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Chapter 1




    ‘Where is she?’




    Steve Conway walked slowly from the arrival hall of Tan Son Nhat International airport and squinted into the burning sunshine of a Saigon morning looking for a woman he’d never met. His flight from Manila had arrived on time; he’d cleared immigration and customs quickly and now stood scanning the milling crowd.




    He searched the sea of eager, expectant faces crowding the barriers and apart from a few friendly smiles from a number of local lovelies no one seemed interested in this foreigner.




    He carried his suitcase past the steel barriers into the open area beyond and waited amongst the mob, trying to ignore excited little men in white, short-sleeved shirts and black pants yelling and pointing toward their waiting taxis. His shirt clung like a second skin and he could feel rivulets of sweat running down his back. He took out a handkerchief and mopped his brow. Same old ’Nam, still hot as hell; at least they’re not shooting at me this time.




    Suddenly to his right he heard a soft voice tinged with anxiety.




    ‘Mr Steve, is that you?’




    He turned to see a slightly built young woman, probably mid twenties, wearing a dark green ao dai the traditional silk dress of Vietnamese women, walking quickly toward him with a worried expression.




    ‘Hi Kim Anh, yes, it’s me,’ he grinned, hiding his relief.




    * * *




    She had spotted him in the distance after parking her motorcycle. It had to be him. He was standing alone, the only foreigner, slowly looking back and forth among the dwindling crowd obviously searching for someone. He was reasonably tall, not quite six foot, rather well built, nice looking she told herself, dark brown hair cut short above a tanned, open face.




    She had lain awake the previous night thinking about him, secretly excited about their meeting, now butterflies began to take flight in her stomach.




    I hope he won’t be cross with me for being late but he sounded nice on the phone, his voice soft, reassuring and friendly. She was not used to speaking with foreigners, they made her uncomfortable and she always felt her English was never adequate. And now here he was…just a few yards away. The butterflies were fluttering madly.




    She smiled shyly brushing away an unruly lock of shoulder-length dark hair from her face and said quietly, ‘Welcome to Vietnam sir, please forgive me for being late.’




    Conway nodded and returned her smile.




    ‘No worries Miss Kim Anh,’ he replied gallantly. ‘Thank you, it was good of you to come and meet me. I appreciate it very much.’




    ‘You must be tired from your flight sir,’ she said, trying to hide her nervousness. ‘There is a hotel car coming. It should be here now,’ she said, frowning slightly. It was late too, making the butterflies flutter even more madly. My goodness, I am late and so is the hotel car, what will he think of us?




    ‘I will wait for your car sir then I’ll meet you at the hotel because I have my motorbike and--’ at that moment another attractive young woman in a white ao dai joined them and introduced herself.




    ‘Hello sir, Mr Conway? I am Lisa from the Le Le Hotel, your car is over here sir,’ she said nodding to Kim and pointing to a waiting white Toyota Crown.




    Kim Anh acknowledged Lisa then turned to Conway.




    ‘Bye sir, I will see you back at the hotel,’ she said and hurried away across the car park, her ao dai billowing in the slight breeze.




    She was relieved. ‘He’s very nice…and handsome,’ she giggled to herself. ‘I hope he will allow me to show him around my city.’




    ‘Friendly girl,’ Conway said to himself, watching her small figure now at the far side of the airport concourse.




    Kim Anh kick-started her motorbike and stood for a moment looking back as his car merged with the traffic heading into the city. The first meeting was over; the butterflies had flitted to the ether and were replaced by a delicious excitement. Why did she have this uncanny feeling that her life was about to change...Forever.


  




  

    
Chapter 2




    Conway looked out on the frenetic, ever changing scene of a Saigon morning as his vehicle threaded its way slowly through the traffic. ‘Well, here I am again in ’Nam, I wonder what awaits this time?’




    The drive from the airport took him along neat, clean tree-lined avenues with median strips a riot of brightly coloured flowers. Conway didn’t know much about flora but the variety in these gardens was simply stunning. What a great impression for any newcomer to the “New Saigon”. This once war-torn city was now a booming, free-wheeling metropolis powered by the God Honda. The world which had once fled Vietnam in terror, had now returned with dollars and expectations. Capitalism was king and the brakes on a free market economy were most certainly…off!




    The roads were choked with motor scooters, ridden barely inches apart by an eclectic group of citizens young and old. From very old grandmotherly types to entire families with new-borns perched front and back. Daring young blades weaved in and out attempting to strike up conversations with beautiful young women; some straight-backed and proud in their traditional dress but most in the western attire of blue jeans and designer tops.




    The motor scooter had become the beast of burden. There seemed to be no end to what the resourceful Vietnamese could fit on to these small machines. He shook his head in disbelief at this procession of humanity carrying things large and small of every description; from refrigerators to huge panes of glass, wire cages of squealing pigs, wicker baskets of fruit and vegetables, tyres, large cardboard boxes of goods, not to mention the human cargo.




    It was the normal, busy, daily scene of any Asian city with everyone going about their business. There were no signs of the previous conflict, confirming that Saigon had been spared the devastation wrought on many other cities in Vietnam.




    * * *




    Thirty minutes later they arrived at a cream, narrow, French-style hotel in Pham Ngu Lao, a central area of Saigon popular with backpackers. Conway checked in and was shown to a spacious air-conditioned room on the third floor, a pleasant relief from the furnace-like heat outside.




    It was tastefully furnished with Doric columns in each corner and cream walls adorned with prints of Vietnamese village life. There were the usual fittings, television, phone, bar-fridge and a rather unique French-style bathroom complete with bidet.




    On a small teak writing desk beside a large bay window stood a huge vase of flowers and a bowl of fresh fruit. A very comfortable looking double bed suddenly made him realise how tired he was. It had been an early morning flight from Manila which necessitated a pre-dawn drive to the airport. He was about to unpack when his phone rang with a message from the front desk telling him Kim Anh was waiting in the lobby.




    She smiled as he emerged from the elevator and after more pleasantries asked if he would like to “have a look at my city”? Yes of course he did, and followed her downstairs to where her Honda motor scooter was parked.




    She put on a small-brimmed hat, turned up the front, then pulled on a pair of long brown gloves to her elbows and tied a white silk handkerchief across her face for protection from the motorized pollution. She mounted her trusty steed and turning to him with laughing eyes said.




    ‘Have you ever ridden on the back of a motor bike before sir?’




