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Again

It seems we meet

 


In the spaces

In between

 


—Glen Phillips

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


San Miguel Island, Months
Earlier

Until the squall rolled over them like
something out of a disaster flick, things aboard Harmony had
been more or less confined to the fight. The same one that had
started almost from the time they’d left the harbor: Wen’s mother,
her habit of calling about a hundred times a day, then dropping by
unexpectedly—so that whenever he came home, SHE was there. Which
meant, of course, no lam tinh, even what little it had come
down to these days.

Then there was Wen’s rag on Jimmy’s
old man, Vinh. Attempting—according to Wen—to intimidate his future
daughter-in-law into naming the baby when it came after Vinh’s
first wife, Giang, the dead one from Vietnam. Not even Jimmy’s
mother, as Wen put it.

Next issue was Jimmy’s insistence that
shaving their newborn’s head was a useless, archaic tradition.
Custom or no custom, nobody was going to do that to his kid; this
was America. Which really went over big with mama-san, who
spoke about four words of English, generally when she needed
something and nobody else was around who chattered in
Vietnamese.

Then there was Jimmy’s Uncle
Luc.

His name, of course, sent it
spinning off into the usual flaming row. Which was the way the
whole thing seemed lately, Wen not missing a beat with her
comeback—regular tennis match with razor blades imbedded in the
balls.

That is, until the wind shut them
both up with its own screaming.

Now Wen’s eyes were pullet eggs, face the
pallor of her knuckles holding tight against the boat’s pitch as
wave after wave slammed the hull. Jolts that fanned through
vertebrae and muscle and bone like current spikes, Jimmy trying to
anticipate them as he would a composite-court opponent, bend but
don’t break, thinking definitely not a place you’d choose even in
the best of weather, let alone this. Wind-lashed rain
forcing them to shout now just to be heard.

“I SAID THIS IS NOTHING. I KNOW WHAT I’M
DOING.”

Forget the mainland, Jimmy added to
himself, not even lights showing, twenty-five-mile visibility down
to zip in no time. Extreme but, well, bonding, too, their own
little world: pumps and diesel engine humming, the interior lights
glowing red and orange.

They’d be fine.

Harmony had been through
worse.

He felt her eyes on him, the heat
in them finally gone. As he had before all the tension between
them, he winked at her and saw her expression shift, the beginnings
of a smile. Trust replacing fear, at least wanting to.

What the hell, they’d ride it
out.

Because that’s what you
did.

In that instant the wheelhouse was bathed
in white, Wen raising a hand to it, a choked-off
“Oh-my-God.” And the sound: even through the wind, there was
no mistaking the engines.

Everything around them seemed alien
now, bled of color. The searchlight’s brilliance striking the rain
and spray gave it the appearance of a beast raging to get at
them.

“Jiiiimmmy…”

“I SEE it.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. If you’d—”

A wave roller-coastered them, Wen
screaming with the lurch, grabbing at him, and for a moment they
lost the beam. Then it found them, but from a forward angle, as if
the more powerful craft were herding them, cutting off
escape.

Jimmy was conscious of his sweat
and, for a moment, contemplated a run, even as he knew it was
suicide. At least by not running they stood a chance.

“WHO ARE THEY? WHAT TO THEY WANT?”

“They want to talk, Wen—to me. All right?”


Not that it was Wen he was angry
at, not by now. It was himself, the risk he’d exposed her to, the
child inside her. And like that Jimmy flashed on the ultrasound
again, the heartbeat, the doctor’s telling them that it was a girl.
All his senses magnified, life forever tuned to a different
frequency.

Now this; despite Wen’s insistence on
coming along, insisting it was a chance they needed to work things
out. Great fucking work, Jimmy thought, only a genius. He wished he
could take it back, the stuff with her, with them out there.
But of course that was impossible; it was far too late for
that.

The beam came from dead ahead now
despite his running the boat as hard as he dared, near flank
against the surge.

No place to run.

Nowhere to hide.

Jimmy took his hand off the wheel,
brushed it against the .357 Rossi in the flap pocket of his anorak,
felt the magnum’s heft even as he tried to smile reassuringly. Then
he spun the wheel over and headed back toward San
Miguel.
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Santa Barbara Channel,
Present

The boat was a drag netter out of Avila, crew
of four, on the prowl for anything the nets would bring up. In
particular, flounder, rockfish, lingcod, snapper, cabezon—halibut
if they were lucky; toilets, pipe, and rusted junk if they
weren’t—the weather solid gold even if the hauls so far were
thin.

Roy Portis, the trawler’s skipper, took a sip
of the New Orleans with chicory he’d brewed, watched the booms dip
and strain with the net’s weight, the crew dozing before it got
crazy. Out here was the place to be, all right—burnished swells,
riffle breeze, basking sun. San Miguel broad off, larger Santa Rosa
coming up, Santa Cruz off the starboard bow, their clawed
topography standing out against the wall of gray.

Three dolphins rolled off the port
beam.

It was a nice life when it paid, a cold bitch
when it didn’t, like this year. Still, it beat stuck behind a desk
where breeze was meted out by an air conditioner and what you
gathered mostly was years. Easy to be philosophical on a day like
this, he thought: Even the seagulls looked good—starched white
gliders against a blue-glaze sky—those that weren’t folded up and
picking their teeth along with the crew.

Portis gave a thought to noting that one in
the journal he’d been keeping for his creative writing course, then
decided he was just too comfortable to move. Besides, he’d
remember—

A shudder, a hesitation…

A noticeable loss of way, even though the
engines hadn’t seemed to falter.

He heard the shouts, saw what was happening,
jerked back inside to lever it into neutral, then reverse. Until
the bow and creak of the booms had eased.

Shit—if he’d been any
slower…

Bobby and the others already were checking the
lines, which he could see still strained.

“More slack, Skip. Winches are
frozen.”

Portis eased off further, tried to picture
what was down there. Damn near anything, of course, that came with
the dragger’s lot. His luck, too, shaving a corner off the marine
sanctuary, those arbitrary dotted lines the Park Service
bureaucrats drew around the islands like moats around their
castles.

And his options: tear the net trying to wrench
loose and there went the haul, the score he needed…disable the
booms, there went the season…lose both and kiss the boat good-bye.
Already he was in too deep with the bank; might as well radio them
to come get her if that went down. One thing was sure: The charts
showed nothing to steer clear of, even as he double-checked
them.

For a while he maneuvered, circling the spot
in search of a release point. Slack, no slack…slack, no
slack.

Come on, come on, come on. COME
ON.

