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For Harvey 

KIA

Vietnam

1966

My inspiration for Keith Brandt.
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Prologue
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Saigon

1972

THE CLUB DID NOT differ from hundreds of other Saigon clubs that catered to U.S. servicemen during the war. Dimly lit, crowded with tables, and smelling of marijuana and hashish, the room offered cheap drinks, the ear-blasting wail of western rock music, and a dozen young, sensuous dark-skinned girls with almond eyes swaying to the beat. But unlike the years before, American servicemen didn’t crowd the club and most of the tables stood empty.

Most of the non-indigenous forces began withdrawing from the war the previous year, handing responsibility for the fight to the South Vietnamese. The American presence was a mere shadow of what it had been at the height of the war. Were it not for North Vietnam’s Easter Offensive, the two American Marines sitting at a corner table—a sergeant and a private—would not have been there. The two were members of a battalion of Marines airlifted in from offshore amphibious landing ships to provide security at the Da Nang airbase, which was again filling up with U.S. planes helping to stave off the north’s invasion.

The sergeant finished his beer, wiped foam from his mouth with the back of his hand and yawned.

“Let’s blow this place,” he said. “There’s got to be someplace with more action.”

The private shook his head. “I like it here,” he said. He gave a wolfish grin as he leered at a bar girl a few feet away. The girl smiled back and did a little pirouette to show off the curves underneath her tight ao dai dress. “You go on. I’ll catch up later at the hotel. I got a little business transaction to do.”

“You better watch out,” the sergeant said, “or you’re going to get the clap from that business.” 

The private’s eyes never left the girl. He downed the remains of his beer and stood with a slight sway. “Said I’d catch up later, man.”

He stumbled toward the girl and his friend walked toward the door. The sergeant glanced back from the door and saw the girl wrap her arms around the private’s neck and press her body against his.

The sergeant shook his head and left the bar. He had taken only a dozen steps when a blast threw him to the ground. Shaking his head, the sergeant raised himself and looked back. Smoke bellowed from the club’s blown-out windows. He staggered to his feet and half stumbled, half ran back into the club.

Then the world exploded again.
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San Diego, California

1997

––––––––
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SHAKESPEARE BELIEVED THE PAST is prologue. But most times we hope the past is just the past, something that happened, perhaps inevitably, and then is gone and forgotten. Unfortunately, the past has a nasty habit of rearing up again when you least expect it—or want it. Take ghosts, for instance. Not the kind that haunt buildings, but the kind that haunt your dreams. I know all about those ghosts.

But the past I slammed up against that day wasn’t my own. It was my older brother Keith’s. My dead brother Keith.

It came as a phone call from Rhonda, Keith’s fiancée. Former fiancée. I hadn’t heard from her in over twenty years, since my family buried Keith with full military honors after he was killed in Vietnam in the waning days of the war. Some ghosts refuse to stay buried.

“Hello, Peter?” Despite the years, I recognized the voice. It was a little deeper, a little rougher, but it was hers. “It’s Rhonda.”

“I know,” I said. 

“Oh?” She paused and cleared her throat. “Well, how are you?”

“Fine.”

“It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” she said.

“Twenty-five years,” I said.

“Yes, well ...” 

She hesitated again. I could tell she was nervous. It’s difficult to revisit the past, especially when you haven’t looked at it for so long. I sighed and tried to be nicer.

“How are you doing, Rhonda?” I asked.

“Oh ...” She seemed taken aback by my question. “Oh, I’m fine. You know ... I read one of your books and, uh, I’m in town on business. I thought I’d look you up. Thought maybe we could get together. Get some coffee or something?”

Now I hesitated. I’m not one to go pounding on the door of things past. Well, yes, I am. But I was trying to change.

“Look, Peter,” Rhonda said. “I need to talk to you. About Keith’s death.”

“That was a long time ago, Rhonda. Time we let sleeping dogs lie.” I wondered to myself how many more clichés about the past I could remember.

“No, this is something new,” she said. “Something wrong, really—about how the Marines said Keith was killed.”

Something in my throat hardened. I swallowed, but it wouldn’t go down. “What do you mean, Rhonda?”

“Peter, I need to meet you in person,” she insisted. “There’s something I need to show you.”

Something in her voice told me I should meet with her. Then a little voice in the back of my head also told me I should meet her. I could’ve sworn it was Keith’s voice.

“Okay,” I said. “Where are you staying?” 

Rhonda gave me the name of a hotel on Harbor Island in San Diego Bay. “I’ll meet you in the restaurant.”

