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To Jamie, Katie and Vienna
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The sun bear in the cage by the gate roared and slashed, then, jolted by another shock, backed into the corner and mewed plaintively at the man wielding the cattle prod. Colonel Nhu turned to the occupants of his limousine and laughed. ‘Look at me,’ his grin said, ‘I made the bear cry.’


Inside the car, Nguyen Thanh Tuan could not look. He was remembering the moment when he made the worst decision of his life, down to the exact time and date. It was Wednesday, 27 April – his daughter Serena’s sixteenth birthday. It was also ‘Take Your Daughter to Work Day’, an American affectation that the Vietnamese Ministry of Sports, Culture and Tourism had embraced, reluctantly at first, but more enthusiastically in recent years as the tentative links with their former foes grew stronger.


It was also the day that his terrifying boss, Colonel Nhu, first saw Serena. From then on, Colonel Nhu had pursued an interest in her that Tuan thought strayed from mildly inappropriate to dangerously obsessive.


As the gates swung open and Nhu waved his driver through – the bear baiting over – Tuan felt the urge to tell the large, older European man behind the wheel to turn around and take him and Serena back to the city. 


But his lack of courage, and his hope that he was mistaking Colonel Nhu’s intentions, restrained him. Everything about this dinner date spoke of power and privilege. How many Vietnamese government officials – regardless of their status – had a Westerner as a chauffeur? How many kept a live sun bear in a cage at their gate, to torment for their own and their guests’ amusement?


As the Mercedes Maybach crunched over the pink gravel driveway that curved towards the house, Tuan could see from the vehicle’s headlights that the building was in two parts. One leg of the L-shaped house was a modern concrete-and-glass mansion. Triggered by motion sensors, floodlights sprang to life and revealed the other wing, further back in the magnolia trees, to be a large but more traditional Vietnamese narrow house with multiple floors and balconies swathed in ornate ironwork and mouldings. It was as if the past and the future had collided on Nhu’s immaculate lawns and taken root. The car stopped in front of the entrance to the modern wing.


A young woman in an ornately embroidered ao dai – a calf-length, slender silk tunic with side splits revealing long flowing pants – opened Tuan’s door and offered her hand. At the same time, Nhu emerged from the shadows and helped Serena out of her side of the car. They walked together up the low white marble steps to an impressive set of brass and crystal doors.


Inside, the hallway was even more eye-catching, with more white marble and brass. An ostentatious curved staircase swept up to the first floor, with an ornate gold balustrade leading the way, but none of it seemed quite right. The architect had clearly gone for stark, stylish minimalism, but Nhu had been unable to resist the lure of showy opulence.


The woman in the ao dai led them to a glass cocktail cabinet, then teetered away on tiny shoes through another massive carved timber door. Pouring two generous measures of 2013 Mars Shinshu Japanese whisky that Tuan reckoned retailed for $500 a bottle, Nhu offered an apology: ‘I’m afraid my wife is unwell, and won’t be joining us,’ he said.


This came as no surprise to Tuan. Mrs Nhu was notoriously reclusive and rarely seen in public. She was said to be devoutly religious and only accompanied her husband to social occasions when protocol absolutely demanded her attendance.


‘However, my niece, Jasmine, will be your hostess tonight,’ he said, gesturing towards the stairs. There, floating rather than walking down, like a feather caught in a light breeze, came a stunningly beautiful late-teenage girl in an elegant white evening dress.


Tuan saw Serena glance down at her own clothes. He had told her to dress smartly but conservatively. He was about to regret it, as Nhu caught Serena’s look of disappointed self-appraisal.


‘Jasmine, my dear,’ Nhu said. ‘I’m sure you must have something a little more … um … elegant in your wardrobe that Serena could wear.’


‘Young girls do love to dress up,’ Nhu said to Tuan as Jasmine wordlessly took Serena’s hand and led her to the stairs. Serena turned to Tuan with a bemused smile and his stomach flipped. From somewhere deep in his churning gut, his instincts told him their lives would never be the same again.


—


As the plane touched down lightly at Ho Chi Minh City airport, Danny Clay pressed his nose against the window, like an eager schoolboy, as the old bombproof bunkers rolled past. The curved concrete shelters had once housed American fighter planes, but most were now empty, although a few protected modern rescue helicopters from the elements. To Danny, a former army engineer turned TV writer, this was the stuff of dreams – and nightmares – and scripts yet to be written. Fifty years after what locals called the American War, the scars were still here. The structures lined the runway like a row of stitches on an old wound. Designed to survive Chinese bombs, delivered by Russian planes flown by North Koreans, they had easily lasted half a century of relative peace.


The plane lurched to a halt near some buses – the number of visitors had clearly outgrown the airport, so the overspill had to be shuttled to the arrivals building. A thousand kilometres to the north, Hanoi International sat half-empty but spotlessly clean, a testimony to France’s guilt-edged generosity and the power of Communist symbols over common sense.


With the first clunk of the stairs against the hull, half the passengers ignored the pleas of the cabin crew to stay in their seats until the seatbelt sign had been switched off. Overnight cases, plastic carriers full of duty-free booze, and stripy bags made of material that would outlast humanity were pulled out of the overhead lockers, some only just missing the heads of passengers who had remained seated.


One young Asian man was literally climbing over a large American in an effort to join the anxious throng desperate to be among the first. 


The first to do what? Danny thought. To stand and wait? Zan, unbuckling from the seat beside Danny, caught his half smile and rolled her eyes.


‘Don’t say a word,’ she said.


