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			Author’s Note

			Palm Haven is a figment of my imagination, although many similar places dot the coastal landscape. The north shore of Tybee Island is as pristine and protected as ever.

			The Special Forces/Montagnard camp I called Vu Dong is also a figment of my imagination, although many such camps existed in the Centrals Highlands near the Cambodian and Laotian borders, including Tan Canh, Dak To II, Ben Het, Dak Seang, and Dak Pek. The subjugation of the Montagnard tribes by the Vietnamese is factual. Although they had been promised sovereign territory by both the French and the Americans, they were displaced by North Vietnamese refugees, prompting their migration to Laos and Cambodia, where they were systematically annihilated. Only some four hundred of their number escaped to America after the war.

			During the war, America walked a fine line between arming our most effective ally—the Montagnards—and satisfying the Vietnamese, who feared a Montagnard revolt. The South lost the war in large part because it couldn’t stop North Vietnamese infiltration into the Central Highlands via the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

			American Green Berets who served in the Highlands camps will recognize some scenes in this book as having been inspired by true events.

		

	
		
			“The world breaks everyone and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially. If you are none of these you can be sure it will break you too but there will be no special hurry.”

			—Ernest Hemingway

			“Only the dead have seen the end of war.”

			—Plato

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			… One week ago

			Despite the passage of decades, Karl recognized Beau Carlyle as soon as the man entered the bar at the JW Marriott on Savannah’s riverfront. A bit shorter than his older brother, Beau more closely resembled his father, broad at the shoulders with neatly combed gray hair and laser-sharp blue eyes that matched the golf shirt he wore under a navy blazer. In the muted light, Karl stood among the crowded tables and caught his former rival’s eye. Beau acknowledged Karl and approached with the confident bearing of a man still able to walk eighteen holes carrying his bag of clubs. The men shook hands and took a seat as a waitress hustled up to their table.

			“What are you drinking?” Beau asked.

			“Presbyterian.”

			“Ah, Tucker’s drink of choice.”

			Karl raised his glass. “To your brother’s memory.”

			Beau ordered a double Scotch on the rocks and a refill for Karl. After the waitress departed, Beau said, “I’m sorry for your loss.”

			Although it had been six months since Samantha passed, Karl had not become accustomed to trite condolences. A well of emotion blossomed in his chest, but he wasn’t about to let it burst in front of Beau Carlyle.

			Beau had suggested this meeting to discuss “an opportunity,” and Karl had accepted the invitation as an excuse to revisit the city in which he and Sam had met and fallen in love. During an afternoon of nostalgic browsing, he found that Savannah had resisted change, confident in its charm and its leisurely pace. The citizens of Savannah revered the past and that produced a sense of stability that comforted Karl. He had walked northwest on Broad Street, under a canopy of trees dripping Spanish moss, to Forrest Gump’s bus stop at Chippewa Square, where he rested for a moment. Unbeknownst to the giggling tourists who took selfies while sitting on the benches scattered around the square, Forrest Gump’s authentic bench had been shipped to a movie museum years ago.

			Moving southwesterly, he admired the restored townhouses on Savannah’s famous squares as he approached Forsyth Park, and two blocks west of the park on Gwinnett Street he found the house in which he and Sam had lived as newlyweds. Once a white Colonial, the house had been renovated and painted a happy shade of yellow. Standing in front of it, he mourned the life he had abandoned to secure the life he had lived.

			Karl shook his head to dislodge the memories and refocus on the conversation.

			“She went through years of torture. I couldn’t stand it,” Karl said.

			“But she had you. I know how devoted you were to her care.”

			“Taking care of her was the easy part. The repetition of optimism followed by disappointment was the hard part. First a lumpectomy, chemo, and radiation that seemed promising, then a mastectomy and yet the cancer kept coming back.”

			“Well, she’s not in pain anymore.”

			Please don’t tell me Sam is in a better place. “People tell me it’s a relief she finally passed, but I can’t accept that. I wanted her to live, Beau.”

			When the waitress delivered their drinks, Karl surreptitiously used his napkin to dab at moist eyes.

			Beau nodded sympathetically. “I understand. I liked Sam a lot.”

			“Everyone liked Sam.”

			“What are you going to do now? Move back to Wisconsin, work in the family business?”

			Karl scoffed at the idea. “Spend my days haggling with customers who don’t like how their shirts were pressed? I’d probably kill someone.”

			Beau smiled and nodded as though he had guessed correctly. “I didn’t think you’d go back up there. You’re more Southern than people who were born down here.”

			Karl sipped his cocktail and surveyed the after-work crowd—boisterous drinkers, people with arranged lives, people with plans, people with reasons to celebrate. He leaned against the red brick wall that was a remnant of the factory that had been converted into a luxury hotel and tilted his head back to contemplate the art deco lights suspended from exposed ductwork. This décor, he thought, would be more appropriate in some trendy spot in Silicon Valley. He preferred hushed voices, dim lighting, and wood-paneled walls when drinking.

			“When my father passed, my brother, Louie, gobbled up the dry cleaning business, so, thankfully, that’s neither an option nor an obligation. I’m going to stay in our house where I can feel Sam’s presence.”

			Beau spun his cocktail glass as he searched for words. “It might be good for you to get away from the memories for a while. I wonder if you’d be interested in an assignment.”

			“An assignment? I thought you had retired from detective work.”