“Give me an hour,” I told her, and hung up.

“Rhonda? You’re meeting another woman in a hotel?”

Jo Rice grinned at me from the couch where she sat with Jack, my oversized orange long-haired tabby, curled in her lap. I explained who Rhonda was and what she said.

“I sensed some tension on your end,” Jo said. 

Jo—short for Joanne­—was former military police and now a security consultant. She had the instincts of a New York homicide detective. She also had short blonde hair, an adorable, crooked smile that always melted my iron heart, and a tall, lithesome body that was just short of perfection. The lapse in perfection was because of an ugly scar that marred her right thigh, a wound received during Operation Desert Storm when a friendly fire incident wiped out her small MP unit.

“Rhonda was like an older sister to me,” I said. “After we buried Keith, we all promised to stay in touch, but we never saw her again after the funeral. My parents tried to explain that she needed to move on, but for ten-year-old me, it was like losing a brother and a sister.”

“A little self-indulgent wouldn’t you say?” Jo said. 

Jo not only had a New York cop’s instincts, she could be as hard-nosed as one, a trait that earned her the nickname “Cold as Ice Rice.” 

“Hey, I was only ten,” I whined. “You want to come?”

She looked down at Jack and gave his long, marmalade fur a ruffle. “What, and disturb his royal highness’s nap?”

I laughed, gave Jo a peck on the forehead, scratched Jack’s ear, and left.

☼

As I walked into the hotel’s restaurant, I scanned the tables for a familiar face. I didn’t see one. Twenty-five years is a long time, and people change. The memories we keep of them are ghosts shimmering in the dark, like specters of our memories.

I was ten when Keith was killed. He was nineteen. There were no other siblings before, after, or in between us. Yes, my birth was an accident, something Keith never let me forget as we were growing up. Yet, he was a good big brother, and like a lot of younger brothers, I idolized him. Rhonda was a year younger than Keith. They met in high school and became engaged soon after Keith completed his basic training. She was a willowy brunette with happy, twinkling eyes, a perfect smile and contagious laugh, and a sweetness that was neither cloying nor made up. She became a member of our family, and I considered her my big sister.

A woman stood up from her table and looked at me. “Peter?”

Keith would forever remain young, but his former fiancée would not. Twenty-five years later, Rhonda White was heavier, her face rounder, her eyes dulled with life and disappointment, her smile forced. I got the immediate impression she rarely laughed anymore. The teenage girl I knew was as dead as my brother.

But then, I wasn’t that ten-year-old boy anymore.

I nodded and approached her. “Rhonda?”

“Peter!” She waved me over and held out her hand as I neared. I took the hand, but she took it away. “Oh, what are we doing?” Instead of shaking my hand, she hugged me.

A waitress came, and we ordered coffee. Then Rhonda looked me over and said, “I don’t think I would have recognized you if I hadn’t read your book and saw your picture on the back cover. Look at you, you’re all grown up.”

“Well, there are some people who would debate that,” I said. 

“How are your parents?” Rhonda asked.

I looked away for a moment and when I turned back, her face showed she already had guessed the answer.

“They’re both gone,” I said.

She touched my hand. “Oh, Peter, I’m so sorry.”

I simply nodded.

“You know I loved your parents,” Rhonda said. 

“They loved you, too,” I said. I didn’t think it worth mentioning so had I.

“Maybe, but ...” She looked away and said, “I’m sorry I stayed away from all of you. Your folks tried to call me and write to me, but ...”

“Look, Rhonda,” I said, “none of us blame you for not wanting to see us, to be reminded ...”

“Oh, Peter, losing Keith hurt so much,” she said. “Every time I thought about it ... I—I had to put it behind me ...”

I reached out and touched her hand. “We all had to put it behind us.”

“I used to wonder what my life would have been like if he lived ... if we got married like we planned ...” She sniffed, took a handkerchief from her purse, and dabbed her eyes. 

“Look, Rhonda, even if Keith hadn’t died, you two probably might not have gotten married anyway,” I said. “If Keith came home, he might have been a totally different guy and not someone you could love anymore. War changes a person. You said you read one of my books, so you should understand that.”

Rhonda gave me a sad smile and nodded. She reached over and ran a finger along the scar on my face. “It changed you, didn’t it?”

“You’re damn right it did,” I answered.

