














Praise for The Journalist


“The Journalist is unlike any other book that you’ve read on the Vietnam War. Jerry—its main character, who clearly cared deeply about Vietnam and its people—is driven to tell the story of Vietnam to American readers. He fights with jaded editors back home to put a face on a war that few Americans knew or cared about at the time. This prescient memoir has the suspense of a novel that anticipates all that would eventually go wrong in Vietnam.”


—Paul Mooney, Vietnam veteran and American journalist reporting on Asia


“Jerry Rose, as a young journalist in Vietnam in the early 1960s, was an intimate witness to the beginnings of the tragedy that became America’s Vietnam War. This riveting memoir is a chronicle of ambition, war, love, and loss.”


—Judy Bernstein, author of They Poured Fire on Us and Disturbed in Their Nests


“Two siblings. One amazing book creation. Jerry Rose’s news reports of the war filled American papers and magazines. His sister, Lucy Rose, crafted a page-turner of this young man’s life—all based on his journals. It is a vivid look at a world most American’s never understood, one that will captivate you.”


—Judith Knotts, author of You Are My Brother: Lessons Learned Embracing a Homeless Community


“This memoir is a must-read for those who want to see, hear, and feel Vietnam in the turbulent and secretive 1960s.”


—Professor James B. Wells, Eastern Kentucky University


“The inside story of an American professor in Vietnam when the war took over the country, The Journalist takes us into the dangerous career of a man who went on to write the hidden stories and risked his life in the bargain, all to bring the truth to the rest of the world.”


—Jack Woodville London, military historian and author of the acclaimed French Letters novels


“Totally engaging from the first page, The Journalist builds on the diaries of an acclaimed reporter for major U.S. newspapers and magazines, chronicling Vietnam’s struggles just as the United States was becoming more engaged than most Americans knew or cared. His untimely death deprived us of a budding journalistic giant who knew Vietnam and presciently predicted that major U.S. involvement would be a tragedy for both parties. The photos add greatly to an exceptionally well-written story that fascinated me.”


—Neal Gendler, book reviewer, American Jewish World; former staff reporter, Minneapolis Star-Tribune


“The Journalist is a compelling account of an idealistic young man reporting for major U.S. news outlets, as he resists the pressure to conform to the tidy packaging of human suffering for mass consumption. It is a hard book to put down.”


—Tom Weidlinger, author of The Restless Hungarian


“Fischer’s writing style gripped me from her very first words and carried me along a page-turning journey. I held my breath until the end. This is a do-not-miss piece of literary gold. An instant classic.”


—Marni Freedman, Founder of the San Diego Writers Festival, author of Permission to Roar


“Destined to be a Blockbuster. I have no doubt that in a few year’s time, we will see Jerry’s life on the big screen. It’s that good.”


—Carlos de los Rios, screenwriter and producer of Diablo and The Da Vinci Treasure


“I am astonished by Jerry’s story of courage and truth-telling, but even more so by his sister and author Lucy Rose Fischer, who is able to bring his story to life long after his death, in a fascinating read that keeps you turning the pages until the very end.”


—Elizabeth Eshoo, author of Masai in the Mirror, Winds of Kilimanjaro, in Shaking the Tree, II and III
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At first, I’m not sure what I’m hearing. It sounds like a stack of lumber angrily lifting and falling. Then I understand—it’s an explosion. One minute later, a second explosion punctures the air. I hurry outside and join a mass of people rushing toward the river.


“Where was it?” I ask a man on the street.


“At the My Canh Floating Restaurant,” he says, pointing toward the Saigon River.


I gasp. I feel like I’m choking—as if a bone has caught in my throat. I can’t breathe. I can’t speak. An explosion at the My Canh Floating Restaurant? How can that be?


Less than a week ago, we were there, with our little girl, having a meal, watching the moon rise up over the river. And now . . .


I hear sirens wailing through the streets like a convoy of mourners. The evening air is hot and heavy. Though I’ve just showered, my shirt is already damp with sweat.


As I approach the river, I see a tight line of police and soldiers in crisp uniforms encircling the My Canh. They try to keep the crowd back. All around me, people are yelling and shoving. The scent of smoke, blood, and sweat shimmers in the hot air.


Headlights from the ambulances illuminate bodies, heaped like mounds of wet red pulp on the gangplank leading up to the floating restaurant. I taste bile on my tongue as I recognize a waiter from the restaurant—Phuong is his name—he’s being hefted into an ambulance. Near me, on my side of the street, a tall man lies on his back, groaning in pain.


Then I see the girl. She’s lying on the pavement, a few feet from me. She’s wearing black silky pants and a flowered blouse. Her long dark hair fans out around her head. She seems to be about ten years old. A sweet little girl.


