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    T h e M o n k ’s H o u r




    Somewhere in the south of Tibet




    Bob Kelly’s left cheek rested against a dun-colored wall. His eye drew a bead through flaking frescoes and cracks to a point far past the edge, to a nearby hill framed by a maddeningly clear iridescent sky. Then the screaming started again.




    Screams had been part of his life since he was 17; screams to eat, to run, screams to get to work, to remember, to speak only when spoken to—one big boot camp. Kelly winced at the memory, and pressed his face closer against the crumbling stucco. His reddish-grey stubble scraped over the blue, white and green flakes of destroyed religious figures. Boot camp! He had been a Marine once, back before he could grow a beard and his tattoos were new.




    Suddenly, a black-robed figure burst from behind the wall and took off running towards the hill, more screams. Just as quickly, a burst from some out-of-sight automatic rifle ripped through the running man and spun him like a piece of trash. Another burst danced his body in a swirl of white dust.




    That meant there were two left, and Kelly weighed his chances.




    He was three days from the passes into India, but without the other two prisoners now being held by the border police, he’d never make it. Beard color aside, he looked about as dirty and debilitated as any other peasant he’d run into in the past weeks. Baggy blue pants, grubby coat, formless hat jammed down on his head not that it made much difference, he was marked. His gaunt, hollow-cheeked face stared down from countless circulars in truck stops. Spec Four Robert Francis Kelly, late of Boston and the U.S. Marines, was an escaped convict from a numbered penal colony in Qinghai, China. A real prize, a foreign prisoner wanted for unlawful escape and murder.




    Stepping back, Kelly pulled out an automatic pistol he’d lifted from a drunken police officer at a night check point days back. Slipping off the safety, he inched along the frescoed wall and hesitated at the edge. A long-forgotten Buddha stared down at him from the ruins of a painting. Kelly murmured an apology about killing on sacred soil. Somewhere back in memory he had been a good altar boy, a time he wasn’t sure if he had actually lived through.




    Peering around the corner, he saw his two companions on the ground under the feet of a red-faced and screaming officer. Two other green-uniformed guards were nearby, but only one had his weapon free.




    “Make’s it easier,” Kelly admitted. Then after 22 years without ever firing a weapon, he squeezed off a single round and the soldier reeled backwards instantly. Another round drove him to his knees. The shouting officer whirled but caught a burst right across his middle and fell over the prone Tibetans.




    The remaining soldier stood his ground, a look of complete amazement on his face.


  




  

    Chapter 1




    It started on one of those sepia afternoons, those stark airless, intense light summer LA days when the sky stood still, and so did the traffic. It was terrible. Everything crept in slow motion, the shadows along the freeway melted and the air became grittier. Tim Adams, eyes streaming behind his sun glasses, leaned out the window and wished he wasn’t so cheap. Scores of BMW’s and Mercedes were cruising—well at least if they could move they would cruise —with their windows up and the AC clearing sinuses, and what did he have? An elderly Ford Festiva without options.




    Tim had been downtown on one of the hottest days of the year, and driving back on surface streets proved to be a personal meltdown. Years in the Asian jungles hadn’t prepared him for the urban realities of Los Angeles, neither had other lifetimes in the operations shacks of the Cold War along the same borders. It’s bad enough it took him years to settle back down at home, and when he thought about his life in LA, he wasn’t sure that it was a raging success. Bouncing from private investigator in San Francisco to being a teacher in LA, and then back to hustling surveillance jobs hadn’t improved things. Today he’d spent hours running through public records in the icy bowels of some city building whose name he’d already forgotten, and he wished he were still there.




    A van veered in front of him and he jammed on the brakes.




    For the past several months, Tim had slowly attempted to build up a business in “property reclamation,” a euphemism for people or product retrieval. His friend in San Francisco helped, but at the moment it was too hot for people to think of anything missing except ice. Branching out was obviously a necessity, and his old school, that alternative, down-at-the-heels, independent institution said, “maybe” they’d like to have him back. Tests and teens with attitudes (or rap sheets), and a manipulative old New York liberal running his mornings. Tim didn’t think so, but the mirror didn’t lie. At 4:30 on a summer afternoon, his obviously grey mustache, narrow lined cheeks and tired eyes made him look more middle-aged than he liked to admit. He had to do something; the money from his Asian adventure last year was running out.




    Turning off the busy east-west running Olympic Blvd., Tim slotted his car through side streets and shabby industrial complexes and headed for Santa Monica Airport. That’s where his teaching career changed 12 months back and a thousand years ago. A crafty, old pilot who wasn’t that nice, contracted him to help recover his WWII flying records from a mountain top in Burma. Tim barely made it back alive. As he cruised down past the empty parking lots south of the runway, he counted himself truly lucky to be back with the old man’s grand-daughter as his wife.