For most of my adult life I have been a journalist. I started out covering crime in the California desert, then along the U.S.-Mexican border. Eventually, I worked my way south to cover Ronald Reagan’s illegal wars in Central America, where a Salvadoran soldier slammed his rifle butt into my head, leaving me with chronic headaches and a scar running from my forehead down over my left eye. I also covered Operation Desert Storm, the war that left Jo with a limp and the rest of her MP team dead. War changes everything.

Rhonda sat staring at me for a while, then sighed. “I think I could use a drink.” She waved the waitress over and ordered a glass of wine. I ordered scotch. While we waited for the drinks, she asked, “Well, besides writing about wars, what else have you been up to? Do you have a wife and family?”

I shook my head. “Divorced,” I said. I didn’t bother telling her my ex-wife was also dead, murdered by a corrupt cop. “You?”

“Divorced.” She gave another sad smile. “Twice. No kids.”

The drinks came, and we each took long sips. Then I asked, “Okay, Rhonda. So, what is this news about Keith you wanted to tell me?”

She seemed to shrink into herself. For the first time, I saw the old Rhonda again—not from the happy high school days, but from the day of Keith’s funeral. The young, scared, and troubled girl with hollow, tear-reddened eyes staring at the future she would no longer have.

“I—um ...” She pulled a tissue from her purse and wiped a tear from her eye. “I’m ... I’m not sure Keith is dead.”

Without thinking, I slammed my hand on the table and barked, “What? How can you say that?”

She jumped when I slammed the table, but quickly gathered herself. I looked around and saw other customers staring at me. “I’m sorry,” I told her, and I was. “But how can you say that?”

“Because the man who supposedly died with him,” she said, “isn’t dead.”
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RHONDA PULLED A COMPANY brochure from her purse, opened it, and laid it on the table. She tapped a long, polished fingernail on a photograph of a man. “Do you know him?”

The photo showed a portrait of a middle-aged man with a thin, horse-like face and a prominent nose that followed the contours of his face. A thin pimp’s mustache angled down from his nose, stopping at the corners of a mouth with equally thin lips bearing a con man’s smile. The eyes were dark and lifeless—shark eyes. The caption below the photograph identified him as Thomas Danner.

I shook my head. “Who is he?”

“He’s a local businessman I’ve been meeting with,” Rhonda said. “Let me back up and explain something. I work for a technology solutions company. I’m in sales. We provide companies with computers, servers, and software solutions. All for civilian use. But a lot of what we sell is called ‘dual-use’ technology, meaning it can also have military applications and can’t be exported. Because of that, we limit our sales to U.S. companies. But, in truth, once the technology is out of our hands, we’re not really concerned where it ends up or with whom.”

“Ah, American capitalism,” I sneered. “Is this a great country or what?”

“A girl’s got to make a living, Peter,” Rhonda said.

I nodded. “Go on. So, who’s this Danner guy?”

“He calls himself a technology consultant,” Rhonda said, “though I don’t think he knows a thing about software or hardware. I think he’s just acting as a middleman.”

“A middleman for whom?”

She shrugged. “Who knows? Like I said, we’re not real persnickety about things like that. Once we have our end-use papers, we wash our hands of it. It’s somebody else’s concern.” Rhonda gave her head a shake and waved the question away. “Anyway, we’re digressing, Peter. I just wanted to explain why I was here in San Diego and how I met this man Danner.” Her fingers made air quotes as she said his name.

“Okay.”

She reached into her purse again and placed a black-and-white Polaroid photo on the table between us. The picture showed three young people, two men—boys, really—with Marine Corps high-and-tight haircuts and a pretty girl. The girl was Rhonda, twenty-five years younger. One boy was Keith. The other one I didn’t know, but he looked eerily similar to the middle-aged man in the brochure photo. His hair was shorter, but he had the same horse face and nose, the same cheesy mustache, the same fake smile, the same dead eyes.

Rhonda tapped the unknown boy’s face. “This is Tommy, Tommy Dykstra. Everyone called him TD. He was Keith’s best friend in the Marines. They went through boot camp and infantry training together and were in the same platoon when they went overseas.”

She picked up the photo and studied it with a sad smile. “They were inseparable. A little too inseparable for my taste.”

“You didn’t like him, this TD guy?” I asked.

“Well, he made it difficult for Keith and me to get some time alone so we could ...” She waved the image away. “Well, you know. But, no, I really didn’t care for him much, I guess. He was always so ... cocky. I don’t mean in an I’m-a-big-bad-Marine way. He seemed to think he could do anything he wanted and get away with it. The prick even made a move on me once, but I never told Keith that.”

“He doesn’t sound like the kind of guy Keith would care for,” I said.