			“I still dabble when something interesting comes up, still have my father’s office. But this is for my son, Lance. You remember him?”

			“Of course. A strapping, handsome kid the last time I saw him. He’s in law enforcement, isn’t he?”

			“Yeah, he never wanted to work for dear old dad. He’s now the sheriff of Chatham County, and he has, ah, greater ambitions.” Beau gave him the look of a proud father. “He wants to be governor someday, but that won’t happen if he can’t fix a big problem. I think you can help him.”

			Karl’s chest rose and fell with a chuckle. “My detective work is behind me, Beau.” And so is my life. Sam was my life.

			Beau snorted. “You going to waste your life fishing and golfing? Sam won’t be there to cook the fish or listen to your stories about miraculous birdies.”

			“That was mean, Beau. I have friends.”

			“Karl, you were the best damned detective my father ever hired. I resented you at first, looked at it like you were replacing Tucker in my father’s life, but you were always better than me. You may not believe it, but I was sorry to see you leave. I could understand it, though. DA’s investigator was a step up from our little detective agency.”

			A dreamy look settled in Karl’s eyes. “I gave the DA’s office my best thirty-five years and then Sam got sick.”

			Beau’s sincere salesman’s expression faded, but he decided to allow Karl the understandable prevarication. “I’d do this job myself, but everyone knows me around here. You left a long time ago, and that’s a plus for this job. Will you at least do me the favor of listening to the assignment? I want Lance to tell you himself.”

			Karl couldn’t resist leaning toward Beau, involuntarily curious. “You can tell me. I plan to fly back home tomorrow.”

			“No problem. Lance has just arrived and he’s waiting for my high sign to join us. The only thing is, he’s nervous about the publicity you’ve received for your work. You’ve been hard on cops. Put a few behind bars.”

			“I’m not going to apologize for catching bad cops, Beau.”

			“Of course not.” Beau paused, searching his vocabulary for non-offensive words. “His guys haven’t done anything wrong. They took a shot at this and just didn’t get anywhere. Lance is worried that the media will sniff it out before the case is solved.”

			“Um hum.” Karl sat back and gave Beau his detective-interviewing-a-suspect stare. “What you’re really saying is I have to promise not to talk to the press.”

			“Report to Lance only. If the media heard the famous Karl Novak was in town, they’d be on you like Remora on a shark.”

			“Sounds like Lance has something to hide.”

			“Well, not yet.” Beau paused. When Karl didn’t laugh, Beau threw his hardest punch. “I thought you might like to put your last case behind you, end your career with a success.”

			Karl’s last case had ended in disaster and forced retirement, but it wasn’t his hardest to put behind him. Vietnam would always hold that status, and Beau, of all people, should have known that.

			Karl shrugged and nodded. “As a favor I’ll listen, but that’s all.” Playing hard to get.

			Beau waved a hand in the air and Karl turned to watch Lance, in suit-and-tie, approach their table with the long-legged gait of a former athlete. Like an apparition from Karl’s troubled past, Lance bore the same high cheekbones and military haircut of his uncle, Tucker. The two men shook hands and settled into their seats.

			“Your usual?” Beau asked Lance as he looked for a waitress.

			“Afraid I won’t be able to stay long. I have a dinner to attend,” Lance said.

			“Well, congratulations on your sheriff’s post,” Karl said. “Your dad mentioned that you have a problem, but he didn’t give me any details.”

			“Well, about two years ago, a luxury condo complex opened on Tybee Island. No one wanted the damn thing to ruin the beach, but the developers promised jobs and greased enough palms to make it happen.” He snickered. “The name of the place is Palm Haven.”

			“Good name for a cemetery,” Karl said.

			Beau sniggered.

			“It’s upscale, like a resort, and filled mostly with retirees who are rich as sin. It’s like the island became South Florida overnight,” Lance said. “The residents complain about every little slight, but we have to check out all the reports.”

			Karl chuckled. “You want me to check out bogus complaints?”

			Beau and Lance shared a conspiratorial look.

			“Of course not,” Lance said. “We wouldn’t waste your time on something that, ah, routine.” Lance took a breath and arched his eyebrows like a child who was about to admit wrongdoing to his mother. “The Drug Enforcement Agency suspects that opioids are being pushed out there and that overdose deaths have been covered up.”

			“Addiction isn’t limited to the poor,” Beau said.

			“It’s a national scourge and it looks like I let this happen right under my nose.” The sheriff sighed. “The DEA promised to give me first crack at it, but they’ll take the case over if I can’t solve it soon.”

			“The scandal would damage Lance’s chances at higher political offices,” Beau added.

			Karl spun his cocktail glass as he thought about the situation. Clearly, Beau and Lance were more concerned about the optics than they were about drug abuse. “I imagine you’ve already taken a crack at this and now the rich folks are jittery,” Karl said to the sheriff.

			“My bad. My guys weren’t, ah, the right age for the job. The residents clammed up.”

			“Seems like I always come late to the party, after everyone has already puked,” Karl said.

			Beau laughed.

			“We do have three names that seem to be good leads. I just don’t want the DEA on my island,” Lance said. “That’s my jurisdiction and the Feds always screw it up.”

			“It’s a chance for redemption, Karl,” Beau said.

			Karl shot him a cold look, angry that Beau was exploiting his weaknesses. Back to Lance, he said, “I get it. You think the old farts will talk to me because I’m an old fart.”

			“I think they would if you were a resident, undercover,” Beau said.

