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YOU SHALL KNOW THE TRUTH, AND THE TRUTH SHALL SET YOU FREE …


After scattering her mother’s ashes in Vietnam, photojournalist Xandra Carrick comes home to New York to rebuild her life and career. When she experiences, in her darkroom, supernatural visions that reveal atrocities perpetrated by American soldiers during the Vietnam War, she finds herself entangled in a forty-year-old conspiracy that could bring the nation into political turmoil.


Launching headlong into a quest to learn the truth from her father, Peter Carrick, a Pulitzer Prize laureate who served as an embedded photographer during the war, she confronts him about a dark secret he has kept—a secret that has devastated their family.


Her investigations lead her to her departed mother’s journal, which tells of love, spiritual awakening, and surviving the fall of Saigon.


Pursued across the continent, Xandra comes face-to-face with powerful forces that will stop at nothing to prevent her from revealing the truth. But not before government agencies arrest her for murder, domestic terrorism, and an assassination attempt on the newly elected president of the United States.


Darkroom is a riveting tale of suspense that tears the cover off the human struggle for truth in a world imprisoned by lies.
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Within weeks of its release, bestselling author JOSHUA GRAHAM’S debut novel, Beyond Justice, rose to the top of the Barnes & Noble ebook lists in the Legal Thriller and Christian Thriller categories. He was featured on Suspense Magazine’s Best of 2010 list alongside Scott Turow, Brad Thor, Ted Dekker, and Steven James. He lives with his family on the West Coast.
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Praise for Darkroom


 


“Darkroom comes complete with a great mystery, unearthed secrets, and beguiling adventure. Joshua Graham mines an emotional landscape through an entourage of fascinating characters. Read this one—and take a walk on the perilous side.”


—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of The Jefferson Key


 


“Mixing the end of the Vietnam War with a young woman’s paranormal visions of a murder in today’s New York, Graham has created a modern political thriller wrapped in a historical puzzle inside a tale of redemption. The short chapters, told from the point of view of the various characters, give it a cinematic feel and a breakneck pace.”


—Author Magazine


 


“Bravo! Graham takes characters and puts them inside each other’s lives in such a way that it’s impossible to put his book down until the last word is read…. [His] power with words is absolutely incredible and paints one of the most powerful pictures I’ve ever seen, anywhere.”


—Suspense Magazine


 


“A vivid retelling of historic events [that] bring the Vietnam War to life in alarming detail. If you like thrillers … then grab this book when it’s released. You’ll enjoy every minute of it.”


—Rhodes Review


 


“A spellbinding and riveting tale of suspense with international flavor … Wrapped in authentic history, but woven into a tale of mystery and intrigue … full of twists and turns … this riveting tale will keep readers on edge. A book that I highly recommend.”


—East County Magazine


 


“Graham takes us on a ride full of twists and turns in this emotionally charged quest to find the truth…. I actually found myself holding my breath at times and sympathizing with the characters, feeling outrage when they were wronged, hating the villains or even forgiving them. When it was all said and done, I didn’t feel like I had finished a book; I felt like I had been on a journey.”


—The Top Shelf Book Reviews


 


“Darkroom is a twisted tale of conspiracies [that] moves at a frantic and suspenseful pace…. Mr. Graham immediately grabs hold of the reader with the tenacity of a pit bull and will not let go until you have read every last page and emerge exhausted and happily satiated from this astonishing ride…. I would not hesitate to recommend Darkroom.… You won’t be disappointed.”


—PsychoticState.net Book Reviews


 


“The intensity and heart-pounding thrills you’ll feel as you read each page [of Darkroom] will leave you breathless. Blending history with current events, Mr. Graham is a talented author who can wrap the reader in a cocoon of emotions, from bitterness to redemption, and leave the reader feeling as if they were in the story, as if they were the ones plotted against. A fantastic job!”


—Partners in Crime Book Reviews
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For Katie, my bride, my muse, the mother of my children, and my best friend. On countless levels, this book would not exist without you.




 


 


 


The general killed the Viet Cong; I killed the general with my camera. Still photographs are the most powerful weapon in the world. People believe them, but photographs do lie, even without manipulation. They are only half-truths …


—Eddie Adams, Pulitzer Prize–winning photographer of General Nguyễn Ngọc Loan executing Nguyễn Văn Lém, a Vietcong officer, with a pistol to the head





Prologue


IAN MORTIMER


Making people disappear isn’t quite as easy as I remember. Of course, I’m not as young as I used to be. Rigor mortis will soon set in, and I’ve got to dispose of this poor lass’s body straightaway. How can I possibly be doing this again?


Thankfully, no one’s around this time of night. And with her limbs properly weighed down, she’ll stay under until … Bugger! Only three bags in the trunk. I shall have to improvise.


Right. Everything is ready. I cross myself and pull her ever-stiffening body from the trunk. She’s slight—just shy of forty-five kilos, I’d venture—but quite muscular in the limbs.


A heavy duvet of clouds obscures the moon. It’s beastly cold out. Here on the remote side of the pond, far off the path, the rowboat is hidden behind the thicket of reeds, exactly where I left it last night. My headlights are off and I’m parked close enough to lower the body into the boat and row out.


As I lower her into the inky water, I’m careful not to splash. Her sweatshirt balloons, and bubbles surround her. A mane of flaxen hair spreads on the water’s surface.


Bollocks, she’s not sinking!


With my oar, I nudge her down. Even though her hands and feet have submerged, her hair still floats. A halo around the back of her head.