“I’ll go,” Bobby finally piped up. “Baby needs
a new pair of shoes.”

Portis glanced again at the depth finder,
squinted out on deck where Cowboy already was zipping him into the
wetsuit, strapping on the tank. “Looking at a buck and a quarter,
Bob, big rock or reef or something. Go easy down there.”

“Absolutamente.”

“Pry bar and knife?” he shot back. “Dive
watch?”

“Guerrero’s got ‘em at the rail.”

“Air?”

Portis knew the answer, he’d checked it after
last time, just wanted to see if Bobby had. It was always the
basics.

“Relax, Skip, man knows the drill.” Cowboy
answering for him.

“Twenty minutes, no chances,” Portis said.
“You got that?”

He watched Bobby nod, was going to add that he
couldn’t afford another bath and keep everybody on, even himself,
but decided against it; at least for now, this was his problem.
Then Bobby was settling his mask and stepping overboard, an upward
thumb before disappearing in a kick of fins, a roil of
bubbles.

It didn’t take long: twelve minutes by
Portis’s watch before Bobby was breaking the surface. Tossing his
mask and pry bar up to Guerrero and Cowboy, giving a whoop and
shouting, “You ain’t gonna believe what we’re hung up on,”
before they’d even pulled him back in.
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Wil whipped the disk as far as he could and
watched the dog tear after it, this black and white and caramel
blur kicking up sand and, at the precise moment, leaping to snap it
out of the air. Three girls about fifteen, T-shirts over their
suits, applauded as the dog pranced it back, looking at them like,
Average arm, fair hang-time, no wind: What’d you
expect?

Light surf retreated; a line of pelicans bent
to the Rincon.

On the four-lane between La Conchita and the
beach, traffic sped toward Santa Barbara, the thirty-story bluff
above it looking harmless in the sun. Belying, of course, the nine
houses it had dropped in on a couple of winters before,
county-strung tape still in place around the hazards that had once
housed friends.

Progress, Wil thought: lawsuits inching
through the courts while the lawyers dodged and weaved, the
politicians opted out, and property values headed south.

Great work, guys, always the right
thing.

By then Matt was standing over the Frisbee and
looking up at him.

Wil picked it up, angled one high and inland
so that at zenith it would shear off toward the surf. Except Matt
had seen that one before. Braking as the Frisbee broke, he put on a
burst parallel to the surf line, jumping to save the throw before
it kamikazed into a breaker.

“All right, Matty.”

Faint clapping from the girls moving off
toward Mussel Shoals, the little pipeline-connected petroleum
island with its palm trees and white-rock skirt. Which left the
beach pretty much to him and Matt, four-thirty and the families
heading home for barbecue and watermelon, maybe a stop at El
Mercado where Fiesta vendors already were selling tacos,
tamales, and roasted corn. No charge for the aromas that had you
chewing your sleeve while waiting to order.

That time of year in Santa
Barbara.

Whirling skirts and stamping feet; dark eyes
coying behind patterned fans; five- and six-year-olds looking like
rainbow come-ons in their adult-applied makeup. Adding to the
surreality: blurred nights that began and ended with tequila
shooters, holding onto bar rails as the Fiesta revelry seduced like
the bright shards in a kaleidoscope. Finding meaning in your
tabletop that had eluded you at the start of the evening, and none
whatever in the morning after. His ex-specialty.

Just ask Lisa.

Ex-specialty, ex-wife.

“Fine-looking dog…”

Wil turned, caught the man who had come up on
them. Lost in reverie, he hadn’t followed Matt’s raised ears and
alert-status posture. He did his own scan, saw nothing untoward:
nothing you banked on.

“That’s Matt,” Wil said, seeing the dog relax
at the sound of his name. “Matty’s Australian. Aren’t you,
Matt?”

“Long way from home,” the man said in a
familiar accent.

Vietnamese from his appearance as well:
prominent cheekbones, narrow chin and wide-spaced features, late
forties from eyes that looked as if they’d seen beyond the light.
Five-nine and solid in the way a hiker might be rather than a
lifter—a leanness that spoke of hard work and long
hours.

He wore cargo pants close to the end of the
line and a faded blue polo shirt, Island Seafoods over the
pocket. Worn Sperry’s without socks, military-style web belt,
bifocaled sunglasses he removed to hang on his placket.

Wil got a whiff of fish market.

“Sorry, I meant the breed,” he said.
“Australian Shepherd. He’s actually from the Central
Valley.”

The man toed off his shoes, poured sand from
them, looked as if he were wondering how to address something.
“Bakersfield,” he said, finally. “If I’m not incorrect.”

Wil stepped up his Defcon a notch. Figuring
more was coming, he waited.

The man said, “Your neighbor said you might be
here. The woman with the tomato plants?”

“So far, so good,” Wil answered.

“Sand feels good—something so simple.” And
when Wil didn’t respond, “Central Valley relatives. Farmers who
read the newspapers.”

Doc Whitney, country music, oil,
murder new and old, betrayal, greed, blackmail. A year-plus since
Leora Graybill had him come back a final time to take Matt, his
pledge to her. The near-parchment hand taking his, piercing eyes
momentarily undulled by pain. The feeling that always rose when
thinking of his father: their time together in the land’s vastness,
Valley smells rushing in through the Buick’s open windows as they
raced the dawn.

Wil shook it off.

“I must speak to you,” the man was
saying.

Wil waited.

The man said, “It is about my son.”

“He would be Vietnamese, too?”

Nod. “Born there. Does it matter?”

“Not so far.”

They had begun walking, Matt keeping pace,
sandpipers playing tag with the waves. On the roadway, a big-rig
brapped into a compression brake as a bottleneck
developed.

The man said, “You fought in my country. I
read it. Sean Wilson Hardesty?”

Wil looked at him. “Are you always this
thorough?”

The man squinted at the horizon. “He was my
only son. Now he is gone. Does that answer your
question?”

“I assume you’re implying that it
should.”

“I could hardly overlook the fact of your own
loss. The article—”

Wil knew the one, a female journalist he’d
opened up to and still kicked himself for. “That was a long time
ago, Mr…”

“Tien. Vinh Tien.” Fumbling in his pockets for
a card.

Wil raised a hand to it. “Both my son and the
war are history, Mr. Tien, and I allow neither as leverage. Now if
you’ll—”

“I meant no presumption. Sometimes my
English—”

“Your English is fine. But your teachers
forgot to tell you not to bullshit a bullshitter. Come on, Matt.”
As he headed for the access tunnel, Matt glanced at the man as if
having picked up on Wil’s tone.

