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The number of people out of the more than nine million citizens of Ho Chi Minh City who didn’t want me dead was probably somewhat bigger than the paltry sum of true communists in our Stalinist paradise. The total was limited to other half-breeds like me. We were the sons and daughters of whore mothers and syphilitic fathers who had been foolish enough to believe Chinese and Vietnamese blood could mix. Or too drunk on snake wine to care. The only reason I was allowed to walk the suffocating streets was my position in the city’s security force. But that didn’t protect me from the barrage of insults shouted at my face and whispered behind my back, the least offensive being labeled “gookinese.” Since I couldn’t kill the mothermockers, or even carry a pistol, my defense was to sharpen my tongue and give back even more than I was given. I was a Master of Insults, my only weapon against the bigots. At least today, the lowlander I was viewing was lifeless and couldn’t give me any cuc. Shit.

The missing ears had to be a clue. Three murders in a week and all the victims unable to hear their ancestors in the afterworld. There must be a connection. Solving mysteries was how I had risen to the exalted height of “detective captain” after thirty years with the Ho Chi Minh City police. Normally, it took only ten and a few hundred million dong in bribes. Now, I was surprised to carry the name Captain Chyang Fang, detective, and chief homicide inspector in a people’s utopia where even speaking of murder was politically incorrect, since our happy, healthy citizens wouldn’t think of such atrocities.

Crumbs from the toast the third dead man ate as his last meal hung to his permanently unsmiling lips. On the table above him, a plate held eggs curdling from the morning’s breakfast in humidity thick enough to wear as a robe. He was naked, and his protruding belly showed he hadn’t missed many meals since reunification. This lifeless one had been doing his thinking in the politburo. The newly familiar tin cobra was lying on the murdered man’s chest, along with an old black and white photo. No one at my level of the ruling bureaucracy could fail to recognize this stiffening body.

The name was Danh Nguyen, formerly the Saigon chief of the North Vietnamese Ministry of Public Security, shortened to the An Ninh. He was, in his just-ended cycle of life, a high-ranking government official and one of the secret puppet masters who truly ruled the country. He’d been the lead commissar of the police during much of the American invasion. Since 1976, Comrade Danh had held the lofty title of head of the central military commission office in Ho Chi Minh City. He’d only recently retired to the old French villa on Hoa Da Street where I now watched the flies drink from the side of Nguyen’s head like it was a puddle of Sting cherry pop.

“How do you think he died, Captain?” Lanh Phan, my assistant, murmured, seemingly fascinated by a roach drowning in the small pool of blood stagnating beside Nguyen’s skull.

“No need to whisper, Phan,” I said. “As you can see, someone got away with his ears. He can’t hear you.”

Careful to disturb as little as possible before the forensics team arrived, I pushed Nguyen’s head to the left with my gloved hand. An entry wound gaped in the matted hairs at the back. It was a hole no bigger than a two-hundred-dong coin, the puncture made from up close by a small-caliber pistol, probably a .22 like the other victims.

“I’d guess it was a bullet,” I said, pointing to the hole. “And someone assassinated him, unless he could reach around his head and shoot himself after he cut off his ears. Then dispose of the gun, the ears, and the knife before he fell on the floor and dropped a cobra and picture on his chest.” I stood and sighed. “But I’m just a lowly half-caste Chinese detective, not fortunate enough to have the intelligence of a racially pure Vietnamese.”

Sergeant Phan was used to my stereotyping and rarely commented, even if he understood the sarcasm. He’d risen in rank among more worthy candidates for homicide division positions in the Ho Chi Minh City police department because of my limited influence, not his abilities at detection. In a city with a greater unreported murder rate than that of New York City, he was one of the few I could trust to hear what would be considered “traitorous remarks.” Like refusing to call my birth town after the name of the country’s esteemed father and communist apologist. I preferred to use the more historic name, Sai Gon, roughly translated in Mandarin as “cotton forest,” because of the groves of cottonwoods that previously surrounded the city. Besides, no one other than Phan could work with a yellow bandit. Chinese were the Jews of Vietnam. Even my mixed blood couldn’t keep me from being considered a chink rather than a gook.

Phan bent forward and reached for the toy cobra.

“Don’t touch that,” I said. “If it doesn’t have real fangs, I do. Why do you think I have the name? I’ve told you enough times not to soil a crime scene that your dead parents must have heard the words.” Slowly, Phan stood. “Even if someone stuck chopsticks in their ears.”

Besides his deafness to my heresies, Phan had many uses. Like making sure a cab picked us up when drivers were reluctant to rent themselves out to a lone Chinese if Phan wasn’t chauffeuring me in one of the station’s Toyotas. And getting us seats in the noodle shops. Phan was nearly six feet tall and had the look of a big, surly cop, even if he couldn’t hit the Cao Dai temple at twenty meters with a bullet from his Russian-made Makarov pistol. He would faint if a street urchin threatened him by taking a Cuong Nhu martial arts stance and growling.

Phan quickly straightened, looking as if he’d been caught sucking face in the Samsora Club on Dong Khoi Street, the only lady-boy bar in the city still allowed to stay open by the commissars.

“I’m sorry, Captain,” Phan said. “I wanted to see if the tin piece was the same as the last two.”

