IF WAR LEARNS YOUR NAME
MOVING BETWEEN WORLDS

CHAPTER 1

Da Lat, Central Highlands, Vietnam. 12 July 1951
The freshly painted sign announced: ANNAUD PLANTATION CHILD CARE — EST. 1951 in pastel blue letters on white.
The brushstrokes were visible from the road, the blue paint shimmering in the humidity. She’d learned to mix it herself, three parts linseed oil to one part pigment, before the war, before London, before the telegram.
A glance at her watch: 8:47 a.m.
The driver was late. Too late.
Since seven a.m., when the mist still hung between the coffee trees, she’d waited. Now the sun burned off the valley floor. The children were at their lessons, their voices carrying from the schoolhouse she’d renovated—one of six she’d completed since returning from Boston in 1947.
She’d come back to the plantation, her home since she was six years old. Not to escape—but because here, at least, the waiting had purpose. The children needed inoculations. The coffee needed harvesting. Lessons must be taught. No one asked about her war. No one asked about Jon.
The watch read 8:52.
She wiped her forehead and walked to the courtyard, where dust rose from the gravel, already too hot. 
The children had stopped their recitation. They were playing now, their blue uniforms darkening with sweat. ANNAUD across their backs. Her name, her father’s name.
A Peugeot turned up the drive, her father’s car, driven by Kien, a friend since junior school.
“Do you have my two bags?” she asked.
He smiled, but didn’t answer immediately.
She’d packed last night: one dress for the reception, two for formal dinners, riding trousers, her medical kit, the leather satchel with Jon's watch, which she no longer wore but couldn't leave behind in Boston. 
Now Kien would drive her to the French base where a military escort would lead them to Cap Saint Jacque.
They drove in silence. The road climbed through pine forest, the air thinning and cooling. Kien kept to the center, avoiding the ruts where monsoon runoff had carved channels. 
“Is the route unsafe?” she asked.
“Your father believes so.”
“And you?”
His eyes met hers in the rearview mirror, then returned to the road. “I believe your father worries.”
“About the Viet Minh?”
“About you, Madame Angelique. It’s why he sent you to Paris, then to London when the Germans threatened.”
Through the window, pines gave way to secondary growth, jungle reclaiming land cleared in the twenties.
A flash of white. It might have been a bird, might have been cloth, too quick to place. Kien accelerated a little. The forest watched them pass.
The army compound appeared at 9:24. Sandbag walls. Timber gates painted with the tricolor. Two Jeeps waited inside, engines running, soldiers checking equipment.
A sergeant approached as Kien stopped. He looked into the car, at Angelique, at her bag with the medical insignia.
“Madame Annaud?”
“Yes.”
“Colonel’s orders. You ride in the second Jeep. The Peugeot follows.”
“Kien drives with me.”
“The Peugeot follows, madame. Alone.”
She stepped out. The heat was different here—less humid, more direct.
The soldiers avoided direct eye contact. She’d seen it in London—the wives who spoke too brightly and never quite looked at her.
The convoy rolled out at 9:31. Angelique sat in the back of the second Jeep. The first Jeep, machine gun mounted, gunner scanning the trees. The Peugeot followed at fifty meters, Kien visible through the windshield.
The road narrowed. The jungle pressed close—banana fronds, bamboo thickets, the occasional coffee tree gone wild.
Angelique counted the kilometers by the milestones, small concrete posts the French had installed in the twenties.
She turned back to the window.
Branches shifted in the wind.
For a moment, she thought she saw movement—but the forest returned to stillness.
The trees and beauty were no longer just scenery. Not anymore.
At Kilometer 14, the first Jeep stopped.
The driver raised his hand. The convoy halted.
Angelique leaned forward. “What is it?”
“Bridge, madame.” The corporal pointed. “Narrow. They check it first.”
The brick walls came into view, a single lane spanning a stream that would be a torrent in the monsoon.
The first Jeep inched forward. The gunner stood, weapon traversing.
A shot cracked.
The driver’s head snapped sideways.
Blood sprayed the windshield. The Jeep lurched, metal screaming against brick. Soldiers manned the machine gun. It spat to life. Two troopers spilled out, rifles up.