    On a whim, he turned off through one of the lots and went up to the new concrete airport office building that loomed along the south side of the taxi apron. Imposing and utilitarian, Tim thought it a victory of function over style. The lack of imagination the place projected overwhelmed any trendiness the “Monsoon Café” on the second level offered. It represented the brainstorm of a Chinese friend of his new family, a hot new eating establishment that offered spectacular views from its all-glass north windows. Also, any drink was free as his wife’s grandfather often spent late afternoons speaking in Chinese with the owner. The connections were so hazy, that Tim stopped trying to sort it out. He leaned against the cement entrance wall after seeing that none of the family cars were in sight. It was cool there, once you ignored that it looked like the rear entrance to a state prison.




    A slight movement caught his attention.




    Two men in well-tailored suits were shuffling down the outside corridor, gesturing to each other. Their haircuts weren’t American; in fact, their suits looked 60 years out of date. Must be movie stiffs, he thought, knowing the big hangar down the road was constantly involved in some form of film production.




    “Excuse me,” the younger one asked, an Aryan-faced blond, “are there any offices open here?”




    Tim shook his head. “Not this late, I’m afraid.”




    “We need to buy an aero-plane,” he announced, his voice heavy with an accent seldom heard on the west side of town.




    Tim’s interest was piqued. They weren’t “show biz” people.




    “We have been informed, the office for the aero-port is in this building,” the other interjected, a sober, heavy-featured individual. “You work here, perhaps?”




    Eastern European, probably Russians, Tim thought, suddenly back six years in San Francisco when computer thefts and murder in the refugee community had him running and hiding, dodging operatives from countries and persuasions he hadn’t known existed. Instead of denying anything, he nodded and leaned against the wall, suddenly very interested.




    “We need to buy an aero-plane,” the younger man repeated. “The offices are not open.”




    “What kind, and how soon?”




    The two men exchanged looks. “Today; immediately.”




    “One that is called a short landing and take off,” the older man said earnestly, looking over his shoulder. “If such a craft is not available, we will buy any that contains space for more than three persons.”




    This kind of a spot cash deal smells, he reminded himself. A plague of squeeze money and drug laundering had been overpowering Hollywood neighborhoods the past months, the hits and extortions taking on grisly vendettas as Eastern European criminal groups sorted out their turfs. Most of it had remained ethnic, the “elements” preferring to deal with their own people rather than push up against the Americans. That looked to be changing as the insurance scams and pyramid schemes gave way to higher takes through extortion and kidnapping.




    Tim held up his hand. “They’re called STOLs. You won’t find them around here.”




    “There are others?”




    Knowing full well he was in over his head, Tim sought to deflect the damage and make sure these two would soon forget him. It had been years since he dealt with professionals from their world, but the raw, rude energy hadn’t changed. Even casual contact with these men created a problem and now that he had a wife to consider, Tim didn’t want to involve himself.




    “Down this road is a big hangar,” he pointed. “Right at the front is a wide-open glass door where there’s a flying school. You can’t miss it. Inside, ask for Tiny Webb. He knows everything here at the airport. If there’s a plane available, he’ll get it for you.” For a price, Tim added to himself, giving thanks for knowing a man like Tiny who loved deals and intrigues.




    Both men looked extremely pleased, and shook his hand. Before they left, the younger man handed Tim a card. “Yuri Kuznikov. I am consultant for Russian business.” The address was a Hollywood P.O. box store right off Sunset Strip. “Maybe we speak again.”




    *****




    “Russians? Tim, you’re always meeting these weird people,” his wife laughed, pouring iced tea. They were sitting at a small kitchen table in a bungalow on the north side of Santa Monica. Tim had always camped out in a “temp” tract home near the airport, but since his marriage he had shifted his few belongings to her place. The three other bungalows in a row on a quiet street were owned by her grandfather, the former WWII pilot he had contracted with a year before. Surrounded by flowers and trees, the property offered a green retreat unlike anything Tim had ever lived in. He was getting quite used to not waking up to sounds of domestic violence and sirens.




    Julie Ballard (she’d kept her own name) handed Tim a small packet. A dance/yoga instructor, Julie retained the movements and build of someone who spent a great deal of time working out—despite being seven months pregnant. She was tall, almost eye-to-eye with her husband, her black hair pulled up in a top-knot, and her skin a slight shade of amber from gardening.




    “They aren’t the occupational hazard they once were—hey!” A mess of newspaper clippings, flashy magazines and a small card dropped from a manila envelope sent by his former intelligence chief in Bangkok, Charles Duffy, retired now and running a hotel on a back street. Duffy often sent Tim clippings and newspapers so he wouldn’t forget Southeast Asia. Tim swore the dampness and mildew spilled out as well—that worn, in-the-trunk-for-years mustiness he always associated with being there. The only things missing were the geckos, and he sorted through the detritus half-expecting to find one.




    “What’s this? The Chiangmai Tribune?” Julie held up a single front page of what looked like a tabloid. Totally ignoring her husband, she started reading out loud anything that caught her attention. “Fraud Investigation Finds Local MP Guilty.’” Oh, check this one—” ‘ Chiang Mai Mayor Unconcerned Over Transportation Difficulties’”—sounds like the LA mayor. Ohhh”— she fell silent, sat down and spread out the page, patting the litter until she found his arm. “Listen to this.”