Vinh Tien said evenly, “My son’s boat was sunk
from under him. On board were his wife-to-be and unborn child—my
granddaughter.” He’d stopped now, feet planted, as though facing
down something only he could see. “They were murdered and no one
cares. At least you know what happened to your son.”

A pelican tucked itself into dive and hit the
water; seconds later it surfaced and took off.

“This has gone badly, for which I apologize,”
Vinh Tien said. “I had intended to have you to my home, to dine
with my wife and daughter, look at photographs of my Jimmy. In this
way to see into his heart.”

A wave overwhelmed the backwash, humped up the
beach.

Gulls squabbled over a windfall.

Wil stopped, looked at him. “Jimmy Tien was
your son?”

Hope flared; Vinh Tien found the card and held
it out, an address and phone number already written in pencil on
the back.

Wil took it, scanned the front: thumb smudges,
the shirt logo and a Santa Barbara address.

Vinh Tien bent to Matt and said, “You will
bring your friend?”

 


***

 


From his deck, Wil watched the surf break,
gold warming its edges as the sun pooled into the ocean. He stroked
Matt’s fur, sipped lapsang souchong—Lisa’s least favorite tea, his
stash of that totally uncontested in the divorce. As she
used to put it, tar steeping in a honeypot.

So far Matt shared no such
compunctions.

But then it was early in the
relationship.

“You’re wondering what Vinh Tien was talking
about, aren’t you,” Wil said to him.

Traffic streamed toward Ventura-L.A./Santa
Barbara-San Luis, some showing headlights. The air felt cool with
the onset of night. Heavy with dew.

Wil said, “See, it’s this way: Once upon a
time this nice Japanese girl married a surfer without much going
for him. They had a son.” Flashing on Waaatch meee, Daaad,
the never-ending mantra. “Devin Kyle Hardesty…this great
kid.”

Hearing himself say it as Matt leaned into his
thigh.

“So everything’s fine until the surfer thinks
how swell it would be to teach his son the grand passion at this
spot he knows about.” Wil gulped the tea, its raw heat doing what
he’d intended.

“Bad idea,” he said at length. “Very bad
idea.”

Two coupled freight engines slipped past, the
upline S.P. track showing green. In a bit they were lost from view
and the signal had returned to red.

“I just thought you ought to hear it from me
in case you get too trusting here. Know what I mean?”

Matt sighed audibly.

“So,” Wil added. “You ever eaten
Vietnamese?”
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Vinh Tien’s house was in the neighborhoods
west of the airport and north of the freeway on a street needing a
fresh cap of asphalt. Salmon-colored bougainvillea and purple
lantana formed a low frontage while mini-lawn ran between clumps of
Mexican sage, blue salvia, and ornamental garlic. Parked in the
driveway was a white Toyota pickup with the Island Seafoods
logo; in front, a ten-year-old red Honda Civic.

As Wil pulled in behind the Civic and got out
with Matt, Vinh Tien met them in an open-collar shirt, gray slacks,
polished slip-ons, sandalwood soap where the fish fragrance had
been. The aroma of things cooking once they were inside.

“Sea bass,” he said, taking Wil’s jacket.
“House specialty.”

Wil handed over two cans of Alpo. “These are
for Matt. Would you have a back patio where he could keep us in
sight?”

As he was explaining about Matt’s recent
dislocation, Wil looked inside to see a woman in a Batik apron.
Beside her stood a younger version, perhaps twenty-two: five-four,
about an inch taller than her mother. Black hair cut short and
swept boyishly around one ear, eyes more black walnut than almond,
black jeans and DKNY sweatshirt.

Glass of white wine in her hand.

Reminding him both a little and too much of
Lisa.

Vinh Tien said, “My wife, Li, my daughter,
Mia. Mia is a physics major at the university.”
Proud-sounding.

“Volleyball was mine, as I remember,” Wil
lobbed at her, with a smile that went unreturned.

Li Tien said, “We are most glad for your
presence. In this house you are welcome.”

“Very, mom,” Mia Tien corrected her.
“We’re very glad.”

“You have a fine home,” Wil said in remembered
Vietnamese, shaking hands in turn, aware of Vinh Tien’s glare at
his daughter. Of how easily the picked-up phrase had come to him
over two-plus decades…a finch awaiting the opening of its
cage.

Li Tien bowed, excused herself to her tasks,
Vinh Tien following with the cans. Which allowed Wil to take in a
table set for five, napkins matching Li Tien’s apron, sliding glass
fronting a yard with a fish pond backed by tall bamboo. Inside, the
decor was modest: embroideries of small birds, water buffalo on a
table beside a couch, stylized painting of an eye framed by
convergent gold rays.

Black eyes took his measure over a swallow of
wine.

“Points made,” Mia Tien said. “With them,
anyway.”

“But not with you?”

“Volleyball…” It hung there, a spikeball at
the top of its arc.

“Kept me out of trouble for a
semester.”

“But you were there…the war and
all.”

“I was,” Wil said. “That okay with
you?”

More wine, a flip of forelock. “If I had a
say, which I don’t, here’s a clue: Hiring somebody like you is a
waste of money. Dad’s the one who killed my brother. And while
you’re at it, skip the far chair and place setting. Might get
embarrassing if Jimmy showed up with seaweed all over him and found
you in it.”

Vinh Tien reappeared with a ceramic bowl into
which he’d spooned the Alpo, Matt looking first at Wil before
pinning on the bowl and starting a wag that enveloped his whole
frame.

 


***

 


Dinner was as fine as it was tense: pho soup
with the long thin loaves Wil remembered from countless Vietnamese
cafés, spring rolls, salad with chopped peanuts and hard-boiled
egg, the sea bass served with rice and raw vegetables. And
afterward, candied ginger and French roast brewed in the press Li
Tien poured it from. They spoke of Wil’s two tours and Vinh Tien’s
fishing-village life before the war, toasted the incongruity of
violence in a country as beautiful as that, the Tiens desire to
return one day.

Li Tien mostly deferred to her husband, while
Mia Tien drank wine, said little, and ate with a fork.

“Daddy was boat people,” she interjected after
one exchange. “Did he tell you that?”

“That will be enough wine, Mia,” her father
said. “You have no studies?”

“Fall, winter, spring and summer.”

“I suggest you count your
blessings.”

Wil swung a look outside, where a sundowner
spilling from the canyons rustled the bamboo.

“Yes sir, Captain Vinh, sir.” 

Mock salute accompanied by the tilt-clink of
wine into her glass.

