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1

Saigon Dolls




  
  “For a male, you come to Bui Vien Street as a boy, and you leave as a man!” Bich says, her come-hither brown eyes twinkling. “For a female, you come work in Bui Vien Street as a girl, but you leave as a single mother!” She chortles, lifts her shot glass and sips her lady’s drink. Tall but with a curvy figure that tempts men to fondle her everywhere, she has angular facial features and long hair frames her face, with disobedient curls at the sides. A floral spaghetti-strap top hugs her body and a mini skirt shows her killer butt and slender legs to advantage. 

  I lift my beer mug and empty it in one hard swallow. “Look at that beautiful sunset.” I clink the frosted mug back on the metal table.

  Bich and I are sitting on the sidewalk of Thien Dung Bar (not its real name) at Bui Vien Street, Saigon. Loud music is running riot inside the bar; thus, I chose to sit on the sidewalk with Bich so we can talk. A bright fiery orb is dipping below the seam of the cityscape, and rays of light are splashing a warm sensation on my face.  

  Bich tosses a gaze at the skyline and back to me. “I don’t like sunsets.” She crosses her long legs at the knees and tugs the hem of her red mini skirt down.

  I fuse my gaze with hers. “Why?”

  Her eyes dilate bigger as if revealing a secret. “A sunset reminds me of a painful experience.”

  “Can you tell me your life story?” I point at her shot glass. “Another lady’s drink for you? I’ll also give you a big tip afterward for sharing your story.” 

  “Deal!” A grin plucks at her cherry-red lips and she spools me back in time …

   

  
    Five years ago … Phu Chanh village, 20 miles northwest of Saigon 
  

  Birds flying home are silhouetted against the glow of the crimson sun as its rays melt on the fronds of the banana plants of a plantation.  As Bich cycles on a dirt track to her home, she gazes at the sunset which soothes her mind. Outside the front porch of her wooden home, her father and the landlord of their house are sitting on a wooden bench.  Bich brakes the bicycle, allowing it to roll on its own momentum to a stop. 

  “Bich!” Cha [Papa] jackknifes to his feet. “You’re home at the right time.” He casts his gaze at a fortyish man with a receding hairline sitting on the bench beside him. “Mr Ly is here to collect his rent – he’s been waiting for a long time.” 

  Bich gets off his bicycle and props it on its side stand. “But I gave you the rental money two weeks ago, didn’t I?”  Her gut cramps.

  Twenty-two-year-old Bich works as a clerk in a small noodle factory, four kilometres from her home. Her mother died when she was seven and her father and elder brother grow bananas, sell the fruits in the market and also produce banana chips. She has two younger school-going sisters whom she supports.   

  Cha scratches the back of his head. “Well, it’s like this, Bich.” He clears his throat.  “I went to Tran’s coffee shop, had a couple of beers with friends and we played gin rummy and err … luck was not with me – I lost everything.”

  “What!” Bich’s jaw drops.  

  Ly rises from the bench. “Your father owes me two months’ rent. They’re past due. I want payment now! Or I’ll come with the authorities to evict your family tomorrow!”    

  Bich tosses a shocked glance at Cha.  “Two months rental?” Her heart thunders in her chest. “Cha, you gambled away two month’s rental money?”   

  “Bich, please settle this problem.” Cha turns and walks into the house. “I have work to do in the kitchen.” He casts a backward glance at Bich. “I’ve a new order for thirty packets of banana chips.” 

  Bich swallows the bitter taste in her mouth, throws a lingering stare at his father and then focuses her attention to the landlord. “Mr Ly, please wait here.”  

  She takes a few steps forward, kicks off her canvas shoes at the threshold of the doorway and enters her house.  From her dresser drawer in her room, she takes out some money notes and counts them.   

  In the front porch, Bich hands over the money to Mr Ly.  “This is payment for one month. I’ll pay you the balance end of the month.”

  Mr Ly waves his gnarled hand. “No! I’ll not accept part payment.” He releases an exhale of frustration. “I’ve been patient with your father’s late payments for a long time. My patience has run out! And I haven’t charged him interest.”

  “Please! Have pity on us!” Bich’s eyes plead for sympathy. “We’re poor!”

  “Compulsive gamblers don’t deserve any pity! I’ve bills to settle myself too!”

  A weary sigh parts from Bich’s lips. “Take this as payment for one month’s rental.” She takes Mr Ly’s hand and presses the money notes in it. “Come, follow me.”   

  “Where are we going?”

  “Just follow me if you want payment for the balance.”

  Bich walks from the house with Mr Ly in tow along the dirt track, lined with banana plants on both sides. After a hundred metres, she turns left and saunters to a spot further ahead where clumps of bushes grow. Scanning the environs, she tramps to the back of a bush, stands and turns to face Mr Ly, his face puzzled.

  “I will give you payment here.” Bich sucks an inhale to fortify herself and unbuttons her dress shirt to reveal full creamy breasts under a ratty bra.  “You can fuck me as payment!” She unbuckles her pants, pulls down the zipper and steps out of them.  

  “Huh?” Mr Ly’s grayish eyes bug in their sockets. “Wow!” He licks his lips. “This is a godsend!”  He starts to unbutton his shirt. “I happily accept your payment!” Shadows dapple his pale scrawny chest as he hurls his shirt on top of a bush.  

  Bich spreads her clothes on the grassy ground behind the bushes and lies down, her heart stuttering in her chest, disgust thickening the walls of her throat. 

  Ten minutes pass.

  “Aaarrrrgh!” Mr Ly rolls away from Bich and jumps to his feet, his testicles swinging from side to side.

  “What’s the matter?” Bich gets up to a sitting position.

  “Tssssk!” Mr Ly looks down, scratches his scrotum and pulls away a big red ant. “Ants have bitten my scrotum!” He squeezes the ant dead with his thumb and forefinger and flings it away. “Ouch!” He grabs another ant and kills it in the same manner.

  Bich gets up, brushes her butt with both hands and starts to put on her clothes. “My debt is settled.”

   

  
    Saigon, 2017
  

  Bich steps out of the shiny lift, walks down the corridor and spots the acrylic sign “Ban Flower Films” on one wall beside a frosted-glass door.  She pushes the door inward, enters and finds herself facing a woman, probably early thirties, sitting at an acrylic curved reception desk. 

  “I’m looking for Mr Vo.”

  “Is it regarding the walk-in interview for an actress?”

  “Yes, it is.”

  After having resigned from the noodle factory in her village, Bich arrived in Saigon a week ago to seek a better job, rented a room in the suburb but hasn’t been successful so far. Yesterday, she spotted a vacancy in a newspaper for an actress.