I squat down and take her arm. My hand is shaking, my body is trembling, as I feel for her pulse . . .
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1959 TO 1961
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THE PHONE RINGS


Cigarettes hang from our lips, and we toss Hemingway’s phrases back and forth like a basketball, dissecting his stark language. Frank’s small office is warm and we’re both in shirt sleeves, but Frank has on one of his signature ties, this one is Mickey Mouse. Frank Jones is my faculty advisor in the Comp Lit PhD program at the University of Washington in Seattle. He has a little of a Mickey-Mouse-as-Professor look, with large ears, smoothed-down hair, and wire-rim glasses that make his eyes look like buttons. He’s young, not even thirty, hardly older than me, so he’s also my friend.


When the phone rings Frank picks it up. I get up from the chair and hover in the doorway to give him privacy. He’s been on the phone for a while when he fixes his eyes on me through a cloud of cigarette smoke. His look is odd, disconcerting. It’s almost as if what he’s hearing on the telephone has something to do with me. But I can’t imagine what or why.


I’d come to his office ostensibly to talk about my credits for the coming year, what courses I should take, maybe start thinking about a thesis. But then we’d ambled into a discussion of literature and Hemingway. Dissecting literature with Frank is stimulating. But, still, I’m left restless, not quite satisfied. I want to be a writer. That’s my dream, to be a Hemingway, not just talk about writing.


I’m still standing in the doorway, a little uncertain, when Frank puts the phone down and looks up at me. “Jerry, how would you like to go to Vietnam?”


“Vietnam?”


I go back into the office and sit across from Frank at his desk. “Yes, Vietnam,” he says. “The Asia Foundation wants someone to teach English language and literature at the University of Huê in Vietnam. Huê is on a river, the Perfume River. They need someone fluent in French.”


I’d spent my last year in college at the Sorbonne, as Frank knows.


“The thing is,” Frank goes on, “the money is pretty good. And they’ll pay your travel and moving. It’s a two-year posting. After it’s over, you can come back here and finish the PhD program.”


Suddenly, just like that, I see myself in Asia. Like Conrad or Greene or Maugham, I’ll write stories. I’ll write exotic and magnificent novels. “Okay,” I say, “I’m interested.”


We chew it over, talk about what it means if I get this job. All the while blood roars through my ears, a rush of excitement fills me. I’m already in flight, on my way to the Perfume River.


Frank says, “I suppose it’s safe over there now. The war’s over, isn’t it?”


“It’s safe enough for me,” I say. But as the words leave my mouth, I wonder—is the war really over? A small shiver touches the base of my spine.
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SORROWFUL GOOD-BYES


Six weeks later I’m at Idlewild Airport outside New York City. It’s September 1959 and it seems like the whole world is here to see me off: Mother, Dad, my little sister Lucy, my aunt, uncle, and cousin. My sister Lucy, at fourteen, is not so little anymore. She’s perched restlessly in a plastic chair, leaning over, with her long dark hair falling loose around her face. She’s looking over the reading list I’ve just handed to her—twenty classic books I want her to read, from Dostoyevsky to George Eliot.


The plane is a half-hour late. I’m on edge and I think they are too. Mother doesn’t feel well and keeps walking to the door for fresh air.


My father pulls me over and makes me sit with him on one of those hard airport seats. He’s an immigrant from Poland, bald except for a half-ring of dark hair, and even shorter than me. Sitting next to him, I look down on his shining bald head. In his gravelly voice and gnarled Polish accent, he asks me, “Tell me again, Jerry, where are you going?”


“I’m going to teach English at a university in South Vietnam. We talked about this before.”


“But you don’t speak Vietnamese. How you teach there?”


“Vietnam was a French colony—so I’ll teach using French.”


“Where is this South Vietnam?”


I pull out a pen and a little notepad and sketch a map with North and South Vietnam. “Here, Dad, this is China and this is India and here are North Vietnam and South Vietnam, in Southeast Asia, in between China and India.”


My father takes my notepad and looks at the drawing. “Why two Vietnams—North and South?”


“It’s a little complicated,” I say. There’s no time to give him a history lesson, but speaking quickly, I explain, “The French were defeated in a big battle—that happened five years ago, in 1954. Then the country was split between the communists in the north and the noncommunists in the south—something like Korea. I’m going to be in the noncommunist south; it’s called the Republic of Vietnam.”


My father sits quietly for a moment. Then he says, “These two Vietnams—they have war or peace?”


“Peace,” I assure him.


He shakes his head. He’s worried—I can see that. He asks, “Why you going to this place? Better you stay and finish doctorate.”


I wince. My spine tightens. It’s a little late for this conversation. I’m about to get on a plane for a very long journey.


I love my father but there was a time, not so long ago, when we were at war. I had just finished my freshman year at MIT. I came home and announced, “I’m going to be a painter and a writer. I’m dropping out of MIT.” Daddy looked as if I’d told him I was flying to the moon.


My father is a leather chemist, he owns a tannery, and he invents exotic ways to tan leather. He has a doctorate in science from a university in Eastern Europe. He thought—he expected—that I would grow up to be a scientist like him.