    ‘Not for a very long time Kim but I am game if you are,’ he grinned uncertainly, then looking at the heavy traffic flying past, his confidence waned more than a little.




    ‘Well, here goes,’ he thought, gingerly taking his place behind her and placing his hands either side of her slim waist.




    She took off slowly and surely down Pham Ngu Lao Street, turning left at the traffic lights across a wave of motorbikes, cars and heavy vehicles which seemed to be heading straight for them and an inevitable accident, but somehow at the last moment a path opened allowing them through.




    At a steady pace they skirted anti-clockwise around a huge roundabout in front of a large building he was to come to know as the Ben Thanh market. Scooters came flashing past from every direction, across, in front and behind, from right and left, all impatient to get somewhere. Cars, buses, heavy goods vehicles rumbled by within inches, horns blaring, roaring, snarling, wheezing in a dangerous dance where one misstep meant a trip to Saigon hospital or the morgue. Death was indeed a hair’s breadth away but adrenalin kicked in and he found he was actually enjoying the thrill of it all.




    They swept down into the divided expanse of Le Loi Street in District One, the virtual heart of Saigon, and turned left off Le Loi into further heavy traffic on Pasteur Street. Several hundred yards later she smoothly guided the little scooter into a parking area in front of the former Presidential Palace, the scene of the end of the war on the 30th April 1975 when North Vietnamese troops smashed through the tall iron front gates. She bought two tickets for their entry, and they strolled along the gravel drive to the imposing front entrance of the palace.




    They tagged onto the end of a tour group and followed them through the various ornate and beautifully furnished conference and reception rooms featuring wonderful murals depicting Vietnamese history through the centuries. From there down to an underground bunker deep below the palace, where on the wall were posted lists of the foreign combatants. Conway said nothing when he noticed the list included 7000+ Australians. They passed banks of old-fashioned grey teletype machines and were taken to a small theatre to be shown a black and white propaganda video on the fall of Saigon.




    As they sat in the darkness without thinking, he reached to his left and took her hand. It felt soft and warm…and she did not pull away. He glanced sideways at her but she was looking straight ahead at the movie, expressionless. He knew at that moment, a bond had formed with this quiet, gentle Vietnamese girl. It was a bond that would have consequences, over which he would have no control.




    The tour finished with a mini concert of Vietnamese music featuring the dan bau a traditional instrument unique to Vietnam made of a single steel string stretched over a gourd with one end attached to a piece of wood equipped with a flexible handle. Conway looked on fascinated as the player plucked the string at its harmonic nodes using the handle to vary the tension. The sound was haunting and beautiful.




    Upstairs on the way out he stood on an open verandah looking down at the well maintained bright green lawn, where over to the left proud and gleaming in the midday sun stood two of the tanks that crashed through the gates at 11.00 am on that fateful day.




    For lunch, she took him to a restaurant appropriately named Nice. It was bustling and crowded with neatly dressed office workers. They squeezed into a small table by a window. She scanned the menu all in Vietnamese and on his bidding, ordered for both of them. He sensed Kim Anh was not completely at ease. It was obvious she was not used to the company of foreign men.




    She ordered coconut juice for him and orange juice for herself and they sat chatting while waiting for their meal. She listened carefully as he told her a little about the Down Under Hotel in Manila, and she responded by saying her uncle had phoned her and told her how well he had been looked after during his stay there.




    She was a secretary for a water park resort in the Thu Duc area on the outskirts of Saigon, a joint venture between an Australian and Vietnamese group, had been there for a year, enjoyed the work and offered to take him to visit during his stay.




    ‘It is a place of fun sir,’ she smiled, ‘with large swimming and wave pools, a great place for families, I am sure you would love it.’ He was about to ask about her family when their meal arrived.




    The food was tasty and being unfamiliar with the etiquette of eating in Vietnam (the Army never taught him that in Nui Dat and the cuisine was a hell of a lot different) he watched and followed what she did. She identified each dish for him; the sour soup, boiled chicken, fried fish, assorted vegetables and the ubiquitous bowl of rice without which, no Vietnamese meal would be complete. She daintily filled his small bowl with rice then added some of chicken and fish.




    ‘I hope you like our food sir, I know it is quite different from yours,’ she said, watching him take a morsel with his chopsticks and clumsily bring it to his mouth. The Army never taught him how to use chopsticks either.




    ‘Delicious,’ he said, his face breaking into a broad smile, bringing an almost audible sigh of relief from her.




    As they ate he looked at her as if he was seeing her for the first time. She was good looking, some would say beautiful. Large, dark, intelligent eyes were set above a strong, straight, slightly flared nose in a heart-shaped face framed by thick, glossy black hair which curved up slightly as it hit her shoulders. The beautifully shaped lips were inviting. ‘Stop dreaming Conway,’ he said to himself.




    As she lowered her head to take a piece of fish, her long eyelashes gave the appearance of an angel in repose. Her skin was smooth, flawless, the colour of light copper and had a slight sheen to it. He glanced around at other women in the restaurant and noticed most seemed white of skin and there was a similarity in the planes of their high cheek boned faces. Kim Anh was different, darker, and to him, more attractive.




    At the end of the meal she surprised him by insisting on paying. In Vietnam she said, the tradition is that the party who invites, pays for the meal. He was a little embarrassed and tried to pay but she would not hear of it. She dropped him back at his hotel promising to come back at 6.00 pm. He thanked her and watched as she sped off, then went upstairs for a nap on that comfortable bed.




    * * *




    Exactly at 6’oclock Kim Anh appeared in the lobby. She had changed from her ao dai into a simple white top and dark grey slacks. She wore no makeup and looked so young and fresh he couldn’t help smiling. Suddenly he remembered something and asking her to wait, turned and hurried back to the elevator. She stood mildly surprised, a smile hovering on her lips as he disappeared. A few minutes late he returned with a small gift-wrapped parcel and handed it to her.




    ‘Sorry Kim I forgot to give you this. Your uncle asked me to bring this back to you, and I have something for you as well,’ he said, reaching into his shirt pocket and producing a tiny, gold kangaroo pin. Her mouth fell open in surprise, delight and a hint of embarrassment. Kim Anh had never been given many gifts in her life and never from a foreign male.




    She looked at it gleaming in the palm of her hand and shook her head in wonderment. ‘Oh, thank you so much, it is beautiful.’ She looked up at Conway, her smile radiant.