In the distance, a pair of headlights looms. It’s a blooming patrol car. No choice, I’ve got to row back and get away from here. But look at her—the back of her sweatshirt and her head are still bobbing at the surface.


Back in my car now. Slowly making my way back to the main road, I steal another glimpse. She’s still just beneath the surface, her blond hair a clear marker.


The patrol car’s headlights vanish behind a bunch of trees. If they turn left, they’ll be here in less than a minute.


I’m about to crawl clear out of my skin.


And then it happens.


Two large bubbles pop out from under the sweatshirt, just at the nape of her neck, and the weights do their trick. The lass’s body sinks to the bottom of the pond.


That was too close.


With all lights off, I drive off. A minute later, I can see in my rearview mirror that the squad car has just passed the pond. Didn’t even slow down. I’m well on my way home now. Into the warmth of Nicole’s embrace, and to kiss Bobby as he dreams of ponies and puppies.


Good Lord, what have I done?
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XANDRA CARRICK


Binh Son, Vietnam: October 2008


This was her wish. Dad kept saying that from the moment we boarded our flight at JFK to our first step onto the fertile soil of Bình Sơn, which in English means “peaceful mountain.”


En route to our penultimate destination, Tran, our middle-aged guide, tells us all about the scenery through lively gesticulations and nasal broken English.


“This place all rice field now.” He lifts both hands and spreads them wide. Enthralled by the verdant fronds and the sound of exotic fauna, I hardly notice the weight of my backpack. “But during war, Việt Nam Cộng Sản come here in Bình Sơn.”


Perhaps it’s because I appear more Vietnamese than American that he breaks into the native tongue. Ironically, Dad, an American, knows more about this country than I do. He’s quiet and has been holding the urn under his arm, staring out at the hills.


Out in the lush green paddy fields, a boy prods his water buffalo with a bamboo stick, distracting me from Tran’s narrative. “Viet … what?” I’ve had enough years in weekend Vietnamese language classes to read and write. But this term escapes me.


“Việt Nam Cộng Sản. V.C.” Tran laughs. “You know, Vietcong? Charlie?”


I glance over to Dad, to whom this would hold more meaning.


He shrugs.


That same emptiness in his eyes, which have grown darker and more profound since I was a child, evokes a blunt pang. It's been over a year. Rather than drawing closer, he's grown more distant.


Of course, Tran has no idea that he’s hiking with Peter Carrick, Pulitzer Prize-winning photojournalist who earned coveted accolades for his on-the-spot photos of the massacre at Huế. Nor does Tran realize that his daughter, Xandra Carrick, is a respected photojournalist in her own right. I may not have won a Pulitzer—not yet, anyway—but at twenty-seven, working for the New York Times is not too shabby.


“Vietcong fight American soldier here,” Tran explains, stopping to catch his breath.


I can take some pictures, which I do more out of responsibility to my craft than anything. “Now just rice farm family and water buffalo. Even water buffalo part of family. You know, Chống cảy, vở cấy, con trâu đi bừa.” Which means, The husband plows, the wife sows, water buffalos draw the rake. A proverb Mom taught me years ago, but it’s lost on Dad, who keeps staring at the hills.


“You okay, Dad?”


“I’m fine.”


The boy driving the long-horned beast is at most twelve years old. His loose pants are rolled up past his calves and his feet are submerged in ankle-deep water.


Narrow, peaked hills stand over the horizon, Titans guarding this remote village nestled in the manifold waterways of the Mekong. Palms sway in the earthy breeze blowing through the window and brushing through my now unruly hair.


I reach for Dad’s hand. One can only speculate on the reason for his reluctance to make this trip. As for me, this is my first time in Vietnam and I’m taken by its overwhelming beauty. “Was it like this when—?”


“Xandra, please. Don’t.”


“But there’s so much I want to know about this place, about you and Mom.”


“You know my answer.” The same for years, from the moment I first developed an interest in his career and experiences during the war.


“Even now?”


“Your mother would understand.” Dad’s gaze returns to the hills. “She knew how I felt about coming back here, but …” His gaze wanders off, draws him away to a time, a place, far off and forbidden. I know that look.


“Never mind, then.” I kiss his hand, lean into his chest.


For the next fifteen minutes, we continue quietly along the trail. Finally, Tran turns around and smiles, a gold tooth glinting in the setting sun. “Okay, we here.”


Still in awe of the breathtaking landscape, I set my pack down, and stretch. The ground is soft and moist, but at the same time it’s as solid as the sidewalk outside my apartment on Central Park West.


Beyond the hilltops, the sun falls to rest in a poignant wash of amber. The chrink-chrink of Rain Quails rings out invisibly behind an emerald veil of bamboo in the distance. Every thought arrested, every word, no one speaks.


The light is perfect, though it won’t last much longer. And despite the somber occasion, I simply cannot forsake the scenery. These shots will help me to remember.


The shutter sounds from my Nikon ripple the silence like a stone tossed into a glassy pond. Still transfixed on that same spot up in the hills, Dad lets out a pointed breath. “Probably not the best time.”


“Just a couple more. For Mom.” A twinge works its way up and lodges in my throat. As Charles Kuralt so aptly put it: “There is melancholy in the wind and sorrow in the grass.”


“Make it quick, will you?” He pads over to Tran and hands him a roll of greenbacks. “Cám ỏn nhiêu ľ âm.”


With both hands, Tran receives his payment and bows. He waves and returns to the trail from whence we came.


