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YOUNG CAPE COD PUBLIC DEFENDER and commercial fisherman Michael Decastro ventures to Saigon with his father, a Vietnam War vet, to come to the aid of his long-lost client and love-interest Tuki Aparecio.


The half-Vietnamese, half-African American diva is in a fight of her life with a mysterious dragon lady from Indochina’s underworld. At stake is an antique ruby in Tuki’s possession … and the mortal souls of everyone Decastro loves.


Ghosts that the Decastros and Tuki carry with them from Cape Cod and Southeast Asia will have their day.
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Prologue


THE TEARS ARE COMING so hard they’re choking him. So thick he’s gasping in loud sobs … as if someone’s hammering on his heart.


“Come on, Michael,” the cop says to him. “Give me the gun. You’re scaring these poor people.”


Michael Decastro—failed public defender, commercial fisherman, lost lover—hardly knows where he is. He can’t remember how he got out on this jetty in Woods Hole’s Great Harbor, can’t remember how much rum he drank at Captain Kidd’s or when he sat down in the lotus position on this granite boulder. Especially can’t remember why he’s got the Remington twelve-gauge cradled in his lap. The shotgun his father usually keeps behind his berth on the family trawler Rosa Lee.


All he knows is that it’s a dark, foggy night. Early November. Getting cold. The tide’s so high that the eight Vietnamese immigrants who have been casting for scup off the end of the jetty are now huddled together—no longer fishing. They look at him anxiously, holding their white, plastic buckets of fish or hugging their own shoulders for warmth, clucking softly in their strange, tonal language. One’s whispering into his cell phone. They are up to their calves in the water. Sitting here with his gun—halfway between shore and the light on the tip of the jetty—he has effectively trapped the Vietnamese at sea in the rising tide.


“Give me the gun, Rambo.” State Police Detective Lou Votolatto gestures for the Remington with his fingers.


“Michael, come on. Snap out of it. Get a grip,” the detective’s partner says.


Her name’s Yemanjá Colón. She has her Glock pointed at Michael’s chest. She had quit the state troopers for an investigative job with local Cape police in Slocums Harbor. But now, it seems, she’s back, partnered with Votolatto again.


“Leave me alone.” He bites his lip to quell the sobs, looks up at Colón. Sees she’s on the edge of crying, too.


Jesus. Not again.


Something starts to crumble in his chest. He turns to the Vietnamese at the end of the jetty, then back to Colón. Wants to say something to them all. “I’m sorry. I’m … really sorry.”


For a second he just stares at the fishers. Then he looks at Colón, who has lowered her weapon just a bit and is wiping tears from her cheek. Those brown eyes, those high cheekbones, the long, dark wavy hair remind him of his mother Maria. His sweet mother, dead to cancer more than two years ago. And … they reminded him, too, of the woman lost to him somewhere on the other side of the planet.


“Jesus Cristo.”


He tries not to remember what happened the last time he saw Colón a year ago, what happened at the Chatham Bars Inn one October night.


“What’s wrong with me?” He can’t stop looking into those midnight eyes.


“I think you Portagees call it saudade,” says Votolatto. He’s a crusty old state dick in a tattered, brown overcoat.


Yeah, Michael thinks. Saudade. That’s what it must be that brought me here. He pictures black nights when his father Caesar Decastro sits in the wheelhouse of the Rosa Lee chain smoking, swilling glass after glass of vinho tinto, clutching his dead wife’s silk chemise. He stares out into the gloom of a Cape Cod harbor for hours. Saudade— unbearable longing. He wonders if Puerto Ricans and Cubans like Colón have a word for it, too.


And what about the Vietnamese …? What if right now Tuki’s nights in Saigon are as black as his nights here? Does she, like him, have nightmares that a mysterious Asian woman named Wen-Ling is still stalking her, still chasing after that stolen ruby Tuki has? Does she still think of Wen-Ling as the Dragon Lady, fear her as if she were some kind of superhero villain from a 1930s comic strip? Does Tuki wrestle with a heart full of guilt, too?


Or has the one-time princess of Bangkok’s Patpong, the diva of Provincetown Follies, re-invented herself yet again? Cleaned her emotional slate so thoroughly that she’s now totally and completely a Vietnamese girl? Has she become one of those smoky sirens of Asia, of Saigon, with no regrets, no secrets she can’t forget when her head hits the pillow?