    “Two foreign men were found last Thursday morning dead on the road leading away from The Four Seasons Hotel in Mae Rim. The unfortunate pair had been shot ‘execution style’ in the back of the head. According to Police General Sumit Prachanakorn of the Mae Rim sub-district they had met their fates sometime during the night. One of the men was identified by British consular officials as Mr. Thomas Evans, 36, formerly of Khatmandu, Nepal. The other expirant was unidentified but thought to be either Tibetan or Nepalese. The police surmised the pair had been involved in drug-related activities.”




    “A Tibetan? In Chiangmai? Drugs?”




    “That’s what they—now who? “ She stepped to the front room and hollered through the screen door to “come in.”




    Tim picked up the paper and read the article. Other than the dated English prose he saw nothing out of the ordinary. A year ago, Duffy had shown him a tear-sheet from a local magazine in the north that listed over 20 foreigner deaths, most of them involving motorcycles, drinking trees. The oddity was a Tibetan far from home lying dead on a Thai road. Now that in itself was news.




    “Tim, Tenzin’s here!”




    A small-boned, burgundy-robed figure appeared in the kitchen. Tenzin Samdup was a graduate student sent over by the Tibetan Government in Exile in India to study micro-economics and political science. Why these subjects were considered so important enough to send a monk of Tenzin’s caliber to the United States, Tim never discovered. A slender, slightly-built man, who always waited until he was among his friends to smile, said, “Hello.” Tim, understanding that Asian students never are as they appear, and thought the learned monk was chosen to meet with the great number of up and coming Chinese scientists and medical students studying at the massive UCLA campus. True to form, Tenzin never revealed much about himself, but he appreciated Tim’s background and his participation in various demonstrations. Once Tim married into Julie’s family, the young monk became fascinated by her grandfather, a Chinese-speaking WWII vet who knew so much about the men running the overseas Chinese economic empire.




    Before Tenzin could seat himself at the table, Julie handed him a large mug of iced tea.




    “Thank you,” he said softly. Normally, his voice was so muted that even people sitting next to him had lean forward. “A strange thing has happened. Well, maybe not, maybe nothing so important but—”




    “But, curious,” Tim added, knowing full-well Tenzin took forever to get to the point.




    “Exactly,” he looked relieved, then gratefully distracted. Fascinated by the strange pile of disorder on a table Tim’s wife insisted on keeping spotless, he reached over and picked up the single sheet.




    “You might find that interesting, there’s a Tibetan mentioned in the article on the bottom—right there!”




    Tenzin nodded once and sat down. Moving his lips, he mumbled selected words from the story and looked up. “When did you receive this?”




    “Just today—why?” Tim respected his friend’s silences, wishing more of the people he met would act that way. Coming back to the states after 20 years in the Cold War trenches, he found the incessant noise people surrounded themselves with unbearable. Other than Julie’s fascination with Italian Opera and classical music, his wife’s demands for peaceful surroundings were a true balm. After their experiences in Thailand the year before, he learned the Thais had become even more addicted to electronic company and felt that this park-like street they now lived on suited his aging ears just fine.




    Abruptly, Tenzin stood up. “May I use your phone?”




    “You know, front room by the door,” Julie pointed, her eyebrows raised.




    In less than a breath’s time, she leaned forward. “This is really weird, but I had the same reaction to this article. And how many Tibetans do I know? In fact, they don’t know if the other man was a Tibetan or not.”




    For the second time that day, Tim felt uneasy. Despite working with intelligence agencies for much of his adult life, he never gave in to paranoia and bogey-men-under-the-bed scenarios. The article looked unremarkable—foreigners dead in Thailand, and not the first ones to meet up with the wrong people late at night. Back roads in the north were conduits for amphetamine smuggling, though it was a stretch to think those shadowy groups would do their dealing so close to a five star hotel/spa. It was either a mistake or a plant. The Four Seasons complex had too many important backers and prided itself on providing world-class service to risk upsetting the high-rollers.




    “Do you think Duffy sent this to you for a reason?” Julie had great respect for Tim’s former intelligence boss, having worked intensely with him for a few days last year. Charles Duffy, she had learned, was not one to let any piece of information go by without a comment or pass it on without reason. She held up the scotch-taped white card.




    “He’s got something in mind here. Wait, does this name mean anything to you?”




    “An Englishman named Thomas Evans?” Julie sat down, sliding back her chair to accommodate her expanding stomach.” I know a Liz Evans up at the center. She’s one of those wealthy Brits that flit around the Westside. Come to think about it, she does have a brother in—”




    The monk returned, quietly moving back to his chair and adjusting his robes. Quite often he used simple position movements or gestures to organize his thoughts before speaking. “Just as I thought, this Thomas Evans has quite a history.”