“Keith said boot camp was tough and the only way to get through it was to have a good buddy watching your back,” Rhonda said. “And I think Keith thought he needed to take care of TD. You know what he was like.”

“Like the way he always took care of me,” I said, nodding. “I admit the kid in this photo has a resemblance to this Danner guy, but a lot of people look alike.”

“That’s what I thought when I first met Danner,” Rhonda said. “But TD had this tic on the right side of his mouth. Whenever he got nervous, it would show up.”

“And this guy Danner has the same tic?” I guessed.

“The exact same tic,” she said, nodding. “The first time it showed up was when my colleagues and I were introduced to him. As soon as he heard my name, his mouth twitched.”

“He recognized you?”

Rhonda shrugged. “Let’s be real, Peter. After twenty-five years I’m not the skinny little girl I was,” she said. “I think he recognized my name. After two divorces, I went back to using my maiden name, White.”

“Did he say anything about knowing you or someone with the same name?”

“No,” Rhonda said. “And at first, I didn’t recognize him. But when we started talking about the end use for the stuff we were selling him, his mouth started twitching and I remembered TD. Everything came flooding back to me. I had to run to the restroom and compose myself. And that was when I remembered something else.”

Rhonda sipped her wine before continuing. 

“While we were waiting in his office lobby for our meeting, I saw Danner—I didn’t know who he was at that point—but I saw him leave the men’s room. He was rolling down his shirt sleeves, and I caught a glance of a tattoo on his lower right arm. A Marine Corps anchor and globe.”

“The same tattoo Keith had on his lower right arm,” I said.

Rhonda nodded. “TD, too,” she said. “They got them at the same time after finishing boot camp.”

I swirled the photo of Keith, Rhonda, and TD around with my finger, so it faced me again. There was a definite physical similarity between TD and this guy Danner. Everyone is said to have a doppelgänger, a near twin. There has to be a limited number of genes in our gene pool. Mix them together over a millennium, and you’re bound to come with almost exact human duplicates. After all, the human DNA pool isn’t all that deep. Ask any recipient of the Darwin Award. Oh, wait, you can’t ask them. They’re all dead, a result of their own folly. 

But when you add together the resemblance, the same facial tic, the same tattoo in the same place, and not only the same initials but the same given name, you have to be dealing with something more than genetic roulette.

“Okay, Rhonda,” I said, “you’ve made your point. For the sake of argument, let’s say this guy Danner is the same person as this TD you and Keith hung out with. So what? People change their names all the time for all kinds of reasons. Maybe this TD came home from the war and changed his name to distance himself from it.”

Rhonda was shaking her head before I even finished my sentence.

“No, no, no, Peter,” she said. “Keith and TD were killed the same day in the same battle.” She tapped the table with a fingernail for emphasis as she spoke. “Do you remember what Keith’s medal citation said?”

“Of course,” I said.

The Marines posthumously awarded the Silver Star to Keith for heroism on the day he died. The citation said he was involved in a battle with North Vietnamese troops around the airbase at Da Nang when he raced out under fire to rescue a wounded Marine. A mortar round landed nearby, killing them instantly.

“The Marine Keith was trying to save when he was killed was TD,” Rhonda said. “There’s a new website; it’s called The Virtual Vietnam Wall. Like the real Vietnam Wall in DC, it lists the names of everyone killed in the war by date. TD’s name is right next to Keith’s.”

“Okay.” I drew out the word as the rusty little gears in my head tried to make sense of what she was saying. Or perhaps they were moving slowly because I really didn’t want to come to the conclusion I suspected she had already reached.

“Keith had a closed casket burial,” she whispered.

There it was. The damage to Keith’s body from the blast was too severe to repair with mortician’s wax and makeup. At least, that’s what the Marines told us. We were never able to lay eyes on him. If TD’s body were as mangled as Keith’s, he too would have had a closed casket. It’s possible only pieces of Keith’s and TD’s remains were recovered, hence the closed coffins. That happens a lot in war. But it’s also possible TD’s coffin was empty or had someone else’s body in it. 

And if TD didn’t die in Vietnam and was living today under an assumed name, then maybe—just maybe—Keith, too, was still alive.

I threw back the last of my scotch and ordered another. This time, I made it a double.
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I FOLLOWED THAT SCOTCH with another when I got home. Except for Jack, the bungalow was empty. Jo left a note saying she was called back to her office to “put out another fire.” Jack seemed to sense my mood. As I sat at my computer, he leapt onto my lap and purred while kneading my thighs. Jo called it “making biscuits.” I called it painful.