    ‘I will treasure this always,’ she said, carefully pinning it to the left breast of her blouse. ‘And my uncle too, he is so thoughtful.’ She brushed away that disobedient lock of hair and placed the small package into her handbag.




    ‘As I said at lunch,’ she continued, ‘he enjoyed being a guest in your hotel, the service and staff, were excellent. What I didn’t tell you was that he told me you were a very good man and that I was to take good care of you when you came to Ho Chi Minh City.’




    ‘I am very glad to hear that, and now, Miss Kim Anh,’ said Conway, as they walked down the front steps of the hotel out on to Pham Ngu Lao Street. ‘Lunch was great however I insist it is my turn to return the compliment and take you to dinner.’ ‘But,’ he grinned, ‘I’m sorry, I will have to leave the choice of restaurant to you.’




    They made their way among the evening crowd of what seemed mostly office workers returning home and a sprinkling of tourists, mainly young backpackers. Vietnam had recently opened its doors again to tourism and this area with its cheap accommodation, cafes, restaurants, bars and travel agencies, was a magnet for the young and adventurous during their tour of ’Nam.




    She led him left down a narrow alley off Pham Ngu Lao Street lined with small hotels and bars until they came to a tiny restaurant. It was a simple place, pure basic Vietnamese with small, metal topped tables and low plastic stools. The menu again was in Vietnamese but this time with each item numbered. With Kim’s guidance he chose the chicken curry while she settled for sautéed beef with noodles and rice. The food though simple, was excellent and he toasted her with coconut juice while she smiled happily sipping her usual nuoc cam (orange juice).




    The meal was ridiculously cheap and had he paid with a two dollar bill he would have received change. The piastre, a legacy of French rule, had been replaced by the Vietnamese dong. He smiled to himself as he sorted through the notes in his wallet remembering the ditty the bar girls of Saigon would sing scornfully to the relatively poorly paid Australian soldiers.




    ‘Uc da loi cheap Charlie




    He not buy me Saigon tea




    Saigon tea just twenty ‘P’




    Uc da loi cheap charlie’




    He also remembered the friendly villagers in Phuoc Tuy Province, who would smile at the Australians, give them the thumbs up and say, ‘Uc da loi number one, VC number ten!’




    The night air had become surprisingly cool and pleasant after the heat of the day; for Conway, a most welcome change as they strolled along among the markets of Pham Ngu Lao stopping occasionally to look at the vast array of goods for sale. There were ceramics from Hanoi, artifacts from Sapa on the Chinese border, colorful hand-made cloth bags, hats from the Mekong Delta, wood carvings and fruit from Central Vietnam together with the usual touristy tee shirts, flower stalls, hand-made leather sandals, rubber slippers, flick knives, watches, gold and silver plated rings. The list was endless.




    The quality of most items was surprisingly good, the prices more than reasonable. Outside a travel agency they stopped and read advertisements for the various tours available. The fares were so cheap he had to look twice. City Tour $US 6.00. Cu Chi Tunnel Tour $US 4.00. Nha Trang $US 7.00. The last one was incredible value because the seaside resort of Nha Trang was at least 8 hours by bus.




    They sat at coffee in a small open-air bistro in De Tham Street watching the passing parade. There was plenty to see; and not all of it pleasant.




    Apart from the never ending stream of wandering backpackers in their beards, tie-dyed shorts, skirts and Jesus sandals, there were book vendors; young girls with vertical piles of novels, cheap photocopies of the originals, skinny, pitifully dressed beggars, cripples, amputees obviously victims of the war. Others their bodies twisted and misshapen, necks at unnatural angles. Conway had seen it before…the terrible legacy of agent orange.




    Young shoeshine boys with large brown eyes hopefully holding out their cleaning brushes, motor bike taxis waving expectantly and the strident call from slow moving cyclos. ‘One dollah!, I take you round Saigon!’ Among this mix of humanity was also a sight that would amaze any tourist: Old women in conical hats hurrying by, their backs bent by large overloaded baskets of fruit hanging from a wooden yoke across their shoulders. The place was alive. There was so much energy, so unlike the relatively staid conservative suburban markets of Western cities.




    They sipped their coffee, making small talk until Kim glanced at her watch and with a start, stood up and told him she had to leave. It was nine o’clock. Her older sister had apparently placed a curfew on her nighttime activities and it was time to return home. They walked back to his hotel where on the front steps, she gave him another of her shy smiles and said goodbye. There was no embrace or touch of the hand so he thanked her again for her hospitality, but she shook her head.




    ‘Sir Steve, it was my honour to show you around and have you as my guest for lunch.’ She mounted her motorbike and went through the routine of putting on the long gloves and handkerchief across her face. She sat for a moment then with a hesitant wave, kicked the engine into life and eased out into the heavy traffic where she was quickly lost to sight.




    Stifling a yawn and nodding to the smiling security guard he walked back up the steps to reception where a young desk clerk, wearing a figure hugging, royal blue ao dai flashed him a dazzling smile as she handed him his room key. ‘Such friendly people, how different these days,’ he said to himself as he waited for the elevator.




    In his room his thoughts went back over what had been a long but interesting day and…Kim Anh, a rather intriguing young woman. She seemed a very nice person but there was something about her he could not quite put his finger on. Yawning, he took a towel from the end of the bed and headed for the fancy, French-style shower. The sharp cold needles of the shower invigorated him. He climbed into bed and was tempted to read a paperback he’d bought in Manila airport but decided against it.




    Sleep came almost instantly.


  




  

    
Chapter 3




    The early morning sun streamed in on Conway as he awoke from a good eight hours sleep. He blinked and looked around for a few seconds wondering where he was. Yawning, he pulled himself out of bed, grabbed a towel and staggered to the bathroom to shower and shave before breakfast. As he passed reception on the way to the dining room he was surprised to see Kim Anh sitting there. She smiled at the look on his face and rose to greet him.




    ‘I thought I would come to see you before I started work,’ she said, ‘and if you don’t mind, I will ask my boss if I can have a few days off to spend time with you and show you more of Saigon…’




    He smiled at her in appreciation. She looked gorgeous in a lightweight pink cotton blouse and grey slacks and pink open-toed sandals. Again she wore no makeup and like many Asian women, didn’t really need to. He could not hide his delight at her suggestion.