“Again,” I said. “I would guess a third man killed with a shot to the back of his head, ears cut off and missing, and a toy cobra and photograph left on his chest would be somehow related to the other two. Of course, my inherently weak Chinese mind struggles with obvious relationships.” I watched as Phan wiped the sweat on his brow, the beads ever-present in a city that will surely drown in its own humid air if global warming isn’t just another Western plot to subvert our glorious proletarian society.

“Have you called Ngo?” I asked.

“No sir,” Phan said. “I was awaiting your orders.”

Outside, the never-ending traffic roar and blue-tongued exhaust mixed with the devil’s breath heat to stir a cocktail only the most fanatical Vietnamese would call “paradise.” Citizens of Sai Gon were treated to the stench of bubbling garbage that seemed to gurgle on every corner, making the rats dance with happiness. I sighed, remembering my ever-evolving Buddhist belief that I should “conquer the silly with enlightenment” and not focus on poor Phan’s weakness.

“Was your mother an ox, Phan?” I asked. “Do I have to tell you Buddha is fat? When I say, ‘We’ll check the body and call Ngo,’ who do you think will do that when you are the only one the colonel will honor with a cell? You know my kind are not to be trusted. I might be phoning Beijing. Or selling the information to the American devils.”

Ignoring me, Phan took his iPhone from his pocket and hit a number on the speed dial, but not before he again admired his picture that I had loaded on the screen. It always caused him to smile in wonderment at the magic. He turned and walked to the window overlooking the Sai Gon River, iPhone to his ear.

Dr. Ngo was the physician who passed for a coroner and head of the forensic team that was a millennium away from the standards of the CSI television reruns now being shown on Channel 34. A wide-screen Sony on the living room table and a sister set in the in his office were the major institutions where Dr. Ngo received his training. Of course, he could only dream of the equipment the actors had at their disposal. In the small darkroom that passed for a laboratory, he was limited to a few Bunsen burners and years of experience with corpses, many burned to crispy critters by American napalm manufactured by that global provider of all that is unnaturally fertile: Dow Chemical.

The Communist Party of Vietnam had just recently admitted that murders did take place in our perfect society. Despite the growing hush-hush statistics, they were reluctant to fund modern forensic techniques. Nonetheless, with Dr. Ngo’s help, my closure rate on homicides was so much higher than the rest of the squad’s that I was begrudgingly named captain, even if, behind my back, they called me “Comrade Viet Cong” and chuckled at their hilarious joke. Only the Americans drew on the VC description, since it loosely meant “yellow savage” and was not a category used by Vietnamese. Except when referring to a Chinese-half-breed evil spirit like me.

Returning to my side, Phan snapped the iPhone case closed with a flick of the wrist like he was Edward G. Robinson closing his lighter. I could almost imagine Phan groaning in pleasure as the nicotine from his cell hit lungs already made into a tar pit by the deadly fumes he breathed everyday just walking down Hoa Da Street. The move was one of the many small gestures that made Phan a serious detective in his own mind. Like squinting at a suspect and asking solemnly, “Where were you at the time of the crime?”

“He’s on his way, sir,” Phan said.

“And you remembered to give him the address?”

“Of course.”

“Good. That’s better than the last time when he had to call back.”

To say I had a chip on my shoulder and took it out on Phan was like saying the traffic in Saigon was dominated by motorcycles that caused the city to suffocate on its own black-dragon emissions. Much too simple. Not even my Vietnamese sometimes-girlfriend, Thien, could stand my tirades and sent me out to Ma Jing’s for a ball of tar opium to calm the devils when I started to rant.

“Sir, shouldn’t we cover the body?” Phan asked, staring down at the corpse. “Or, at least make his lips into a smile?” The communist regime had failed to eliminate much of the popular Buddhist folklore. It was believed the dead should have a grin curling their mouths after passing so they could arrive in heaven with their happy face on, joyously prepared for the next circle in their journey of incarnation. Phan began to look around, as if he were searching for a tablecloth or sheet to put over Nguyen.

“Don’t you dare, Phan,” I said. “If you so much as touch the body, I’ll have you transferred to schoolgirl patrol.” The city had recently seen an outbreak of second-level girls fighting in the streets as their classmates cheered them on. The shrieking battles were videotaped and posted on YouTube. Hair was pulled and kicks to the groin were favored in the adolescent matches that often ended in minor injury. Much publicity had been given to the fights, and a national debate was occurring in the press and on television concerning the collapse of the culture and deteriorating values. If only Uncle Ho was alive and not turning in his vault, he could guide his children to enlightenment on this and all issues including eating, walking, and screwing.

On the other hand, I sometimes wondered if Phan was a child of Agent Orange. Over twenty million gallons of the dioxin-laden herbicide had been sprayed on Vietnam by the Americans from 1961–1971, another gift to my ancestors provided by Dow and other multinational death machines. Agent Orange didn’t just kill plants. Humans coming in contact with the defoliant developed an extremely high rate of cancer. Women gave birth to deformed and retarded children at over twenty times the percentage in a normal population. Phan’s mother came from an area of the Mekong where the spraying was the heaviest. From one day to the next, I didn’t know if Phan would remember what we had done even minutes before or anything I had said. In a way, he had given his mind to help overcome the Yankee imperialists. Reaching up, I patted him on his bony back.

