THE
JUIET AMERICAN

by
GRAHAM GREENE

WILLIAM IHIEINEMANN LTD
MIIBOURNE :: LONDON :: T10RONIO



FIRST PUBLISHED 1915

PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN
AT THE WINDMILL PRESS
KINGSWOOD, SURREY



Dear RENE AND PHUONG,

I have asked permission to dcdicate this book to
you not only in memory of the happy cvenings I
have spent with you in Saigon over the last five years,
but also because I have quite shameclessly borrowed
the location of your flat to housc one of iny characters,
and your name, Phuong, for the convenience of
rcaders because it is simple, beautiful and easy to
pronounce, which is not true of all your courftry-
women’s names. You will both realise I have
borrowed little else, certainly not the characters of
anyone in Viet Nam. Pyle, Granger, Fowler, Vigot,
Joc—these have had no originals in the lifc of Saigon
or Hanoi, and General Thé is dead: shot in the back,
so they say. Even the historical events have been
rcarranged. For example, the big bomb near the

Jontinental preceded and did not follow the bicycle
bombs. I have no scruples about such small changes.
This is a story and not a picce of history, and I hope
that as a story about a few imaginary characters it
will pass for both of you one hot Saigon evening.

Yours affectionately,
GraHAM GREENE






“I do not like being moved: for the will is excited;
and action

Is a most dangerous thing; I tremble for something
factitious,

Some malpractice of heart and illegitimate process;

Wo're so prone to these things, with our terrible

notions of duty.”
A. H. CroucH

“This is the patent age of new inventions
For killing bodies, and for saving souls,
All propagated with the best intentions.”
Byron






PART ONE






'CHAPTER I

AFTER DINNER I SAT AND WAITED FOR PYLE in my
room over the rue Catinat: he had said, “I’ll be
with you at latest by ten,” and when midnight had
struck I couldn’t stay quiet any longer and went
down into the street. A lot of old women in black
trousers squatted on the landing: it was February and
I suppose too hot for them in bed. One trishaw
driver pedalled slowly by towards the river front
and I could see lamps burning where they had
disembarked the new American planes. There was
no sign of Pyle anywhere in the long strect.

Of course, I told mysclf, he might have been
detained for somc reason at the American Legation,
but Surely in that case he would have telephoned
to the restaurant—he was very meticulous about
small courtesics. I turned to go indoors when I saw
a gir] waiting in the next doorway. I couldn’t see
her face, only the white silk trousers and the long
flowered robe, but I knew her for all that. She had
so often waited for me to come home at just this
plate and hour.

“Phuong,” I said—which means Pheenix, but
nothing nowadays is fabulous and nothing rises from
its ashes. I knew before she had time to tell me that
she was waiting for Pyle. “He isn’t here.”
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“Je sais. Je t’ai vu scul a la fenétre.”

“You may as well wait upstairs,” I said. “He will
be coming soon.”

“I can wait here.”

“‘Better not. The police might pick you up.”

She followed me upstairs. I thought of several
ironic and unpleasant jests I might make, but neither
her English nor her French would haw been good
enough for her to understand the irony, and, strange
to say, I had no desire to hurt her or even to hurt
myself. When ‘we reached the landing all the old
women turned their heads, and as soon as we had
passed their voices rose and fell as though they were
singing togethcr.

“What are they talking about?”

“They think I have come home.”

Inside my room the tree I had set up weeks ago
for the Chinese New Year had shed, most of its
yellow blossoms. They had fallen between the keys
of my typewriter. 1 picked them out. “Tu s
troublé,” Phuong said.

“It’s unlike him. He’s such a punctual man.”

I took off my tie and my shocs and lay down on
the bed. Phuong lit the gas stove and began to boil
the water for tea. It might have been six months
ago. ‘“‘He says you arc going away soon now,” she
said.

“Perhaps.”

“He is very fond of you.”

“Thank him for nothing,” I said.

I saw that she was doing her hair differently,
allowing it to fall black and straight over her
shoulders. I remembered that Pyle had once criticised
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the elaborate hairdressing which she thought became
the daughter of a mandarin. I shut my eyes and she
was again the same as she used to be: she was the
hiss of steam, the clink of a cup, she was a certain
hour of the night and the promise of rest.

“He will not be long,” she said as though I needed
comfort for his absence.

I wondered what they talked about together:
Pyle was very earnest and I had suffered from his
lectures on the Far East, which he had known for as
many months as I had years. Democracy was
another subject of his, and he had pronounced
and aggravating views on what the United States
was doing for the world. Phuong on the other hand
was wonderfully ignorant: if Hitler had come into
the conversation she would have interniptéd to
ask who he was. The explanation would be made
more difficult because she had never met a German or
a Pole and had only the vagucst knowledge of Euro-
pean geography, though about Princess Margaret
of course she knew more than I. I heard her put
a tray down on the end of the bed.

*“Is he still in love with you, Phuong?”’

To take an Annamite to bed with you is like
taking a bird: they twitter and sing on your pillow.
There had been a time when I thought none of
their voices sang like Phuong’s. I put out my hand
and touched her arm—their bones too were as
fragilc as a bird’s.

“Is he, Phuong?”’

She laughed and I heard her strike a match. “In
love?”’—perhaps it was one of the phrases she didn’t
understand.
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“May I make your pipe?”’ she asked.

When I opened my eyes she had lit the lamp and
the tray was already prepared. The lamplight made
her skin the colour of dark amber as she bent over
the flame with a frown of concentration, heating
the small paste of opium, twirling her needle.

“Does Pyle still not smoke?” I asked her.

“No ”»

“You ought to make him or he won’t come back.”
It was a superstition among them that a lover who
smoked would always return, even from France. A
man’s sexual capacity might be injurcd by smokinyg,
but they would always prefer a faithful to a potent
lover. Now she was kneading the little ball of hot
paste on the convex margin of the bowl and I could
smell“the opium. There is no smell like it. Beside
the bed my alarm clock showed twelve-twenty, but
already my tension was over. Pyle had,diminished.
The lamp lit her face as she tended the long pipe,
bent above it with the serious attention she might
have given to a child. 1 was fond of my pipe: more
than two feet of straight bamboo, ivory at either tnd.
Two-thirds of the way down was the bowl, like a
convolvulus reversed, the convex margin polished
and darkened by the frequent kneading of the opium.
Now with a flick of the wrist she plunged the needle
into the tiny cavity, released the opium and
reversed the bowl over the ﬂamc, holding the pipe
steady for me. The bead of opium bubbled genly
and smoothly as I inhaled.

The practised inhaler can draw a whole pipe
down in one breath, but I always had to take
several pulls. Then I lay back, with my neck on the
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leather pillow, while she prepared the second pipe.

I said, ‘““You know, really, it’s as clear as daylight.
Pyle knows I smoke a few pipes before bed, and he
doesn’t want to disturb me. He’ll be round in the
morning.”

In went the needle and I took my second pipe.
As I laid it down, I said, “Nothing to worry about.
Nothing to worry about at all.” I took a sip of tea
and held my hand in the pit of her arm. “When
you left me,” I said, ““it was lucky I had this to fall
back on. There’s a good house in the rue d’Ormay.
What a fuss we Europeans make about nothing.

ou shouldn’t Tlive with a man who docsn’t Smoke,
Phuong.”

“But he’s going to marry me,” she said. “Soon
now.”

“Of course, that’s another matter.”

“Shall I make your pipe again?”’

“ch.!!

I wondered whether she would consent to sleep
with me that night if Pyle never came, but I knew
that®* when I had smoked four pipes I should no
longer want her. Of course it would be agreeable
to feel her thigh beside me in the bed—she always
slept on her back, and when I woke in thc morning
I could start the day with a pipe, instead of with my
own company. ‘“Pyle won't come now,” I said.
“Stay here, Phuong.” She held the pipe out to me
ane shook her head. By the time I had drawn the
opium in, her presence or absence mattered very
little. ‘

“Why is Pyle not here?”’ she asked.

“How do I know?” I said.
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“Did he go to see General Thé?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“He told me if he could not have dinner with you,
he would come here.”

“Don’t worry. He’ll come. Make me another
pipe.”” When she bent over the flame the poem of
Baudelaire’s came into my mind: “Mon enfant, ma
soeur .. ..” How did it go on?

“A:imcr a loisir,
Aimer et mourir
Au pays qui te ressemble.”

Out on the waterfront slept the ships, “‘dont ’humeur
est vagabonde.” I thought that if I smelt her skin it
would have the faintest fragrance of opium, and her
colour was that of the small flame. I had seen the
flowers on her dress beside the canals in the north,
she was indigenous like a herb, and I never wanted
to go home.

“I wish ] were Pyle,” I said aloud, but the pain
was limited and bearable—the opium saw to that.
Somebody knocked on the door.

“Pyle,” she said.

“No. It’s not his knock.”

Somebody knocked again impatiently. She got
quickly up, shaking the yellow tree so that it
showered its petals again over my typewriter. The
door opened. ‘““Monsieur Foulair,” a voice com-
manded.

“I’m Fowler,” I said. I was not going to get up
for a policeman—I could sece his khaki shorts
without lifting my head.

8



He explained in almost unintelligible Vietnamese
French that I was needed immediately—at once—
r apldly-—-at the Sureté.

‘““At the French Sureté or the Vietnamese?”’

“The French.” In his mouth the word sounded
like “Frangung.”

“What about?”

He didn’t know: it was his orders to fetch me.
““Toi aussi,” he said to Phuong.

“Say vous when you speak to a lady,” I told him.
*"How did you know she was here?’

He only repeated that they were his orders.

“I’ll come in the morning.”

“Sur le chung,” he said, a little neat, obstinate
figure. There wasn’t any point in arguing, so I got
up and put on my tie and shocs. Here the pohce
had the last word: they could withdraw my order of
circulation: they could have me barred frem Press
Conferences: they could cven, if they chose, refuse
me an exit permit. These were the open legal
mecthods, but legality was not essential in a country
at War. I knew a man who had suddenly and
inexplicably lost his cook-—he had traced him to the
Victnamese Sureté, but the officers there assured
him that he had been released after questioning.
His family never saw him again: perhaps he had
joined the Communists: perhaps he had been enlisted
in one of the private armies which flourished round
Saigon—the Hoa-Haos or. the Caodalsts or General
‘1'hé. Perhaps he was in a French prison. Perhaps
he was happily making moncy out of girls in Cholon,
the Chinese suburb. Perhaps his heart had given
way when they questioned him. I said; “I’'m not
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going to walk. You’ll have to pay for a trishaw.”
One had to keep one’s dignity.

That was why I refused a cigarette from the
French officer at the Sureté. After three pipes I felt
my mind clear and alert: it could take such decisions
easily without losing sight of the main question—
what do they want from me? I had met Vigot
before several times at parties—I had noticed him
because he appeared incongruously in love with his
wife, who 1gnorcd him, a ﬂashy and false blonde.
Now it was two 1n the morning and he sat tired and
depressed in the cigarette smoke and the heavy
heat, wearing a green eye-shade, and he had a
volume of Pascal open on his desk to while away the
time. When I refused to allow him to question
Phuohg without me he gave way at once, with a
single sigh that might have represented his weariness
with Saigon, with the heat, or with the whole human
condition.

He said in English, “I’'m so sorry I had to ask
you to come,’

“I wasn’t asked. I was ordered.”

“Oh, these native police—they don’t understand.”
His eyes were on a page of Les Pensées as though
he were still absorbed in those sad arguments.
“I wanted to ask you a few qucstions — about
Pyle.”

“You had better ask him the questions.”

He turned to Phuong and interrogated her
sharply in French. ‘“How long have you lived with
Monsieur Pyle?”

“A month—I don’t know,”” she said.

“How much has he paid you?”’
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“You’ve no right to ask her that,” I said. “She’s
not for sale.”

““She used to live with you, didn’t she?” he asked
abruptly. “For two years.”

“I’m a correspondent who’s supposed to report
your war—when you let him. Don’t ask me to
contribute to your scandal sheet as well.”

“What do you know about Pyle? Please answer
my questions, M. Fowler. I don’t want to ask them.
But this is serious. Please believe me it is very
serious.”

“I’m not an informer. You know all I can tell
you about Pyle. Age thirty-two, employed in the
Economic Aid Mission, nationality American.”

“You sound like a friend of his,” Vigot said,
looking past mc at Phuong. A native policéman
came in with three cups of black coffee.

“Or would you rather have tea?”’ Vigot asked.

“I am a friend,” I said. “Why not? I shall be
going home one day, won’t I? I can’t take her with
me. She’ll be all right with him. It’s a reasonable
arrahgement. And he’s going to marry her, he says.
He might, you know. He’s a good chap in his way.
Serious. Not one of those noisy bastards at the
Continental. A quiet American,” I summed him
precisely up as I might have said, ‘a blue lizard,’ ‘a
white elephant.’

Vigot said, “Yes.” He secmed to be looking for
words on his desk with which to convey his meaning
as precisely as I had done. “A very quiet American.”
He sat there in the little hot office waiting for one
of us to speak. A mosquito droned to the attack, and I
watched Phuong. Opium makes you quick-witted—
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perhaps only because it calms the nerves and stills the
emotions. Nothing, not even death, seems so impor-
tant. Phuong, I thought, had not caught his tone,
melancholy and final, and her English was very bad.
While she sat therc on the hard office chair, she was
still waiting patiently for Pyle. I had at that
moment given up waiting, and I could see Vigot
taking those two facts in.

“How did you meet him first?”’ Vigot asked me.