  The receptionist picks up a telephone receiver and says, “Mr Vo, another interviewee is here.”  She replaces the receiver in the cradle and thrusts her chin in the direction of a wooden door. “You may enter.”

  Bich raps on the door and enters the office room. “Good morning, sir.”

  Sitting behind an expensive-looking desk, a beefy man with greased-back hair and thick lips – probably in his early forties – thrusts an open palm at the visitor chair in front of him. “I’m Mr Vo – please sit down.” He pulls out a drawer, takes out a sheet of paper and slips it in front of Bich. “Please fill in this form.”

  When Bich has filled in the form, she slides it across the desk to him.  Mr Vo looks down at the form and, moments later, clucks his tongue. “I see… no acting experience.” He leans back in his swivel chair, places his elbows on the arm rests and steeples his hands. “Now, let me explain the actress’ role in the movie. Strictly speaking, we’re looking for a body model.”

  “Oh, what’s that?”

  “The film we’ll be producing is a love drama. The story revolves around an over-sexed woman and the movie has several sex scenes. The famous Miss Ngoc Suong [name changed] – I’m sure you’ve heard of her – will be the star. Her acting skill is awesome but, unfortunately, she won’t do any sex scenes.”

  “Are sex scenes allowed in movies?”

  Mr Vo leans forward and rests his big hairy arms on the desk. “Let me update you on the latest developments in our film industry.” He throws a cursory gaze at Bich’s décolletage peeking out of her V-neckline. “Our new film rating system allows adult content in movies.” He harrumphs. “We’ve more or less adopted Singapore’s rating system. P is for general audiences, C13 for viewers aged 13 and up, C16 for viewers aged 16 and older and C18 for viewers aged 18 onward. Full frontal nudity and simulated sex scenes are allowed – briefly, of course – but they must be relevant to the storyline.”

  “I see.”  Bich shifts in her seat. “So, what’s the storyline of this movie you’re producing?”

  “A young housewife’s husband meets with an accident. He is paralyzed and becomes impotent but she can’t control her sexual desire. So, she has one affair after another, even casual sex with the newspaper delivery man, the postman and the plumber.”  He blinks a few times. “Now, being a famous actress, Miss Ngoc Suong won’t do those sex scenes. That’s where the body model comes in, replace her during those hot scenes. The audience will see a nude body but won’t know it’s not her.”

  “Yes, I understand – the body model is like a stuntman.”

  “Smart girl.”

  “How much is the pay? And how many scenes?”

  “Before we come to that, I want to be straight forward – when can you spend a night with me?”

  “Huh?” Bich’s jaw goes slack. “What do you mean?” 

  Mr Vo chortles, revealing teeth that look like they belong to a piranha. “Because you’ve no acting experience, you must be fucked in real life before you’re fucked in reel life!”  He brandishes a finger in Bich’s face. “In that way, your acting will be better!” A lecherous grin twists his lips and his tone of voice turns serious.  “Every girl who signs a contract with me gives me something in return.”

  “So, if you sign a contract with a man, he becomes your cocksucker?”

  “Whoa!” Mr Vo mocks a shocked look, spanning his eyes wider. “I like a girl who’s vulgar! She’s usually hot in bed!” He grins to expose his piranha-like teeth again.

   

  “Sex can pay a debt; sex can land you a movie contract. That’s why I became a bargirl.”  Bich pushes her lips into a thin line. “Use sex to earn big money.” She adjusts the spaghetti strap of her tight top.

  I grab a fistful of salted nuts from a platter in front of me. “Any unforgettable customers you’ve met so far?” I pop them into my mouth and start to chew.

  “Yes.” Bich runs her hands through her long hair. “At that time, I was working as a hostess in a nightclub.” She bunches it at the back of her head, releases it and hikes her chin. “Can I get one more lady’s drink?”

  “Sure!” I thrust an arm in the direction of a passing waitress and raise one finger.

   

  
    A few years ago …
  

  Mummy Nhung hikes along the corridor from the back of Crazy Horse Nightclub (not its real name) to the front lounge with five hostesses following behind. Togged up in miniskirts, they patter in stilettos on the marble floor, their hips swaying from side to side. Mummy Nhung, togged up in a pantsuit, crosses the hall between low tables to stop at a booth with a man sitting alone. Sentimental music from speakers soothes the soul, setting the mood for an evening of romance. 

  “Good evening, sir.” Mummy grins like an enchanted ape. “First time here?”

  Located in District 1, Crazy Horse Nightclub comprises a lounge with a dance floor, a bar counter and a live band on the ground floor, an open karaoke hall on the first floor and private karaoke rooms on the second floor.

  Togged up in a plaid shirt with sleeves rolled up, the Vietnamese man looks up from the menu he’s holding in his hands. “Oh, bonsoir, Mummy.”  He puts the menu on his lap. “Yes, this is my first time here.” Probably in his early thirties, he has a handsome-looking face but a weak chin and big ears.  

  “Let me introduce my hostesses to you.” Mummy moves to the side of the coffee table, turns and directs an open palm at one girl clad in a black bustier top. “From left to right, Cathy – in black and red; next is Thu, only nineteen years old; Bich, the third girl, just started work two months ago; France, from Hanoi, loves dancing; and the last girl is Vinh.” 

  The man scans the faces of the girls and the corners of his lips upturn in a half-smile. “Bich.” 

  Long hair tied in a ponytail, Bich moves to sit on the settee beside the man and Mummy goes away with the other lassies. 

  Bich turns slightly to face the man who has straight hair parted on one side. “Thank you for choosing me.”

  “Hello, I’m Charlie, Charlie Chiem.” 

  Charlie takes the menu from his lap, thrusts it sideways and points to three separate spots. Bich snaps her fingers at a waiter who comes to take their order. “I repeat, sir,” he says, looking at his notebook. “Plum sour whisky, mussels with Parmesan cheese, garlic bread, lady’s drink, salted nuts.”  He goes away. 

  Tossing the menu on the coffee table, Charlie slides closer to Bich, his knee touching hers. “Who’s your hair stylist?”

  “Huh?” Bich’s strawberry-red lips part in surprise. “Why’re you suddenly talking about hair?”  

  “The straight pony tail is a classic but because you’ve a long face, other hairstyles are preferable.”  Charlie lifts her chin with one gentle hand. “You may want to consider full-length side bangs.” He makes up and down motions with both hands at both sides of her face. “The bangs will give volume to your face.” He cocks his head. “An alternative is a puffed hairstyle.” He hovers a claw-like hand over his own head. “Clip the puffed hair at the crown of the head, leave the rest free.”  

  “Are you a hairdresser?”

  “Yes,” says Charlie, nodding. “I was trained in Paris.”  He lifts both hands in front of him. “I’ve insured my hands for five billion Dong!” 