“I said that was enough, daughter,” Vinh Tien
said, grabbing it, spilling it before she could retract the
bottle.

Jumping up so it didn’t get on her, she said,
“You are pathetic, you know that? Isn’t losing Jimmy enough for
you? How many does it take?”

Beyond the sliding glass, Matt’s ears had
perked at the sharpness of their voices. By now Vinh Tien was on
his feet and Mia was yanking open the front door, slamming it
behind her. Wil heard the Civic’s engine wound tight, the screech
of rubber as she roared away.

“I apologize for my daughter’s behavior,” Vinh
Tien said, righting her chair as Li hurried dishes off the table.
“She is too much her father’s daughter and this has been hard on
her. She was fond of her brother.”

Wil noticed Matt still looking from face to
face.

“So I gathered. What did she mean by what she
said—’How many does it take?’”

Vinh Tien stood. “Bring your coffee and follow
me,” he said, the phrasing vaguely like the echo of an old
order.

 


***

 


It was more den than bedroom: wood-framed
futon, walls showcasing Jimmy in boy-to-man stages. Cowboy hat and
boots just after arriving in the states; hot wheels and in-lines;
skateboards; even a surfboard. An intense kid who ceased smiling in
the later photographs, donning Wayfarers and projecting model-like
good looks, black hair worn almost to his shoulders.

Movie star potential.

Poker face revealing not so much as a
card.

Yet despite these later poses, tennis clearly
stoked the younger Jimmy. Singly, with his metal Wilson and
trophies beside him as he knelt; paired with partners at the net;
team portrait with the teenage Jimmy staring down the lens. Then
there were the shots Wil pictured Vinh snapping from the stands:
Jimmy lunging, punching a forehand volley, two-handing a baseline
backhand. Hair flying at the point of impact.

“That’s how he got his nickname,” Vinh said.
“He was always a fan of Jimmy Connors, that bad-boy thing, his
speed and fight. Even before he met Connors once at a match, we
were instructed to call him ‘Jimmy.’”

“And his given name?”

“Tuan,” Vinh Tien stated quietly. “After the
uncle who raised me.” He produced a scrapbook, thumbed past
yellowing tennis stories to a section in back, the clippings still
new-looking. Thick black borders pasted in.

“This is for you to take,” Vinh Tien said. “It
is every story about his disappearance that ran. Even the Los
Angeles paper.”

Wil scanned headlines and subheads, including
one detailing the findings of the official inquiry board: ACCIDENT
RULED IN BOAT TRAGEDY. He sat forward on the
futon-couch.

“When did Jimmy leave home?”

“Three years ago,” Vinh Tien answered. “We saw
him not often after that. We did not communicate well.” As though
suddenly out of steam, he pulled the folding chair from a small
desk opposite and sat.

A thought stuck. “Was he working for
you?”

“When he felt like it.”

“Doing what?”

Vinh Tien paused as if to measure his
response. “My son liked diving. We sell sea urchin to the Japanese,
though it has fallen off with their economy. The boat he took was
the one we used for urchin, though not just that. We are not so big
we can use a boat for one purpose. Our other boat is larger but
older, with nets we—”

“What about the day he went out?”

Vinh Tien nodded. “A Sunday. We did not work
that day.”

“Do you know why he went?”

“Not in all this time. I—” Hand to his temples
as though trying to erase an image.

Wil flipped through pages for the time it
bought. Pausing at one, he asked, “How far along was Jimmy’s
girlfriend?”

Release of breath. “Wen? Seven months. It was
not a topic we explored with him, if we wished to talk at
all.”

“How long a trip is it out there—three
hours?”

“We allow four. In good
conditions.”

“Fairly arduous, is my point,” Wil said. “Even
if conditions weren’t optimal.”

Vinh Tien looked at him.

Wil framed it for him. “With that weather even
a possibility, is San Miguel a trip you’d make if Li were seven
months pregnant?”

“It is not.” A shake of the head. “Not unless
I had no choice. And if you’re wondering why Jimmy had the mother
of his child with him, I do not know.”

“Would her parents?”

“Her mother…” Pause. “If she does, she has
said nothing to us about it. But then, we were not on the best of
terms with Nguyen Diem.”

Wil made a note of the name.

Vinh Tien said, “I have written down where you
may contact her. As to your unspoken question, perhaps it was
because my son and his girlfriend considered me a harsh and
demanding parent, a throwback.”

Not seeing the man as using words to hear
himself, Wil said, “You said harsh before demanding. Harsh in what
way?”

Vinh Tien stared at the opposite wall as
though a scene played behind it that excluded not only Wil, but
anyone beyond another boat person. “In the way that life is harsh,”
he began. “Bui Doi, they called us. The dust of
life.”
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Eight months after Saigon’s fall—after as many
years of war as they, their parents, and grandparents had been
alive—Li became pregnant with their first child. At first Vinh kept
on with the farming and fishing that had sustained them through the
recent fighting. Then he found work with a relative whose boat
still functioned. Mostly they fished the old way, with line and
hand net, selling to the new government for a fraction of what they
had made before.

That was when the armed cadres began rounding
up not only Vinh and most of his village for re-education, but
thousands of peasants and city-dwellers who’d merely ridden out the
war. This as the new government was turning what agricultural
capability remained into hard-line collectives—rice going almost
immediately to ration, inflation raging, people disappearing
without trace.

For three years, Vinh saw home not at all and
Li but once, when she came to visit him and he was able to sneak
them to a wooded area for a few hours, Vinh remembering afterward
her tears and little else. Certainly not the socialist dogma they
were being force-fed like ducks for the table.

The final chapter was his conscription into
the new Vietnamese infantry: Report at once to repel the Chinese,
who in ‘78 had sliced open a front when the Viets intervened
against Pol Pot’s killing fields. Two war having replaced the old
one now, the north-based government only too willing to feed into
the grinder anyone from the south. Especially its political
recalcitrants.

Instead of reporting, Vinh slipped his column
and went home. There he promised Li, two-year-old Jimmy, and
newborn Mia that he’d send for them as soon as possible, next
morning fighting his way aboard a patched-together hulk bound for
Indonesia, so jammed with refugees they were unable to lie down
except in shifts.

Barely at sea, troops intercepted them, stole
their valuables and half their fuel, ordered them to turn back.
Days later it was Thai pirates with M-16s, throwing overboard a man
who defied them, spearing him with an oar until he sank in a
trailing red cloud. Beating to death another man with their rifle
butts, they stole the boat’s food and remaining fuel and raped the
women, Vinh at least thankful he hadn’t brought his family with
him.