“Why don’t you stand right here and make sure no one disturbs the crime scene until Ngo arrives,” I said. “You can play the SpongeBob game I downloaded on your phone. I’ll take a look around the house.” I started to walk away across the hardwood floor, turning back when I reached the door to the next room. “And don’t touch the body or I’ll have to send Mara to visit.” Mara is the Buddhist Devil God. My words seemed to be enough to scare Phan into a SpongeBob orgy, with no further thoughts of violating the corpse on the floor.

What I did understand was that Phan would step in front of a tiger if it threatened me. I had dragged him along and into the police force after rescuing the boy during another murder investigation that included wild dogs and the human meat used to feed them. This was usually reversed, since the Vietnamese liked the high protein and vitamin C value of puppies especially. There were many restaurants in the city that featured doggy stew as their main dish, the most famous “BowWows” on Tran Khac Chan Street. I had tracked the killer to one of the local Triad gang’s puppy mills and discovered Phan bound to a post with a leash that allowed him to feed and water the dogs. He was filthy and starving, his eyes deep black and flashing with insanity. It had taken considerable effort and lies to get Phan as my quasi assistant after years of prodding. Now, my superiors believed he was more loyal to them than to me. That was questionable, but I wanted him close by. I was now responsible for his soul.

“Yes, Captain,” Phan said, reaching for his phone. Once I gave him permission, it would take a tsunami to tear him away from his quest to find the bubble in the Lost City of Atlantis.

First, I went to the door that opened onto a bougainvillea and banana-draped section of Hoa Da Street. I wanted to walk in as if I were a guest. Or the murderer. This was a trick I’d learned from old Colombo reruns. While it might be a violation of strict Buddhist thought, placing myself in another’s mind helped assure I kept receiving my monthly salary that was barely enough to feed me let alone my mistress.

Several uniformed policemen were on the terrace, smoking Black Vidana cigarettes that smelled like burning wet clothes. The cancer sticks were made in Danang and fell apart if the smoker didn’t grip tight. And pray.

One lane of Hoa Da had been blocked. Cyclists beeped their horns, frantically trying to keep from being swarmed by the hive. A man peddling a pushcart filled with oranges couldn’t get up enough speed to enter the chaos. He stood high on the bike, straining his skinny legs, and screamed, “May an long dai cham mui!” You eat pubic hair in salt dip.

Looking through the open teak front door, it was apparent the housekeeper had yet to make an appearance today. Or else the killer had forgotten to dust and made more of a mess than just murder. Nguyen would have at least one cleaning lady, as well as a cook and in-house masseuse for rub-and-tug. I already knew his wife had died a year ago. All police officers were required to attend the funeral ceremony before she was cremated, fortunately only one day of the three. The nauseating drum and cymbal music brought on one of my frequent migraines while I tried to look solemn for a woman I’d never met. The constant clang of the tinny instruments sounded more like screeching cats than a song. Of course, I was culturally and ritualistically ignorant in this land of ghosts and spirits.

Somehow, in a communist fairyland, the dead Nguyen had accumulated enough dong to restore this villa to its original splendor. The mansion was built nearly a hundred years ago. His money and position had assured the ticks and tree worms hadn’t been able to have their way with the wood. Louvered and arched windows opened from all of the outside walls. Overhead fans stirred the porridge air. Light-colored paint contrasted with vases of lush, green indoor plants and freshly cut orchids floated in bowls sitting on the surface of antique mahogany furniture. Buffed floors with a few carpets covered the dark polished shine of the grain. Portraits of old Vietnamese peasants and French aristocrats mixed with the requisite landscapes, water lilies the primary theme. Jasmine in the air. It smelled of newfound fortune not shared with the other workers in this people’s Eden, a country only just discovering the rewards of free enterprise. What that meant was the rulers of our closed society could more easily enjoy their villas in the south of France, while the rest of us tried to squeeze the life out of every dong that crossed our fingers.

Three floors. I made my way slowly through the many rooms, all in perfect order. Rifling the drawers in the master suite, I found a new Sig Sauer P226 pistol and a wad of five hundred thousand dong notes. I put both in my pocket, knowing full well they wouldn’t survive the next search by the police and military, not feeling in the least guilty that a hybrid Chinese charity could benefit rather than a homegrown corruption that would be spent at the brothels in the Thu Duc District. Since I wasn’t officially allowed to carry a weapon, I would keep the gun for what I already sensed was going to be a dangerous investigation and turn over the currency to the AIDS hospice newly opened on Mi Lam Street.

In the roll top desk, a scrapbook. Nguyen in most of the black and white grainy pictures. Smiling in some, he was often dressed as a North Vietnamese soldier. Floppy rubber tire sandals and black pajama pants. A fatigue blouse. An AK-47 in his hands and bottle grenades tied to his waist. It was easy to see he was in command by the way the others looked at him or shrunk in his image. The photos were organized in a time progression. As the war grew old, so did Nguyen. The peasant fighter transformed into an officer. Next, a high-collared bureaucrat and Uncle Ho look-alike, wispy silver beard and all. More recently, in a dark suit, white shirt, and tie. I went back to the beginning.