  “Wow!” Admiration fills Bich’s curly-lashed eyes. “Where’s your salon?”

  “I don’t own a salon.” Charlie rests a hand on Bich’s lap. “I provide in-call services.  In that way, I do away with overheads.” He slides his hand up and down her lap. “My clients phone me and tell me what they want. Cut, dye, perm, bleach, straightening? I’ll go to their homes with my equipment and products.”

  “Business must be good. Otherwise, how can you afford to come to a nightclub?”

  “Many of my clients are female socialites of the city.” 

  Bick jerks upright as a waiter approaches the table.  “Ah, our drinks are here.” She flings a gaze at four musicians taking their positions on a stage. “Our band plays jive music and rock-and-roll. You enjoy dancing?”

  “I like the horizontal tango!”

  Bich releases a little-girl giggle. “I know what you mean.”

  A bow-tied waiter sets two glasses on the coffee table and strides away. 

  Charlie lifts his tumbler glass. “Why don’t you let me be your hairdresser?” He takes a long sip through the straw and puts the glass down. 

  “I already have a hairstylist.”

  “Try me.”  Charlie raises his brows. “First haircut is free.” He lifts Bich’s lady’s drink and brings it in the direction of her lips. 

  Lips upturned in a half-smile, Bich turns her face away. “Thanks.” She takes the glass from Charlie’s hand. “I’m renting a small room, not convenient.” She takes a swallow, continues to hold the shot glass and rests it on her lap. 

  “Why not come to my condo? I’m a bachelor so I live alone.” Charlie flicks a gaze at the band as it starts to play a song and then back to Bich. “In fact, I’ve a few regular clients who come to my place for their haircut.”

   

  The door of the condo unit swings open to reveal Charlie standing in the doorway, wearing a sunny smile and a pair of beige slim-fit pants paired with a chocolate-brown t-shirt. “Welcome!” He swings his gaze at her feet. “You can come in with your shoes.”  He points to a wooden shoe rack a few feet away from the doorway. 

  Bich steps inside, lifts one foot and removes one sling-back pump. She repeats the process, takes both shoes and deposits them on the rack. Charlie closes the door, places a hand on the small of her back to steer her towards a leather tub chair. He settles down on another tub chair beside her. “Can I get you a drink?”

  “No thanks.”  

  Her gaze sweeping the living room, Bich spots a framed photograph standing on the TV cupboard. It shows Charlie and a bulky woman with the Sydney Opera House in the background. “Who’s that woman in that photo?”

  “That’s my mother Mandy.”

  “Your father?”

  “Oh, he died when I was young.” Charlie takes out a glossy magazine from the bottom shelf of the low table. “Look at these hairstyles in this magazine. They’re the latest in Paris!” He flips to a certain page and hands the magazine to Bich. “Which one do you want?’

   

  The taxi stops outside Blissful Chinese Restaurant and Bich hops out. She takes long strides on kitten-heel shoes to its doorway. Bah! I’m late, no thanks to the diversion due to roadworks. She steps inside the dining hall and asks a cheongsam-clad waitress, “Charlie Chiem has booked a room. Which one?” 

  “Phoenix Room.” The waitress points to the end of the hall. “There.”

  It has been three months since Bich got to know Charlie, and they’ve become close friends after seeing each other regularly. A week ago, he invited her to his birthday dinner.   

  Bich slides open the door to the private dining room. Her eyes span wider in shock.

  A sorority of women are standing around a big table and singing, “Happy birthday! Happy birthday to you! Happy birthday to Charlie! Happy birthday to you!”

  Charlie, dressed in a white shirt and a bowtie, is looking down at a two-tiered cake with one flickering candle on top and his hand is holding a plastic knife. 

  
    Sheesh! All his friends are old women!  I wonder if he’s a gigolo.  Maybe after cutting their hair in their homes, he fucks them!   But, again, that’s only possible if they live alone.  
  

  Charlie looks up. “Bich! You’re very late!” He waves his hand. “Come, join in the fun.” He drops his hand at his side, flaps it outwards, and a few women shuffle sideways to make space for Bich.  

  Bich moves to step at Charlie’s side. “Bich, these are my regular hairdressing clients.” 

  Relief floods through Bich who nods and smiles. Maybe I’m jumping to the wrong conclusion.

   

  Mandy dips her gnarled hand into her handbag, takes out a key and opens the door.  She pushes the door inward, steps inside and kicks off her wedges shoes. A tight georgette dress encases her stocky body and it ends at her knobby knees. 

  She crosses the living room to enter the kitchen where Charlie is sitting at the dining table and popping a piece of pizza in his mouth. “How was business?” she asks, going to the fridge to take out a can of bird’s nest drink.  

  Charlie closes the lid of the pizza box and pushes it away. “Three out-calls today.” He rises and moves away from the table. “You want to freshen up?”  

  Mandy pops the tab of the can, takes a glug and releases an exhale. “Sure, I want to change into something more comfortable.”  She upends the can to finish the drink and tosses it into a waste bin in a corner. “You’ve booked a table at the restaurant?”

  Charlie walks to the living room. “I’ve secured a table where you can see the moon in the champagne.” He settles down on a tub chair, picks up his mobile phone from the coffee table and fiddles with it.  

  Mandy enters the bedroom and, three minutes later, emerges with an ostrich feather duster in one hand. A pair of black brassieres and lacy panties are hanging from the hook of the rattan cane. Eyes glinting with rage, she walks straight to Charlie. “What’s this?” She makes a face. “Filthy stuff that I wouldn’t want to touch!”

  Charlie jerks his gaze away from his mobile phone to Mandy. “Oh? This is a feather duster.”

  Mandy crimps her thick eyebrows. “I mean, what’s at the end of the feather duster?” Her voice is like the caw of a crow. 

  “Bra and panties.” Charlie meets Mandy’s gaze. “What’s that to me, anyway?”  

  “A pair of size-M panties and a B-cup bra. They’re not mine – I wear size XXL panties and D-cup bra.” Her voice brims with scorn. “You brought a woman here when I was away?”

  “A client, actually – she came for a haircut.”  Charlie’s tone of voice drips with guilt.  “Then she changed to meet her boyfriend in a dance club. Must have forgotten her undergarments.”  

   

  Motorbike-taxi rider Thuan leans against a lamp post on the sidewalk and keeps his gaze glued to the entrance of Crazy Horse Nightclub.  Two days ago, he met a rich middle-aged businesswoman who has offices in Saigon, Hue, Danang and Hanoi. For an agreed fee, she assigned him to tail her “nephew”—as she put it—named Charlie, and sent a photo of the subject to him via Zalo. Thirty minutes pass. The subject comes out with a tall hostess and they walk to a parked car further down the road. Thuan dashes to his scooter parked nearby and fishes out his mobile phone from his shirt pocket. “Miss Mandy, Charlie just took a girl out from a nightclub. I’ll call you again from their destination.”  