But I hated MIT. That summer, before I transferred to Johns Hopkins, we had fierce debates over every dinner: Science versus art. Art versus science. My father would shout, banging his fist on the table so the plates would jump, “Artist? Writer you want to be? This is hobby—this is no career for a man!”


A few years later, when I was back from my senior year at the Sorbonne and was accepted in the Master’s program at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, he didn’t speak to me for a month. Of course, he was worried—how would I support myself as a writer or an artist?


Now, sitting next to my father, as I’m about to get on a plane, I don’t know how to explain to him that this adventure is tied to my dream—that I’m going to Vietnam for my art, for my writing. So, I just say, “Don’t worry, Dad. It’ll just be two years. Then I’ll come back and get a PhD.” A PhD is something he can understand—even if it’s not in science.


The gates open at 10:30, and the rush through begins. We share hugs, kisses, and sorrowful goodbyes. My sister Lucy is smiling and crying, both at the same time, tears glistening in her hazel eyes. As we hug, I feel her thin arms holding onto me, as if she doesn’t want to let me go. For her, and for me, saying good-bye for two years is a long time.


I leave hurriedly. The family goes up to the observation deck where I can wave to them. But there’s a long tunnel to the plane, and I never get to see them for the “last look.” I sense their disappointment and feel sad for myself—a hollow feeling as if I’ve silently slipped out of their lives.


At take off the jet engines feel like someone harnessed Niagara Falls. I’ve never felt such crushing power. This is the largest jet plane I’ve ever been on. And then we’re flying high over the vastness of the United States. The country is beautiful. At 31,000 feet there are only patterns, like a large Mondrian, with geometric designs.


Inside the air is stale and dry. It doesn’t matter. I’m on my way to the other side of the world to launch a new life. As I sit back in my seat, my breath clutches in my throat. I’m not sure what I think or feel. Exhilaration? Trepidation? This has all happened so quickly. Who knows what will be.




[image: Images]


TO THE PERFUME RIVER


It seems like I’ve been traveling forever—from New York, where I said good-bye to my family a little over a week ago, to California to Hawaii to Japan to Hong Kong to Saigon. And now the final jaunt—from Saigon to Huê—on a small jalopy of an airplane that lurches and quivers through every cloud. Everything I know and everyone I care about I left on the other side of the world.


The airport outside of Huê is a drab concrete strip and a shack. As I walk down the clanking metal stairs, a gangly young man sprints toward me. As I step onto the tarmac, he grabs my hand and pumps it in a long and energetic handshake.


“Am I glad to see you!” he says, slightly out of breath. “I’m Paul—Paul Vogle. Welcome to Huê!” He’s an American with ruddy cheeks and a friendly smile. He pronounces Huê with a double aspirated “h”—so it sounds like “who-whey.” Tall and thin, Paul bends slightly when he takes my hand. I like him immediately—his horn-rimmed oversized glasses, yellow shirt, red-dotted bow tie, wrinkled brown suit, and welcoming handshake.


“I’ve heard all about you,” I say smiling. “Howard Porter from the Asia Foundation told me you’d be here to greet me.” Howard Porter, a boisterous, tall and portly man, directs the Saigon office of the Asia Foundation. I spent a couple days with Howard on my stopover in Saigon.


Everything Howard told me about Paul Vogle is impressive. Paul is one of the few Americans here who speaks fluent Vietnamese. He studied the language when he was in the army, and he came here initially as part of his army service. He became ill with a severe case of hepatitis and almost died. But he stayed on after he left the army to teach in the English Department. Howard confided that Paul cares deeply and passionately about Vietnam.


We walk out into the sun and the humidity envelopes us like a cloud of steam. The dankness stings my nostrils, in spite of the bright sun.


On the taxi ride to my new apartment, Paul gives me a quick tour: gray water buffalos with floppy ears and curled horns, rice paddies with stripes of narrow canals, and the Emperors’ Tombs. Paul points to the bullet holes that riddle the beautiful marble tombs. “From the last war,” he says.


I feel a quavering in my stomach, thinking of water buffalos and bullet holes. A week ago, saying good-bye to my family, I assured them that this country is at peace. But is it?


We drive by a river and Paul points, “Do you know why they call it the Perfume River?”


I shake my head. “Do you want me to guess?”


“You wouldn’t get it now, but in the spring, throngs of blossoms float on the water from orchards upriver. A sweet perfumey aroma drifts over the whole town.”


We arrive on the campus, which is sparse, with white-washed buildings and lines of tropical trees. My apartment is above the university library on the third floor. Its tile floors, rattan chairs, and pale beige colored sofa make it look like a scene out of a Somerset Maugham novel. They’ve given me a small refrigerator, an air conditioner, a desk and even a typewriter, an Olivetti. I run my hands over the Olivetti, small, black, and granular on its sides. I imagine myself sitting at this desk, with my Olivetti, composing rich and exotic stories about lovers, thieves or heartbroken artists, all set against the tropical green of Vietnam.