“Down!” the corporal shouted.
Angelique was already down, her face against the radio crate, hands over her ears. The machine gun roared—short bursts, controlled. Bullets hit the Jeep’s armor—the whine of ricochets. Someone screamed in French. Someone else screamed in Vietnamese.
When the screams ended, the babbling of the stream below the bridge returned. 
A Jeep burned. Fuel popped.
Smoke drifted.
The forest held its breath.
So did Angelique. No one moved.
Her eyes lifted from behind the front seat, the whites stark against the grime. 
A loud gasp. Hands flew to cover her face. The corporal beside her was dead, eyes open, throat torn. The radio equipment was shredded.
Through the windshield, the first Jeep burned against the bridge wall. Four bodies on the ground near it. The sub-machine gunner from her Jeep lay in the road, chest opened, weapon still in his hands.
The Peugeot had stopped thirty meters back. Kien was out of the car, crouched behind the door, waving to her. Too exposed.
Movement in the trees.
Angelique’s eyes darted. 
Figures emerged—not running, not hiding. Walking. Deliberate. Unhurried. They wore khaki and black, some with ammunition bandoliers, some barefoot. One carried a French rifle. Another had a machete.
Viet Minh. Twenty or more emerged from the trees, moving without urgency, their green-and-tan clothes melting them into the background.
One approached the burning Jeep and pulled a body from the driver’s seat. He went through the pockets methodically, found nothing, and moved to the next.
Angelique opened her door. Her eyes snapped to Kien, still near the Peugeot.
She headed toward the bridge, one step, then another, toward the Viet Minh. No cover. No weapon.
A man left the group. Medium height, thin, wearing a dark green tattered beret with a faded red star. Older than the others—fifty, perhaps—he approached without raising his weapon.
Too close. She almost stepped back—but didn’t, forcing herself still. 
Close enough to smell the woodsmoke on his clothes, the sweat.
“Y… you have wounded,” she said in Vietnamese. She shook. Tried to hide it. “I’m a teacher and once a nurse.”
He studied her. His eyes were gray, unusual for a Vietnamese, and they didn’t move from her face.
“We have no wounded, Madame Annaud,” he said, voice deep and calm. “… but four of mine lay dead in the trees—the machine gun.”
He knew her name. Inside, something locked tight.
“Then… I… I’ll check your prisoners.”
“We take no prisoners.”
She snapped to the bodies again, too quickly.
He gestured toward the bridge, where two of his men were dragging a French soldier toward them from a culvert. The man was alive, moaning, hands trying to hold his abdomen together. 
“This one will die. The others already have.”
Swallowing a gasp, she turned away. The soldier. She recognized him—the sergeant from the compound, the one who had checked her bag. He tried to speak, but blood bubbled at his lips.
“Why?” she asked the Viet Minh commander, louder now. 
“Eight months ago. A village three kilometers north.” He spoke French now, accented but precise. “Sergeant Rochet led a patrol. They burned the storehouse. Eight people died. Three children.”
A glance at the dying sergeant. Rochet. He had been brusque, efficient, and had not returned her greeting at the base.
“That is not justice, it’s revenge.”
“No. It isn’t,” he said. “Justice requires courts. Revenge requires only opportunity.” 
She peered at him. “What’s your name?”
The leader took one measured step closer. “Your father employs two hundred Vietnamese. You care for their children’s health. This is known. This is why you stand here instead of lying there.”
He pointed at the dead.
“That’s it?” she asked. “Yet you kill other French medics and doctors who treat Vietnamese children?”
His glare cut, sharp and immediate. 
“I thought you were smarter. Perhaps I erred.”
A frown. His head tilted and shook a little.
“See it this way, madame. Killing you will cost me credit amongst my people, especially northeast of here, nearer to your clinics,” he paused. “But madame, you will get to know me better if you test me again.”
He held her gaze, then his eyes dropped.
 “You want to save this man.” He pointed at Rochet, who had stopped moving. “You cannot. But you may stay with him until he dies. Or you may return to your car, and we will finish this.”
He waited without blinking.
The dying man’s breath bubbled behind her.