   

  Charlie and Bich lean against the side railing of Anh Sao Bridge in Crescent Lake Park and look down.  A curved structure, the bridge traverses a tranquil lake. From the underside of its deck along its entire span, a curtain of water is cascading down, lighted up by LED lights of kaleidoscopic colours. Charlie and Bich say nothing to each other but enjoy the romantic scene reminiscent of a rainbow. 

  After a few minutes, Charlie wraps an arm around Bich’s waist and she turns to look at him. “I’m not a perfect man, Bich,” says Charlie, “but I love you perfectly.” He pecks her on one cheek. “Let’s go for a bite in a Japanese restaurant.” He starts to steer her toward Crescent Mall. 

  “Sure.” Bich’s voice is like the whisper of an angel.

  A barrel-shaped woman crosses the width of the bridge from the other side and shouts, “Charlie! Charlie!” She stops a few feet away from the couple. “Who’s this woman?” Uplight beams from the concrete floor of the bridge illuminate the woman’s thick neck, her cherubic face and her navy-blue empire dress.

  “Huh?” Charlie almost jumps. “Why, it’s you Mandy!” He releases Bich’s waist and lets his arm drop at his side. “What’re you doing here?”

  Bich recognizes the woman from the photograph in Charlie’s apartment. “Oh? Hello! You must be Charlie’s mother, Mandy.”

  “That’s what he told you, huh?” Her tone of voice is pregnant with disgust. “I’m his sugar mummy! I own the condo he’s staying in!”  Eyes blazing with fury, she plants her hands on her hips. “Charlie, you son-of-a-bitch! I sponsored your hairdressing course in Paris! I’m also paying you an allowance! And you dare cheat on me? Pack up your things and leave tomorrow. A man like you is not worth keeping!” She diverts her attention to Bich. “Miss, this kind of man is not worth being your boyfriend, too. Forget him for your own good.” She stalks away. 

   

  ***

   

  Hunched over a writing desk in his room in Thao Cao Hotel (not its real name) in Bui Vien Street, businessman Robert Loo (a pseudonym) takes off his spectacles, rubs his eyes and puts them back.  As he continues to study the draft business agreement which he will sign with his Vietnamese joint-venture partner tomorrow, his mobile phone on the desk beeps with an incoming WeChat message. 

  He picks up his phone to read the message and his eyes bulge when he sees the profile photo of the sender.  In the portrait photo, a long-haired girl – early twenties – is smiling from an oval-shaped face, revealing white even teeth. Her deep cleavage promises lots of pleasure. In Bui Vien, you don’t have to look for sex. Sex looks for you!  He reads the message mentally, Hi there! I’m Kathy. I am auniversity student. You want me for tonight? 

  He exchanges a flurry of messages with Kathy: 

   

  
    How much? 
  

  
    USD300.
  

  
    Too expensive.
  

  
    This is a 12-hour service. I am only twenty-two years old.
  

  
    Can you come down to USD200?
  

  
    USD300. Not negotiable. What you pay is what you get.
  

  
    What will I get?
  

  
    Massage, DFK, BBBJ, CFJ and A-level  
  

   

  As Robert reads the latest message, heat scorches his cheeks and his loins pulsate with desire. Hah! I did the right thing by choosing a girl-friendly hotel. Smiling to himself, he replies: Let us do a short video call. Prove to me you are the girl in the photo.   

   

  In the living room of a fourth-floor apartment near Thao Cao Hotel, six women – a few pear-shaped, others as scrawny as fossilized corpses, all in their forties – are lounging on chairs and watching TV which is blaring Vietnamese pop music.  An overhead ceiling fan is pirouetting like the blades of a helicopter. The papasan of the vice syndicate is looking down at his mobile phone in his hands. Seated beside him is a young woman in her twenties, whose photo appears in the message that was sent to Robert earlier. Her shapely legs are propped on top of the coffee table in front of her. 

  “Shit,” curses the papasan under his breath. “This prospect is no fool.” He taps “video call” on the chat window in his mobile phone and hands it to the sex kitten beside him. “Ai Thy, another troublesome customer.”

  Holding the phone in front of her, Ai Thy smiles and says, “Robert darling, I can see your handsome face. You can see me? Now, you’re convinced I’m real?”

  “Of course!”

  “Name of your hotel?”

  “Thao Cao Hotel. Room 425.”

  “What time do you want me to come?”

  “Nine? We’ll go for dinner, then some dancing in Bojangles Club, near my hotel.”

  “Sure. Bye-bye! See you.” She hands the phone back to the papasan. 

   

  Robert looks at his reflection in the dresser mirror as he combs his hair. A thirty-something man with broad shoulders, a long face and hair like a mop top is staring at him. He splashes Calvin Klein cologne on both sides of his neck and admires himself, turning from side to side. The doorbell rings and the front of his pants bulges with an erection.  He takes long strides to the door and swings it open.

  A forty-something woman, her face resembling a warthog, her body as stocky as a gorilla’s, barges in. Up next is a lanky woman, totally flat-chested, wearing her hair like a hurrah’s nest and garbed in jeans ripped at the knees.  Before Robert can react, a burly man with penitentiary haircut and a tattoo on his neck bolts in and slams the door shut behind him.

  “Mister, which girl do you want?” The thug’s voice sounds like the bellow of an ox.  

  “Huh?” Robert’s dickie and scrotum shrivel. Shit! This is a bloody scam!

   

  
    Meanwhile, back in the vice den …  
  

  The papasan looks at the three mobile phones on the coffee table. Ai Thy is still sitting beside him, sipping coffee, her eyes glued to the TV.

  A WeChat message comes in on one phone and the papasan picks it up. He taps “video call” and passes the phone to Ai Thy.  “Another smart aleck wants to verify – a French man, Pierre.”

  Ai Thy puts down her coffee mug and takes the phone. “Hello, Pierre, can you see me? See? My photo’s real, isn’t it?”   

  Four of the old hookers – the other two now in Robert’s room – laugh uproariously at a comical scene on TV and the papasan holds a gnarled finger to his lips. “Shh …” 

   

  “Where’s Kathy!” Robert throws his hands up in frustration. “I booked her, not these two hags, err, I mean women.”

  “Kathy’s busy with another customer.” The thug’s lips curl in a smug smile. “Please choose your girl.” He plants his hands on his hips. 

  “Please leave, I don’t want them.”

  “Then you’ve to pay a cancellation fee. USD20 for each woman. They came in separate taxis from far away.”

  “What!” Eyes widened in shock, Robert waves one hand. “No way! I didn’t book them. Why should I pay?”  He points to the telephone on the writing desk. “You want me to call security?” His forced casual expression belies the anger seething in him.