‘I didn’t …’


‘Well, don’t!’ she said as she climbed up onto the edge of her seat to retrieve her own bag, being too short to do it from the cabin floor. Danny was about to reach past her to help when he caught the ‘I can do this!’ look in her eye. Danny had seen that look many times before, so he nodded his surrender and set about searching for his own day pack, which had been pushed back a couple of rows in a jumble of jackets, backpacks and laptop bags.


The 19-hour flight from LA had been uneventful apart from Danny shouting ‘Sniper, Sniper!’ and ‘Incoming!’ in his sleep. He was in denial about his PTSD – ‘Army psychobabble’, he called it – but Zan knew better. Too much stress, or too little, and Danny would dream he was back in Afghanistan, sometimes reliving horrific events he had witnessed, sometimes ones he’d only heard about; it was the curse of a former soldier with an active imagination. Zan had pulled him back so many times she could almost predict when it would happen. Almost, but not always. Fortunately, for most of the flight anyone close enough to hear had been protected in their cocoons of sleep masks and earplugs. 


The arrivals hall was a picture of brisk efficiency, with most passengers forming orderly lines at a respectable number of open booths. There’s something about visiting a totalitarian state, Danny thought, that makes even the most exhausted or over-refreshed tourist rediscover their good manners. Meanwhile the travellers who thought they were smart in getting a travel approval letter, rather than a visa, discovered they had to queue to pay in US dollars, wait for their passport to be stamped, then join the queues anyway. There were a lot of lingering looks at the ever-shortening lines of pre-arranged visa holders at the immigration desks.


Danny sailed through, although his genial smile was not reciprocated by the severely thin lips of the young woman with the tightly pulled-back hair who stamped his passport. The militaristic uniforms of the immigration officials seemed to require a steely look of mistrust. One booth away, Zan seemed to be having more trouble with a middle-aged man looking down on her from his elevated desk. The immigration officer was asking her questions and looking frustrated as Zan shrugged and shook her head, as if she was refusing to answer.


For a chilling moment, as he waited for her, Danny thought questions over the death of Alan Hahn – the old man who’d had a fatal heart attack in a lift in which Zan was the only other occupant – had found their way to Saigon. Zan had at first been praised for her heroic efforts to revive Hahn, then, when it was revealed that he had been trying to drive her mother out of her home, Zan was accused of having caused the heart attack in the first place. Even before Danny knew for sure what had happened in the lift, he was certain that Zan was capable, in every respect, of having done it. The incident was still fogging his thoughts when she suddenly appeared beside him, smiling.


‘Got your luggage receipt?’ she asked cheerfully. 


‘They won’t let you take your bag out without it,’ Danny replied. ‘I thought you hadn’t been here before.’


‘Mostly Hanoi,’ she replied. ‘Different airport, same rules.’


They resisted the temptation to watch an American trying to bully his way through the immigration desks, having failed to convert his pre-arranged permit into a passport stamp, and refusing to join the other queue to do so. 


‘Hey, who won the war, buddy?’ he spluttered at an unmoved immigration official.


Danny and Zan exchanged silent ‘ouch’ looks and headed for the luggage carousels. Soon they were stepping out from the sterile cool of Ho Chi Minh City airport into the fetid sauna of a late Saigon morning, and Danny spotted a familiar face in the crowd. 


Danny and Zan were both tired and pale from the flight, but they looked hale and hearty compared to Bren Willis, whose thinning hair was lank and his skin like sun-bleached parchment. Bren, a former Army mate of Danny’s, had been tall once, very tall, but the weight of some invisible burden had bent him out of shape, reducing his height to something closer to Danny’s five-eleven while, it seemed, taking his confidence along for the ride. 


Bren hugged Danny with an enthusiasm that suggested relief more than pleasure at seeing him. His greeting for Zan was more formal, a handshake, nod and half-smile bordering on hesitant. Danny wondered briefly if he didn’t like Asians, but that was unlikely, considering that he lived here and was married to a local girl. 


‘Danny, you made it,’ Bren said. ‘Thank God.’


‘God and China Airlines,’ said Danny. ‘They helped.’


Bren’s response was more of a twitch than a smile. Grabbing Zan’s bag, he herded them into an air-conditioned minibus and handed them each a plastic bottle of water, the standard Asian tour guide’s way of saying, ‘Please don’t die of dehydration on my watch.’ Bren chatted amiably and aimlessly. Danny watched Zan’s eyes flicker and sweep as the airport flashed past, as if she couldn’t decide what to look at. These were her people, but they weren’t. What was that look? Confusion? Loss? She caught his eye and smiled reassuringly, back in the now.


The streets and the traffic grew tighter as they neared the city centre – if they were arteries, Saigon was on the verge of a massive heart attack. Occasional parks, trees and bushes bathed in scooter fumes, drifted past. There were more motorbikes than Danny remembered from before – some with mum, dad and three kids on board. But then there were more cars and vans too. That was going to make crossing the road a challenge, he thought. Motorbikes and scooters will weave their way around you. Four-wheeled transport often doesn’t have that option. The government had decreed that the city would be free of motorbikes and scooters by 2025. Good luck with that, Danny thought, looking around and wondering if the Honda Revolution had better staying power than either the French, Americans or Viet Cong. 


‘The scooters are a river and you are a rock,’ an old man had said to Danny when he spotted the tall foreigner riveted to the pavement on his first visit to Vietnam. Danny couldn’t work out exactly how you crossed a road that was a never-ending flood of traffic. ‘The river makes way for the rock,’ the old man had explained as he led Danny into and through the stream of bikes. Crossing the road in Saigon was more of an adrenaline hit than rappelling out of a helicopter, Danny thought – and he’d done enough of both to know.