Why should I explain to him that it was Pyle
who had met e? I had seen him last September
coming across the square towards the bar of the
Continental: an unmistakably young and unused
face flung at us like a dart. With his gangly legs
and his crew-cut and his wide campus gaze he seemed .
incafable of harm. The tables on the street were
most of them full. “Do you mind?”” he had asked
with serious courtesy. ‘“My name’s Pylg. I’'m ncw
here,” and he had folded himself around a chair
and ordered a beer. Then he looked quickly up
into the hard noon glare.

“Was that a grenade?”” he askell with excitement
and hope.

“Most likely the exhaust of a car,” I said, and was
suddenly sorry for his disappointment. One forgets
so quickly one’s own youth: once I was interested
mysclf in what for want of a better term they call
news. But grenades had staled on me; they were
something listed on the back page of the local paper
—so0 many last night in Saigon, so many in Cholon:
they never made the European Press. Up the street
came the lovely flat figures—the white silk trousers,
the long tight jackets in pink and mauve patterns
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slit up the thigh: I watched them with the nostalgia
I knew I would feel when I had left these regions
for ever. “They are lovely, aren’t they?”’ I said over
my beer, and Pyle cast them a cursory glance as
they went on up the rue Catinat.

“Oh, sure,” he said indifferently: he was a serious
type. ‘“The Minister’s very concerned about these
grenades. It would be very awkward, he says, if there
was an incident—with onc of us, I mean.”

“With one of you? Yes, I suppose that would
be scrious. Congress wouldn’t like it.”” Why does
one want to tease the innocent? Perhaps only
ten days ago he had been walking back across
the Common in Boston, his arms full of the books
he had been reading in advance on the Far East
and the problems of China. He didn’t even hear
what I said: he was absorbed already in the dilemmas
of Democracy and the responsibilities of the West:
he was determined—I learnt that very soon—to
do good, not to any individual person but to a
country, a continent, a world. Well, he was in
his ®%lement now with the whole universe to im-
prove.

“Is he in the mortuary?” I asked Vigot.

“How did you know he was dead?” It was a
foolish policeman’s question unworthy of the man
who read Pascal, unworthy also of the man who so
strangely loved his wife. You cannot love without
infuition.

“Not guilty,” I said. I told myself that it was
true. Didn’t Pyle always go his own way? I looked
for any feeling in mysclf, even resentment at a
policeman’s suspicion, but I could find none. No
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one but Pyle was responsible. Aren’t we all better
dead? the opium reasoned within me. But I looked
cautiously at Phuong, for it was hard on her. She
must have loved him in her way: hadn’t she been
fond of me and hadn’t she left me for Pyle? She had
attached herself to youth and hope and seriousness
and now they had failed her more than age and
despair. She sat there looking at the two of us and I
thought she had not yet understood. Perhaps it
would be a gooq thing if I could get her away before
the fact got home. I was ready to answer any
questions if I could bring the interview quickly and
still ambiguously to an end, so that I might tell her
later, in private, away from a policeman’s eye and the
hard_office chairs and the bare globe where the
moths circled.

I said to Vigot, “What hours are you interested
in?”

“Between six and ten.”

“I had a drink at the Continental at six. The
waiters will remember. At six forty-five I walked
down to the quay to watch the American pnes
unloaded. I saw Wilkins of the Associated News by
the door of thc Majestic. Then I went into the
cinema next door. They’ll probably remember—
they had to get me change. From there I took a
trishaw to the Vieux Moulin—I suppose I arrived
about eight thirty—and had dinner by mysclf.
Granger was there—you can ask him. Then I teok
a trishaw back about a quarter to ten. You could
probably find the driver. I was expecting Pylc at
ten, but he didn’t turn up.”

“Why were you expecting him?”
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“He telephoned me. He said he had to see me
about something important.”

‘““Have you any idea what?”

“No. Everything was important to Pyle.”

“And this girl of his’—do you know where she was?”’

““She was waiting for him outside at midnight. She
was anxious. She knows nothing. Why, can’t vou
see she’s waiting for him still?”

“Yes,” he said.

“And you can’t really believe I killed him for
jealousy—or she for what?>—he was®going to marry
her.”

“Yes.,’

“Where did you find him?”

“He was in the water under the bridge to Dakow.”

The Vieux Moulin stood beside the “brfidge.
There were ammed police on the bridge and the
restaurant had an iron grille to keep out grenades.
It wasn’t safe to cross the bridge at night, for all the
far side of the river was in the hands of the Vietminh
after dark. I must have dined within fifty yards of
his ody.

“The trouble was,” I said, “he got mixed up.”

“To speak plainly,” Vlgot said, “I am not alto-
gether sorry. He was doing a lot of harm.”

“God save us always,” I said, “from the innocent
and the good.”

“The good?”

$Ycs, good. In his way. Youre a Roman
Catholic. You wouldn’t recognise his way. And
anyway, hc was a damned Yankee.”

“Would you mind identifying him? I’m sorry.
It’s a routine, not a very nice routine.”
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I didn’t bother to ask him why he didn’t wait for
someone from the American Legation, for I knew
the reason. French methods are a little old-
fashioned by our cold standards: they believe in the
conscience, the sense of guilt, a criminal should be
confronted with his crime, for he may break down
and betray himseclf. I told myself again I was
innocent, while he went down the stone stairs to
where the refrigerating plant hummed in the
basement.

They pulled him out like a tray of ice-cubes, and
I looked at him. The wounds were frozen into
placidity. I said, “You see, they don’t rc-open in
my presence.”

“Comment?”’

“fn’t that one of the objects? Ordeal by some-
thing or other? But you've frozen him stiff. They
didn’t have deep freezes in the Middle Ages.”

“You recognise him?”’

“Oh ycs.”

He looked.more than ever out of place: he should
have stayed at home. I saw him in a family $nap-
shot album, riding on a dude ranch, bathing on
Long Island, photographed with his colleagues in
some apartment on the twenty-third floor. He
belonged to the sky-scraper and the express lift, the
ice-cream and the dry Martinis, milk at lunch, and
chicken sandwiches on the Merchant Limited.

“He wasn’t dead from this,” Vigot said, poinkng
at a wound in the chest. “He was drowned in the
mud. We found the mud in his lungs.”

“You work quickly.”

“One has to in this climate.”
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They pushed the tray back and closed the door.
The rubber padded.

“You can’t help us at all?” Vigot asked.

“Not at all.”

I walked back with Phuong towards my flat: I
was no longer on my dignity. Death takes away
vanity—cven the vanity of the cuckold who mustn’t
show his pain. She was still unaware of what it was
about, and I had no technique for telling her slowly
and gently. I was a correspondent: I thought in
headlines. “Amcrican official murdered in Saigon.”
Working on a newspaper one dees not learn the way
to break bad news, and even now I had to think of
my paper and to ask her, “Do you mind stopping at
the cable office?”’ 1 left hcr in the strect and sent my
wire and came back to her. It was only a gcsture
I knew too well that the French correspondents
would already be informed, or if Vigot had
played fair (which was possible), then the censors
would hold my telegram till the French had filed
theirs. My paper would get the news first under a
Par®s date line. Not that Pyle was very important.
It wouldn’t have donc to cable the details of his
true career, that before he died he had been respon-
sible for at least hfty deaths, for it would have
damaged Anglo-American relations, the Minister
would have been upset. The Minister had a great
respect for Pyle—Pyle had taken a good degree in—
well, one of those subjects Americans can take degrees
in: perhaps public relations or theatrecraft, perhaps
cven Far Eastern studies (he had read a lot of books).

“Where is Pyle?” Phuong asked. ‘““What did they

want?”’

17



“Come home,” I said.

“Will Pyle come?”

““He’s as likely to come there as anywhere else.”

The old women were still gossiping on the landing,
in the relative cool. When I opened my door I
could tell my room had been searched: everything
was tidier than I ever lcft it.

‘““Another pipe?”’ Phuong asked.

“Yes.,)

I took off my tie and my shoes; the interlude was
over: the night was nearly the same as it had been.
Phuong crouched at the end of the bed and lit the
lamp. Mon enfant, ma soeur—skin the colour of
amber. Sa douce langue natale.

“Phuong,” I said. She was kneading the opium
on the bowl. ‘Il est mort, Phuong.” She hcld the
needle in her hand and looked up at me like a child
trying to concentrate, frowning. “Tu dis?’

“Pyle est mort. Assassiné.”

She put the ncedle down and sat back on her
heels, looking,at me. Therc was no scene, no tears,
just thought—the long private thought of somcBody
who has to alter a whole course of life.

“You had better stay here tonight,” I said.

She nodded and taking up the necedle began
again to heat the opium. That night I woke from
one of those short deep opium sleeps, ten minutes
long, that seem a whole night’s rest, and found my
hand where it had always lain at night, between ker
legs. She was asleep and I could hardly hecar her
breathing. Once again after so many months I was
not alone, and yet I thought suddenly with anger,
remembering Vigot with his eye-shade in the police
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station and the quiet corridors of the Legation with
no one about and the soft hairless skin under my
hand, Am I thc only one who really cared for
Pyle? ,
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CHAPTER 1I

(1)

THE MORNING PYLE ARRIVED IN THE SQUARE by the
Continental I had seen enough of my American
colleagues of the Press, big, noisy, boyish and middle-
aged, full of sour cracks against the French, who were,
when all was said, fighting this war. Periodically,
after an engagement had been tidily finished and
the &asualties removed from the scene, they would
be summoned to Hanoi, nearly four hours’ flight
away, addressed by the Commander-in-CRicf] lodged
for one night in a Press Camp where they boasted
that the barman was the best in Indo-China, flown
over the late battlefield at a height of 3,000 fect (the
limit of a heavy machine-gun’s range) and then
delivered safely and noisily back, like a school treat,
to the Continental Hotel in Saigon.

Pyle was quiet, he seemed modest, sometimes that
first day I had to lean forward to catch what he was
saying. And he was very, very serious. Several
times he seemed to shrink up within himself at the
noise of the American Press on the terrace abeve
— the terrace which was popularly believed to
be safer from hand-grenadcs. But he criticised
nobody.

“Have you read York Harding?”’ he asked.
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“No. No, I don’t think so. What did he write?”’

He gazed at a milk bar across the street and said
dreamily, “That looks like a good soda-fountain.” I
wondered what depth of homesickness lay behind
his odd choice of what to observe in a scene so
unfamiliar. But hadn’t I on my first walk up the
rue Catinat noticed first the shop with the Guerlain
perfume and comforted myself with the thought that,
after all, Europe was only distant thirty hours? He
looked reluctantly away from the milk bar and said,
*“York wrote a book called The Adva%ce of Red China.
It’s a very profound book.”

“T haven’t read it. Do you know him?”’

He nodded solemnly and lapsed into silence. But
he broke it again a moment later to modify the
impression he had given. “I don’t know him well,”
he said. “I guess T only met him twice.” I liked
him for that—to consider it was boasting to claim
acquaintance with—what was his name?—York
Harding. I was to learn later that he had an
enormous respect for what he called serious writers.
Thae term excluded novelists, pocts and dramatists
unless they had what he called a contcmporary
theme, and even then it was better to read the
straight stuff as you gut it from York.

I said, “You know, if you live in a place for long
you cease to read about it.”

“Of course I always like .5 know what the man
ondhe spot has to say,” he replied guardedly.

“And then check it with York?”

“Yes.” Perhaps he had noticed the irony, because
he added with his habitual politeness, “I'd take it as
a very great privilege if you conld find time to brief
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me on the main points. You see, York was here
more than two years ago.”

I liked his loyalty to Harding—whoever Harding
was. It was a change from the denigrations of the
Pressmen and their immature cynicism. I said,
“Have another bottle of beer and I’ll try to give you
an idea of things.” ‘

I began, while he waiched me intently like a
prize pupil, by explaining the situation in the North,
in Tonkin, where the French in those days were
hanging on to*the delta of the Red River, which
contained Hanoi and the only northern port,
Haiphong. Here most of the rice was grown, and
when the harvest was ready the annual battle for
the rice always began.

“Yhat’s the North,” I said. “The French may
hold, poor devils, if the Chinese don’t come to help
the Vietminh. A war of jungle and mountain and
marsh, paddy fields where you wade shoulder-high
and the encmy simply disappear, bury their arms,
put on peasant dress. . . . But you can rot com-
fortably in the damp in Hanoi. They don’t throw
bombs there. God knows why. You could call it a
regular war.”

“And here in the South?”

“The French control the main roads until seven
in the evening: they control the watch towers after
that, and the cities—part of them. That doesn’t
mean you are safe, or there wouldn’t be iron grilles
in front of the restaurants.”

How often I had explained all this before. I was
a record always turned on for the benefit of new-
comers—the visiting Member of Parliament, the
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new British Minister. Sometimes I would wake up
in the night saying, “Take the case of the Caodaists.”
Or the Hoa-Haos or the Binh Xuyen, all the private
armies who sold their services for money or revenge.

Strangers found them picturesque, but there is
nothing picturesque in treachery and distrust.

“And now,” 1 said, “there’s General Thé. He was
Caodaist Chief of Staff, but he’s taken to the hills to
fight both sides, the French, the Communists. .

“York,” Pyle said, “wrote that What the East
needed was a Third Force.” Perhaps I should have
secn that fanatic gleam, the quick response to a
phrase, the magic sound of figures: Fifth Column,
Third Force, Seventh Day. I might have saved all
of us a lot of trouble, even Pyle, if I had rcahsed the
direction of that indcfatigable young brain. *But I
left him with the arid bones of background and took
my daily walk up and down the rue Catinat. He
would have to lcarn for himself the real background
that held you as a smell does: the gold of the rice-
fields under a flat late sun: the fishers’ fragile cranes
hovesing over the ficlds like mosquitoes: the cups of
tea on an old abbot’s platform, with his bed and his
commercial calendars, his buckets and broken cups
and the junk of a lictime washed up around his
chair: the mollusc hats of the girls repairing the road
where a mine had burst: the gold and the young
green and the bright dressés of the south, and in the
nor¢h the deep browns and the black clothes and the
circle of enemy mountains and the drone of planes.
When I first came I counted the days of my assign-
ment, like a schoolboy marking off the days of term;
I thought I was ticd to what w~: left of a Bloomsbury
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square and the 73 bus passing the portico of Euston
and springtime in the local in Torrington Place.
Now the bulbs would be out in the square garden,
and I didn’t care a damn. I wanted a day punc-
tuated by those quick reports that might be car
exhausts or might be grenades, I wanted to keep the
sight of those silk-trousered figures moving with
grace through the humid noon, I wanted Phuong,
and my home had shifted its ground eight thousand
miles.