By no means was I convinced Rhonda was right about Danner being TD. All she had was one coincidence piled on another. But there is an old mob saying I heard when I was covering crime as a reporter—or maybe I read it in a James Bond novel. It goes: “Once is happenstance. Twice is coincidence. Three times is enemy action.” Still, we had no actual proof of who Danner was. Despite the opinion of many corrupt politicians and their gullible constituents, journalists really do rely on facts for their stories. At least the good ones do.

Waking up my computer, I searched the internet for Thomas Danner. I used several variations of his name—Tom Danner, Tommy Danner, T. Danner, Tomas Dannernose—I couldn’t get that schnoz out of my head. After running those searches, I came up with practically nothing on the man. That raised my suspicions. Businesspeople like publicity. They enjoy being seen and heard. Many executives hired PR firms to brag to the world about their accomplishments. Unfortunately, as they rise through the corporate hierarchy, they start believing their own hype. There was some clown in New York named Trump who claimed to be the richest man in the world despite having declared bankruptcy half a dozen times and losing money on a casino he owned. He was even talking about making a run for the White House.

I found only one web page with any information on Danner’s firm, Danner Consulting, little more than an HTML version of the company brochure Rhonda had shown me. It claimed Danner’s experience in Asia made the company one of the top international import-export consulting firms. “Thomas Danner,” it said, “accumulated twenty years of experience in the import-export business working in the Far East, including Thailand, Hong Kong, China, and Vietnam before returning to the U.S.”

Do people still refer to Asia as the Far East?

Danner’s last claim had to be a recent development, since President Bill Clinton had restored relations with Vietnam only two years before. That meant he had only recently returned to the States. I made a note to check the city and county records for a business license and DBA record. 

I stopped my reading as my mind wandered. Restoring relations with a country we had been at war with always raised strained emotions in the veterans who fought there and the families who lost loved ones there. Washington claimed we were fighting in Vietnam to prevent the spread of communism. If South Vietnam fell to the North, they said, communism would spread across the land like a string of dominoes falling one after another. The South lost, but twenty-five years later, the dominoes still hadn’t fallen. Yes, Vietnam was communist, but American businesses were still eager to trade with them. The Vietnam Wall in Washington had fifty-eight thousand names on it. I was sure Australia and New Zealand and the other allies who fought there with us had similar monuments. God only knows how many Vietnamese, both North and South, died.

I sighed, shook my head, and continued reading.

Danner’s page touted several recommendations from companies he’d done business with. Most of them had Asian names. I searched the internet for each company. The only one that struck gold was a Taiwanese firm that produced fortune cookies for export to the U.S. I continued my search for another hour with no results. Jack jumped off my lap, sashayed into the kitchen, and gave a plaintive meow to let me know it was dinner time. 

Jo returned shortly after, carrying a paper bag. The fragrance of Chinese cooking filled the bungalow. Jack deserted his dinner, trotted up to Jo, and wrapped himself around her legs. “Oh, you poor little boy,” she cooed. “Hasn’t your daddy fed you yet?”

“Like hell I haven’t,” I grumbled and hooked a thumb toward the half-full cat bowl. “What did you get?”

“Kung pao chicken, mushu pork, spring rolls, and rice,” she said. 

Neither of us were big on cooking. Chinese food was our go-to source for sustenance. Jack loved Chinese food.

“Put some of the pork on top of his food,” I said.

Jo did, and soon the small kitchen resounded with Jack’s purring.

“So, how’d it go with your brother’s fiancée?” Jo asked as she emptied the contents of the bag onto the kitchen table.

I laid out plates and utensils—nothing I had qualified as silverware—and briefed Jo on what Rhonda told me. 

“Do you believe her?” Jo asked when I finished.

I placed a bottle of wine on the table, along with two glasses, and shrugged. “I don’t know,” I said. “A lot of coincidences, but—”

“No proof.” Like I said, Jo had the instincts of a New York cop.

“Exactly.” I spooned some kung pao over my rice and jammed a forkful into my mouth and chewed. “On the other hand, this guy Danner raises the hackles on my neck.”

“You think he’s hinky?”

“Very,” I said. “I searched for him on the internet but got nada. His company web page looks like a child made it, and I didn’t find anything that I could verify. He claims he worked in Asia for some twenty years, but I didn’t find anything to corroborate it. His page lists companies he’s worked with, but I only found one company on the net and ...” Looking down, I saw a fortune cookie on the table, picked it up, and examined
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