    “Did you call Tsering?” Tsering, whom Tim had never met, was a New York City-based political junky who made it his life to know everything going on in the country he was exiled from. A writer by trade, he kept his finger on the pulse of the Chinese occupation through a collection of ex-pat do-gooders, recent travelers, and the men who wandered back and forth for groups no one wanted to know much about. The latter were valuable, though little better than mercenaries.




    The young monk nodded. “Thomas Evans started a small NGO in Thamal, Katmandu. That’s the backpacker area, Julie, restaurants, trekking companies and so on. Usually people who end up wanting to help us aren’t as well-funded. In his case, he started turning up missing statues, tankas—items that had been missing since the Chinese invasion. No one knew where he found them. His group has no official status, but they have managed to attract a great deal of support from overseas Tibetans. This allowed them to travel around China quite a bit. Not long ago, he initiated a search for the missing incarnation of the Tingri Lama, another of the kidnapped ones. This lama’s case is similar to that of the Panchen Lama, he wouldn’t or couldn’t follow what the Chinese wanted so they disappeared him.”




    “Surprised they let Evans wander around so freely.”




    “There are ways, even for people as well-known as Thomas Evans. We’ve spoken about that before. Many Tibetans inside Tibet are party members; they have to be even if they don’t believe. If they are clever they can do a great deal even with a foreigner around. But, it is still dangerous to ask questions about missing reincarnations.”




    “Before you get too far gone, remember me? Julie? I don’t know who or what you’re talking about.”




    Tenzin stared at her closely. He was well aware that she had flown a small plane under combat conditions the year before in Burma, and was the grand-daughter of a man who had worked against the Communists in SE Asia most of his life. She could be trusted, so he had been told.




    “Remember I told you that His Holiness the Dalai Lama is the reincarnation of Chenrezig, the Bodhisattva of Compassion, who protects Tibet. During this last century the incarnation became more directly involved in the governing of Tibet, even though he is the spiritual head of the country.”




    “Thomas Evans was looking for the missing reincarnation of another spiritual being, the Tingri Lama. His case hasn’t had the publicity of other lamas even though this child—he is only 10 years old—had been recognized by His Holiness the Dalai Lama. The Chinese were furious. The previous Tingri Lama had been in retreat most of his life, and didn’t have the advantage of a large following. The area is quite remote, south of Shigatse, along the Friendship Highway to Nepal. It is like much of Tibet, full of mountains and windy valleys. He just stayed in his cave and rarely came into town. Tim would say the lama was off the Chinese radar because of it, but somehow they heard that he was widely respected and they needed such respect to control the spiritual direction of Tibetans.”




    “And that’s important now?”




    “Let me give you the example of the 10th Panchen Lama, who stayed behind and was used by the Chinese. The details of his collaboration are open to question, but towards the end of his life he caused a great deal of trouble. He toured Tibet and wrote his assessment of Chinese atrocities during the occupation of our country and the Chinese jailed him. They had incorrectly assumed he was totally under their control. Even Tim knows he wasn’t”




    “In Bangkok, I knew this old British China scholar who had met the Panchen Lama in Peking during one of his many house arrests. He told me the lama’s guards were not always that alert and he spent an entire evening listening to the decades of abuse the man had sustained while keeping his faith.”




    “So, when Gedhun Choki was discovered to be the new incarnation the Chinese were very upset. They wanted to control the secession in order to dominate the search for the next Dalai Lama and ultimately control and neutralize any difficulties within the Tibetan community.”




    “What happened to him?”




    “It isn’t known, but we believe he is under house arrest somewhere in China. Or, as the Chinese prefer to describe it, in ‘protective custody.’ ”




    “So back to this other lama.”




    “The Tingri Lama spent so long in caves and hermitages that the Chinese never really had a chance to do anything with him. His reputation concerned them, just one more thing they couldn’t control. When they finally brought him out they kept him in the borderlands and attempted to use him to influence the Tibetan community around the Panchen Lama. Of course, he was unable to help. Just imagine, someone who spent almost 40 years meeting only a half-dozen people at a time, suddenly being confronted with the screaming demands of Chinese officials. He died.”




    “And?”




    “From what I remember, his incarnation appeared somewhere in a small village not far away. It was such a remote location that only a few people had any idea of what happened, and by the time the Chinese knew about it, representatives from the Dalai Lama had already confirmed the boy’s identity and were attempting to take him to India.”




    “What happened?




    “All members of the search party disappeared along with the boy.”




    Julie coughed. “So how does all this connect with these two men who were killed in Thailand?”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Tenzin shook his head. “Do you remember what I told you about Bodhisattvas?” He was referring to the Tibetan term for an enlightened being that chose to reincarnate and help others rather than remain in a heavenly enlightened state. The fifth Dalai Lama (1617-1682) had appointed his venerated teacher, Lobzang Chokyi Gyaltsen to be the abbot of Tashilumpo, a position he continued as the Panchen Lama under successive incarnations. “Many people think he is in competition with His Holiness, but this was never true, even now. During the time of the Manchus, the Chinese sought to build up a rival, someone to play off against the Lhasa court.”