1 turned at the High Commissioner’s house, where
the Foreign Legion stood on guard in their white
képis and their scarlet epaulettes, crossed by the
Cathedral and came back by the dreary wall of the
Vietnamese Sureté that seemed to smell of urine and
injustice. And yet that too was a part of home, like
the dark passages on upper floors one avoided in
childhood. The new dirty magazines wege out on the
bookstalls near the quay— Tabu and Illusion, and the
sailors were drinking beer on the pavement, an easy
mark for a home-made bomb. I thought of Phuong,
who would be haggling over the price of fish in the
third strect down on the left before going for her
clevenses to the milk bar (I always knew where she
was in those days), and Pyle ran easily and naturally
out of my mind. I didn’t cven mention him to
Phuong, when we sat down to lunch together in our
room over the rue Catinat and she wore her best
flowered silk robe because it was two years to asday
since we had met in the Grand Monde in Cholon.
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(2)

Neither of us mentioned him when we woke on
the morning after his death. Phuong had risen before
I was properly awake and had our tea ready. Onc
is not jealous of the dead, and it scemed casy to me
that morning to take up our old life together.

“Will you stay tonight?”’ I asked Phuong over the
croissants as casually as I could.

“I will have to fetch my box.”

*“Che police may be there,” I said. ““I had better
come with you.” It was the nearcst we came that
day to speaking of Pyle.

Pyle had a flat in a new villa near the rue
Duranton, off one of those main strects which® the
French continually subdivided in honour of their
generals—so that the rue de Gaulle became after
the third intersection the rue Leclerc, and that
again sooner or later would probably turn abruptly
nto the rue de Lattre. Somebody important must
have ®been arriving from Europe by air, for there was
a policeman facing the pavement every twenty
vards along the route to the High Commissioner’s
Residence.

On the gravel drive to Pyle’s apartment were
several motor-cycles and a “Vietnamese policeman
examined my press card. He wouldn’t allow Phuong
inte the house, so I went in search of a French officer.
In Pyle’s bathroom Vigot was washing his hands
with Pyle’s soap and drying them on Pyle’s towel.
His tropical suit had a stain of oil nn the sleeve—
Pyle’s oil, 1 supposed.

25 B



“Any news?” I asked.

“We found his car in the garage. It’s empty of
petrol. He must have gone off last night in a trishaw
—or in somebody elsc’s car. Perhaps the petrol was
drained away.”

“He might even have walked,” I said. “You
know what Americans are.”

“Your car was burnt, wasn’t it?”’ he went thought-
fully on. “You haven’t a new one?”

“NO.”

“It’s not an important point.”

“NO.”

“Have you any views?” he asked.

“Too many,” I said.

“Tell me.”

““Well, he might have been murdcred by the
Vietminh. They have murdered plenty of people in
Saigon. His body was found in the giver by the
bridge to Dakow—Vietminh territory when your
police withdraw at night. Or he might have been
killed by the Vietnamese Sureté—it’s been known.
Perhaps they didn’t like his friends. Perhaps he was
killed by the Caodaists because he knew General
Thé.”

“Did he?”

“They say so. Perhaps he was killed by General
Thé because he knew the Caodaists. Pcrhaps he was
killed by the Hoa-Haos for making passes at the
General’s concubines. Perhaps he was just killed by
somecone who wanted his moncy.”

“Or a simple case of jealousy,” Vigot said.

“Or perhaps by the French Sureté,” I continued,
“because they didn’t like his contacts. Are you
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really looking for the people who killed him?”

“No,” Vigot said. “I’'m just making a report,
that’s all. So long as it’s an act of war—well, there
are thousands killed every ycar.”

“You can rule me out,” I said. “I’m not involved.
Not involved,” I repeated. It had been an article of
my creed. The human condition being what it was,
let them fight, let them love, let them murder, I
would not be involved. My fellow journalists called
‘themselves correspondents; I preferrgd the title of
reporter. I wrote what I saw: I took no action—
cven an opinion is a kind of action.

“What are you doing here?”’

“I’ve come for Phuong’s belongings. Your police
wouldn’t let her in.”

“Well, let us go and find them.”

“It’s nice of you, Vigot.”

Pyle had two rooms, a kitchen and bathroom. We
went to the bedroom. I knew where Phuong would
keep her box—under the bed. We pulled it out
together; it contained her picture books. I took her
few spare clothes out of the wardrobe, her two good
robes and her spare trousers. One had a sense that
they had been hanging there for a few hours only
and didn’t belong, they were in passage like a
butterfly in a room. In a drawer I found her small
triangular pants and her collection of scarves. There
was really very little to put in the box, less than a
weeR-end visitor’s at home.

In the sitting-room there was a photograph of
herself and Pyle. They had been photographed in
the botanical gardens beside a large stone dragon.
She held Pyle’s dog on a lcash-—a black chow with a
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black tongue. A too black dog. I put the photo-
graph in her box. ‘“What’s happened to the dog?™”
I said.

“It isn’t here. He may havc taken it with him.”

“Perhaps it will return and you can analyse the
earth on its paws.”

“I’'m not Lecoq, or even Maigret, and there’s a
war on.”

I went across to the bookcase and examined the
two rows of books—Pyle’s library. The Advance of Red
China, The Challenge to Democracy, The Réle of the West
-—these, I suppose, were the complete works of York
Harding. There were a lot of Congressional Reports,
a Vietnamese phrase book, a history of the War
in the Philippincs, a Modern Library Shakespeare.
On what did he relax? T found his light rcading on
another shel: a portable Thomas Wolfe and a
mysterious anthology called The Triumph of Life, and
a sclection of American poetry. There was also a
book of chess problems. It didn’t seem much for the
end of the working day, but, after all, he had had
Phuong. Tucked away bchind the anthology there
was a paper-backed book called The Physiology of
Marriage. Perhaps he was studying sex, as he had
studied the East, on paper. And the keyword was
marriage. Pyle believed in being involved.

His desk was quite barc. ‘“You've made a clean
sweep,” I said.

*“Oh,” Vigot said, “I had to take charge of these
on behalf of the American Legation. You know how
quickly rumour spreads. There might have bcen
looting. I had all his papers sealed up.”” He said it
seriously without even smiling.
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“Anything damaging?”’

“We can’t afford to find anything damaging
against an ally,” Vigot said.

“Would you mind if I took one of these books —
as a keepsake?”’

‘W’ look the other way.”

I chose York Harding’s The Réle of the West and
packed it in the box with Phuong’s clothes.

“As a friend,” Vigot said, “‘is there nothing you
could tell me in confidence? My repogt’s all ticd up.
He was murdered by the Communists. Perhaps the
beginning of a campaign against American aid. But
between you and me—Ilisten, it’s dry talking, what
about a vermouth cassis round the corner?”

“Too early.”

“He didn’t confide anything to you the last time
he saw you?”

“NO.”

“When was that?”

“Yesterday morning. After the big bang.”

He paused to let my reply sink in—to my mind,
not to'his: he interrogated fairly. “You were out
when he called on you last night?”

“Last night? I wmust have been. I didn't
think . . .”

“You may be wanting an exit visa. You know we
could delay it indefinitely.”

“Do you really believe,” I said, “that [ want to go
home?”’

Vigot looked through the window at the bright
cloudless day. He said sadly, “Most people do.”

*I like it here. At home there are—problems.”

“Merde,” Vigot said, ‘“here’s the American
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Economic Attaché.” He repeated with sarcasm,
“Economic Attaché.”

“I’d better be off. He’ll want to seal me up too.”

Vigot said wearily, “I wish you luck. He’ll have a
terrible lot to say to me.”

The Economic Attaché was standing byffjpis
Packard when I came out, trying to explain some-
thing to his driver. He was a stout middle-aged
man with an exaggerated bottom and a face that
looked as if i had never needed a razor. He called
out, “Fowler. Could you explain to this darned
driver . . .?”

I explained.

He said, “But that’s just what I told him, but he
alyays pretends not to understand French.”

“It may be a matter of accent.”

“I was three years in Paris. My accent’s good
enough for one of these darned Vietnamese.”

“The voice of Democracy,” 1 said.

“What’s that?”

“T expect it’s a book by York Harding.”

“I don’t get you.” He took a suspicious look at the
box I carried. “What’ve you got there?”” he said.

“Two pairs of white silk trousers, two silk robes,
some girl’s underpants—three pairs, I think. All
home products. No American aid.”

“Have you been up there?”” he asked.

“ch.”

“You heard the news?”’

“YVes.” L

“It’s a terrible thing,” he said, “terrible.”

“I expect the Minister’s very disturbed.”

“I should say. He’s with the High Commissioner
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now, and he’s asked for an interview with the
President.” He put his hand on my arm and walked
me away from the cars. ‘“You knew young Pyle well,
didn’t you? I can’t get over a thing like that
happening to him. I knew his father. Professor
Haald C. Pyle—you’ll have heard of him?”

0.”

“He’s the world authority on under-water crosion.
Didn’t you see his picture on the cover of Time the
other month?”’

“Oh, I think I remember. A crumbling cliff in
the background and gold-rimmed glasses in the
foreground.”

“That’s him. I had to draft the cable home. It
was terrible. I loved that boy like he was my son.”

“That makes you closely related to his father.”

He turned his wet brown eyes on me. He said,
“What’s getting you? That’s not the way to talk
when a fine young fellow . . .”

“I'm sorry,” ” 1 said. “Decath takes pcople in
diffcrent ways.’ Perhaps he had really loved Pyle.
“What*did you say in your cable?”” I asked.

He replied seriously and literally, * ‘Grieved to
report your son died soldicr’s death in cause of
Democracy.” The Minister signed it.”

“A soldier’s death,” I said. “Mightn’t that prove
a bit confusing? 1 mean to the folks at home. The
Economic Aid Mission doesn’t sound like the Army.
Do yeu get Purple Hearts?”

He said in a low voxce, tense with ambiguity, “He
had spccial duties.”

“Oh yes, we all guessed that.”

“He didn’t talk, did he?”
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“Oh no,” I said, and Vigot’s phrase came. back
to me, ‘He was a very quiet American.’ ”’

“Have you any hunch,” he asked, “why they
killed him? and who?”*

Suddenly I was angry; I was tired of the whole
pack of them with their private stores of Coc la
and their portable hospitals and their Wydecars'and
their not quite latest guns. I said, “Yes. They
killed him because he was too innocent to live. He
was young and ignorant and silly and he got
involved. He had no more of a notion than any of
you what the whole affair’s about, and you gave
him money and York Harding’s books on the East
and said, ‘Go ahead. Win the East for democracy
Hc never saw anything he hadn’t heard in a lecture
hall, and his writers and his lecturers made a fool of
lnm Whcen he saw a dead body he couldn’t even
sce thc weunds. A Red menacg, a soldier of
democracy.”

“I thought you were his friend,” he said in a tone
of reproach.

““1 was his friend. I'd have liked to sce him rcading
the Sunday supplements at home and following the
baseball. I’d have liked to see him safe with a
standardised American girl who subscribed to the
Book Club.”

He cleared his throat with embarrassment. “Of
course,” he said, “I’d forgotten that unfortunate
business. I was quite on your side, Fowlers He
behaved very badly. I don’t mind telling you I had
a long talk with him about the girl. You see, I had
the advantage of knowing Professor and Mrs.
Pyle. . . 7

‘a
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I said, “Vigot’s waiting,” and walked away. For
the first time he spotted Phuong and when I looked
back at him hc was watching me with pained
perplexity: an eternal elder brother who didn’t
understand.
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CHAPTER III

(1)

THE FIRST TIME' PYLE MET PHUONG was again at the
Continental, perhaps two months after his arrival.
It was the early evening, in the momentary cool
which came when the sun had just gone down, and
the candles were lit on the stalls in the side streets.
The"dice rattled on the tables where the French
were playing Quatre Vingt-et-un and the girls in
the whitc silk trousers bicycled home down the rue
Catinat. Phuong was drinking a glass of orange
juice and T was having a beer and we sat in silence,
content to be together. Then Pyle came tentatively
across, and I introduced them. He had a way of
staring hard at a girl as though he hadn’t secn one
before and then blushing. “I was wondering
whether you and your lady,” Pyle said, “would step
across and join my table. One of our attachés . . .”

It was the Economic Attaché. Hec bcamed down
at us from the terrace above, a grecat warm wel-
coming smilc, full of confidence, like thc man who
keeps his friends because he uses the right deodorants.
I had heard him called Jo¢ a number of times, but I
had never learnt his surname. He made a noisy
show of pulling out chairs and calling for the waiter,
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though all that activity could possibly produce at the
Continental was a choice of beer, brandy-and-soda
or vermouth cassis. “Didn’t expect to see you here,
Fowler,” he said. “We are waiting for the boys
back from Hanoi. There seems to have been quite
a battle. Weren’t you with them?”

“I’'m tired of flying four hours for a Press Con-
ference,” I said.

He looked at me with disapproval. He said,
“These guys are real kecn. Why, I expect they
could earn twice as much in busincss or on the radio
without any risk.”

“They might have to work,” I said.