All is tranquil as the sun passes her mantle to the rising moon. We are serenaded not only by the Rain Quails’ ditty but by a chorus of frogs and crickets as well. Farmers and their water buffalo slosh back to their huts about half a mile downstream of us. Yet they can be heard as though a mere stone’s throw away.


For the first time in this journey, Dad puts his arm around my shoulders, warming my heart as nothing else can. He points to a vacant hut, with a kerosene lamp glowing in the window. Leaning into the security of his strong shoulder, I nod and take a moment to consider the significance of this place. Both to him and Mom.


“We start at daybreak.” He takes our bags and approaches the hut. “Let’s settle in.”


As I follow him into the hut, an unexpected irony arises: I’ve never traveled so far just to say good-bye. But I am glad to have made the trip. Mom would be pleased.


This was her wish.
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GRACE TH’AM AI LE


Thirty-Five Years Ago
Binh Son, Vietnam: January 7, 1973


I always knew the war would come to the South. Before the Communists sent the Vietcong back down the Ho Chi Minh trail, before the Spring Festival attacks during Tết Nguyên Đán, I knew. I had seen it all in my dreams. I even foresaw my parents’ deaths, which left me and my brother orphans, forcing us to flee to the village of my aunt and uncle.


Some of the boys in Bình Sơn, on this side of the Mekong Delta, had expressed interest in joining the Vietcong, my brother included. Everyone else feared this would eventually draw a confrontation to our otherwise untouched hamlets.


And so it had.


The trip back from Saigon was only 120 kilometers, but it was like going from one world to another. At first glance, you would not imagine a war was taking place. Abundant green mountains, flowing waters of the Mekong, all resting under cotton clouds and sunlit skies.


Amongst the countless generations of farming families, I was the first girl, if not the first person, to leave and go to university. Now, upon my return, my entire life had changed.


At the bottom of the dusty road, where the foot of Bình Sơn touches the water, all that remained of the huts in the neighboring village were charred embers. Not a soul stirred. I could only hope that everyone had escaped.


Higher up, I looked to the hills where once I lived. Where Huynh Tho still lived. Perhaps, because it was hidden behind bamboo and palms, it had been spared. So quiet were the mountains. But for the whispering wind, nothing stirred. Not even a bird.


Off the road’s side, I walked under the shade of the trees. I had to find my brother and quietly bring him back to Saigon before it was too late.


Quietly. How do you take an angry young idealist who espouses the goals of the Vietcong away from his village quietly? The thought of an argument with Huynh Tho made me as anxious as did the war itself.


I stepped toward the path leading to our village. Each snap of a twig jolted me, as if it were a gunshot. But there was no one in sight. The utter quiet unsettled me.


Without warning, less than ten meters from the path, a terrifying explosion threw me to the ground. Through the ringing in my ears and the clouds of dust and smoke, I could tell. A battle had just erupted all around me.


“Huynh Tho!” Disembodied and hollow, my voice sounded as though I were underwater. Flashes of light, thumping explosions reverberating in my chest, the tat-tat-tat-tat of gunfire. Too frightened was I to lift my face from the dirt.


But that is what I had to do. For if I remained, I would surely die. And Huynh Tho, who was only sixteen, would be left alone with nowhere to go. Disregarding the fear that clutched my heart, I crawled to the most remote part of the woods.


This proved a terrible mistake.


In hopes of hiding behind the trunk of a tree, I got up to run. Someone began shouting. My English was not so good at the time, but the little I had learned at university sufficed.


“Get down!” cried the American, from somewhere I could not see. “Lady, get down!”


I spun around, seeking the direction from which the desperate voice called. In that instant, a whisking sound rushed toward me. A sharp twinge knocked me back, as if struck by a stone.


Then came the searing sensation below my collarbone, which I shall never forget. A spot of blood spread on my shirt. My head grew faint. My body became too heavy for my legs. Down I went.


The world around me blurred.


I began to shake.


So cold …
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SUZANNE COLBERT-COLSON


Colbert Estate
Napa Valley, California: October 2008


Until recently, I had never cared for his line of work, or his career aspirations. Politics was never my cup of tea. But one thing I’ll say for my husband: if there’s anyone who can do the job right and get this country back on track, it’s him.


In his first term as one of California’s senators, Rick had been widely acclaimed as a no-nonsense, tell-it-like-it-is legislator who produces results, not just talk. It’s a testament to his worthiness of the US presidency.


And, yes, he’s an independent. How about that? Not since Ross Perot has the nation perked up its ears and listened like this. When my husband looks the nation in the eye and promises change, they believe him.


And they ought to.


I know better than anyone that Rick is a man who never accepts defeat, who always keeps his word. Just look at his service record. He doesn’t like my bragging on him like I do, but I am proud of him. He’s a decorated hero who saved many lives during the Vietnam War.


I’m sure whatever shred of privacy we’ve enjoyed will soon be obliterated when Rick wins the election. But that loss of privacy doesn’t frighten me in the least. We’ve lived a very open life for the whole world to see. No secrets, unlike our opponents whose pasts keep coming back to haunt them.


Despite the efforts of those slimy politicians to defame him—both Republicans and Democrats—no one has ever been able to dig up any dirt on Rick. You know why? Because there isn’t any. So what will the public find when they scrutinize the life of President Colson?