Tuki Aparecio, the one that got away. Has she finally found what she used to call the “peace that passes understanding”? She’s the bombshell who sings with the raw soul of Tina Turner. The one who still has an eleven-million-dollar, purloined ruby called the Heat of Warriors to buy her all the safety and love a girl could ever need. Maybe it’s a stone big enough to erase her vagabond past lives in Thailand and America. An eighteen-carat miracle the color of red wine. A gem so valuable, so massive, it can make her forget about Wen-Ling. Wen-Ling who will do anything, go anywhere, to get that ruby.


Is the Heart of Warriors so big it has wiped away any tenderness that Tuki once felt for him? Her lawyer, her knight in shining armor. Her lover, too. Once upon a time. The fool who has been adrift, flailing, sinking since she just plain vanished a year and a half ago.


“She’s back, isn’t she?” Colón drops on her haunches beside him, her Glock in her right hand. Her eyes still wet.


“I got an email … from her half-brother Tran.” Michael’s so drunk he has to concentrate to form words with his lips, his tongue. “In Ho Chi Minh City. She’s … in terrible trouble.”


“Tuki didn’t write you herself?”


“Tran says … she doesn’t want to involve me …”


“That little bitch! How sweet of her.”


He stares at the shotgun in his hands, its scratched wooden butt, the oiled barrel.


In little bursts of slurred words he confesses that he hasn’t been able to help himself. For months he has been searching the internet for Tuki. He found her in a picture of a band from Saigon, tracked the band to a talent agency’s web page. Found an email address. It turned out to belong to her half-brother. And Tran wrote him back … with his fears for his sister.


“You’re thinking of going to Vietnam?”


He shrugs.


“Carajo! What did I ever see in you?”


He closes his eyes, really wishes he were sober, or drunker. “I feel really awful … about everything. About Chatham Bars Inn …”


“You are … You are actually freaking going to Vietnam, aren’t you?”


“I don’t know. Maybe.”


“She’s already broken your heart. Twice.”


“You think I don’t know that?”


“Give me the shotgun, asshole.” She’s holding her service weapon like a hatchet, aimed at his head, ready to swing.


Something twists in his gut. His arms seem to have a mind of their own, as if they have better sense than his head, maybe a surer grasp on self-preservation. Slowly, they stretch out before him, offering Colón the weapon.


She grits her teeth, jerks her Glock at him. A swift little chop stopping just short of his left temple, even as she takes the shotgun. For some reason everything about her seems red.


“I’m so done with violence,” he says softly.


“You wish.”
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TUKI APARECIO can’t believe she’s going to sing this particular heart-break song again. Gladys Knight’s “Midnight Train to Georgia.” She loves it, but she hates it, too. For all the stinky plaa it dredges up in my mind, la.


And now she’s really hating it because the person requesting that she sing is the one person she hoped she would never see again. Wen-Ling. The liar, the self-proclaimed Thai secret agent, the silab. The throwing star killer. The ruby hunter. The Dragon Lady. She’s the ageless Chinese-looking ho in an expensive crimson suit who has seated herself at the end of the bar in this club. A witch with a long black ponytail trailing down her back. Tuki can almost smell her from up here on the stage … reeking of cigarettes, jasmine perfume, Johnnie Walker Black.


Just a minute ago Wen-Ling was waving several million-dong notes at Chien, the manager, who’s pouring cocktails. Probably mixing threats with her bribe as she lights up her fag.


And now Chien has come up to the stage, his eyes vacant. His little mustache trembling, his voice begging Tuki. “Just sing the song! Do it right. And do it right fucking now! Like mau. Mau len, nguoi dep … if you want any of us to walk out of this bar alive tonight.”


She knows that Wen-Ling has requested this song to torture her with memories, wants to see her sweat. And die a little, right now. On stage. In front of the tourists and the local sophisticates.


For a year and a half, Tuki has feared this moment. Another showdown with the Dragon Lady. In the back of her mind she worried that it was just a matter of time before Wen-Ling found her in Saigon and came for her. Still, she has stayed because she has family here that she needs, loves. Because maybe she would rather risk death than exile these days. For thirty-five years she was exiled from this country where she was born, and her life saw misery visited on misery. Now, Vietnam seems the safest place for her to hide, to heal her broken heart.