Paul gives me a peculiar look. “You’re an artist and a writer. Howard told me all about you.” He’s quiet for a moment. “Be careful,” he says, “This can be a dangerous place for someone with an artist’s soul.”
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Water buffaloes
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WE WERE THE ENEMY


I throw down my bags and wash my face, while Paul sits on the couch restlessly tapping his foot. After a short time, we clamber back down the stairs so Paul can give me a quick tour of the university campus.


He talks quickly, breathlessly, as he points to the various buildings. “This is the English department,” he says, “where you and I both have our classes.” He indicates a small, white building, with few windows, which looks foreboding and claustrophobic. I wonder if I’ll feel trapped and imprisoned inside these stark walls. As if reading my mind, he says, “I know it doesn’t look like much. The University of Huê is only a couple years old.”


He’s pointing out another low white building which houses the Political Science faculty when he stops abruptly and waves to a thin man emerging from the building. “Hey,” he calls out, as we walk over to the building, “you two absolutely have to meet each other.” He introduces me to Bui Tuong Huan and says, quickly switching to French, “You have a lot in common. You both studied at the Sorbonne.”


Huan is tall for a Vietnamese man, taller than me. And he’s thin. I notice his belt is wrapped around his waist one and a third times. He has wide-spaced eyes, teeth browning at the edges, and trimmed but unkempt hair.


The three of us pass through the campus and enter a neighborhood with little shops just outside the university. We walk into the Thien Phuong Café, across the street from the signal station. We sit down at one of the scarred wood tables outdoors and each of us lights a cigarette, in unison. Leaning back in my seat, I’m aware of alien aromas all around me, mingled with our cigarette smoke—the heat of the day, the particular vegetation of the tropics, and pungent spices from Vietnamese foods being cooked inside the café.


“So you were at the Sorbonne,” Huan says, looking at me through a fog of smoke.


“For a year. I spent my senior year at the Sorbonne in ’54 to ‘55.”


“Oh, I was in Paris from ’47 to ’52. So I’d already left when you came. That’s why we didn’t meet there!” he says. “I got my PhD in political science at the Sorbonne.” He’s quiet for a moment and smiles. “My years in Paris—that was the best time of my life.”


“For me too,” I say. “It was an amazing year. I was living in a tiny garret apartment. I had classes in the morning and then all afternoon and into the night, I painted.”


Paul interjects, “Jerry is a writer and a painter.”


Huan and I share memories—about the small cafes along the streets of the Left Bank, the wine, the art, the baguettes, the women. We were both poor students. Huan says, “There was a tiny restaurant that specialized in Vietnamese noodles. I ate there all the time. That’s all I could afford.”


“I remember that place—on Avenue de Choisy. I used to eat there too.”


Huan is silent for a moment, leaning back, blowing smoke upward into the air. “Paris was a different world. I came home to Hanoi in ‘52 to fight in our war of independence.”


“You came back to fight the French?”


“It was complicated,” he says with a deep sigh. With his elbow on the table he spreads the fingers of his right hand over his forehead, closes his eyes, and continues, his voice almost a whisper, “We were fighting the French and also the Viet Minh, the communists. We thought when the Japanese were defeated, the French would grant independence. But the French came back.”


Huan sits back in his chair and goes on. “There were many of us who wanted independence but we didn’t want the communists. We wanted more freedom. So we were fighting both the French and the Viet Minh. The Viet Minh were well-organized. Their movement began a long time ago and they had been fighting against the Japanese during the occupation in World War Two. But we were many different factions. The Viet Minh were so much stronger, and they were ruthless.”


“What was that time like for you?” I ask, leaning forward on my elbows. I’m intrigued by Huan and his stories of war.


“You can’t imagine the chaos,” he says, shaking his head. “There was fighting everywhere—in the streets, in the alleys, house-to-house—with bullets and bombs. My father was killed, standing on the porch of our house, on an ordinary street in Hanoi. He wasn’t even a fighter.”


“I’m sorry,” I say—but I wish there were other words. Without meaning to, I shudder, looking into Huan’s eyes, which are like dark pools of pain, hot and fierce. “When the French were defeated at Dien Bien Phu, were you glad?” I ask.


“No,” he says quickly. “When the Viet Minh won—my friends and my family—we were terrified. You see—we were the enemy. When they decided in Geneva to split the country, with the communists in the north and the republic in the south, most of us came south. If we had stayed, we would have been killed. My mother and my sister and her husband went to live in Saigon and I got a job here in Huê. My brother and his wife were still in Paris, but later they also went to live in Saigon.” Huan sighs, as if his heart overflows with painful memories. My own life so far, especially my struggle with my father, seems tame and trivial compared to what he’s experienced.