  The door opens and another thug, wearing tinted blond hair and an earring, steps in. “Mister, we’ll be waiting for you in the lobby tomorrow if you don’t pay now.” He holds up a big, hairy fist. 

  Robert’s knees flutter and he yanks out his wallet. “T-Take the money and leave.”  

   

  ***

   

  Tottering along Bui Vien Street at 11:40 pm, I pass bars, nightclubs and massage centres where burly bouncers and young naughty ladies in hot pants and miniskirts are stationed at their entrances.  Along the sidewalk, intermittently, there are food carts, cigarette vendors and freelance hookers sitting atop their parked scooters.  

  Ten minutes ago, outside a massage centre, a sex kitten – early twenties in age and wearing a spaghetti-strap halter top – blocked my path and asked, “Massage, sir?” She thrust a glossy leaflet at me. “You can have happy ending!” I held up a restraining palm and shook my head. “No thanks, I just want to walk.”  

  And fifteen minutes earlier, a scrawny street vendor – a harmless-looking salt-and-pepper-haired Pops – with a two-tiered wooden tray hanging by a cord from his neck accosted me. “Mister, you want SIM card?” he asked, his voice like an old rooster’s. “What about cigarettes?”

  When I waved my hand, he continued, “You want marijuana? Cocaine also I have.”

  My jaw dropped. I sidestepped him and continued my stroll. 

  Ahead of me, four or five hostesses are sitting at tables outside a bar. As I am approaching it, a long-haired lassie and her companion – a middle-aged foreigner – harpoon my attention because a two-foot-high hookah pipe is set on their table. The bargirl takes the mouthpiece of the hose and takes an inhale. Then she leans sideways to her companion and – great balls of fire! – kisses him to transfer the smoke to him!  The foreigner’s chest expands and, seconds later, he blows the smoke out which floats heavenward.   

  A short distance ahead, thumps from a bass drum and twangs from a guitar gush from the entrance of a club. Just inside the entrance, a bouncer is pointing his finger at a Westerner and shouting, “Get out! Don’t come here again!”  The middle-aged Westerner takes long strides out of the entrance, his eyes narrowed, his forehead etched in furrows. In the sidewalk, a crack in the pavement catches his heel and he stumbles, falling flat on his face. Two passers-by laugh and walk past him, and a few others throw lingering glances at him.

  I take two strides to the stranger, shove my hands under his armpits and help him to a sitting position. “Are you okay?” I squat next to him.

  Togged up in a t-shirt and khaki pants, the man has a square face, a broad jaw and freckle-covered cheeks.  He feels his right cheek. “Tssssk … It’s bound to get swollen and bruised.” He mauls a hand through his short brown hair.  

  We get to our feet and he stretches one arm to rest a hand on my shoulder. “Damn! I need to sit down for a while, slightly dizzy.”

  I point to a restaurant a few doors away with tables spilled on the sidewalk. “Come, let’s grab a drink in there.” I extend my hand. “I’m Jackson – the beer’s on me.”

  The man pumps my hand. “Nice to meet you. My name’s Ethan (name changed).” 

  Minutes later, sitting at a small wooden table, I pop my can of Dai Viet Black and take a glug. “What happened inside the club?” My eyes flare wider as a light caramel aroma feathers the back of my nostrils. “You couldn’t pay the bill?”

  Ethan shakes his head. “Nothing of that sort. I was walking on air and fell down to earth with a thud.” He tugs away the tab of his beer can and fills his stein with beer. 

  Thus begins Ethan’s story …

   

  Forty-year-old New Zealander, Ethan – an expat English-language teacher – steps inside Madeleine Club and the mamasan sashays on black ballerina flats towards him from the back of the hall, weaving between circular bar tables.    

  “Ah … good to see you again, Ethan.”  Mummy’s cherry-red lips tilt upward in a welcome smile. “So, tonight which girl do you want to book? Or you want to see a lineup?” 

  Ethan locks gazes with Mummy. “Who else? Tuyet!” He crosses his arms at his chest. 

  “Tuyet again?” Mummy’s perfectly drawn thin brows inch up.

  “Her killer body is my religion! Fucking her is my lithurgy!” Ethan chortles, revealing two prominent pearl-white canines. “I’m in love with her!”

  “Hallelujah!” Mummy nods and thrusts an open palm to the brown, battered sofa in the nearest booth. “Make yourself comfortable – she’s engaged with a client at another table.  I’ll try to disengage her.” 

   

  Tuyet clicks her fluted champagne glass with Ethan’s. “Cheers!” she purrs, her brown eyes as inviting as melted chocolate.

  “Cheers!” Ethan’s voice brims with happiness. 

  They entwine their right arms and take a sip each from their respective glasses.

  Tuyet disentangles her arm and puts her champagne glass on the coffee table.  “Teacher darling,” she asks, placing a hand on Ethan’s lap, “which new word will you teach me tonight?” 

  Ethan pulls a ball pen from his shirt pocket, unfolds the paper napkin on the table and writes P N E I S. “Can you re-arrange this word so it becomes the anatomy of the human body?” 

  Tuyet leans forward to read the words, the plunging neckline of her top exposing a deep cleavage.  “Anatomy? What’s that?”

  “A certain part of the human body.”  A grin sprouts on Ethan’s thin lips. “It’s most useful when erect.” Eyes twinkling like those of a naughty boy’s, he reaches out to pat her cheek with a gnarled hand. “I’ll give you a tip of three hundred thousand Dong if you get it right. If you’re wrong, you give me fifty discount on barfine!”

  “It’s easy!” yells Tuyet. “Penis!”

  “Wrong! It’s s-p-i-n-e!” Ethan purses his lips. “So, do I get my discount?”

  “Aw, darling, you know Mummy won’t allow me to do that.” She slaps him playfully on the chest. “But tonight, I’ll give my ultimate best in performance!”

   

  “Aaarrrrrgh,” Tuyet gasps. “There’s a dull pain in my chest.” She pushes Ethan away who rolls over to her side, and the bed they’re lying on stops rattling.

  In a state of nature, Ethan sits up on the bed.  “Could be heartburn.” He looks down at her, her big breasts rising and falling along with the heaving of her chest. “Do you suffer from gastric?”

  “No, it’s not gastric.” Tuyet squints her eyes. “My goodness, my vision’s blurring. I also feel dizzy.” She presses a thumb and forefinger to her temples.  “Dammit! I shouldn’t have taken the Ecstasy pill earlier.”

  “What! You took Ecstasy?”  Ethan gets down from the bed. “Come on, you’ve to get it out of your system.” He pulls Tuyet by her wrists and she clambers down from the bed. “Do you want to go to a hospital?”

