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CHAPTER 1


 

As he levelled the helicopter off at 3,000 feet above the choppy South China Sea, the pilot marvelled as he always did at the way it managed to stay in the air. The cyclic control stick twitched in his right hand, the collective pitch control lever vibrated in his left, and his feet made small adjustments to the directional control pedals as he headed out to the waiting ship some six miles away in the Gulf of Tonkin. All four of his limbs were needed to keep the helicopter in the air, though he had been flying for so long that he was no longer aware of them as individual movements. He was part of the machine: his nerves and tendons ran from the rotor blades throbbing above his head to the skids below him. He could feel the blades cutting through the night air and the tail rotor fighting against the torque the blades produced, and when he swung the helicopter to the left to make a course correction it was flesh and blood that turned and not metal; he saw only the sea and the sky, not the Plexiglas windows. He scanned his instrument panel, taking in the information from the myriad dials and gauges without reading them in the same way that his skin recorded the chill in the air and his nose picked up the smell of the fuel that had slopped over the fuel tank filler while they were preparing the helicopter at a Special Forces airfield outside Da Nang.

The pilot was alone in the cockpit and the second set of controls in front of the co-pilot’s seat moved as if guided by ghostly hands and feet, mirroring his own actions. During his year-long tour of duty with 1st Cav he’d never flown solo on a mission, but Air America did things differently and he hadn’t been surprised when he’d been told that he’d be flying alone.

He clicked the microphone trigger switch on his cyclic control stick and identified himself to the target ship which was still some two miles away, bobbing in the sea like a toy boat. He had no problems communicating with the ship on the prearranged VHF frequency and he decreased power to the 1,100 shp Lycoming T53-L-11 turboshaft engine as he made his approach.

It was dusk and there was enough light to see by, but just to be on the safe side he thumbed the switch on the collective pitch control lever which turned on the searchlight mounted under the front of the Huey to give him a better view of the deck of the ship as it bucked and tossed in the waves. A guy with a torch in either hand guided him down until he was hovering just six feet above the heaving deck and then the pilot chose his moment, cut the power and dropped, pulling back the cyclic and dropping the collective at the last moment to cushion the impact as best he could. The guy drew his hand across his throat telling the pilot to cut his engine but he’d already done it and slammed on the rotor brake. More men rushed forward to tie the Huey down as the pilot removed his flight helmet and put it on the co-pilot’s seat.

A man with a blond crew cut, wearing civilian clothes, appeared from somewhere, took the pilot by the upper arm, and guided him below deck to a tiny steel-lined cabin containing a folding bunk and a wooden chair on which was a green file and a plastic mapcase.

“That’s your flight plan,” said the man. “Anything else you want?” He hadn’t introduced himself, nor did he ask to see any identification from the pilot.

“Just water,” said the pilot.

He sat down on the bed and studied the maps and papers. A few minutes later the man with the crew cut came back with a glass of water which he handed to the pilot without a word before leaving and closing the door behind him. The pilot took a mouthful of the cold water and then placed the glass on the floor. He looked at the solid gold Rolex on his wrist. It was just before eight o’clock, and according to the flight plan he was due to take off at 2200 hours. The course he was to fly was marked on the map in red, north-west up to the coast near Quang Tri, then due west across Vietnam to the border with Laos. He was to follow the border up twenty klicks and then cut into Laos towards a town which was marked as Muang Xepon. There were no details as to how he was to find the LZ but that was nothing unusual. When you flew for Air America almost everything was on a need-to-know basis. That would explain the missing co-pilot. Presumably one of the passengers would be sitting in the co-pilot’s station to help guide him in. The flight would be 275 klicks, 550 klicks there and back, and he’d be carrying four passengers and a small cargo. The standard Huey had a range of about 540 klicks with its 200-gallon capacity but the UH-1E had been fitted with extra fuel tanks and it now had a range closer to 700 klicks. The pilot would have preferred to have refuelled at a Special Forces camp closer to the border but whoever had planned the mission obviously didn’t want the chopper on the ground between the ship and its final destination. The take-off would be tricky, but once they’d burned off a few gallons they’d have no problems. It would be a milk run. After the drop in Laos they’d be returning to the ship. The pilot took off his leather shoulder holster and slid out his .25 calibre handgun, checked that it was fully loaded and that the safety was on and put it on the chair. He read through the papers, rechecked the maps, and then lay down on the bunk and stared up at the ceiling, relaxed but not asleep. He pictured an ice cube in his mind, a square block which he allowed gradually to melt until nothing remained but a pool of water which slowly evaporated. His breathing slowed and his pulse rate dropped and his mind was empty. He stayed that way until a sharp knock on the door announced that it was time to go.

The man with the crew cut took him back to the Huey where the restraining ropes were being untied. The pilot carried out his pre-flight checks then strapped himself in to the high-backed armoured seat before checking the positions of the circuit breakers and switches. Satisfied, he looked back over his shoulder to see if there was any sign of his passengers.

Four men were walking towards the Huey. All were dressed in tiger-stripe fatigues and bush hats and had camouflage streaks of green and brown across their faces which blended so well into the material of their uniforms that he couldn’t see where skin ended and material began. They walked two abreast, the men in front carrying rifles at the ready, the two behind with their weapons shouldered as they manhandled a heavy metal chest between them. As they got closer the pilot could see the weapons they were carrying. One of the men in front, the thinner of the two, carried a Commando submachine-gun, a variation of the standard M16 infantry rifle, and the man on his right held a Kalashnikov AK-47, the Soviet assault rifle which had become the weapon of choice of the Viet Cong. The pilot wasn’t surprised to see the AK-47 in the hands of a Special Forces soldier. They tended to use whatever gear they were comfortable with, and there were obvious advantages of operating with VC equipment in enemy territory. The man who was carrying his end of the chest with his left hand had an M16 slung over his shoulder and what looked to be a sawn-off shotgun hanging from his belt. His companion on the other end of the chest had an M16 and a radio on his back. Apart from the weaponry, there was little to tell the four men apart: all were lean and wiry, all were clean-shaven with no hair showing under the floppy bush hats and all moved with a fluid grace that brought to mind images of lions on the prowl.

The man with the Commando walked around the Huey and pulled himself into the co-pilot’s seat and nodded as the pilot handed him a flight helmet. The other three manhandled the chest through the doorway, grunting as they slid it along the metal floor. They climbed in and pulled the sliding door shut behind them.

The pilot pushed in the igniter circuit breaker and prepared to start the turbine. Before he squeezed the trigger switch he became aware of a knocking sound coming from somewhere within the Huey, a tapping that he felt rather than heard. It was like Morse code. Dit-dit-dit daa. Dit-dit-dit daa. Three short taps and a long one. The Morse code signal for V, and also the first notes of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, being repeated over and over again. He twisted around but he couldn’t see where it was coming from. He shrugged and settled back in his seat. As he gave his instruments a quick visual scan he saw that the noise was coming from the man in the co-pilot’s seat. His right hand held the Commando barrel up between his legs while his left hand was against the bulkhead. He was tapping, three times with the tips of his fingers, the fourth with the flat of his hand. A sign of nerves, Doherty reckoned, but once he started the T53 turboshaft engine the tapping sounds were lost.

The pilot waited for the exhaust-gas temperature gauge to settle into the green before opening the throttle. He pulled on the collective, increasing the power to the whirling blades and lifting the Huey off the deck before nudging it forward with a push on the cyclic. The Huey was sluggish, loaded down as it was with the extra fuel, and the pilot took it up slowly to 3,000 feet. It was a cloudless night and a full moon hung in the sky and the pilot could see clear to the horizon.

Forty minutes later they flew over a narrow strip of beach and above the jungle which shone blackly in the moonlight. The pilot took the Huey up another thousand feet. The thinner air meant he’d burn fuel up faster but they had plenty in reserve. He followed the course on the map he’d been given, climbing way above the mountain ranges where VC snipers were prone to take pot-shots at passing helicopters, no matter how high they were. There was no indication of where Vietnam ended and Laos began but the pilot knew that two hours after leaving the ship he’d crossed over whatever border existed. The knife-edged ridges far below were no different from the mountain ranges in the west of Vietnam and he knew that the Viet Cong criss-crossed the border as if it didn’t exist. The map meant nothing, in the air or on the ground.

The pilot felt a touch on his arm and turned to see the man in the co-pilot’s seat mouthing to him. He reached over and showed him how to operate the microphone trigger switch on the cyclic.

“Can you take it down?” he said, the voice crackling in the pilot’s ear.

“Sure,” he said, dropping the collective pitch and nosing the Huey down with the cyclic. He levelled off a thousand feet or so above the jungle while the passenger peered out of the window.

“What are you looking for?” asked the pilot.

“A river,” said the man. “A river shaped like a heart. It’s within fifteen klicks of that range.” He pointed to a steep rocky outcrop which speared through the jungle like an accusing finger.

“It’s not on the map,” said the pilot.

The man ignored him and kept looking out of the side window. “Lower,” he said.

The pilot eased the Huey down until it was about 200 feet above the treetops.

“There she is,” said the man, pointing.

“Got it,” said the pilot, turning the Huey towards the thin ribbon of water. It did look like an oddly stretched heart, as if the river had lost its sense of direction for a few miles and almost turned in a circle before realising its mistake.

“Go as low as you can,” said the passenger. “There’s a clearing about one klick from the base of the heart.”

As the pilot guided the Huey down he saw a light flash on the ground, then another.

“See the lights?” said the passenger.

“I see them,” replied the pilot.

“Land between them.”

The pilot put the Huey in a hover about ten feet above the thick grass of the clearing while he checked for obstructions as best he could. Seeing none, he reduced the power and put the skids softly on the ground. There was no sign of whoever had been holding the flashlights that had guided them in.

The passenger clicked the intercom on. “We’ll be gone for about five minutes, not much longer. Keep the blades turning in case we have to leave in a hurry.”

The passenger pulled off his flight helmet. He left it on the floor as he climbed out of the Huey. His hair was blond, cut close to his skull, and it gleamed in the moonlight. The pilot felt the Huey shudder as the cargo door was opened and he turned to watch the men haul the chest out. The four men moved cautiously towards the treeline as the rotor blades beat the air above their heads. They bent down like grunts always did, fearful that the blades would take off their heads, even though there was more than enough room. You’d have to be a basketball player leaping in the air to stand a chance of being hit by the main rotor. The tail rotor was a different matter; the pilot had seen two grunts killed by running the wrong way when leaving a Huey. The rotor was a fraction of the size of the one on top but it was the perfect height for taking off a man’s head.

The four men disappeared into the undergrowth leaving the pilot feeling suddenly alone. He shivered and leant back in his seat, filling his mind with the melting ice cube. If there was a VC out in the jungle with his name on a bullet there was nothing he could do about it. He blocked out thoughts of what might be and concentrated on the cold, wet, ice.

A firefly sparked to his left, a red dot that glowed briefly and then was gone. Ice. Melting ice. Another spark, then another. He ignored them. A fourth appeared but this didn’t disappear, it moved in a straight line, blinking on and off. The pilot realised with a jolt that it wasn’t a flying insect but a light in the far distance, the blinking effect caused by it passing behind trees. He killed the lights on his instrument panel and widened his eyes, trying to calculate the distance between him and the lights as they came down the hill. One klick? Maybe two? Maybe closer. He swung around and looked anxiously at the vegetation at the edge of the clearing. There was no sign of the men. He put his hand on the butt of the gun in his shoulder holster, the metal warm to the touch. He could fire a warning shot, but that was just as likely to attract the attention of whoever was on the hillside as it was to bring the Special Forces guys back. But he had no other way of getting in touch with them, they hadn’t told him the frequency their radio operated on. He took his hand off the gun and rubbed his face. The lights were getting closer. There were three of them. As he watched, the lights disappeared one by one.