They’ll find a loving father who never missed a game his star quarterback son played before going off to Princeton. They’ll find a devoted husband who stood by me for three decades, even after I became wheelchair bound with MS. I can count on the fingers of one hand how many times he couldn’t come with me to doctors’ visits and PT sessions. He always kept family a priority, wasn’t afraid to say no to his career. I think it’s his integrity and unwavering principles that have garnered him the reputation and respect he now enjoys.


I’ll never forget the day I found out I had MS. Jack was eight months old and learning to walk. The news caught me by surprise. Besides fatigue, which all new mothers experience, I thought I was fine. But when I got the call to see my doctor as soon as possible, Rick made the appointment. You see, he had noticed the symptoms before I ever did. From the day I got pregnant, he always had his nose in medical books and journals, researching and monitoring my health.


When we got the news, I broke down and cried. It was supposed to be the happiest time of our lives. Jack was our pride and joy, Rick had just been elected deputy district attorney, and his political career was taking off like a rocket.


Rick took me in his arms and just held me for the longest time. When I calmed down, he said, “We’re going to beat this, Suzie. Don’t you worry. I promise, I will do everything in my power.”


I wanted to say, “Who are you? God?” But he was so sincere, I didn’t have the heart to suggest he was just saying things to make me feel better. Well, I was wrong. He wasn’t just saying it. Did I mention that one of Rick’s greatest strengths is that he can look tough decisions in the eye and face them down?


He took a sabbatical to take care of me and Jack. A year out of his career at its height. And whatever free time he had, he spent talking to medical experts, going to the library, you name it.


Sure, there were some rough days where I wished I could just curl up and die. But I have to say, because of the love of this beautiful man, every day of my life has been worth living. None of the billions of dollars I’ve inherited could ever make me feel this way. Because in the end, what do you take with you? Not the money, the houses, or yachts; not the fame of being the heiress of the Colbert Media empire. Judging by the way Rick’s lived, he never cared for those things anyway. No, what you take with you into eternity is the love of those who’ve sacrificed themselves for you.


We now have two beautiful boys, Jack and Gary. I call them boys, but they’re really fine young men, both attending Ivy League schools on full scholarships. Rick is on his way to the White House, and I, though frail, am the luckiest, most blessed woman on the face of this planet.


Lest you roll your eyes or gag from the sweetness of it all, I’ll confess Rick isn’t perfect. In fact, he’d be the first to admit it. There are times he gets so involved with his responsibilities that he’ll allow himself to get overwhelmed. And those are the times he just sort of vanishes for a few hours. Okay, sometimes it’s a day or two. But when he comes home, he’s left it all at the office and it’s as if nothing’s happened. He’s able to give us his full attention again.


Sure, I’m biased. I haven’t got even a fraction of the knowledge of pundits. But no one knows this man as I do. And I’ll put whatever days I have left into supporting him.


I believe in him.
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XANDRA CARRICK


Binh Son, Vietnam


If for most of your life morning begins with the din of car horns and garbage trucks, bucolic quietude comes as something of a surprise.


Across the room, Dad’s empty cot lies bathed in golden sunlight pouring through the open window. Perched on the wicker nightstand, a salamander tilts its head. I reach out and let the little guy crawl onto my hand and up my arm.


It lingers for a moment, then climbs down the bridge of my fingers back to the table. Dad stands outside by the edge of the river, gazing at the hills. The urn in his hands seems heavier than it ought to.


“Dad!” I wave at him through the open window.


He turns and nods. So severe, yet dignified in a way that projects strength and constancy. Good to see that again.


I haven’t adjusted my watch, but judging by the angle of the sun, it’s probably near eight thirty.


It’s time.


After washing up, I go out to join my father by the river. I’ve prepared my backpack with everything I’ll need. Dad is not aware of the fact that I’ve brought the Graflex Speed Graphic along. Considering his reluctance to talk about his past—especially his Vietnam days—I have a feeling he might be less than pleased.


But it seems only right that I brought the very camera that helped make his career back to the place where it all began. And besides, it’s been mine ever since I left for college.


“In my day,” he had told me, “it was the camera of choice for the press. You just don’t get the subtlety, the finesse, those infinite shades of gray, with all the bells and whistles of these digital doo-hickeys these days. It’s more work, for sure, developing film and enlarging photos in the darkroom. Large format is old-school even for analog photographers. But greatness is not a thing to be had instantly, like microwave popcorn.”


Indeed. And if this Graflex could talk, oh, the stories. He’ll forgive me for bringing it when he sees the amazing pictures I take of this day, a day we’ll never forget.


Dad paddles our boat, glancing every now and then down at the urn. He whispers silently, his eyes ever returning to the hills. I must have taken twenty shots of the fishermen wearing cone hats and mending their nets.


A river dolphin follows us and peeks up with curiosity. Vibrant white-tailed douc langurs call down from tree branches. The earthy scent of life clings to the warming air. Everything Mom described and more.


We’ve stopped. Clutching the backpack with the Graflex, I’m excited about using it here. But how will Dad react when he sees it? He pulls the boat ashore, and for a moment, sitting here as his strong arms pull the rope, I’m five years old again. And he’s still my superman. If he only knew.


Tears welling up, his eyes are fixed on the urn. He doesn’t see me. My loss is twofold, shifting between each rueful prong: the loss of my mother and the loss of the father I once knew. My own tears begin.


It’s been just over thirteen months now. Haven’t I already traversed the steps of grief? I’ve watched Dad fall apart and pull himself back together, but never quite back to his original self. Now, it’s all coming back to me. As if this entire year never happened. The grief, the void—it’s all coming back. I realize now that it’s never really left.


If he only knew.


