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    S A N T A M O N I C A


  




  

    NEVER RECOVERED




    It was hot and sticky and thunderheads




    were stacked above the nearby hills.




    The monsoon wouldn’t reach Assam for months, but




    the airport at Chauba shimmered and sweated in




    an uncomfortable stillness. Four C-47s were warming




    up along the runway; four olive-drab, chipped,




    tired transports that had seen too much weather




    in this comer of the world.




     




    Tim Adams listened to the short, intense shower that rat-tat-tatted on his roof Thursday morning.




    It was disturbing, a spooky unpleasant experience being up this early with his dreams in a town that didn’t encourage it, or, at least, didn’t encourage that kind of reflection before six. Ever since Vietnam, stormy mornings kept him awake, and he waited once again in the darkness, wondering. The dampness was too rare to be real and too short-lived to believe in. His small Los Angeles beach town had suffered through five dry years, his entire time there, and though the relief was needed, those rat tracks tapping on the roof bothered him.




    It didn’t take much to bring the war back—a hangover, loud noise, rain. Tim couldn’t shake the flashback explosions and frozen-frame death sequences. They held on, but today’s weren’t even scenes from his war. No lush tropical trees this time, no heat or helicopter chatter; only barren, jagged mountains and snow. Men were screaming, a plane howled in a dive.




    The overhead light clicked on, and Tim’s reflection on the window startled him. At first, he looked the same as when he finished his third tour a thousand years ago; mustache, curly hair and a face tracked with fatigue. Then the differences of being 50 came back; a combination of sun wrinkles, receding hair line and graying expectations.




    “These mornings will kill you,” a voice announced.




    It was Ed Dallas, down from San Francisco. He had a theory about mornings, but then Tim thought he had a theory about everything, like most lawyers. Trust them to categorize and explain while tidying up everyone’s affairs. Ed remained different though, both men had served together and Tim trusted him. Back in the world, Dallas wore a suit and prosecuted corporations, but he’d seen the edge and knew why men like Tim Adams kept hanging on there.




    “This one’s not the same.”




    “That’s what they all say.”




    “You really think I’m one of those ‘dawn patrol’ types, don’t you? Securing alleys in Seattle type of thing?”




    “Keep it up, you’ll be there.”




    “It’ll never happen, Ed.”




    “You know how many guys I’ve seen get started this way? The five A.M. reveille—the long window stare—half-assed jobs and self-absorbed talking jags? Way too many, partner. How long’s it been?” Ed’s nervous nature wouldn’t let him sleep through a floorboard creaking, let alone anyone having a nightmare. His visions centered on order and survival, the world in its proper place. Tim thought him worse than winos, always wanting a hassle-free environment.




    Dallas was having one of his pain-in-the-ass mornings, and Tim was upset at being put on the defensive again. In addition to being an intense, over-committed individual who pushed himself too far, the lawyer possessed a hard, worked-on thinness Tim felt was coronary material. He’s going bald too, if that isn’t a Class A personality disorder nothing else is. Furthermore, he looked at his friend’s military-style mustache neatly clipped at the corners of his mouth and damned the professional vet look. I swear he does it to gain sympathy in court.




    “It’s too early to deal with this shit,” Dallas mumbled, sorry to have brought it up.




    Tim shrugged and turned to make coffee, leaving his friend to go shave. In this old, stucco bungalow anything could be reached in three steps, less by sliding part way on the linoleum. Comfortable and cheap were its main attractions, but Tim added location as well. Santa Monica Airport remained a five minute walk from the door. Tim liked the sound of airplanes, especially ones not going off to war. It felt normal, something that escaped him most of his adult life. In fact, the last normal times were in high school, when he and his car club buddies visited the midnight auto supply.




    There were nights when we’d race back from stripping a car in someone’s yard and just make the drive-ins before they closed. Our parents never caught on, they thought we were doing the usual—whatever that meant. There wasn’t any “usual” then, just like now. Hands in our pockets, hips cocked nothing to do. We’d stand around sipping cokes and bragging about how much we’d nicked and check out the girls who hadn’t anything better to do than we did.




    While Ed shaved, Tim measured out the pungent, mind-numbing beans he’d brought down. Quality coffee had become his mainline since he quit drinking, and it was a real pleasure to slowly grind the beans into fine powder. This early, the smell of freshly-ground coffee brewing beat anything. It reminded him of San Francisco and the espresso bars in North Beach, and the predawn aromas from the Hills Brothers coffee ovens south of Market Street.