“They seem to sniff the battle like war horses,” he
went on exultantly, paying no attention to worgls he
didn’t like. ““Bill Granger—you can’t kcep him out
of a scrap.”

“I expect you’re right. I saw him in one the
other evening at the bar of the Sporting.”

“You know very well I didn’t mecan that.”

Two trishaw drivers came pedalling furiously
down the rue Catinat and drew up in a photo
finish outside the Continental. In the first was
Granger. The other contained a small, grey, silent
heap which Granger now began to pull out on to
the pavement. “Oh, come on, Mick,” he said,
“come on.” Then he began to argue with his driver
about the fare. ‘“Here,” he said, “take it or leave it,”
anll flung five times the correct amount into the
street for the man to stoop for.

The Economic Attaché said nervously, “I guess
these boys deserve a little relaxation.”

Granger flung his burden on to a chair. Then he
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noticed Phuong. “Why,” he said, “you old so-
and-so, Joe. Where did you find her? Didn’t know
you had a whistle in you. Sorry, got to find the can.
Look after Mick.”

“Rough soldierly manners,” I said.

Pyle said carnestly, blushing again, “I wouldn’t
have invited you two over if I'd thought . . .”

The grey heap stirred in the chair and the head
fell on the table as though it wasn’t attached. It
sighed, a long whistling sigh of infinite tedium, and

Jay still.

“Do you know him?”’ I asked Pyle.

“No. Isn’t he one of the Press?”

“I heard Bill call him Mick.,” the Economic
Attaghé said.

“Isn’t there a new U.P. correspondent?”’

“It’s not him. T know him. What about your
Economic Mission? You can’t know all your people

-—there are hundreds of them.”

“I don’t think he belongs,” the Economic Attaché
said. “I can’t recollect him.”

“We might find his identity card,” Pyle suggested.

“For God’s sake don’t wake him. One drunk’s
enough. Anyway Granger will know.”

But he didn’t. He came gloomily back from the
lavatory. ‘“Who’s the dame?”’ he asked morosely.

“Miss Phuong is a friend of Fowler’s,” Pyle said
stiffly. “We want to know who...”

“Where’d he find her? You got to be careful in
this town.” He added gloomily, “T'hank God for
penicillin.”

“Bill,” the Economic Attaché said, “we want to
know who Mick is.”
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“Search me.”

“But you brought him here.”

“The Frogs can’t take Scotch. He passed out.”

“Is he French? I thought you called him Mick.””

“Had to call him something,” Granger said. He
leant over to Phuong and said, “Here. You. Have
another glass of orange? Got a date tonight?”

I said, “She’s got a date every night.”

The Economic Attaché said hurriedly, “How’s
the war, Bill?”’ o

“Great victory north-west of Hanoi. French
recapture two villages they never told us they’d lost.
Heavy Vietminh casualties. Haven’t been able to
count their own yet but will let us know in a week
or two.”

The Economic Attaché said, ““There’s a rumour
that the Vietminh have broken into Phat Diem,
burned the Cathedral, chased out the Bishop.”

“They wouldn’t tell us about that in Hanoi.
That’s not a victory.”

“One of our medical tcams couldn’t get beyond
Nam Dinh,” Pyle said.

“You didn’t get down as far as that, Bill>” the
Economic Attaché asked.

“Who do you think I am? I’'m a correspondent
with an Ordre de Circulation which shows when I'm
out of bounds. I' fly to Hauoi airport. They give us
a car to the Press Camp. They lay on a flight over
theé two towns they’ve recaptured and show us the
tricolour flying. It might be any darned flag at that
height. Then we have a Press Conference and a
colonel explains to us what we’ve been looking at.
Then we file our cables with the censor. Then we
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have drinks. Best barman in Indo-China. Then we
catch the plane back.”

Pyle frowned at his beer.

“You underrate yourself, Bill,”” the Economic
Attaché said. “Why, that account of Road 66—
what did you call it? Highway to Hell—that was
worthy of the Pulitzer. ‘You know the story I mean—
the man with his head blown off kneeling in the ditch,
and that other you saw walking in a dream. . . .”

“Do you thipk I'd really go near their stinking
highway? Stephen Crane could describe a war
without seeing onc. Why shouldn’t I? It’s only a
damned colonial war anyway. Get me another
drink. And then let’s go and find a girl. You’ve
got 3 bit of tail. I want a bit of tail too.”

I said to Pyle, “Do you think there’s anything in
the rumour about Phat Diem?”’

“I don’t know. Is it important? I’ddike to go and
have a look,” he said, “if it’s important.”

“Important to the Economic Mission?”

“Oh, well,” he said, “‘you can’t draw hard lines.
Medicine’s a kind of weapon, isn’t it? These
Catholics, they’d be pretty strong against the
Communists, wouldn’t they?”’

“They trade with the Communists. The Bishop
gets his cows and the bamboo for his building from
the Communists. I wouldn’t say they were exactly
York Harding’s Third Force,” I teascd him.

“Break it up,” Granger was shouting. “Cdn’t
waste the whole night here. I’'m off to the House of
Five Hundred Girls.”

“If you and Miss Phuong would have dinner with
me . . .” Pyle said.
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“You can eat at the Chalet,” Granger inter-
rupted him, “while I’'m knocking the girls next door.
Come on, Joe. Anyway you’re a man.”

I think it was then, wondering what is a man, that
I felt my first affection for Pyle. He sat a little
turned away from Granger, twisting his beer mug,
with an expression of determined remoteness. He
said to Phuong, “I guess you get tired of all this
shop—about your country, I mean?”’

“Comment?”’

“What are you going to do with Mick?” the
Economic Attaché asked.

“Leave him here,” Granger said.

“You can’t do that. You don’t even know his
name.”

“We could bring him along and lct the girls look
after him.”

The Economic Attaché gave a loud communal
laugh. He looked like a face on television. He said,
“You young people can do what you want, but I’m
too old for games. I’ll take him home with me. Did
you say he was French?”

*“He spoke French.”

“If you can get him into my car . . .

After he had diiven away, Pyle took a trishaw
with Granger, and Phuong and I followed along the
road to Cholon. Granger iad made an attempt to
get into the trishaw with Fiuong, but Pyle diverted
hira. As they pedalled us down the long suburban
road to the Chinese town a line of French armoured
cars went by, each with its jutting gun and silent
officer motionless like a figure-head under the stars
and the black, smooth, concave sky—trouble again
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probably with a private army, the Binh Xuyen, who
ran thc Grand Monde and the gambling halls of
Cholon. This was a land of rebellious barons. It was
like Europe in the Middle Ages. But what were the
Americans doing here? Columbus had not yet
discovered their country. I said to Phuong, “I like
that fellow, Pyle.”

““He’s quiet,” she said, and thc adjective which she
was the first to use stuck like a schoolboy name, till
I heard even Vigot use it, sitting there with his green
eye-shade, telling me of Pyle’s death.

I stopped our trishaw outside the Chalet and said
to Phuong, “Go in and find a table. I had bettcr
look after Pyle.” That was my first instinct—to
protect him. It never occurred to me that there was
grealer nced to protect myself. Innocence always
calls mutely for protection, when we would be so
much wiser to guard ourselves againsg it: innocence
is like a dumb leper who has lost his bell, wandering
the world meaning no harm.

When I reached the House of the Five Hundred
Girls, Pyle and Granger had gone inside. I asked at
the military police post just inside the doorway,
“Deux Americains?”’

He was a young Foreign Legion corporal. He
stopped cleaning his revolver and jutted his thumb
towards the doorway beyond, making a joke in
German. I couldn’t understand it.

It was the hour of rest in the immense courtyard
which lay open to the sky. Hundreds of girls lay on
the grass or sat on their heels talking to their com-
panions. The curtains were undrawn in the little
cubicles around the square—one tired girl lay alonc
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on a bed with her ankles crossed. There was troublc
in Cholon and the troops were confined to quarters
and there was no work to be done: the Sunday of
the body. Only a knot of fighting, scrabbling,
shouting girls showed me where custom was still
alive. I remembered the old Saigon story of the
distinguished visitor who had lost his trousers
fighting his way back to the safety of the police post.
There was no protection here for the civilian. If he
chose to 'poach on military territory, he must look
after himself and find his own way ofit.

I had learnt a technique—to divide and conquer.
I chose one in the crowd that gathered round me
and edged her slowly towards the spot where Pyle
and Granger struggled.

“Je suis un vieux,” I said. “Trop fatigué.”® She
giggled and pressed. “Mon ami,” T said, “il est
tres riche, trés vigoureux.”

*Tu c¢s sale,” she said.

I caught sight of Granger flushed and triumphant;
it was as though he took this demonstration as a
tribute to his manhvod. One girl had her arm
through Pyle’s and was trying to tug him gently out
of the ring. I pushed my girl in among them and
called to him, “Pyle, over here.”

He looked at me over their heads and said, “It’s
terrible. Terrible.”” It masv have been a trick of the
lamplight, but his face Joonéd hagg'xrd It occurred
to snc that he was quite possxbly a virgin.

“Come along, Pyle,” I s#id. “Leave them to
Granger.” 1 saw his hand move towards his hip
pocket. I really believed he intended to empty his
pockets of piastres and greenbacks. “Don’t be a
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fool, Pyle,” I called sharply. ‘“You’ll have them
fighting.” My girl was turning back to me and I
gave her another push into the inner ring round
Granger. “Non, non,” I said, “‘je suis un Anglais,
pauvre, trés pauvre.” Then I got hold of Pyle’s
sleeve and dragged him out, with the girl hanging
on to his other arm like a hooked fish. Two or three
girls tried to intercept us before we got to the gateway
where the corporal stood watching, but they were
half-hearted.

“What’ll I do'with this one?”” Pyle said.

““She won’t be any trouble,” and at that moment
she let go his arm and dived back into the scrimmage
round Granger.

“Will he be all right?”” Pyle asked anxiously.

“Hc’s got what he wanted—a bit of tail.”

The night outside seemed very quict with only
another squadron of armoured cars driving by like
people with a purpose. He said, “It’s terrible. I
wouldn’t have believed. . . .” He said with sad awe,
“They were so pretty.”” He was not envying
Granger, he was complaining that anything good—
and prettiness and grace are surely forms ol good-
ness-—should be marred or ill-treated. Pyle could
see pain when it was in front of his eycs. (I don’t
write that as a sneer; after all therc are many of us
who can’t.)

I said, “Come back to the Chalet. Phuong’s
waiting.”

“Im sorry,” he said. “I quite forgot. You
shouldn’t have lcft her.”

““She wasn’t in danger.”

“I just thought I'd see Granger safely——" He
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dropped again into his thoughts, but as we entered
the Chalct he said with obscure distress, “I'd for-
gotten how many men there are. . . .”

(2)

Phuong had kept us a table at the edge of the
dance-floor and the orchestra was playing some tune
which had bcen popular in Paris five years ago.
Two Vietnamesc couples were dancing, small, neat,
aloof, with an air of civilisation we couldn’t match.
(I recognised one, an accountant from the Banque
de I'Indo-Chine and his wife.) They never, one felt,
dressed carelessly, said the wrong word, were a prey
to untidy passion. If the war scemecd medigval,
they were like the eightcenth-century future. One
would have expccted Mr. Pham-Van-Tu to write
Augustans in his spare time, but I happened to
know hc was a student of Wordsworth and wrote
naturc poems. His holidays he spent at Dalat, the
nearest he could get to the atmosphere of the English
lakes. He bowed slightly as he came round. I
wondcred how Granger had fared fifty yards up
the road.

Pyle was apologising to Phuong in bad French
for having kept her waiting. “C’est impardonable,”
he said.

“Where have you been?”’ shc asked him.

Mc said, “I was seeing Granger home.”

“Home?”” I said and laughed, and Pyle looked at
me as though I were another Granger. Suddenly I
saw myself as he saw me, a man of middle-age, with
eyes a little bloodshot, beginning to put on weight,
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ungraceful in love, less noisy than Granger perhaps
but more cynical, less innocent, and I saw Phuong
for a moment as I had seen her first, dancing past
my table at the Grand Monde in a white ball-dress,
eighteen years old, watched by an elder sister who
had been determined on a good Europecan marriage.
An American had bought a ticket and asked her for
a dance: he was a little drunk—not harmfully, and
I suppose he was new to the country and thought
the hostesses of the Grand Monde were whores. He
held her much too close as they went round the floor
the first time, and then suddenly there she was,
going back to sit with her sister, and he was left,
stranded and lost among the dancers, not knowing
what had happened or why. And the girl whose
name I didn’t know sat qumtly there, occasionally
sipping her orangc juice, owning hersclf completely.

“Peut-on avoir ’honnecur?”’ Pyle was saying in his
terrible accent, and a moment later I saw them
dancing in silence at the other end of the room,
Pyle holding her so far away from him that you
expected him at any moment to sever contact. He
was a very bad dancer, and she had been the best
dancer I had ever known in her days at the Grand
Monde.

It had been a leng and frustrating courtship. If1
could have offercd marriage and a scttlement cvery-
thing would have been easy, and the elder sister
would have slipped quictly and tactfully atvay
whenever we were together. But threc months
passed before I saw her so much as momentarily
alone, on a balcony at the Majestic, while her sister
in the next room kept on asking when we proposcd
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to come in. A cargo boat from France was being
unloaded in Saigon River by the light of flares, the
trishaw bells rang like telephones, and I might have
been a young aud inexperienced fool for all I found
to say. I went back hopelessly to my bed in the rue
Catinat and ncver dreamed that four months later
she would be lying beside me, a little out of breath,
laughing as though with surprise hecause nothing
had been quite what she expected.