    ‘That’s wonderful, I hope he says yes,’ he said, taking her hand and leading her into the dining room. She surprised him again by saying she had already taken her breakfast at home in Thanh Da; which she had mentioned the night before, was on the far north eastern edge of the city. But yes, she would like tra da, the traditional Vietnamese cold tea served free of charge in virtually every restaurant and hotel in Saigon.




    Conway nodded to a waitress and Kim ordered in Vietnamese. While her tea was poured he perused the menu, settling for a crusty French bread roll with a block of cheddar cheese, strawberry jam, a plate of pineapple pieces, banana and dragon fruit followed by hot black tea in a quart glass mug.




    ‘What would you like to do today?’ she asked, watching with great interest as he spread the strawberry jam on to the roll and placed some sliced cheese between the two halves. This was a rather different breakfast than the normal fare of a Vietnamese which usually consisted of Pho or Bun, beef or chicken noodle soup. He cut the roll in half, pausing before he answered.




    ‘Well, first of all I have to make a phone call back to Manila to see how the troops are behaving. Then, I would like to find out the best way to get down to Phuoc Tuy, and thirdly,’ he grinned, ‘Miss Kim Anh, I would like the pleasure of your company.’ She blushed and lowered her head, trying to hide her own grin.




    ‘I will call you here later and let you know,’ she said, sipping her tea. ‘My boss is a nice man I think he will give me the time off.’ While he ate they chatted about the places she had taken him to the previous day then she casually glanced at her watch and her eyes widened.




    ‘Oh my goodness I forgot the time again. I am so sorry Mr Steve, but I must go or I will be late for work,’ she exclaimed, pushing the cup away and getting to her feet. ‘Thank you for the tea. Bye bye now sir.’




    ‘Kim,’ he said, rising from his chair and taking her hand, ‘please call me Steve and I will call you Kim, or Kim Anh, is that a deal?’




    She started to laugh. It was the first time he had seen her completely at ease. ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I’m so formal aren’t I? Thank you si…Steve.’




    She was still smiling as she hurried down the front stairs of the hotel to her motorbike left in the care of the hotel security guard. Conway waved as she rode away then went back and finished breakfast.




    ‘She’s quite a girl,’ he said to himself as he drained the last of his coffee, ‘now I’d better make that call to the Philippines.’ In his room he sat on the side of the bed and was about to reach over to pick up the phone when he began to reflect on the events of recent months in his Down Under Hotel in Manila. (The Last Jeep to Baclaran)




    * * *




    With an injection of capital from Australian shareholders the hotel had undergone extensive renovations since the departure of the Pricketts, the major one being a rooftop swimming pool. The rooms had all been renovated and upgraded, a new kitchen had been installed and the travel desk modernized with a new computer reservation system. All rooms had been fitted with IDD telephones and cable television. The hallways and common areas had been re-carpeted throughout. Many of the old staff had been replaced. Imelda Prickett’s relatives had either left or been dismissed and their positions taken by qualified and dedicated staff.




    Zeny Diaz the accountant from the sister hotel, the Billabong in Angeles City, had settled in well taking over Susan Santos’ position as Chief Accountant and proved to be a capable and popular replacement.




    Ang, the wife of Jumbo Keyes his American assistant manager, had given birth to another child, a beautiful little girl they named Nemencia quickly nicknamed “Menchie”, and Keyes declared himself “the happiest man in all of the 7107 Philippine islands”.




    The Down Under Hotel now exuded a whole new atmosphere of professionalism, dedication and spirit of cooperation, which led to happy and contented guests who spread the word. Occupancy rate and profits soared. The shareholders were happy and Steve Conway was a proud man.




    Lily Li had returned to Manila on a flying visit to check on her restaurant and they spent a night of passion together. She regaled him with stories of Shanghai saying how much she loved the vibrant and exciting lifestyle. Her restaurant on the Bund was a big hit with the locals and she had already covered her initial investment.




    ‘Darling please come. I know you will love it too, it’s such an interesting and great city, it’s already taken over from Hong Kong in importance as the major seaport.’ He had assured her he would, and smiled at her reply to his question about her current love life.




    ‘Mmmm, I’ve had a couple of “encounters”,’ she said unabashed. ‘But nothing serious, no one to compare with you lover,’ she said, giving him that familiar wicked grin, ‘if you know what I mean?’




    Susan had phoned from Hong Kong and although she said she missed him, the calls were often short because as usual, she was “loaded” with her work. His friends and colleagues all seemed to be doing well but there was one whose story was disturbing.




    Two months ago he had received a letter from Sally, a former lover and employee of the Black Jack bar. She had married her Marine and at first all seemed to be “wonderful”. However, over time things began to change and he became increasingly moody and withdrawn. And, although she did not say so, reading between the lines, he suspected there was violence. The whole tone of the letter was one of unspoken desperation, hinting at a return to the Philippines…alone.




    The Manila newspapers had given banner headlines to the trial and conviction of Ramon Sanchez. He had been sentenced to a long stretch in Muntinlupa prison. But within days of his confinement early one morning, he was found dead in his cell from multiple knife wounds. Goal is no place for a crooked cop. Retribution had been swift and final. There had been no further word on the fate of the Pricketts or Bert Groyne and Barney Lawson. Conway presumed justice had taken its course.




    * * *




    He dialed the number of the Down Under Hotel, promptly answered by an operator he knew as Annie.




    ‘Hi Annie, Steve here, can I speak to Mr Keyes please?’




    ‘Ooohhh…hello sir, how is my favourite boss?’ replied Annie cheekily.




    Conway grinned. She was a cute and cheerful girl, typical of the new breed of friendly and efficient staff in the Down Under.




    ‘I am well Annie, are you behaving yourself there?’




    ‘Oh course sir,’ replied Annie archly. ‘Always sir, you know I am a good girl,’ she giggled emphasizing good. ‘I will put you through now sir.’




    ‘Keyes.’ The deep, familiar, rumbling tones of Jumbo Keyes brought a smile to Conway’s lips. Apart from being a terrific assistant manager, the big black man was also Conway’s best friend.




    ‘Hi Jumbo, Steve, how are things, anything important I should know about?’