“And now,” I ask, “living here in this Republic in the south—is it okay here? You have freedom here?”


Paul and Huan glance at one another out of the corners of their eyes. Paul whispers, “It’s not good. There are certain matters we can’t speak about here. Spies are everywhere.”
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MONSOON SEASON


The other day Paul warned me to be careful what I write in letters. “This is not a free country,” he said, “not a democracy.”


The Republic of Vietnam is a dictatorship under President Ngô Đình Di[image: Images]m and his brothers. They are Catholics and reign with brutality over a population that is overwhelmingly Buddhist. Paul had tossed his head when he said, with scorn, “The U.S. supports Di[image: Images]m just because he’s anti-communist.”


I’ve been here for almost three months—teaching my classes, settling into a routine. We’re in the Monsoon season now—winter in Huê. It’s cold and wet and the dampness seeps under my skin. It seems odd that here in Huê in December the earth and skyline are seething with verdurous vegetation.


Walking the streets of Huê, I’ve begun to notice security police lurking around every corner. They have bright green shirts with darker green pants and red bands around the brims of their caps and on their epaulettes. Impossible not to spot. Their eyes are opaque and hard. When one of them looks at me, chills go running down my spine, as if their scrutiny is an accusation.


Paul also told me the government pays citizens, secret agents, to spy on other citizens. They target foreigners especially. My mail from home is often crumpled and re-taped. I assume that curious eyes in the post office go through my mail.


I’d begun to notice that a few of the students in my classes seem to have more money than the others. I wonder—are they secret agents? There’s something in their faces—they look away. Do I need to be careful what I say in my classes?


The classroom where I teach is dark and shadowed, with two tiny windows and only a single light bulb hanging from the ceiling.


In my English language classes, every day is a battle of sounds. My students are not accustomed to the sounds and tones of the English language. I beg each student to stick the tip of his tongue just beyond his upper teeth, blow out air and say “thhhat” or “thhhem.” They emit “tat” and “tem.” I repeat “thhhat.” My throat feels hoarse and raw as we repeat these exercises, over and over.


The class I teach on American literature, my afternoon class, is an overview, from Hawthorne to Hemingway. I’m rereading everything, as if I’m devouring the literature and learning along with my students. I can barely keep up with the reading I’ve assigned.


My students are bright. Their questions are interesting. When we were reading The Scarlet Letter, one of my students, Mai, asked, “Why are Americans so cruel?” We put the books aside and had a long discussion about how people are the same and different in our two countries. What will the student spies in my classroom report about this discussion?


I love my students—I love their eagerness to learn and their intelligence. But I’m frustrated too—I want to write and teaching fills up my days.


So, late at night, when all is quiet, I sit at my Olivetti and write. With a glass of whiskey on the table beside me and a cigarette clipped to my lips, I roll in pages like sandwiches: white sheet, carbon paper, white page, so each word echoes on an indelible copy. I’m working on a short story—set in Vietnam, in Huê—about a poor sampan driver who gambles his life and livelihood for a few extra piasters. Last week, Paul and I spent a night on a sampan, a small wooden fishing boat. The owner, a fisherman, by the name of Khiem, was a small man in his fifties with sinuous arms and legs. It was Khiem who inspired my story, and I think about him as I write—his muscles like rocks, his quiet manner, and the way he brushed the water with his oars.


But, even as I type, I wonder: Does the plot flow? Have I captured the character of the sampan driver? Is the dialogue rich and realistic? Why—why—do I doubt myself? A writer needs self-confidence . . .


On some nights, I work until the light of dawn seeps into the sky, over the shadows of tropical trees just outside my window. Then, I pull the sheets out of my typewriter and add them to the pile on the side of my desk.


I’m exhausted—beyond exhausted—and I lie down on my bed for an hour or two of sleep before my morning class.


As I drift into sleep, my father’s words, from five years ago, dig into my heart. In his deep Polish accented voice, he challenged me, “How you know you any good? How you know you not wasting your life?”
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DR. PHAN HUY QUAT


The last few weeks I’ve begun to notice an uncomfortable pressure in my right side, especially when I walk. It’s a tingling pain that follows me everywhere. I feel depleted, as if my energy has whooshed out of me, like air from a collapsing balloon. I’ve lost a lot of weight.


I decide to see my doctor—Dr. Phan Huy Quat. I’ve been to his clinic several times over the five months since I arrived in Huê—mostly for little things, a general check-up, a mild cold, a cut on my arm that needed a couple stitches. We’ve gotten to know one another. He’s told me that his life is divided among doctoring, research and politics. We talk about politics while he examines me. He loves his country but so many things are wrong, he says, and he wants to help, to bring a true democracy, with real freedom.