“Monsicur Foulair.” I had been watching them
dance and hadn’t seen ler sister signalling to me
from another table. Now she came over and 1
rcluctantly asked her to sit down. We had never
been friends since the night she was taken 11l in the
Grand Monde and T had seen Phuong home.

“I haven’t scen you for a whole year,” she said.

*“I am away so often at Hanoi.”

“Who is your friend?”” she asked.

“A man called Pyle.”

“What docs he do?”

“He belongs 1o the American Economic Mission.
You know the kind of thing--clectrical sewing
machines for starving seamstresses.”

“Are there any?”’

*“I don’t know.”

“But they don’t use sewing machines. There
wouldn’t be any electricity where they live.” She
was a very literal woman.

‘“ou’ll have to ask Pyle,” 1 said.

“Is he married?”’

I looked at the dance floor. “I should say that’s
as near as he cver got to a woman.” '

“He dances very badly,” sLe said.
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“ch.”

“But he looks a nice reliable man.”

‘(Yes-”

“Can I sit with you for a little? My friends are
very dull.”

The music stopped and Pyle bowed stiffly to
Phuong, then led her hack and drew out her chair.
I could tell that his formality pleased her. I thought
how much she missed in her relation to me.

“This is Phyong’s sister,” I said to Pyle. “Miss
Hei.”

“I'm very pleascd to meect you,” he said and
blushed.

“You come from New York?”’ she asked.

“No. From Boston.”

“That is in the United States too?”’

“Oh yes. Yes.”

“Is your father a business man?”’

“Not really. He’s a professor.”

“A teacher?” she asked with a faint note of dis-
appointment.

“Well, he’s a kind of authority, you know. People
consult him.”

“About health? Is he a doctor?”

“Not that sort of doctor. He’s a doctor of engineer-
ing though. He understands all about underwater
erosion. You know what that is?”’

(14 No.,’

Pyle said with a dim attempt at humour, “Well,
I’ll leave it to Dad to tell you about that.”

“He is here?”’

“Oh no.”

“But he is coming?”
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“No. That was just a joke,” Pyle said apolo-
getically.

“Have you got another sister?” I asked Miss Hei.

“No. Why?”

“It sounds as though you were examining Mr.
Pyle’s marriageability.”

“I have only one sister,” Miss Hei said, and she
clamped her hand heavily down on Phuong’s knee,
like a chairman with his gavel marking a point of
order.

“She’s a very pretty sister,”” Pyle satd.

“She is the most beautiful girl in Saigon,” Miss
Hei said, as though she were correcting him.

“I can believe it.”

1 said, “It’s time we ordered dinner. Even the
most beautiful girl in Saigon must eat.”

“I am not hungry,” Phuong said.

“She is delicate,”” Miss Hei went firmly on. There
was a note of menace in her voice. ‘“‘She needs care.
She deserves care. She is very, very loyal.”

“My friend is a lucky man,” Pyle said gravely.

“She loves children,” Miss Hei said.

I laughed and then caught Pyle’s cye: he was
looking at me with shocked surprise, and suddenly it
occurred to me thu. he was genuincly interested in
what Miss Hei had to say. While I was ordering
dinner (though Phuong h:id told me she was not
hungry, 1 knew she could manage a good steak
tariare with two raw eggs and etceteras), I listened
to him seriously discussing the question of children.
“I’ve always thought I'd like a lot of children,” he
said. “A big family's a wonderful interest. It makes
for the stability of marriage. And it’s good for the
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children too. I was an only child. It’s a great
disadvantage being an only child.” I had never
heard him talk so much before.

“How old is your father?” Miss Hei asked with
gluttony.

“Sixty-nine.”

“Old pcople love gmndchlldrcn It is very sad
that my sister has no parents to rejoice in her
children. When the day comes,” she added with a
baleful look at me.

“Nor you either,” Pyle said, rather unnccessarily
I thought.

“Our father was of a very good family. He was a
mandarin in Hué.”

I said, “I’ve ordered dinner for all of you.”

“Not for me,” Miss Hei said. *I must be going to
my fricnds. 1 would like to meet Mr. Pyle again,
Perhaps you could manage that.”

“When I get back from the north,” 1 said.

‘*Are you going to the north?”’

“I think it’s time I had a look at the war.”

“But the Press are all back,” Pyle said.

“That’s the best time for me. I don’t have 1o meet
Granger.”

“Then you must come and have dinner with
me and my sister when Monsieur Foulair is gone.”
She added with morose courtesy, ‘““l'o cheer her
up.”

After she had gone Pylc said, “What a charming,
cultivatcd woman. And she spoke English so well.”

“Tell him my sister was in business once in
Singapore,” Phuong said proudly.

“Really? What kind of business?”’
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I translated for her. “Import, export. She can do
shorthand.”

“I wish we had more likc her in the Economic
Mission.”

“I will speak to her,” Phuong said. “She would
like to work for the Americans.”

After dinner they danced again. I am a bad
dancer too and I hadn’t the unsclf-consciousness of
Pyle—or had I possessed it, I wondered, in the days
when I was first in love with Phuong? There must
have becen many occasions at the Grand Monde
before the memorable night of Miss Hei’s illness
when I had danced with Phuong just for an oppor-
tunity to speak to her. Pyle was taking no such
opportunity as they came round the floor again; he
had relaxed a little, that was all, and was h(:lding
her less at arm’s length, but they were both sileat.
Suddenly watching her feet, so light and precise
and mistress of his shuffle, I was in love again. 1
could hardly believe that in an hour, two hours,
she would be coming back with me to that dingy
room with the communal closet and the old women
squatting on the landing.

I wished I had never heard the rumour about
Phat Diem, or that the rumour had dealt with
any other town than the one place in the north
where my friendship wita a French naval officer
would allow me to slip in, uncensored, uncontrolled.
Aenewspaper scoop? Not in thosc days when all the
world wanted to read about was Korea. A chance
of death? Why should I want to dic when Phuong
slept beside me every night? But I knew the answer
to that question. From childhood I had never
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believed in permanence, and yet I had longed for it.
Always I was afraid of losing happiness. This
month, next year, Phuong would leave me. If not
next year, in three years. Death was the only
absolute value in my world. Lose life and one would
lose nothing again for ever. I envied those who could
believe in a God and I distrusted them. I felt they
were keeping their courage up with a fable of the
changeless and the permanent. Death was far more
certain than God, and with death there would be
no longer the dally possibility of love dying. The
nightmare of a future of boredom and indifference
would lift. I could never have been a pacifist. To
kill a man was surely to grant him an immeasurable
benefit. Oh yes, people always, everywhere, loved
their ‘encmies. It was their friends they preserved
for pain and vacuity.

“Forgive me for taking Miss Phuongefrom you,”
Pyle’s voice said.

“Oh, I'm no dancer, but I like watching her
dance.” One always spoke of her like that in the
third person as though she were not there. Somc-
times she seemed invisible like peace.

The first cabaret of the evening began: a singer, a
juggler, a comedian—he was very obscene, but when
I looked at Pyle hc obviously couldn’t follow the
argot. He smiled when Phuong smiled and laughed
uneasily when I laughed. “I wonder where Granger
is now,” I'said, and Pyle looked at me reproachfully.

Then came the turn of the evening: a troupe of
female impersonators. I had seen many of them
during the day in the ruc Catinat walking up and
down, in old slacks and sweaters, a bit blue about the
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chin, swaying their hips. Now in low-cut evening
dresses, with false jewellery and false breasts and
husky voices, they appeared at least as desirable as
most of the European women in Saigon. A group of
young Air Force officers whistled to them and they
smiled glamorously back. I was astonished by the
sudden violence of Pyle’s protest. “Fowler,” he said,
“let’s go. Wc’ve had enough, haven’t we? This isn’t
a bit suitable for ker.”
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CHAPTER 1V

(1)

FROM THE BELL TOWER OF THE CATHEDRAL the battle
was only picturesque, fixed like a panorama of the
Boer War in an old Illustrated London News. An
aeroplane was parachuting supplies to an isolated
post in the calcaire, those strange weather-eroded
mougtams on the Annam border that look like piles
of pumice, and because it always returned to the
same place for its glide, it might never have moved,

and the parachute was always there in the same spot,
half-way to earth. From the plain the mortar-bursts
rose unchangingly, the smoke as solid as stone, and
in the markct the flames burnt palely in the sunlight.
The tiny figures of the parachutists moved in single
file along the canals, but at this height they appeared
stationary. Even the priest who sat in a corner of
the tower never changed his position as he read in
his brevxary The war was very tidy and clean at
that distance.

I had come in before dawn in a landing-craft from
Nam Dinh. We couldn’t land at the naval statdn
because it was cut off by the enemy, who completely
surrounded the town at a rangc of six hundred
yards, so the boat ran in beside the flaming market.
We were an casy target in the light of the flames,
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but for some reason no one fired. Everything was
quiet, except for the flop and crackle of the burning
stalls. I could hear a Senegalese sentry on the river’s
edge shift his stance.

I had known Phat Diem well in the days before
the attack—the one long narrow street of wooden
stalls, cut up every hundred yards by a canal, a
church and a bridge. At night it had been lit only
by candles or small oil lamps (there was no elec-
tricity in Phat Diem except in the French officers’
quarters), and day or night the strcet was packed
and noisy. In its strangc medieval way, under the
shadow and protection of the Prince Bishop, it has
been the most living town in all the country, and
now when I landed and walked up to the offigers’
quarters it was the most dead. Rubble and broken
glass and the smell of burnt paint and plaster, the
long street empty as far as the sight could reach, it
rcminded me of a London thoroughfare in the early
morning after an all-clear: one cxpected to see a
placard, “Unexploded Bomb.”

The front wall of the officers’ housc had been
blown out, and the houses across the street were in
ruins. Coming do.wn the river from Nam Dinh I
had learnt from Licutcnant Peraud what had
happened. He was a serious young man, a Free-
mason, and to him it was like a judgment on the
superstitions of his fellows. The Bishop of Phat Diem
had once visited Europe and acquired there a
devotion to Our Lady of Fauma—that vision of the
Virgin which appeared, so Roman Catholics believe,
to a group of children in Portugal. When he came
home, he built a grotto iu her honour in the

53



Cathedral precincts, and he celebrated her feast
day every year with a procession. Relations with
the colonel in charge of the French and Vietnamese
troops had always been strained since the day when
the authorities had disbanded the Bishop’s private
army. This year the colonel—who had some sym-
pathy with the Bishop, for to each of them his
country was more important than Catholicism—
made a gesture of amity and walked with his senior
officers in the front of the procession. Never had a
greater crowd gathered in Phat Diem to do honour
to Our Lady of Fatima. Even many of the Buddhists
—who formed about half the population—could not
bear to miss the fun, and those who had belief in
neither God believed that somehow all these banners
and incense-burners and the golden monstrance
would kecp war from their homes. All that was left
of the Bishop’s army—his brass band—led the
procession, and the French officers, pious by order
of the coloncl, followed like choirboys through the
gateway into the Cathedral precincts, past the white
statue of the Sacred Heart that stood on an island
in the little lakc before the Cathedral, under the
bell tower with spreading oriental wings and into
the carved wooden cathedral with its gigantic
pillars formed out of single treces and the scarlet
lacquer work of the altar, more Buddhist than
Christian. From all the villages between the canals,
from that Low Country landscape where ychng
green rice-shoots and golden harvests take the place
of tulips and churches of windmills, the people
poured in.

Nobody noticed the Vietminh agents who had
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joined the procession too, and that night as the
main Communist battalion moved through the
passes in the calcaire, into the Tonkin plain, watched
helplessly by the French outpost in the mountains
above, the advance agents struck in Phat Diem.

Now after four days, with the help of parachutists,
the cnemy had been pushed back half a mile around
the town. This was a decfeat: no journalists were
allowed, no cables could be sent, for the papers
must carry only victories. The authorities would
have stopped me in Hanoi if they had known of my
purpose, but the further you get from headquarters,
the looser becomes the control until, when you come
within range of the enemy’s fire, you are a welcome
guest—what has been a menace for the Etat Major
in Hanoi, a worry for the full colonel in Nain Dinh,
to the lieutenant in the field is a joke, a distraction,
a mark of intcrest from the outer world, so that for a
few blessed hours he can dramatise himscif a little
and sce in a false heroic light even his own wounded
and dead.

'The priest shut his breviary and said, “Well, that’s
finished.” He was a European, but not a French-
man, for the Bishop would not have tolerated a
French priest in his diocese. He said apologetically,
“I have to come up here, you understand, for a bit
of quict from all those poor people.” The sound of
the mortar-fire seemed to be closing in, or perhaps
it was the enemy at last replying. The strange
difficulty was to find them: there werc a dozen
narrow fronts, and between the canals, among the
farm buildings and the paddy fields, innumerable
opportunitics for ambush.

55



Immediately below us stood, sat and lay the whole
population of Phat Diem. Catholics, Buddhists,
pagans, they had all packed their most valued
possessions—a cooking-stove, a lamp, a mirror, a
wardrobe, some mats, a holy picture—and moved
into the Cathedral precincts. Here in the north it
would be bitterly cold when darkness came, and
already the Cathedral was full: there was no morc
shelter; even on the stairs to the bell-tower every step
was occupicd, and all the time more people crowded
through the gates, carrying their babies and house-
hold goods. They believed, whatever their religion,
that here they would be safe. While we watched, a
young man with a rifle in Vietnamese uniform pushed
lm way through: he was stopped by a priest, who
took his rifle frem him. The father at my side said
in explanation, **We are neutral here. This is God’s
territory.” I thought, ‘It’s a strange paor population
God has in his kingdom, frightened, cold, starving
(I don’t know how we arc going to feed thcese
people,” the priest told me): you’d think a great
King would do better than that.” But then I thought,
‘It’s always the same wherever one goes—it’s not the
most powerful rulers who have the happiest popula-
tions.’

