Hung Van Thi Kim sat before her dressing table, thoughtfully brushing her long, silky black hair. She watched her reflection in the mirror noticing the changes in her expression, as her thoughts took wings, returning to the past.

     Her reflection told her that she was still a beautiful woman. But sighing quietly she whispered, “My life has traveled down so many difficult paths. Perhaps one day I will find peace of mind and a man to share my dreams with. A new beginning, with family and children of my own.” 

     Thi Kim lifted her face towards the harsh spotlight as she refreshed her makeup, highlighting her lovely dark eyes with black pencil. Her skin was still a perfect pale olive, smooth to the touch. The slanted dark eyes were watchful of people, searching for signs of danger, even now. She stood, running her soft small hands down her breasts, coming to rest on her still flat stomach. She had made promises to herself years ago when her life had turned in a certain direction to remain loyal to herself.

     Thi Kim drank her cool Che Nhal Jasmine tea and inspected her long flowing silk dress in the oval mirror. She preferred the style of the courtesans of old China, rather than the tight fitting Ao Dai of Vietnam. Thi Kim shuddered as a cold premonition of deja vue moved over her, returning the past that she had tried so hard to forget. She tightly gripped her arms with suddenly cold hands, her long fingernails biting into the soft flesh of her upper arms. 

     She glanced once more into the mirror where she could see fate patiently waiting for her and shrugged the feeling of loss away saying, “Grandmother was right! My future will unfold, moving towards the light in its own time. I must be vigilant of my enemies who plot against me! I know of their secret plans and must protect myself from dangerous liaisons, seeking only truth from those that I can trust!”

     But despite enemies who plot against me. I know of their secret plans and must protect myself from dangerous liaisons, seeking only truth from those that I can trust.”

     But despite survive over the last twenty years, Thi Kim’s beauty and determination had not faded. By Asian calendar Thi Kim was thirty-four years old, and in their eyes her professional working life was over. She straightened her spine and moved to open the door hidden behind the lacquer screen in the corner of her room. Her life was still complicated and at times dangerous. Thi Kim relied on her bodyguards to protect her from the forces of evil outside her house of pleasure.

     She breathed deeply to gain control of her feelings, serene once more, and walked out to meet her valued clients. To be Madame and owner of the best brothel in Saigon was no mean feat, for a young peasant girl from the province. The warm, smiling face she presented to the clientele was genuine. After all, they supplied her and her girls with the means to survive, to become educated, to support their families. Even to build a future in these uncertain times of Saigon after the retreat of the Americans.

Thi Kim walked along the secret passageway to the Chinese red door that led into a small alcove above the main lounge. She could see that business was good tonight. Her girls were working the crowded bar, talking politely with the male patrons. The skilled waiters brought drinks, food and company as requested, to the elite of the European community and local potentates. 

     She watched with approval as Long Phuc, her most loyal bouncer, kept tight control of who entered her establishment, through the heavy reinforced steel door. Its surface was covered with a red lacquered wood, an illusion of frailty to the unobservant. They did not intend to give the police any reason to search the premises or open the door to other greedy invaders. Long Phuc glanced around the room observing all and nodded to Madame Thi Kim, signaling that all was secure.

     In the past to safeguard her, she had formed a secret alliance with a top military official whose special needs were satisfied by one of her talented girls. Song La and Ali agreed that the rules of the house were to protect everyone; discretion was their secret weapon. Thi Kim paid well for the special security to shield all their interests from the onslaught of the unscrupulous Triad. It was unthinkable to imagine life under the control of these ruthless people to whom the death and ruin of their victims had no meaning in their eyes.        

     Thi Kim stood in the darkness behind the velvet curtain, watching the scene below as the lights dimmed. Her attention was focused on the central stage as it rose from beneath the false floor. Anh Li and Song My were draped naked on a bed of silk, their skin perfumed and oiled, their faces painted as Chinese courtesans. The audience gasped their appreciation of the sensual beauty before them, portraying an erotic scene from ancient Greek mythology...

     THE SOUND OF AIRCRAFT flying overhead brought terror to the hidden peasants, as the enemy continued to bomb the villages, bringing destruction and death. Deep in the jungle the small family groups huddled in makeshift dwellings of thatch, banana leaves and anything they had been able to salvage from their village. They had to move constantly, hiding from the soldiers by day, traveling by night as far as the small children could walk. The thin, threadbare bodies told of starvation, the children barely cried anymore. War had taken its toll on their lives and they suffered pain and death in silence. Some of the small children were so traumatized they had forgotten how to speak. 

     This small group was mainly elderly grandparents, caring for the babies and young children. Their parents were either dead or fighting the Vietcong. There was little food for the children and many were weak, suffering from dysentery and malaria. Before this war ended many of the children would die of starvation or disease.

     Grandmother Chang du Nga looked down at her small granddaughters Thi Kim and Sinh Le and their friend Hi asleep on the straw mat. She moved to cover them from the chill of the night and worried about what she could find to feed them in the morning.