  “No! No!”

  Ethan drapes one of Tuyet’s arms over his shoulder and wraps one hand around her waist. Together they shuffle towards the toilet bowl in the bathroom. Tuyet sinks to the floor on her butt and hangs her head over the toilet bowl. Ethan sticks his forefinger into her throat and tickles it. Tuyet retches and vomits copious amount of foul-smelling liquid and some bits of food. Ethan scrunches his nose. 

  When she has nothing more to throw up, she rinses her mouth at the sink, and Ethan helps her back to the bed. He puts on his clothes, takes out his mobile phone for his trouser side pocket and taps its screen. “Hmmm … It says here the victim should take activated charcoal to neutralize the drug,” he utters to Tuyet. “I know a twenty-four-hour doctor’s clinic nearby.” He holds Tuyet’s hand. “I’ll get the charcoal from there – tell the doctor that I’m having diarrhoea.” He releases her hand. “Won’t take long, traffic’s light at this hour.” 

   

  Tuyet opens her handbag, takes out a key and opens the wooden door of her apartment. She swings the door inward and tosses a gaze over her shoulder. “Ethan, thanks for sending me home.” She steps inside the doorway. “Come in for a cup of coffee, will you?” She presses her back against the door.

  Ethan slips off his leather brogues, enters the doorway and steps inside a living room. Hmmm … it’s decently furnished. Tuyet kicks off her stilettos and closes the door. 

  “Tuyet! Tuyet! La ban phai khong?” A voice which sounds like an old bear’s growl comes from a room adjacent to the living room.  

  Tuyet takes a few paces to toss her handbag on a settee. “Ethan, please excuse me for a while.” She points to an armchair across the settee. “Please sit down.” She takes long strides to the room where the door has been left open and enters.

  Tuyet’s voice and that of the man’s conversing in Vietnamese language come from the room.   

  Curious, Ethan moves closer to the doorway of the room and looks inside. A silver-haired man is lying on a bed and Tuyet, sitting on a chair, is talking with him. A wheel-chair is stationed at the foot of the bed. Ethan steps away from the doorway and plonks down on an armchair. 

  Moments later, Tuyet appears from the room and asks Ethan, “You want Chestbrew or Trung Nguyen? With or without milk?”

  “Chestbrew brand is fine with me.” Ethan crosses his legs at the knees. “No milk, please.” He leans back in the armchair and scans his surroundings. 

  Tuyet crosses the living room to enter the kitchen at the back. A minute later, she brings a mug of steaming coffee and puts it in front of Ethan with a clunk on the glass-topped table.  “You don’t have any class today?” she asks.  

  “Who’s that in the room?”

  Tuyet moves to sit on the settee opposite Ethan. “My husband – he’s bed-ridden.”

  “What!” Ethan sparse eyebrows shoot up. “You never told me you’re married!”

  “Now I have.”  Her matter-of-fact tone of voice sends a jolt to the pit of Ethan’s stomach. “Is that important?”  She holds Ethan’s gaze for a moment. “Now you’re getting to know me better.”

  “Err, you’re not kidding when you say he’s your husband?” Sweet suffering saints!He’s probably in his seventies!  “I mean he’s old enough to be your grandfather.”

  “What do you mean?” Brows crimped in apparent annoyance, Tuyet reaches for her handbag, puts it on her lap and opens it. “That I’m lying?” She fishes out her mobile phone from her handbag. “Let me show you my parents.” She runs a finger across the screen of the phone, scoots forward and thrusts it in Ethan’s face. “See? This is a photo of me and my parents.” She pauses. “The girl on my right is my older sister, now working in Vung Tau.” 

  Ethan cranes his neck to look at the image on the Tuyet’s phone. “But, err … how did you get to know him? Your husband, I mean.”

  “Five or six years ago, my father took a loan from him to start a business.” Tuyet retracts her arm. “He offered me as collateral for the loan.” She switches off the phone. “My father’s business failed, and I had no choice but to marry him.” She returns the phone to her handbag. “Two years ago, my husband suffered a stroke.”    

  Ethan lifts his mug. “Any kids?” He takes a slurp and puts the mug down.  

  “No, he was impotent when I married him.” Tuyet looks away from Ethan and releases an exhale. “Actually, I’m hoping he dies soon so I can inherit this apartment and whatever else he has and re-marry. You know, leave the nightclub industry and start a family.”

  “I see.”  Aha! This is a golden opportunity to marry a soon-to-be widow half myage! “Tuyet, I’d like you to know me better, too. So, I’d like to invite you to dinner in my studio apartment.” Ethan’s eyes soften, his gaze as gentle as a caress. “I live alone as I’m a widower. Just tell me what you want to eat and I’ll cook.”

  “Oh, darling, I’d love to have dinner at your place.” A smile pulls at Tuyet’s lips.

   

  
    Three months later …
  

  Tuyet flicks her gaze away from the glittery cityscape lights and orange-hued roads below to Ethan, sitting across her. “Darling, I’ve something to ask you.”

  “Yes, dear?” Ethan reaches out to hold Tuyet’s hand resting on the table between them and leans forward to take a sip of his cocktail from a straw.

  Tuyet and Ethan are in Eon Heli Bar on the 52th floor of Bitexco Financial Tower. Fifteen minutes ago, they were in the Saigon Skydeck on the 49th floor, admiring the panoramic views of the city. 

  Tuyet pulls her hand away from Ethan’s grasp. “There’s a business for sale.” She unclasps her handbag with both hands and takes out a folded piece of news clipping. “Please read this advertisement.” She hands over the piece of paper to Ethan.

  Ethan holds the paper in one hand and reads it, “Restaurant in district three for takeover. Lock, stock and barrel. Owner retiring.”

  Tuyet cocks her head. “I’ve called up to enquire the asking price. I’ve only enough money for one third of the price. Can you give me a loan of one hundred and sixty million Dong? I can get a bank loan for the balance.” Her brown eyes twinkle with anticipation. “This is an opportunity for me to start a new life.”

  “Tuyet, we’ve been seeing each other for several months – and I love you.” Ethan takes in a deep swallow of air.  “Will you marry me when your husband dies?”

  “Of course, darling.” Tuyet holds Ethan’s hands, interlocking her fingers with his and her lips curve into a beautiful smile. “Later, I’ll bring you to meet my parents in my home village.” 

   

  Ethan jabs the doorbell of Tuyet’s apartment. Bah! After giving her a cheque for the restaurant, she disappeared from Madeleine Club without telling me. At least, Iknow where she stays. Several seconds pass. Ethan jabs the doorbell again and taps one foot impatiently.

  The wooden door opens inward to reveal a man, probably early thirties, in the doorway. “Yes? What do you want?” His cheeks are sharp and angled, and his jeans ride low on his hips, unbuttoned to reveal a muscular belly.