Adrift, some became sufficiently crazed to
drink seawater and died; others became so sick they couldn’t stand.
Sharks took care of those who perished, and it was at that point
Vinh knew he was going to die out there. All of them were. Then the
island—tiny and deserted, but lined with coconut palms that, with
the giant clams Vinh was able to harvest, kept them alive until
another boat arrived and took them to a camp staffed by volunteers
who ultimately helped Vinh find sponsorship. Relatives in
California, the ones in Bakersfield, helped him get on with a small
outfit working the Santa Barbara Channel.

“Three years later, I bought it,” Vinh said
without emphasis. “By then I was able to sponsor my own family. And
in the larger sense, I suppose the experience has affected
my view of the world. It is a different generation, these children
born to so much.”

Wil tapped the scrapbook, thought No
shit.

“Why was this not the accident they said it
was?”

“For one thing, there was no distress
call—none.” Vinh Tien said. Second, the emergency homing device was
missing from its rack. A freak wave, or so the Coast Guard
thought.”

“But you don’t believe it.”

Vinh Tien’s eyes clouded. “My son knew the
Channel, ask anyone. He was handling boats before he was
fourteen.”

“Why would someone do him harm?”

“I don’t know why. I only know
who.”

Wil could see him building to it, words to
strike from the storm that was his expression. “You’re saying you
know who’s responsible?”

The storm broke. “Someone without conscience
who seduced my son with his lifestyle and his promises. A
monster.”

“I’m sorry, you’ve lost me.”

Looking at his hands as though wondering how
they’d become curled into fists, Vinh Tien said, “The monster, Mr.
Hardesty, is my brother.”

 


***

 


In the telling of it, Luc Tien was younger by
two years and everything his older brother was not. The son of a
different father, he was a thief almost from birth, stealing
equally from those he knew and those he did not. Punishment simply
left him unaffected. Leaving home on his thirteenth birthday, Luc
entered the employ of a Saigon-based Chinese gangster who taught
him numbers, extortion, hi-jacking, prostitution, the slavery and
opium trades.

But it was the war that made him
rich.

The war and its black market.

Luc Tien became known to American authorities,
but not in a way that threatened to shut him down. He became a
procurer, often selling the Americans’ own goods back at cheaper
prices than the cost to manufacture and reship from the states.
Consequently, he was buffered from prosecution not only by his own
people, but by American supply sergeants, warrant officers, and
G-12s skimming off the percentages he gladly paid.

Fat city, fat times.

The North Viets were a different breed.
Targeted as one to make an example of once the city fell, Luc was
dragged from the hold of a Manila-bound single-stacker, fingered
for the reward by one of his own lieutenants. It took the better
part of his fortune just to keep him from the firing squad, his
very public apology quid pro quo in return for luring from
the woodwork profiteers who paid the ultimate price for their trust
in the new government’s pledge of similar treatment.

This before landing at the same re-education
camp as his brother Vinh. Let alone aboard the same hellish refugee
boat.

“Luc told the pirates about diamonds one of us
was holding in return for some of the stones,” Vinh Tien went on.
“The man they beat to death? Luc knew him.”

“What happened after that?”

“The others wanted to throw Luc overboard. I
was forced to defend him, which…merde, what is the proper
word?”

“Ostracized?”

“Yes—ostracized us both.”

“Until you provided them with
food.”

Nod. “Still, it was touch and go, especially
in the camps.”

“I can imagine,” Wil said. “Where does he live
now?”

“On Mountain Drive. My whole home would fit
into his garage.”

Wil pictured the area: Montecito, the L.A.
side of Santa Barbara. Architectural Digest fantasies, thick-walled
Mediterraneans and Spanish Colonial Revivals hunched behind equally
thick walls. Town and Country photo spreads.

He said, “How does Luc make his
money?”

Vinh Tien smiled sourly. “Perhaps I did not
speak clearly. The way he’s always made it.”

“You know that for sure?”

“Am I not his brother?”

“Which means what at this point?”

“Which means nothing,” Vinh Tien said. “Less
than nothing.”

Wil waited as the man drew a breath. “But you
do see him.”

“No. But Jimmy did.”

 


***

 


According to Vinh Tien, Tuan “Jimmy” Tien
always had an affinity for his free-living, free-spending uncle.
Like a drunk to a morning eye-opener, Jimmy would gravitate to the
wealthy enclave where Luc lived the life. There, Jimmy would ride
the horses Luc kept for polo matches, storm dirt bikes through the
chaparral behind Luc’s property, hone his game on the green
hard-tru courts Luc invited local pros to practice on and kept
immaculate.

“For you, Jimmy,” he made sure got back to
Vinh and Li Tien in their tract home fifteen miles west and a star
system away.

Then there was the swimming pool, the food,
the parties and women—to whom Luc was more than willing to
introduce Jimmy. Prostitutes, refugees working off a debt, China
Whiteheads who waited only to trick so they could score—Jimmy had
them in spades, his looks and athleticism making him popular not
only with them but with Luc’s business associates.
Viet-Chings, Vietnamese, Laotians, Chinese—Jimmy never knew
for sure—people who knew a comer when they saw one. Maybe even
Hollywood, they told him. Why, with their
contacts…

“Which made us even stricter and more
protective of Mia,” Vinh Tien tailed off.

“But you’re sure Jimmy went that
route?”

“Does the cat digest the mouse it
eats?”

Wil shifted on the hard futon. “What about his
girlfriend?”

Pause. “I think that’s where he met Wen. As to
why she was there…” He shrugged.

“I’m listening.”

“I went to see my brother,” Vinh Tien said
after a beat. “I saw the type of girl he favored. Wen was that
striking. Even though she was respectful when we met them by chance
one time downtown, Jimmy seemed embarrassed. As he should have
been.”

“He was working for Luc now?”

“That was my belief. Jimmy never lacked for
money—far more than I could pay him.” Vinh Tien paused to war with
it again. “Have you any idea how that feels? Competing for your own
son and losing him?”

Wil kept his mouth shut, let the man run
on.

“As if everything I’d survived for, worked
for, was and is a sham. That only money speaks, no matter how you
acquire it.”

Wil placed the list of contacts Vinh Tien had
penciled out on the scrapbook. “All right. I’ll go over these and
get back to you, let you know if this is something I can reasonably
take on.”

There was a pause as the meaning set in. “I
see. You’re telling me you might not.”

“There is always that possibility.”