Dad chokes, sniffs, and points to the urn. “Would you?”


“Of course.” Shaking with emotion, I’m afraid if I don’t hold on strong enough, I might …


With a deep, wet breath, I clutch the urn to my heart. “Mom … you’re finally home.”
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Mom had suffered from chronic headaches. She finally went to the doctor, expecting to find nothing more than lack of sleep, poor diet, and poor exercise habits as the cause. Instead, she left his office with a death sentence.


From the day she’d been diagnosed with a malignant primary brain tumor to the day she died, she remained cheerful, though more pensive than usual. Even though she outlived the doctors’ predictions, her passing blindsided us emotionally.


Then came the funeral, the relatives, all the official business with lawyers and insurance companies. During the entire time, Dad withdrew into a shell of silence. It was a few days after the funeral before he could even speak to anyone.


The presence of relatives, especially my cousin Janine and my favorite nephew and niece, brought some degree of comfort. But the truth is, with all the logistics that fell upon me alone, there was hardly any time for me to cry.


Eventually, everyone went home. For the next eight weeks, I lived with Dad in Del Mar. The emptiness of his house resounded like a phantasmal void.


A week after the funeral, the duty of retrieving Mom’s ashes fell upon me. Dad had accompanied me, but it was I who handled the entire transaction, while his vacant gaze hovered. For most of my time with him this past year, I had to lead him by the hand like a child.


That my own life required attention escaped me. I had just returned from Iraq, having completed an assignment covering the families most likely to be targeted for female suicide-bomber recruits. The assignment had been cut short by Mom’s diagnosis, and, needless to say, I never completed it.


But the time away afforded me opportunities to reconnect with Dad.


Somewhat.


We had always been close when I was younger. And according to Mom, my following in his footsteps had made him proud. But things started to change when I became an adolescent.


I must have been twelve when I first begged him to teach me photography. My first camera was a Pentax K1000, a beginner’s 35mm single-lens reflex, which was not too shabby if you knew what you were doing. So, I persisted with determination that I apparently inherited from Mom.


Instead of endearing me to him, it seemed to make him uneasy. “You really don’t want to do this,” he’d say. “Photojournalism isn’t the glamorous profession you think.”


“I don’t care, Daddy, I’m going to be just like you. Oh, and I love pretty pictures.” At twelve years old, you haven’t got all your priorities straight. Nor do you notice or properly interpret the gravity of your parent’s tone. Not when dreams of becoming like your hero fill your head.


Never one to be discouraged, I simply taught myself whatever Dad didn’t have the time to. Lots of mistakes, spilled chemicals, and broken equipment. What can I say? Dad and pretty pictures. It was a no-brainer.


In retrospect, I suppose it was more of a calculated fiscal decision for Dad to start teaching me. My mistakes were costing him too much.


Mom would gently guilt Dad into taking me out to the beach, into the city, and, when I was older, out on assignments when he traveled on the weekends. “You’re a Pulitzer Prize winner, and you won’t teach your own daughter?”


That was the kind of all-expenses-paid-round-trip-first-class guilt trip she’d send him on. I, none the wiser, only smiled as he relented and got over himself.


Even now, standing next to him, holding the ashes of his departed wife, I struggle to understand his misgivings toward my emulating him.


A warm breeze brushes through my hair like Mom’s fingers whenever she spoke of Vietnam’s beauty. Dad lifts the urn from my hands and points his chin up the hill. “Up that path, behind that stand of bamboo trees.” He puts one hand behind the small of my back, gently urging me. But it’s the warm, maternal breeze whispering against my neck that compels me forward.


To my surprise, when we pass the wall of trees, the ground is level and clear. Charred black, the skeletal frames of several farmhouses shudder, as though one strong gust could blow them away like dandelion spores. The rest are simply dirt pads where other homes once stood.


“Before the war, hardly anyone knew this place existed.” Dad sets the urn on a rock and removes his courier bag. He sits on a fallen tree trunk, wipes his nose, and sniffs.


“So this is where Mom grew up.”


Dad nods and heaves a weighty sigh. He’s fatigued but not from the climb. It’s a weariness from bearing the weight of unspoken burdens. And he’s worn this look for as long as I can remember. Over the years, it has etched lines into his forehead, turned his chestnut hair silver.


Sitting next to him, I lean my face into the crook of his neck. His bristly jawbone tickles me. “You okay?”


Why doesn’t he answer? How I wish he’d just tell me what’s troubling him. Maybe it’s more than just letting go. But of what? I have to ask. “Dad, is there anything you want to talk about?”


“Why do you ask?”


“You seem—I don’t know—distracted.” I didn’t want to say it, but he almost seemed afraid. “Like there’s something out there.”


“You’re seeing things that aren’t there. Did it as a kid, doing it now.”


“And you’re shifting everything over to me when, really, this is about you. You’ve been doing that since I was a child. Mom always—”


“Xandra, can we please do what we came to do and leave?”


Well, that didn’t go well. I give him an appeasing kiss on the cheek. “Of course, Daddy. I’m sorry.” He’s not angry with me, just a bit on edge. It’s all right; I’ll get it out of him one day. But not today.


“Your mother made me promise to bring her back to her birthplace and scatter her ashes. Returning her to the soil of her home.”


He picks up the urn, cradles it in one hand, and pulls a piece of paper from his pocket. He looks at it, shakes his head, and blows out a terse breath. “Dammit, why did she have to …”


“What is it?”