  “I’m looking for Tuyet.”

  “She’s gone back to her home village.”

  “Who are you?’

  “I’m her husband.”

  “What!” Ethan’s jaw drops. “I’ve come here many times but I’ve never seen you before.” His voice sounds strangled.  

  “I was working in Singapore.”  

  “Jesus Christ!” Emotion jerks in Ethan’s throat. “Then, who’s the bed-ridden old man?”

  “That’s my father.”

  “He’s Tuyet’s father-in-law?”

  “Are you stupid?” The man raises his voice a decibel. “Of course, my father’s Tuyet’s father-in-law!” Eyes shooting a hostile glare, he takes an inhale and releases it. “Now, what do you want?”

  “I gave Tuyet a loan, and she has resigned from the nightclub.”  

  “So? That has nothing to do with me!” He slams the door in Ethan’s face.

   

  
    Back to the present …
  

  “I continued to go to Madeleine Club and deliberately got friendly with another hostess.” Ethan bites his lower lip. “I promised her a big tip if she could find out the whereabouts of Tuyet. A few weeks later, she told me that Tuyet’s now working in Foxy Lady.” The muscle in his cheek quivers. “That’s where I was thrown out just now. When I confronted her, she uttered something in Vietnamese language to the bouncers and they forced me to leave.”  He mauls his face with one hand and shakes his head. “Never get involved with a bargirl – it’s like playing with fire.” 

   

  ***

   

  Inside a karaoke room in Silk Panty KTV (name changed) in Saigon’s Chinatown in District 5, middle-aged Kim-Seng (a pseudonym) of Kuala Lumpur and his hostess Ava, twenty-something in age, have finished belting out a Mandarin song in duet.  

  Kim-Seng tosses the mike on the empty seat beside him. “Ask for my bill, please.”

  “Leaving soon?” Ava leans forward and presses the wireless service ball on the coffee table. “Come on, barfine me out.” She shoots a coquettish gaze at his small and lustreless eyes.

  Kim-Seng runs a hand through his tousled of tumbleweed-like black hair. “I can’t – I boom-boomed too many times this afternoon.” He lifts his mug of beer, upends it and slams it down on the coffee table.   

  “Mummy sells Viagra and Kamagra, a cheaper version of Viagra.” Ava gives Kim-Seng a sideways glance. “You want? I can call her.” 

  “Sheesh! It’s dangerous to overdose!” Kim-Seng jerks upright.  “I just two consumed two tablets today.”

  “Hmmm, then there’re other alternatives. They’re perfectly safe to consume in huge amounts.”

  “What’s that?”

  “Hot vit lon! It’s duck embryo. Quack! Quack!” Ava chortles. “It’s an aphrodisiac and also considered a delicacy! Of course, there’s also the famous snake wine.” She runs a hand down the length of his thigh. “Come, book me out for twelve hours and I’ll give four additional hours free!” Her hand stops at his groin and squeezes it. “I can take you sightseeing.”

   

  Holding Kim-Seng by the hand, Ava steps inside a liquor store and walks straight to the counter, her heels clicking on the marble floor. 

  “Yes?” asks a young salesgirl. “Can I help you, Miss?”

  “A bottle of snake wine for my boyfriend, please.” Ava releases Kim-Seng’s hand. “Sit down, darling.” 

  The salesgirl studies Kim-Seng for a moment. “Oh … at his age, he needs a combo.” She turns to a cupboard behind her and opens a glass door. “We’ve three brands.” She whisks out a bottle. “This brand is the best quality.” She gently places the bottle on the glass counter.

  Kim-Seng gasps in horror. “Holy smoke! Looks disgusting!” Inside the bottle is a cobra with a scorpion in its mouth.  He scrunches his face. “Miss, you sure it’s safe?”

  “Of course!” The salesgirl’s red lips upturn in a knowing grin. “The more poisonous the wine, the more potent it is.”

  “Get a big bottle, darling!” Ava nudges Kim-Seng with an elbow. “I can cowgirl you till I drop from exhaustion!”

  The salesgirl lifts her dainty hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle.

   

  Sitting on a plastic stool at a square table in an alley, Kim-Seng wipes sweat off his sloping forehead with a handkerchief and flaps his shirt-front to cool himself. Unbothered by the balmy air, Ava raises one hand to catch the attention of the hawker’s assistant, a stocky woman in frumpy clothes. 

  When she comes over, Ava says, “Hot vit lon!” She raises four fingers. “Bon! Kinhtrong, Saxi.”

  A minute later, the same waitress returns with a metal battered tray in both hands. From the tray, she transfers four duck eggs set in small egg-cups, a bowl of rau ram leaves, a bowl of chili sauce, an empty plastic glass and a glass of Sarsi to the table. 

  Ava cracks the shell of a duck egg with a metal spoon and peels away the broken fragments until half the shell remains. Revealed is a small duckling’s head and its curled body wrapped with yellowish yoke.  She repeats the process with the other three eggs, spoons a dash of chili sauce to every embryo and pushes them to Kim-Seng. “Eat, darling!” A grin crinkles her face. “Pop a few coriander leaves into your mouth to mask the gamey taste.”  

  Kim-Seng lifts up an egg and bites off a piece of the embryo. Wincing, he picks up a fistful of coriander leaves and tosses them into his mouth. He casts his gaze at the stars above as he chews. Ava opens her tote bag, takes out the bottle of snake-and-scorpion wine and unscrews the cap. “Sheesh! I forgot to ask for ice cubes.” She snaps her fingers at the hawker’s assistant and hollers, “Nuoc da!” 

  When the ice cubes arrive, Ava transfers them to the plastic glass with a pair of tongs. Then she pours snake-and-scorpion wine into it until it is full to the brim.   

   

  A full bladder wakes Kim-Seng. He opens his eyes and stretches his arms upward. Clad in a red lingerie dress, Ava is lying beside him, her eyes still closed, her hair cascading over her bare shoulders. They are lying on a mattress on the carpeted floor, which was transferred from the wooden bed. The previous night, the hot vitlon and whisky worked wonders and the continual impact on the mattress – akin to the force of a pile-driver machine – broke two wooden slats of the bed frame. 

  Kim-Seng manoeuvres to a sitting position, blinks a few times and gets to his feet. As he shuffles to the bathroom, he pulls his pyjama trousers down to his knees and kicks them off. He unbuttons his pyjama shirt, takes it off and tosses it on his former spot on the mattress. In the bathroom, he pees and takes a hot shower. While he is brushing his teeth at the sink, he looks at himself in the mirror. A chill shoots down his spine. Huh? What’s this red rash on my chest? Kim-Seng barges out of the bathroom, moves to the mattress and gets down on one knee, “Ava!” He shakes Ava on the shoulder who opens her eyes. “You’ve given me venereal disease!” Shit! I’m flying back tomorrow! How am I going to face my wife? “Look at my body! Looks like an STD rash!” 