Her half-brother Tran, who she had only met once, two years before on her first visit to Vietnam, welcomed her to his little flat on one of the alleys off Le Thanh Ton, just a few blocks from her mother’s flat and English language bookstore. Even when, at first, her mother—guilt-ridden by having lost Tuki during the chaos of late April 1975 and the fall of Saigon—shied away from anything but a formal relationship with her, Tran embraced her as a full sister. A soul mate, he called her.


He brought her into his band, gave her the chance to fill the space in her broken heart with his three-year-old daughter, Hong Tam. Fill the space in the child’s heart, too, left by a mother who drowned swimming against a rip current at Vung Tau. Tuki became family, and little by little, her relationship with her mother has begun to warm as well. Just last week they went shopping on Dong Khoi Street for dresses … and they laughed.


But five days ago Tran received a threatening note under the door of his apartment. A sealed message addressed to Tuki from Wen-Ling, demanding that she either give up the Heart of Warriors or watch her family die. That’s why she has decided to run again, maybe to Indonesia, maybe the Philippines.


The problem is that she has no legal passport. She entered Vietnam on the Thai passport she stole from Wen-Ling back on Cape Cod. Surely, it was reported stolen long ago, flagged by immigration agencies throughout Asia. Unusable.


She has heard that the Vietnamese government won’t give people like her real passports. Because her father was an American Marine, because she’s what the Vietnamese call, when they are trying to be politically correct, con lai, mixed race or my lai, Amerasian. On the street folks are not so kind, especially to people like her whose skin is too dark to be Vietnamese, whose father was black. Her kind are called bui doi, living dust. The government here, she has heard, would rather send her to America under the Amerasian Repatriation Act than give her a passport. And she can’t go back there. She fears that there are open murder cases against her in the U.S., bad guys and cops who would like to wipe her off the face of the earth, too. And a lover—poor, sweet, wonderful Michael—whom she left without so much as a last kiss.


So until she can get a new passport on the black market, she’s stuck here, with nothing to protect her against the Dragon Lady who is smoking right now at the far corner of the horseshoe bar. Not even the little Walther pistol that Tran gave her a few days ago. She has been carrying it everywhere. Except on stage.


So … here she is. Without anything to defend herself. Doing the job she adores. The one she needs right now to make enough money to pay for a fake passport.


She’s singing with Tran’s band at Saigon, Saigon, the rooftop bar on the tenth floor of the Caravelle Hotel. Its glass walls and terrace overlook the twinkling lights of the city. Outside the steamy haze hangs over the throbbing center of what the government of Vietnam calls Ho Chi Minh City. The locals, though, still refer to it as Sai Gon for the trees that once flourished here—the mangos, the kapocks. She loves the sound of this name, Saigon, so strange and romantic.


Tonight she’s wearing a brilliant golden Vietnamese ao dai, a traditional long tunic, but without the slacks. The ao dai leaves none of her curves to the imagination … and no room to conceal a weapon. She doesn’t even have a nail file to protect her from Wen-Ling.


But that can’t be helped. Not here. Not now. So she tells the guys in the band to play “Midnight Train,” nods to Tran on the keyboards. He cocks an eyebrow, questioning, knows his half-sister avoids this song. Knows it haunts her for some reason she won’t say. But the drummer is already starting the lead-in … and here comes Tran on the piano. Three bars, the bass is in and she’s singing. Ooooooooo. El Lay …


Wen-Ling’s watching her, staring like some kind of predator sizing up prey. Sucking on her cigarette until it glows, exhaling a plume of smoke.


Tuki feels heat rising in her belly, her chest. She has this feeling that at any second the whole place is going to blow itself apart in a typhoon of hot winds, flaring sparks. Shrapnel. The spotlights flash silver, gold, red. Her voice seeps from the sound system. Low, raspy. Sultry. Straining. Singing about leaving a life. About going back to a simpler place and time. If only such a thing were possible, such a place existed …


As the spots catch her, they throw a reflection on the big plate glass window looking downtown toward the river. It’s there, in that reflection that the memories rise. She sees her mother. But not really her mother. Not Huong Mei. Not the middle-aged Saigon bookseller of today, not the wife of the communist lawyer who barely acknowledges his bui doi stepdaughter, not the fearful, quiet woman who still cannot look her daughter in the eye for more than five seconds. That woman consumed by the guilt of whoring during the American War, of having conceived her with a black man, of having left her toddler in the care of two drag queens fleeing Saigon for Thailand on a shrimp boat the night the city fell in April 1975.