			“Undercover? I’m already old.”

			“You still need a cover story that distances you from your life as an investigator,” Lance said.

			“You could go back to being Eddie Kovacs, the brash kid my father hired straight out of the Army,” Beau said.

			“A retiree who owned dry cleaning stores in Wisconsin,” Lance said.

			Later, Karl would admit to himself that Beau had pushed the right buttons—redemption for his grievous error in Vietnam and a chance to salvage his tarnished reputation as an investigator. For now, Karl fooled himself into believing he wanted a few more days in Savannah—all expenses paid—to relive his time here with Samantha.

			“‘Have gun, will travel,’” he said with a grin.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Tybee Island, Georgia, Present Day

			Eddie didn’t need a GPS to find Palm Haven—it stuck out like a black eye in a family portrait. A massive structure constructed of white masonry topped by a chocolate brown Mediterranean tile roof, the luxury condo community looked as though it had been plucked from the Amalfi Coast in Italy and plunked down on the formerly pristine beach on the northern tip of Tybee Island. The building’s two eight-story wings angled away from a four-story main building, as though they were the swept wings of a jet fighter. According to Lance, the locals wished the damned thing would fly back to Italy and take all the rich assholes with it.

			He took a left onto the last street inland from the ocean and drove parallel to the backside of Palm Haven’s sprawl. A few hundred yards along, a paved road to the right ran past a row of Leyland cypress trees that hid the loading dock and rear entrance from the prying eyes of residents. Halfway down the road, cars rested in numbered spaces under the parking lot’s corrugated tin roofing. The entry and exit gate arms were down, so he took a roll of electrical tape from his glove compartment, tore off two short lengths, and walked to the exit gate. Unlike the key-card-operated entry gate, the exit gate operated automatically when an optical cell sensed an approaching car. He taped a black plus sign over the eye and the gate rose.

			He drove his aged but pampered Ford Bronco in the out lane and parked it in slot 202. He went back to the gate and removed the tape and the gate arm dropped into place. From his rear storage compartment, he retrieved a rolling suitcase and a leather duffle bag. The strap of a canvas satchel, his substitute for a briefcase, went around his neck.

			Acting as though he owned the place, he sauntered toward the rear entrance where an ambulance, lights flashing but no siren, was backed up the loading dock. He climbed the ramp and peered around double entrance doors that had been propped open. In the vestibule, elevator doors marked “Staff Only” were closing to his left. Beyond a matching elevator on the right wall of the corridor, an alcove led to restrooms. He rolled his luggage into the alcove and watched as the elevator doors opened to reveal a gurney on which lay a body draped from head to toe by a white sheet. The paramedics wheeled the gurney into the hallway followed by a young woman dressed in green nurse’s scrubs and an older gentleman wearing a white lab coat. They exchanged a few indistinct words, then the older gentleman and the nurse got back into the elevator. Eddie wished he could get a look at the body, but the paramedics swiftly rolled the gurney through the loading dock doors and into the ambulance.

			Eddie walked down the corridor lined with administrative offices and past up-and-down escalators into a lobby that gave him the impression he had just entered a four-star hotel. Several well-dressed people awaited help from a concierge. In the center of the spacious lobby, a gaggle of people relaxed on a cluster of plump white leather sofas. A minion in the Palm Haven uniform of white jacket and black slacks spotted him and hurried up to say, “Did you come in the back way?”

			“Sure. I parked out back and walked in.”

			“You parked out back?” The nice-looking young guy sounded incredulous.

			“Looked like your parking lot to me.”

			“Sir, we have valet parking only. You bring your car to the front, and we take care of parking. When you want your car, just call 1-0-0-1 and we’ll get it for you.”

			“Handy. Thanks.”

			“Can I have your keys, please? Do you remember the number on the parking space?”

			“Sure, I do. I’m in slot 312.” He handed the anxious young man the spare keys to the Mercedes sport coupe Sam had owned. Sam hadn’t been able to drive for a long time, but Eddie couldn’t bear to part with the flashy red car that was so reflective of Sam’s personality.

			The young man looked relieved. “Leave your luggage with me and check in over there.” The bellhop pointed across the lobby to a counter above which hung a sign that read “Reception” in foot-tall letters.

			Eddie thought the sign should say, “God’s Waiting Room.” He relinquished his luggage but held onto his canvas satchel and stepped up to the reception desk where a young woman in the ubiquitous white uniform jacket gave him the counterfeit smile of an airline stewardess.

			“Checking in. Kovacs, Edward C.”

			“Ah,” she said when she found him on the computer. “You came all the way from Wisconsin. Why here and not Florida?”

			“Too many old farts down there.”

			A peal of laughter shot out of her, then she cupped a hand over her mouth in case he wasn’t being sarcastic.

			He gave her a smile to indicate he was kidding.

			“Is your wife with you?” She craned her neck to look around him.

			“No, it’s just me now,” he said.

			Her smile morphed from cheerful to sympathetic. “I’m sorry, Mr. Kovacs. I hope you’ll be happy here.” She handed him a thick portfolio. “Everything you need to know is in there, including a map of the grounds and facilities, so you don’t get lost.”

			“I’m pretty good at finding my way around.”

			“Of course, sir. We have you in guest apartment number 103, first floor of the independent living wing, just past the pool and the gym.” She pointed over his shoulder to the other side of the lobby. “It’s that way. The apartment is fully furnished but let us know if you need anything else. Apartment 410 is reserved for you when your household goods arrive. There’s a thirty-day limit on guest apartment stays.”