  Ava lifts herself up and peers at Kim-Seng’s chest through sleepy eyes. “Calm down! I think it’s just an allergy.”  She staggers to her feet. “I’ll take you to a clinic. See what the doctor says.”

   

  I take a sip of my AK-47 cocktail and wipe my lips with my tongue. “So, was it an allergy?” I lean back in my chair, my eyes locking gazes with Ava’s, sitting across a coffee table. 

  “Of course, it was!” Ava crosses her legs at the ankles. “An allergy is a small matter, just take an anti-histamine.”

  I scratch at my neck. “Hmm …I’m feeling itchy.” I lift a fork, stab at a fern-cake on a plate in front of me and start to eat it. “My God, what’s wrong with me? I’m feeling itchy all over the body!” I put the fork down and scratch my back. 

  Ava’s hand flies to her mouth. “Oh, my goodness, you must be allergic to the snake wine!”

  “Snake wine? What do you mean?”

  “When you went to the washroom, I poured some snake wine into your drink!” Ava bends down, exposing the shallow valley of her cleavage, and takes out a bottle from a shelf under the coffee table. “See?” she says, holding the bottle high in front of her. 

  Jesus Christ! It’s half-filled with rust-coloured alcohol and contains a coiled cobra. 

  “Holy cow! You’re trying to poison me?”

  “No, darling, not poison you – I wanted to make you horny!” A little-girl giggle gushes from Ava’s strawberry-red lips. “You know, make you barfine me out!”   She holds up one palm to pacify me. “Don’t worry, there’s a doctor’s clinic nearby – I can take you there if you want to go.” 

   

  ***

   

  “Hey, bartender,” says Thomas Tsao (a pseudonym) stepping up to the bar, “give me Saigon’s official cocktail!” He hefts himself on top of a stool and rests his hands on the bar counter. 

  In his thirties, he is donned in a form-fitting shirt and a little of his long hair has fallen on his forehead. He lifts both feet shod in Oxfords to snag them on the metal foot rests of the stool.

  The middle-aged bartender, balding at the temples, scrunches his face.  “Official cocktail?”

  “Signature cocktail, to be more precise.” Thomas’ lips form a half-smile that seems to suggest that he is a man of experience. “You know, like Singapore’s Singapore Sling, Manila’s Manila Sunshine and Bangkok’s Siam Mary.”

  “Oh? I see.” The bartender blinks a few times. “I’ll churn out a Mekong Cocktail for you.”

  Thomas forms an “O” with a thumb and forefinger. “Fantastic.”

  A tall girl sidles up to Thomas. “Hello, darling,” she says, a sparkle twinkling in her big eyes. “I’m Charlotte.”  She reaches out an arm and slings it over Thomas’ shoulder. “Where’re you from?”

  Thomas gives Charlotte a sideways glance and peels her arm off his shoulder. “Taiwan.” He points to the adjacent bar stool with a palm. “Sit down, please.”

  Charlotte moves the bar stool closer to Thomas and plops her slender butt on it. “You want to boom-boom with me?”  A smile twitches on her crimson lips.

  Thomas swivels his stool to face Charlotte, his knees touching hers, his thick lips quirking at one corner. “Are you a ladyboy?” The tone of his voice is staid. 

  Charlotte releases a hollow laugh. “What makes you think I’m a ladyboy?”

  “You’re tall and big for a girl.” Thomas snaps his gaze to the bartender as the latter puts a highball glass in front of him. “Thanks.” He returns his attention to Charlotte. 

  “My grandfather was an American G.I. That’s why I’m bigger than the average Vietnamese girl.” Charlotte slips the strap of her handbag off her shoulder. “Come, I’ll take you to seventh heaven with my pornstar performance.” She places her handbag across her lap.

  “Can I see your ID?”  Thomas sips at his drink. “Let me make sure you’re a girl first.”

  Charlotte opens her handbag. “Sure, no problem.” She takes out her ID and hands it over to Thomas.

  Thomas studies Charlotte’s face for a moment and eyeballs the photo in the ID, held in his hand.  “Hmmm … that’s you in the photo.” He crimps his sparse eyebrows. “Your real name’s Trung Phuong Thuy (a pseudonym), date of birth is in numerals but the rest of the details are in Vietnamese language.”

  “See those words?” Charlotte points at a spot on her ID with her forefinger, its nail varnished shiny red. “Gioi tinh means ‘gender’ and nu means ‘female’.”  She lifts her chin, flicks her gaze up from behind curly lashes. “You’ve a smartphone? You can check on Google translate.”

  Thomas takes out his moby from his back trouser pocket and taps its screen several times.  “I see … yes, you’re right.”  He returns the ID back to her. “So, now, the magic question is how much?” 

  Charlotte slips her ID back in her handbag. “Short time or overnight?”

  “I stay upstairs, so overnight.” Thomas returns his moby back into his trouser pocket. 

  “USD three hundred.” Charlotte checks her wristwatch. “From now until eight the next morning.” 

  “Sheesh! That’s expensive! Make it two hundred and fifty.” 

  “Deal closed!” 

   

  Thomas braces his hands on the bar counter. “Bartender, a Mekong Cocktail, please.” 

  “Oh, it’s you again, sir! Sure.” The bartender clears his throat loudly, then swallows the wad of phlegm he brings up. “How was Charlotte last night?” He bends under the bar and takes out a shaker.  

  Thomas scratches the back of his head. “Huh? You know her?” He leans forward.

  The bartender grabs a bottle and pours in a dash of orange juice. “She freelances here regularly.” He replaces the bottle nearby.

  “Her blowjob was fantastic!”

  “Yup, ladyboys are good at that.”  The bartender throws in something else in the shaker.  

  “What do you mean ladyboy? I checked her ID. She’s a girl.”

  “Huh? Don’t you know the law here?” The bartender pulls out a drawer and takes out a slice of lime. “Effective 2017, our law allows transgender people to change their IDs after sex-change surgery.” He squeezes its juice in the shaker. “That means their new gender is shown on their new IDs.” He tosses the squashed lime into a bin behind the bar.  “Charlotte has been freelancing here for the past three or four years as a ladyboy.” He pours the cocktail into a highball glass. “Then, she went for surgery and got a new ID.” He plunks the highball glass in front of Thomas.

  “Sweet thunderation!” Thomas’ eyes widen in shock. “Yuks! I Frenched-kissed her!” He makes a face as if tasting something bitter and sticks out his tongue. “Pooey!”
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