Dr. Phan Huy Quat is about fifty or so, with a high forehead and dark hair parted neatly on the side, with only a whisper of gray. He’s quite thin. He has a way of emphasizing each word so that his sentences sound like a staccato drumbeat. He’s idealistic and works terribly hard both in his clinic and also on his research. His private clinic is in a small brick building on a quiet street, not far from the university campus. The room we’re in has both an examining table and a work bench, which is crowded with glass beakers and bottles with hand-written labels and odd colored liquids.


Dr. Quat takes my temperature and says. “You have a high fever, well above normal, 104°F.” He draws a blood sample and goes over to his work bench to run the test. When he comes back, he’s shaking his head. “Hepatitis,” he says.


“Really?”


“It’s common,” he says, “especially for foreigners. And it can be quite serious.”


I shut my eyes for a moment to take in the news. Hepatitis is a disease of the liver. Paul almost died of it. I shudder, thinking what this might mean for me.


Dr. Quat refuses to let me pay him for his services. “You’ve come here to help our people,” he says. “If you take care of yourself, you should be better in about ten days.” Then he adds, “No drinking, no whiskey now—please. And you need to rest. Really take good care of yourself.”


I shake Quat’s hand and thank him—I feel grateful for his care. He is a good man, a truly good man.


As soon as I get back to my apartment, I carefully pick up my last bottle of foreign whiskey and put it in a high cabinet—hiding it from myself. Then I lie down on the couch. I’m staying home for the rest of the day, trying to take good care, as my doctor advises. I’m sapped of energy and feeling maudlin and homesick, a visceral feeling.


In the late afternoon, as I’m lying on my couch, I pick up the latest letter from home. It was on the coffee table. It’s one of those aerograms on blue crinkly paper, not very long, just a page and a half. I’ve already read it, many times in fact. I read it again. Most of the letter is from Mother—it’s typed. She writes that Nancy, who was married in Germany where her husband was stationed in the army, is now back home. My sister Nancy is twenty-two, four years younger than me. They’re renting an apartment in Gloversville, our hometown in Upper New York State. I’m glad for Mother’s sake.


On the flip side of the aerogram is a brief handwritten note from my little sister, Lucy, who is now fifteen. Just before I left for Vietnam, I typed a reading list for her—the classics, British, American, and Russian writers.


Lucy writes, “Dear Big Brother, So far, I’ve read a few of the books on your list. I read Crime and Punishment first. I found myself identifying with Raskolnikov, which made me wonder if I could ever do something horrible like him. Then I read The Mill on the Floss and the sister and brother in that novel made me think of us. Now I’m reading 1984—which is why I am writing to you as ‘Big Brother.’ Are you watching me? Love, Lucia.”


She signs her note “Lucia,” the Italian-sounding nickname which I like to call her. How I miss my little sister! I’ve been away so long, I find it hard to keep track of how she’s grown.


When she was born, I was disappointed at first—I was eleven years old and I wanted a little brother. What would I do with a baby sister? But as soon as I saw her, I was enchanted. I told Mother, “I’ll take care of her.” And I did. I took her for walks in her little carriage and I didn’t care who saw me. I even changed her diapers.


Lucy was only seven when I went away to college. I felt like I was leaving behind my own little girl. But every time I came home, she was there. I read poetry to her. She drew little pictures for me. Sometimes I thought she worshiped me. But that was okay—who doesn’t like to be worshiped?


When I think about home, I picture Lucy reading one of the books on my list. She’d be propped against double pillows on her bed, her long dark hair spread against the white pillowcase, her knees bent to hold up the book . . .


“Lucia . . .Lucia . . .” I cry out. “What are you doing now, this moment, my Lucia?” I begin humming the tune to “Santa Lucia.” I must be singing loudly because I don’t realize someone is at my door until I hear very loud banging. “Okay, okay,” I say and get myself up to open the door.


It’s Mr. Ngoc from across the hall. Ngoc works in university administration—in accounting. He’s a forty-year-old man, short and broad, with thin and prim lips. I stare at him, standing in my doorway. He peaks into my room, as if he expects to find something or someone. He looks grim, his whole face bunched into a frown. “Do you have a woman in there?” he asks. “This is not allowed.”


I shake my head and sigh. “I’m alone. I’m ill and I was just singing to myself.”


I watch Ngoc as he walks back to his apartment. His shoulders are hunched in disapproval of me, I have no doubt.


I think, I have to get out of Huê. When can I get a break from this place?
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BLOOD BROTHERS


Six weeks later, when I’ve recovered from my bout with hepatitis, Huan and I are crisscrossing the busy streets of Saigon. As we dodge scooters, Vespas, Lambrettas, Primos, and droves of bicycles, Huan puts his arm around my shoulder to steer me through the traffic. We’ve come here in early February, for the T[image: Images]t holiday, the Vietnamese lunar new year, while the university is on break.


Huan is older than me by four years. I’ve come to know his face like my own. Sometimes he’s fiery, sometimes burbling with humor, sometimes full of fury about the current political miasma. And sometimes, he’s just nostalgic, yearning for Paris.