Little shops had already been set up below. 1
said, *“It’s like an enormous fair, isn’t it, but without
one smiling face.”

The priest said, “They were terribly colds last
night. We have to keep the monastery gates shut or
they would swamp us.”

“You all keep warm in there?”’ I asked.

“Not very warm. And we would not have room
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for a tenth of them.” He went on, “I know what you
are thinking. But it is essential for some of us to
keep well. We have the only hospital in Phat Diem,
and our only nurscs are these nuns.”

“And your surgeon?”’

“I do what I can.” I saw then that his soutane
was speckled with blood.

He said, “Did you come up here to find me?”

“No. I wanted to get my bearings.”

“I asked you because I had a man up here last
night. He wanted to go to confession? He had got a
little frightened, you see, with what he had seen along
the canal. One couldn’t blame him.”

“It’s bad along there?”

“The parachutists caught them in a cross-fire.
Poor souls. I thought perhaps you were fééling “the
same.”’

“I’'m not a Roman Catholic. I don’t think you
could even call me a Christian.”

“It’s strange what fear does to a man.”

“It would never do that to me. If I believed in
any God at all, I should still hate the idea of con-
fession. Kneeling in one of your boxes. Exposing
myself to another man. You must excuse me,
Father, but to me it seems morbid—unmanly
cven.”

“Oh,” he said lightly, “I expect you are a good
man. I don’t supposec you’ve ever had much to
regret.”’

I looked along the churches, where they ran down
evenly spaced between the canals, towards the sea.
A light flashed from the second tower. I said, “You
haven’t kept all your churches neutral.”
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“It isn’t possible,” he said. ‘“The French have
agreed to leave the Cathedral precincts alone. We
can’t expect more. That’s a Foreign Legion post
you are looking at.”

“I’ll be going along. Goodbye, Father.”

“Goodbye and good luck. Be careful of snipers.”

I had to push my way through the crowd to get
out, past the lake and the white statue with its
sugary outspread arms, into the long street. I could
see for nearly three quarters of a mile each way, and
there were only two living beings in all that lcngth
besides myself—two soldiers with camouflaged Hel-
mets going slowly away up the edge of the street,
their sten guns at the ready. I say the living becapse
one body lay in a doorway with its head in the ropd.
Thé buzz of flies collecting there and the squelch of
the soldiers’ boots growing fainter and fainter were
the only sounds. I walked quickly past the body,
turning my head the other way. A few minutes
later when I looked back I was quite alone with my
shadow and there werc no sounds except the sounds
I made. I felt as though I were a mark on a firing
range, It occurred to me that if something happened
to me in this street it might be many hours before I
was picked up: time for the flics to collect.

When I had cragssed two canals, I took a turning
that led to a church. A dozen men sat on the
ground in the camouflage of parachutists, while two
officers examined a map. Nobody paid me»any
attention when I joined them. One man, who wore
the long antennz of a walkic-talkie, said, “We can
move now,” and everybody stood up.

I asked them in my bad French whether I could

58



accompany them. An advantage of this war was that
a European face was in itself a passport on the field:
a European could not be suspected of being an
enemy agent. ‘“Who are you?” the lieutenant
asked.

“I am writing about the war,” I said.

‘“American?”’

“No, English.”

He said, “It is a very small affair, but if you wish
to come with us. . .. He began to take off his steel
helmet. “No, no,” I said, “that is for combatants.”

“As you wish.”

We went out behind the church in single file, the
lieutenant leading, and halted for a moment on a
canal-bank for the soldicr with the walkie-talkie to
get contact with the patrols on either flank. The
mortar shells tore over us and burst out of sight. We
had picked up more men behind the church and were
now about thirty strong. The lieutenant explained
to me in a low voice, stabbing a finger at his map,
“Three hundred have been reported in this village
here. Pcrhaps massing for tonight. We don’t know.
No one has found them yet.”

“How far?”

“Three hundred yards.”

Words came over the wireless and we went on in
silence, to the right the straight canal, to the left
low scrub and ficlds and scrub again. “Al clear,”
the lreutenant whispcered with a reassuring wave as
we started. Forty yards on, another canal, with what
was left of a bridge, a single plank without rails, ran
across our front. The licutenant motioned to us to
deploy and we squatted down facing the unknown
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territory ahead, thirty feet off, across the plank.
The men looked at the water and then, as though
by a word of command, all together, they looked
away. For a moment I didn’t see what they had
secn, but when I saw, my mind went back, I don’t
know why, to the Chalet and the female imper-
sonators and the youug soldiers whistling and Pyle
saying, ‘““This isn’t a bit suitable.”

The canal was full of bodies: I am reminded now
of an Irish stew containing too much meat. The
bodies overlappcd one head, seal-grey, and anony-
mous as a convict with a shaven scalp, stuck up out
of the water like a buoy. Therc was no blood: I
suppose it had flowed away a long time ago. 1 have
no idea how many there were: they must have been
caught in a cross-fire, trying to get back, and I
suppose every man of us along the bank was thinking,
‘Two can play at that game.” I too.took my ecyes
away; we didn’t want to be rcminded of how little
we counted, how quickly, simply and anonymousl
death came. Even though my reason wanted the
state of death, I was afraid like a virgin of the act.
I would have liked death to come with due warning,
so that I could prepare myself. For what? 1 didn’t
know, nor how, except by taking a look around at
the little I would be leaving.

The licutcnant sat beside the man with the walkic-
talkie and stared at the ground between his feet.
The instrument began to crackle instructiony and
with a sigh as though he had been roused from sleep
he got up. There was an odd comradeliness about
all their movements, as though thcy were equals
engaged on a task they had performed together
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times out of mind. Nobody waited to be told what
to do. Two men made for the plank and tried to
cross it, but they were unbalanced by the weight of
their arms and had to sit astride and work their way
across a few inches at a time. Another man had
found a punt hidden in some bushes down the canal
and he worked it to where the lieutenant stood. Six
of us got in and he began to pole it towards the
other bank, but we ran on a shoal of bodies and
stuck. He pushcd away with his pole, sinking it into
this human clay, and one body was releascd and
floated up all its length beside the boat like a bather
lying in the sun. Then we were free again, and
once on the other side we scrambled out, with no
backward look. No shots had been fired: we were
alive: death had withdrawn perhaps as far as the
next canal. I heard somebody just behind me say
with great seriousness, “Gott sei dank.” Except for
the lieutenant they were most of them Germans.

Beyond was a group of farm buildings: the
licutenant went in first, hugging the wall, and we
followed at six foot intervals in single file. Then the
men, again without an order, scattcred through the
farm. Life had deserted it—not so much as a hen
had been left behind, though hanging on the walls
of what had becn the living-room were two hideous
oleographs of the Sacred Heart and the Mother and
Child which gave the whole ramshackle group of
buildéngs a Europcan air. One knew what these
people belicved even if one didn’t share their belief:
they were human beings, not just grey dramed
cadavers.

So much of war is sitting around and doing
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nothing, waiting for somebody else. With no
guarantce of the amount of time you have left it
doesn’t seem worth starting even a train of thought.
Doing what they had done so often before, the
sentries moved out. Anything that stirred ahead of
us now was enemy. The lieutenant marked his
map and reported our position over the radio. A
noonday hush fell: even the mortars were quiet and
the air was empty of planes. One man doodled with
a twig in.the dirt of the farmyard. After a while it
was as if we had been forgotten by war. I hoped
that Phuong had sent my suits to the cleaners. A
cold wind ruffled the straw of the yard, and a man
went modestly behind a barn to relieve himself. 1
tried to remember whether 1 had paid the British
Consul in Hanoi for the bottle of whisky he had
allowed me.

Two shots were fired to our front, and I thought,
“This is it. Now it comes.” It was all the warning I
wanted. I awaited, with a sense of exhilaration, the
permanent thing.

But nothing happened. Once again I had *“over-
prepared the cvent.” Only long minutes afterwards
one of the sentries entcred and reported something
to the lieutcnant. I caught the phrase, “Deux
civils.”

The licutenant said to me, “We will go and sec,”
and following the sentry we picked our way along a
muddy overgrown path between two fields. Tiventy
yards beyond the farm buildings, in a narrow ditch,
we came on what we sought: a woman and a small
boy. They were very clearly dead: a small neat clot
of blood on the woman’'s forchead, and the child
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might have been sleeping. He was about six years
old and he lay like an embryo in the womb with his
little bony knees drawn up. ‘“Malchance,” the
lieutenant said. He bent down and turned the
child over. He was wearing a holy medal round his
neck, and I said to myself, “The juju doesn’t work.’
There was a gnawed picce of loaf under his body. I
thought, ‘T hate war.’

The lieutenant said, “Have you scen enough?”’
speaking savagely, almost as though I had been
responsible for these dcaths: perhaps to the soldier
the civilian is the man who employs him to kill, who
includes the guilt of murder in the pay envelopc and
escapes rcspomibility We walked back to the farm
and sat down again in silence on the straw, out of thc
wind, which like an animal scemed to know that
dark was coming. The man who had doodled was
relieving himself, and the man who had relieved
himself was doodhng I thought how in those
moments of quiet, after \he sentries had been posted,
they must have believed it safe to move from the
ditch. I wondered whether they had lain therc
long—the bread had been very dry. This farm was
probably their home.

The radio was working again. The lieutcnant
said wearily, “They are going to bomb the village.
Patrols are called in for the night.”” We rose and
began our journey back, punting again around the
shoal ®of bodies, filing past the church. We hadn’t
gone very far, and yet it seemed a long enough

,journey to have made with the killing of those two
as the only result. The planes had gone up, and
behind us the bombing began.
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Dark had fallen by the time I reached the officers’
quarters, where I was spending the night. The
temperature was only a degree above zero, and the
sole warmth anywhere was in the blazing market.
With one wall destroyed by a bazooka and the doors
buckled, canvas curtains couldn’t shut out the
draughts. The electric dynamo was not working,
and we had to build barricades of boxes and books
to keep the candles burning. I played Quatre
Vmgt—et-un for Communist currency with a Captain
Sorcl: it wasn’t possible to play for drinks as I was
a guest of the mess. The luck went wearisomely back
and forth. I opened my bottle of whisky to try to
warm us a little, and the others gathered round.
The colonel said, “This is the first glass of whisky I
have had since I left Paris.”

A lieutenant came in from his round of the
sentries. ‘“Perhaps we shall have a quict night,” he
said.

“They will not attack before four,
said. ‘“Have you a gun?’’ he asked me.

“NO.JS

“I’ll find you one. Better keep it on your pillow.”
He added courteously, “I am afraid you will find
your mattress rather hard. And at three-thirty the
mortar-fire will begin. We try to break up any
concentrations.”

“How long do you supposc this will go on?”’

“Who knows? We can’t spare any more troops
from Nam Dinh. This is just a diversion. If we can
hold out with no more hclp than we got two days
ago, it is, one may say, a v1ctory

The wind was up again, prowling for an entry.

’ 64_

”

the colomel



The canvas curtain sagged (I was reminded of
Polonius stabbed behind the arras) and the candle
wavered. The shadows were theatrical. We might
have been a company of barnstormers.

“Have your posts held?”

“As far as we know.” He said with an effect of
great tiredness, “This is nothing, you understand,
an affair of no importance compared with what is
happening a hundred kilometres away at Hoa Binh.
That is a battle.”

“‘Another glass, Colonel?”

“Thank you, no. It is wonderful, your English
whisky, but it is better to keep a little for the night
in casc of need. I think, if you will excuse me, T will
get some sleep. One cannot sleep after the mortars
start. Captain Sorcl, you will see that Monsieur
I‘oulair has everything he needs, a candle, matches,
a revolver.” He went into his room.

It was the signal for all of us. They had put a
mattress on the floor for me in a small store-room and
1 was surrounded by wooden cases. I stayed awake
vnly a very short time—the hardness of the floors was
like rest. I wondered, but oddly without jealousy,
whether Phuong was at the flat. The possession of
2 body tonight secemed a very small thing—perhaps
that day I had seen too many bodies which belonged
to no one, not even to themselves. We were all
expendable. When I fell asicep I dreamed of Pyle.
He evas dancing all by himself on a stage, stiffly,
with his arms hcld out to an invisible partner, and
I sat and watched him from a seat like a music-stool
with a gun in my hand in case anyvne should inter-
tefe with his dance. A pregramme set up by the
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stage, like the numbers in an English music-hall, read,
“The Dance of Love. ‘A’ certificate.” Somebody
moved at the back of the theatre and I held my gun
tighter. Then I woke.

My hand was on the gun they had lent me, and a
man stood in the doorway with a candle in his hand.
He wore a steel hclmet: which threw a shadow over
his eyes, and it was only when he spoke that I knew
he was Pyle. He said shyly, “I’'m awfully sorry
to wake you up. They told me I could sleep in
here.” )

I was still not fully awake. “Where did you get
that helmet?” I asked.

“Oh, somebody lent it to me,’* he said vagucly. He
dragged in after him a military kitbag and began
to pull out a wool-lined sleeping-bag.

“You are very well equipped,” I said, trying to
recollect why either of us should be hexc.

“This is the standard travelling kit,” he said, *“‘of
our medical aid tcams. They lent me one in Hanoi.”
He took out a thermos and a small spirit stove, a
hair-brush, a shaving-set and a tin of rations. I
looked at my watch. It was nearly three in the
morning.

(2)

Pyle continued to unpack. He made a little ledge
of cases, on which he put his shaving-mirroreand
tackle. I said, “I doubt if you’ll get any water.”

“Oh,” he said, “I’ve enough in the thermos for the
morning.”” He sat down on his sleeping bag and
began to pull off his boots. .
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“How on earth did you get herc?” I asked.