Vinh Tien expelled a breath, looked fatigued.
“If you’re worried about your fee, we have been frugal over the
years. And there is the business.”

“Mr. Tien, I’m more concerned that you have a
reasonable expectation of—”

“Mr. Hardesty,” he said, “do you fear my
brother? Or do you hesitate for other reasons?”

Wil felt a flush. “How can I put this?
Sometimes these things are not a match for either party. I meant
nothing more and nothing less.”

Vinh Tien attempted a smile, let it go. “Very
well. If that’s how it is to be.”

They left Jimmy’s room, got Matt up from the
patio, Wil requesting his thanks be conveyed to Mrs. Tien. On the
way out, he became aware of sounds from down the hall—muffled but
unmistakable: a woman’s sobs.

Vinh Tien’s eyes were those of a man who has
taken one too many shots to the head and to the heart. At the
stoop, he turned from Wil and from the spot where the Civic had
been and quietly shut the door.
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Next morning, Wil drove to Carpinteria and
parked by The Coffee Grinder. He and Matt then looped off a
moderately paced four-miler through the quiet streets. After scones
and a newspaper highlighting last night’s folkdances, he headed
back the five miles to La Conchita and home, Matt’s profile like a
hood ornament out the window. Showered and shaved, he took his
coffee refill onto the deck, opened the scrapbook.

Jimmy Tien had been reported missing in late
November, Vinh also reporting his 38-foot custom rig,
Harmony, gone from its harbor slip. An employee of the deli
there had seen Jimmy leave with a woman carrying a tote bag around
seven a.m. That was it for witness accounts—and for Jimmy and Wen,
it seemed—despite an extensive search up and down the Channel,
overflights that further gridded-out the four islands. Immediately
following a two-day introduction to winter that arrived from Hawaii
like a wet bear, bringing with it downed trees and power lines,
flooded intersections and parking lots.

From then until June, there’d been no clues.
Island Seafoods reported no cash missing; Vinh’s brother Luc
professed to having no idea about Jimmy and Wen’s whereabouts. So
had Wen’s mother, who lived not far from their Isla Vista apartment
among the university students, alternative stores, and, Wil knew
from experience, a fair number of immigrants.

He reached down to calm Matt, whining and
twitching in his sleep; Matt sighed deeply, began breathing more
evenly.

“Hard night all around,” Wil agreed, taking in
the sweep of bay before getting back to his articles.

Morning had dawned without fog, pelicans
working the mackerel schools from a hazeless sky. Miles beyond the
oil rigs, Anacapa’s craggy grouping stood out; adjacent to it:
much-larger Santa Cruz Island, a piece of Santa Rosa—dwarf mammoth
habitat in prehistoric times. Cobalt horizon, finger of smog
reaching up from L.A. like a grifter’s touch.

Back at it…

Sheriff’s Department investigators speculated
that Jimmy and Wen had simply gone off to be alone. That was in the
first month; beyond it, hope vanished with the news coverage. That
is, until the Susan Marie out of Avila Bay wrapped a drag
net around “something” a hundred and twenty down off San Miguel.
Indeed, Harmony might never have been found had not the
dragger broached the park’s six-mile boundary. Instrument
malfunction, according to her captain, the matter under review at
the time of the report.

No signs of foul play, fire, or explosion were
found by the divers who inspected and photographed the wreck, the
rocks into which she’d wedged. Storm-wave caused; no point seen
incurring the cost to bring her up. Findings reviewed, verdict
rendered, case closed: yet another day trip that had taken a tragic
turn.

Leaving boat-sized questions.

What brought them out in weather that
unpredictable? What reason would anyone—Luc Tien by his brother’s
contention—have to harm them? No way of telling unless—

Phone.

Wil picked it up, punched ON.

“Hardesty.”

“You’re on the deck, aren’t you?” a voice
said. “Drinking coffee and eyeing Celia Feyter.”

Wil let out a short breath.

“Tell me I’m wrong,” Lisa added.

“One out of two’s not bad,” he
answered.

“You’re out of coffee? I don’t believe
it.”

“The Feyters moved to Pismo Beach, Leese. Sold
it for what they could get.”

“Ah. And how is the bluff?”

“No rain, no pain.”

“Pretty morning, I bet. At least it looks it
from the office.”

Something in her pause: Fiesta Week—Dev’s
favorite time of year—their unspoken agreement not to relive it,
reopen their fresh-at-the-time wounds, scarred-over in time like
the marriage. Now if they even approached the subject, it was with
this kind of dance-around-it obliqueness.

“You all right?” he asked her.

“Couldn’t be better. You?”

“The same. You ready for the list?”

Their standing joke, high ground in the days
after the divorce, when they’d run into one other around town. The
Howits.

“How’s the business? The folks?
Brandon?”

“Still there,” she answered. “How is Kari
Thayer?”

Wil stroked Matt, who was listening now, head
cocked. “As it happens, vacationing in Wisconsin with her
son.”

“The juvenile delinquent?”

“He’s doing better. Besides, they don’t call
them that anymore. Troubled youth or something.”

“I stand corrected.” There was another pause
before, “Wil, can we meet today, have lunch or something? Staff’s
off for the parade, so we’d have the office patio to
ourselves.”

Fiesta Parade: silvered horses, vaqueroed
riders, flowered floats, plugged intersections, cordoned
streets. “Leese, I can think of better days for parking
downtown.”

“You’ll find a spot,” she countered. “Anytime
would be good.”

“Look, if something is—”

“Feeling sorry for myself is all, not what you
think. Another time, if you don’t feel like it.”

Now Wil paused. “Leese, I didn’t say
that.”

“Must just be me, then, hon. Don’t step in the
pelican poop.”
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The Nam Sun Jewelry Exchange was located in
L.A.’s Koreatown, on Normandie, down from 8th. Greasy-spoon
breakfast and lunch place advertising homemade kim chee next door,
dry cleaning franchise down from that, bargain clothing emporium
facing the alley that ran between the two stores. Couple of miles
from the King-verdict riots that landed the guys who beat a trapped
truck driver almost to death a slap on the wrist and lots of shiny
new things in the hands of opportunistic shoppers who’d suddenly
found them available at no cost.

Plus a shitload of Colts, Glocks, Remingtons,
and Berettas from the looted gun outlets and pawnshops squarely in
the wrong hands.

Or the right hands, depending on your point of
view, Tam Minh thought as he eased the van to a stop in the
alleyway across the street.