    “Is that why this young boy was kidnapped?”




    “He is merely a pawn, Julie. The Communists followed the same policy as the Emperor. To the Chinese he is very useful in keeping alive their fantasies in Tibet. You see, the Panchen Lama is a very high reincarnation, he is revered, and this is why the Chinese are concerned. If they can control him, they control his followers. The previous incarnation wasn’t so pliable, as I told you. In fact, he infuriated the Chinese by refusing to place himself above the Dalai Lama. So, it is very important that they direct the teaching and the interests of the new one, and the same for the Tingri Lama. If he can suggest the Chinese line to his followers, perhaps they will believe it. Or, so their thinking goes.”




    “I still can’t get the connection with Thailand.”




    “The death of Thomas Evans presents complications, I don’t know either.”




    “Who else knows?” Tim asked.




    Tenzin sipped his tea. “No one, not even Tsering, and they were good friends. It is something—I don’t want this information loose, is that the right word? There are other people I must contact.” He paused, withdrawing into a world that had no parallel in the life they shared together on the edge of the western world. Few non-Tibetans could ever understand his concerns. Men had died protecting these children, whose importance was seen by Westerners only through news clips and sound bites. Tenzin knew Tim had seen this before. During the Vietnam War people had been eliminated because of their sideline status and the former intelligence operative had been there when cultural “questions” had been subjected to raids and assassinations.




    “How can we help?” Julie pressed. Very little escaped her, but then, in Tenzin’s mind, there were few women he knew who had her background. She possessed a dual engine aircraft clearance, search and rescue certification from a top mountaineering school, and a black belt in karate. Her reserve was a screen, underneath there was a probing, tough core that surprised people who didn’t know her. But, her first thoughts were about how to help others, and it was this quality that Tenzin treasured in her most of all.




    Leaning back in his chair with uncharacteristic casualness, Tenzin considered her offer. This woman represented true assistance unlike the countless offers and numerous pledges from others over the years that turned out to be rhetorical. Tenzin had made inquiries, for despite his conservative cover and role as a scholar, he represented more. Tim had often asked open-ended questions about his interests, and the Tibetan was not fooled into believing the American had accepted his answers. Tim Adams had been in the intelligence business too long to be deflected by standard diversions.




    “Thank you. This is no casual matter for Tibetan people.”




    Julie leaned as far forward as her pregnancy allowed. “Tenzin, what do you need to do?”




    Glancing at his watch, the younger man rose quietly and adjusted his robe. “More meetings, I’m afraid. First, one thing, then another. I will make calls after I finish this business this evening. Then we will know more.”




    Tim watched his friend gather a small cloth bag. “Tenzin, why do I get the feeling you’re not telling us everything?”




    “What?”




    “I’m sure you just didn’t come over on the outside chance I’d have a newspaper with a story about this missing lama business.”




    A painful smile crossed the Tibetan’s face. “Actually, no. I wanted to tell you about the people I’m meeting tonight. After this news…” he rocked his hand back and forth “…they are no longer so important.”




    “Anytime he starts denying anything, I get worried,” Tim muttered, watching his friend walk down the front steps and out through the gate.




    “Worry about me. Worry about how fast you can take me over to the Monsoon and have dinner with Poppa,” Julie laughed, moving to his lap and blowing in his ear. “Then worry about what you’re going to do with me after we get back.”




    “You want to eat there again this week?”




    Julie snorted. “If you think I’m going to cook in his heat after four hours at the Yoga Center and another four in the garden, dear husband, then you are on the wrong planet tonight.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    A long time back, when Tim first slurped a bowlful of Burmese noodles, it was in a bamboo shack, there were automatic weapons leaning against the table, and the air was sticky. Sweaty men with hard eyes were grunting and shouting for beer. Everything had changed now, and here he was sitting and slurping with his new wife and her pear-shaped grandfather, a white-haired, mustachioed gentleman who wore jump suits. This was the same WWII Himalaya Hump pilot who spent over 30 years in Asia after the Communists swept over China, and who contracted with Tim Adams last year to help him and his granddaughter recover a very delicate cargo from a plane that had been ditched in 1944. Twelve months later, Tim and the granddaughter were expecting a child. Grandfather Ballard still worked with overseas Chinese, and he often took the younger couple to obscure restaurants in Southern California that served delicious meals that were never paid for. The Monsoon never charged them either, at least not that Tim ever knew about.




    “Never thought he had enough money for a place like this,” Tom Ballard sniffed. Hot food always made his nose run.




    “Who Poppa?”




    “There—by the door. TinyWebb, probably robbed someone.”




    “Poppa! Really!”




    “Man never did an honest day’s work in his life, Ju-Ju. The only time I ever saw him—OK! I know, don’t go reminding me again how uncharitable I am.”