     “My little ones! I fear for our future in these terrible times. We must find a safe refuge, a place to rest, away from the bombs and soldiers. I’m an old woman and fear that I can’t protect you forever. My time will soon come to join your grandfather. Oh! That he died in vain after fighting the French to reclaim our small village. Better that he can’t see the sickness of war in Vietnam, the shame would sicken him.” And she watched the flashes of mortar light up the night sky, raining death and destruction on the people. 

     One week ago she had tearfully buried their baby brother Song in the hard ground. Nga cried softly to herself as she remembered how she had dug the ground with her hands until they bled, softly weeping as she mourned. She placed the small body in the cold ground and covered him with rocks and branches to keep the wild animals from desecrating his grave. Nga and the girls prayed for his small soul, weeping silently so that the enemy could not hear them. Thi Kim found some blue flowers nearby and placed them at the head of the small rocky mound. It was dangerous to remain here; their lives were in peril of capture by the dreaded Vietcong. So they left him behind in the cold grave, alone.

     For many days the small party walked silently through the jungle. They couldn’t afford for the smallest children to cry out, so they gagged their mouths with rags. Sometimes the little children suffocated without anyone noticing. It was no one’s fault; they were at war. If the enemy had heard a single sound from the children, they all would have been sadistically slaughtered. So no one cried for the lost children; they struggled with the ones they still had to keep alive.

     One day Nga decided to try and reach distant family in the north, near Hanoi. She remembered that her husband’s sister had moved to Hoa Lu, near a lake. Perhaps if she could find a way of traveling by train or road, they might survive this nightmare.

     She decided not to share her thoughts with the others, as they might want to travel with them, creating more danger for all. She wearily glanced over her small charges and her decision was made. She would do all in her power to save her two granddaughters and their little friend. Nga quietly gathered up the few belongings they had and some rice left for the next meal, as was their custom. She smoothed her dress over her skinny hips tightening the cummerbund. Nga fingered the band carefully, making sure that no one saw her. She had sewn her rings, earrings and the gold pendant into the band. Around her waist lay a small bag of coins and her loving husband’s gold teeth, which he had asked her to remove after his death. This was normal custom in times of uncertainty that they were living in, especially today. It was all they had to buy their way to freedom and she would guard their small savings with her life if necessary.

     With her hand over Thi Kim's mouth and then her younger sister’s, she silently woke them. Young Hi awoke beside them, with dark fear in her black eyes, watching for danger. Nga put her finger to her narrow lips gesturing silence and, gathering her small charges together, she swung their small bag of possession over her shoulder. Quietly they followed her away from the small group of sleeping people, into the silence of the black night.

     They trod carefully through the humid jungle, soundlessly moving forward, watching for booby traps. These traps were well known by Nga and the children as they had seen many people blown to pieces by the explosive force. The Vietcong soldiers had planted them there. The lethal stakes hidden in the pits were also a quick and effective way of bringing death to their enemies. But sometimes death came slowly; the suffering and pain lingered on, until the body gave up life.

     At noon Nga moved off the path into a small clearing, telling them to rest, but remain alert to sudden sounds. The tired children ate the cold rice silently as they strained their ears, terrified of discovery by the Vietcong. They had seen terrible atrocities on their long journey and were wise to fear their enemy. The grandmother foraged and found some succulent leaves to give some moisture to the children. Their lips were dry and cracked, needing water badly. Nga looked at the children’s feet and was surprised to see in Sinh Le’s small foot, that a long thorn had imbedded itself in the side. How had the child walked without protesting for so long? Nga wondered as she stroked Sinh Le’s wavy black-brown curls, smiling lovingly at her. She knew that Sinh Le, although young understood the consequences of becoming lame. She cleaned the small foot as best she could, tearing a strip off her skirt and bandaging the wound.        

She must look for a clean stream to drink from soon and wash the girls and her. To stave off hunger she gave the children a small nut wrapped in a leaf, showing them how to place it in the side of their mouth. This would give them stamina and dull their hunger pains. Nga popped a betel nut into her own mouth, welcoming the relief. She was used to the flavor and the red stain colored her mouth and lips. Sucking silently they moved off again, the grandmother helping the small, thin child with the injured foot.

     The jungle whispered around them, closing into a green silence. Even the creatures that lived here remained silent and hidden. Too many humans camouflaged in strange muted colors moved along the hidden tracks. Nga strained her ears for even the slightest sound that might spell danger to her small, tired charges. In the distance she heard a metal sound and she gathered her children, drawing them off the path into the green gloom. They lay on the wet, muddy floor of the jungle with small ants investigating their skin. The children knew not to make a sound and ignored the ant bites, moving not even a muscle. To make any sound would bring certain death to all of them.

     For more than two hours the small group lay in the fetid mud, not moving, hardly breathing. Nga gestured to them that she wanted to look around and silently moved forward on her stomach, making little sound. She seemed to be gone for ages and the tired children slept where they lay...