It’s not this sad woman Tuki imagines now, singing and dancing in the window. It’s Misty. The girl her mother was from 1972 to 1973. The hooker, the singer. The lover of the ex-Marine, the black man, Tuki’s father, Marcus Aparecio. There in the window, Tuki can see Misty strutting the runway bar as if it were 1973 again at Marcus’s club, the Black Cat, here in central Saigon. She’s wearing a silver kimono stitched with little red dragons. Her lips glisten bright crimson. Liner accents the shape of her eyes, her black hair is pinned up in loose geisha folds. A goddess. Pure body heat. Losing herself.


Tuki feels the soul of the music, her call and response with Tran singing backup. Almost forgets the wench watching her from the bar.


But not quite. She smells the danger, feels the sweat beading in the small of her back, behind her ears, between her breasts. Feels Tran’s eyes on her, feels his worry as she sashays across the stage in her ao dai. Kissing up to the mike, showing some leg. Bringing the night down, the fire up.


Sweet Buddha, help me, la. Saigon’s burning again.
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“DAD, I REALLY NEED your help.” Michael Decastro chokes on the fear rising in his throat.

Caesar Decastro, the wiry fisherman in orange, oilskin overalls, blows out a deep lungful of smoke from his Winston and eyes his only child through the tobacco haze. The son, who people used to say reminded them of a swarthy Tom Cruise, has just burst into the wheelhouse of the Rosa Lee spouting the tale of his unfortunate encounter with the state police detectives. At the moment, the kid looks less movie idol, more washed-out vagrant or junkie, in those rumpled jeans and the quilted plaid shirt.

“This time the cops actually locked you up, Buddy Boy?”

“Look, I’m sorry… I should have gone fishing with you and Tio Tommy. I know it. Fishing’s the only thing that really works for me around here these days.”

“So … what the hell?”

“After I got that email from Vietnam … things just kind of got out of …”

The elder Decastro is kicked back in the worn captain’s seat of his steel trawler. He’s almost sixty years old, and he’s tired. He and Michael’s uncle Tio Tommy are just back from a day of dragging for winter flounder in Nantucket Sound, just two men to run an eighty-five-foot boat. Commercial fishing’s not what it used to be. So now he’s smoking, watching the sun setting, a bright red ball sinking over the western shore of Hyannis Harbor on a November evening.

“You have to stop with this drinking shit, Mo.”

“I know. I know.” Michael drops into the other swivel chair opposite his father’s in the wheelhouse.

“And what was with the gun?”

“I took it off the boat yesterday. I really have no idea what I thought I was going to do with a gun, I hope I never see another one.”

“You sure as hell ain’t going to see my Remington. The cops probably threw that son-of-a-bitch in Vineyard Sound.”

“You want me to buy you a new one?”

“Hell no, screw the gun. Good riddance. What I want is for you to quit trying to hide from your problems by fishing and boozing and terrorizing people.”

Michael hangs his head, nods in agreement.

“Why don’t you clean your ass up and get back practicing law? Everybody said you were one hell of a public defender.”

“All I did was get people hurt. I don’t want to hurt anybody. Nobody.”

“Seems to me the hurting has happened since you quit the law.”

A sigh, a gathering of will. “I need your help.”

“I am helping. This shit’s got to stop, Michael. You’re going to kill yourself or someone else.”

“Cristo, Dad, would you please listen to me? Didn’t I already say I was done with all the violence?”

“Hey, okay, but …”

“And I really don’t think my problem is the booze.”

“Denial is the first sign of trouble.”

For a second Michael almost says, Look who’s talking, the king of saudade drinkers. But what he says is, “Will you listen to me for a minute?”

The father stubs out his cigarette on the steel instrument panel, gives his thirty-five-year-old wreck of a son his full attention.

“I got thinking about things after I woke up in the slammer this morning.”

“Good.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, but you know how sometimes when you get to missing Mom … you sit around the boat with a bottle and get hammered?”

“I thought we were talking about you.”

“Jesus, why do you make this so hard?”

“Falame. Just spit it out.”

“This is about women for me.”

“You miss your mother?”

“Yeah, no shit. Just like you. But …”

“But?”