He turns to me, his eyes softened with a look of solidarity. “I mean, she knew that I never believed.”


“Is that what’s been bothering you?”


“I’ve got nothing against religion.” Which was exactly what he kept yelling in one of their biggest fights. Mom wanted to take me to Sunday school when I was about seven or eight. But Dad had planned to take me to the zoo. It ended up with angry words and tears.


“Church was never your thing, I know.” I’m hugging him sideways now, trying to get my arms up and around him.


“Yeah, well. Some sins are unforgivable anyway,” Dad murmurs, barely audible.


“What?”


“Nothing.” He wipes his brow. “Mom wanted me to read this, and I’m going to do it.”


So that was it. Unresolved differences. His reaction was a bit out of proportion, but I suppose it makes sense. “Wait, Daddy. Can we just take a minute and recall a thing or two about her? Happy things. Wouldn’t that be better?”


After a thoughtful moment, he turns to me, slips the paper back in his pocket, and wraps an arm around me. “You’re right, Xandi. You’re right.”


We spend the next ten or fifteen minutes recalling some of our favorite stories.


“Like the time Mom had a dream about fishing and insisted we go out to Montauk.” I wrap my arm around Dad’s. “You thought she was just being superstitious.”


“No, I’d come to trust her intuition, especially when she had those dreams.” He blinks and wipes his eye. “It was like a sixth sense with her.”


“How many did we catch, four?”


“Baker’s dozen.”


“Or the time she threw a surprise fortieth birthday party for you and you came downstairs in your boxers.”


“Oh yeah. Surprise!”


Our laughter is like dark chocolate. He dabs his eyes with his sleeve. “Can’t believe it’s been an entire year.”


“I can still hear her calling us for dinner.”


“She was an incredible woman, Xandi. Full of love and wisdom. No one ever loved so unselfishly, so unconditionally. I think it’s because for her whole life, she was …” Searching, I gaze deeply into his visage. “She was … grateful.”


We’re facing the narrow river at the bottom of the hill now. Tied to a bamboo tree, our flatboat bobs in the current. Dad looks at me. I give him a nod. Ready.


A rush of cool wind that causes the palms to dance embraces us. Cicadas crescendo and join in the chorale as Dad opens the lid of the urn and tilts it into the breeze. He crumples the paper from which he was going to read and lets it fly into the gust along with the ashes.


“Dad!” How could he do that? It may not have been his belief, but it was Mom’s dying request. It was her wish.


And then, as the ashes flow down into the trees and over the river, he smiles, with tears in his eyes, and recites the verse. I remember now. Yes. His photographic memory.


“For all flesh is as grass, and all the glory of man as the flower of grass. The grass withereth, and the flower thereof falleth away: But the word of the Lord endureth for ever.”
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I thought I’d be filled with joy, seeing Mom’s final wishes carried out. But before I know it, tears blur my vision. Words catch in my throat.


“Daddy …?”


For a long time, we’re silent.


The urn is empty, the verses recited. It’s all we can do to hold on to each other and say good-bye to the woman who gave me life, and, according to Dad, the woman who saved his, though she insisted it had been the other way around.


This was their happy dispute that lasted for the entire thirty-three years of their marriage. Seven months after she left us, overlooking the waves of Del Mar, Dad said, “She was the only light in the darkest days of my life.”


We don’t say a word for God knows how long. Motionless, we remain in each other’s arms until it feels right to let go. Once again, Dad is anxious to leave. But tears notwithstanding, I can’t let this moment go undocumented. As a photojournalist of his stature, he’s got to understand this. Especially with the Graflex. It’s so fitting. I can just hear Mom say, “It’s so pretty, Xandi. Take a picture of that! You’re the next Ansel Adams.” To which I’d say, “No, I’m the next Peter Carrick.”


I reach into my backpack and pull out the camera as he walks off to stow the urn. “Give me a minute, Dad.” While he fixes the straps, I snap off about three photos of the ruins, the rock, the remains of the decades-long uninhabited village. This is, after all, Mom’s final resting place.


At the sound of the Graflex’s shutter and film winder, he stiffens. Without turning around he says in a controlled voice, “Xandra, what are you …?”


A dizzying dread fills me, but I continue taking photos all around the area. From my head to my feet, a tingling sensation numbs my extremities. Dad’s footsteps approach slowly as I lower the viewfinder. Instead of pleasant surprise, his countenance blanches with outrage.


“Dad, what’s the matter?”


His mouth is moving, but the words don’t form. He’s pointing at the camera and his expression wavers between anger, betrayal, and panic. What demons have I conjured?


“Why did you bring that?”


“I don’t know, I just thought—”


“Put that away, right now!” The harshness in his voice, the anger in his eyes, and I’m that four-year-old girl who had run out into the middle of the street, only to get yanked back and scolded.


“Why, what’s wrong?”


Rather than repeat himself, he snatches both camera and backpack out of my hands, stuffs it, zips it, and thrusts it back at me. “We’re leaving today!”


“But what about—?”


“Dammit, child! Why don’t you ever listen!”


“Dad!”


He takes me by the elbow, and we trudge down to the river. “Should never have given that camera to you!”
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GRACE TH’AM AI LE


Binh Son, Vietnam: January 7, 1973


I must be dead.


From the noise around me, the heat, the tormented cries in both English and Vietnamese, I wondered if perhaps I was in hell.


“Miss, are you okay?” The voice of that American was now directly above me. I opened my eyes and, through the blur, saw the outline of a white man, the color of his clothing resembling that of a soldier. By his tone, however, he did not seem very much like one.