Their long grumbling snake of traffic slithered to a halt. Danny looked out at two men sitting on an old, lightweight motorbike. The passenger was holding two sheets of glass vertically across his thighs. One decent pothole and he’d be as legless as a Scotsman who’d won the lottery on New Year’s Eve. But then, if two wheels and an engine are all you’ve got to move stuff around, that’s what you use. 


The minibus driver said something to Zan in Vietnamese. She shrugged and turned away.


‘What did he say?’ Danny asked.


‘How should I know?’ she replied. ‘I don’t speak Vietnamese.’


‘But …’ Danny began, but let the question die. It had never occurred to him that Zan didn’t speak the local lingo.


‘My parents insisted we only spoke English at home,’ she said, her lips thin with embarrassment. ‘I never learned because I never needed to.’


‘So why exactly are you here again?’ Danny asked, mischievously.


‘Fuck you, Danny,’ she said. ‘And that isn’t the reason.’


The reason Danny’s erstwhile neighbour, occasional script editor and frequent drinking buddy was with him was that they had both escaped potentially fatal events in both Sydney and Los Angeles. Right now they had nowhere else to go and no one else to go with. Bren said something sharply in Vietnamese and the driver tensed and tried to shrink into his shirt collar.


‘He asked what a nice girl like Zan was doing with two Ucs,’ Bren explained.


‘Ooks?’ asked Danny.


‘Ucs,’ Zan said. ‘Australians.’


Danny looked askance.


‘Okay, I have a little …’ she said. ‘Tourist Vietnamese.’


‘I told him he should mind his manners or I would be having a word with the hotel manager,’ Bren explained.


‘Oi troi oi!’ Zan said, and she and Bren laughed. His splutter and bark, like an old engine kick-started after a long lay-off, sounded like it could have been the first time he’d laughed in months.
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It was late afternoon by the time Danny and Zan – showered and changed – reconvened in the cream lobby of the Liberty Central Hotel, in Saigon’s teeming District 1. Dominated by a giant mural of an elegant Asian woman descending from a cyclo – the bicycle rickshaws that propelled terrified tourists through the city’s traffic – the lobby was an air-conditioned haven from the excess of humidity and humanity on the street. Danny nodded to the picture, as if saying hello to the woman in it. The background was the Ben Thanh market, which was literally 50 metres from the tourist hotel.


‘I call her Phuong,’ he said, catching Zan’s eye. ‘Like the girlfriend in The Quiet American.’


‘That’s my mother’s name,’ Zan said, looking puzzled. 


‘I know. I read the book and saw the picture before I met your mum,’ Danny said. ‘And I always stay here. Force of habit.’


Danny had noticed a shadow pass over Zan’s expression when she mentioned her mother. 


‘Your mum, is she okay?’ he said.


‘Yeah, fine,’ Zan said, with a little too much conviction. ‘All good.’


Danny led Zan to the bar at the rear of the lifts. Bren was slumped asleep on one of the leather-covered sofas, a glass of beer barely touched in front of him. 


‘I love these,’ Zan said, scooping a handful of tiny dark-red peanuts from a dish on the table next to Bren’s beer, leaning her head back and trickling them skilfully from her fist into her open mouth. A waitress approached with menus as they sat down.


‘Two Triple-Three,’ Danny said. ‘Hai, ba-ba-ba.’


‘Aren’t you the linguist,’ Zan said.


‘Two beers is all I got,’ Danny confessed. ‘You like Triple-Three?’


‘Who doesn’t?’ Zan said, clearly too tired from their flight to berate him for daring to order beer, or anything for that matter, on her behalf. Bren suddenly lurched awake, seeming to take several seconds to work out where he was.


‘Oh, sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m not getting much sleep these days.’


‘It’s okay,’ Danny said. ‘We just got here. Now grab a coffee and tell us what the hell is going on.’


Bren ordered iced coffee, a strangely addictive mixture of strong Vietnamese coffee, ice, condensed milk and sugar.


‘Ca phe den da,’ Zan said under her breath, as if she was trying the words out like an old favourite jacket she’d found lying forgotten at the back of a closet. Danny looked at her but she dismissed his curiosity with a shrug and flick of her hair.


After a slug of his now lukewarm beer, Bren leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, holding his head in his hands and regarding Danny and Zan with a look that invited them to suspend disbelief.


‘Okay, as you know, Danny, I am married to a Vietnamese woman. Mai.’


‘I was best man at their wedding,’ Danny explained to Zan.


‘Shut up, Danny,’ she said. ‘This isn’t about you.’


‘A couple of years ago, Mai and I bought into a real estate scheme to build some new apartments a little way up the Saigon River, in District 22. They’re just this side of the Saigon Bridge, overlooking Central Park.’


Danny was about to explain the geography to Zan but she raised a finger and gave him one of her looks. Danny sat back and let Bren continue, watching Zan, who already seemed completely absorbed in the story. One of the things he liked – no, loved – about her was her laser focus on whatever grabbed her attention.


‘The deal was crazy good. The land had been zoned as parkland. No building allowed. But we were contacted by a guy in the government, a very powerful guy, who said he could fix it, only he needed civilians to front it. So we put all our savings into it and borrowed some more …’


‘And it all turned out to be bullshit,’ Danny said, earning a frown from Zan.


‘No, not at all,’ Bren continued. ‘We got the permissions, the building contracts went through, a bank came across with the guarantees and the apartments are almost finished. Sweet as. Meantime, the property prices in Saigon have gone nuts. The profits we were going to make on the development doubled, maybe even tripled. We would have been set up for life.’


‘Would have?’ Zan asked.


‘Our new mate decided we were making too much money, or, more to the point, he had new partners and they weren’t making enough. He wanted to cut our share from 50 per cent to 10. That would barely cover our investment and loans.’ Bren looked at his hands. ‘That’s when I did something stupid …’


Danny glanced at Zan and could guess from her raised eyebrow what she was thinking … something else stupid.