“Open your eyes, madame. France fills its ranks with filth such as this sergeant. Another roams this district pretending to be one of us, lying, and infesting young ones’ lives with hate.”
“A Frenchman?”
“No, worse. A collaborator, Trinh.”
A frown. “Trinh, I’ve never heard of him, even in Saigon.”
“You will, so be wary of this black dog’s guts.”
Rochet’s eyes were open, fixed on the sky. He moaned, still breathing, but just.
“How long?” she asked.
“Ten minutes. Perhaps twenty.”
“Finish it now.” 
The leader’s expression didn’t change. “I cannot. Young Pham wishes him to suffer.” 
He pointed to a thin man in his twenties, standing apart from the others, watching Rochet with no expression.
“His sister was eight. His mother was early thirties. They burned.”
Angelique focused on Young Pham. He didn’t look like a killer. He looked like a clerk, a student, someone who had learned to do this because subjugation was unbearable and final.
She walked to Rochet and knelt. His hand was cold. She held it.  She didn't pray—she'd stopped in Boston, when the prayers brought no answers. So, she counted.
The Viet Minh leader waited.
At the twelfth breath, Rochet’s hand tightened on hers. He tried to speak, coughed blood, tried again.
“Ma… mère…” Rochet spluttered.
Mother.
She’d held Jon’s hand at the end, in the hospital in London, after the crash, after they brought him up from the English Channel beach, below the cliffs, piece by piece. He hadn’t spoken. The morphine had taken that. But his fingers had moved against hers, once, twice, and she’d told herself it was recognition.
Rochet’s hand slackened. She didn’t let go.
On standing, her knees were wet with his blood.
“Your eyes were closed,” the leader said.
“I didn’t need to see.”
“No.”
He studied her again, the gray eyes measuring. “You’ve seen death before. Personal death. Not this.” He gestured to the bridge, the bodies. “This is different.”
“It is the same,” she said quietly.
For a moment, something moved in his face—surprise, perhaps, or reassessment of something. 
“I am Vo Hai Dang,” he said.
Then he turned and spoke to his men. Two of them began collecting weapons.
“You will wait here,” he said. “We leave guards. Food. By morning, someone will come.”
“Why am I alive?”
He was already walking toward the trees. He stopped, didn’t turn.
“Because you didn’t look away, Madame Annaud. You held his hand. Your family’s great clinic and school construction are impressive.” 
He disappeared into the bamboo. His men followed, silently, until only the two guards remained, young boys with rifles too large for them, watching her with the same blank patience she’d seen in Young Pham.
She walked back to the Peugeot. Kien was standing beside it, his face gray.
“Madame—”
“Get the medical kit. There may be survivors.”
“There’ll be no survivors, Madame Angelique.”
“Get the kit anyway.”
From her seat in the car, she watched Jeeps burn. The guards didn’t interfere. One offered her water from a canteen—French army issue, taken from a dead man. She drank without thanks, then passed it to Kien.
A voice came from the trees, the leader’s, carrying clearly.
“Madame Annaud. Remember my name…” he shouted. “… you will hear it again.
She counted her breaths, trying to slow them one by one.
The fire on the bridge collapsed into embers as the sun lowered to the horizon. 
They sat beside the road, their shoulders touching, not speaking.