The rule was that the pilot stayed with the slick, but he couldn’t face sitting in the Huey waiting for whoever it was to arrive. He had to do something. He had to warn them and get the hell out. He peered up the hillside. No more lights. He could picture them moving in the darkness, crouching low with AK-47s in their hands, black pyjamas and wide, conical hats. He shuddered.

He slapped the cyclic stick in frustration and swore before climbing down from the Huey and running towards the area where he’d last seen the men take the chest. He hated the jungle with a vengeance. The only time he felt comfortable with it was when he was looking down on it from a great height. Long, scratchy things clawed at his shirt as if they were alive, and damp fronds wrapped themselves around his face as if they wanted to squeeze the life out of him. Something squelched under his foot but it was too dark to see what it was. He stopped and listened but all he could hear was the whup-whup of the Huey behind him. He pushed on through the undergrowth, feeling his way with his gloved hands in front of his face. He heard water only seconds before he splashed into a stream which came up to his knees. It was slow-moving and no danger but it was uncomfortable. He thought of leeches and river snakes and waded through quickly, slipping once on a wet rock.

In the distance he saw a yellowish glow and he moved towards it, praying that it was the Special Forces team and not another group of Viet Cong. He slowed down as he came closer to the light, and peered around a massive tree trunk around which wound thick vines, like varicose veins on an old woman’s leg. He saw the young man with the Commando and was just about to shout to attract his attention when something stopped him. The Commando was levelled at a group of what the pilot guessed were Laotian mercenaries, dark-skinned men with high cheekbones and narrow eyes, some with AK-47s, others with wicked-looking machetes. There were about a dozen, some of them little more than children carrying weapons that were almost as big as they were. The three other Special Forces men were facing the mercenaries, spaced so that they couldn’t be cut down with one burst of automatic fire.

In between the two groups were three hemp sacks lined up on the ground next to a small campfire which was clearly the source of the glow he had seen when he entered the jungle. One of the Laotians was kneeling by the middle sack and cutting a small hole in it with a curved knife. He dug the blade into the sack and it came out with white powder on the end. He carefully carried it over to the man with the Commando, one hand held under the knife to catch any spillage. The American licked his finger, scraped it along the white-powdered blade, and licked the tip. He nodded to the other Special Forces men, a white smile breaking through the painted face.

The pilot couldn’t take his eyes off the scene that was being played out in front of him, even though he knew the danger from the men on the hill was growing by the minute. The Laotian sheathed his knife and walked over to the chest standing about six feet or so in front of the two men who’d carried it. They stepped back, their guns in the ready position, as the mercenary leaned down to open it. Two more of the mercenaries moved forward to stand either side of him. From where he was standing behind the tree, the pilot couldn’t see what was in the chest. He slowly went down on all fours and crept along the damp jungle floor, moving slowly and taking great care where he put his hands, until he reached a tree with thick, rubbery leaves. He hugged its trunk and peered around.

He now was looking at the backs of the Laotians, and through their legs he could see inside the open chest. Blocks of metal gleamed in the light of the flickering fire. The mercenary who had opened the sack bent down and picked up one of the blocks. He had to use both hands, and even from thirty feet away the pilot knew it could only be gold. He knew he was seeing something more than a simple “need-to-know” CIA operation. The Special Forces men were about to swap the gold for drugs and the Huey was to fly the drugs back to the ship. The pilot was confused. He’d heard of Air America planes being used to ferry drugs around for the Thai drug barons as a way of getting them to help in the fight against the VC, but what he was seeing was something different. The Americans were paying for the drugs, with gold; it wasn’t a case of doing a favour for the Laotians or supplying them with cash or arms. This was a straightforward drug deal he was witnessing.

For the first time he became aware of another group of Laotians standing further behind and to the right of the mercenaries on the edge of the circle of warm light cast by the fire. The group was composed of women and very small children. One of the women held a baby in her arms and she was making small shushing noises to keep it from crying. Whereas the men were dressed in khaki combat fatigues, the women and children wore brightly coloured clothes made from red, green, yellow and blue striped material, the girls in skirts, the small boys in leggings. The women had their hair tied back and were wearing strips of cloth wound around their heads like badly tied turbans.

The pilot wanted to shout a warning to the Americans, to tell them that they had to go, but he was unsure how they’d react to him being there. The decision was made for him when the American with the Commando fired at the three Laotians standing by the chest, cutting them down before they had a chance to raise their weapons. The three other Americans fired almost immediately afterwards and bullets ripped through the foliage near where the pilot was standing. Those mercenaries who weren’t killed outright were screaming in pain, flowers of blood spreading across their fatigues. The women and children made as if to move forward to help their men but one of the women, old with shrivelled skin and no teeth, shouted to them and waved them back. The pilot reached for the automatic pistol in his shoulder holster but didn’t draw it out. What could he do? Shoot the Americans? Plead with them to stop the slaughter? Tell them he’d report them when they got back to the ship? None of the choices was viable. He let the butt slide from his sweating fingers. The women and children turned and ran, stumbling and tripping in their panic. The four Americans fired together, raking the Laotians with a hail of bullets, the individual weapons making separate identifiable sounds but the end result was the same: women and children falling to the ground and dying.

A gasp escaped involuntarily from the pilot’s mouth and he tasted bitter vomit at the back of his throat. His ears were hurting from the sound of the guns and even when the firing stopped they were still ringing, making it hard to think. The humid night air was thick with the smell of cordite and hot metal. The two men who’d carried the chest from the Huey ran over to it and closed the lid. The guy with the Commando shouted something and one of the men went to the dead Laotian with the knife and kicked him over on to his back, searching the ground until he found the gold bar he’d picked up before he died. The bar was returned to the chest and the lid lowered. As two of the men lifted the chest, one of them looked in the pilot’s direction. He pointed and the pilot flinched as if he’d been fired at. While watching the massacre he’d stepped away from the tree without realising it and now he could clearly be seen in the firelight. His feet felt as if they were rooted to the ground. The man with the Commando stepped forward, walking slowly with the barrel of his gun lowered. He stopped when he was about thirty feet away from the pilot, his face in darkness because the fire was behind him. The pilot couldn’t see his face but he could feel the man’s eyes boring into him. He could hear the blood pounding through his veins and feel the sweat clinging to his forehead. He knew he had never been so close to death and that everything depended on how he reacted. He dropped his hands to his sides and gave a half shrug as if nothing mattered. The man with the Commando stood stock still, his feet planted shoulder width apart, his left side slightly closer to the pilot than his right, the perfect shooting position. The barrel of the gun was still pointed at the ground. The pilot widened his smile. He knew that his face was clearly visible in the firelight, that they could see his every expression.

The man’s upper body appeared to relax as if he’d come to a decision and the pilot let out a sigh of relief. He was about to step forward when the Commando swung. The pilot dived without thinking, throwing himself to his left and rolling on the ground before scrambling away into the undergrowth. He didn’t look back so he didn’t see the muzzle flashes but he felt the air crack as bullets passed within inches of his head. He ran by instinct, dodging trees before they loomed out of the darkness, avoiding vines on the ground without seeing them, jumping the stream without getting wet, as if his subconscious mind had recorded every step of his journey through the jungle and was now replaying it in reverse because it knew that if it made one wrong move he’d be dead. His breath came in ragged bursts and his arms pumped up and down as he ran, his eyes wide with fear, his muscles screaming in agony as his feet pounded on the jungle floor.

He burst out of the jungle into the clearing and ran headlong towards the Huey, throwing himself into the pilot’s seat and pulling on the collective before he’d even sat down. The turbine whined and the blades speeded up until they were a blurred circle above his head. Relieved of the weight of its four passengers and cargo it soared almost vertically out of the clearing. From the corner of his eye he saw the four Special Forces men tear out of the undergrowth and point their guns at him. Red dots streamed past the Huey and up into the night and he heard a series of bangs behind him, thuds of metal against metal. He waggled his directional pedals frantically, jerking the slick from left to right to make himself less of a target, all the time increasing the power to the rotors to give it extra lift.

It was only when the altimeter showed 2,000 feet that he relaxed. He put the Huey into a hover while he considered his next move. He pushed the right pedal and nudged the cyclic to the right and pointed the nose of the Huey east, towards Vietnam. A thousand thoughts crowded into his head, all seeking attention, but they were dulled by the conflicting emotions he felt: horror at what he’d seen, guilt for not doing anything to stop it, anger at the men behind the massacre, terror at being hunted, fear of what would happen to him when he got back to the ship. If he got back. He took deep breaths and tried to focus his thoughts, to bring some sort of order to his bewildered mind. When it happened it happened suddenly, without him knowing, the way water freezes, turning from liquid to solid so quickly that there is no borderline between the two states. One moment he was in total confusion, the next he knew with perfect clarity what he would do.

He pushed the cyclic to the left and pressed the left foot pedal, swinging the Huey round and losing height because he didn’t increase power, until the helicopter was pointing in the opposite direction, due west. He hovered for a moment, steadying his breathing, concentrating on the block of ice in his mind, feeling the helicopter react to the small, almost imperceptible, movements of his hands and feet, absorbing the data from the instruments. He sighed, a deep mournful emptying of his lungs, then pulled on the collective and pushed the cyclic forward. The turbine roared and the Huey jumped forward as if eager to go. Within minutes the pilot had the Huey up to its maximum speed of 138 mph, flying low and level, just above the treetops, as the ice block slowly melted to cool, clear water.

 

 




CHAPTER 2


 

The rain had caught Paris by surprise and many of those walking down the Champs-Elysées on pre-Christmas shopping trips were shivering damply as they looked in the store windows. The weather forecast had been for a mild day, sunny even, and the Parisians were accustomed to taking the forecasters at their word. Anthony Chung trusted no one’s judgment other than his own, however, and he’d worn his black mohair coat after scrutinising the steely grey morning sky from the window of his penthouse flat in Rue de Sèvres. He wore a slightly smug expression as he walked out of the Charles de Gaulle Etoile Métro station and into the fierce rain-spotted wind that blew up the thoroughfare from Place de la Concorde.

He walked by shops packed with some of the best names in European fashion: Guy Laroche, Louis Vuitton, Christian Dior, Nina Ricci; but above them, atop the centuries-old buildings, were the signs of the new economic masters of the world: Toshiba, NEC, and Ricoh. Even in France, one of the most chauvinistic of countries, the Japanese displayed their dominance. Chung looked around for evidence of America’s encroachment on to the Parisian scene. To his left he saw a McDonald’s outlet and less than a hundred yards further down a Burger King and garish posters promoting Le Whopper, Les Frites, and Le Milk Shake. There was a message there somewhere, thought Chung as he walked down towards Fouquet’s, on the corner where Avenue George V met the Champs-Elysées. He looked at his watch. It was eleven thirty. The watch, a gold Cartier, had been a present from his father almost ten years earlier on the day he’d graduated from the Sorbonne. Thoughts of his father crowded into his mind and he pushed them away, concentrating instead on the American he was to meet. Colonel Joel Tyler. An ex-colonel, if the truth be told, but Tyler was a man who insisted on using the title and, bearing in mind the business he was in, it was understandable.