    Tim looked up. A heavy set man wearing a checkered sports shirt that barely covered his belly waved and made his way to their table. If anyone looked out of place among the gaggle of moneyed West LA bistro crawlers it was the happy-go-lucky, opinionated Webb, a large, loud man whose direct and uneducated language made most people cringe.




    “Thought I’d find you here, Adams. Evening, Ballard, Julie,” he touched his forehead and bobbed forward slightly. As usual, his round face shone with a nervous sheen of perspiration which drained to a thick, black goatee.




    “Teeee-rific day, thanks to you, Adams. Those friends of yours certainly helped my week out. I owe you big time.”




    Tim stared at his iced tea and counted to five. “They aren’t friends.”




    Webb rested his arms on a vacant chair, oblivious that both Julie and her grandfather hadn’t said a word. “I have to admit, Russkies ain’t my favorite foreigners, but like they say, money talks.” He laughed heavily. “Don’t want you to think that Tiny Webb don’t appreciate business, Adams. No sir. You take this—no, no, don’t say nothin’. We don’t have no agreements, but this ‘finder’s fee’ might be the start of something.” He handed over a small roll of bills. “Got any more buddies like Yuri, you send them my way.”




    Ballard exhaled loudly as the overweight Tiny Webb waddled through the milling crowd around the bar and out the door. “Mind telling me what that was all about?”




    Counting out 20 $100 bills, Tim Adams shook his head and handed them to his wife. “Ever since I’ve been with your family, I’ve had the strangest financial arrangements. Don’t you ever use banks?” He started to explain what had happened, but changed his mind and said simply, “two Russians asked for directions to buy a plane and I get paid. I spent the day searching old records for nothing, and I came here looking for you two and walk into a bankroll.”




    Ballard squinted out the window. “That man has a loose mouth. Never really had much use for him, but I will say he can set up any aircraft deal there is. But, let me tell you, you start getting into business with him and you won’t be the one making money.”




    “I’m not planning on it.”




    “Roosh-ians, eh?” he asked, his quaint phrasing showing his era more than his white hair. His world centered on piston-driven engines, back country airfields and casually run cargo companies from every conflagration in Asia since 1939. “They never forget anything,’ them Rooshians, never. They’re either your friend or they’re not, plain and simple.”




    “These guys didn’t look like they’re up to any good.”




    “You keep outta their business, especially anything that connects with Tiny Webb. I have a pregnant granddaughter who’s more important.”




    Tim couldn’t agree more, and he held his wife’s knee under the table. Why did he feel so uneasy? An earthquake? The Goodyear Blimp crashing into the north wall? He glanced outside, remembering during an air show when a dirigible had sailed down the runway 10 feet off the deck. When he returned to Santa Monica after his three weeks in Asia last year, he promised himself not to get involved in the shadow world again. Most of his adult life had been spent getting shot at or investigating bad dreams. Twenty monsoons in Asia had taken him from very hot fire fights to tense, border sniffing, checking over rumors and sorting through the residues of the Vietnam War. Now he was past 50, newly married, soon-to-be-a-father, and the only things he knew how to do weren’t legal, or moral.




    At that moment, Yuri Kuznikov walked into the Monsoon.




    The Russian seemed confused. Being a foreigner wasn’t a problem in Monsoon, no one really cared where you were from, but not knowing how to act transgressed every unwritten social rule. Not only was he over-dressed for such a casual watering hole, but he seemed to have no social sense and approached small groups without reading how close he should really come. Conversation paused as the man made his way through the crowd.




    “Must be one of your new friends, Tim,” Tom Ballard observed over his water.




    It was Julie who looked over her shoulder and made the comment Tim would remember for days. “He looks like someone from an old 1930’s movie.”




    Catching sight of Tim, the young Russian walked to their table.




    “My friend, good to meet you again,” he announced, reaching to shake hands. “My colleague and I have much to thank you for. Mr. Webb was the man we needed to see. Our business is completed and we will—how do you say it?—‘lift off’ soon.”




    Tim spread his hands, determined not to make any more impressions about the man. “You just happened to ask a question I could help you with, nothing more.”




    Nodding happily, Kuznikov looked appraisingly at Julie, who hadn’t disguised her interest in him. “And this young woman is your wife?”




    Julie offered her hand and smiled.




    “Yuri Kuznikov. The pleasure is mine.” Turning to Tom Ballard, he asked if this distinguished gentleman was her grandfather.




    Tom Ballard’s hand remained on his coffee mug. Nodding stiffly, the older man allowed a smile to track itself under his mustache. “It takes more than a cat to catch a mouse.” Then he repeated it in Russian.




    Kuznikov’s smile widened, and he added “‘and a clever dog can catch both.’ It appears, dear sir, you have spent time with Russian soldiers. Actually, soldiers of my grandfather’s time. Such phrases aren’t heard any more at home.”




    “Manchuria, 1945. I was there at the surrender of Japanese forces.”




    “Interesting.” A distracted look crossed the younger man’s eyes and he again thanked Tim for helping them earlier. “In Russia we hear about American efficiency all the time. Today you have shown us how true that is. We are in your debt.” After a quick nod to the other two, he left.