Through the van’s tinted windshield, Trong,
the leader; Lang, second in command; Kenny; and Tam, the new
guy—watched the owner, Mr. Nam Sun, his wife and daughters getting
ready for the morning trade. Finally, at ten minutes to ten, Nam
Sun clanked open his accordion grate, broomed the already hot
sidewalk, and pronounced the store open by means of the small sign
he turned around on its chain in the window.

Trong, riding shotgun, popped the dash with a
fist. “All right,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

“With kids in there?” Lang
responded.

“He’s right.” Kenny from the back.
“Motherfuck! Why today?”

“Their problem, not ours,” Trong said coldly.
Still, he hesitated, Tam noted.

Lang said, “Why not wait, see if mama-san runs
them off to school? Be that much easier.”

Kenny nodded. Tam did, too, but not too hard,
not wanting to show disrespect to the leader.

“Check it out, dude’s looking over here right
now,” Trong said of Mr. Sun. “I say we hit before he does something
dumb.”

“I still don’t like it.” Lang
again.

“Good thing you ain’t in charge,” Trong
demeaned him. “It’s August, remember? No school.”

“Like there’s no such thing as summer school.
Come on, man, a few minutes…”

“He’s looking.” Trong.

Tam gripped the steering wheel. It was true,
Mr. Sun was looking their way. He was aware of his sweat,
his mouth drier than usual. How could that be? The guy was just
checking the street, taking a break to case the foot traffic. His
reflection on the glass. No way otherwise.

“We go,” Trong said. “Tam you come with us,
handle the kids. Tape ‘em to something or lock ‘em in a closet or
something, then help with the gold. Rock and roll.”

Tam felt his fear escalate as Kenny tossed him
a roll of duct tape.

“Me?” he said. “Who pulls the van up front
when you’re done?” The frog thing jumping into his
voice.

“Can’t be helped. Big score, everybody in,”
Trong came back. Already with his nine out, working the slide and
tucking it back in his waistband under the tropical shirt he wore
over slacks. Adding now, “When he buzzes me in, you three are right
behind: bang-bang. Got it?” Not waiting for a response because this
part they’d gone over to where Tam Minh could do it in his
sleep.

Except this new thing with the
kids.

Through the plate glass window Tam could see
their black hair bobbing around the jewelry cases. Helping mama-san
set up the displays.

Motherfuck…

 


 



 


 


7

 


Knowing how jammed Santa Barbara would be with
vintage cars, drill teams, and castanet-clacking dance clubbers,
Wil left Matt sacked out at home and took the back way in. He found
a spot not far from Lisa’s new office and pulled in ahead of a
Caravan whose costumed pre-teens shot him a bird. Two blocks from
the crowds lining State Street, he strolled into a Spanish-motif
three-story with a sandstone courtyard, took the stairs up the
tiled flights, entered an open doorway.

“Lisa?…”

“In here.” Looking up from her computer as Wil
took note of the Annick Goutal he used to gift her with.

“Some boss you work for,” he said, scoping out
her silk tee and Calvins, jade broach a grandmother had left her.
Black hair swept off a neck that still quickened his pulse after
twenty-plus years of marriage, three now of divorce.

“The landlord liked us, or Bev he did,
anyway.” Closing down the spreadsheet she was working on. “Changed
your mind, I see.”

“Never made it up. I thought tax season was
over.”

“Gone are those days,” she said. “Accounting
is like painting the Golden Gate bridge now. Back and
forth.”

He shrugged. “Keeps you in
Accuras.”

“A two-year-old Lexus, Wil, leased. And please
don’t start.”

“Me?” He held out the bag he’d brought along,
grease stains already spotting the bottom. “The Mercado guy made
some earlies for me. Remembering the way you do
breakfast.”

“That’s thoughtful.”

“I’ve always thought so.”

“But who listens, right?”

They went downstairs. Under a green metal
umbrella and table outside, she teased her flauta while Wil
finished a second chimichanga.

“The guy promised me they don’t bite back, if
that’s what you’re concerned about,” he said.

“Wil, do you ever wonder where your life is
headed? Like maybe you’ve outsmarted yourself?”

“Unsmarting myself is more my
speed.”

She shook her head, put down her fork as he
canted his head at the building to add, “Leases can be broken, if
that’s the worry.”

“Leases I know about,” she said. “Deferred
trusts I know about.”

Through the opening before his censor could
intercept, he said, “Speaking of which, how is the boy
wonder?” Surprising even himself at how easily it made it past the
gates.

“Brandon is someplace we’re not going today,”
she said without looking up.

“Nice weather we’re having.”

Now the eyes met his. “Wil, you want to talk
May-December, we’ll talk.”

“Kari’s thirty-seven,” he said flatly. “End of
story.”

“So is Brandon. Almost.”

“And if memory serves, you called
me.”

“Brandon is not the problem here, Wil.
Yes he plays baseball, yes he’s away a lot and up to here with his
shop. But he’s not what you think. He has a mind, he has
feelings—and he doesn’t need me to defend him.” She shoved her
chair back and stood, sun catching the red in her hair and bouncing
it off his libido. “I guess this wasn’t such a good idea after
all.”

“Come on, Leese,” he said. “We can do better
than this. I can do better.” Hands spread to make the
point.

“Right—and I always get a pile of stuff done
while there’s nobody in the office. Thanks for the
burrito.”
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Trying for calm, Tam Minh watched Trong
saunter across Normandie—just looking into something nice for his
girl—easy does it, no thing. Besides, Tam thought, in was
in, the Nam Sun Jewelry Exchange represented a big step up
from street strongarms and collecting from the merchants who
refused to meet his eyes while handing over their bi-weeklies. And
if fate brought the little ones into it, who was Tam to argue?
Being in, you didn’t have to worry about what, just
when.

Like right now.

“Trong’s inside,” Lang snapped. “Move
it.”

Chrome S&W .40 in his waistband, lavender
shirt open the requisite two buttons; red, black, and green tattoo
curling over his right biceps, though Tam couldn’t see it, just
knew it was there. Like Kenny’s dragon was under his striped
Hilfiger, coiled in the hollow of his left shoulder blade. And
Tam’s own, still tender but getting there, over his right nipple:
individuality that was important to Tam, important to them
all—something to distinguish yourself from the rest as you moved up
the ladder, the beauty of their system.

Respectable: like American business was
supposed to be.

Bottom line: Look like a gangsta, you went
down like one.

Except Tam’s attempts at distracting himself
weren’t working. Crossing through a break, he could feel his heart
pounding its way out his chest, breath coming in gasps, a voice
admonishing him, You wanted this, now do it.