			He nodded. “That’s all I’ll need.”

			The guest apartment was a replica of a suite at a long stay motel—one bedroom, one bath, a sitting area, a cramped kitchen, a round pine dining table with four chairs. He unpacked the suitcase, which contained enough clothes for a month-long stay, and then the leather duffle. On the dresser, he placed a squat plastic jar and a framed 8x10 photo of Sam. In the top drawer of the dresser, he placed six eyeglass cases containing aviator sunglasses. He had silver frames and gold frames with yellow, blue, black, green, and mirrored lenses. Sam had often chided him for his obsession with the aviators which were for him, a signal to other Vietnam vets that he was one of them.

			Then he looked for a hiding place. Using his P-38—an Army issue miniature screwdriver and can opener that hung from his keychain—he unscrewed the cover of the air conditioning return vent in the kitchen and placed his badge, a thick wad of used bills, and his six-shot revolver in the ductwork. Eddie preferred revolvers because they never jammed, and they didn’t leave casings behind.

			At the table, he spread the facility map and studied it closely. In the central building, the communal dining room occupied the ocean end of the second floor it shared with the ballroom. He noted that the elevators in the vestibule at the back of the central building serviced all eight floors of each wing. He could understand how dead bodies rolling through the reception area to the grand entrance might have a deleterious effect on resident morale.

			He opened the vertical blinds on what he expected were sliding glass doors leading to a patio and found instead a sealed window through which he saw the outdoor pool and its Tiki Bar. Only one way in and one way out of the apartment, he noted. At this hour, a dozen residents lounged around the pool to catch the last of the sun’s rays. The people on his list could be just outside his window but he hadn’t been given physical descriptions. All he saw was slack skin, pouchy bellies, and sun-damaged faces.

			He showered, brushed his unruly gray hair—silver bullets his barber called them—and dressed in tan linen slacks, a French blue button-down shirt, penny loafers, and a brown twill sports jacket. He had promised himself never to wear rubber nurses’ shoes or sports jackets in the powder blue or salmon colors the old farts favored. No Hawaiian shirts, either. He had no paunch to hide. Satisfied that he looked presentable, he shook the jar for good luck and two jagged pieces of metal rattled around inside.

			6 6 6

			When the escalator reached the second floor, he discovered that the dining room wasn’t a room at all. No walls enclosed the sumptuous ivory carpet and—he counted them—twenty-four round tables covered in black linen tablecloths. The tables, each of them with six place settings, dotted the carpet like pepper on white gravy. Nearly every seat was occupied—ninety percent white and seventy percent female--dressed in the sports coats and summer dresses they had worn to country clubs. There was no hostess stand, no maître d’.

			A passing waitress, balancing a tray of wine and cocktail glasses, said, “Sit wherever you like. We’ll find you and take your order.”

			“I hope senility isn’t contagious,” he muttered.

			She laughed over her shoulder as she hurried away.

			He felt like a bird, waiting its turn for a perch at the feeder, but the liberal flow of alcohol pleased him. He had feared he’d be stuck with teetotalers in the Bible belt. These well-lubricated residents produced an alcohol-fueled cacophony of laughter and vibrant conversation.

			He spotted four women in their eighties, all resembling the British Queen with their tightly permed gray hair, at a table against the left-hand wall with two empty seats. He thought it a perfect spot from which to observe his fellow residents. He headed that way, acknowledging the unabashed inspections of his fellow residents with unselfconscious nods. During high school summers spent caddying at an exclusive country club, he had learned how the upper class dressed and spoke and behaved and he had adopted their customs. His college fraternity brothers never guessed that he had no trust fund. Later, his one extravagance was membership at a golf club where he fit in because the members thought his job in the DA’s office meant he was a lawyer. Playing a role was second nature for Eddie.

			He stopped beside the table he had targeted and bowed slightly. “Ladies. May I?” He gestured to a vacant chair.

			Three of the women stared at him in silence until the fourth said, “Of course.”

			He sat with his back to the wall, shook out his black napkin, and laid it across his lap. “I’m Eddie Kovacs,” he said. “Just checked in today.”

			The leader nodded and said, “Nice to meet you.”

			The ladies resumed their conversation and Eddie felt he had violated some unwritten rule of dining room protocol. A waitress soon arrived to take his order. She offered him garden salad with raspberry vinaigrette or lentil soup as a starter, Pasta Primavera or broiled salmon or baked free-range chicken with an assortment of steamed vegetables. He selected the soup and the pasta and asked for a beer.

			While the ladies finished their meal, whispering among themselves, he sipped his beer and scanned his surroundings. Through a fifty-foot expanse of floor-to-ceiling glass, he could see the building’s shadow inching toward the ocean while the horizon crept toward the beach where the two phenomena would merge into darkness when the sun set.

			Residents in wheelchairs or using walkers occupied about a third of the tables. He knew that the people he wanted to find lived in the assisted living wing and he regretted not taking a seat at one of the handicapped tables.

			Two women circulated the room, stopping to exchange a few words before moving along, like butterflies pollinating flowers. When his soup arrived, so did social butterfly number one—a tall and slender, green-eyed woman of indeterminate age with brittle blond hair and high, hard breasts. He thought her surgically tightened facial skin might tear if she smiled.

			“Who do we have here?” she asked him.