It was a photo taken in the jungle. Five men standing in front of a banyan tree as wide as one of the ancient Peugeots that whined and coughed in the streets. The print was almost identical to the one that now rested on Nguyen’s stiffening body downstairs. It felt as if the picture were the second snapped by the photographer to make sure at least one came out right. All the soldiers were heavily armed, and the snapshot had to have been taken somewhere around 1970. Three bodies were at the men’s feet. Young girls. Corpses mutilated and the remaining clothes torn filthy rags. Three purebred Vietnamese.

One of the soldiers was holding a girl’s head up by the hair and smiling. The grinning NVA was Le Dian Phu, a recently murdered politburo member. Besides Phu, I only recognized a young Nguyen. But I could guess who at least one of the other men in the picture was. A few days ago, I’d been to his house too. The .22 slug that passed through his skull hadn’t been as tidy as the one that killed Nguyen, rendering the man’s face unrecognizable. Tran Huy Phong, the second politburo official to be shot in the back of the head. We now had a dead Nguyen, Phu, and Phong, all with toy cobras and this photo on their chests, ears amputated, and .22 bullets in their scrambled brains. That meant two to go if the killer was aiming for a clean sweep. I put the picture in my vest pocket and went down to the first floor, wondering if I really cared whether these murderous, ruling-class thieves had been executed by someone who probably deserved some peace. I patted the photo and walked out of the muggy, ghost-filled room.

Downstairs, in the small dining room open to the veranda, Dr. Ngo was crouched over Nguyen’s body. Phan stood above him, the cell phone in his hand, entirely focused on the chirping SpongeBob calls.

“Put that away, Phan,” Dr. Ngo said. “It sounds like a cricket fight. And you know gambling is now illegal.”

Bent over the way he was made Ngo’s hunchback even more pronounced. Standing, he was shriveled and barely half the size of Phan. The one attempt he’d made to disguise his ugliness was to grease his longish hair so tight it sat on his head like he’d drenched his locks with a quart of congealed motor oil. It didn’t help. Once anyone moved on from remarking about his gelatinous coif, they gasped in pure dread at his face. It was as if one of the street waifs who begged and played in the sewers had found a pan of dough and stuck wads together in an approximation of a human. Nothing was related to the next, just globs of pitted flesh.

A source had once told me Ngo had been in a Central Highland tunnel, crawling toward an underground field hospital, when a running dog Yankee-rolled a grenade on top of him. Not able to turn in the tight dirt space, he was trying to swat it away when the charge exploded. What was left behind was a series of clumped scars that barely resembled a person—and certainly not a highly educated and experienced physician with a hook for a left hand. He was shaking his vile head from side to side and making “tsk, tsk” sounds as he examined the carcass.

“This reminds me of that old joke,” Ngo said, staring closely at the entry wound in the back of the dead Nguyen’s skull. “Why does an esteemed member of the politburo have a hole in the end of his penis?” Ngo didn’t bother to look up or wait for a response. He continued to examine the bloody gash. “So he can get oxygen to his brain, comrades.” Ngo moved his good hand toward the corpse’s mouth, trying to force the teeth open.

“This old one used another method to breathe. A bullet. He seems to have gotten lots of air inside.”

He chuckled at his own macabre, nonsensical joke. By now, being in his seventh decade, the demons that haunted him were beyond what even I could imagine. “Too bad he swallowed his tongue or he might be able to tell us who shot him.” He chuckled again, knowing full well I wouldn’t inform on his heresies and Phan was paying little attention, under the spell of SpongeBob.

Ngo tried to stand, and I stepped forward, attempting to steady him by holding his arm. He always looked as if he were about to fall over from the weight of the hump glued to his back that seemed to weigh ten kilos, pushing him toward the earth. He hated it when anyone touched him.

“Du ma,” Ngo hissed. Motherfucker. “Leave me alone.” He pushed my arm away, nearly ending up sprawled across the hardwood floor as he struggled to get to a standing buckled posture. I didn’t let go until he was on his feet.

“Yes, grandfather,” I said. “But I never knew my mother. She died when the French came into her village. I think they believed she was a Viet Minh cadre leader. From what I know, she was a rice ball eater, like everyone else in the family. Most likely she didn’t know a rifle from a fishing pole.”

“Do I look like I give a shit, Captain?” Ngo asked, now standing. “Your mother was a whore and the French dined on her bowl many times.”

Phan seemed to find this hilarious. He understood words like “whore,” “rice,” and “shit,” since they had few letters in them. Beyond that, his head was made of rotting chicken lungs. I turned the anger disturbing my spirit toward him, regretting the words as soon as they left my lips.

“When eating, chew well,” I said to Phan, who was now unwrapping a Chupa Chups mango candy and popping it into his mouth. “When being stupid, know you are the maggot on the pig’s ass.” It was simple enough to hurt his feelings. It was like tormenting a retarded three-year-old.

Somewhere I’d read you couldn’t say “retard” anymore in the supposedly civilized western countries. It was politically and societally incorrect. Not so in the socialist republic where I live. We aren’t nearly as delicate as the blue-eyed heathens with the pasty milk skin. At least that’s what I’d learned in the re-education camp. Besides, the Vietnamese had made an industry of teaching the nuances of what is politically acceptable. Poor students often don’t survive.