    ‘Hey man, great to hear from you. How are you? Been wondering how you were getting on in ’Nam. Things are pretty normal here. Apart from “Weasel” boring the backside off me with his phoney sexual exploits and complaints, everything’s under control. You’ll be pleased to know the hotel is full, as are many of the guests, but most of them are behaving for a change,’ he chuckled. ‘And best of all, little Menchie is beginning to allow me to have a full night’s sleep. Anything of note happening there buddy?’




    Conway smiled to himself, “Weasel” was one of the Down Under’s long time guests who had retired from the Australian public service and spent most of the year in the Philippines and the Down Under in particular. He was known for his outlandish stories and those who knew him well gave him a wide berth.




    He told of his meeting with Kim Anh and how she had showed him some of the sights and even paid for lunch.




    ‘Yeah, I remember that being a Vietnamese custom from my time there. How’s the hotel accommodation Steve?’




    ‘Fine. Clean, comfortable, well furnished, staff friendly and efficient, no complaints, I’m enjoying the break.’




    ‘And Kim Anh…what about her?’




    The tone of his friend begged the question. Had Conway and Kim Anh hit it off? Conway played it cool. ‘Nice girl, friendly, simple, smart, works as a secretary at a water park, going to show me more of the city later today if she can get time off from work.’




    ‘A looker?’




    ‘Yes, she certainly passes muster. I like her; seems very genuine and rather innocent.’




    ‘Watch out buddy,’ laughed Keyes. ‘There are some stunningly beautiful women in that town. Elegance personified, and when they wear those ao dais, wow! What about Phuoc Tuy and Long Tan. Made any arrangements to visit yet?’




    ‘Not yet. I will, but right now I just want to get to know the city a bit more. I’ve hardly scratched the surface but I’ve got a great little guide in Kim. It’s a good looking city these days without all the military crap we used to see. I’m impressed so far with what I have seen. When I was here during the war I never saw much of the place, they kept me in the province, only came here once or twice and both times briefly.’




    ‘Yeah, me too,’ said Keyes, ‘I was stationed up in the highlands around places like Pleiku, Quang Tri and Danang, never spent a lot of time in Saigon. I’ve heard nowadays with all the new investment, it’s probably one of the better cities in South East Asia.’




    They continued to chat about a variety of matters and Conway was about to hang up when Keyes gave him some surprising news.




    ‘Sally is back in town!’




    ‘Really? When? How is she? That letter she sent me was a worry.’




    Keyes didn’t answer immediately, seeming to choose his words carefully.




    ‘Ah,’ then a pause. ‘I don’t think she’s too well, she’s not quite the same Sally but still




    lovely. She didn’t say much, just came in looking for you and seemed disappointed when I told her you were in Vietnam and asked when you would be back.’




    ‘What about her husband, what’s happening there?’




    ‘I don’t know, she didn’t say anything about him, somehow I don’t think he’s in the Philippines. You can ask her when you get back Steve. She left a phone number.’




    ‘Ok, thanks, here’s my hotel number, call me if you need me. If I leave town for a few days I’ll get the hotel staff here to hold any messages. Ok Jumbo, bye now mate, and you have my permission to turf “Weasel” out if he gets on your nerves too much.’




    ‘No,’ laughed Keyes, ‘he’s harmless enough. “Weasel’s” a good paying guest and as a matter of fact, I feel a bit sorry for him. You stay out of harm’s way there buddy.’




    Conway sat for a minute or two thinking about Sally. They had been lovers and if Marvin the Marine had not come back on the scene there was a possibility their relationship could have developed into something more permanent.




    * * *




    Kim Anh rang just after lunch and said she had been given permission to take the rest of the week off from tomorrow and would see him at the usual time of 6.00 p.m.




    ‘My boss wants me to bring my work up to date, I’m sorry I can’t see you earlier.’




    ‘No worries Kim there is something I have to attend to so I’ll see you at six.’




    With Kim not available till the evening it was a good opportunity to make enquiries about going to Phuoc Tuy but first things first. He called the front desk and asked for the phone number of the Australian Embassy.




    His call to the Embassy was put through to a youngish sounding Australian who informed him the best way to get to Phuoc Tuy and Long Tan was to join a “Battleground tour” run by one of the local travel agencies. Several visits to travel agencies in Pham Ngu Lao made him think twice and perhaps consider a different approach. The fees they wanted to charge were exorbitant with figures of $US250.00 being bandied around for a day trip which included lunch and “entrance” to the areas.




    ‘That’s a bit expensive,’ he told the last agent, a skinny, smooth talking, cigar chomping Vietnamese. ‘I think I’ll find my own way thanks.’




    ‘Ah, sorry but it is our government who decide the fees and conditions of these tours and in any case, you won’t be able to find the place,’ said the skinny one smugly, blowing a smoke ring and watching it curl into the air.




    ‘Don’t bet on it sport,’ said Conway on his way out the door. He went to Allez Boo a restaurant on the corner of Pham Ngu Lao and De Tham Streets which catered for tourists and backpackers. He ordered coffee while he thought about his next move and his reasons for being back in a country which held so many traumatic memories.




    This was his first time back in ‘Nam since serving with the Australian Army during the war. A journey he hoped would bury the demons he still carried from that time - and there was another reason – more important to him than his own emotional issues; and that was to revisit a special Vietnamese friend in Phouc Tuy province where the Australian task force had been based. But that was more than twenty years ago; his friend would be quite old now and there was no guarantee he had survived the war; the chances of finding him alive Conway knew, were slim at best.




    Kim’s a bright girl, I bet she could and would show me the way, and I should ask her, but not just yet, don’t want to wear out my welcome too soon. It was mid afternoon and there weren’t many customers. Probably out touring somewhere, he thought as his Vietnamese coffee dripped slowly from the top of the small, cylindrical stainless steel filter into the bowl holding the sweet condensed milk.




    Out in the street a few xe om (motor bike taxis) boys lazed on their bikes in the heat, the occasional long-haired grubby backpacker wandered past and the “hurtling hordes” of motorcycles continued their endless procession.




    He opened his map which covered the area south from Ho Chi Minh City, as the whole metropolitan area was now called, to Vung Tau on the coast. In the middle was Phuoc Tuy renamed the province of Vung Tau/Baria. He traced a line on route 51 down to Baria then north on route 766 past Long Tan the, site of the most celebrated battle fought by the Australians during the war, to a point which would bring him he surmised, within walking distance of Nui Dat.