			He tried to stand to introduce himself, but the woman placed a hand on his shoulder to hold him down and took the last open seat.

			“I’m Eddie Kovacs, just checked in today.”

			“Well, you’ll love it here.” She placed a hand on his arm and leaned closer. “I’m Karen Wykowski and I’m pleased to meet you.”

			A whiff of sharp perfume shot up his nose like Chinese mustard, and he stifled a cough. “Likewise.”

			The ladies at the table dabbed their lips with their napkins and excused themselves. With noses and chins pointed toward the ceiling, they shuffled away.

			“Guess they couldn’t stand the competition,” Eddie said.

			Karen laughed and crossed her legs to show him knobby knees. “You’re fun.” She asked him the usual introductory questions and feigned interest in his bland answers as she rubbed his calf with her foot. They were interrupted when social butterfly number two arrived at their table. Shorter and riper than Karen, sloe-eyed with thick chestnut hair and an apple dumpling-cheeked face, she wore a purple and gold dress that reached her feet. A glossy, white smile erupted above a pouty lower lip as she said, “I see you found him, Karen. Sorry, but there’s someone who wants to meet him.”

			She lifted Eddie out of his chair by his elbow and slipped her arm through his.

			“You’re such a bitch, Madeleine,” Karen spat. “Meet me later, Eddie. In the bar.”

			Before they could move away, the waitress appeared with Eddie’s entree.

			“Bring it to my table,” Madeleine told the waitress.

			As they eased between tables, she said, “What’s your name, Cowboy?”

			He told her.

			“I’m Madeleine. Believe me, you’ll thank me for rescuing you.”

			Madeleine’s table sat next to and precisely in the middle of the huge window, obviously the table of honor. Four people at the table watched them approach: a willowy woman, a bald heavyset white man, a dignified Black man, and the man Eddie recognized as the doctor who had escorted the dead body out of an assisted living elevator. Madeleine sat Eddie in the one open seat, between herself and the other woman, and the waitress set his food in front of him.

			“This is Eddie Kovacs,” Madeleine announced. “Brand spanking new. Stole him from Crazy Karen.”

			The bald man whose thick pecs were losing the battle with gravity, interjected, “She’s made of so much plastic she’ll melt if she gets too close to a candle.”

			Everyone laughed and Madeleine shook her finger at him.

			Madeleine pointed to each tablemate and named them. Susan Claiborne sat to Eddie’s left and to her left sat her brash husband, Bobby. Next to Bobby, Donald McCabe gave Eddie an acknowledging nod. Michael Cevert, the doctor, occupied the last seat to Madeleine’s right.

			“Welcome to happily ever after,” Susan said to Eddie, sarcasm tainting her Southern drawl. Susan, who didn’t bother to style her long gray hair, had the look of a lost soul, someone who awoke this morning wondering how she had gotten here, how the years had slipped away. He labeled her a disillusioned former hippie.

			“Which apartment are you in?” Madeleine asked.

			“I’m in a guest apartment now, but apartment 410 will be my home when my household goods arrive,” Eddie said.

			“The pool view is nice if you like cellulite,” Bobby said to chuckles.

			Eddie felt he had to defend himself, as though he were back in grammar school. “That’s all that was available.”

			“Ocean view condos become available all the time,” Madeleine said.

			“When the locals hear a siren, they say, ‘There’s another condo for sale,’” Bobby said.

			“Michael has asked the ambulances to come without sirens now,” Madeleine said.

			Like the one that snuck up to the back door to whisk away a dead body today, Eddie thought. “I imagine that’s a regular occurrence, ambulances carrying people away.”

			“Residents get taken to the hospital from time to time.” Cevert gave Eddie a one-shouldered shrug.

			“Usually, they croak in the hospital,” Bobby said. “Jacob was the first to die here in what? Six months?”

			Cevert glared at Bobby. “We lost Jacob Hoffman today,” Cevert explained for Eddie. “Sudden heart attack.”

			“I imagine heart attacks and opioid overdoses are common at a place like this,” Eddie said.

			Cevert examined Eddie’s face as though he were examining a blood sample under a microscope. “I’m not aware of any opioid overdoses here,” Cevert said finally.

			Before Eddie could ask his follow-up question, two women, perhaps late seventies, sidled up to the table and did a poor job of disguising their interest in Eddie. The one with the plump, jovial face smelled of lilacs. She bent to place a comforting hand on Madeleine’s shoulder. “We’re so sorry for your loss,” she said.

			“Thank you,” Madeleine said. “You’re very kind.”

			The other woman had a long, slender nose, thin fire engine red lips, and a sharply jutting chin. “With his liver cancer, maybe it was a blessing,” she said. “Now he won’t have to endure the barbarism of chemo and radiation.” Pointing a finger at Dr. Cevert, Lipstick Lady added, “A hundred years from now, people will laugh at what you call medicine today.”

			“I’m not an oncologist, Phyllis,” Cevert said patiently.

			“Were you with him when it happened?” Lilac Lady asked Madeleine.

			Madeleine hesitated and Eddie sensed she was carefully composing her response. “Yes, we were just coming down for lunch.”

			“His usual spot was in your chair, Eddie,” Susan said.

			Sitting in the dead man’s seat, as cold as the cadaver, made Eddie shiver.

			“Are you going to introduce us?” Lipstick Lady said to Madeleine, pointing a gnarled finger at Eddie.