I do not think he understood me, because I answered in Vietnamese. “My brother …”


“Come on,” he said. “We’ve got to get you out of here.”


“Yes.” This time I spoke in English. He reached under my arms and lifted me with little effort.


“Can you walk?”


I was about to say yes, but my knees buckled and my head fell back onto his shoulder.


“All right, then.” He lifted me into his arms and carried me. My eyes were shut, but I could feel that he was running. Breathing frantically.


“My brother!” I tried to speak, but only the sound of air came leaking out. This man must have been quite strong to have carried me in his arms and run as far as he did. Again, I tried to tell him that I needed to go back to get my little brother.


But this time, I lost consciousness.


 


I have vague memories of the time between getting shot and waking up in a medical tent, where I lay alongside injured soldiers. One of them was screaming in pain, which jolted me to consciousness.


It took me a moment to realize where I was. Tubes went through my arm; a mask covered my face. In that brief moment, I began to panic. I wanted to let out a scream, but the very effort brought a sharp jab to my chest.


“Whoa, take it easy there.” It was the man who carried me out of the battlefield. “We thought for sure you were a goner. But the doc says you’re going to make it. Isn’t that right, Doc?” He called this into the tent, but there was no one in sight at the moment.


Again, I wanted to speak. This time I also attempted to sit up. The pain was twice as bad, and it must have shown on my face. My kind rescuer stood from his chair. “Don’t try to get up just yet. They’re going to airlift you to a hospital back in the city. Bullet passed clean through you. Damned near hit an artery.”


I motioned for him to remove my mask. With strained effort, I managed a whisper. “Thank you.”


“It’s nothing, Miss. Couldn’t just leave you there.” He had a camera strapped around his neck, and it dangled precariously over my head.


“I think you are not a soldier?”


“No. I’m an independent photojournalist traveling with Echo Company.” He extended a hand to shake. “Name’s Peter Carrick.”


All I could muster was the strength to extend my fingertips. “I am Th’am Ai Le.” He took them and gave a gentle squeeze.


“Pleasure to meet you, Tham … Tha …”


“Call me Grace, okay?”


“That’s not Vietnamese.”


“My father gave me an English name because of Jesuit missionaries … So thirsty.” Peter reached for a pitcher of ice water and poured a cup for me. “Thank you.”


“You’ve lost a lot of blood. But they’ll get you all fixed up in the hospital.”


At that very moment, I remembered the entire reason I had come back to Bình Sơn. “No, I cannot go.”


“Why not?”


“My brother, Huynh Tho. I must get him!”


“Where is he?”


“The village in the hills overlooking the water.”


At this his countenance dimmed. His brow furrowed, and he began to speak but stopped himself. “You can’t go back there. It’s too dangerous.”


“I must.”


“You’re badly hurt. If you don’t—”


“He is the only family I have left. Please, I promised my parents I would look after him.”


Even as I spoke, two American soldiers came into the tent and gestured outside. “We’ve got a small window here. It’s now or never.”


With urgent eyes, Peter gripped my hand. “If you don’t get to the hospital, you’ll bleed to death. Grace, please. Go with these men.”


“But my brother—”


“I’ll look for him.” He leaned in so close I could sense the intensity of his concern. “Now, go on.” The moment lasted no more than a few seconds, but it seemed as if time stood still. This man, this American stranger, had just risked his life to save mine. There was a familiar, yet dreamlike feeling about him. For some reason, I felt I could trust him.


“His name is Huynh Tho.” A sudden wave of nausea overwhelmed me. The saline solution flowing through intravenous tubes into my bloodstream caused me to shiver. “He’s wearing a gold crucifix … it was my father’s. To keep him safe.”


“All right. I’ll find him, Grace. I promise.”


“How will I find you?”


He looked over to the medics. “Where’re you taking her?”


“Grall, in Saigon.”


Then he took my hand and patted it. “I’ll see you there.”


“With my brother?”


“With your brother.”


Tears filled my eyes. I thought, He must be an angel. “Thank you, Mr. Carrick.”


A moment later, and without a proper opportunity to say good-bye, the soldiers rushed me into a helicopter and it lifted out of the fields. Explosions continued to echo through the hills like peals of thunder. Black smoke arose from beneath the trees. The villages of Bình Sơn were gone. And though in body I soared above the mountains, my spirit sank.


Grall Hospital: Recovery 2
Saigon: January 13, 1973


I have made an exceptional recovery from a near-fatal gunshot wound and consider myself blessed that the Christian name Father chose for me held a prophetic meaning. For the past week, since they brought me to Grall Hospital, I have been told a hundred times what a lucky girl I am.


I don’t feel so lucky. I cannot help but worry about Huynh Tho.


Each day as my strength returns, I sit up in my bed and hope that Mr. Peter Carrick will come to the door with my little brother standing next to him. He will say something like, “Here is your brother, Miss.” And I will try my best not to weep. It will be a joyous reunion. And hopefully, after he has seen the ruthless horrors of war, my brother will put down his gun and pick up a pen, despite Uncle Viyh’s insistence he remain with the Vietcong.


I must admit, a part of my heart wishes to see Peter again, if for nothing else but to properly express gratitude for saving my life. And my brother’s as well.


Grall Hospital: Recovery 2
Saigon: January 25, 1973


It has been almost three weeks since I returned from Bình Sơn and still no word from Peter. Nobody seems to know how I can contact him either. This is so frustrating! I am still holding onto hope that he will return with Huynh Tho, but hope without evidence can only last for so long.