    Looking at the map brought back the memories. He closed his eyes and the images came back like some long forgotten newsreel. Images of battles fought and good mates lost. There was the terrible heat, the thunderous monsoon rains and the stinking mud. The welcome sound of the whap whap whap of the helicopters; the care of the wonderful Australian nurses at the hospital in Vung Tau and the thick, treacherous, and at times almost impenetrable jungle. The blood, the screams of wounded men reminding him of the line of the song, I was only nineteen, the anthem of the Australian soldier in Vietnam, which intoned:




    When every step on two feet could be your last.




    But there were good times too. He smiled remembering the nights carousing in the Grand Hotel in Vung Tau, where the legendary Kevin “Dasher” Wheatley is supposed to have swallowed a frog to win a bet from an American Marine. How could he forget the sudden rattle of small arms fire; and mortars; the gut wrenching fear - and the sound of men dying. He glanced back down at the map and those familiar names, Long Tan, Nui Dat, Dat Do, Binh Ba, Xuyen Moc. It all seemed like yesterday.




    ‘Would you like another coffee sir?’ asked a sweet-faced young Vietnamese waitress, startling him out of his reverie.




    ‘Huh? Oh, no thanks. No more…how much?’ He paid the bill and walked out into the afternoon sunshine trying to clear his head. He never spoke about those horrors of war to anyone. How could he? Only the vets would understand and even then it was hard to talk about it openly. These demons were a very private thing and he, like so many Australians who had served in Vietnam, had to cope with them in his own way.




    * * *




    The sun was burning and the humidity must have been up near 100%. His cotton shirt was wet, clinging to him like a second skin, but suddenly he stopped and shivered. Should I have come back here? He looked down at his hands and saw they were trembling. The memories, the fear, it was always there but always, he tried to suppress, keep it in the far recesses of his mind, never let it take over. But now back in Vietnam he knew he was losing this internal battle.




    The truth was…he was scared to go back to Nui Dat. Even now just thinking about it tightened his gut. But he had to go. He had to pay his respects. He owed it to his mates.




    ‘Snap out of it Conway,’ he told himself. ‘That’s the past, you cannot and will not forget, but you have to deal with it.’ He walked back to his hotel wishing Kim was there waiting for him, but she wasn’t due for an hour or more. He wanted her company so much just then. He needed to sit and talk with that quiet, gentle, intelligent Vietnamese girl, to see her smile and hear her voice. Six o’clock could not come quickly enough.




    * * *




    As usual, right on time, she appeared in the hotel foyer carrying a parcel the size of an A4 sheet, wrapped in dark blue paper, tied with a light blue ribbon. Conway happened to be at the front desk chatting to one of the front desk staff, an older lady named Eliane who was telling him of her experiences during and after the war. He turned at the quiet, ‘hello Steve,’ and his first reaction was to rush over and give her a huge hug, but formality forbade that, so he simply smiled and glanced down at the package.




    She smiled a little self-consciously. ‘I hope you don’t mind, I thought I would repay your kindness and bring you something, this is for you,’ she said, quickly pushing the parcel into his hands.




    He stood looking at it for a few moments not knowing what to say.




    ‘Er, thank you,’ he stammered. ‘May I open it now?’ the urge to kiss her now greater than ever. ‘Of course’ she said shyly. ‘I hope you like it.’




    The last person to give him a gift was his late wife. He tried not to show it but he felt as excited as a child opening a birthday or Christmas present.




    He carefully unwrapped it. Inside written in neat copperplate, was a small card which said, To Steve, my Australian friend, from your Vietnamese friend, Kim Anh xxx. His eyes lit up and he smiled in disbelief at a beautifully bound coffee table book of photos taken all over Vietnam. There were quirky street scenes, stunning landscapes, village life and the best photos of all; the people of Vietnam themselves; all brilliantly photographed by a photographer, Kim said was Vietnam’s finest. He shook his head as he leafed through the book. It was a stunning work…and expensive.




    ‘I don’t know what to say,’ said Conway, trying to stifle his emotions. ‘This is a very special book and I will treasure it always.’ This girl had probably spent a large part of her wages on this gift and yet he knew there should be no mention of cost so he accepted it in the spirit with which it had been given. Before Kim could react he leant over and kissed her lightly on the cheek.




    ‘Oh,’ she said blushing, ‘thank you…sir…Steve, I am glad you like it.’




    ‘I love it,’ he said, flipping through the book again. ‘What magnificent photographs, I may not get the chance to see these places this time, but I am sure I will return to explore your beautiful country, thank you again for this. He handed the book to the care of the front desk staff and turned to a beaming Kim. He took her hand and led her to the front door. Now Miss Kim Anh, let’s go and have a look at more of this lovely city, but only after I have taken you for dinner, ok?’




    ‘Ok Mr. Steve,’ she laughed, ‘where would you like to go tonight?’




    ‘I thought a leisurely cyclo ride from here to say, the middle of District 1. I want to visit the Rex Hotel, it’s quite famous for reasons I will tell you about later. Do you know it?’




    ‘Of course,’ replied Kim. ‘It is a lovely hotel but too expensive for me,’ she laughed. ‘It is in a triangle with the Caravelle Hotel and the Continental Hotel, I am sure you have heard of them too.’




    ‘Yes I certainly have,’ he replied. ‘The Caravelle was made famous for the same reasons as the Rex and the Continental was where Graham Greene lived and wrote, The Quiet American. I think we should have a look at them too if we have time.’




    They caught a cyclo from just outside Allez Boo and after a bit of haggling by Kim, the driver agreed to the price and there followed a slow, smooth ride through the thick peak hour traffic. Hundreds of motorbikes flew past within an inch of the slow moving cyclo but somehow Conway felt completely safe. It was all in the lap of the Gods as far as he was concerned. Kim sat quietly beside him occasionally pointing out various landmarks as they glided around the huge roundabout at the top end of Le Loi Street.




    Passenger seating in these three wheeled pedicabs is small and can be uncomfortable for two depending on the size of the occupants and Kim had to almost sit on top of Conway but he didn’t mind, she felt soft and warm and sat there calmly, completely relaxed and obviously enjoying the ride. He certainly was.




    They looped around between the impressive Opera House and the Caravelle Hotel then around and back past the Continental and came to a halt outside the Rex. Conway slipped the guy a few extra dong and they walked up several steps to be welcomed through the huge ornate glass doors by a smiling, young Vietnamese girl, looking cool and elegant in a pink and mauve ao dai. An elevator took them to the fifth floor open-air garden bar/restaurant where they were taken to a table which had a wonderful view down the broad, flowered Boulevard of Nguyen Hue.