			Madeleine performed the introductions. Phyllis Candler—Lipstick Lady—was related to the Atlanta Candler clan that founded Coca-Cola, and Bernice MacMillan—Lilac Lady—had been married to a Florida timber baron.

			“They’re both loaded,” Bobby said.

			Madeleine swept a hand toward Eddie.

			“I owned a string of dry cleaning stores in Wisconsin,” he said. “My wife, Samantha, recently passed away after a struggle with breast cancer.”

			Madeleine patted his shoulder and told him how sorry she was.

			As though he weren’t sitting right in front of her, Phyllis said to Madeleine, “Put a hat on that face and he’d look like he just stepped off a ranch and rode in here on his horse.”

			“That’s why I call him ‘Cowboy,’” Madeleine said.

			The two women tittered.

			Eddie flinched. With his white two-day stubble beard on his weathered brown face, he didn’t look like a man who spent his winters in Wisconsin. The beguiled women would be amused, he thought, to see a picture of him as a twelve-year old altar boy, black hair parted on the left and pasted to his scalp with Brylcream.

			“If you play bridge, come up to the card room and join us,” Bernice said.

			“I do play. Thanks for the invite,” Eddie said with a shy smile.

			The two visitors took their leave.

			“Watch out, Eddie,” Bobby said. “There’s just one man for every two women at Palm Haven, so the competition for male companions is fierce. The women will cook meals for you, fetch your dry cleaning, do your laundry and ironing. Hell, they’ll do a lot more if you want them to.”

			“You make it sound like a whorehouse, Bobby,” Susan said.

			“Which it’s not,” Madeleine said. She acted as master of ceremonies, leading everyone through a brief biography. The movement of Madeleine’s puffy lower lip distracted Eddie. As she spoke, it rolled down and quivered seductively.

			Donald went first and proudly said he had been a trial lawyer in Atlanta.

			“Made a ton of money offa all the black crime up there,” Bobby said. “Just one wife, smart enough to leave him.”

			Donald flashed a smile at Eddie and said, “Bobby is so jealous.”

			Cevert admitted to being a retired internist and surgeon, also from Atlanta.

			“Doctor to the wealthy Jews,” Bobby added. “Several wives and a bunch of kids, but he can afford them.”

			Cevert, with a pinched face and a wisp of black hair remaining from a sad combover, seemed distracted as he fiddled with his wire-rimmed glasses.

			“And you?” Eddie asked Bobby.

			“We have a lot in common. I owned three Radio Shack stores in Savannah.”

			Eddie knew that Radio Shack stores had evaporated years ago, but he wanted to ingratiate himself with Bobby. “We’ll have to trade war stories.”

			“Susan here was a teacher, but she couldn’t take the stress. Quit before she reached retirement,” Bobby said.

			“I tried. I really tried,” Susan moaned.

			“Can I have some cheese with that whine?” Bobby said.

			Embarrassed, Eddie turned to his hostess. “Your turn, Madeleine.”

			“My husband was a developer, coastal property in South Carolina.”

			“Filthy rich and single again,” Bobby said.

			“Madeleine and Jacob were an item,” Susan explained.

			Nervously changing the subject, Madeleine said, “My husband died of a heart attack a decade ago, so the mourning period is far behind me. Michael and Donald are lucky enough to have ex-wives and children who visit. Of course, Susan is luckiest of all as Bobby is here with her.”

			“Every day is her lucky day,” Bobby said.

			Susan gave him an obligatory smile.

			“Bobby likes to stir up trouble. Each night, he brings us a controversial topic to discuss,” Madeleine said. “It’s fun.”

			“Lots of politicians want to push us toward Socialism and away from Capitalism,” Bobby said with a gleam in his eye. “I’ll go first. Socialism breeds mediocrity.”

			Bobby folded his arms across his chest as though there were nothing more to say, but his wife, Susan wasn’t shy about her position.

			“What you call mediocrity is actually equality and you hate that because you want to be superior. Socialism provides equal access to healthcare and eliminates poverty.”

			“Socialism encourages corruption at the high end of the scale and enables freeloading at the bottom of society,” Michael said, as though the worn-out subject bored him.

			“Isn’t that what we already have?” Susan asked.

			“Socialism is a fantasy sold to the poor to buy their votes,” Michael said. “And who do you think will fund the socialist programs?”

			“We’ll get the money from the rich. I mean, not us, but the billionaires.”

			“I read the other day that the top one percent of income earners already pay forty-three-point-six percent of all taxes,” Michael said. “Hate them if you wish, but they are as important to the ecosystem as predators are to the animal world. Their businesses produce our jobs and their investments fuel the stock market so our IRA’s grow to fund our retirement. Hobbling them is cutting off our noses to spite our faces. The bottom sixty percent of Americans pay just thirteen-point-four percent of all taxes, so the money will come from us.”

			“If I have the math right, the middle class is thirty-nine percent of the population and pays forty-three percent of the taxes. Our fair share,” Madeleine said.

			“That’s right. Socialism is a war on the middle class.”

			“That’s why Capitalism works best,” Bobby said.

			None of these people were on Eddie’s list, but they could be valuable networking connections, so he decided to contribute. “Capitalism works here because it is aligned with our materialistic nature. We all want big screen TVs and the newest smartphones.”

			“Hell, yeah,” Bobby agreed.