“Now look what you’ve done, gizzard lips,” Ngo said to me, nodding his revolting head toward Phan. “I think that’s a tear in his eye.” Ngo started to make a noise that might have passed for a laugh if it didn’t sound more like an infant having an asthma attack. “Or it could be what’s left of his brain leaking out like the last drop of sesame oil from the dumpling.”

That night, I would have to light an extra joss stick for my sins. I was tiring of all the insults and apologized to Buddha under my breath. “For current slanderous thoughts, words, and actions, let me no longer want to have them for anyone.” It was time to become more enlightened and less cruel, especially to those who were less fortunate than I. I turned to Phan, bowing to him like he was the master incarnate.

“Me cua ban da co benh giang mai va cha cua ban song trong am dao cua co,” I said to Phan. Roughly translated, it meant “your mother had syphilis, and your father lived in her vagina.” Before I could say another word, I remembered the guidance of my Lord. I would have to find a starving beggar on the street and treat him or her to a meal of chao tom, prawn paste on sugarcane, in order to atone for my sins.

Too late. Phan began to tremble. Within seconds, he left the room, scuttling outside into the traffic noise and smell of ten thousand rotting cabbages. I looked at Ngo, watching while the mush balls on his face morphed into something he must have thought resembled a grin. It didn’t. It was more like a batch of baguettes that hadn’t risen and were stuck to the pan.

“Well done, comrade,” Ngo said. “Now we can talk without that dan tu cu recording every word to take back to TC2 for disassembly. And our hanging.” Ngo had called Phan a “dickhead” and was happy Phan was now gone so he couldn’t make a tape of our conversation for dissection by the Mandarins back at General Department No. 2 of Military Intelligence, the agency that lived only to spy on the citizens of this worker’s heaven. A discussion with those dragons would lead to our dangling from the meat hooks at Chi Hoa Prison. I smiled back and bowed to Ngo’s great wisdom.

“I found this upstairs,” I said, handing him the jungle picture of the five men with their dead trophies at their feet. “It was in a scrapbook and is nearly the same as the one on his chest.” I nodded toward the stiff.

Ngo took the photo in his good hand and held the snapshot close to his face. I would have liked to say he studied it closely, grimacing at the picture of barbarity in front of his eyes. But who could tell? His face was white molten lava that had cooled and hardened to approximate a face. He glanced back and forth between the two photos.

“Chung nao tat nay,” Ngo said. These leopards can’t change their spots. “Someone altered their lives for them. Then someone ended it. Do you think it might have something to do with the ears?” He gave the picture back to me.

“Of course, uncle,” I said.

“Tai sao?” Ngo asked. Why?

“I think the three dead ones served in the NVA together with the two others who might still be alive.”

“Go on. Your detective skills are quite astounding.”

“Someone else has a copy of this picture or another nearly like it. At least, the murderer is aware of their association.”

“It must be the Chinese part that makes you so inspired.”

“Leaving the toy cobra and picture and taking the ears have significance to the killer and are a message of sorts.”

“Please continue. I can barely breathe being in the presence of such genius.”

“The murders are related to actions that occurred during the American invasion.”

“Our leaders should award you the Civil Actions Medal First Class for your powers of deduction.”

“Now, someone who was involved with that US aggression is seeking vengeance.”

“Your radiant skills have been unappreciated by your department and you are truly worthy of promotion.”

“As you know, esteemed cousin, that will only happen for the half of me that is Vietnamese. I wonder which half that is?”

“It’s not the half below your waist. The girly-men on Pham Ngu Lao Street say that part is as useless as your mother’s dry hole.”

It took a while for Ngo to arrive at the true way he felt. That meant something I’d said had some tiny bit of value or the abuse would have started sooner. We were within a decade of the same age, but this game was as old as the years I’d known the troll. I bowed low and respectfully to Ngo.

“Thank you, revered elder, for the sincere compliments to both me and my mother,” I said. “She will be pleased the two of us have finally achieved your acceptance and love.”

“Con di me may buoi,” Ngo barked. Your mother sucks goat dick. “Hearing chickens fart is as likely as my ‘acceptance and love’ for either of you shit eaters.”

“Admired brother,” I said, bowing again, “we now have three murdered government officials in our current case load. Respectfully, do you think we can stop the name calling and try to find the avenging ghost who has appeared from the past?”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” Ngo said. “I’m not finished, you anal wart. Until I am, the entire politburo can drown in their own pus.”

This made me laugh. Vietnamese were not used to having themselves and their entire family verbally assaulted in public by nearly anyone passing with a mouth, especially friends and relatives. Openly degrading others didn’t include government personnel or anyone in an official position, least of all members of the national assembly, known by the common people as the Politburo. Few Sai Gon inhabitants, other than Ngo and me, would dare call our leaders “pus buckets” even when alone. For me, it was the one way I could battle the socialist machine.

The fan above our heads was motionless. I could barely restrain myself from flipping the switch on the teak doorjamb that would make the blades slowly cut through the heavy air like a dull butcher knife through a victim’s ear. For now, I couldn’t show any weakness or Ngo would belittle me until I was as shell-shocked as I would be standing under a B-52 Archangel raid. He was a feral species and smelled fear through the holes in his face where a nose should be.