    It was mutually agreed to have a drink and dinner at the Rex and explore the other hotels at leisure. A white-coated waiter arrived to take their order and stood patiently as they checked the menu with Kim ordering a Vietnamese dish of steamed fish, vegetable and rice while Conway decided to go Western and settled for a rump steak, salad and chips. He ordered a local beer 333 and Kim a coconut milk.




    There were few other diners. The stars shone on a beautiful balmy evening with a slight breeze rustling the flower bedecked terrace and small coloured lights among the topiaries and shrubs created a romantic, tropical atmosphere.




    Conway looked around. So this is where it all happened?




    ‘You were too young to know about this place Kim,’ Conway said, ‘but during the war this place was where each night at 5pm they held, The Five O’clock Follies.’




    She looked at him quizzically? The Five O’clock Follies. What does it mean? He explained that at five o’clock each night the American military high command would give a daily briefing on the progress of the war, usually very upbeat. However the journalists covering the conflict knew it to be a version where the allied successes were exaggerated, and the losses, minimized so much so that at times the truth became so twisted as to be laughable; thus these briefings came to be known by the cynics among the Fourth Estate as, The Five O’clock Follies.




    She listened intently then looking Conway in the eye said softly, ‘I have never heard of this, and besides, I come from North Vietnam.’ There was an edge to her voice he’d never heard before. Conway hid his surprise at her change of tone and changed the subject.




    Something tells me it’s just as well I haven’t mentioned my involvement in the war yet, he thought. She is too young to have been involved, but being from the north, may have had relatives who were killed. I’d better be careful, I do need to ask her about Phuoc Tuy, but I don’t want to spoil the evening so I’ll leave it till later.




    Kim had become rather quiet and although he changed the subject to a lighter note and told her again how much he liked her city, her contribution to the conversation was monosyllabic. She seemed uninterested and just nibbled at her food.




    Conway became uneasy and put her change of mood down to a long day at work, but still, the mention of the war had touched a nerve. He would let it drop for now, but it was obvious there was much more to Kim Anh than he realized, and whatever had changed her, he had to find out…and fast.


  




  

    
Chapter 4




    Back in his hotel Conway showered and lay awake for hours thinking about the extraordinary change in Kim Anh at the Rex Hotel. They had left after dinner, one that he didn’t particularly enjoy given her mood, and walked the short distance to the Caravelle Hotel




    The Caravelle’s Saigon Saigon bar on the ninth floor offered spectacular view of the brightly lit city but her moody silence spoilt the atmosphere between them and he was glad to leave after one drink.




    Not to be deterred, he kept his chat light-hearted and on his suggestion, she reluctantly, agreed to cross the square to the venerable and stylish Continental Hotel, famous for once being the residence of author Graham Greene. Conway felt he had gone back in time as they wandered around a lobby which bespoke a more genteel era. He gazed in fascination at the various sepia photos on the wall of the old pre World War II days and more recently during the Vietnam War or as the Vietnamese called it, “The American War”.




    There were faded copies of news stories mainly about the history of the hotel which made interesting reading for Conway, but not for Kim Anh who seemed preoccupied with her own thoughts.




    On the spur of the moment he went to the front desk and asked if it was possible to see the room where Greene had lived and where in 1955 he had written The Quiet American.




    His request was granted with a smile from the pretty desk clerk. She gestured to a footman who took them to room 214 on the second floor. It was a corner room overlooking Lamson Square and the Caravelle opposite, and had a wonderful view along Dong Khoi Street with its classy restaurants and chic boutiques.




    As Conway stood looking down from the balcony of the celebrated author’s old room he wondered what Greene would make of his beloved Saigon today. In Greene’s time, Dong Khoi Street was known as Rue Catinat and the view then would have been quite different.




    The famous author probably stood and watched pith-helmeted men in horse-drawn carriages leisurely ferrying people and merchandise down to the docks of Saigon Port. French soldiers on leave strolling with beautiful ao dai-clad Vietnamese women along the tamarind tree-lined avenue ignoring the cries of street hawkers, beggars, orphans and cyclo drivers.




    Today, he would see a never-ending stream of Honda Dreams speeding down Dong Khoi ridden by sporty, well-dressed young Vietnamese men carrying beautiful young women in ao dais, who in this new “enlightened” Vietnam, rode with their arms around their beaus in a bold show of affection; something the authorities in the fairly recent past would have frowned upon.




    There is no doubt it would leave The Great Man a little perplexed, but he would have approved of the $US3 million dollar makeover the “The Grand Dame of Saigon” had received. A newspaper clipping proudly declared how the restoration had been done without any foreign investment and had, importantly maintained the beautiful French Colonial style of the original building which has left many of our guests feeling they have gone back in time “temps perdu”, as the French say.




    They sat under the stars in the Continental’s Orchid Garden lounge, he sipping a cold beer wondering how to cheer her up and bring her out of this mood; she toying with her mineral water continuing to say nothing. In exasperation he had leaned over and said,




    ‘Kim dear, what’s the matter? Have I said something to offend you? Please tell me.’




    But she just shook her head and remained silent. They returned to his hotel by taxi and neither spoke a word during the journey until they alighted outside the front. He helped her from the back seat and said “goodnight”. She said something inaudible, mounted her bike and left him standing on the sidewalk shaking his head.




    He could only conclude that his remarks about the war had triggered her negative mood. She had changed so quickly from a sweet, warm person to a sullen, unpleasant creature he hardly recognized. Something traumatic had happened to her…or her family, of that he was sure. But how could he get her to speak about it? The last thing he wanted to do was to open a can of worms and revive old and painful memories.




    It was past midnight when his telephone rang. He jerked upright and reached over to pick it up to stop the jangling which seemed twice as loud at that time of night.




    A small, quiet, familiar voice said, ‘h…hello…is that you…Steve, sir?’




    What now? He waited a few seconds before answering.




    ‘Yes Kim, what on earth are you doing ringing me at this time of night? Are you ok?’ he asked with more concern than anger.




    There was a long pause and a sniffle. Had she been crying? Finally she began to speak again…very softly. ‘I am so sorry for my behaviour tonight, you must think I am a terrible girl….’ her voice trailed off.