CHAPTER 2 (July 12)

Night settled over the bridge. The burned Jeeps cooled, metal pinging as it contracted. Angelique and Kien sat beside the Peugeot, sharing rice wrapped in banana leaves that the Viet Minh guards had provided. The guards were boys—perhaps fourteen, perhaps younger—who watched them without conversation, rotating every two hours like clockwork.
Angelique had checked the bodies. Eight French soldiers. And the first Jeep’s return fire had killed four Viet Minh. 
She’d closed the eyes of those within reach. The rest lay beyond the bridge, in darkness she didn’t want to enter again.
“I try not to look at them,” Kien said. “But I keep counting. Eight and four.”
His eyes fell, and he fiddled with a grass leaf.
“And the two in the culvert. The ones they moved.” He set down his rice, unfinished. “I knew one of them. The driver. His wife sells fish in Da Lat market.”
Angelique half-nodded, but said nothing. 
Dark now.
Somewhere beyond the trees, a nightbird cried. Sharp. Sudden.
The rebels were still there. Waiting. Watching. One shifted his rifle.
Headlights crested the hill at 11:47. One vehicle, then two, then four. Angelique stood, legs stiff from sitting. She stepped into the road and raised her hands—not in surrender, but to be seen. To prevent accidents or worse.
“Angelique Annaud!” she called. “Don’t shoot!”
Doors opened. Boots on gravel. A tall man walked toward her, pistol drawn, backlit by headlights she couldn’t see past.
“Stay where you are.” French, accented with something northern. “I am Colonel Audrain.”
He stepped aside. The light slid across his face. Auburn hair, gray at the temples. Blue eyes that moved from her to Kien to the bridge behind her, cataloging everything.
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Is your man?”
“No.”
He raised one hand. Soldiers moved past her, rifles up, toward the bridge. Flashbulbs popped. Someone vomited—the smell carried.
Audrain walked to the Peugeot. He checked inside, at the bags, at the red cross medical insignia. He closed the door.
“Madame,” he said, “you will come with me. Your driver follows in his car.” He gestured toward a truck. “Sit in front. I’ll join you soon.”
She climbed in. The seat was canvas over wood, hard and familiar—she’d ridden in such trucks during the London Blitz, ferrying wounded.
Audrain returned in twenty minutes. He climbed into the truck bed without speaking.
Four soldiers joined him. The convoy moved out: two Jeeps ahead, the truck, Kien’s Peugeot, two Jeeps behind.
They drove in silence for six kilometers. Then Audrain’s voice came through the open rear window, directed at no one, loud enough to be heard.
“The Viet Minh left guards. Food. They didn’t touch your bags, your medical supplies. You said they knew your name.” A pause. “How?”
Angelique watched the road. “I treat their children. They know my father’s plantation.”
“Your father’s plantation employs Vietnamese. It does not employ Viet Minh.” Another pause. “They didn’t kill you. Why?”
“I held a dying Frenchman’s hand. They found it... notable.”
“Madame, I have been in this country since 1946. I have seen—notable. This was—calculation.”
His face, through the window, was in shadow, but his hands were on his knees, relaxed.
“Then calculate, Colonel. What do your years suggest?”
His laugh was cut short.
“You survived. That has a cost. The question is whether you know it.”

* * *

They drove into the French military base at Phuoc Hai, east of Cap Saint Jacque, at 1:15 a.m. Audrain appeared at her door as the engine died.
“Shower. Rest. I’ll see you at 0700.” He handed her a folded paper. “A telegram from your father. It arrived three hours ago.”
She unfolded it in the room they gave her, next door to Kien—a cot, a basin, a ceiling fan that turned too slowly. The telegram was brief: ARRANGED SAFE CONVOY TO CAP SAINT JACQUE STOP TRUST AUDRAIN STOP FATHER.
She lay on the cot without undressing. The fan ticked. She did not sleep at all.

* * *

At 6:45, an aide knocked. She’d showered at 5:00, unable to bear the smell of Rochet’s blood on her knees any longer. The aide led her across a parade ground where soldiers stared, some whispered, “bridge,” “one of only two survivors,” and “woman.”
Audrain’s office was small, overflowing with stuff. Maps covered every wall—topographical, tactical, and administrative. The tricolor hung behind his desk, slightly faded. He gestured to a chair. A table beside it held coffee, bread, and cheese. She didn’t eat.
“Describe the ambush,” he said. “From the beginning.”
She described the ambush. The silence afterward. The Viet Minh emerged from the forest. She omitted only the leader’s name, which he had given her from the treeline, and her own deliberate request that he kill Rochet.
When she finished, Audrain poured coffee. He didn’t offer her any.
“The man you spoke with. Describe him again.”
“Average height. Light build. Early fifties, perhaps. Gray eyes. A beret, dark green, with a faded star.”
“And he knew your name.”
“He said it was known. My father’s charity, my clinics.”
Audrain set down his cup. “The Viet Minh don’t spare the French unless they’re useful, compromised, or being cultivated,” he said.
A pause.
“Which are you?”
“I am useful. I tend and educate their children.”
“And who spoke with their commander. Who was offered food and protection, and walked away?” He leaned forward. “Do you know what we do with French civilians who collaborate?”
She glared and didn’t answer for a moment. “I presume the same as Sergeant Rochet once did to eight civilians. Your own troopers have form, Colonel.” She pointed at his face. “Does that answer suit your sense of value? I’m not collaborating.”
“Not yet. But you’ve been tagged. They’ve invested in you.”
He stood, moved to a map, touched a point near Kilometer 14, and sighed. 
“Once, madame, I had a similar issue.” He hesitated. His face turned back to the map. “A suspect withheld information. I should have pressured more.” Another pause. He traced the same route twice. “The Viet Minh murdered him, along with his family. It lives with me always.”
For too long, he stared at her without blinking.
“Colonel, you hesitated. I notice hesitation.”
He turned back to the map. His jaw tightened.
“Vo Hai Dang,” he said, “That is who you met. He commands this sector. He’s educated, patient, and he has never spared a French life without extracting payment.”
Angelique let the name settle. Vo Hai Dang. The chair squeaked as she pushed it back and stood.
“I held my ground and did not look away from Vo, or the dying Rochet.”
She stepped to the window.
The colonel coughed. “Really? You didn’t look away?” Audrain asked.
“Men notice that.”
A pause.
“So do the Viet Minh.”
She sighed before turning.
“He extracted no payment from me?”
Audrain turned. “That is what I intend to discover. You will remain here until—”
“I’ll continue to Cap Saint Jacque. My father arranged—”
“Your father arranged a convoy that was destroyed.” His voice didn’t rise, but something hardened. “You will remain until I’m satisfied that you are not an asset of the Viet Minh.”
She stood. “I have nothing else to give.”
“Everyone has something else to give, Madame Annaud. The question is what they withhold, and why. You may leave the base, but go no further than a visit to town.”
He moved to the door and opened it. “0700 tomorrow. We will continue the interrogation.”
“Hmm, 7 a.m., I’ll be ready.”
Across the parade ground, she walked toward her room, head low, thinking.