    “Trouble written all over him, Tim.”




    “Questionable money, too.”




    “Nasty money, the kind you watch out for. I ought to know about that. Mark my words; guys from there don’t pay cash for aircraft unless they’re fronting something.”




    “I don’t want to get that paranoid.”




    Ballard shook his head. “Just hope we’ve seen the last of him.”




    Julie coughed. “Both of you are missing the point.”




    “Which is?” Julie’s grandfather was not a patronizing man, and his tone was that of an equal.




    “There’s no point here, Jules,” Tim answered.




    Both stared at the newest member of the family, but it was Julie who sighed with exasperation. “Both of you don’t know how much you really need me, Tim. You go on with your war chatter and who said what and looked like this or that—but you missed it.” She grabbed her husband’s hand to rob her words of any harshness. “How did he know who Poppa and I were?”




    “Ju-Ju, he probably came here with Webb. Man’s got a mouth that won’t stop.”




    Tim hoped so, but he allowed the headwaiter to interrupt with their favorite green tea ice cream, and tried to let the matter drop. Julie refused, and looked back with a fiery insistence that bordered on obsession.




    “What?”




    “You haven’t answered my question.”




    “Your granddad did.”




    With a withering look of pure frustration, she excused herself and went to the bathroom.




    Ballard watched her leave and looked a question back to Tim.




    “I hope her frustration comes from being pregnant and not because of this Russian clown knowing who you were.”




    “Maybe we got to watch it a bit, son.”




    “Watch what? We aren’t involved in anything.”


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Three days later, when the mind-splitting heat had changed to a warmish maudlin overcast, Tim received an early morning call to come to work. It had been quiet, no Tibetans, no Russians, nothing but a few runs on the beach and meals cooked at home. During another life he would have called this boring, but the excitement of noodle-stand food and slow-eyed bar girls offering beer for breakfast had paled. Just waking up to a quiet coffee with a beautiful woman who daily became more pregnant was a joy. Also, being able to read two newspapers and not worry if it had friends listed as dead, missing or worse had become a new habit, the current Iraq and Afghan conflicts notwithstanding.




    “Tim, my man. Phil Covers here.” He was manager of The East Slope, the local mountaineering/travel outfitters and had been supplying Tim for all his sojourns to the Sierras and later to Asia. Over the years, Tim had parked himself in the receptionist’s spot helping out during sales and short-handed days.




    “This early, it better be good.”




    “Good?” the bearded heavy-set Covers sounded mystified. “I thought you got up with the chickens. It’s 8 o’clock.”




    “Imagine I’m in Hawaii.”




    “F-u-n-n-y! So, aloha already. You wanna work for a few days? Same old, same old. You know where everything is. We’re short again with all these college kids going back to school and we can’t afford to have the full-timers sitting on the perch.”




    The “perch” was a captain’s chair near the store entrance with a log front desk and the pots and cans of some jungle camp on display, conspiring to make everyone believe they were anywhere but LA. The “older” more “mature” the perch sitter, the greater the draw, or so Covers thought. Tim was already at the grizzled, worn age when the ladies who lunch took a second glance and convinced themselves he would be leading whatever expedition they were booking. It paid $10 an hour under the table, far from surveillance wages, but steadier.




    Sitting on the end of the bed, Julie cocked her head. A ‘get-out-of-the-house-for-a-few-days-and-hang-out-with-your-down-on-the-heel-buddies-and-maybe-hear-about-something-better’ look crossed her face.




    Tim agreed and hung up before either of them changed their mind.




    “My advanced class is coming over for lunch, it’ll be perfect.”




    “This is just great!”




    “Tim, what can happen at The East Slope? Just don’t give out your phone number to the Malibu ladies—-hey! No Pillows!”




    *****




    Reflected light created a dim pool of illumination around Tim Adams as he sat behind a log desk in a sea of lime green carpeting. One of the attractions of being an answer man for this store was that most people who came in were healthy, outdoor types. His marriage to a yoga teacher had given him an even greater appreciation of physical conditioning which translated to pure pleasure with the spandex and shorts that were constantly parading by him. However, it was early afternoon and the man with an light brown beard at his desk was far from one of the beautiful people of West LA.




    “Surprised to see Nam script,” he said, staring at the collection of foreign money Tim had placed under the glass desk top. Middle aged and formally dressed in a blue suit, the visitor was tracing the squared edges of the bills with stubby fingers. The script referred to was the money given to GIs to spend in the post-exchange during the Vietnam War. Only a fellow vet would recognize it, and he looked at Tim.




    “SOG units attached to places I’m trying to forget. Tim Adams.”




    The visitor slipped off his coat and prepared for a chat. “Steve Tully, Second Marines a long time ago. I—something wrong?” The man’s eyes had the most distant gauging quality to them that Tim had ever seen. Only a combat vet would keep that thousand-yard stare, that quiet, watchful measuring that men obtained through hunting and eliminating other men. But, with this Tully, it wasn’t his eyes. It was a fading tattoo on his muscular left forearm. It was typical basic training rendition of a Marine Corps earth-anchor symbol except for woman’s hand behind it.