“But I really miss Tuki.”

“You got to move on. She ain’t coming back.”

“You don’t know that.”

“She freaking walked out on you. Vanished. Poof. With an eleven-million dollar ruby and open court cases hanging over both your heads.”

“Her half-brother says she’s in trouble.”

“Has she ever been in touch with you since she left?”

He shakes his head no.

“I thought you were all done with that skinny little tease. What ever happened to the funky Latina cop who was calling you for a while last year?”

“Don’t ask.”

“Rebound, huh?”

“She was the one who nearly pistol whipped me last night in Woods Hole.”

Caesar Decastro lets out a sad whistle, the note starting loud and high, fading low. “Let me take you out for a big bowl of sopa verde …”

“Dad, Cristo Salvador, I don’t want kale soup. I want to go to Vietnam.”

The father bolts up out of his slouch. “Are you crazy?”

“No. Yes. Maybe. I don’t know. But I need you to come with me.”

“You are crazy.”

“Please. Don’t you see?”

“See what?”

“This is my only chance. Maybe our only chance.”

“For what?”

“To put the darkness behind me. The guilt.”

“Huh?”

“I let Tuki down. I told her I would protect her. I fucked up … a bunch of ways.”

“You’re talking cock.”

“We have a chance to try to make things right.”

“We?”

“Like you don’t carry your own crap around about Vietnam?”

The fisherman reaches into his chest pocket for another Winston and his Zippo. Lights up. His face seems gaunt, dark. “Aw Christ, Mo. Do we have to get into this again?”

The son remembers a confrontation with his father over photos he found hidden behind others in an album from the war. A picture of a Vietnamese girl dancing on a bar in a G-string. And two other pictures of her. One in a red dress standing in some kind of native boat, like a big canoe, waving. In the other picture she’s swinging in a hammock, wearing a Red Sox shirt.


“Did you have a girl over there, Dad?”

For about thirty seconds his father doesn’t answer. When he speaks there’s a torn note in his voice.

“Her name was Meng. She was one of the Hmong people, the Montagnards. A refugee from the fighting in the hill country, a nursery school teacher.



“I love you, son. You know that. I’d throw myself in front of a train for you … but wild horses could not drag me back to that freaking country. It’s the land of the dead.”

Michael hears the pain in his father’s voice, maybe even terror. “What if I told you we could save some lives this time? What if I told you I’ve already made some calls about getting our visas?”
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CLUB SAIGON Saigon’s blazing.


People are starting to sing along. Tuki struts. Hears the click of her pumps on the wood. Maybe if she can keep this song about a midnight train going, she can buy herself time to think. Time to get away from the Dragon Lady seated at the bar. Time to save her mother, her brother, and her brother’s lovely little daughter Hong Tam from Wen-Ling’s violence. Maybe even save the ruby, too.


So she thrusts her chest out, swings her hips … Channeling her mother over there dancing on the plate glass. And now she’s Misty, too. A sexy kid from Cholon, a Marine’s fantasy. A stroke of lightning. A girl who wears her broken heart for everyone to see … for the black man who she sent away, sent back to America, Georgia maybe. Far from the war, the threats, the killing. The man who with the nod of his head had rescued her for a while from sin, from whoring. Who left her with a little golden-skin baby, the bui doi. That’s what Tuki tells people to call her now, Bui Doi. No longer is she Aparecio, Dung as it says on her birth certificate. No longer Tuki as the drag queens in Bangkok’s Patpong called her, as her beloved Michael called her. For safety, for anonymity she has become this new singer in the new Vietnam. Like look at me. With my Asian face, my golden skin, my flaming African hair. I’m Bui Doi and proud of it … but scared as hell the dragon lady’s here to kill again, la.


The humid air shimmers. Smoke rises in the spotlights.


Wen-Ling’s still sitting at the bar, sipping her whiskey, smoking with a sad little smile on her face. As if maybe this song, this “Midnight Train to Georgia,” carries memories for her, too, of unbearable loss. Of love. And possibly vengeance. The Dragon Lady’s hand is on something under the little clutch bag in her lap. Maybe a gun, maybe her signature throwing star. A tonki, a shaken, like she used to murder Thaksin Kittikachorn two years ago in Bangkok … and, later, to cut down the drag queen Robsulee in Provincetown.