“They let me through as far as Nam Dinh to see
our trachoma team, and then I hired a boat.”

“A boat?”

“Oh, some kind of a punt—TI don’t know the name
for it. As a matter of fact I had to buy it. It didn’t
cost much.”

“And you came down the river by yourself?”

“It wasn’t really difficult, you know. The current
was with me.”

“You are crazy.”

“Oh no. The only real danger was running
aground.”

“Or being shot up by a naval patrol, or a French
plane. Or having your throat cut by the Vietminh.”

He laughed shyly. “Well, I’'m here anyway,” he
said.

“why?’i

“Oh, thcre are two reasons. But I don’t want to
keep you awake.”

“I’m not slecepy. The guns will be starting soon.”

“Do you mind if I move the candle? It’s a bit
bright here.” He scemed nervous.

“What’s the first reason?”

“Well, the other day you made me think this place
was rather interesting. You remember when we
were with Granger. .. and Phuong.”

G‘Yes?”

" ““P thought I ought to take a look at it. To tell you
the truth, I was a bit ashamed of Granger.”

“I see. As simple as all that.”

“Well, there wasn’t any real difficulty, was there?”
He began to play with his bootlaces, and there was
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a long silence. “I’m not being quite honest,” he
said at last.

“NO?”

“I really came to sce you.”

“You came here to see me?”’

‘(Yes.”

“Why?”

He looked up from his bootlaces in an agony of
embarrassment. “I had to tecll you—I've fallen in
love with Phuong.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it. He was so unex-
pected and so serious. I said, “Couldn’t you have
waited till I got back? I shall be in Saigon next
week.”

“You might have been killed,” he said. “It
wouldn’t have been honourable. And then I don’t
know if I could have stayed away from Phuong all
that time.”.

“You mean, you have stayed away?”

“Of course. You don’t think I'll tell her—without
you knowing?”’

“People do,” I said. “When did it happen?”

“I guess it was that night at the Chalet, dancing
with her.”

“I didn’t think you ever got close ¢cnough.”

He looked at me in a puzzled way. If his conduct
seemed crazy to me, mine was obviously inexplicable
to him. He said, “You know, I think it was seceing
all those girls in that house. They were so pretty.
Why, she might have been one of them. I wanted
to protect her.”

“I don’t think she’s in need of protection. Has
Miss Hei invited you out?”
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“Yes, but I haven’t gone. I've kept away.” He
said gloomily, “It’s been terrible. I feel like such a
heel, but you do belicve me, don’t you, that if you’d
been married—why, I wouldn’t ever come between
a man and his wife.”

“You seem pretty sure you can come between,” I
said. For the first time he had irritated me.

“Fowler,” he said, “I don’t know your Christian
name . . . ?”

“Thomas. Why?”

“I can call you Tom, can’t I? I féel in a way this
has brought us togcther. Loving the same woman,
I mean.”

“What’s your next move?”’

Hessat up enthusiastically against the packing-cases.
“Everything seems different now that you know,”
he said. “I shall ask her to marry me, Tom.”

“I’d rather you called me Thomas.” |

**She’ll just have to choose between us, Thomas.
That’s fair enough.” But was it fair? I felt for the
first time the premonitory chill of loneliness. It was
all fantastic, and yet, and yet . . . He might be a
poor lover, but I was the poor man. He had in his
hand the infinite riches of respectability.

He began to undress and I thought, ‘He has youth
too.” How sad it was to envy Pyle.

I said, “I can’t marry her. I have a wife at home.
She would never divorce me. She’s High Church—
if y®u know what that means.”

“I’m sorry, Thomas. By the way, my name’s
Alden, if you'd care . . .”

“I’d rather stick to Pyle,” I said. ‘I think of you

as Pyle.”
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He got into his sleeping bag and stretched his
hand out for the candle. ‘“Whew,” he said, “I’m
glad that’s over, Thomas. I’ve been feeling awfully
bad about it.”” It was only too evident that he no
longer did.

When the candle was out, I could just sec the
outline of his crew-cut against the light of the flames
outside. “Good-night, Thomas. Sleep well,” and
immediately at those words like a bad comedy
cue the mortars opencd up, whirring, shrieking,
exploding.

“Good God,” Pyle said, “is it an attack?”’

“They are trying to stop an attack.”

“Well, I suppose, there’ll be no sleep for us now?”

“No slcep.”

“Thomas, I want you to know what I think of the
way you’ve taken all this—I think you’ve been swecll,
swell, there’s no other word for it.”

“Thank you.”

“You’ve secn so much more of the world than I
have. You know, in some ways Boston is a bit—
cramping. Even if you aren’t a Lowell or a Cabot.
I wish you’d advise me, Thomas.”

“What about?”

“Phuong.”

“I wouldn’t trust my advice if I were you. I'm
biased. I want to keep her.”

“Oh, but I know you’re straight, absolutely
straight, and we both have her interests at hearts”

Suddenly I couldn’t bear his boyishness any more.
I said, “I don’t care that for her interests. You can
have her interests. I only want her body. I want
her in bed with me. I'd rather ruin her and sleep
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with her than, than . . . look after her damned
interests.”

He said, “Oh,” in a weak voice, in the dark.

I went on, “If it’s only her interests you care
about, for God’s sake leave Phuong alone. Like any
other woman she’d rather have a good . . .” the
crash of a mortar saved Boston ears from the Anglo-
Saxon word.

But therc was a quality of the implacable in Pyle.
He had dctermined I was behaving well and I had
to behave well. He said, “I know wkhat you are
suffering, Thomas.”

“I’m not suflering.”

“Oh yes, you are. I know what I’d suffer if I
had to give up Phuong.”

“But I haven’t given her up.”

“I’'m pretty physical too, Thomas, but I'd give
up all hope of that if I could sce Phuong happy.”

*‘She is happy.”

“She can’t be—not in her situation. She needs
children.”

“Do you really belicve all that nonsense her
sister . . .”

““A sister sometimes knows better . . .

“She was just trying to sell the notion to you,
Pyle, because she thinks you have more money. And,
my God, she has sold it all nght.”

“I’ve only got my salary.””

“Well, you’ve got a favourable rate of exchange
anyway.”

“Don’t be bitter, Thomas. These things happen.
I wish it had happened to anybody clse but you.
Are those our mortars?”

"
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“Yes, ‘our’ mortars. You talk as though she was
leaving me, Pyle.”

“Of course,” he said without conviction, ‘‘she may
choose to stay with you.”

“What would you do then?”

“I’d apply for a transfer.”

“Why don’t you just go away, Pyle, without
causing trouble?”’

“It wouldn’t be fair to her, Thomas,” he said
quite scriously. I never knew a man who had better
motives for all the trouble he caused. He added,
“I don’t think you quite understand Phuong.”

And waking that morning months later with
Phuong beside me, I thought, “And did you under-
btand her either? Could you have anticipated this
situation? Phuong so happlly aslecp beside me and
you dead?” Time has its revenges, but revenges
secm so often sour. Wouldn’t we alledo better not
trying to understand, accepting the fact that no
human being will ever understand another, not a
wife a husvand, a lover a mistress, nor a parcnt a
child? Perhaps that’s why men have invented God—
a being capable of understanding. Perhaps if 1
wanted to be understood or to understand I would
bamboozle mysclf into belicf, but 1 am a reporter;
God exists only for leader-writers.

““Are you sure there’s anything much to under-
stand?”’ I asked Pyle. “Oh, for God’s sake, let’s have
a whisky. It’s too noisy to argue.”

“It’s a bit early,” Pyle said.

“It’s damned late.”

I poured out two glasses and Pyle raised his and
stared through the whisky at the light of the candle.
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His band shook whenever a shell burst, and yet he
had made that senseless trip from Nam Dinh.

Pyle said, “It’s a strange thing that neither of us
can say ‘Good luck’.” So we drank saying nothing.
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CHAPTER V

(1)
I HAD THOUGHT I WOULD BE ONLY ONE WEEK AWAY
from Saigon, but it was ncarly threc weeks before 1
returned. In the first place it proved more difficult
to get out of the Phat Diem area than it had been to
get in. The road was cut between Nam Dinh and
Hanm and acrial transport could not be spared for
one reportcr who shouldn’t have been there anyway.
Then when I reached Hanoi the correspondents had
been flown up for briefing on the latest victory and
the planc that took them back had no seat left for
me. Pyle got away from Phat Diecm the morning he
arrived: he had fulfilled his mission—to speak to me
about Phuong, and there was nothing to keep him.
I left him asleep when the mortar fire stopped at
five-thirty and when I returned from a cup of coffee
and some biscuits in the mess he wasn’t there. 1
assumed that he had gone for a stroll—aftcr punting
all the way down the river from Nam Dinh a few
snipers would not have worricd him; he was as
incapable of imagining pain or danger to himself as
he was incapable of conceiving the pain he might
cause others. On one occasion—but that was months
later—I lost control and thrust his foot into it, into
the pain I mean, and I remember how he turned
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away and looked at his stained shoe in perplexity
and said, “I must get a shine before I see the
Minister.” I knew then he was already forming his
phrases in the style he had learnt from York Harding.
Yet he was sincerc in his way: it was coincidence that
the sacrifices were all paid by others, until that final
night under the bridge to Dakow.

It was only when I returned to Saigon that I
learnt how Pyle, while I drank my coffee, had per-
suaded a young naval officer to take him on a
landing craft which after a routine patrol dropped
him surreptitiously at Nam Dinh. Luck was with
him and he got back to Hanoi with his trachoma
team twenty-four hours before the road was officially
regarded as cut. When I reached Hanoi he had
already left for the south, leaving me a note “with the
barman at the Press Camp

“Dear Thomas,” he wrote, “I can’t begin to tell
you how swell you were the other night. I can tell
you my heart was in my mouth when I walked into
that room to find you.” (Where had it been on the
long boat-ride down the river?) ‘“There are not
many men who would have taken the whole thing
so calmly. You were great, and I don’t feel half as
mean as I did, now that I’ve told you.” (Was he the
only one that mattcred? I wondered angrily, and
yet I knew that he didn’t intend it that way. To
him the whole affair would be happicr as soon as he
did#’t feel mean—I would be happier, Phuong
would be happier, the whole world would be happier,
cven the Economic Attaché and the Minister.
Spring had come to Indo-China now that Pyle was
mean no longer.) “I waited tur you here for twenty-
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four hours, but I shan’t get back to Saigon for a
week if I don’t leave today, and my real work is in
the south. I've told the boys who are running the
trachoma teams to look you up—you’ll like them.
They are great boys and doing a man-size job.
Don’t worry in any way that I’m returning to Saigon
ahead of you. I promise you I won’t sec Phuong
until you return. I don’t want you to fecl later that
I’ve been unfair in any way. Cordially yours,
Alden.”

Again that calm assumption that “later” it would
be I who would lose Phuong. Is confidence based
on a rate of exchange? We used to speak of sterling
qualitics. Have we got to talk now about a dollar
lovc"’ A dollar love, of course, would include
marnagc and Junior and Mother’s Day, even
though later it might include Reno or the Virgin
Islands or wherever they go nowadays for their
divorces. A dollar love had good intentions, a clear
conscience, and to Hell with everybody. But my
love had ro intentions: it knew the future. All one
could do was try to make the future less hard, to
break the future gently when it came, and even
opium had its value there. But I never foresaw that
the first future I would have to break to Phuong
would be the death of Pyle.

I went—for I had nothing better to do—to the
Press Conference. Granger, of course, was there. A
young and too beautiful French colonel presided.
He spoke in French and a junior officer translated.
The French corrcspondents sat together like a rival
football-team. I found it hard to keep my mind on
what the colonel was saying: all the time it wandered
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back to Phuong and the one thought—suppose Pyle
is right and I lose her: where does one go from
here?

The interpreter said, “The colonel tells you that
the enemy has suffered a sharp defeat and severe
losses—the equivalent of one complete battalion.
The last detachments are now making their way
back across the Red River on improvised rafts.
They are shelled all the time by the Air Force.” The
colonel ran his hand through his elegant yellow hair
and, flourishing his pointer, danced his way down
the long maps on the wall. An American corre-
spondent asked, “What are the French losses?”

The coloncl knew perfectly well the meaning of
the question—it was usually put at about this gage
of the confercnce, but he paused, pointer raised with
a kind smile like a popular schoolmaster, until it
was interpreted. Then he answered with patient
ambiguity.

“The colonel says our losses have not been heavy.
The exact number is not yet known.”

This was always the signal for trouble. You would
have thought that sooner or later the colonel would
have found a form+la for dealing with his refractory
class, or that the hcadmaster would have appointed
a member of his staff more efficient at keeping order.

“Is the colonel seriousiy telling us,” Granger
said, “that he’s had time to count the cncmy dead
and not his own?”

Paticntly the colonel wove his web of evasion,
which he knew perfectly well would be destroyed
again by anothcr question. The French corre-
spondents sat gloomily sucut. If the American
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correspondents stung the colonel into an admission
they would be quick to seize it, but they would not
Jjoin in baiting their countryman.

“The colonel says the encmy forces are being
over-run. It is possible to count the dead bchind the
firing-line, but while the battle is still in progress
you cannot expect figures from the advancing
French units.”

“It’s not what we expect,” Granger said, “‘it’s what
the Etat Major knows or not. Are you seriously
telling us that platoons do not report their casualtics
as they happen by walkie-talkic?”

The coloncl’s temper was beginning to fray. If
only, I thought, he had called our bluff from the
starf and told us firmly that he knew thc figures but
wouldn’t say. After all it was their war, not ours.
We had no God-given right to information. We
didn’t have to fight Left-Wing deputi®s in Paris as
well as the troops of Ho Chi Minh between the Red
and the Black Rivers. We were not dying.