    “Your tattoo. Reminds me of one I saw back in Nam during one of my last operations. Guy that had it was a Marine too—in fact, he was part of a platoon that bought it the day after I left.”




    “Sorry,” the man whispered, his lightly bearded face paling. His shoulders slumped.




    Tim was concerned. “Hey! I should be the sorry one. Not too often I get company here who went through—are you all right? Can I get you something?”




    Recovering himself, the visitor stepped back and stared intensely at Tim. The defensiveness, that cold icy conversation stopper look had been replaced by a look of amazement. It was total, the transformation. It was unnerving; the man seemed to change his personality.




    “Never thought I’d meet—you have to be mistaken, yeah, mistaken. The guys I served with are all dead. None alive…” his remarks petered out, and his expression looked pained.




    Usually never missing another’s mood change, Tim chatted on, one memory replacing another in a barrage of recall. “Nope, wait a minute. I can probably dredge up the name that went along with the tattoo. When I visited that unit, I was working with MACV, remember them? Combat was incidental to those people, but I was a combat assessment officer then, checking and rechecking whatever kinks there were in the fire bases. Anyway, that Marine unit had a few guys who were on what they called ‘combat furlough,’ live through it, look good and you don’t go back to Long Binh stockade. My visit was to give them their clearance papers.” Tim stopped, and then shook his head. “Lot it good it did, they didn’t live through the week.”




    Tully croaked, “name?”




    “Pardon?”




    “The name. You said you knew the name that went with this tattoo.” He pointed to his arm.




    Tim realized the bells were going off again for the third time in one week. Whoever this man in front of him was, he certainly couldn’t be involved with Tibetans or Russians. Besides, this was Nam business—jungle fights and mildew, cokes and dead-end patrols and nam muoc, the Vietnamese fish oil you never forgot that went on everything. Years of collecting details allowed him to never forget names or places. This tattoo was so singular because behind the Marine insignia was that woman’s hand, shaped as though she were protecting it, or making an offering.




    “Kelly—Bobby Kelly. Yeah, that’s it. I remember he was one of the guys whose papers I brought. Is that you?” Tim smiled, despite his misgivings.




    “Never happened, name’s Steve Tully. Nam is—Nam was a part of a life I left back there. I’m working with Rand Corporation now, translating Chinese—” he stopped, his recitation in mid-sentence, as though he had said something he shouldn’t. A wash of fear passed across his face.




    Tim decided to push further, something wasn’t registering here. Tully was dressed too conservatively and looked too slick to open up this quickly. This was more than just some post-traumatic stress pop-up. “Chinese? When I met Bobby Kelly in Nam he was some poor working class Irish kid from—Boston. If you’re him, what have you been doing all this time? Going to school?”




    Kelly held his forehead. “You say you knew this Kelly back in Nam?”




    “Yeah, he was in Long Binh for some sort of trouble. I forget now. But I spent two days with his unit out there in the Delta. He came from a big family, and was quite worried they would be upset with him—that ever work out?”




    “You think I’m him?”




    Tim felt that clenching that proceeded learning something he didn’t want to. A lifetime before, that meant combat, but in the years spent stateside that usually translated into accidents, or gang activity exploding nearby, and later the riots. Just recently, he ran through the whole track of emotions again when he saw National Guard units being called up for Iraq that included people he knew. The old reactions surfaced again too, those cold assurances that he had to play it carefully because the man in front of him could go off in any direction. Tully looked too clean to be someone that scary, but he had the intensity of someone trying to hold himself together.




    Tim shook his head, deciding to retreat. “’fraid not. Just a mistake.”




    The other man looked down for a long count and rubbed his tattoo absently. He started to walk away; then changed his mind. Five minutes passed, Tim knew, he counted them as the man struggled for an answer. “No, you’re right,” he said so quietly that Tim leaned forward to hear him. “I’m Bobby Kelly, or I was Bobby Kelly. I lived and died a long time ago and I’ve got a new name now. I’ve kept all this locked up for years. Finally, this afternoon I told myself it had to end.” When he looked up there were tears in his eyes. “Trouble is, the trouble always is, I can’t shake knowing that I was Spec Four Robert Francis Kelly, Second Marines, Boston-born. That kept me alive.”




    “Your name on the wall?” Tim pressed, referring to the Vietnam Memorial sculpture on a quiet grassy spot in the middle of Washington D.C. He had spent hours going down the lists on that black marble of engraved names of friends lost to the madness of those times. On each panel, a few more; Tet covered more than he wanted to read. What tore Tim apart each time weren’t the names, but the flowers, cards, candles and crying teenagers he always saw there.




    Tully nodded. “Once, I saw the names of all those guys I died with.”




    “Since the Delta, where have you been?”
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