We look on one another as brothers—we tell people we’re “blood brothers.” When Paul introduced me to Huan, just a few months ago, our meeting was like a jolt of electricity. Huan was a stranger then, but when I looked into his face, I felt I knew him. Maybe it was the Paris connection—that we both studied at the Sorbonne. Or that we’re both foreigners. I come from the other side of the world and Huan is a refugee from Hanoi.


But I think it’s something more intangible. Huan said to me once, “We are more than brothers. You are my other self.” I understood immediately. We don’t look alike, not on the outside, but it’s as if our souls are mirrors, reflecting one to the other.
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Huan





Huan is taking me to meet his family—his mother, brother, sister and brother-in-law—they all moved from Hanoi to Saigon when the communists took over North Vietnam. I’m excited and also a little wary. Will they accept me as a “brother” or rebuff me as an interloper?


We walk into his brother’s home in a quiet Saigon neighborhood. Bui Tuong Hy, his younger brother, also studied in Paris and has a French wife, Simone. Hy looks a bit like his brother but is even a little taller and not quite as thin. Simone is pixy-like and vivacious, with rapid speech and nervous gestures. I needn’t have worried. Their welcome is warm and effusive, with double cheek, French style kisses.


Their home is bright and spacious with tile floors, white walls and modern furniture. The windows are large and open, so even indoors you feel encompassed by sweet green tropical foliage.


The family has gathered for a celebration of T[image: Images]t, with gambling to usher in good luck for the new year and special foods. Mama is here—an impressive woman, very thin, with intelligence written all over her kind face. Carefully, she winds her way around the other family members and takes me in her arms. Her hug is all-encompassing and motherly. Mama speaks only a little French and my few words in Vietnamese don’t take me very far. Even so, we’re instant friends.


Also, I meet Hua, Huan and Hy’s older sister, and her husband, Vu Khoan, who is a well-known writer—I’m excited to meet another writer. Khoan is in his forties. He’s short, about five feet tall, with a certain solidity about his figure and some pudginess. His heavy-lidded eyes make him look rather blasé, which he is.


We’re eating bánh ch[image: Images]ng, sticky rice and meat, wrapped in banana leaves—delicious, sweet and tangy. Suddenly Khoan looks up, turns to Huan and me, and asks, “Tomorrow, would you like to sing the flute—chanter la flûte?”


Huan translates. “Opium,” he says.
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SINGING THE FLUTE


The next evening, Khoan, Huan, and I are at the My Canh Floating Restaurant. This romantic restaurant, with bright white table-cloths and tuxedo-dressed waiters, is on a barge moored along the Saigon River. The menu is Chinese. We relish a meal of bird’s nest soup, sweet and sour pork, shrimp in oyster sauce, roasted pigeon, and Peking pressed duck. We drink Traminer wine.


All the while, with a shiver of excitement and a sliver of alarm, I’m thinking about what’s coming later this evening—opium, singing the flute.


A mellow wind fans off the river. Beyond the lanterns of the restaurant, a clear star-ridden sky spreads over us. On the dark river we see several small skiffs, narrow as logs; we can hear the voices of the people in them. We talk about politics, Vietnamese and Algerian. “They are right,” Huan says, referring to the Algerian rebels, “to kick out the French.”


After dinner, we walk down the gangplank to the shore. I’m feeling gorged from our elegant meal. But I’ve lost so much weight in Huê that I don’t mind.


We drive to Cholon, the Chinese district of Saigon. There’s a complicated century’s old history between the Vietnamese and Chinese, with intense bias on both sides. So, the Chinese have their own community, Cholon, where the residents are all ethnic Chinese.


We come to a wide, dark street in Cholon and arrive at a door with bars. It looks like a prison-door. A tall Chinese man opens the door for us, and we enter. He locks the door after us. This place, I understand, is an opium den.


Smoking opium is very illegal. I feel a tightening in my throat. To get arrested in this country would be terrifying. The government is brutal. The father of one of my students was arrested for a minor offense—I think he was selling black market cigarettes. This poor man’s hands were tied, he was thrown into a dank cell, and he was beaten. His son, my student, was in tears when he told me the story. But I don’t want to think about that. I look over at Huan, who doesn’t say anything. I can tell he’s nervous. When he lays his hand briefly on my back, I feel his hand trembling.


We are led to a small room with an elevated platform. A lantern with a small flame sits in the middle of the room, casting shadows on the walls. Khoan asks me, “Are you afraid?”


“No,” I say. But I’m not being entirely honest. I feel jittery and overexcited, like a small boy about to do something very naughty.


The roller comes into the room. He’s a tall and gaunt Chinese man with a sallow complexion and deeply gouged cheeks. His eyes are wide, brown, and lamblike, a vacant gentleness, softness, dreaminess.