But you can’t stop now, la.


Tuki tosses her head back and launches into the second verse. She holds the mike out for Tran as he sings backup from the keyboards. She’s smiling. That huge, amazing smile, coming out of the blue night. So full of life, so surprising. It starts with her full lips and straight white teeth, spreads to her chin. Two dimples bloom on her cheeks.


And Tran’s smiling back at her. He’s so cute in his little straw fedora, his olive t-shirt. This long-lost brother. Not yet thirty years old. Who has loved her from the day he met her. He and his little daughter Hong Tam, Pink Heart, have been the best things about these last eighteen months since she fled Wen-Ling and America to start a new life, to try to hide here in Vietnam.


She shakes her hair out. It falls to her shoulder blades. She’s wearing it slightly frizzy and curly, not rasta, the way she kept it back in America when she was in her Janet Jackson phase. But anyone can see that she’s bui doi, with that skin matching the sun streaks in her hair. A perfect girl in her mid-thirties, who looks fresh from a hot beach.


The shoes come off. She weaves among the tables toward the back of the club, half herself, half Misty, looking for the man in her life. The only man. The man she still loves. The one gone on that midnight train. He’s her father, Marcus Aparecio. And he’s Michael Decastro. Why did she ever leave him? Why did her mother ever let her father go?


Wen-Ling catches her eye, raises her glass of Johnnie Walker in a subtle toast to the singer. Like gotcha, girl.


The spotlights flicker across her skin, hot. The air’s thick and heavy. Hard to breathe. I’m so in trouble here, la.


Why did she step off the stage, leave the comfort she felt next to Tran? There’s a moist heat fuming through the club. The fetid scents of Saigon. The incense, the nuoc mam fish sauce, the charcoal fires, the motorbike exhaust…… the sweat of men … the milk of mothers.


And the acrid scent of the river. The chocolate waters of the Saigon River, this branch of the Mekong twisting into the city. She imagines white mist rising over the water. The current sweeping rafts of flowering water hyacinths downstream along with the flood of the monsoon; egrets hitch rides on bits of broken houses, abandoned rice barges, bodies. Children. Bui doi. Nguoi dep. Everything flowing to the South China Sea.


She must work her way back to the stage, to Tran. The room seems incredibly dark now. The lights turning purple, blue. Misty’s fading on the window pane, Saigon’s melting outside in the flames. Her voice is that midnight train, those broken dreams in the lyrics. Exposing a terrible longing in her soul.


She imagines American soldiers and B-girls staring up at her from their seats, nursing their Budweisers, their fake champagne. The ghosts of GI’s faces lost in shadows. Michael’s dad, her dad. And Michael, too. Her voice is trying to heal their wounds. Comfort their losses. Put the war behind them. Comfort Misty, herself. Even Wen-Ling.


And buy herself a little more time.


She’s back on the stage now, rubbing her hand over Tran’s shoulder as he plays, as he’s singing along with her. But the song’s coming to an end, and Wen-Ling’s rising off the barstool, black eyes smiling madly at Tuki.


Just like that terrible night of murder and mayhem at the Provincetown Follies show eighteen months ago. The night she almost died because of the Heart of Warriors. The night she knew she had to run away as far and as fast as she could, change her name, hide herself with this wonderful brother in Vietnam.


Tuki can almost see Michael’s sweet face out there among the audience just like that night at the Follies. The shadow of a beard on that fine, but rugged, Portuguese face. She was on stage then, too. Singing this song. And pleading to him with her eyes. Telling him … as clearly as these lyrics … that she loves him… But the world—America, Cape Cod, Provincetown … it was all too much. Too dangerous. He’s got to go. She’s got to go.


And so she’s pleading to that memory of Michael out there when she realizes that Wen-Ling’s fully on her feet. Her right arm’s cocking back as if to throw a tonki.


This would be the time for Chien to cut the lights.


But everyone in the club seems so focused on the singer, they don’t see Wen-Ling. The spots blaze.


Any second the tonki will fly.


She’s imagining it cutting through her ao dai, catching her beside her left breast, nicking her ribs with a sharp sting. Imagining bleeding, falling—the spotlights flaring, wheeling around her as she spins… when Wen-Leng thrusts out her right arm, towards Tuki’s chest.


The Dragon Lady makes the sign of a gun with her right hand, her index finger the barrel. Squeezes her thumb down on the hammer. Winks.