The colonel suddenly snapped out the informa-
tion that French casualties had been in a proportion
of one in three, then turned his back on us, to stare
furiously at his map. These were his men who were
dead, his fellow officers, belonging to the same class
at St. Cyr—not nuincrals as they were to Granger.
Granger said, “Now we are getting somewhere,”
and stared round with oafish triumph at his feliows;
the French with heads bent made their sombre notes.
“That’s more than can be said in Korea,” 1 said
with dcliberate misunderstanding, but I had only
given Granger a new line.

“Ask the colonel,” he said, “what the French are
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going to do next? He says the enemy is on the run
across the Black River. . ., .”

“Red River,” the interpreter corrected him.

“I don’t care what the colour of the river is.
What we want to know is what the French are going
to do now.”

“The enemy are in flight.”

“What happens when they get to the other side?
What are you going to do then? Are you just going
to sit down on the other bank and say that’s over?”’
The French officers listened with gloomy patience
to Granger’s bullying voice. Even humility is
required today of the soldier. “Arc you going to
drop them Christmas cards?”

The capt’un interpreted with care, even to the
phrase, “cartes de Noél.” The coloncl give Us a
wintry smile. “Not Christmas cards,” he said.

1 think the colonel’s youth and beauty particularly
irritated Granger. The colonel wasn’t—at least not
by Granger’s interpretation—a man’s man. He
said, “You aren’t dropping much else.”

The colonel spoke suddenly in English, good
English. He said, “If the supplies promised by the
Amecricans had arrived, we should have more to
drop.” He was really in spite of his elegance a
simple man. He believed that a newspaper corre-
spondent carcd for his courtry’s honour more than
for news. Granger said sharply (he was efficient:
he &ept dates well in his head), “You mean that
none of the supplies promised for the beginning of
September have arrived?”’

“NO.,,

Granger had got his news: i:» began to write.
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“I am sorry,” the colonel said, “that is not for
printing: that is for background.”

“But, colonel,” Granger protested, “that’s news.
We can help you there.”

“No, it is a matter for the diplomats.”

“What harm can it do?”

The French corresponrdents were at a loss: they
could speak very little English. The colonel had
broken the rules. They muttered angrily togethcr.

“I am no judge,” the colonel said. “Perhaps the
American newspapers would say, ‘Oh, the French
are always complaining, always begging.’ And in
Paris the Communists would accuse, “The I'rench are
spilling their blood for America and America will
not even send a second-hand hclicopter.” It docs no
goodl. At the end of it we should still have no
helicopters, and the enemy would still be there, fifty
miles from Hanoi.”

“At least I can print that, can’t I, that you nced
helicopters bad?”

“You cangay,” the colonel said, “that six months
ago wc had three helicopters and now we have one.
One,” he repeated with a kind of amazed bitterncss.
“You can say that if a man is wounded in this
fighting, not seriously wounded, just wounded, he
knows that he is probably a dead man. Twelve
hours, twenty-four hours perhaps, on a stretcher to
the ambulance, then bad tracks, a breakdown,
perhaps an ambush, gangrene. It is better to» be
killed outright.”” ‘The French correspondents leant
forward, trying to understand. “You can write
that,” he said, looking all the more venomous for
his physical beauty. “Interprétez,” he ordered, and
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walked out of the room, leaving the captain the
unfamiliar task of translating from English into
French.

“Got him on the raw,” said Granger with satis-
faction, and he went into a corner by the bar to
write his telegram. Minc didn’t take long: there was
nothing I could write from Phat Diem that the
censors would pass. If the story had seemed good
enough I could have flown to Hong Kong and sent
it from there, but was any news good enough to risk
cxpulsion? I doubted it. Expulsion meant the end
of a whole life: it meant the victory of Pyle, and
there, when T returned to my hotel, waiting in my
pigeon-hole, was in fact his victory, the end—the
congratulatory telegram of promotion. Dante gever
thought up that turn of the screw for his condemned
lovers. Paolo was never promoted to the Purgatorio.

I went upstairs to my bare room and the dripping
cold-watcr tap (there was no hot water in Hanoi)
and sat on the edge of my bed with the bundle of the
mosquito-nct like a swollen cloud overhead. I was
to be the new foreign editor, arriving every after-
noon at half past three, at that grim Victorian
building near Blackfriars station with a plaque of
[Lord Salisbury by the lift. They had sent the good
news on from Saigon, and I wondered whether it
had already reached Phuong’s ears. T was to be a
reporter no longer: I was to have opinions, and in
redurn for that empty privilege I was deprived of
my last hope in the contest with Pyle. I had experi-
ence to match his virginity, age was as good a card
to play in the sexual game as youth, but now I
hadn’t even the limited" future of twelve more
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months to offer, and a future was trumps. I envied
the most homesick officer condemned to the chance
of death. I would have liked to weep, but the ducts
were as dry as the hot-water pipes. Oh, they could
have home—I only wanted my room in the rue
Catinat.

It was cold after dark in Hanoi and the lights were
lower than those of Saigon, more suited to the darker
clothes of the women and the fact of war. I walked
up the rue Gambetta to the Pax Bar—I didn’t
want to drink in the Metropole with the senior
French officers, their wives and their girls, and as I
reached the bar I was aware of thfe distant drumming
of the guns out towards Hoa Binh. In the day they
were,drowned in traffic noises, but everything was
quict now except for the tring of bicycle-bells where
the trishaw-drivers plied for hire. Pietri sat in his
usual place. He had an odd elongated skull which
sat on his shoulders like a pear on a dish; he was a
Sureté officer and was married to a pretty Tonkinese
who owned the Pax Bar. He was another man who
had no particular desire to go home. He was a
Corsican, but he preferred Marseilles, and to
Marseilles he preferred any day his seat on the
pavement in the rue Gambetta. I wondered
whether he already knew thc contents of my
telegram.

“Quatre Vingt-et-un?”’ he asked.

“Why not?”

We began to throw and it scemed impossible to
me that I could ever have a life again, away from
the rue Gambctta and the rue Catinat, the flat
taste of vermouth cassis, the homcly click of dice,
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and the gunfire travelling like a clock-hand around
the horizon.
I said, “I’m going back.”
“Home?” Pietri asked, throwing a four-two-one.
“No. England.”
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PART TWO






CHAPTER 1

PYLE HAD INVITED HIMSELF FOR WHAT HE CALLED A
drink, but I knew very well he didn’t really drink.
After the passage of weeks that fantastic meeting in
Phat Diem seemed hardly belicvable: even the
details of the conversation were less clear. They
were like the missing letters on a Roman tomb and T
the archzologist filling in the gaps according to the
bias of my scholarship. It even occurred to me that
he had been pulling my leg, and that the conversa-
tion had been an elaborate and humorous disguise
for his real purpose, for it was already the gossip of
Saigon that he was cngaged in one of those services
so ineptly called secret. Perhaps he was arranging
American arms for a Third Force—the Bishop’s
brass band, all that was left of his young scared
unpaid levies. The telegram that had awaited me in
Hanoi I kept in my pocket. There was no point in
telling Phuong, for that would be to poison the few
months we had lecft with tears and quarrels. 1
wouldn’t even go for my cxit-permit till the last
moment in casc she had a relation in the immigra-
tion-8ffice.

I told her, “Pyle’s coming at six.”

“I will go and sec my sister,” she said.

“I expect he’d like to see you.”

“He does not like me or my family. When you

87



were away he did not come once to my sister,
although she had invited him. She was very hurt.”

“You ncedn’t go out.”

“If he wanted to sec me, he would have asked us
to the Majestic. He wants to talk to you privately—
about business.”

“What is his business?”

“People say he imports a great many things.”

“What things?”’
~ “Drugs, medicines . . .

“Those are for the trachoma teams in the north.”

“Perhaps. The Customs must not open thcm.
They are diplomatic parcels. But once there was a
mistake—the man was discharged. The First
Secretary threatened to stop all imports.”

“What was in the case?”’

“Plastic.”

I said idly, “What did thcy want plastic for?”’

When Phuong had gone, I wrote home. A man
from Reuter’s was leaving for Hong Kong in a few
days and he could mail my letter from there. 1
knew my appeal was hopeless, but I was not going
to reproach myself later for not taking every possible
measure. 1 wrote to the Managing Editor that this
was the wrong moment to change their corre-
spondent. General de Lattre was dying in Paris:
the French were about to withdraw altogether from
Hoa Binh: the north had never been in greater
danger. 1 wasn’t suitable, I told him, for a féreign
editor—I was a reporter, I had no real opinions
about anything. On the last page I even appealed
to him on personal grounds, although it was unlikely
that any human sympathy could survive under the
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strip-light, among the green eyc-shades and the
stereotyped phrases—‘‘the good of the paper,” “the
situation demands . . .”

I wrote: “For private reasons I am very unhappy
at being moved from Vietnam. I don’t think I can
do my best work in England, where there will be
not only financial but family strains. Indeed, if I
could afford it I would resign rather than return to
the U.K. I only mention this as showing the strength
of my objection. I don’t think you have found me a
bad correspondent, and this is the first favour I have
ever asked of you.” Then I looked over my article
on the battle of Phat Diem, so that [ could send it
out to be posted under a Hong Kong date-line. The
French would not scriously object now—the s1cgc
had been raised: a defeat could be pla)ed as a
victory. Then I tore up the last page of my letter to
the editor: it was no usc—the ‘private reasons’ would
become only the subject of sly jokes. Every corre-

ndent, it was assumed, had his local girl. The
editor would joke to the night editor, who would take
the envious thought back to his semi-detached villa
at Streatham and climb into bed with it beside the
faithful wife he had carried with him ycars back from
Glasgow. I could sce so well the kind of house that
has no mercy—a broken tricycle stood in the hall
and somebody had broken his favourite pipe; and
there was a child’s shirt in the living-room waiting
for & button to be scwn on. ‘Private reasons’:
drinking in the Press Club I wouldn’t want to be
reminded by their jokes of Phuong.

There was a knock on the door. I opened it to
Pyle and his black dog walked in ahead of him.
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Pyle looked over my shoulder and found the room
empty. “I'm alone,” I said. “Phuong is with her
sister.”” He blushed. I noticed that he was wearing
a Hawaii shirt, even though it was comparatively
restrained in colour and design. I was surprised:
had he been accused of un-American activities? He
said, “I hope I haven’t interrupted .

“Of course not. Havé a drink?”

“Thanks. Beer?”

“Sorry. We haven’t a frig—we send out for ice.
What about a Scotch?”

“A small one, if you don’t mind. I’m not very
keen on hard liquor.”

“On the rocks?”’

“Plenty of soda—if you aren’t short.”

I said, “I haven’t seen you since Phat Diem.”

“You got my note, Thomas?”

When he used my Christian name, Jjt was like a
declaration that he hadn’t been humorous, that he
hadn’t been covering up, that he was here to get
Phuong. I noticed that his crew-cut had recently
been trimmed; was even the Hawaii shirt serving
the function of male plumage?

“I got your note,” I said. “I suppose I ought to
knock you down.”

“Of course,” he said, “you’ve every right, Thomas.
But I did boxing at college—and I'm so much
younger.”

“No, it wouldn’t be a good move for me, would
it.”

“You know, Thomas (I’'m sure you feel the same),
I don’t like discussing Phuong behind her back. I
thought she would be here.”
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“Well, what shall we discuss—plastic?”’ I hadn’t
meant to surprise him.

He said, “You know about that?”’

“Phuong told me.”

“How could she . . . ?”

“You can be sure it’s all over the town. What’s
so important about it? Are yocu going into the toy
business?”’

“We don’t like the details of our aid to get around.
You know what Congress is like—and then one has
visiting Senators. We had a lot of trouble about our
trachoma teams because they were using one drug
instead of another.”

“I still don’t understand the plastic.”

His black dog sat on the floor taking up too mygh
room, panting; its tongue looked like a burnt pan-
cake. Pyle said vaguely, “Oh, you know, we want
to get some of these local industrics on their feet,
and we have to be careful of the French. They want
cverything bought in France.”

“I don’t blame them. A war needs money.”

“Do you like dogs?”’

“No.”

“I thought the Bri‘ish were great dog lovers.”

“We think Americans love dollars, but ther¢ must
be cxceptions.”

“I don’t know how I'd get along without Duke.
You know, sometimes I feel so darned lonely. . . .”

“Ybu’ve got a great many companions in your
branch.”

“The first dog I ever had was called Prince. I
called him after the Black Prince. You know, the
fellow who . . .”
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“Massacred all the women and children in
Limoges.”

“I don’t remember that.”

“The history books gloss it over.”

I was to see many times that look of pain and dis-
appointment touch his eyes and mouth, when reality
didn’t match the romantic ideas he cherished, or
when someone he loved or admired dropped below
the impossible standard he had set. Once, I remem-
ber, I caught York Harding out in a gross error of
fact, and I had to comfort him: “It’s human to make
mistakes.”” He had laughed nervously and said,
“You must think me a fool, but—well, I almost
thought him infallible.”” He added, “My father took
to him a lot the only time they met, and my father’s
darned difficult to please.”

The big black dog called Duke, having panted
long enough to establish a kind of right to the air,
began to poke about the room. “Could you ask your
dog to be still?”’ I said.

“Oh, I'm so sorry. Duke. Duke. Sit down,
Duke.”” Dukc sat down and began noisily to lick his
private parts. 1 filled our glasses and managed in
passing to disturb Duke’s toilet. The quiet lasted a
very short time; he began to scratch himself.

“Duke’s awfully intelligent,” said Pyle.

“What happened to Prince?”’

“We were down on the farm in Connecticut and
he got run over.”

“Were you upset?”

“Oh, I minded a lot. He meant a great deal to
me, but you have to be sensible. Nothing could bring
him back.”
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