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‘As our hours of leisure shorten, it is essential that they should be made as charming as possible, and you can’t have charm without women who have learned to conceal the iron in their characters.’

Lois Long, The New Yorker, 24 January 1942

‘The text is home; each commentary a return.’

George Steiner
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Suppose I were to die in a hotel room? Would it really be so bad? The maid would find me in the morning, my body still warm. There would be no pets to have gnawed my corpse as it lay undiscovered. The more I think of it, the more I pass my time collecting in my mind hotels where this death could take place. The Metropole is not one of them.

I sit out my days stinking in the heat, under the great chinoiserie chandeliers, iced like a grey wedding cake with dusty cobwebs. There are frequent power cuts and when there are, the fans grow torpid, then still. We are hot and sightless in the gloom for hours. The claustrophobia torments me.

Sometimes my cyclo man takes me for a drive through the night streets where the air is thick with the smell of pork fat. In the market women are weighing out puppies by the pound but still the dim red bulbs, like fat glow worms, which hardly light the coffee ladies’ little establishments, lend a kind of enchantment and I say, ‘Stop! Let’s have coffee.’ I want to sit at one of the kitchen chairs they place on the street but my cyclo man says they are not for that. ‘Madame, c’est pour les messieurs.’

The city is coloured ochre and burnt sienna and umber. The lovely houses that the French built lie in roofless ruins, a dozen families in each, save for an occasional restoration. You can go to the most elegant street in any city and find the most beautiful building and it will be the Italian embassy. So it is here.

After these futile excursions I come back to my room, labour up the stairs (the lift has not worked since 1957) and find that a rat has eaten another paperback, right up to the glued spine. The wooden frame of the mosquito net has rotted and crumbled. The Soviet air-conditioning unit has a fungus. It splutters out a little cold air, two or three inches around itself, as if designed to cool only its own mechanism. The ceiling rose flakes. The claw-foot cast-iron bathtub has rusted. I have already cut my foot. They say that that laughable liberal Jane Fonda stayed here, indeed in my very room.

Outside, skeletal men hang about, as if just looking at us, feasting on our fatness, will nourish them. When I come back to Hanoi they will be dead. But I would rather be dead myself than return to this place.

Finally there is a permission and a release. We are flying south a thousand miles, to Saigon. I feel much happier now for all ports are the same – Liverpool, Belfast, Hamburg, Marseilles, Barcelona, Genoa, Naples, Palermo, Piraeus, Odessa, New York, San Francisco, Vancouver, Manila, Shanghai. I understand ports. Through them come an infection of new ideas, a virus of difference. The races contaminate each other with the sudden vitality of new blood groups, the DNA runs rampant. No one who was born in a port knows who they really are. The line of ancestry terminates at the pierhead. Beyond the sea we know only a country from which a venturesome man or woman once made a journey. Neither that country nor this is our home.

Nationalists fear ports, their dirt and insubordination. There’s no respect. Easy to come, easy to go, the sea is always there to offer an escape from the binding of the land. Stan was murder like that. He had jobs but he would never settle. One word out of place and he’d be off, down the dock road looking for a start. The next thing you would hear was a postcard from the Orinoco River. Ports don’t inhabit the country they are in. Our backs are turned against the land, looking out for the stranger. Traders, traders all.

My room at the Caravelle is a considerable improvement. Nothing much has been done to it or the city since the Americans left, but that was only fourteen years ago; the French had not been in Hanoi since 1954.

Here, there is a line of ants making a progress up the walls of the shower, but everything works. There is even a clumsy attempt to imitate the lavish fruit bowls that are routinely provided in every Hyatt or Sheraton in Bangkok or Kuala Lumpur.

And a black Bakelite telephone by the bed. After all the fatigue and frustration of the last weeks, suddenly I am alert, thinking, calculating, my trader’s brain doing sums in my head. How many rooms are there in this hotel? How many phones? And how much would they take for all of them? It’s a windfall and Vietnam will not be a wasted journey, after all. Cool at last, sweat washed off and legs freshly shaved and talcumed, moving around my room in a miasma of Madame Rochas, I am light-headed with optimism. What does Vietnam want with these old phones which can’t work properly? The Vietnamese need new technology, they’re communists, they know that. They see progress in a line of pylons marching purposefully from the Mekong Delta to the Red River in the north: electrification, hydraulics, dams, bridges – they follow the Soviet Union into the industrial revolution. Faxes, modems, satellite dishes cannot be far behind. Give me your Bakelite telephones, let me bring them home!