Then the three of them were through the
still-buzzing security door behind Trong, who had his nine already
screwed into Nam Sun’s ear as his wife screamed not to hurt her
husband and the girls just screamed.

Kenny pulling a sledge hammer out from the
duffel bag he’d carried in. Glass shattered and sprayed onto their
clothes.

“Easy, fool,” Lang shouted.
“What’d I tell you.”

Kenny moved to another display case, shortened
his arc. Lang produced a pillow case and began picking rings and
pendants out of the glass shards. “Ow,” he went suddenly,
holding up a finger already bloodied.
“Motherfuck.”

“The gold or your brains on the wall,”
Trong yelled at Nam Sun.

“Don’t hurt. We have no gold.”
Mrs. Nam Sun.

“The safe, open the safe. DO
IT!”

Lang snapped his fingers, pointed to the wife
and daughters, who, Tam could see, were maybe eight and nine—pretty
things reminding him of his half-sisters back in Vung Tau—making
him wonder how they were doing, before snapping out of it.
Daughters follow mother, he’d reasoned, and now he reached out and
grabbed Mrs. Sun by the wrist.

Which only made the girls scream
louder.

He began yanking Mrs. Sun behind the swinging
door leading to the back, but she was stronger than he expected.
Twisting, kicking, holding her free hand out to the screaming
girls, she was all Tam could handle. Even then, she managed to
break his grip.

Just in time for Lang to bounce his .40 off
her skull.

Hands to her head, Mrs. Sun staggered a step
and crumpled.

“Now,” Lang said, nodding at the girls.
“Can you handle them?”

Tam just stood there as Nam Sun, seeing his
wife fall, renewed his struggle with Trong. Grunting with the
effort, his hand caught the barrel of Trong’s nine. They began
swaying—back and forth until the nine went off, burnt powder adding
to the reek of sweat and fury.

Nam Sun let go, grabbed his hand.

“Korean fuck,” Trong yelled at him, the
gun now in his face. “Last chance, then we kill
them.” Pointing at Tam pulling the girls through the
door.

Tam felt his heart double-clutch. Kill the
girls? Trong’s rage was loose now, a dragon they all feared.
Tam had seen it before when Trong was beating an 18th Streeter with
an aluminum bat, shouting single, double, triple, home run
each time he connected.

Like then, everything was going
wrong.

Tam looked at the girls, the fight in them
gone once the door had swung shut. He knelt, pulled them to him so
that they had no choice but to focus on him. When they had, he
said, “We gotta do this, understand? Don’t want
to—got to.” He brought the roll of wide gray tape down off
his forearm where he’d jammed it, ripped off a piece, began
wrapping the older girl’s wrists.

“Noooooo…” This awful thin wail, while
the littler one, more like seven and so pretty despite her
tear-streaked face it broke his heart to look at her, heaved up
wracking breaths. Reminding him of his stepmother’s rabbits when
their time came: just giving up.

“I won’t let him kill you, I promise,” Tam
said with sudden resolve. “But you gotta do as I say. All
right?”

That’s when he heard the pops. Rapid, like an
exchange of fire, the girls’ eyes as wide as his own. Too many,
even if Trong had blasted the Suns three times over.

Which meant the dragon was indeed
loose.

Which meant the girls were next.

Crazy fucking Trong.

Tam dropped the tape and, to the older girl,
said: “Gotta hide you—right now. You know a place?” Whispering it
until she nodded. “I’ll say you got away. Go!” Closing his
eyes like he was six and playing hide-and-seek with his cousins
again; wanting the girls to be somewhere he and Trong and the rest
couldn’t find them. Wanting even more to shut it all out, to open
his eyes and just be somewhere else.

Anywhere. Even home.

He opened them; the girls weren’t there. No
flashes, no doors easing shut: gone. He took a breath, heard the
door behind him swing open. He stood to face them, tough it
out.

But it wasn’t Trong who stood in the
doorway.

The man letting the door come to rest on its
hinges was tall and leather tan; if Tam had thought about it, he
was dressed in clothing too dark for summer. But Tam’s eyes still
glimpsed what he’d seen when the door opened: the sprawled bodies
of Trong, Lang, and Kenny. Dark stains spreading under
them.

Tam heard someone moan—Mrs. Sun—Nam Sun’s
voice trying to calm her. The tall man raised a huge-looking pistol
and sighted on the bridge of Tam’s nose. “The girls,” he
said.

As if requesting the time.

“Hiding,” Tam managed. “Told them to go hide.
When I heard the—”

“Where?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t look. It’s the truth.
Please.”

The man lowered the gun slightly to scan him
with cold eyes.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“Eighteen,” Tam said, trying to hold
them—viewfinders into the Antarctic. Tears were coming and he could
feel a wetness where he shouldn’t. “Seventeen…”

Tam thought he detected a thaw, but he was too
confused to be sure. Because now the man was asking him something
in Vietnamese, a fluency he’d never before heard from a Caucasian.
Like a window opening on his soul.

“How do you feel about redemption?” the man
repeated.
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Kicking himself the four blocks to the
Bonneville, Wil was unlocking when he figured he might as well stop
by an attorney he knew who specialized in marine law. But John
Pereira was not behind his arched and nail-studded door, so Wil
left his card in the crack and returned to the car. By the time he
was easing out, still thinking What a horseshit
performance—three months of not seeing her, then THAT, a man in
a sombrero was waiting for the space.

Free of downtown the traffic thinned and Wil
caught the freeway west to the University of California at Santa
Barbara—UCSB—new and older institutional buildings set on a cliff
above the ocean and molded around a curve of green-water lagoon.
Creek-cut wetlands and airport runway on the mountain side,
Campanile in the middle, its own surfing point and secluded
beaches.

Far too good for students, he’d long-ago
concluded.

Bigger now, anyway: which meant the
information he wanted was in a different venue than when he’d
transferred up pre-Vietnam from UCLA. Still, he found the schedule
of classes—anything to do with physics—one on electromagnetism
ending, another, a materials lab, concurrent but longer
running.

Double-timing it to Physical Sciences, the
electromagnetism door-window, he failed to see her, then stepped
back as the class rose and filed out. He asked one of the filers
where the materials lab was, and this time Mia Tien was in
attendance: Planet Hollywood tee, khaki shorts, black-and-white
Simples. She was working with a taller girl with red hair, the
experiment they were bent over on a Formica surface near the
window.

OEBPS/tmp_8b23374c144cc5b98acfee6c23b293eb_3KjQxc_html_m2b1cb4e0.jpg





OEBPS/cover.jpg





