you’re going to the front as an imbedded journalist... that means you’re special. It’ll give you cred that you have contacts in high places. Just go about all of this quietly. We’ll give you intel to plant around from time to time upon your return from the ‘field’ and we’ll see where it turns up. And in the meantime, you’ll pay attention to where these newsmen are getting their intel.”

“Who do we suspect, Bob?” Stuart asked. 

“Everybody, right now... the fucking CIA, the NSA, policy wonks loafing in the Embassy. Hell, it could be a goddamn secretary or a housemaid, or a tea girl for all I know. Maybe Walter Cronkite, even. If I knew, I’d tell you; I will tell you this right now though, General Westmoreland has his hands full with the Commander in Chief and his minions, the Washington policy think tanks, and the CIA—all arguing about our military intelligence and the number of enemy troops. And it’s a major sticking point in getting LBJ to authorize more troop call ups, given the public morale at home. Not to mention the fear that I have every time we send Marines into a situation, hoping it’s not a trap. So, when the General gets squeezed, we’re the ones who squeal.”

Stuart stood up after the soliloquy and began pacing. Reflexively, Donovan rose as well, and called out the door for coffee. An orderly brought a carafe filled with bad coffee almost instantly. Both men had time to organize their thoughts, but it was Stuart who spoke next. “So, you say the military gives press briefings every day?”

“Yup. At The Rex hotel. Do you know it?”

“Yes, been there a few times back in ‘64 and...”

“Good,” interrupted Donovan, “well, it’s changed a bit since then: Public Affairs now controls most of the building except for the rooftop bar and the bachelor officers’ quarters; we’ve got a BOQ room reserved for Major Delvin Stuart. Use it as a base of operations. Check in there and stow your military gear—make sure to use this room discreetly. Plan on checking in with security at the auditorium as Dom Sinclair for the briefings a little before 1700 hours. Then after the briefing, go over to the Hotel Majestic where you have a reservation... it’s where lots of the real good journalists live... but you’ll need to find a place of your own within a few days... get a little apartment somewhere. I don’t want it to be too easy for the others to keep track of your movements. And, here’s the most important thing... you’ll have a handler. Go to the rooftop bar at the Majestic tonight after you check in, and he’ll likely contact you there.”

“A handler? What’s his name?”

“His code name is ‘Manfred’. That’s all you need for now. He’ll actually give you the guidance you need in the field. I’ll be out of the loop except as you have a need to check in with me and arrange specific operations, or when Manfred tells you to contact me.” 

Donovan let that sink in for a moment or two, then continued, “So, Corporal Smith got you set up with civvies and such? He’s requisitioning some crap you’ll need as a reporter... in the camera case is contact info on how to reach him and more on your new background, Domenic Sinclair—Smith’ll be stationed with the Marine Guard at the Saigon Embassy near the Majestic... I’d suggest contacting him every couple of days. He’ll provide a driver when you need one, but plan on taxis or cyclos for your day to day transportation.”

“Bob, is it too much to ask for Smith to be my driver? If he’s going to be stationed at the Embassy anyway...”

“No, Ray, Corporal Smith has other duties and such—things he does for me, but he’ll be on call for you
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