I dress carefully in navy linen and make up my face for my meeting with the Trade Representative whom I have arranged to meet in the lobby. My face is not as bad as it was. I have had a few nips and tucks here and there, though not the full lift. There are a couple of Western women sitting in the lobby in khaki shorts and T-shirts with slogans on them I do not bother to read. Aid workers.

The Trade Representative looks like every other Vietnamese woman I have ever seen in cheap brown slacks, the white thread showing through at the seams, a cheap brown checked shirt, plastic shoes, an East German briefcase she’s very proud of and a smile filled with broken teeth. I know from the briefing in Hanoi that she is a high-ranking Party functionary with a notable war record and so, as is customary with such initial meetings, green tea is brought. With these formalities she explains that she understands my mission. She has a programme for me. In Saigon there are many antiques available for export.

The country is full of objets, left behind by the French driven from their colonizers’ villas on the high ground of the rubber plantations. Listen. She takes me down to the old rue Catinet, the street that runs down to the river. In the time of the French it was a place to shop for fashions from France, for lingerie and cigars and books. Then when the Americans came it was where you went to buy sex. Now, renamed something like Renunciation or Victory, it sells the debris of its colonial past back to the colonizers.

We stop first at an antique shop that has nothing but Art Deco lamps, the kind where slim girls stand on tiptoe holding globes which light up when a button is pressed on the base. All made in France or Berlin in the twenties and thirties. In my shop in Holland Park I will not sell replicas, but one must travel far to find the originals.

Every day I go out with the Trade Representative. Every night I push my way through the assault party of beggars at the door. Some of the children have the most extraordinary deformities – gargantuan heads, pure white eyeballs with no iris, no lens, like sightless angels. Agent Orange in their mothers’ wombs did this to them, the Trade Representative says. They want money. It’s no good giving them a fist full of dong. They want hard currency. ‘Madame,’ they cry. ‘Gimme dolla.’ ‘Gimme fi’ dolla.’

Every night I make my entrance. Tonight I am wearing a deep pink silk aio dia. I’d seen the young girls wearing them as they rode their bicycles about the city, their slim arms and hands protected from the sun by elbow-length gloves, like debutantes.

We sit together, me and the other Europeans, high above the city, canopied and protected from the sudden violence of its tropical storms, an advance platoon from Vietnam’s next invasion. Fourteen years ago the Vietnamese won a great moral victory. As for the next war, the economic one, they are like babies. They cannot win. I see no class divisions here. Everyone is poor or poverty-stricken or starving.

We, on the other hand, have booked dinner at Madame Suzanne Dai’s private restaurant, famously for years the only vestige of capitalism and the free market in the whole country, tolerated by the authorities. The restaurant is in her library, the chef was her children’s nanny. There are portraits on the wall of her ancestors, mandarins in fancy dress and funny moustaches. A film of brown grease covers the glass. The whole country needs a good clean.

Course after course is brought, prawn wrapped around sugar cane, great fishes whose eyes still stare at us. We’ve had nothing like this since we have been in Vietnam. We get drunker and drunker. No hand brushes my leg under the table, tonight or any other. I realize that I am fifteen or twenty years older than the oldest member of our party. This, and the whole of south-east Asia for that matter, is no country for old women. With our coffee Madame Dai appears. She wishes to present us with invitations to the French ballet. It is not far. Her own cyclo man will take us. ‘It was the French who first brought us ballet,’ she says. ‘They gave us everything, their civilization, their sophistication. They laid out our streets like boulevards. I still smell their perfume.’ She suddenly stops and changes tack. One amongst us must be a spy, it stands to reason. ‘But of course the Russians are now the greatest dancers in the world,’ she continues, as if teetering on points. ‘They take our best dancers to train at the Kirov and the Bolshoi. Perhaps you have been to the Soviet Union and seen them?’

Only I accept the invitation. I climb into a cyclo and the thin man pedals me along, past children carrying water from a standpipe in an old American helmet. He pedals past the women selling black-market cigarettes, gum, condoms. He pedals past a video booth where a large crowd inside is watching Rambo.