			Donald cleared his throat dramatically and won the table’s attention. “Late-stage capitalism has produced an extreme wealth gap. I read an Internet report that the top five percent of income earners hold sixty-five percent of America’s wealth. Blacks are thirteen point four percent of the population but we hold just four percent of the nation’s wealth. When poor whites and Blacks join together, we’ll have a repeat of the French Revolution.”

			“I’ve got a solution for that,” Bobby said, as he made a pistol with his hand and shot Donald.

			“You’ve had your fun for tonight, Bobby,” Madeleine said.

			“We’re going upstairs for a nightcap, aren’t we, honey?” Bobby said while looking at his wife, Susan. She returned a blank stare.

			Donald scooted his chair back and said, “I’ve had enough for one night. I can feel a headache coming on. Welcome to the table, Eddie.”

			“Come along,” Susan said to Eddie. “Bobby has so much more to say.”

			“I’ll take a rain check,” Eddie said. “Long drive from Wisconsin.”

			Bobby, Susan, and Cevert drifted away, but Madeleine lingered. “Well, Cowboy, what did you think of our dinner discussion?”

			What he thought was that Madeleine’s wacky group of friends provided him with perfect cover for his job. He felt the familiar tingle of excitement in his fingers—he knew what he was up to and they didn’t. “It was fun, like you promised.”

			“The topics are usually more contentious. Bobby was feeling you out, trying not to offend you before he got to know you. Join us for dinner tomorrow night and you’ll see more fireworks.”

			Eddie thought the discussion had been contentious enough for his taste. “I’d like that,” he lied.

			She squeezed his arm and he felt her warmth through his jacket and shirt. They moved to the escalators where she went up and he went down.

			The long drive from St. Petersburg, Florida had fatigued him, but he maintained his nightly ritual. Eddie lifted the picture of his wife off the dresser and talked to it as he shuffled around the cramped spaces of his apartment.

			“It feels good to be back in the saddle, Sam.” He chortled. Had he chosen that metaphor because Madeleine had called him “Cowboy?” He cleared his throat and started over. “I mean this place is like a circus. Tonight, I met the clowns and the carnival barkers. Tomorrow I’ll go under the big top to meet the performers.”

			“Don’t feed peanuts to the elephants,” she said. “They’re too rich for them. And stay away from the trapeze artists. They’re too rich for you.”

			He scoffed. “You don’t have to worry about me, Sweetheart.”

			“I’m worried about why you took this job,” she said.

			That he had returned to Savannah without Sam saddened him, but, ironically, he had come full circle for one last shot at redemption. Caring for Sam had consumed his every waking minute for three years, but since her passing, he had thought often about how to define a life well-lived, and how to measure his life against that standard. What we leave in our wake is what matters, he decided, and, unless he did something about it, his legacy would be scandal and the humiliating end to an otherwise stellar career four years ago.

			“Is it too much to ask to end my career with a win?”

			“That’s not why you took this case, Eddie. I thought you were over Vietnam.”

			He put on a happy face for Sam. “I am over it.”

			“Don’t lie to yourself, Eddie.”

			“I’m not,” he assured her.

			He replaced Sam’s picture, inserted his earbuds, and turned on the classic rock music without which he could not sleep. He doused the lights, and slipped under the covers, but the cacophony in his ears could not drown out the realization that this was his last chance to redeem himself. Sam couldn’t understand his fixation with Vietnam because he had never told her the unadulterated truth. Perhaps the time was now. He removed the earbuds, picked up Sam’s picture, and replayed his Vietnam story for her, from the very beginning.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			… Long Ago

			Okay, okay, I screwed up. I spent too much time with the debate team, the chess club, the bridge club, frat parties, concerts, panty raids and anti-war demonstrations, and failed a course intended for chemistry majors. My stupid counselor said the course was a way to satisfy the natural sciences requirement as quickly as possible and I had believed him. The university suspended me for one semester during which time I figured I’d relax and screw off with my friends at home. Shockingly, the draft board revoked my student deferment, and in less than two months I was gobbled up in the largest single monthly draft in the history of the United States. My mother mourned as though I had already been killed in Vietnam.

			But Lady Luck smiled at me. The Army sent this college kid to Depot Supply School at Ft. Lee, Virginia, where I finished first in my class. In its addled and unfathomable wisdom, the Army then assigned me to Fort Bliss, Texas, where I was to be a supply clerk for an anti-aircraft missile battery in the New Mexico desert with sand in my crack and scorpions in my tent. I guess the Army thought it was doing me a favor, but a distant relative, a sergeant named Steve Kovacs from Pennsylvania, scuttled the Army’s plans. He plucked me out of the in-processing line and gave me a cushy job in personnel. Three months later, I wrote my name on a troop levy and sent myself to Thailand where I would hide from the war at an Army field depot on an Air Force base one-hundred-and-sixty kilometers northeast of Bangkok.

			My best friend, a Mormon from Utah, sweated in the suffocating heat of the motor pool while I worked in the depot’s air-conditioned offices where I managed the supply of trucks, jeeps, tanks, weapons, and so forth for a portfolio of units scattered around Thailand. I pushed the keys on a computer terminal and I had a Thai secretary to handle the typing and filing. I took exceptional pains to service a Special Forces A-team stationed at Nakhon Phanom on the Laotian border. From that base, “Jolly Green Giant” helicopters rescued downed flyers in Vietnam. On behalf of the Green Berets, I skirted Army regulations and tricked the computer system into expediting equipment deliveries and exchanges of new equipment for lost or damaged equipment without the usual red tape.