I have even begun to pray to the God of the Jesuits, as they taught my father. Everything now, I ask in Jesus’ name. What a peculiar way to make a wish.


Grall Hospital: Recovery 2
Saigon: January 27, 1973


Today it seemed my prayers were answered. After breakfast and a walk with Miss Janet, my physical therapist, one of the hospital administrators found me and said, “You have a visitor in the atrium, Grace.”


“Who is it?”


“His name is Peter Carrick. He says that—”


I never heard the rest of his sentence because I rushed out of Janet’s grip and went straight to the atrium. “Please, Grace,” she called out after me, “you mustn’t run!” But I had never felt better. How could I just walk?


When I arrived, his back was turned to me, his hands in his jacket pockets. He faced the dark corridor toward the lobby as if waiting. But my brother was not with him.


“Peter?”


He turned and walked toward me. With an awkward kind of smile that did not match the rest of his demeanor, he said, “Grace. How are you?”


I bowed my head slightly. “Thanks to you, alive and well.”


“Yes, well. You’re looking just fine. Do you have any idea how hard it was to find you?”


“I apologize for the inconvenience.”


“Oh, no. That’s not what I meant.” A wide smile brightened his face. “I just meant that I didn’t have a translator and my Vietnamese is so poor that—”


“Forgive me, but did you find Huynh Tho?”


His smile evaporated like steam from a pot of rice. His hands went back into his pockets and he let out a slow breath. “Yes. I did.”


The words caused my heart to leap. “That’s wonderful! Thank you, Peter.” Though it was inappropriate for a woman to touch a man other than her husband, I could not contain myself. I jumped up and put my arms around him, embracing his neck. Tears of relief streamed from my eyes onto his lapels.


But his countenance seemed incongruous. “Grace, listen …”


I pushed away. As quickly as my hopes had arisen, they began to sink. My stomach cramped, my breath grew hesitant. “Where is Huynh Tho?”


“That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”


“You said you found him. Where is he?”


“I found him, yes, but—”


“Why are you being so unkind? Please, tell me!”


Now holding both of my arms, as though I might run, or hit him, or hurt myself, Peter turned his gaze down toward me, an unspoken apology brimming from his eyes. “Grace …”


Oh, why couldn’t he just speak without this infuriating pausing? “Please, where?”


From the breast pocket in his jacket, he reached in and pulled something out. “Grace, I’m so sorry.” He placed it in my hand. Without even looking, because my eyes were squeezed shut, trying to hold back a deluge, I knew.


“Oh, Huynh Tho!”


“There just wasn’t enough time.” He wrapped his arms around me to comfort me. But I stiffened my arms and pushed him away.


“Don’t touch me!”


“Your brother was fighting for the Vietcong. They engaged Echo Company in a firefight.”


“He wasn’t old enough to shave!”


“I’m sorry.”


“It cannot be! It cannot!”


“Grace.” Again, he tried to hold me. I responded by shouting, crying out in Vietnamese and pounding his chest with my fists. Huynh Tho, my little brother, my only family, was dead.


I kept wailing and hitting Peter’s chest, but he remained there quietly until at last I grew too weary to continue and fell into his arms, weeping.


The hospital staff was now looking at us. In the back of my mind, the thought arose that they would think it improper for a young woman like me to be in the embrace of a man. A white man! But my entire world had collapsed; who cared what they thought!


I wrapped my arms around Peter and pressed my hands against his back. As I did, the gold crucifix that Peter had retrieved from Huynh Tho and placed in my hand dangled by the chain from my fingers.
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RICHARD COLSON


Waldorf Astoria, New York City


Things don’t always go as planned. That’s one of those golden nuggets my mother passed on to me early in life. Still carry it around in my pocket. I had, however, planned on victory at every turn and, as a result, emerged victorious after last night’s debate at Loyola with James Remington, much to the DNC’s chagrin.


“Five minutes, Rick.” Karen Lassiter, my chief of staff, takes my coat, my briefcase, and sets them down in the living room of my suite in the Waldorf Astoria. “Can I get you anything?”


“I’m good, thanks. Wasn’t it only supposed to be four hours from Baltimore?” Day twenty-eight on my East Coast campaign tour, and the only thing worse than a five-and-a-half-hour battle on the I-95 was the traffic coming into Manhattan, even at 11:00 a.m.


“Construction in the Lincoln Tunnel, rain. You scheduled things a bit too close. But I’m not one to say I told you so.” She just did. But she’s right about these things. That’s why I hired her.


“Just give me a couple of minutes to freshen up, okay? Make yourselves at home, help yourself to the wet bar. Just don’t get too comfortable, the reception is being filmed.”


Karen grins and gets right on her cell phone, while the Secret Service men step outside. I walk into the bedroom and make my way past the marble columns of the bathroom. I splash cool water on my face and take a deep breath. Was it all worth it?


After toweling off, I unzip my black leather toiletry bag, fish past the toothpaste and Tylenol, then put the Norelco to my five o’ clock shadow, whisking away hundreds of miles and pages upon pages of speeches. Tonight, I’ll deliver one of my best to my supporters from the Coalition of International Business Ventures. Topic: Transforming the Global Economy, One Commodity at a Time.
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“Darkroom is a fascinating, fast-paced, beautifully written
story of love and war, murder, terrorism, and a dark conspiracy.”

—DOUGLAS PRESTON, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Cold Vengeance and The Monster of Florence