* * *

Kien waited outside under the shade of a tree. By ten a.m., they’d finished breakfast, cleaned up, and strolled together for fifteen minutes into the shopping district. 
For a few hours, no one asked questions. The shops, though less splendid than Da Lat, offered decent browsing, and the cafes were excellent. In these, they spent hours. Talking over old times as if nothing had changed.
After a late lunch, they headed back to the base and arrived by three.
Short on sleep from the night before, Angelique napped, woke two hours later, and enjoyed dinner with Kien and the colonel. He was a good conversationalist, well-travelled, and cultured. She retired for an early night.
Her evening was spent alone. Even at home in Da Lat, she was lonely. The children there kept the daylight hours busy, and administration duties until seven, but then followed… loneliness, as it had been for ten years.
The evening she’d left Boston, Jon’s mother had come into her room. Angelique had been folding Jon’s watch in paper, safe for the trip home.
“Does it provide you with memories, dear Angie?” her mother-in-law had asked. “All good ones, I hope.”
Angelique hadn’t raised her eyes. She’d creased the paper’s edge, pressed it flat.
“Not all good, Mama.”
The silence had stretched while the older woman waited.
“The miscarriage.” Angelique’s hands had stilled on the watch. “After Jon’s death. It’s lodged deep within—”
She finished wrapping. Jon's mother hadn't moved, nor embraced. They’d stood in the room where Jon had slept as a boy, surrounded by his childhood, and said nothing more.
She’d hoped for grief to become manageable, something she would wear like a brooch instead of a shroud. 
It never did.