The roller cleans the glass from the lantern and brings out a small vial. He stretches out on the table and picks up a long pipe, made of black lacquered bamboo. He takes a wire filament, heats it over the lantern, and then dips it into the vial of opium, which has the consistency of a light oil and the color of molasses. A light coat of opium clings to the end of the filament. The roller heats it, rolling the filament between his fingers and dips it again into the opium. He repeats this procedure many times. Then he hands the pipe to Khoan.


Khoan slides down on the platform, lies on his side, turns the bowl upside down so it covers the hole in the lantern, and starts sucking at the wide end of the bamboo pipe. He sucks hard and continuously and only a little smoke comes out of his mouth and nostrils. The odor is wonderful, like a combination of roasting nuts and broiling beef and good pipe tobacco. Impossible, of course, to really describe. In about a half-minute or less, Khoan smokes out the pipe.


In my head, I’m making notes—I want to get all the details right. This will go into my next short story . . .


Then the roller rolls and dips, and rolls and dips, and the pipe is soon ready—for me. I’m truly nervous now. My hand is shaking as I place the pipe on the lantern and start to inhale. A little smoke comes out. Then the pipe goes out. The roller takes it from me and taps on the opium. I light it again, and this time I smoke it through, though much smoke escapes from my mouth.


“What’s supposed to happen to me?”


Khoan runs his hand through the stiff strands of his long hair. His heavy-lidded eyes don’t change expression. “Like heaven,” he says. “No need for women, a feeling of lightness. An insomnia without fatigue. A very good feeling.”


I’m feeling nothing, except the desire for a woman. “How many pipes will it take?” I ask.


“Three for you. It’s your first time.” He looks over at Huan, now beginning to smoke his first pipe.


We smoke several pipes each. In between, we smoke cigarettes and we talk. Khoan admires Hemingway.


“Hemingway writes about man the way he should be,” I say, “not the way he is. Take Jake in The Sun Also Rises. He’s clean—without mushy angst, without self-pity, the prototype of the hard-boiled stoic. Too clean.”


Huan starts to speak. He’s less nervous now. “A man can be like that,” he says. “When I was fighting in the war, in Hanoi, I had nine men under me. On the one hand, we were fighting the French. On the other hand, the communists. One night we were caught between them. It didn’t seem that we would come out alive, but there were people in the street, and we shot over their heads and drove them toward the French, and the French stopped shooting. Then the communists attacked, but we were in a building and drove them back. They thought there were many of us. But we were only ten. We got out all right, but it was often like that. And nobody cared. We lived for today. There were many women. Now I care, and yet I’m not as alive.”


We give a pipe to the roller. He smokes it complete. No smoke comes out of his mouth or nostrils. He is on the hook—addicted to opium.


“This stuff isn’t working,” I say to Khoan. “I still want a woman.”


“Next time,” Khoan murmurs, “the opium will sing for you.”
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THE PETITION


Two days after my first opium night, I’m in a car with Arthur Dommen and Jim Wilde, speeding along Route 1. Dommen is a UPI correspondent and Wilde with Time-Life. Dommen has small, neat features, with close-set eyes and short, trim hair. Wilde, like his name, has a wilder look, with hair flopping over his eyes and an unkempt beard. The three of us are squeezed into Dommen’s red Triumph convertible. I’m in the back seat, which is not really a seat at all.


Our destination is about ten kilometers outside Saigon. We’re going to meet with Dr. Dan—the most famous “opposition leader.” He was elected to the National Assembly last year but wasn’t allowed to take his seat, on trumped charges. As we drive along, with the wind stinging our faces and whooshing through our hair, I feel a rush of excitement—I’m about to meet a remarkable politician. Ever since I’ve come to Vietnam, I’ve become fascinated with politics. I took democracy for granted when I was back in the States. But here, political issues are on a knife’s edge—a matter of life and death, freedom and oppression.


My journalist friends have a question for Dr. Dan: Why didn’t he sign the Petition? Eighteen Vietnamese nationalists submitted a petition demanding reforms from the brutal government of President Ngô Đình Di[image: Images]m. But Dr. Dan didn’t sign it.


Dommen, who is driving, turns his head 90 degrees so he can look at me sitting in the back. “What do you think, Jerry?”


“About the petition?” I shake my head. “If I were Vietnamese, I think I would have signed it. At least I hope I would be that brave. One of the signers is my doctor and friend, Phan Huy Quat. He said to me, ‘I have no choice. We have to try to get more freedoms here.’ I understand. I have tremendous respect for Quat and the other men who signed this petition. But what will happen? Will it change anything?”


“What will happen!” Wilde says. “They’ll all get arrested—that’s what’ll happen.”


Dommen says, “So is that why Dr. Dan didn’t sign it?”


“Well, we’ll ask him,” I say just as our car comes to a stop next to a large, crowded marketplace. Arthur parks the car in an alley, and we walk through the market. We’re all wearing dark suits, so we make a conspicuous picture.
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