Chung crossed the busy Champs-Elysées looking left and right because he knew that the Parisians paid little heed to the colour of the traffic lights or the location of pedestrians. The traffic was heavier than normal as shoppers poured in from the suburbs to buy last-minute Christmas presents for their families and friends. It would be even busier at night, Chung knew, when the millions of tiny white lights would come alive in the leaf-bare chestnut trees of the avenue and the sidewalks would be packed with sightseers and lovers. He pushed open the doors to the café, nodded at a white-coated waiter and went over to a table. He shrugged off his coat and draped it over one of the wicker and cane chairs, looking at his watch again. Five minutes to go. He placed a copy of the International Herald Tribune on the table and then sat down, smoothing the creases on the trousers of his 2,000 dollar suit. He ordered a hot chocolate from a grey-haired waiter and smiled at the man’s look of professional disdain. Chung never failed to be amused by the cultured arrogance of French waiters, or by the raised eyebrows when they heard his fluency in their language. The bottom half of the windows were obscured with thick red velvet curtains on brass rods so he couldn’t see out into the street. Fouquet’s was not the sort of place where you went to rubber-neck like a tourist; everyone knew that the power was inside, not outside on the pavements looking in. Each time the door opened Chung would look up, but he cursed himself for doing so, for appearing to be over-eager. He looked at his watch again. The American was five minutes late and Chung tut-tutted under his breath. Punctuality was not a gift or an ability inherited from one’s parents, it was something that had to be worked at. Chung always made it a point to be on time for appointments; to do otherwise, his father had always said, was to be discourteous to the person you were to meet. Chung picked up the paper and idly read the headlines, but there was nothing in its American-orientated news that interested him and he threw it back down on the table. When he looked up again it was into a pair of cold blue eyes that rapidly crinkled into a smile. The face that looked down on Chung was thin, almost skeletal, and with its prominent hooked nose it reminded him of a leathery-skinned bird. A hawk maybe. Yes, Chung decided, there was a lot of the hawk about Colonel Joel Tyler. Chung had the man’s photograph in the inside pocket of his coat, but there was no need to check it against the original, there could be no mistaking the short-cropped steel grey hair, the beak-like nose or the small white scar over the right eyebrow. He pushed back the chair and got to his feet. Chung was tall for a Chinese, a fraction under six feet, but he had to look up to meet Tyler’s gaze as they shook hands. He felt Tyler’s eyes move quickly over his body, taking in the suit, the watch, the shoes, putting together a snap mental assessment, and the grip tightened as if he was checking his strength. Chung held Tyler’s gaze and his grip, matching them like for like until the American grinned, relaxed his handshake and then withdrew his hand.

“Mr Chung,” he said quietly.

“Colonel Tyler, thank you for coming,” said Chung, and waved him to a chair. A waiter appeared at his side while Tyler wound his wiry frame into the chair opposite Chung. Tyler ordered a black coffee, in English.

“Your room is comfortable?” Chung asked.

“It’s fine. I always like the George V,” Tyler replied. “Though, on balance, I think I prefer the Hotel Crillon or the Lancaster.”

Chung smiled and sipped at his chocolate. The waiter returned with Tyler’s coffee. The American dropped in two lumps of sugar and slowly stirred it. A steel Rolex Submariner appeared from under the cuff of his shirt. Tyler was wearing a brown checked sports jacket, a dark brown wool shirt and black slacks, not too expensive, not too flashy, and Chung realised it was camouflage, as much of a way of keeping out of sight in the city as the green fatigues the soldier had worn in the jungles of South-East Asia. Tyler watched Chung as he stirred, through eyes which rarely blinked. Chung knew he had the American’s undivided attention. “Everything is on schedule?” Chung asked.

Tyler nodded. “I leave for the States tomorrow, and I should be in Thailand in early April to assemble the team.”

“You have the men picked out already?”

“Some. Not all. But there won’t be any problems. I’ll do the final selection myself in Vietnam. My immediate concern is the helicopter and the armaments.”

“I thought you already had the helicopter?”

“The helicopter, yes. But I’ve spoken to a technical expert who tells me that it’s going to need more work than I’d anticipated.”

Chung frowned. “How much work?”

Tyler lifted his coffee cup. “A new engine and gearbox. Minimum.” He drank two deep mouthfuls while Chung took in the news.

“That doesn’t sound good,” said Chung.

“Actually it’s not a problem. I’ve a contact in the Philippines who can put me in touch with a supplier. The Philippine military has more than eighty Bell 205A–1s and UH-1Hs and the corruption there has to be seen to be believed. I’ll have no problem buying the parts.”

Chung didn’t bother asking how much it would cost. He had paid half a million dollars into a Swiss bank account to cover all expenses. He took a thin, white envelope from his jacket and handed it to the American.

“Here is the name and address of a man in Bangkok who will arrange to have the helicopter shipped to Hong Kong. All you have to do is tell him where it is. He’ll do the rest. He’ll have it put in a container and shipped over. It’ll take two weeks at most. He’ll arrange payments to the Customs officials at both ends.” Tyler smiled at the way Chung said “payments”. Both men knew that they were talking about bribes. He put the envelope, unopened, into his jacket pocket. “Also in there are the details of a contact in Hong Kong, the man who will arrange for your weapons,” Chung continued. “His name is Michael Wong and he’s the leader of one of Hong Kong’s smaller triads. Get in touch with him once you’ve arrived.” He took out a leather-bound notebook and a slim gold pen and slid them over the table to Tyler. “It would save time if you gave me a list of your main requirements now. It is possible to buy anything in Hong Kong, but some things take longer than others.”

Chung drank the rest of his chocolate while Tyler wrote with firm, clear strokes. When Tyler finished he snapped the notebook shut and handed it back. “I think that just about covers it,” said Chung. “Does anything else come to mind? I will be uncontactable for the next five months.”

“I realise that,” said Tyler. “No, I think everything is under control.” He unwound himself out of the chair and waited for Chung to get to his feet. They shook hands firmly. “So, the next time we meet will be in Hong Kong,” said Tyler.

“And we’ll both be considerably richer,” said Chung. The two men laughed and then Chung watched as the American left. He sat down and automatically smoothed the creases from his trousers again. The waiter hovered at his shoulder and Chung ordered another hot chocolate, in French. While he waited for it to arrive he opened the notebook and studied the American’s list.

 

 




CHAPTER 3


 

Barton Lewis drove his car on autopilot as he headed south on Interstate 95, towards Washington. He stayed in the inside lane and barely noticed the traffic which streamed by him. His hands tightened on the steering wheel as some of the doctor’s words played over and over in his head. They were words which he could barely pronounce, but they spelled out a death sentence. Words like fiberoptic gastroscopy, endoscopic biopsies, gastric carcinoma. Words that meant cancer. Two tumours, the doctor had said, one in the stomach, one in the pancreas. It wasn’t what Lewis had expected when he’d gone to the clinic to complain about stomach pains and an uncharacteristic loss of appetite. At worst he’d expected to be told it was an ulcer. Cancer meant rapid weight loss, half-dead skeletons in hospital beds plugged into drip feeds, children with bald heads and sunken eyes. Cancer didn’t apply to an overweight black man who used to tuck away three Big Macs at one sitting and still went back for apple pie. Hell, he’d been putting weight on, not losing it.

A blue Pontiac came rushing at him from a slip road and Lewis slowed to let it in front. He was in no rush. The pancreatic tumour was inoperable, the doctor had said. No chemotherapy. No radiation therapy. Just increasing pain and eventual death.

Lewis wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. God, he wanted his wife so much. He still thought of her as his wife, even though the divorce had been finalised over a year ago and she was now living in Boston with a computer programmer in his four-bedroom town house. He wanted her with him, wanted to put his head on her shoulder and have her caress the back of his neck and have her tell him that everything was going to be okay.

That was one of the reasons the marriage had gone sour, she’d told him. She said that he depended on her too much, that at times it was as if she were mother to two children. She said she couldn’t cope with the restless nights, his bad dreams, the temper tantrums, the flashbacks. She’d said she’d met somebody else and that was the end of it. The court gave her half the apartment, half the car, and all of Victor. Now he was alone. Alone and dying. A horn sounded behind him and he looked in his rearview mirror. A truck was sitting on his tail, and he saw that his speed had dropped to forty mph. He accelerated away from it.

Lewis had been having irregular stomach pains for more than a year but had been putting it down to too much junk food after his wife had left him. He hadn’t bothered cooking for himself – hell, he hadn’t known how to, he’d just snacked at McDonald’s or Burger King or Kentucky Fried Chicken – and when his stomach had felt bad he’d taken a slug of Pepto-Bismol. He should have gone to the clinic earlier, even though the doctor had said it would have made little difference.

Lewis had asked how long he had left and the doctor hadn’t pulled his punches. Probably six months. Possibly a year. Eighteen months absolute maximum. The doctor had prescribed painkillers for the intermittent pain but warned that they wouldn’t be effective for long. Eventually he’d have to be hospitalised. The doctor had suggested he get his affairs in order, spend time with his family and friends, make his peace. Treat the death sentence as an opportunity to put his life in order.

He reached the Capitol and managed to find a parking space on Constitution Avenue between a shiny black Cadillac and a white Dodge. Lewis had visited the Vietnam War Memorial once before, in June of 1991, when he’d been in Washington for the Desert Storm celebrations. He’d visited it but hadn’t managed to get close to the wall because it was obliterated by tourists in T-shirts and shorts clicking away with cameras and chattering inanely.

Spend time with your family and friends, the doctor had said. The only family he had now was Victor, and that was only on one weekend in four. And the best friends he had were dead. That’s why he’d driven from Baltimore to Washington. To spend time with them. Just like the doctor ordered. As he locked the door to his Saab two men and a girl jogged by, talking and laughing as they ran. They were followed by a middle-aged man, balding and with unsteady, flabby legs, whose training shoes slapped on the ground with an irregular rhythm. His running vest was wet with sweat and his shorts were too tight around the tops of his legs and his breath was coming hard and fast. He was wearing a Sony Walkman with bright yellow headphones and his eyes had the glazed look of a tortured animal. Lewis stopped to watch the man wobble past. They were probably about the same age, he thought. What the hell was he keeping fit for? Why was he bothering? It didn’t matter how many press-ups you did or how much you ran. When you died, you died. The cancer grows and kills you, the heart goes into spasm, the blood vessels burst, the body dies. Lewis wanted to call after the man, to tell him that he was wasting his time, that he should take it easy and enjoy what little life he had left.

He didn’t. He walked across the grass towards the memorial. He could see that there were far fewer visitors gathered around the slabs than there had been on his last visit. He went first to the bronze sculpture at the side of the memorial, three life-size grunts, war-weary and carrying their weapons as if they’d marched a long way. One of the three figures was black, and it looked uncannily like Lewis had done when he was in Nam: short, curly hair, squarish face, medium build, an M16 in his left hand, a towel slung around his neck to soak up perspiration. Yeah, thought Lewis. That was then. Now he’d put on another twenty-eight pounds, most of it around his waist, and the taut neck muscles had become flabby, giving him the jowls of an old bloodhound. The hair was longer, but greying at the temples and not as curly. It was tired, like the rest of him. But it was nothing compared to what the cancer would eventually do to his body, he was sure of that. He shuddered and turned away from the evocative sculpture.