‘I went to his office and bailed him up,’ Bren continued eventually. ‘First of all he got heavy with me, threatened to have me deported or jailed, or both. When I said my wife was Vietnamese and I would make sure whatever deal he’d done to get permission for those apartment blocks would come out in court, suddenly he was nice as.’


‘Then what?’ Danny said.


‘I started getting sicker every day,’ Bren continued. ‘My skin was getting darker in patches and I was getting sores all over.’


He pulled his collar aside, and for the first time Danny noticed patches of darker skin discolouration on his neck and chest. Bren then pointed to the remnants of warts and boils on his forearms and legs.


‘I went to a local doctor. He did some blood tests and it turns out I have arsenic in my system.’


‘Jesus,’ said Danny.


‘So I stopped eating at home. Now I have to sneak away and grab a bowl of noodles when I can.’ Bren pulled at the loose skin on his face. ‘I’m not getting poisoned any more, but look at me,’ he said. ‘I’m wasting away.’


Danny said nothing, remembering how fit and strong his former Army mate had once been. Now he looked like a two-dimensional puppet in a shadow play.


‘And Mai?’ Danny asked.


‘Fit as a flea,’ Bren said, his face betraying his suspicions. ‘Even though we’d been eating exactly the same food.’


‘You suspect her?’ Zan asked, her voice laden with scepticism.


‘Murders are most often committed by the people closest to the victims,’ Danny said.


‘Crimes of passion, yes,’ Zan said. ‘But this is about money. And this is Vietnam. Family comes first, last and everything in between.’


Zan’s brusqueness surprised Danny. He glanced at her and saw something he’d never seen before – like she was feeling insulted on behalf of her race.


‘Okay, what exactly do you expect from us?’ she added.


‘Us?’ Bren asked. ‘As in Vietnamese women, or you and Danny?’ Clearly he’d read the signals the same way.


‘Let’s try option two, or we’ll be here all day,’ Danny said. ‘How can we help?’


‘I need you to put some listening devices in my house,’ Bren said. ‘I would do it myself but Mai is always around. I need to hear what she and her sister are saying about me when I’m not there.’ 


‘How does Mai feel about the real estate deal?’ Zan asked. 


‘She says I should give up. Go back to Oz. Cut and run and she’ll follow,’ Bren explained. ‘I just have this feeling … soon as I am out of the country, they’ll shut the door behind me and I’ll lose everything, including the initial investment. The other guy is a total crook.’


‘Not a lot of trust in your marriage, then?’ Zan said, a cold edge to her voice. ‘Is it really worth hanging on to?’


‘You think I should lose my wife, my money and my home?’ Bren said. ‘All of it, without a fight?’ 


‘Maybe this is not your home,’ Zan said, earning a theatrical cough from Danny.


‘I gotta go,’ Bren said, checking his watch. ‘Gotta catch the ferry to Vung Tau. Take this.’ He handed Danny a mobile phone and charger and pulled himself painfully out of his seat. ‘The phone’s number’s taped to the back. My number’s already in the contacts. I’ll call you when I can get Mai away from the house.’ He passed Danny a piece of paper. ‘And call this guy. He’ll get you all the kit you need. On me.’


Bren and Danny shook hands and Bren looked down sadly at Zan.


‘Nice to meet you, Zan,’ he said. ‘Wish it was under better circumstances.’


‘Me too,’ she replied with the minimally politest of smiles. ‘But, you know, we just got out of a very nasty situation in Los Angeles and Sydney. People died. We could do to chill a little. I mean, isn’t there anyone else who could do this for you?’


‘Anyone else I trust?’ Bren said, and shook his head ruefully.


‘Oh, hey,’ Danny said as Bren turned away. ‘Who is the fixer guy … the one who’s trying to screw you on the deal?’


Bren leaned back into Danny and Zan so that he didn’t have to raise his voice over a Carpenters cover duo, who had set up surreptitiously before launching into a toned-down version of the already soft pop take on ‘Jambalaya’. 


‘They call him Colonel Nhu,’ he whispered. 


—


‘Maybe it’s not your home?’ Danny said, shaking his head. ‘Really?’


‘I was just saying …’ Zan replied.


‘Never took you for a racist,’ Danny continued.


‘Not racist … truthist,’ Zan said, and giggled as she plunged her chopsticks into a steaming mound of morning glory and garlic. They’d had another couple of beers after Bren had left – consumed mostly in silence (not counting the spectacularly ordinary trawl through the Carpenters’ catalogue in the background). After an hour they realised they should eat before they slept, only because delaying their rest might offset their jet lag.


They strolled around the corner into the sweaty night, jinking past street vendors, badly parked motorbikes and people sitting on tiny stools eating bowls of chao – rice porridge containing something that might, at some point in history, have been chicken or duck.


‘Safest street food you will ever get, anywhere,’ Zan said, nodding towards a giant pot perched on a gas ring. Occasional steam bubbles erupted from grey lava as the vendor stirred. ‘If these are anything like the ones in Hanoi, some of those pots have been going for twenty-five years. Maybe longer.’


‘How do they clean them?’ Danny asked.


‘They don’t,’ Zan said. ‘Just add more rice, water and meat, and boil. Kills 99 per cent of all known germs.’


‘Knowing my luck, I’d get the other one per cent,’ Danny said. ‘So you know this place?’


Zan shook her head. ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘I’ve only been here in Saigon once, passing through. And you?’


‘A few times,’ he replied. ‘Quite a few.’


‘And you never heard Uc?’