* * *

The morning brought Governor Trenet’s telegram: MADAME ANNAUD EXPECTED STOP DELAY UNACCEPTABLE STOP.
By 9:20, a new convoy rolled west, avoiding Kilometer 14. 
Angelique stretched her legs in the Peugeot’s back seat, while Audrain sat beside the driver, Kien.
Ten miles into the trip, Audrain said, “The governor values your father’s coffee more than my security concerns.”
“Clever—” her reply cut off by the Jeep in front halting in the middle of the road. A trooper ran towards them.
“Problem ahead,” he said. “Roadblock. Not ours.”
“Viet Minh?” Audrain asked.
“Perhaps. Or bandits. Or villagers with grievances.” 
Audrain waved the trooper toward the roadblock, then faced Angelique. “You will remain in the car. Whatever happens.”
Her head snapped away from him.
“Viet Minh—asking for the lady from the bridge to help a wounded woman,” the trooper said after returning from the roadblock.
“They know you?” The colonel shook his head.
She heard the plea and hurried out of the car, then stood processing the scene, the forest, the Viet Minh, her medical kit in hand, already moving.
A young rebel, in his twenties, gestured toward a hut fifty meters off the road. A thatched roof and smoke rose. 
The colonel stood behind her. Two Viet Minh jumped to face him, keeping him back. 
She hesitated for a moment, then followed the young rebel there, to his wife, burned on her left side and arm by an exploding French shell. The wounds were infected after three days without treatment.
For one hour, she cleaned the wounds and disinfected the blisters and scabs. An occasional glance down to the road showed Audrain pacing, and the Viet Minh making sure he kept his distance.
Twice, he shouted for her to hurry. Once, he formed a dozen troopers up beside the road, but she stayed calm at her duty.
The rebel bowed three long times as she left, smiling his gratitude. As they left the trees, the rebel glanced north and shouted to his comrades, pointing.
Those unarmed soon held weapons, racing north along the treeline, parallel to the road. A black sedan had parked on the hill rise, where a well-dressed Vietnamese man stood with a pair of binoculars.
Angelique’s eyes flashed to the colonel in the convoy below. They hadn’t seen the car just over the rise, but noticed the Viet Minh charging north. Scouts left the French convoy.
“He is bad. His words are false. Trouble,” the young rebel said. “Everywhere we see him. Always knowing what we do.”
“He’s Vietnamese,” she said.
A scowl from the young rebel. “The worst. A collaborator.”
She returned to the convoy, having left her medical kit with its disinfectant.
Audrain’s face glowed. He said nothing, but his hand on the Jeep's door left fingerprints in the dust.
The scouts returned from the road up on the hillside. They gestured north and whispered to the colonel. He ordered the convoy to move out, then sat in the Peugeot.
For too long, she strummed her fingers as they drove.
“Madame, you stress.”
“The car and man on the rise. Why are you so reticent?”
The colonel’s chuckle irked.
“Nothing of note to say. A Vietnamese man driving away in a black Citroen.”
“Hmm… Your enemy may already be wearing a French uniform.”
No response, but his face scrunched.
She chuckled.
The French convoy continued west toward Cap Saint Jacque, in good time for the evening’s celebrations.
By 2 p.m., she was in her hotel room and free to do as she pleased. That meant relaxing in the hotel or swimming in the pool. It was too hot to stroll to the beach or elsewhere until the sea breezes arrived in the early evening.


CHAPTER 3

Cap Saint Jacque – Bastille Day evening – 14th July 1951, the governor’s residence smelled of frangipani and political necessity. Angelique had learned the combination in Saigon. The same faces arranged themselves in new patterns.
She found the pattern here: French administrators clustered near the champagne, Vietnamese businessmen near the doors, foreign observers moving between them.
She'd chosen to wear the blue silk gown, the one she'd bought in Paris before Jon died.
Governor Trenet kissed her cheek with the efficiency of a man who had kissed many cheeks that evening. “My dear. Your father sends his regrets?”
“The harvest, sir. He sends his respects,” she replied.
“I heard about your journey. Unpleasant,” Trenet said.
“Eight men died, sir, and some of theirs.”
The smile flickered. “A tragedy. We’ll discuss it—” he touched her elbow, guiding her toward the head table “—when circumstances permit.”
Madam Trenet embraced her with genuine warmth, the kind that made Angelique feel guilty for her impatience. “You look exhausted, dear.”
“I look like someone who held a dying man’s hand.”
“Then you look precisely as you should.” Madam Trenet handed her a glass, champagne cut with orange juice, the compromise of hostesses who needed guests alert. “Come. Sit where I can watch you.”
The head table offered a view of the room: uniforms and evening dress, the tricolor hanging like a curtain behind the governor’s chair. Angelique counted the faces she recognized from Saigon. The same administrators, the same merchants, the same easy laughter, the same untouched uniforms.
At the end of the table sat a Vietnamese man she’d never seen, so she nudged Madam and nodded toward him.
“Mr. Trinh, dear, a new friend of the governor, Vietnamese military intelligence, I believe. You may have noticed his new black Citroen.”
The name prompted Angelique to turn away and frown to herself, the name from the bridge, and the car from the roadblock colliding.
The Vietnamese intelligence officer spoke with the Governor, and Angelique listened in. 
“Dear, focus on your private life and leave politics to the men,” Madam said, pointing toward the colonel.
Angelique’s eyes turned to Audrain, but then to the ceiling, then to the large flag.
The Citroen, Trinh. A bead of sweat where there’d been none.
Mr. Trinh shuffled a seat to his right. He stared at Angelique, who returned the gesture.
“Madame Annaud, please accept my congratulations on the establishment of your, what, sixth clinic for the poor. The effort is impressive.”
Her hesitation, she hoped, went unnoticed. “Are you involved in charity work for the poor?”
“Those with genuine needs should be assisted.” Trinh grinned.
“You replied as a politician would, Mr. Trinh.”
Angelique glanced at the row of tables on her right to see the colonel, then refocused on Trinh.
“Mr. Trinh, I will call upon you to donate anything you have around your intelligence division that will aid my clinics and schools. Tables, chairs, or equipment?”
The question brought a half-smile to Madam Trenet’s lips, and she turned to Trinh. “Mr. Trinh, an answer?”
A stillness. His face turned and hid a frown.
“I’ll search,” he said. He shifted back to his end of the table.
Madam’s hand darted to cover an effervescent grin. “Well done, dear. You are quite a salesperson.”
“Wasted breath, madam.” She avoided Madam’s eyes for the moment and found Audrain before he found her. He stood with a group of officers near the musicians, his uniform crisp, his posture suggesting he hadn’t spent the day examining corpses. 
Their eyes met across the room. He didn’t smile. She raised her glass, just enough for him to see, acknowledging what they both knew.
“Friend of yours?” Madam Trenet followed her gaze.
“Colonel Audrain. He collected me from the bridge.”
“Collected. An interesting choice.”
“Is it?”
Madam Trenet studied her with the assessment of a woman who had survived thirty years of colonial marriages. “He’s watching you as if you were a puzzle, dear. Most men don’t.”
“Perhaps I am a puzzle.”
“Perhaps you are playing at being one.” 
Madam Trenet touched her wrist. “I’m too old for games, and too fond of you to pretend otherwise. What happened on that road?”
Angelique turned to face her. The music swelled, covering their conversation.
“I met a man named Vo Hai Dang. He knew my name. He let me live because I treat Vietnamese children, or I held a dying soldier’s hand, or he finds me useful. I don’t know which.”
Madam Trenet waited. Angelique glanced at the room instead of answering. 
“The colonel believes I’m compromised. The governor believes I’m indiscreet. And I believe—” she stopped, surprised by her own voice.
Madam was silent for a long moment. Then: “There’s a garden. Beyond the musicians. I’ll tell whoever that you needed air.”
“I should stay.”
“You should do what keeps you sane, dear. I’ve watched that battle for thirty years.” She squeezed Angelique’s hand. “Go. I’ll manage Trenet.”
Angelique walked through the crowd without hurrying. She passed Audrain’s group and kept moving.