To the left of the cobbled path which led down to the memorial were a number of metal lecterns containing bound volumes protected from the weather by perspex shields. He flicked through one of the volumes with his left hand and took a leaflet on cancer which the doctor had given him and a pen from the inside pocket of his sports jacket. There were six names he wanted, all of them childhood pals from Baltimore, kids he’d grown up with, played games with, stolen cars with, back in the days when he thought stealing was a game and that he was too smart to get caught.

The book was an alphabetical list of all those whose names were carved into the black marble, along with details of the city they came from, their rank, unit, and date of birth. The six weren’t the only friends that Lewis had lost in Vietnam, but they were the ones he missed the most because they were part of his childhood, a time when he had truly been happy despite the poverty and deprivation of Baltimore. He carefully wrote down the slab and line numbers of the six names, then walked along the path to the memorial. The slabs were all the same width but they started small and grew deeper as he walked until they were taller than he was. The blocks of marble had been set into the side of a hillock so it appeared that he was looking at a solid cliff face of names. The lettering was brutal in its simplicity. Just names, nothing else. No details, no descriptions, no attempt to chronicle the horror of the individual deaths. It was simply a roll-call of the dead.

At the base of the wall were small American flags hanging limply in the still air. Next to one was a floppy camouflage hat, faded by exposure to the sun and rain. There were wreaths, too, from parents and wives and children, and one from a high school in Chicago.

There were no tourists that Lewis could see, though he wasn’t alone. A middle-aged black woman in a cheap coat and thick stockings stood at the far left wiping her eyes with a red handkerchief, a black plastic handbag looped over one arm. A hefty guy in his forties with a bushy beard and thick prescription lenses stood staring at the wall, his arms folded tightly across his chest, rocking backwards and forwards on his heels. The man slowly turned his head until he was looking directly at Lewis. Even through the distorting lenses Lewis felt the cold eyes bore right through him. Lewis nodded but there was no reaction from the man and eventually Lewis had to look away. It was like looking at a dead man.

He found the first name at about the level of his knee, two-thirds along the memorial. James E. Colby. Not that anyone other than his mother had ever called him James. On the streets he’d been Cherry, because he’d never managed to lose his virginity while he was in Baltimore. Tall, lanky with bad skin, he was a bit on the slow side but played a mean game of basketball and was never short of friends. He’d died six weeks after arriving in Vietnam, crushed by an American tank driven by a nineteen-year-old guy from Albany who was high on his first ever joint. Cherry hadn’t even had time to get laid. Lewis reached up and ran his fingers over the individual letters that made up the boy’s name. James E. Colby. For ever a virgin. Lewis still owed him five dollars, he suddenly remembered.

He heard a scratching sound to his left and he looked over to see a woman standing on tiptoe with a piece of paper held against the wall. In her other hand was a pencil and she was making small brushing movements with it to take an impression of the name below it as if she were making a brass rubbing of a medieval church decoration. The woman was well dressed and a gold bracelet jangled and glinted with the movements of her hand.

One by one, Lewis located the six names and paid homage to them, touching the marble and filling his mind with thoughts of his friends. Overhead he heard the whup-whup of helicopter blades and for a wild moment he flashed back to a muddy pick-up zone in Nam, hovering twenty feet above the ground because the pilot didn’t want to put the Huey down in the mud, throwing down a ladder to pick up a reconnaissance team who’d been out in the jungle for six days and nights. He looked up and saw that the slick was a civilian model, blue and white, circling overhead. Full of sightseers, maybe. He couldn’t think of any other reason for its flight pattern.

He spent more than an hour at the wall, saying goodbye to the friends he’d lost. In some crazy way it made him feel easier, knowing that guys he’d grown up with were dead and that he’d be joining them. It wasn’t that he was religious – but there was a feeling of security knowing that he wasn’t alone, that others had died and that it was just part of the process of life. You’re born, you live, you die. Seeing the names made him feel less frightened. They’d been through it already, and they’d died suddenly with no chance to prepare themselves. Lewis decided that he would take advantage of the opportunity the diagnosis had given him. He’d prepare himself. He’d do some of the things he’d always promised that he’d do when he had the time. Now he’d make the time. He had a few thousand dollars in a savings account, and he knew that his two mechanics could take care of the business, which wasn’t exactly booming, what with the recession and all. He wouldn’t wait until the cancer got so bad that he couldn’t take care of himself, though. That he was sure of. He’d live life to the full until he couldn’t go on, and then he’d end it himself. He had no intention of wasting away in a hospital bed.

 

 




CHAPTER 4


 

Dick Marks slammed the door of the black Wrangler Jeep and heard the sound reverberate around the hill like half a dozen gunshots. There was no need to be quiet because Eric Horvitz would hear him coming through the forest anyway. Besides, it was better to give Horvitz advance warning of his approach. He wasn’t the sort of man to creep up on. Not if you wanted a friendly conversation with him.

He slung his small nylon haversack over one shoulder, stepped away from the Jeep and began to climb, watching where he put his feet and taking care not to grab any branches before checking that they weren’t home to a snake or spider or anything else that might bite him. Marks was not comfortable in the great outdoors. Never had been, never would be. Still, he was being well paid for his trouble, and for the risk. Eric Horvitz was a man who had to be treated with kid gloves. He had already served two prison terms, one for assault and one for manslaughter, and if it wasn’t for his war record and the clutch of medals that he was entitled to wear he’d have still been doing time in some maximum security institution. That was why Horvitz had moved to the woods. He was safer there, less likely to fly off the handle and use the skills which the US Army had given him, skills which made him such a success during his three tours in Nam and which were such a liability in peacetime. It was only after six visits to the camp deep in the woods that Horvitz had come to accept Marks, not as a friend but at least as a non-threatening visitor.

The first time Horvitz had refused to speak to Marks though he’d at least listened to his speech about the US-Indochina Reconciliation Project and how it had initiated a programme to send veterans with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder back to Vietnam. Horvitz hadn’t replied to any of the questions that Marks had asked and eventually he’d simply wandered off into the trees. On his second visit Horvitz had sat down while Marks had talked, and he’d offered him a joint of the sweetest dope he’d had in a long time. When Marks had asked where he got the dope, Horvitz had smiled and admitted to growing it himself. It was the first time he’d spoken to Marks.

On subsequent visits Horvitz had gradually opened up to the point of spending several hours talking, reminiscing about his days in Vietnam and explaining how he managed to live all alone in the wilds. It was like winning the confidence of a wild animal, taking it step by step, making no sudden movements or pushing it too hard, talking softly and smiling a lot. Marks was the only outsider Horvitz had spoken to during the three years he had been living rough. There were other Vietnam veterans in the woods, but they rarely encroached into each other’s territory. They were there to be alone, not to form support groups. Almost all were like Horvitz, trained to be killers and now superfluous. They had given everything for their country and when they had needed something in return, their country had failed them. Horvitz and the rest needed to be debriefed, to be eased back into society, but instead they had been treated like lepers, unwanted reminders of the war that America lost. That was something that Marks had touched on in his later conversations: how Horvitz now felt about his country. In the abstract, Horvitz was as patriotic an American as you’d ever meet: he’d been prepared to die for his country during the war, and would still lay down his life for the flag. It was his feelings for the people of America that had changed. Now he felt nothing but resentment, bordering on hostility, for those who had treated him so badly on his return. They’d spat at him and called him Baby Killer. Young girls had refused to serve him in supermarkets. Waiters had sneered and spilled soup on him. College kids had taunted him and scratched “Murderer” on his car.

Horvitz had been back in America only two weeks when he was drawn into his first fight. He got into an argument with two redneck mechanics about whether or not the United States should have been in Vietnam in the first place. They had been old enough to escape the draft and told Horvitz that anyone stupid enough to fight another man’s war deserved everything they got. He’d tried to walk away but they’d pushed him and taunted him and eventually he’d snapped and put them both in hospital for the best part of a month. Horvitz was lucky: he came up before a sympathetic judge who’d served in the Korean War and he let him walk free on condition that he sought psychiatric help. Horvitz didn’t, and before the year was out he was behind bars on an assault charge.

According to the file on the back seat of the Jeep, Horvitz must have been holding himself back to merit only a charge of simple assault. Eric Horvitz was a man who had been trained to kill in a thousand different ways, and had used most of them during his three tours of duty with the Long Range Reconnaissance Patrols and later with Special Forces teams. Even the stilted military language of the citations in the file couldn’t conceal the horrors that Horvitz had been through, or the fact that he was a very, very dangerous man. After his release from prison Horvitz did go and see a psychiatrist but it didn’t appear to have done him any good because he kept on getting into trouble, usually following arguments over the Vietnam War. He was back in prison in the early eighties after killing a man with a pool cue in a bar in Cleveland after they’d called him a baby killer. This time Horvitz’s war record didn’t help and he only escaped a murder charge because the guy he’d hit had had a heart condition and Horvitz’s lawyer managed to produce a doctor who told the court that the blow to the chest wouldn’t normally have resulted in death.

Horvitz was released in the summer of 1991, just in time for the celebrations of America’s victory in the Gulf. He’d gone down to New York to see the parade to welcome back the veterans of Desert Storm, men and women who had seen less than one hundred hours of combat in a conflict where there had been more injuries playing sports than there had been from enemy fire. He’d been sickened by the sight of the cheering, waving crowds and the way the parading troops revelled in the adulation, heads held high and chests out, heroes one and all. That hadn’t been in the file, the details had come out during Marks’s later conversations with Horvitz.

Horvitz had vividly described the marching bands, the ticker tape, the children sitting on parents’ shoulders waving flags, and the displays of military hardware. And he’d recalled the Vietnam vets he’d seen at the back of the crowds: guys in wheelchairs, guys with limbs missing, guys with blank looks in their eyes. He’d felt red-hot anger rise in his throat then, he’d wanted to lash out, to kill indiscriminately, to pick up an M16 and blow away as many of the rosy-cheeked heroes as he could. He’d wanted to rip them apart with his bare hands, to tear out their hearts and eat the warm flesh. He’d wanted to kill so much that he could taste it, and he’d seen his hatred reflected in the faraway eyes of the other Vietnam vets who’d waited silently for the parade to pass as each of them recalled the way they’d been treated when they returned home, not as heroes but as the vanquished, an embarrassment that America could well do without. The baby killers. That was the moment when Horvitz decided that he could no longer live as a normal member of so-called civilised society, and that he faced only two possible futures: to spend the rest of his life behind bars, or to live alone in the wilderness. Four days later he was living rough in a Canadian forest with a rucksack of supplies and survival goods.

Marks looked at his compass and peered through the trees. It was a chilly morning but he’d worked up a sweat walking uphill and the backs of his legs ached. He knew he was within a few hundred yards of Horvitz’s camp but he had no way of pinpointing it exactly; every tree seemed just like its neighbour and the view was unchanging no matter which way he looked. He wasn’t lost, because he knew that if he kept going south-east he’d eventually hit the road, but there was a world of difference between not being lost and knowing where you were. Horvitz had told Marks how after being in the jungle for a few days his sense of smell had intensified to the extent where he could smell GIs a mile away and could pick out the individual scents of urine, sweat, tobacco and toothpaste. Marks stopped and sniffed the forest air, taking in small breaths and closing his eyes as he tried to interpret what his nose was telling him. All he could smell was vegetation, smelled it so strongly that it actually seemed to smell green. He tipped his head back and breathed again. Nothing. He opened his eyes and saw Horvitz standing in front of him, an easy smile on his bearded face. It wasn’t the same face that was in the file he’d been given. In the black and white photograph an eager, bright-eyed teenager smiled with perfect teeth into a future that held nothing but promise, he had a slight cleft in his chin, his short, blondish hair was neatly combed back from a high forehead, his skin was smooth and blemish-free: a face that could be found in any one of a thousand high school yearbooks along with the forecast “most likely to succeed” or “most popular”. The face that looked back at Marks was moustached and bearded, the facial hair greying in places and unkempt. The teeth were still white and even but the skin was dry and leathery and the lips had grown thinner and seemed to have a cruel edge to them, even when he smiled. The eyes had lost their sparkle, too. They were cold and distant.