‘For some reason the locals tend to speak English when they’re talking to me,’ Danny said.


They dodged scooters, entered the night market, and body-swerved past stall-holders, many of whom had been inside the market during the day. Danny was aware that he was getting fewer than usual calls of ‘discount … lucky first customer’. He reckoned having Zan at his side rendered him invisible to some traders, especially among so many tourists who would be easier marks for over-charging. Forty metres along, they reached an open-air barbecue restaurant, the smoke and smell from the huge charcoal grills announcing its presence more effectively than any neon light. They sat opposite each other on the long oilcloth-covered communal tables and quickly settled for the morning glory and a whole chilli-coated grilled snapper, which they dismembered like chopstick-wielding piranhas.


‘Truthist?’ Danny said. ‘So where’s your home? Here?’


‘I was born and raised in Sydney. You know that,’ Zan said. ‘Bren came here after the war, I’m guessing.’


‘Chronologically speaking, I suppose you’re right,’ Danny said. ‘But wrong war. Bren and I came here for a holiday after Afghan. He met Mai, came back and stayed.’


‘Afghan?’


‘It’s what soldiers call Afghanistan,’ he said.


‘Why?’


‘No reason.’


‘There must be,’ she said insistently. 


‘I guess it’s code for other soldiers,’ Danny said after thinking for a few seconds. ‘Like saying, “I was there” without needing to wear a T-shirt.’


‘Like “Nam,”’ Zan said. Danny nodded and smiled. She didn’t miss a trick.


‘You never said you’d been here before,’ she said.


‘It never came up,’ he said. ‘And you? Just passing through?’


‘Mostly Hanoi.’ She said it the Vietnamese way, the ‘oi’ nasal from the back of the throat with the slightest hint of an ‘ee’ at the end. ‘Actually, totally Hanoi. My mum has a couple of aunts and uncles there.’


‘I thought your family were from the south.’


‘Mum and Dad and their parents, but not originally,’ she said. ‘Does your family all live in the same town?’


‘I don’t have a family,’ Danny said, matter of fact.


‘So why did you come here in the first place?’


‘I dunno,’ Danny said. ‘It’s a short plane ride, it’s cheap, and it’s a kind of pilgrimage for Australian sappers.’


‘Why?’


‘Well,’ he said eagerly, ‘not many people know this, but we were the first to go down the Cu Chi tunnels.’


Zan laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’ Danny said, his smile evaporating.


‘The first to go down them?’ Zan said. ‘Really? Maybe the people who dug them were the first.’ 


‘Okay, the first enemy soldiers to go down them,’ Danny said with a sigh. ‘And nobody knows. You’d think we’d never been there.’


‘You know,’ Zan said.


‘It’s a big thing for Aussie sappers. The original Tunnel Rats – it’s a huge part of our history. The guys in Three Troop still wear the Tunnel Rat badge.’


‘Did you?’


Danny laughed. ‘Nope. That’s Three Troop only – and they protect that with a vengeance. Back in the day, I’d have been too big to go down the tunnels. You’d have been perfect, though.’


‘I would have been on the other side,’ she said.


‘I thought your parents and grandparents were refugees?’ Danny said. ‘They would have been on the same side as us.’


‘I would have defected,’ Zan said.


‘I bet you would, too,’ he said. ‘One hundred per cent Charlie!’


‘Racist!’


‘It’s from the call sign, Victor Charlie … VC … Viet Cong,’ he explained. ‘Not racist, truthist.’


—


Colonel Nhu looked at himself in the mirror and liked what he saw. Not an iota of fat could be found on his body, and not even the merest suggestion of a paunch beneath his hint of a six-pack. He tugged at the skin under his chin – he was at least two years away from the obligatory trip to Bangkok for a little tightening and smoothing. Nhu pulled his silk dressing gown around him and cinched it around his waist as the headlights of a car were reflected in his swimming pool and danced across his ceiling.


That was his car, and his driver, bringing his guest for the evening. What was her name? It didn’t matter. He would call her ‘flower’ or ‘petal’ or ‘sweetness’ until he remembered or she told him. And she would tell him. He looked around his bedroom suite; a small-ish but elegantly furnished office-cum-library opening on to a palatial bed chamber. Plenty of sandalwood with occasional flashes of gold gave the correct impression of wealth, style, power and permanence. She might be passing through, but he would always be here.


He breathed deeply, relishing the anticipation. The Nguyen girl was a distraction, but she was too young. He needed a challenge and, whatever this girl’s name was, she would provide it. Of that he was sure. 


He heard the distant clunk of the passage entrance door closing and strained for the clicking of high heels on the stone floor. He laid his hand on the lever that opened the secret door, disguised as a bookcase – a design feature he’d fallen in love with the moment he’d seen it in an American film – and waited for the tinkle of the little temple bell that she had been instructed to ring.


Dammit. What was her name? He knew she worked in the publicity department in the national airline or something like that. Nguoi Chet had arranged it. Nhu poked at his smart phone, in case there was a recent email with her name on it.


Ting, ting, ting.


Too late.
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Danny was sitting in a booth in the hotel dining room, peering at his laptop and poking at his breakfast, when Zan arrived. She blinked a sleepy hello and then reared back slightly, surveying all the food Danny had laid out before him. 


‘Someone joining us?’ she asked.


Danny followed her eye line to plates and bowls that still contained or at least carried evidence of recent over-indulgence: curried chicken, pho, croissants, cold meats, omelette, bacon and other hotel buffet goodies, had all passed this way. 


‘Triple-threat breakfast,’ he said with a grin. ‘Asian, French and American – you gotta do it once while you still can.’