Ngo rarely attacked my looks. They were so average he could not refrain from calling me com, boiled rice, the most common and innocent name for a five-and-a-half-foot-tall Sai Gon resident with mixed blood. Not much distinguished me as either Vietnamese or Chinese. I had black hair and skin more yellow than my fellow citizens. The exception to the blandness was the uptick in the corners of my eyes, giving away the poison in my genes. I was neither fat nor thin, tending more toward the skinny description, but with enough banh tieu jellied doughnuts in my belly to make me seem fit. I dressed as if I were normal, while feeling alien. I had no idea if I would be accepted on the streets of Beijing. I doubted it.

We’d been informed of the crime early enough that the stench of rotting flesh had yet to reach the unbearable coat-the-nose-with-Eagle-Brand-menthol peak. Still, the smell was nearly as strong as the skinned and gutted dogs hanging in the meat market stalls in Ban Thanh Market that were covered by flies and waiting selection by one of the local four-star-restaurant chefs. Why serve the meat of a cow when much cheaper canine steak could be fried up, layered in onions, and dished to the unsuspecting? Again, another example of our national discourse. Below me, the fly count on Nguyen was about equal to that of any gutted mongrel for sale in the shops. I hoped Ngo would eventually tire of the game, realizing there could be more joy in finding a murderer than vilifying me. I brushed one of the tiny airborne bloodsuckers off my face and waited for the next onslaught from Ngo.

Other than the smothering heat, the space where Nguyen had died was not anything close to palatial for someone in the ruling class more used to air conditioning and Waterford crystal. Of course, if he sold Chiclets and slept in a cardboard box on Le Loi Street, this would be a palace of unbelievable decadence, never before witnessed except on the ti-vi. Television. The one remarkable feature was the incredible number of orchids that covered most every flat space. Obviously, Nguyen was a connoisseur and collector. There are nearly seven hundred varieties of orchids grown in Vietnam; several are very rare. Nguyen had cultivated the rare and leafless Gastrodia theana, its salmon-pink knurled flowers on display next to an expensive Blaupunkt high-fidelity music receiver.

Ngo continued to study the dead Nguyen, spittle leaking from the corner of the slit that passed for the coroner’s mouth. At least his focus was on someone else for the moment. Ngo used his hook to turn Nguyen’s head back and forth like he was examining a durian fruit for ripeness. I relaxed and allowed my eyes to travel slowly around more of the room, trying to let my spirit fuse with the killer’s, a trick that was supposedly real in the mind of Western crime detectives in the movies and books. They were my main source for criminal investigation techniques besides intuition, a trait totally dismissed in advanced police departments. I needed a sucker to lick the way Kojak did. Not to mention his contacts in the after world.

While no faces materialized, I did recognize the quality of knickknacks that adorned Nguyen’s villa. That included several paintings that could easily pass as original Gauguins. Maybe they were. I would put no amount of audacity beyond the ruling class. My fellow countrymen had become expert forgers. Kind of like the way when passing a nightclub with live music in District One, you might swear the Beatles had re-formed and were playing for cold 333 beer. The excuse for the fake art was, as always, the barbarian Yankees, who, bent on our destruction, raped not only our women but our museums too. In order to keep evil whites from getting greedy hands on our treasures, we learned how to copy the great masters we’d collected, developing skills that existed to this day and could be seen flourishing in the Binh Tay Market stalls. If Nguyen’s were phonies, they were still worth a lot of dong, they were that exquisite.

Maybe the motive for this crime was simple burglary. Any of the trinkets left behind would feed legions of our street people for months. But that was just a silly, lazy thought. This one had been murdered because he’d killed someone whose phantom haunted the victim until he was joined in death. Displaying my proficiency at homicide inquiry and mentalism, it was simple to deduce that the toy cobra and amputated ears didn’t have anything to do with robbery. Ngo was right, I was a genius. Chuckling, the thought almost made the morning’s noodle and rice broth soil my sandals. Charlie Nguyen strikes again.

Several of the hoang vu orchids made the room smell like passion fruit, but soon their flowering efforts lost the battle to the fumes from the street that came in through the louvered windows. The constant, shrill beep-beep of the cyclos and cars made it hard to talk to Ngo unless I was closer than a few feet away. I surveyed the room again, not in the least believing there was any chance I’d find a shell casing that Phan and I had already searched for. Whoever executed the three politicians and ex-Viet Cong left behind plenty of clues and another kind of road map. There was no need to tempt with spent bullets when the amputated ears, photo, and snake toys should point us in the right direction, unless I was as slow and distracted as Phan.

My mind continued to drift back to the cobra. When I was much younger, a mythical beast had crept through the paddies, cities, and villages of the south. Mothers scared and threatened their children with stories of the Gan Con Ran, the Night Snake. Bad behavior meant using his signature move. It was a silenced shot to the back of the head with a pistol. The bullet leaves wounds like the three murders I was now probing. But the Night Snake didn’t only use a .22. Often, he nearly decapitated his target with a garrote, tightening the handles on the oiled and sharpened wire firm enough to cut through the vertebrae if he yanked hard. It was whispered he named this move “The Herky Jerky,” because of the way his victims flailed in their final dance, spurting blood. The number of his victims was estimated to be in the hundreds. Back then, before the dong, we used piasters in the south. There was a one-hundred-thousand-P bounty on the Night Snake’s head. Now, I couldn’t shake the old legend, especially with the combination of a probable .22 entry wound, the snapshot, and the cobra on the chest. No one the policemen had interviewed outside had heard a shot. Secretly, I was proud of my homicide closure rate. This one seemed almost too easy, but I knew it could be my most dangerous and difficult case. Someone was guiding me. And I didn’t like it.