“Morning, Dick,” said Horvitz in his laconic West Virginian accent. “Long time, no see.”

“Jesus, Eric. How the hell did you creep up on me like that?”

“Wasn’t creeping. That’s the way I move.” 

“I didn’t hear a thing.”

“Next time I’ll cough or something.” Horvitz raised one eyebrow to show that he was joking.

“Thanks, I’d appreciate it,” said Marks.

“You eaten?”

Marks shook his head. “No. Not yet.”

“I’ve a rabbit stew cooking,” said Horvitz, and turned away.

He threaded his way through the trees and, as always, Marks marvelled at the way in which Horvitz seemed to glide silently through the undergrowth. He didn’t appear to take special care where he put his feet but he never cracked a twig under his boots and branches, never snagged his clothes the way they seemed to grab hold of Marks. It wasn’t as if Horvitz was a small man, either. He was taller than Marks, and Marks was only half an inch under six feet. Horvitz was lean but not stringy; his figure belonged more to a quarterback than a basketball player, and Marks could see that three years in the wilderness hadn’t hurt him at all. He’d only known Horvitz for about six months, but he doubted that he’d lost weight living rough. If anything it had probably toughened him up. The first time Marks had met Horvitz he’d been surprised by the man’s height because, according to the file, Horvitz had spent nine months on attachment to the Tunnel Rats at Cu Chi, the Vietnamese stronghold which included a network of tunnels which ran all the way from Saigon to the Cambodian border. The Tunnel Rats were as a rule Puerto Ricans or Hispanics – small, wiry men who could move through the narrow, claustrophobic passages as easily as their Vietnamese enemy. Marks couldn’t imagine Horvitz crawling through the tunnels, he seemed too big, his legs would be too long for him to turn quickly, his head would be for ever banging on the roof. The Tunnel Rats fought a war like no other – deep underground, in the dark, never knowing what danger the darkness held, moving by touch towards an enemy they couldn’t see. They were all volunteers. Had to be, because there was no way a man could be forced to go underground to fight. Most soldiers couldn’t cope with the darkness and heat, never mind the booby-traps and the Viet Cong. Horvitz must have had a reason for wanting to go underground. A death wish, perhaps. The Tunnel Rats had an unofficial motto: Non Gratum Anus Rodentum. Not worth a rat’s ass. Maybe that was how Horvitz had felt, that his life wasn’t worth living and that going down into the tunnels would be a way of proving it, one way or another.

The only weapon Horvitz was carrying was a large Bowie knife in a leather sheath which was fixed to the belt in the small of his back. Despite living alone in the forest, Horvitz hadn’t wanted to take a gun or rifle with him when he’d turned his back on society. Marks had once asked him why but Horvitz hadn’t answered, in fact he hadn’t said anything for a few minutes and his eyes had seemed to glaze over. Marks had understood intuitively that Horvitz was afraid that if he had a gun in his hands he’d end up putting the barrel in his mouth and pulling the trigger and dimming the memories by ending it all.

Horvitz took him to a secluded clearing where a pot of stew simmered over an open fire. As Horvitz spooned out the food on to enamel plates, Marks raised the subject of Vietnam and whether or not Horvitz had had any thoughts of going back. He had been trying to persuade the vet over several months to take up his offer of a free trip to Vietnam along with other former soldiers. At first Horvitz had rejected the idea out of hand, but during his more recent visits Marks had got the impression that he was gradually coming around to the idea.

Horvitz wiped his greasy lips with the back of his hand.

“Who else will be there?” he asked.

“Guys like yourself, guys who lost something in Nam. The trip is only for vets, and for their families; you won’t be with any tourists, don’t worry on that score.”

“And who’ll be taking us around?”

“We’ll be responsible for you until you get to Bangkok, and then you’ll be taken care of by the Vietnamese government while you’re in Vietnam. They’ll take you around Saigon, up to the Iron Triangle, a full tour. You’ll get to meet former VC, talk with them.”

Horvitz threw a rabbit bone into the fire and watched it sizzle and crack. “I’m not sure that I want to speak with any VC, Dick. I’m not sure I’ve got anything to say to them.”

“No one is forcing you to go, Eric. Hell, no one can force you to do anything, you know that. But do you want to spend the rest of your life like this? Living rough?”

Horvitz shrugged. “I chose it,” he said.

“Sure, you chose it. But I figure you chose it because you didn’t like the alternative. I figure you’re here because you’re frightened about what might happen if you live among other people. Am I right?”

Horvitz looked at him with dead eyes, unblinking. “Maybe,” he said.

“So our programme could maybe help you come to terms with your anger. It might help you lay the ghosts. And you’ll be doing it with others like yourself, guys you can relate to.”

“You wanna smoke?” Horvitz asked.

“Sure,” said Marks, somewhat surprised by the abrupt change of subject.

Horvitz got to his feet in a smooth, flowing motion and walked over to a shelter made from branches and reeds at the edge of the clearing which was so cunningly designed that from fifty feet it was practically invisible. He went inside and came out with a large joint. Marks had no idea how Horvitz managed to grow his own marijuana out in the Canadian wilderness, but he had to admit it was damn good shit. Horvitz lit the reefer with a flaming branch from the fire, took a deep pull, and then handed it to Marks as he exhaled. The two men continued to exchange the joint and after his fourth lungful Marks began to feel a little light-headed. The two men sat in silence, enjoying the dope. Marks always felt as if he got a better hit when smoking outdoors, or maybe it was just that Horvitz was growing a better strain of marijuana plant.

“When is the next trip?” asked Horvitz eventually.

“Couple of weeks,” said Marks. “They’re going quite regularly these days, though. If you miss that one, I can get you on another. And like I told you before, I can put anything you want into storage while you’re away.”

“Haven’t got much here,” said Horvitz. “One rucksack full of stuff, the rest I got from the forest.”

“Whatever,” said Marks. “I can take care of it for you, and if you decide you want to come back here afterwards, I’ll drive you.”

Horvitz ran his hand through his rough beard. “I haven’t any money at all, you know that?”

“It won’t cost a thing, Eric. Everything’s paid for, and we’ll give you money to spend. Not much, but enough to get by.” He sensed that Horvitz had finally decided to go.

“I haven’t got a passport,” said Horvitz. “I threw my old one away once I crossed the border. It’d be out of date, anyway.”

Marks reached for his haversack and opened it. “I’ve got the papers right here,” he said. “I’ll pick up a copy of your birth certificate for you.” He took a Polaroid camera out of the haversack. “And I can take photographs right here.”

“Hell, Dick. Did you know I’d say yes?”

Marks grinned. “I’d love to say that was so, Eric, but I’ve had this with me for the last three visits. Does that mean you’ll go?”

Horvitz got to his feet and scraped the remains of his stew into the fire where it sizzled and spluttered. He looked over at Marks and nodded. “Shit, okay. What the fuck have I got to lose, hey?”

Marks helped Horvitz fill in the application form and took half a dozen Polaroid shots of him, then said goodbye and walked back to his car. The walk back was easier because most of the route was downhill, but it took him longer to cover the distance because of the dope he’d smoked. He eventually emerged from the trees a couple of hundred yards to the rear of the Jeep.

He opened the passenger door, threw the haversack into the back, and climbed in.

“How did it go?” asked the man with the military-looking haircut sitting in the driver’s seat.

“Perfect,” said Marks. “He’s agreed. I’ll get the passport fixed up and I’ve arranged to pick him up here in ten days to get some new clothes, a suitcase, stuff like that.”

The man nodded and handed over a bulging, white envelope. “Here’s another 5,000,” he said. “I’ll give you the rest when Horvitz is on the plane.”

Marks took the money as the man started the Jeep and drove down the road. He didn’t know why the man he knew as Joel Tyler was so keen to see Eric Horvitz back in Vietnam, but the amount of money he was paying was more than enough to stifle his curiosity.

 

 




CHAPTER 5


 

It was getting hot in the boiler room, really hot, which was just the way Dan Lehman liked it. When the atmosphere heated up the adrenaline flowed, everyone worked that much harder and they could all feed off each other’s excitement. It was a buzz that almost came close to the rush he got from cocaine. Almost. He took a pull from his can of Diet Coke and leant back in his black leather swivel chair and surveyed the room. There were two ranks of desks facing each other across the room, ten on each side, linked at one end by two long tables so that a huge U shape was created which filled most of the floor space. Each of the desks had two telephones and a console on which flashing lights indicated calls coming in and steady red lights showed which lines were in use.

All the desks were manned: mostly by men but in two of the positions were women, an unemployed actress who Lehman had once seen in a dental floss commercial and a middle-aged woman who reminded him of his mother. The men were a mixed bag, young thrusting guys in their twenties who worked standing up, pumping their fists in the air as they talked, middle-aged guys in staid suits who polished their spectacles between calls, and one old man in his sixties, a former mutual fund salesman who spoke with a marked stammer when he was on the phone but who had no speech problems when he chatted with the guys in the room. Each of the desks also had a red plastic covered pitch book, a Rolodex, a yellow order pad and a glass pot of pens and pencils. As the orders were taken over the phone they were placed on a metal spike and periodically a stocky, square-jawed man with a thick moustache walked around pulling the slips off the spikes and carrying them to his desk where he jotted down the details, marked them up on a white board on the wall behind him, and then dropped the papers into a large white bucket.

The board showed the value of the orders taken so far that month. Lehman was in second place with 280,000 dollars. In the lead was the man with the stammer who had grossed 340,000 dollars. The stammer helped. It made his clients feel sorry for him and a few minutes into the pitch they’d usually be finishing his sentences for him. It was a hell of a technique and Lehman had nothing but admiration for the man. The wall to the left of the board was all glass but the blinds were drawn and the only illumination came from the fluorescent lights mounted in the ceiling.

Two lights were flashing on the console but Lehman made no move to lift his receiver, figuring that he’d leave it up to one of the other slammers to do it. He’d just sold 25,000 dollars’ worth of shares in a non-existent oil and gas drilling company to a schoolteacher in San Francisco and he reckoned he deserved a couple of minutes to himself. He took another mouthful of Coke and put his feet up on his desk. Max Cilento stood up and with a black felt-tipped pen marked up the new figures. Gordon Dillman, the man with the stammer, had sold another 40,000 dollars and his lead had widened. Cilento turned around from the white board and grinned at Lehman. Lehman pulled a face and took his feet off the desk and began to flick through the reference cards which contained the details of all his clients.

Cilento sat down and dumped the sales slips into the bucket and then checked the tape on the cassette deck on the table. Wires from the deck snaked along the floor and up the walls to four speakers mounted in the top corners of the boiler room from where the sounds of a busy brokering operation blared out: ringing telephones, dealers shouting share prices, secretaries typing. The sound effects helped keep the adrenaline levels of the slammers up but more importantly helped convince the suckers they were dealing with a busy, and successful, firm.