‘You mean before you die of a heart attack?’ she said, picking up an undersized croissant from his plate and biting off one of its horns.


‘I mean while we are still in the hotel,’ he said, nodding at the laptop screen. ‘That money from LA isn’t going to last too long at this rate.’


‘Is Bren paying us?’


Us again. Danny shook his head.


‘Then he should be,’ Zan said. ‘And I don’t know about you, but I don’t come cheap.’ 


Zan surveyed the long, elevated display bench in the centre of the room, laden with hot dishes and fresh fruit, bread, cakes, smallgoods and cereals. She looked like she wasn’t deciding what to eat so much as planning her attack.


‘Ever been to the tunnels?’ Danny asked.


‘No,’ Zan replied, with as much defensiveness and contempt as you’ll hear loaded into one syllable.


‘There’s a tour this afternoon – half price for last-minute bookings,’ Danny said, gesturing to the laptop screen.


‘Half-price?’ Zan said. ‘You’re speaking my language.’


—


The boat trip up the Saigon River was fast and comfortable, despite occasional stops to reverse the propellers and disentangle the water hyacinths. In some places they formed a dense green carpet from bank to bank. During the war, Danny told Zan, the local fighters would lie under the weeds, breathing through hollow morning glory stalks as they floated past enemy guards. 


‘Which war?’ Zan asked.


‘Every war, I suppose,’ Danny replied.


There were only four other people on the boat – hence the discounted tickets – two middle-aged American couples who seemed to have adopted a fixed attitude of pre-emptive apology, even though the men were too young to have been drafted or their wives to have marched in protests. This was very common in their tourist tribe, Danny explained in whispers to Zan. Some of them even sewed Canadian badges onto their backpacks, just in case their accents led to awkward confrontation. 


He guessed these tourists, who carried no visible signs of nationality, might be following in a parent’s footsteps, expecting any minute to be set-upon by octogenarian Viet Cong whose memories had been diminished by neither age nor Agent Orange. He wanted to tell them they were safe, but they were too busy cooing over Zan, asking her about Vietnamese culture and being impressed by her ‘almost perfect’ English. Danny was sure she was making up some of the stuff; she’d never actually lived in Vietnam, as far as he knew.


When they got to the tunnels, they were ushered into a covered area with basic seating where they were obliged to watch a propaganda video. It was the same video Danny remembered from his first visit, almost a decade ago. The message was pretty basic. The Americans came to destroy Vietnam and were ruthless, but the Vietnamese people were ingenious and determined and dug the tunnels that defeated the great oppressor.


‘See, no mention of Australia,’ Danny said as he and Zan followed the combined mass of tourists from other tours, blinking, back into the heat of the forest. Their tour guide from the boat was explaining to the Americans that, until relatively recently, the area they were in had been a moonscape, obliterated by bombs and napalm. The US forces had known this was a major area of Viet Cong activity and assumed they had bomb shelters and bunkers, but they didn’t realise there was an underground city until they discovered it by chance during an operation on New Year’s Eve 1965.


‘They didn’t,’ Danny found himself saying.


‘I’m sorry?’ the guide said.


‘The Americans didn’t discover the tunnels. It was Australian troops,’ Danny explained. ‘Three Field Troop operating out of Bien Hoa Air Base, under the command of Captain Sandy MacGregor.’


The American tourists and the guide looked at Danny with the same expression you use for crazy people in shopping malls, a kind of unengaged empathy: ‘Please don’t make eye contact, but if you do, I’m on your side.’ 


Zan merely sighed and smiled.


‘I’m sorry, sir,’ the guide said, plumbing the depths of his not-quite-infinite patience. ‘I think you may be misinformed. There were no Australian troops in this area. They came six months later and were based in Nui Dat, 100 kilometres to the south.’


‘See!’ Danny said to Zan, his hands splayed in exasperation. ‘It’s like we didn’t exist. I told you.’


‘Uc da loi,’ she said to the guide and shrugged, as if that explained everything, which it probably did. Then she took Danny by the arm and gently pulled him away from the group. 


‘Okay, I get “Uc” now. But what does “Uc da loi” mean?’ Danny asked.


‘I looked this up,’ Zan said, pleased with herself. ‘Literally, it means “Australians who wade”. Or Australian soldiers, if you were standing on the beach at Vung Tau when they came ashore.’ 


They took their own tour, after that. Danny, who had clearly been there more often than he had admitted, showed Zan the booby traps, bunkers and bomb craters, like a practised guide.


At the entrance to a tunnel, widened a little for tourists, Zan disappeared underground without waiting for one of the official guides. Danny tried to follow her, but he was too tall and his shoulders too broad to get very far, even crawling. He retreated and clambered out before the next noisy crocodile of Chinese tourists followed him in and blocked his escape.


He stood bewildered as each of the more intrepid visitors entered the tunnel. Danny stroked his goateed chin, wondering if he should search for the tunnel exit, despite knowing that going looking for someone else was the surest way to get both of you lost. Suddenly, something hard was jabbed in the small of his back.


‘You dead, Mista Sappa,’ Zan said, giggling as she wielded a stick like a gun. ‘Me Charlie!’


Danny raised his hands in surrender, and was about to wrap her in an instinctive, joyful hug, when the sound of gunfire nearby made them both jump.


‘What the fuck!’ Zan said. ‘Don’t they know the war is over?’


‘It’s the shooting range,’ Danny said. ‘They’ll let you fire an AK-47. Dollar a bullet.’


Zan’s eyes widened. ‘A real AK?’ she said, turning towards the sound of gunfire. ‘How much cash have you got on you?’


‘This is Vietnam,’ Danny said. ‘They take credit cards.’ 