I arrive at what I think is a school auditorium. Inside a crowd of proud mammas and a sprinkling of elderly balletomanes eagerly await the curtain’s rise. There is one other European, someone I have not noticed at the Rex or at the Caravelle, and there is something in his face that makes me start. He is very old.

His blue suit is good but it was made a long time ago. He will look at me again and again, at my black hair like a helmet, my nose curved like a saracen’s sword. I will look at his, again and again.

The evening’s programme starts with a spirited romp by a dozen or two little girls in tutus, which renders their mammas into ecstasies. It seems a shame that none have cameras to record this winsome moment. Indeed, how did they afford the tutus?

The old plush curtain closes and there is an interval. A middle-aged woman approaches me and explains what is to come. We are to see a performance of ‘The Dying Swan’ by the prima ballerina. Afterwards there will be a stirring and emotional tribute to the spirit of the French Revolution. Why? Because this is the bicentennial year, she reminds me. The ballet company, which has struggled, banned and underground, since 1975, has recently been able to restore performances due to the patronage of the government’s Soviet advisers. There is a revival of interest in classical Western art, she explains. Recently a ragged but enthusiastic orchestra put on a public performance of Madame Butterfly, officially sanctioned because of its clear message about dangerous liaisons between East and West.

The curtain parts again. I know very little about ballet, but I see the dancer’s movements are unsteady. Her limbs are not quite in the right proportion, really she cannot dance for toffee and her costume is cheap and preposterous, as if it had been made for some turn-of-the-century, end-of-pier concert party. Yet someone had laboured so hard to get it right. Someone knew what it should look like. And now I see this girl has the face of a great ballerina, the huge tragic eyes, the etched, tender red mouth. Death comes. I feel a spasm somewhere.

There is a curtain call, even a garish bouquet of flowers and the ballerina gestures to the wings. An old man with rouged cheeks comes out, diffidently, trembling. ‘Mon mari,’ the middle-aged woman says, proudly. On stage the dancers perform the French Revolution; the fleur-de-lis gives way to the tricolour. How do you express Revolution? By noble gestures, athletic leaps, the depiction of the masses – there are plenty of roles, even for the youngest, clumsiest member of the primary school corps de ballet.

Madame Dai’s cyclo man pedals me back to the Caravelle. As we reach the square he stops at a café. He speaks a little English. ‘We wait,’ he says. ‘Bad people. Go later.’ I have no patience with this sort of thing. We are only a few hundred metres from the hotel. I’m tired and, as every night in Vietnam, I’m drunk. I want to sleep. But in the square, this Saturday night, is something I have never seen before. Ten thousand, maybe more, kids on motor scooters, bicycles, anything with wheels, girls in miniskirts perched on handlebars, ghettoblasters on handlebars, blazing out rock and roll. They ride round and round the square. You can see they will mow down anything that comes in their path. No one can cross the road. These calm people with their scented tea and their endless bureaucratic formalities have turned aggressive. It is not a pretty sight and I am frightened. A cop on a white chromium Harley-Davidson rides in, using his baton to plough through a path. Girls are screaming, rock and roll is getting louder.

I know what this is. It’s a demonstration.

I wait forty minutes for the kids to disperse; some are beaten and bloody, others ride defiantly off into the night. I stumble into the Caravelle. As I pass the dining room a girl singing ‘My Way’ accompanies herself on the pink electric guitar. I find that in my room, in the fruit basket by my bed, there’s a green coconut, already slit, with a straw jammed inside. I prise apart the flesh and pour in a jigger or two of Scotch and drink this disgusting concoction.

Woozy, I go up to the roof where the journalists once gathered to watch the rockets fall on the outlying suburbs and hear the mortars’ thud. I listen to the World Service on my little short-wave radio. I have been away three weeks and this is the first time I have remembered to turn it on. Here, we are held in time. I don’t understand history’s clock. Something has been going on in East Berlin. Gangs have knocked great holes in the Wall. Thousands are driving through in their Trabants. Honecker has fled.

A girl is being interviewed in English. ‘Is reunification the next step?’ the reporter asks her. ‘What else would we want?’ the girl replies. I begin to cry. All those years, everything we tried to do. The struggle, the marching, the dreams. What had it all been for? What the fuck had it all been for? Who are you when you have nothing left to believe in?