Lehman raised his arms above his head and stretched like someone deprived of exercise for too long. He looked like a man who would be good at sports. He was a little over six feet tall and lean, clean-shaven and with dark brown hair which was just a shade too long to be neat and which he was always brushing out of his eyes. His eyebrows were bushy and Mephistophelian which made him appear vaguely sinister when he smiled and positively evil when he was angry. As he went through his cards his brow furrowed, giving him the look of one in pain or deeply troubled. In fact he was completely at ease; the look of anguish was his normal expression.

“You’re lagging behind, Dan,” said Cilento. Cilento, who ran the boiler room operation for his brother, a Los Angeles-made-man, put a hand on Lehman’s shoulder. He squeezed and Lehman could feel the power in the large, sausage-like fingers. “Don’t let Dillman get away from you. Your reputation is at stake.”

Lehman looked up at Cilento. They were about the same age, but Lehman had been in the boiler room business for a hell of a lot longer than Cilento. Cilento was only in charge because his brother carried weight in the mob. Lehman had signed up three months earlier after investigators from the Orange County District Attorney’s office had closed down his last workplace. Lehman hadn’t been in the office at the time so he’d been able to find another base pretty quickly. A week or so after he’d joined Cilento’s operation he’d discovered that it was connected to the mob but he’d figured that so long as the cash kept coming through he’d grin and bear it. The only drawback had been Cilento himself, who seemed to think that slammers needed constant goading if they were to perform. The white board had been his idea, as had been the idea of taking away the chair of the worst-performing salesman so that he or she had to work standing up. Cilento could be brutal, verbally and physically, but Lehman was certain that it was the brutality of a bully who wasn’t sure of himself. He’d seen him reduce a young woman to tears because he reckoned she wasn’t producing enough, and he’d slapped around a former accountant who’d answered back when Cilento had cursed him out for not following the sales pitch to the letter. Cilento usually left Lehman alone because he was consistently one of the operation’s top three producers.

“Yeah, whatever you say, Max,” said Lehman, with no warmth in his voice.

“Maybe you should develop a stammer, like Dillman,” said Cilento, the grip tightening. Lehman looked at the hand on his shoulder. It was big and wide, the nails neatly clipped, the flesh soft and white. Each finger wore a large, gold ring and the four rings had the collective appearance of a knuckle-duster. Cilento wouldn’t have to hit hard to do a lot of damage.

“Diff’rent strokes,” said Lehman. “I always find that my boyish charm pays off.”

Cilento nodded and released his grip. “Just keep it up, Danny boy,” he said, slipping the sales orders off Lehman’s spike and taking them back to his table. Cilento had a glass-panelled office in the far corner of the room but he rarely used it, preferring instead to be with the salesmen.

The young man in an LA Lakers sweatshirt who’d been standing up for the last three days and who’d probably be out of a job by the end of the week, put his hand over the mouthpiece of his phone and called out, “Conrad Morgan?”

“That’s me,” shouted Dillman. In the boiler room, no one used their real name with the punters. Lehman finished his Diet Coke and he lobbed the can through the air towards a wastepaper-basket. It smacked into the rim and then slipped in with a clatter. One of the young slammers clapped his hands and yelled “Two points!” and Lehman stood up to take a bow. He needed a caffeine boost, he decided, and went over to the small kitchenette where the coffee machine was and poured himself a styrofoam cup of black coffee. Dillman finished his call and came up to put a croissant in the microwave. As he waited for it to heat up he asked Lehman how he was getting on.

“Doing okay,” said Lehman. “I think Cilento is trying to work up a grudge match between the two of us.”

“He’s a charmer, isn’t he?” said Dillman. “If it wasn’t for his brother I doubt that they’d let him within a mile of an operation like this.” Dillman folded his arms across his chest and leaned against the storage cupboard where the men kept their tea and coffee supplies. With his tweed suit and wool tie Dillman looked more like a small-town schoolteacher than the first-rate slammer that he was.

“Yeah. He wants me to copy your stammer.”

Dillman laughed and ran his hand across his balding head. “Well, Dan, it’s never f-f-f-failed m-m-m-me.”

The microwave dinged and Dillman took out his croissant.

“Well, back to the grind,” he said.

Lehman sipped his hot coffee and surveyed the room. Cilento had a telephone receiver pressed against his ear as he flicked through the lines, listening in on the salesmen’s conversations to check that they were following the sales pitches. One of the younger slammers was working his way through a list of mineral-right holders that Cilento had bought from the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land Management, knowing that investors who’d dabbled in minerals once could usually be persuaded to invest again. Another was reading the Wall Street Journal and circling comments which he could use when talking to his clients. Another amateur, thought Lehman. Any slammer worth his salt should have read the Journal, the Financial Times and scanned the financial wire services before he even sat down at his desk.

Lehman felt no guilt about taking money from punters. In his opinion all he was doing was taking advantage of their greed. Most of the time he was simply telling them something they already wanted to hear: that there was a quick, simple way to riches that didn’t involve hard work or taking risks. If they believed that, well, as far as Lehman was concerned, they deserved everything they got. It wasn’t that he was totally amoral. Lehman would never do anything to harm a child or lie to a nun, but he regarded practically everyone else in the world as fair game. There were times when he pictured himself as a sleek shark carving through shoals of small, silver fish, twisting and turning and swallowing them whole. If the small fish weren’t fast enough or smart enough to get the hell out of the way, then they deserved to be eaten. That was the way of things. The law of the jungle. Just as the shark feels no remorse for the prey it rips apart, so Lehman never worried about the people he took money from. With one exception. He would never, under any circumstances, defraud a fellow Vietnam veteran. Whenever he was delivering his sales pitch he’d check the mark out to make sure that he hadn’t done a tour of duty in Nam, and if he had, Lehman would gently steer him away, making sure that Cilento wasn’t listening in on the line. Lehman himself wasn’t exactly sure why he was like that, though he knew it had something to do with the camaraderie he felt with the men he’d fought with, the fact that he’d been to the edge with them, the fact that he’d come back totally unscathed when so many of his friends had come back in body bags or with limbs missing. “Lucky” Lehman they’d called him in Nam, because of the number of times bullets had cracked by him and mortars had exploded into craters only yards away from his helicopter. The nickname had been appropriate, but it came loaded with bitterness, too, because most of the time the bullets and the shrapnel that missed him ended up causing the death of others. Mortar shells would miss him but instead blow apart grunts that had just left his Huey. Tracers would go zipping past the Plexiglas window of his Huey only to rip through the helicopter behind him. Lehman had been lucky, of that there was no doubt, but those around him often didn’t share in his good fortune, and after a while he began to regard the “lucky” tag as a curse. If he’d bothered to speak to a psychologist about how he felt when he’d returned to the States he’d probably have identified him as suffering from a bad case of survivor’s guilt, but Lehman never felt the need to talk over how he felt with anyone. He was totally self-contained emotionally and unwilling to share his feelings with anyone, which is why he was pushing himself so hard in the boiler room. He had two failed marriages behind him and two ex-wives who were both chasing him for alimony payments. He earned big bucks pushing non-existent investments, but he spent big, too.

Dillman flicked a switch on his console and called out, “Call on line six for Michael Glenn.”

“That’s me,” said Lehman, lobbing his empty coffee cup into the waste-paper bin.

“Name’s Komer. Rob Komer. From Albany.”

Lehman sat down at his desk and pulled out Komer’s reference card. Michael Glenn was the name he used for oil and gas investments, in particular non-existent oil-wells in Texas. Lehman had obtained Komer’s name from a junk mail shot offering free investment advice and according to the details on the card he had about 185,000 dollars to invest. Three days earlier Lehman, or Michael Glenn, had persuaded him to part with 125,000 dollars, though the cheque hadn’t arrived yet.

Lehman switched on to the line. “Rob, how’s it going?”

“Fine, Michael, just fine. Though I’m starting to have second thoughts about Lone Star Oil and Assets.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Rob. You were lucky to get in on the ground floor on that one. We’re turning investors away now. I can’t tell you how enthusiastic the response has been to that company. You made a real good decision there. I reckon you’re showing a profit of almost 15,000 dollars already. That’s more than ten per cent, and your cheque hasn’t even been cashed yet. You did send the cheque, didn’t you, Rob? I’d hate for you to have missed out on this.”

“Oh yeah, I sent the cheque as soon as I was off the phone to you. It should be with you today. But I gotta tell you, Michael, I’m starting to wonder if I’ve done the right thing.”

“I don’t think there’s any doubt on that score. I could sell your interest today for 15,000 dollars more than you paid, though you’d have to pay two sets of dealing costs. You’d show a small profit, but Rob, Lone Star Oil and Assets is going to keep going up, I can assure you. If I were you, I’d stick along for the ride. The 15,000 dollars you’ve made so far is nothing to the profits you’ll be able to make. Doesn’t it make sense to take a bigger profit than a smaller one?”

“I suppose so,” said Komer hesitantly. Lehman could hear another voice in the distance, as if someone was standing next to Komer, then the line went quiet as if he’d put his hand over the receiver.

When Komer’s voice came back on the line, he sounded less hesitant. “The thing is, Michael, my wife thinks that I shouldn’t be putting all my eggs in one basket, investment-wise. She thinks I should spread my money around.”

“Rob, I don’t know how much your wife knows about financial markets, but I know that my wife always leaves decisions on that score up to me. Wives are always on the conservative side, you know that. They’re not as good as we are at taking risks, they prefer to play it safe. But Rob, we both know that there’s a time for playing safe, and a time when you’ve just got to go for the big one. It’s a judgment call, and in my opinion you’ve called this one just right. Tell your wife you’ve already made 15,000 dollars profit and that there’s more to come. She should be proud of you, Rob.”

“Yeah, I told her that,” said Komer. “But she’d rather sell now and spread the money around. She says I should have used some of the money to pay off the mortgage on our house, what with interest rates being so high and all.”

Lehman shook his head. God save me from interfering wives, he thought. Damn the woman. He heard Komer’s muffled voice arguing with his wife but the man’s hand was over the receiver again and he couldn’t make out what was being said. He could guess, though.

The next voice he heard on the line was a woman’s. “Hello, Mr Glenn. This is Tracey Komer, Rob’s wife.”

“Yes, Tracey. I guess Rob has told you how well he’s done with his oil investment. He’s showing a real good profit after just three days. You guys should be celebrating.”

“Well, naturally I’m pleased that the investment has gone up, but I personally feel that we’d be safer if we had the money in the bank rather than in more speculative investments.”

“I could understand that if you were showing a loss, but that’s not the case, is it? You’ve already made 15,000 dollars and as I told your husband, there are investors queuing up to buy into this company. We’re having to turn them away. Your husband was lucky to get in when he did.”

“That’s good, Mr Glenn. You shouldn’t have any problem in selling our interests to another investor then. Could you do that for us, please?”

“I could, Tracey, of course I could. But I’d sincerely recommend that you hold on to the investment, I really would. I’m sure it’ll continue to appreciate.”

“I’m sure it will, but that money represents almost all of the inheritance my husband received from his late father’s estate. I don’t know if he told you, but he’s in a wheelchair and he can’t work. We need that money, it’s all we have.” Lehman heard Komer’s voice protesting in the background. “He has to know, Rob,” he overheard Tracey say. “Sometimes you’re just too stubborn. Too proud.” To Lehman, she said, “Mr Glenn, we just want our money back.”