—


Kim-Ly Dang tried not to express any emotion as the girl’s body was lifted out of the canal, but as the corpse was winched closer, she couldn’t resist pulling the hem of the young woman’s skirt down towards her knees. Bad enough that she should die so horribly, if she could spare her any further indignity …


Dressed in a once-smart skirt and the tattered remains of a white cotton business shirt, now stained with the rust of diluted blood, the victim had groups of four and five parallel scars on her arms, face and chest. As the movement of the recovery cradle made the girl’s head turn loosely towards her, Kim-Ly could see that her throat had been ripped out, leaving her spinal column exposed where it met the skull.


‘Wolverine,’ one of the younger policemen whispered, wide-eyed, as he pulled on one of the ropes.


Too many movies, thought Kim-Ly, as she took out her smartphone and started photographing the body. A crowd had started gathering on the steps of the Rainbow Bridge, Gustave Eiffel’s only surviving gift to Saigon. Tourists and locals jostled to find a better angle for their own snapshots, no doubt destined to be uploaded on social media within seconds. A wedding party planning to take romantic photographs on the picturesque bridge stopped in their tracks and almost ran back to their cars. This was the kind of wedding-day memory their marriage might do better without.


Kim-Ly brusquely told two young policemen, who were smoking and chatting at one side, to erect screens. They rolled their eyes, presumably at being ordered around by a woman, but then complied because she had rank. Kim-Ly took a 10-centimetre plastic ruler that she carried with her for exactly these situations, placed it on the body and took photographs from every possible angle. The ruler was to give scale to the pictures. She needed to collect all the evidence she could before the girl was buried, either literally or in a tomb of bureaucratic indifference. 


Or, just as bad, if her death did excite any interest, it would be handed to one of Kim-Ly’s less-competent male colleagues – a description that would fit any of them, she thought – who would be horrified at having to deal with a real crime, especially one so vicious. Her role would then be reduced to informing the young woman’s grief-stricken parents. Case closed, at least as far as she was concerned.


Kim-Ly moved in closer and pulled some strands of water hyacinth from the girl’s leg. Just above her right ankle there was a five-centimetre band of bruising and abrasions, from the inside of her shin to her mid-calf. She photographed it and checked the other leg. She wasn’t entirely surprised to find similar markings there. Sometime before she’d met her horrible death, the girl had been manacled. She checked her wrists but there was nothing unusual, except for an expensive-looking but probably fake ladies’ wristwatch that Kim-Ly removed and placed in an evidence bag. As she sealed the bag, she noticed an inscription on the back, To Cong, with all my love. But who was the lover and why had he not put his name on the watch?


‘A monster did this, Miss,’ said the movie fan.


‘That’s “Lieutenant”,’ Kim-Ly said to the boy, pointing to the two stars on her uniform epaulette. ‘But you’re right. This was surely the work of a monster.’


—


The mood was sombre in the overheated minibus, which battled trucks and motorbikes for road space on the way back to the city. Zan had again told Danny she thought they should be charging Bren for their services. It was a real estate deal, after all. If they succeeded, they’d be saving him a fortune. Danny said if she was short of cash, he would put her on his payroll – not that he had one – adding that she should let him worry about whether or not Bren paid them. 


The Americans were quiet, and Danny judged from overheard snatches of their muted conversations that they were still in mild shock from what they had seen and heard. Sure, the American soldiers were conscripts, but did they have to be so ruthless? And sure, the Vietnamese were fighting for their country against a vastly superior armed force, but did their booby traps need to be so cruel? Having been friendly and engaged, they now viewed Zan with suspicion and him with concern, Danny thought. Or maybe it was his imagination and they were just tired. These were not normal circumstances for anyone.


‘I might give my agent a call,’ Danny said to Zan, who was half asleep, her head resting on his shoulder.


‘Who?’ she murmured. ‘Rob?’


‘I don’t think so,’ Danny said with a laugh. His former rep had disappeared with most of his more trusting clients’ money after being implicated in the suicide of one and the semi-accidental death of another. 


‘This new woman has taken over Rob’s business … or what’s left of it.’


‘New?’ said Zan. ‘That doesn’t sound too promising.’


‘She’s a showbiz contracts lawyer,’ Danny said. ‘Wants to move closer to the action, I guess.’


‘So what are you going to call her about?’


‘I dunno. See if I can turn this favour for a friend into a paying gig.’


‘Getting the friend to pay for the favour would be a start,’ Zan said.


‘Look, Zan, you don’t need to have anything to do with this, but I owe Bren big time,’ Danny said. ‘And it has nothing to do with money.’


‘What does it have to do with?’ 


Danny thought about it. Sighed. Thought again. Shook his head, then spoke: ‘It was a village in the Uruzgan province, north east of Tarin Kowt in Afghan,’ he didn’t bother correcting himself. ‘We were checking out some fighting-age males for traces of explosives on their hands – we had a spray that worked instantly – and there was this old bloke shuffling towards us, muttering … probably Allahu Akbar. I told him to stop where he was, but he kept edging closer and then the local boys were running away … and it’s too late to shoot him – he probably has a dead man’s switch anyway. Then fucking Bren drives a Land Rover between me and the old bloke and jumps out just before he triggers the suicide vest. Made a mess of the jeep but we were okay.’ 


Danny felt Zan raise her head from his shoulder. He was looking straight ahead but he knew she was staring at him. She knew him well enough to sense he had gone to his dark place and she needed to pull him back.


‘So, tell me how you plan to monetise this favour?’ she said, deliberately using one of Danny’s least favourite words.


‘Huh?’ Danny said, his thoughts not quite returned from Uruzgan province.


‘Your plan to make some money out of this trip?’