By now, Ngo had finished his inspection of Nguyen’s head. My thoughts weren’t following enlightened Buddhist teachings. Mostly, I wasn’t able to summon any sympathy for Nguyen and his fellow political tools, a sentiment I couldn’t speak aloud. Ngo might feel the same. Still, there was no way we could let an opinion like that out into the universe without ending up hung by our toes in a Chi Hoa interrogation cell. I was barely able to enjoy stroking my penis when the American barbarians scrambled away in their helicopters from the roof of the Sai Gon embassy. I don’t remember anything except my mother wailing, knowing the life of a Chinese woman and her half-breed son would forever be changed for the worse. While there were claims of racism leveled continually against the Yankees, no culture is more bigoted than the Vietnamese, who despise anyone who isn’t a descendent of the dragon king Lac and his wife Au Co, who bred and hatched one hundred eggs that held one hundred humans, the origin of the superior species.

Ngo was watching me. At least I thought he was. It was hard to decide if his face was even turned in my direction. I had to focus on his black eyes, nearly encased in a roll of lumpy flesh that couldn’t even come close to being called “cheeks.”

“You look like a monkey eating ginger,” Ngo said. “Time you quit being a vomiting cat and get to work. Put your dick down and get your hands out of your pockets for once.”

“Repulsive” was a word I’d learned in my English classes and from the war survivors who treated their guilt with massive amounts of whiskey in the Apocalypse Now–themed bar on Thi Sach Street in District One. While Vietnamese weren’t welcome there, my People’s Police ID card got me inside, where I practiced my English and listened to drunken ex-GIs drown in their guilt. Ngo was repulsive, and I couldn’t keep these unkind thoughts from my head. I tried not to wince, risking only a glimpse at Ngo’s battered face. It was time to relent and listen to this honored uncle’s wisdom. I bowed.

“You eat the flies from your mother’s pussy and lick the wings,” I said.

Ngo attempted a smile, and I cringed, almost ready to make the sign of the cross I’d seen on The Exorcist.

“Good, nephew,” he said. “One day, you might get the boy seed out of your ears and become a real man.”

I took this as a compliment and, encouraged, ventured forth.

“First,” I said, “we need to discuss the obvious.”

“You mean the air conditioning in this citizen’s head?” Ngo said, nodding toward the corpse. “He won’t be tasting the Cayenne spice in his fish ball dinner.”

“When the tree falls,” I said, “any child can climb it. We need to look past what is visible. Someone is trying to send a message.”

“Sometimes, I watch the evil empire’s TV shows,” Ngo said, stating the obvious. “There always seem to be these young women with huge breasts, an attribute I do not understand as a target of lust.” He shook his pot sticker head back and forth. “Anyway, these girls often say ‘duh’ when the question is so elementary it is beyond comment.” He studied my face as if I were a gecko on his pillow. “Duh.”

“When eating a mango,” I said, “think of who planted the tree.”

“Du ma nhieu,” Ngo snapped. Go fuck yourself. He stood up, pushing off the teak floor with his hook. “You state what is clearly in evidence. We have three murdered commissars, and you continue to coat me in the vomit of your worthless proverbs.” He took a step forward, forcing me to back away. “How about this one?” he asked, his black eyes shooting streams of napalm into mine. “A frog living at the bottom of the well thinks the sky is as small as a cooking pot lid.” He stopped only long enough to take a breath. “Your thinking had better expand beyond the pot. You need to start coming up with answers or our masters will find a camp where you can be permanently re-educated.”

Threats. Another pastime for those in power. Just as cheap as insults and far less expensive than a bowl of noodles. It didn’t matter if the warning had no teeth. Once, when I had eaten nothing but grubs, swamp grass, and mud for a month in a Delta camp, one of my wardens had blustered, “If you do not acknowledge there is nothing more important than independence and freedom, I will be forced to cut off your food ration.” Unfortunately, I barely had the strength to laugh. Regardless, my grin was enough for him to beat my skeletal shoulders with a bamboo stick, while I could only dream of what a real “food ration” would be like. This time, I smiled, knowing full well Ngo wouldn’t hit me with a tree limb using his one good arm.

“A man’s tongue is more poisonous than a bee sting,” I said, laughing and holding up my hand before Ngo could spit out more venom.

Both of us knew it was time to move from proverbs to action. For me, it was more that I couldn’t concentrate when the deformed gnome was nearby. I closed my eyes and took a cleansing breath, folding my hands and concentrating on my personal mantra. Asato ma sad gamaya. Lead me from ignorance to truth.

“Earth to stupid Chinese captain-soon-to-be-relieved-of-duty-and-disappeared,” Ngo said, nudging me with his hook. “We’d better start making some progress or a real Viet will be in your position by daybreak.”

“Vang,” I said. Yes. I turned toward him, but still couldn’t make eye contact with his Play-Doh head. “I’ll summarize and you tell me if my opinions are as out of place as an elephant in a minefield.”