“Believe me, Tracey, that money is as safe as if it were in the bank. In fact, the way some of our Californian banks are going, it’s probably safer in Texas.”

“That’s probably right, but we need to have that money where we can get it at short notice. We need a totally risk-free investment, Mr Glenn. Rob has other problems, too, problems that mean he can’t work. He hasn’t been able to work since he came back from Vietnam.”

Lehman went cold. “Vietnam?” he said.

“He stepped on a mine, Mr Glenn. He’s lucky to be alive.” “He didn’t tell me,” said Lehman.

“He doesn’t like people to know that he’s handicapped, Mr Glenn. He’s a proud man.” Her hand covered the receiver again and Lehman heard a muffled argument.

“Mrs Komer?” he called. “Mrs Komer? Are you there?” 

“I’m here, Mr Glenn. I was just talking to my husband.” 

“Can I speak with him please, Mrs Komer?”

“We’ve already made up our minds, Mr Glenn. We just want our money back.”

“I understand that. But could I please speak to your husband.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Mr Glenn,” she said coldly. “I think you’ve said more than enough to him already.”

Her voice was firm but polite, and Lehman could tell that she was not a woman who could be talked into, or out of, anything. She’d make a damn good slammer. “Mrs Komer, I promise I won’t talk him into anything. I was in Vietnam, too. I’d just like a word with him, that’s all.”

“Well …”

“Please, Mrs Komer.”

She agreed, reluctantly, and handed the telephone to her husband.

“Michael, I’m sorry about this,” Komer began to say, but Lehman cut him off.

“Rob, why the hell didn’t you tell me you were in Nam?”

“It’s not something I volunteer, you know. I’m not exactly proud of what happened to me. And I don’t want to be treated like some sort of cripple. The fact that I’m in a wheelchair shouldn’t make any difference to the way I get treated. I mean, I know it does, but at least on the phone no one can tell that I’ve got wheels instead of legs.”

“Shit, man. I wish you’d told me. When were you in country?”

“Sixty-seven, ‘68,” said Komer. “I got hurt on April Fool’s Day, 1968. Khe Sanh. Like Tracey said, I stepped on a mine. We were on Route 9, to the west of Ca Lu.”

“Marines, huh?”

“Yeah, I was with the 2nd Battalion, 1st Marines. You were at Khe Sanh?”

“Not in ‘68. But I was there in 1970. I was a chopper pilot.”

“Yeah? Chopper saved my life. If the Dustoff pilot hadn’t got me out of there as quick as he did, I wouldn’t be around now. I mean, sometimes I think that it might have been better if …”

Lehman heard Komer’s wife interrupt and then Komer saying, “Yeah, yeah, I know, I know,” to her. “Tracey doesn’t like it when I talk like that,” he explained to Lehman.

“I can understand why,” said Lehman. “Look, Rob, you didn’t tell me you were a vet. If you had it would’ve put a different complexion on my advice to you, investment-wise.”

“I don’t follow.”

“The investment advice I gave you was based on the assumption that you were working, that you didn’t have any health problems, that medical bills wouldn’t be on the cards. I’ll be honest, if I’d known that you were disabled, I wouldn’t have suggested that you go into oil, I really wouldn’t. Your wife is right, a man in your position would be better paying off his mortgage and leaving the rest in the bank.”

“Yeah? Hell, where does that leave me, then?”

“Well, like I said, we haven’t got your cheque yet. Why don’t you just call your bank right now and get them to cancel your cheque?”

“But what about the 15,000 dollar profit we made?”

“Let me be honest, Rob, the dealing costs will just about swallow up all of that, and there’ll be a delay in getting the money to you. Far better we simply call it off right now. Just cancel the cheque, okay?”

“Okay, Michael, I’ll do that.”

“If you need any more advice about investing, go along to your local VA office. They’ll be able to steer you in the right direction. And Rob, take care of your wife, you hear? She’s got a good head on her shoulders. She knows what she’s doing.”

“You’re not telling me anything I didn’t already know,” said Komer. “Thanks, Michael, I really appreciate it.”

When Lehman cut the line he looked up and saw Cilento watching him, the receiver of his own phone pressed against his ear. Cilento was glaring at him under bushy eyebrows, his other hand clenching and unclenching on the table. He slammed down the receiver and stood up so violently that his chair fell over.

“Lehman! My office,” he yelled and stormed into his glass cubicle where he paced up and down, powerful arms swinging at his side. Most of the slammers were too engrossed in their own sales pitches to notice what was going on, but Dillman watched Lehman with concern in his eyes.

“Shut the fucking door, you two-faced son-of-a-bitch,” cursed Cilento as Lehman arrived.

Lehman did as he was told, but he kept facing Cilento as he closed the door. The man wasn’t the type you’d turn your back on at the best of times.

“I can’t fucking well believe what I just heard,” ranted Cilento, pacing up and down in front of his desk. His face was red and a vein was pulsing in his temple and his eyes were filled with hatred. “How much was that sucker in for?”

Lehman shrugged. “One two five K, I guess.”

Cilento clenched his fists and slammed them against his sides. “Is he one of your own clients, or was he one of my leads?”

Lehman knew that there was no point in lying because Cilento kept records of all the leads he supplied to the slammers. They got a smaller commission for in-house leads than if they used their own initiative to find someone to dance with. “He was one of yours, Max.”

Cilento stopped pacing and walked up to Lehman, thrusting his head forward on his bull neck so that he was only inches away from Lehman’s face. His breath smelt of stale onions and tobacco. “So let me get this fucking straight, Mr Good Fucking Samaritan. I give you a lead which is good for 125,000 dollars, and you go and tell him to cancel his cheque because his investment is a touch risky. That’d be about it, would it? Or did I miss something? Well, Mr Wonderful, did I fucking well miss something, or what?”

Lehman could see flecks of spittle on Cilento’s moustache as he glared up at him. Cilento was a good three inches shorter than Lehman and he appeared even shorter because of the way he was pushing his head forward, but his lack of height made him no less intimidating. Cilento was well used to using his anger as a weapon and defeating bigger opponents by the sheer force of his personality, but he was also capable of brutal violence so Lehman looked him straight in the eye, waiting for any sign that he was about to strike.

“That’s pretty much what happened, Max,” he said quietly. He had no intention of explaining himself to Cilento. His feelings about vets and his responsibility to them was not something he could share with anyone, certainly not a muscle-bound, ranting thug who wouldn’t have been out of place in a boxing ring.

“And how do you think I’m going to explain to my fucking brother that I’m short 125,000 dollars?” Cilento shouted. He waved a gold-ringed fist under Lehman’s nose, pushed him back with his other hand, flat against his chest. He pulled back his fist and grunted, but before he could land the punch Lehman drew his knee up sharply and thrust it into Cilento’s groin. Cilento yelled and bent double and both of his hands instinctively went down between his legs as if they’d be able to massage away the pain. His head was level with Lehman’s chest and he was too close for Lehman to punch him so he used his elbow instead, banging it hard against Cilento’s temple and knocking him cold. Cilento slumped to the ground, his hands still clapped against his groin, blood trickling down his chin because he’d bitten his tongue when Lehman hit him.

“I’ve always wanted to do that,” said a voice at the doorway.

Lehman looked up to see Dillman standing there. He hadn’t heard the door open, but Dillman had hold of the handle, the upper part of his body leaning in as if he was afraid to put his feet on Cilento’s carpet. Lehman rubbed his right elbow. “Be my guest,” he laughed.

“Nah, I’d never hit a man when he’s down. Not even a piece of shit like Cilento.” He peered down at the body. “He’s not dead, is he?” As if in answer Cilento rolled on to his side and drew his legs up to his stomach. “Nope, he’s not dead,” said Dillman. “Never mind, better luck next time. What are you going to do, Dan?”

Lehman ran his hand over his face and rubbed his cheek thoughtfully. “I guess now would be a bad time to ask him for a raise, huh?”

Dillman laughed and slipped inside the door, closing it behind him. The upper section of Cilento’s cubicle was glass, the lower was aluminium panelling so the slammers outside couldn’t see Cilento’s body on the floor. “Seriously, Dan, you’ve got a mess of trouble here, you know that. Cilento’s brother isn’t going to let you get away with this. It’s a matter of honour. It doesn’t matter what a shit Max is, you attack him, you attack the family.”

“What if I were to say I was sorry?” asked Dan, grinning.

“I doubt it would do any good.”

“What if I were to say I was really sorry?”

Dillman laughed. “It’s good to see you’ve still got your sense of humour, Dan. But I doubt that you’ll be laughing when Mario Cilento gets hold of you.”

“Yeah, you’re right. I guess now’s as good a time as any to move on.”

“Why was he having a go at you?”

Lehman didn’t want to tell Dillman how he’d let Komer off the hook so he just said, “Money. He reckoned I wasn’t trying hard enough.”

“Hell, Dan, you’re doing better than anyone else out there. His brother must be putting him under pressure. You know that Mario has been using this operation to launder mob money?”

“No, I didn’t,” Lehman answered. So long as his commission cheque arrived each month, Lehman hadn’t given any thought to the workings of the boiler room.

“Just remember that Cilento is connected. It won’t be enough to get out of Los Angeles, or even Orange County. You’re only going to be safe if you leave the States, for a while at least. Cilento’ll move heaven and earth to get even.”

Lehman was beginning to realise what a hole he’d dug for himself. He’d reacted instinctively to Cilento’s threatened attack and hadn’t given any thought to the consequences. If he’d avoided hitting Cilento he could perhaps have worked out some sort of deal, taken a lower commission on the next few hits, promised to make good the deficit. Lehman always preferred to talk his way out of trouble whenever possible. He’d seen more than enough violence in Vietnam to last him a lifetime and knew that it rarely solved anything. But Cilento had given him no room for manoeuvre and he hadn’t been prepared to take a punch in the mouth just to keep his job. Lehman wasn’t a man given to losing his temper, but he wasn’t the type to back away from a fight, either. And besides, it had sure felt good when his knee had connected with Cilento’s private parts. “Thanks for the advice, Gordon.”

Cilento groaned on the floor but his eyes were still closed tight. Lehman stepped over him and began sorting through the unopened envelopes on Cilento’s desk. He found one postmarked Albany and tore it open. Inside was Rob Komer’s cheque for 125,000 dollars. Lehman tore it up into small pieces and dropped them over Cilento’s head. He could see that Dillman was dying to ask what he was doing but Lehman just shook his hand and left the office without saying another word. One or two of the slammers looked up as he picked up his Rolodex and the few personal possessions he had in his desk drawer, but they were all too busy on the phone to say anything to him.

In the underground car park far below the boiler room, Lehman threw his Rolodex on to the back seat of his Porsche and drove out into the bright LA sunshine. He took a pair of Ray-Bans from his glove compartment and slipped them on. He reckoned he had about fifteen minutes until Cilento had recovered enough to call his brother, and maybe half an hour after that before they’d be able to get some heavies around to his apartment. Lehman looked at the Mickey Mouse watch on his wrist. The roads were relatively clear and he’d be able to get home within ten minutes, giving him just enough time to throw a few clothes into a suitcase and grab the cash hidden under the bedroom carpet. The apartment, like the furniture, the electrical equipment and the car, were all leased. He dismissed the idea of driving out to the airport because he was sure that Cilento would have that covered. He’d drop off the car, hire something less conspicuous from Hertz, and drive to San Francisco. From there he’d catch a Greyhound and head east, to Chicago maybe. And in a couple of days he’d catch a plane out to Asia. He’d been thinking of taking a trip to the Far East for some time, ever since he saw a newspaper advert that had intrigued him. A travel agency based in Chicago was offering to take Vietnam War veterans back to Vietnam, partly as a holiday and partly to help them come to terms with what had happened out there.