			Because the Air Force guys flew combat missions over North Vietnam, Bob Hope’s USO tour made a stop at our base so we could ogle Ann-Margaret. Canned beer at the NCO club cost $.10 and a night with a village girl cost $5.00. Each morning I walked to the “wire,” the fencing around the base’s perimeter, and bought fresh pineapples, bananas, and mangos for breakfast. This perfect environment had but one drawback: Before dawn on every good weather day, dozens of F-105 Thunderchief fighters lit their afterburners and took off with a load of bombs to drop on the North Vietnamese. No one could sleep through that racket. I solved the problem by sleeping with my headphones plugged into our PX-bought stereo system. No sweet lullabies to rock this baby to sleep. I recorded a seven-hour tape of anti-establishment music—Chicago, The Doors, Buffalo Springfield, and Jefferson Airplane—and that did the trick.

			My mother wrote to me at least once a week, recounting family activities and local news. She related my father’s disdain for my rear echelon assignment but confessed her relief that I was safe. Fuck my father.

			On my first opportunity, I hopped a ride on the C-130 air taxi to the Don Muong airport/airbase in Bangkok. I toured Bangkok and fell in love with the spicy local cuisine. That night I ventured into the red-light district where G.I.s on R&R from Vietnam drank too much, fought too much, and too often, got arrested by the Thai police. I chose the California Bar, a less raucous place with a band covering American rock songs and took a seat at a table by myself. The waitresses were available for rent and as I declined their offers, they rotated, hoping I would find one of them acceptable. I drank the local Singha beer and eavesdropped on the frightening stories the Viet vets told one another. I pitied the soldiers who tried to forget what they had seen, forget what they had done, forget what they would do again when they returned to the battlefield. Many of these kids would die in the jungle, a week of alcohol-fueled debauchery in Bangkok their last fond memory.

			An hour later, an older woman, probably mid-thirties, ushered a young waitress dressed in pink to my table. “This is number one girl,” she said. “Make you happy before you go back Vietnam.”

			“No, thank you. I’m stationed at Korat. Just down for the weekend.”

			Her eyes grew wide. She was voluptuous in a way uncommon for Thai women and dressed conservatively, not like the prostitutes. She dismissed the waitress and said, “You come all the time?”

			I tried to imitate the great lovers in the movies. “I will if I can see you.”

			She tittered. “No can do. I am Mama-son for the girls.” She swept her hand to encompass the room and all the pretty young waitresses.

			“What time do you get off?” Still imitating the movies.

			A thoughtful look crossed her face. “You come tomorrow, during day. We have lunch, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			The next day, I met her at the bar around noon. She called herself Sunee and managed the California Bar for the Chinese owner, a rotund gentleman who unfortunately joined us for lunch. They had a proposition for me: buy up cheap booze and cigarettes on the Air Force base and bring it to Bangkok to sell to the bar at a profit for me. They would resell it to the R&R G.I.s at a profit for themselves. Together we’d all get rich off the war. I told them I’d think about it.

			Monthly, each soldier was issued a ration card to buy an authorized amount of cigarettes and booze. I found that most G.I.s did not use their ration cards fully and were willing to lend me their cards. I also found that my friend could furnish a jeep from the motor pool for a small fee. I could certainly smuggle booze and cigarettes into Bangkok if I wanted to.

			So I did. I didn’t do it for the money. I wanted an excuse to see Sunee. I piled cartons of cigarettes and cases of booze into a jeep and drove to Bangkok for a rendezvous with Sunee and her Chinese boss. They were delighted and asked that I make a trip down to their bar each month.

			Sunee stopped by my table several times that night, ensuring I was being served properly. The waitresses did not solicit my business. Late that night, Sunee said, “You stay Chao Phrya?”

			The Army had taken over Chao Phrya hotel to house officers in Bangkok on official business. “I’m not authorized.”

			She gave me a skeptical look, then shrugged. “Okay, you stay my house.”

			That night, I got to know Sunee very well. She wasn’t shaped like a Thai because she wasn’t a Thai by birth. Originally, her Muslim family had been herded out of India and forced to resettle in Pakistan, but as a young woman, Sunee had emigrated to Thailand and adopted Buddhism. Perhaps our shared quest for religious meaning helped forge an empathetic bond.

			She had a nice little cottage surrounded by a garden with a religious shrine at which she burned incense. Her bed was hard as a rock. The commode was a porcelain hole in the ground over which you squatted to do your business. The shower was a short hose connected to a water spigot in the sink. Or, Thai-style, you could dip water from a barrel and pour it over your head. The lack of amenities did not deter me. I liked staying at Sunee’s house.

			My monthly activities became routine: gather up unused ration cards; rent a jeep at the motor pool; buy up a load of cigarettes and booze; drive to Bangkok; sell the contraband to the California Bar; drink for free; and stay at Sunee’s house.

			My father had served aboard submarines in World War II, dodging Japanese depth charges. For his generation, evading combat duty was shameful, but my generation felt no shame in evading Viet Cong bullets. The Greatest Generation, my ass. I loathed their fatalism. I was smart enough to stay out of harm’s way.

			6 6 6

			It didn’t alarm me when Major Ralph Dabrowski summoned me to his office at the Depot; we had an easy working relationship. Thickset, with thinning blond hair, Dabrowski sat behind a government-issue
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