“Hurry up before Phan slithers under the door,” Ngo said. “There could be some delicate thoughts rattling your brain. I’d hate for it to be recorded and analyzed tonight at Public Security Police headquarters.”

He was right. Some of what I was thinking might land me in a chair with electrical clips attached to my balls and my feet in a puddle of water to help the juice flow easier toward my prick. The problem was trusting Ngo. He hadn’t betrayed me in the past. This time, we were in the swamp without mosquito netting. Ignoring my instincts for protection, I went ahead, wiping the sweat bubbling on my forehead with the sleeve of my white shirt.

“You will remember better than me the Americans’ practice of leaving cards on their victims,” I said. “I was too young to witness this, uncle, but I know it to be true.” I pointed to the toy cobra. “I think that snake is what the Yankee soldiers said was a ‘calling card,’ meant to leave a message they would be back, were everywhere, and should be feared.”

“I see you are a student of our history,” Ngo said.

“More than the snake trinket,” I said, “it’s the way the three men were killed. And the picture.”

“Go on.”

“All were shot in the back of the head in broad daylight. No one heard a gun. I believe it was a .22 bullet. Fired from a pistol with a silencer.”

“I agree. So far.”

“The photo shows three of the five former NVA we’ve found bled out in the last few days. Now, the motive.”

“And that is?”

“Revenge.”

“Well, I didn’t think it was sex. Or even dong.”

“The pictures I showed you provide much information.”

“Such as?”

“Three murdered. Two probably still alive. It appears they were posing. Proud of the bodies below them.”

“Go on.”

“In the picture, the dead ones seem to be a Montagnard and two flatlanders. The Montagnards were hunted then by the NVA and are still outcasts in our modern, progressive society. The other two, I’ll have to give more thought. But they were all too young to be soldiers.”

“That Degar was ugly too. With those sloped foreheads, they all look like rock apes.”

“Thank you for that esteemed wisdom. May I continue?”

“Lam on.” Please.

“Early in my police training, I became fascinated with the story of the Gan Con Ran. The techniques the Night Snake used to hunt and kill his prey were intriguing. Part of what I remember was he had a Montagnard sidekick and guide who helped him move around the south.”

“And you think this Night Snake is back to avenge some wrong?”

“No. Not necessarily. It could be the Montagnard. We need to find out more about him.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

“First, we must decide if these clues are herding us like the old woman and the water buffalo.”

“Not me, lo dit.” Asshole. “My job is to collect the dead. Yours is to discover why they became that way.”

“Da.” Yes. “Still, I may need your vast intellect and connections to assist me.” I bowed.

“Thang nguc lon.” You suck dirty vaginas. A simple slur that meant Ngo was softening. “I’m not crazy enough to get involved in this kind of political case. I want to keep my cac.” Penis. Ngo tried to smile, the result something nearly as hideous as a dog hit by a freight train. “It’s the only part of me that still works.” He reached for his belt. “Want to have a looky-look?”

“Khong.” No, I barked, backing away, waving my hands in front of my face like I was trying to ward off a waterfall of leeches.

“An cac tao ne.” You can eat my dick. Again, he was trying to be nurturing. “When they have hanged you by your eyelids from the bamboo rafters, I will remember you as the foolish half-breed you are.”

“In the meantime,” I said, “can you find out if any foreigners who might meet the description of the Night Snake have recently entered the country?”

“There are hundreds of Yankee devils arriving every day,” Ngo said. “They come out of shame for the atrocities they committed. Somehow, fucking one of our con di (whores) in Dong Khoi seems to make the nightmares disappear for a few minutes.”

“I seem to recall the name Morgan. Try that first. He was supposedly involved in that nighttime assassination of Comrade Ky not long ago. I will hunt for the Montagnard. I believe our Central Research Agency will have a dossier on the Night Snake and his accomplice.”

“Don’t call me,” Ngo said, shuffling toward the door. Over his knurled hunchback, he said, “I’ll call you. Remember, my job is the dead, not old wives’ tales.” He stopped. “Oh, that’s right, yellow demons like you aren’t given phones. I’ll call the retard Phan. The code word will be lon.” Pussy.

Before I could blink, Ngo had limped outside and Phan was coming toward me, still engaged in his SpongeBob screen, the mongoloid smile on his lips.

“Did you make it to the Goo Lagoon?” I asked.

“No, Captain,” Phan said. “But I got the Bubble Blower twice.”

Behind him, one of the uniformed officers came into the room, scowling to see the department half-caste in charge.

I sighed, realizing full well there was no way the next few moments would be calming to my inner peace.

“Captain,” the man said, “can we take the body away or will you be using it to stuff spring rolls in the Chinese Quarter? I hear you chinks like human flesh even better than puppies.”

Phan couldn’t help himself. He laughed as if he’d reached Bikini Bottom unassisted.

The prejudices were never-ending. Often, I felt the Vietnamese suffered from an inferiority complex that caused them to respect, fear, and hate the Chinese all at the same time. Starting with the Ming Dynasty, their Northern neighbors had dominated every aspect of Vietnam’s government, society, and commerce for over five hundred years. The scars had not healed, and it seemed many of my countrymen thought the next invasion would happen any day. And I was possibly the reincarnation of Mao, sent to eat their children.
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