The idea appealed to Lehman: Vietnam had long been an itch that he’d felt incapable of scratching, a source of memories and ghosts that kept coming back to haunt him more than twenty years after he’d taken the Freedom Bird back to the world. Now was the perfect time to go back. As he waited at a red light the irony of it suddenly made him smile. The way things were going, Vietnam was just about the safest place on Earth he could be just then.

 

 




CHAPTER 6


 

The mission was straightforward. The team of hand-picked mercenaries had to fight their way through tough jungle terrain, seize a powerful speedboat and fight their way upriver to a canyon held by rebel forces. Once they’d reached the canyon they were to dump the boat and shoot it out on foot until they arrived at an enemy camp where five hostages were being held in a fortified three-storey block. The mercenaries were to release all the hostages, shoot their way out of the camp and seize a plane at the nearby airport which they would fly to safety. It was straightforward, but if they were to succeed they would need a hell of a lot of luck. Luck, and skill, and quarters.

Jonathan Pimlott had yet to see anyone get through the entire video game for less than three dollars and it usually took him about four, but he was getting better, no doubt about it. The canyon stage was the worst, he kept running out of ammunition before reaching the far end and enemy forces ripped him apart while he was helpless. The electronic images had no mercy. There was no possibility of surrender. It was kill or be killed.

There was no one on the video game when Pimlott and his girlfriend arrived at the arcade so he told her to stand in front of it while he got change. Pimlott had loved video arcades ever since he’d first been taken into one by his father when he was just six years old. Now he spent almost all of his spare cash on the machines and often visited one of his favourite arcades before morning lectures. He was a second-year law student and he always rebutted claims that he was addicted to the games by arguing that he needed something to counterbalance all the reading he had to do. He seemed to spend half his life with his nose buried in law books, and that couldn’t be healthy, could it? He didn’t have time to waste playing football or tennis or any of the pursuits that the university’s jocks devoted themselves to. He barely had enough time to satisfy Suzanne, though at least she appeared to share his enthusiasm for arcades. He had only been going out with the pretty blonde for three weeks so he wasn’t sure yet if she was faking it. Most of his former girlfriends had pretended to enjoy his daily visits to the arcades but had soon begun nagging him to go see a movie or a ball game instead once they realised that it wasn’t a temporary fad.

He hoped that Suzanne wouldn’t go the same way. She had the cutest butt and the best legs and, swear to God, she loved to play Nintendo while they were in bed. That had been a first, a definite first.

The change booth was squashed between an air-hockey table and a bright red motorcycle mounted in front of a video screen. Kid’s stuff, Pimlott reckoned. He opened his wallet and took out a ten dollar bill.

The guy in the glass-sided cubicle was sitting back in his chair reading a copy of True Detective, a photograph of a buxom blonde in a black bikini wielding a large knife on the cover. He had unkempt light brown hair and a beard that seemed to be the result of neglect rather than an attempt to cultivate facial hair. It grew high up his cheeks and obscured most of his face, giving him the look of an emaciated Old English sheepdog. He was wearing wrap-around black sunglasses so Pimlott couldn’t tell if he’d seen him or not, so he coughed quietly. The man slowly turned a page of the magazine and continued to read.

“Hey, buddy, any chance of some change here?” said Pimlott.

The man lifted his head to look at Pimlott and Pimlott could see himself reflected in both lenses. He waved the banknote and his two reflections waved it back.

“Back for more punishment, College Boy?” said the man, putting the magazine in his lap.

“Yeah,” said Pimlott, impatiently.

“You must have put, what, fifty bucks in so far this week? Am I right, or what?”

Pimlott felt that his ability on the machine was being questioned and his cheeks reddened.

“Hey man, just give me change, okay?” He thrust the ten dollar bill through the semicircular hole in the glass.

“You want the whole ten bucks in quarters, College Boy?” asked the man, grinning. It wasn’t a pleasant smile, it was loaded with sarcasm and bitterness and Pimlott knew that the eyes behind the dark lenses had no humour in them.

“Yeah. I’d like it all in quarters,” answered Pimlott. “Please.”

The guy sighed and leant forward to take the banknote. He put it in a drawer and pushed across two piles of quarters. “Think that’ll be enough?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” said Pimlott.

The man leaned back in his chair and put his feet on the shelf so that Pimlott was looking at the soles of a pair of old brown cowboy boots with silver tips. “Seems to me that the way you’re going, that’ll only last you ten minutes or so. Maybe you ought to save yourself a trip and give me another twenty bucks or so.” He sniggered and reached up to pinch his nostrils as if stifling a sneeze.

“Hey man, what’s your problem?” said Pimlott, irritated. He couldn’t understand why the man was picking on him. It couldn’t have been personal. He didn’t recognise the guy. In fact he wouldn’t have been able to describe any of the men who manned the change booth; he was usually too busy to get back to the game and wherever possible he used the automatic change-giving machines. The dark glasses and beard made it difficult to assess his age; he could have been anywhere between thirty and forty. He was about five nine, five ten, though the way he slouched in the chair could have been deceptive. He was skinny and his shoulders sloped sharply away from his long neck. He was wearing a black sweatshirt that appeared to be a size too big for him, and faded blue jeans that were ripped at the knees. There was a large American eagle on the sweat-shirt and underneath it in white lettering it said “POWMIA. You Are Not Forgotten”. Pimlott wondered what the initials stood for. He ran various combinations quickly through his mind and rapidly came to the conclusion that it meant “Prisoners of War – Missing in Action” and that the man was probably a Vietnam vet. Great, thought Pimlott. Just what I need. A vet with a grudge.

“Hey, I’m not the one with the problem, College Boy,” the man sneered. “You’re the one who’s blowing all Daddy’s money on a game he can’t handle.”

The comment struck home and Pimlott felt his cheeks blush. His father was picking up the tab for his education, and was paying his living expenses, too. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to work, it was just that the economy was so stretched that part-time jobs just weren’t available, and it was only Ivy Leaguers who managed to get high-paying vacation jobs with legal firms. The best he could find last vacation had been serving drinks in a downtown bar and he’d hated that so much that he quit after the first week. Hell, he was training to be a lawyer, not a cocktail waiter. He’d pay his father back once he was qualified and had a job, and besides, he needed most of his free time to study. You didn’t get to be a lawyer without putting in the hours with the books.

“Think you can do better?” Pimlott asked.

The man snorted. “I’m damn sure I can,” he laughed.

“Wanna put money on it?”

“You mean your daddy’s money, College Boy?”

“It doesn’t matter whose money it is, does it? Do you want to put your money where your mouth is?”

The man took his cowboy boots off the shelf. “Fifty bucks,” he said quietly.

“Fifty bucks?” repeated Pimlott. He didn’t want to embarrass himself by taking his wallet out but he was pretty sure that was about all he had.

“Too rich for your blood, College Boy? Yeah, I thought it might be. Why don’t you go and ask Daddy for a raise and come back and see me.”

“I’ve got the money,” said Pimlott, angrily. “I’ll take you on.”

The man laughed, throwing his head back. “Take me on?” he said. “Take me on? This isn’t going to be a competition, College Boy. It’s going to be a walkover. I could beat you one-handed.” He stood up and turned his back on Pimlott to put his magazine on a table at the rear of the booth.

“Oh yeah?” said Pimlott.

“Yeah,” said the man, turning around and holding up his left arm. For the first time Pimlott noticed that the man’s left hand was missing. In its place was a steel claw made from three interlocking metal curves. The man grinned and made the pieces click together. Pimlott frowned, trying to work out how he’d managed to do that. The claw must be connected to the tendons in what remained of his arm, he realised.

“Oh come on, man,” said Pimlott.

The man thrust his neck forward. “You backing out, College Boy?” he spat. “Cos if you’re backing out, I want the fifty bucks.”

“But this isn’t fair,” said Pimlott.

The man peered at Pimlott through the dark lenses. “You implying something by that, College Boy? Are you implying that maybe I’m not up to it? That the fact I’m short a hand makes me less of a man than you? Is that what you’re saying, College Boy?”

Pimlott felt his cheeks go even redder and he shook his head. “No, it’s cool. You wanna play, I’ll play.”

The man smiled and clicked his claw again. It sounded like some huge insect. “Good,” he said. “That’s real good.” He used the claw to put a “Closed” sign over the hole in the window and locked the door behind him. Pimlott followed him to the video machine where Suzanne was waiting anxiously. He badly wanted to check to see how much cash he had in his wallet but didn’t dare risk it.

On the screen in front of them pictures of enemy soldiers flashed up, followed by brief descriptions of their weapons and the terrain that lay ahead. Then the screen cleared and a series of initials and numbers flashed up and began scrolling. The numbers on the left represented the ranking of the players who’d been on the machine that day, the score was in the middle, and to the right were the initials of the players. The results scrolled up to the top to show the top ten players since the video game had been switched off. Pimlott’s initials, JRP, were in third place, alongside his all-time record score. Suzanne’s were in eighth place. First and second place were taken by someone with the initials LC and both scores were about 100,000 ahead of Pimlott’s. Pimlott had never seen LC in action, but the initials regularly headed the rankings and the guy was obviously an expert. He placed his pile of quarters next to his gun and began feeding them into the machine.

The vet tapped the glass screen with his claw and Pimlott looked up, startled.

“Maybe I should introduce myself,” he said, grinning evilly. “The name’s Carmody. Larry Carmody.”

Pimlott looked at the man’s leering face and at the initials on the screen. “Oh fuck,” he said. His stomach churned as he realised that there was no way he could even hope to match the man’s score.

“Are you ready, College Boy?” goaded Carmody, holding the barrel of the machine-gun with his claw and caressing the trigger with his other hand.

“Ready when you are,” replied Pimlott, trying to sound confident as he put the remainder of his quarters in a pile on top of the machine. Then he had second thoughts and handed them to Suzanne and asked her to feed them into the slot when necessary.

“How about you pressing the start button, little lady?” said Carmody, hunching over the gun.

Pimlott nodded at her and she hit the button. A swarthy colonel appeared on screen to deliver his briefing and Suzanne stabbed at the “two-player” button to go straight to the game. Pimlott began spraying the screen with bullets and letting fly with grenades, his eyes wide as he breathed heavily through his nose. Suzanne put her hand on his shoulder but he shrugged it away.

Carmody’s technique was more measured and economical. He fired in short bursts of three or four bullets, used his grenades only when faced with a group of enemy soldiers or heavy armour, and when he wasn’t firing he centred his sights on the middle of the screen. His score quickly moved ahead of Pimlott’s.

“Come on, College Boy, you’re not trying,” Carmody hissed.

Pimlott ignored him and lobbed a grenade at a lone sniper. He had the satisfaction of seeing the soldier explode in a cloud of blood but then four heavily armed men leapt out of a tree and when he tried to throw another grenade he discovered he was out, he’d used them all up. He tried frantically to swing around the machine-gun but he wasn’t fast enough and took several hits before he mowed them down.

“Bad move, College Boy,” sniggered Carmody, taking out a large snake curled around the lower branch of a tree before it could strike.
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