‘I’ve got half an idea about remaking the propaganda movie we saw at the tunnels. Make it more … I dunno … accessible to tourists.’


‘What’s wrong with it?’ Zan said, defensively. ‘Does it make you feel uncomfortable? Guilty, even?’


‘They shot our ducks and chickens. They shot our pots and pans,’ Danny laughed as he quoted from the movie voice-over.


‘Okay, it’s not War and Peace, I’ll give you that,’ Zan said. ‘But it’s theirs.’


‘Did you know tourism to Vietnam has gone from five-hundred thousand people in 1995 to over ten million a year?’ Danny said.


‘No,’ Zan replied, in a tone that implied she didn’t very much care.


‘And in that time that film has never been updated,’ Danny said. ‘I think I would be doing them a favour.’


‘Another favour?’ Zan said. ‘Nothing to do with setting the record straight about your precious Tunnel Rats?’


‘Rats? There were rats in the tunnels?’ one of the American women shrieked. ‘If I had known … I won’t be able to sleep tonight. Uuurgh! Rats!’ 


The minibus pulled onto the pavement outside the Liberty Central and Danny and Zan said goodbye to the other passengers, getting out without waiting for a response. They climbed the pink marble steps and said hello to the door girl, dressed in an elegant pale blue ao dai, who greeted them with a slight bow – more of an extended nod.


Danny and Zan stood for a moment, luxuriating in the sudden cool of the air-conditioned lobby. Then there was a muffled burping sound and they looked around until Danny realised it was coming from his pocket. He took out the phone Bren had given them and saw it had a message. 


‘I have your kit. Get yourself down to Vung Tau ASAP. Gene.’ 
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‘I don’t know how you did it,’ Saul Lootkin said in a voice like a tractor pull. ‘But you fucking did.’


‘Did what?’ Paddy Rosenberg said in genuine innocence.


‘Survived the clusterfuck – and I use the word advisedly – of the “me too” movement.’


‘I’m a changed man,’ Paddy ventured. ‘I know I was wrong and I’ll never make that mistake again.’


‘Maybe it’s because you didn’t put the moves on anyone famous enough, more like,’ Lootkin said. ‘Or maybe the ones you did try it on with were too embarrassed to be associated with an entry-level loser like you.’


Paddy blinked, was about to say something, then thought better of it. He looked around the room, the typical sparsely but elegantly and expensively furnished office of a mid-to-high level TV executive. This, he thought, should have been mine. This is where I belong. This is my stomping ground. Or was it stamping ground? He could never remember.


‘Is this why you brought me in?’ Paddy finally whispered. ‘To make me feel even worse than I already do?’


‘What are you doing right now? For work, I mean,’ Lootkin asked, ignoring the question. ‘Please don’t tell me advertising. Or indie fucking art movies.’ 


‘Webinars,’ Paddy replied meekly.


‘Webby what?’ Lootkin growled.


‘Webinars. They’re like seminars but you do them on the internet,’ Paddy said. ‘See, people log in on their …’


‘Fuck that shit,’ Lootkin said, cutting across him. ‘There’s a job for you here, if you want it.’


‘A job?’ Paddy said, ‘Here?’ He was already choking with the kind of emotion he’d only previously faked for awards speeches that he had practised but never had the opportunity to deliver.


‘I owe you,’ Lootkin said. ‘For the perfect crime thing … and for giving me Jasmina.’


‘Jasmina …’ Paddy said, unable to suppress the shudder in his voice. His former associate producer had trapped him – or ‘entrapped’, as Paddy put it – in a threatened sexual harassment case that would have, if she’d pursued it, destroyed his career, had he not already inflicted critical damage on it with some cataclysmically bad movie deals. It was a loaded gun that was yet to smoke, thanks to his arranging a promotion for her to Lootkin’s orbit. Also, the perfect crime storyline he had stolen from a rejected script had saved one of Lootkin’s TV shows.


‘I know you guys didn’t gel,’ Lootkin said. ‘But Jasmina’s been hitting home runs with her projects.’


‘She was great,’ Paddy said. ‘I could see her potential, she just needed the right opportunity.’


‘Well, she’s running her own division now – all zombie shows and sci-fi and that comic book shit,’ Lootkin said. ‘She’s on a different planet – one you don’t have a ticket to … yet.’


‘This job?’ Paddy said, anxious to know and desperate to change the subject. ‘What is it … and why me?’


‘Good question,’ Lootkin said. ‘Fucking good question. Look we have lost a lot of excellent people – and by excellent, I mean competent. Some of the fuckers were sexual predators who deserved chemical castration, if you ask me, but we let them take early retirement or just didn’t renew their contracts. But we still have to produce content. The stations can’t just keep re-running old episodes of Hogan’s Heroes – and that’s another seriously fucked up individual, right there, incidentally.’


‘So we need producers who can produce,’ he continued. ‘And I don’t mean twelve-year-old assholes who jizz all over a concept saying they are breaking the rules and being disruptive and all that shit. You can only break the rules when you know them. And when did being disruptive suddenly become a good thing?’


Paddy nodded, too scared to say anything, knowing that, with his luck, he’d choose the wrong words.


‘I need people who know the ropes,’ Lootkin said. ‘So, is there anything I should know that might trip me up and land me in a stinking turd-jam of your crap?’


Paddy’s first instinct was to choose the more reliable option of lying, but decided there were no secrets anywhere anymore. He was being offered a clean slate and he probably wouldn’t get this chance again.


‘Well, there was the unfortunate business with Marcellis girl …’ Paddy said, reluctantly.


‘Unfortunate?’ Lootkin said with a guffaw. ‘You stood under an open boom mike and said you’d give her a promotion if she blew you.’
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