In bed, as I drift off to sleep, I think of my fantasy. Suppose I were to die in the Metropole? The maid, I suppose, would strip me of my clothes, look in my mouth for gold, sell my carcass at the market, where I would appear on stalls as an unfamiliar meat from a distant province.

I wake late the next morning and the Trade Representative is waiting for me when I go in to breakfast: salty coffee, a baguette, yellow jam, a tasteless slab of Soviet butter.

‘Today there is no programme,’ she says. ‘It is good for you, you must be tired. You were out late.’ I knew there were spies.

‘What was going on last night, in the square?’

It is the children. They don’t want war memorials, they don’t want Ho, they don’t want formaldehyde bottles filled with the wildly-deformed foetuses of Agent Orange babies, they don’t want Party Congresses, they don’t want Five-Year Plans, they don’t want the Russians and they don’t want to remember the war. They want ghettoblasters, air-conditioning units, electric guitars, Hollywood films, fun.

The Trade Representative and I sit there, two women, no longer even in middle age. ‘Who were you?’ I ask her. She answers at once, pleased at my attention.

‘I was a novelist. Then when the war began I became a member of the bomb-disposal squad on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. I think you understand the fate of our nation and that all intellectuals had to make their contribution. Once, during the war, I saw an illustrated article about a football champion and I was so surprised that there was a happy life going on somewhere.

‘When I was young we had to wear green and brown clothes, the colour of the trees. When I walk the streets and see how the young people have the right to be with their boyfriends and to wear beautiful dresses and go to dances I feel very sad for me.’

‘Do you still write novels?’

‘That was long ago.’

‘Are they still in print?’

‘Yes. Some. But they were not translated, you cannot read them.’

‘Were any translated into Russian?’

‘No. My novels were about the time before the war. They were love stories, and stories of how the peasants lived. There was nothing about politics or our struggle. They are not of interest outside Vietnam. If you want political art you must meet my niece. She was a singer in the anti-war movement. She was very famous during the Americans’ time – we called her the Joan Baez of Saigon. She dressed like her and sang barefoot, which was a great shame for my family.’

‘Describe your novels to me, then.’

‘I wrote my first story when I came back from my studies in France in 1951. I had been very influenced by the French writers of that time, Cocteau and Sartre and de Beauvoir and Camus, and I tried to write such alienated, existential stories as theirs but my imitations were very poor. In Vietnam we had so little feeling of aloneness. I was a young girl during the war – not the Americans’ war or the French war but the same war your people fought. We were occupied by the Japanese. I had never known much about peace. But my mother would tell me about her own youth and it all seemed so ordinary. I particularly liked her tales about young girls who loved a boy but the boy was not thought of by the parents as suitable. They had another boy in mind for her. My generation laughed at our parents who tried to inflict these old-fashioned ideas on us. We were Resistance fighters and we thought this kind of morality did not apply to us. But when we took up arms against the French and I lay with my comrades in a hole somewhere in the countryside I thought of those times and of those girls and their little problems. It was a comfort to me to think that one day that was all little girls would have to worry about. Sometimes I introduced an evil French landowner into my stories because there were several such examples in real life. But mostly I wrote about the many difficulties girls face when they are young and in love.’

‘You could have stayed in France and saved yourself all those years of fighting.’

‘Yes, of course I could. There was a Frenchman who would have married me very quickly. But you should not abandon your country because it is unhappy. That would be like abandoning your parents when they are suffering. And culture must have a land which nourishes it like a plant has to have a piece of land. All these questions, Mrs Sybil. Questions, questions. You never speak of yourself.’

‘I’m thinking about myself all the time. Since I’ve been here, that’s all I ever do.’

‘You have never said if you have children.’

‘No, I don’t have any children.’

‘How sad.’

Later, I will meet most of her family. Her husband is a journalist, also an interpreter, for the Foreign Press Bureau. Her daughter is a doctor and her son an engineer, presently in East Germany undergoing training. Do they all go to Party meetings together, I wonder? They stare at me. ‘We are not communists,’ the daughter says. ‘We have never been members of the Party. We are nationalists. And Buddhists. We have no expectations. He who goes with the river must flow with the river.’

In my company the Trade Representative will develop a new insouciance that I find almost European, as if she was thinking back to her years in Paris after the war. To my surprise, she asks me if I remember the dresses we wore then, romantic frocks that grazed the ankles like ballerinas. ‘The New Look,’ I say.