* * *

The garden offered darkness mid-evening and the sound of the sea. She found a bench beneath a lychee tree, the fruit sweet-rotting on the ground around her. 
Footsteps on gravel. She didn’t turn.
“You left before the governor’s speech,” Audrain said.
“I left before I said something unforgivable.”
He sat beside her, not close, not far. The bench was narrow enough to make the choice meaningful. “I have that impulse frequently. I rarely act on it.”
“Why not?”
“Because unforgivable things have consequences.” He was quiet for a moment. “I read the preliminary report. The sergeant you held. Rochet. He had a record.”
“I know.”
“Three villages. Eighteen civilians. The army buried the investigations.” He turned to face her. “You held his hand knowing this?”
“I held his hand, knowing he was dying. What he did before—” she stopped, searching for the words. “—what he did before was not erased by his death. But his death did not erase him.”
“That’s generous.”
“No,” she said. “That is exhaustion.”
He laughed, surprised, the sound carrying toward the sea. “If we are discussing morality in a garden, you should call me Marc.”
“And if we’re discussing morality in a garden, you should tell me why you followed me.”
The music inside changed, something slower, something for couples.
“Because you survived. That makes you valuable, but I’m not sure who to,” he said. “You survived an ambush, treated a wounded enemy, and then appeared at a reception in a dress that suggests none of it happened.”
A long breath as he squinted into her eyes. “I cannot determine whether you are extraordinarily capable or dangerous, and I find I don't care which.”
Angelique stood. The sea breeze caught her hair, her dress, and the careful composure she’d maintained since morning.
“I’m neither, Marc. I’m a widow who came home to wait for grief to pass, and discovered that grief waited for me to become someone else. The bridge, the burned lady, this dress—they are what that looks like.” 
A long sigh, her eyes fixing on his. “Not capability. Not danger. Continuation.”
She walked toward the function. At the door, she turned.
“The governor wants to forget what happened. You want to understand it. And I want—” she paused. “—I want to know why Vo Hai Dang believes I’ll hear his name again.”
She left him in the garden, the lychee rotting around him, and the music continuing without them both.