Bang. You’re dead, bui doi.
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“SHIT. I SWORE I’d never do this, Mo.” The old warrior’s face is pale, leaking sweat as he emerges through the fog of air conditioning that fumes from the doorway of the Cathay Pacific 757 into the withering heat of the jetway at Tan Son Nhat Airport. Mid-November. The beginning of the dry season. Ho Chi Minh City. Fucking Saigon.

Michael Decastro feels the tension in his father’s voice, wonders if bringing this man back to Vietnam might possibly be the biggest mistake of his life. But then he remembers why he’s here. To find Tuki. To help her save herself and her family from the Dragon Lady. To see if she can still love him, forgive him.

“I can’t do this without you,” he says.

The woman he loves is somewhere out there in this scorching heat. In this teaming, concrete maze on the river. With a predator closing in on her. Who better to guide him into the underbelly of this city than his father? The vet. An MP on these very streets: 1970 to 1972, 716th Military Police Battalion. A man with his own guilt buried in Saigon. His own dragon to face after all these years.

At the immigration desk a young agent, who seems to be wearing a Red Army uniform, glares at Caesar Decastro for a full ten seconds before stamping his passport and visa. The soldier’s look is nothing short of toxic.

“Cho de, thang my, “he says, mostly to himself, through clenched teeth as he waves the Decastros off toward customs. “Cho chet, Charlie,” Caesar Decastro tosses back. The soldier bristles.

“What the hell was that about?” asks Michael. “That fellow’s from up north.”

“How do you know that?”

“Clipped, tight-ass accent.”

“And …?”

“He basically called me an American bastard.”

Michael’s looking at his father, a little in wonder that the guy understands a bit of Vietnamese, can detect an accent.

“Maybe some of my brothers in arms killed his father or bombed his mother.”

“What did you say to him?”

“What I always used to say to dinks like him when we had to interrogate them back in the day.”

“Which is …?”

“Fuck you, Charlie.”

Michael winces at his father’s slur for the Vietnamese soldier.

“What’s the matter?”

“Cristo, Dad. You want to get us shot?”

“Hey, at least I haven’t totally forgotten the language, pal.”

“That’s not the point.”

“Something about this place always kind of wound my clock.”

On the cab ride from the airport to the center of the city, Michael has a thousand questions for his father. Does Saigon look the same? Was his base near here? Does he feel something knotting in his stomach, too? Are we on a fool’s errand, Dad?

But he can’t find his voice. And his father obviously doesn’t want to talk. He stares out the window. Watches waves of teenagers on motorbikes swirl around the taxi as it plows its way down an urban boulevard lined with shop houses, street vendors, hundreds upon hundreds of billboards and signs heralding deals on flat-screen TVs, diapers, Kentucky Fried Chicken. The air throbs with the constant honking of horns. It’s as if all the drivers are signaling each other in some inscrutable code.

He looks at each young woman on her motor bike as if she might be Tuki, wonders whether his father is looking for Meng, too. Or her ghost. Thinks about the day four years ago when Caesar finally talked about his girl in Saigon.


“I’m not proud of it. She was just a kid. So was I. It was a different time,” his father says.

“The world felt like it was spinning out of control. Any day you could be sitting in a bar or walking down the street and a car bomb or a sniper would take you out. It happened to people all the time. Forty-two people blown to bits at the Mi Canh floating restaurant one night.”

“Were you in love, Dad?”

“Not like with your mother … no.”

Meng was poor, homeless when she got to Saigon. Not there a week before the pimps were on her like flies, had her trussed up in a bra and G-string, hustling tricks for rent and food money in a bar called Wild Bill’s. She had a kid, a toddler by another GI. So it was complicated. But Caesar didn’t care. The other guy was long gone.

“I missed your mother so much. I felt so bad about leaving her with you in her belly. I just wanted a woman to make me feel like everything was going to be all right again. And I wanted to take her off the street.”



• • •

“Son of a bitch,” says his father. There’s surprise in his voice.

“What?”

“Would you just look at this place?”

“What?”

“Same old crazy shit, Mo.”

Michael cocks his head as if to say I’m not following you.

“Psych-O Gone, we used to call this burg nights when we were out on street patrol.”

“It was whacked?”

“Bookoo whacked… I thought the Reds claimed to have turned this country into some kind of workers’ paradise.”