‘Yes. I had such a dress,’ she says. ‘It was greeny-blue, the colour of sea-foam. I wore it when I went out with my French boyfriend. He was quite rich because he worked in the aviation industry, making the calculations for Caravelle aeroplanes.’

‘So you were not without caprice, not always serious?’

‘Of course not. I was a girl and it is every girl’s duty to be carefree unless they have problems of the heart. But you. I would like to ask about you, Mrs Sybil. We are all perplexed by you. How did you come to be a member of the Party?’

I told her. ‘So you come from what the Chinese call the Middle Kingdom, those comrades who are motivated by conditions of the spirit rather than of class history.’

‘Yes.’

‘But you are no longer a member.’

‘Oh, no. Not for a very long time, not since the mid-sixties.’

‘A strange time to leave.’

‘There were other circumstances.’

But this is in the future. On this day she has other business. ‘A man was asking for you. I have a message. He wants you to meet him, here.’ She has a map; it is from the Americans’ time. On it is marked the abbreviation Syn.

‘Who is it? Who is this man? A dealer? He has antiques for me?’

‘No, he is a librarian. I know him, I think. But the message comes from my office. He has sent his cyclo.’

She lets go of my hand and stands up. ‘Tomorrow there will be a programme for you. You will be pleased, I hope.’

How does Saigon look in the light? Like Nice, cream and pink stucco buildings lining the broad streets planted with palm trees. A city that once must have been like a glace. There are docks, and sailors of many nationalities walk there in their tropical whites. Everywhere, I notice, are signs of the return of free enterprise. On the pavements everyone has something to sell. The cyclo man pulls me beyond the market into the suburbs where the French once lived, suburbs I remember from my own childhood in a different port. Solid houses, large gardens. Houses for families.

The street is a long one and at the end of it I see something I had not expected to see in Saigon, never, not in the whole of Asia. A shut-up building. And, set in a stained-glass panel, a star.

The elderly European I had seen at the concert is waiting for me, with the keys. Close to, I can see what a superior cut his suit is made of, what good fabric. Unmistakably French tailoring. He unlocks the door and we enter. It is all as I remember it, the wooden cabinet that houses the scrolls, the women’s gallery above.

‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Etienne Goldstein. I came here in 1937 to take over my father’s company; we were traders from Marseilles. If I had stayed in France I would have been deported.’

‘But you didn’t go back when the war was over? Not even after the French had left?’

‘Because of Vietnam, Saigon, I survived. I owed them something.’

‘But after 1975? Under the communists?’

‘I am a communist. I was a Party member from the age of fifteen, in Marseilles.’

‘I was also a communist once. I was a member of the Party.’

He looks at me, at my dress, my hat, my belt, my shoes, my gold bracelets, without belief.

‘Believe me, all kinds of people were communists, even me. I was a communist and being a communist made me better than I was. I tell you it could all have been so much worse.’

But I could see he had come to meet a fellow Jew, not a fellow communist. ‘Where did you find your congregation?’

‘There have always been Jews in Asia,’ he said. ‘In China from before Marco Polo. There are Jews all around you, wherever you go.’

‘How can that be?’

‘Do you think that to be a Jew you must only be born in such-and-such a place? That every Jew has a nose like ours? There are blonde Jews, Jews of every colour skin. Ours is a complex identity and Jews have always done what they had to to survive. Black Jews, Asian Jews, what’s the difference? We carry our identity not in a place but in our story. There is no religion here now, of course. We are communists and have no need of it. But shall we remember?’

He draws the ram’s horn from its velvet bag and raises it to his lips.

He stands at the window and blows, his cheeks hard and red below the thin strands of hair on his white scalp. I think the effort is going to kill him, but by God he’s got it quite right, and his breath makes that sound that tells us who we are and what we must do. Against this, we are tested.

TEKIAH One long blast of alarm. The shofar sounds and a voice is heard, our own, waking us from self-deception.

SHEVARIM Three long blasts, like wailing in the desert. The shofar sounds and those who are in chains hear, for it calls us to struggle for our freedom.

TERUAH Nine short blasts, like broken sobs. The shofar sounds, calling even the most distant traveller home.

And even I am summoned back. Of course, you cannot forget the past, it is with you all your life.
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