    ‘No, no,’ he said soothingly, ‘there was obviously something on your mind. I was just worried I had said something which offended you. I think you are a lovely girl and I wouldn’t knowingly say anything to hurt you. If you want to talk about it, I’m here to listen.’




    ‘You are such a nice, kind man,’ she said so quietly, he found it hard to hear her. Then heartened by his friendly tone, she continued in a stronger voice.




    ‘I must apologise for the way I acted. It is not the Vietnamese way. We are a polite, friendly people, and I was very impolite. I am ashamed of myself,’ then again lowering her tone, ‘will you forgive me please?’




    ‘Oh Kim, there is no need to apologise,’ replied Conway gallantly. He did not press her about the reason for her change in mood, but thanked her for calling and said he looked forward to seeing her in the morning. Her relief was palpable as she hung up promising to call early so they could have a full day together. He invited her for breakfast but she declined, saying she had a few things to do at home before coming to see him.




    He replaced the receiver and slumped back on his pillow. She hadn’t told him what caused her sudden change of attitude, but as far as he was concerned, it was probably just a problem at work or at home that had been bothering her and was obviously nothing (he hoped) to do with him. He reminded himself she was Vietnamese and came from a culture very different from his own. Tolerance and understanding was what was needed. God knows what the poor girl had suffered in the past. Now more relaxed, sleep came quickly.




    * * *




    At breakfast he started to think about his journey to Nui Dat and wondered if his friend Mr Loc was still living in the village on the perimeter of the Australian Task Force base. For some reason Mr Loc had taken a liking to the young Australian soldier and would often wave to Conway as he passed on patrol.




    One day as his platoon was skirting the village, Mr. Loc was tending his small garden. Conway had walked over with his hand outstretched. The old Vietnamese took it with a broad toothless smile. Conway reached into his pack and produced a packet of cigarettes and handed them to him. Mr Loc looked at them for a moment then back up at Conway. He smiled and put them in the pocket of his faded white shirt. As Conway turned to leave, Mr Loc said, ‘Uc da loi la so mot….




    His Vietnamese was limited to say the least but he knew what Mr Loc was saying, “Australians number one”. For all Steve knew, Mr Loc could have been a Viet Cong sympathizer. The fact that he had survived so long being relatively close to the Australian Base was food for thought, but without any evidence, Conway treated him with respect and as a friend.




    Several weeks later as he passed by Mr Loc’s house the Vietnamese called out and gestured for him to come over. Beside him stood a fresh-faced young girl of around 14 years old, slim, with glossy dark hair falling below her shoulders. Even at this tender age, her golden skin, huge almond eyes, high cheek bones and full lips promised great beauty within a year or two.




    Turning to her, the old man said a few words in Vietnamese then, the usually smiling Mr Loc looked back at Conway with an expression that was a mixture of sadness and despair.




    The girl nodded and looking up at the Australian said in very good English.




    ‘Sir, my grandfather wishes to tell you, he is going away. It is too dangerous here for him, he is going to Chau Doc near the border with Cambodia and if he survives the war, he will come back to his house. He wants to tell you, he thinks Australian soldiers are very good men who have treated his people with respect and kindness and he thanks you.’




    She looked down shyly and took her grandfather’s hand. Conway thanked her and asked her to tell the old man he wished him a safe journey. He then shook Mr Loc’s hand, and told the girl that he would return again that night.




    On dusk, as Conway and his men moved out on patrol he returned to the house and presented the old man him with a carton of Lucky Strike cigarettes he’d bought from the American PX in Bien Hoa the previous week and a box of chocolates for the little girl whose name she said, was Mai.




    Mr Loc kept looking at the cigarettes, then he reached up and took Conway’s hand in a surprisingly firm grip. There were tears in his eyes. He said something in rapid Vietnamese then hugged the Australian. Little Mai smiled and said in her quiet, sweet voice, ‘My grandfather very sad, he will miss you and hope he can see you again one day.’




    The tough, battle-hardened soldier was touched much more than he let on. He knelt down on one knee and drew the little girl to him.




    ‘Mai, tell your grandfather that one day this war will be over and I will come back to see him. Will you do that?’




    Mai threw her arms around him and began to cry. ‘Oh yes I will! I will!...I hope you come back to us sir, please come back to us,’ she sobbed. Conway held her tight and in that moment he knew he would return.




    ‘Nice old man sarge, what’s with him and the little girl?’ asked his corporal.




    ‘Just saying goodbye,’ grunted Conway giving a hand signal for silence as they moved quietly into the jungle dark.




    * * *




    Back in his room after breakfast Conway pored over the map again. Maybe I might be better off going straight to Vung Tau and heading back up to Nui Dat from there, stop at the Long Tan Cross, pay my respects then call at the old Grand Hotel and have a beer.




    He was smiling to himself thinking about old times and good mates at the Grand when his phone rang with a message from the front desk.




    ‘Miss Kim Anh is here sir.’




    She was sitting in a lounge chair by the window when he came down and rose, greeting him with a nervous smile.




    ‘Hi Kim, how’s the best and most beautiful guide in Saigon this morning?’ smiled Conway, immediately trying to put her at ease. She sighed with relief at his words and their tone.




    ‘I am very fine this morning…thank you,’ she said. Her face glowed, and to his surprise (and secret delight) reached for his right hand with both of hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.




    It was the old Kim; gone was the unhappy, silent, morose girl of the previous night. He looked down into those large, beautifully shaped, now sparkling, brown eyes. It was hard to tell who was the most relieved.




    Saigon blessed them with a cloudless, breezy morning as they whizzed down past the flower gardens of Le Loi Street. Kim’s sure and steady, small brown hands skillfully guided them through the traffic with Conway on the pillion, now quite unconcerned about the blaring noisy tumult around him.




    Except for an ear-shattering blast from a 18 wheeler driven by what looked like a skinny kid of fourteen, his nerves remained steady. In fact, he was beginning to enjoy the experience and wondered what his staff at the Down Under would make of it if they could see him now.




    It was Kim’s “Ho Chi Minh City Mystery Tour”, a city rich in history with much to offer the tourist. For starters there was the lavish architecture of elegant commercial and government buildings, wide boulevards and grand plazas, courtesy of the French. They passed classy boutiques, beautiful parklands and botanical gardens ablaze with flowers flourishing beneath towering tamarind trees where couples sat holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes in the unspoken words of love.
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