“That’s the word.”

“Looks to me like business as usual. Everybody out to make a quick buck. Everybody on the go, got his own hustle just like 1972. Freaking boom town.”

“So …?”

“So … maybe Uncle Ho’s loyal followers won the war, but they have lost all damn control of the people.”

“You mean free enterprise lives.”

“More than ever, menino.”

The last time Caesar was here, almost forty fucking years ago, this had been a two-lane road. Republic Boulevard. Six lanes now. Called Nguyen Van Something-or-other. The MACV Headquarters used to be on that land they passed a click back near the airport. Turned into blocks of apartment buildings now. Motorcycle shops, cell phone stores, beer-and-noodle joints on every corner. Almost everybody looks under thirty.

“I think the war did a pretty good job killing off a generation.”

“Well, the survivors have multiplied like a school of pogies.”

Michael looks out through the windshield of the cab at the clotted boulevard and the low-rise buildings that stretch for miles ahead, sees a seven-story pagoda towering in the distance. He read somewhere that Vietnam’s population has doubled to close to ninety million people since the war. Saigon has become a city of over eight million residents.

“How in God’s name are we going to find Tuki?” He should have had more than an email address and cell phone number from Tran before he came. But her brother didn’t seem ready to give out an actual street address. His father slaps his cheeks with his hands the way he does when he’s just coming up into the wheelhouse after a nap for his watch aboard the Rosa Lee … and finds a storm brewing. He’s a little twitchy. “You think you can drink a beer without having ten, Kiddo?”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I know a spot down by the river where we should be able to score a couple of cold Tigers and get our game on.”

“You mean you’re not sorry you came now?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Then what?”

“We didn’t come all this way to let that poor girl die.” Michael feels something in his chest ease, stifles the sudden urge to hug his dad.





5

SHE STANDS at the entrance to the Xa Loi Pagoda, a small backpack of clothes on her shoulders and the ruby hidden under her tongue. Immense, warm.

The monks have told her that rubies are the sixth treasure in the Buddhist sutras. This particular gem, the Heart of Warriors, is legendary for its powers to ease transitions, provide clarity, inspire loyalty, cultivate courage, engender love.

Love, la. Her dear Michael, two years ago, carried the stone like this under his tongue from Bangkok to Penang to keep it safe for her. It was after he did this that she began to see that she really loved him. And he began to see it, too. See that he loved her.

Now it’s her turn to keep it safe … and leave it once and for all with the Buddha. Before Wen-Ling can steal it back.

So to start …

No sooner has she entered the temple grounds than the whine— the blaring sirens of Saigon traffic—disappears. She hears the rushing of hot winds through the shade trees and around the tall bell tower of the pagoda, hears vague distant chanting, too. There’s a young woman, probably eight months pregnant, taking off her sandals, lighting joss sticks. She holds two or three in each hand, murmurs a prayer as she climbs the right-hand steps, the women’s way, to the heart of the temple and the golden Buddha. She’s come to beg good fortune for her child. The air drips with the overwhelming scent of incense. Bird songs, too.

Tuki steps from her thongs and lights the half dozen joss sticks that she has brought with her, follows the mother-to-be up the stairs. She watches the fine round belly of the other woman and thinks of the unborn child she lost back on Cape Cod, Michael’s child. Suddenly she wants to scream with the pain. Scream. But then she remembers what the Buddha says. Life is suffering, suffer is caused by desire. She must follow the eight-fold path, must erase desire.

Begin with a prayer, la.

She bows her head as she ascends the stairs and lets the words of the Heart Sutra begin to flow from her mouth, wash over her pale blue ao dai, her white slacks, her soul.


Form is emptiness and emptiness is form.
In emptiness there is no eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, mind.
No forms, sounds, smells, tastes, touches …



Her heart tells her that these words must have been the same ones flowing through the bodhisattva Thich Quang Duc when he burned himself alive in the street not far from here in June 1963. He was protesting the South Vietnamese government’s persecution of Buddhists and its slavish affinity for the western colonialism of the Roman Catholic Church. Until it was stolen by the government, his heart, which had never burned, was preserved here as a relic. The thought of Thich Quang Duc’s courage makes her shiver. Her own mission to save the Heart of Warriors from Wen-Ling’s covetous grasp seems puny indeed.
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