    ‘’I’ve been thinking,” Dallas announced ten minutes later.




    “Spare me. Every time you start fretting it spells trouble.”




    Unfazed by sarcasm, Dallas slowly settled at the table like some quiet, slow-moving predator. Tim’s amazement at his friend’s caution in moving like a prowling cat continued way past the war where their other lives led them down trails in the back of beyond.




    “I’ve been thinking about your insomnia, that’s all.”




    “First rain in five years, nothing else.”




    Ed raised his hand. “No milk, just black.”




    Tim’s return from the wars took a decade. Even though Vietnam collapsed, he stayed on in Southeast Asia, prowling the perimeters of the intelligence markets. Those endless shadow games cost him his adulthood as well as his wife and daughter, whom the Khmer Rouge swept away like so many others. When he finally came home, Ed tried to mainstream him as a private investigator in San Francisco. He lasted a year.




    “You’ve been down here too long,” Dallas announced, sipping from his cup.




    “Count my alternatives.”




    “You ready to try up north again?”




    Tim shook his head, unable to fathom his friend’s jumpiness. A blown investigation which went every which way but right sent him packing from San Francisco. Some Vietnamese engineers had approached his agency about a defense program theft in the Silicon Valley. Once they discovered Tim spoke their language, they insisted no one else be assigned to help them. Right away, he ran into trouble, the big kind where high-profile people are involved. When the smoke cleared, the bodies were counted and the powers-that-be sought a fall guy. Though the government didn’t press charges, the locals sure wanted to. They didn’t plan on Ed Dallas, however, and through a plea bargain and blackmail he extorted Tim’s exit. But the price was just that, an exit with silence.




    “Tim, you’re vegetating down here. Every time I think of the investigations I could use you on, it hurts. You’re pissing it away.”




    “You’re the only one who wants me back, Ed.”




    “That’s not the point, what the hell’s keeping you here? Teaching? Five years you’ve been with that school and they’re still jacking you around. You don’t even know if you start work this month or not—what’s that tell you?” Dallas paused, and added sadly, “it’s still Tran, isn’t it?”




    Hearing his missing wife’s name brought back the last minutes when Tim strained at the U.S. Embassy’s Bangkok radio room to catch a garbled message during the evacuation of Cambodia in 1975. Being Vietnamese with American papers, her chances for survival were slim. He spent the next ten years trying to find out what happened, but both she and their five year old daughter had vanished without a trace.




    “Some days are worse than others.”




    Dallas shook his head. “You’ve got to start acting responsibly. It’s been 15 years. Jesus, get a grip!”




    “Acting responsibly got me down here.”




    “You know what I mean; you’re not the only person to lose someone. If you don’t stop feeling sorry for yourself, you’ll never get back home.”




    This conversation hadn’t an end. It would go on until one of them dropped. Dallas worried more than he needed to, but he had reasons. His pro bono work with the walking wounded in the VA system disturbed him. He thought Tim would end up under a bridge along with the other hopeless cases. Their bickering only changed with the number of years Ed added on each time he tallied how Tim was wasting his talents by not using them.




    “Wait a minute. You’re setting me up for a job, aren’t you?”




    That hundred dollar clean-toothed Dallas grin flashed; the one that disarmed bureaucrats and juries because it didn’t fit his face. How could anyone who acted so mean and came on so hard smile so warmly?




    “It’s not much, just a small protection job. No more than a week, tops.”




    Tim was suspicious. Dallas and his plans were as complex as his own. “Two negatives don’t make a positive. What’s the pitch?”




    “Signed, sealed and delivered, partner. I even got cash up front.”




    “This isn’t one of your hand-holding missions, is it?” Dallas was great at getting him to visit shell-shocked old men in the VA wards.




    “This one’s just the thing for you, death threats and all.”




    Ed knew the key; death threats were Tim’s bread and butter in Saigon after he went civilian. Following the Tet uprising, Tim became a criminal investigator for the military assistance group that served as the Far East version of the Pentagon. In down times, everyone joked that it really was pentagram misspelled. When Abbie Hoffman tried to levitate the real edifice during the anti-war protests in D.C., Tim and several field agents had laid on even money that he’d do it.




    “Remember our old commander, Bill French?”




    “Can I ever forget him?”




    Dallas winced, quickly placing his hands around his cup instead of Tim’s neck.




    “The same,” he croaked, coughing his anger away. The bastard never turns it off! “He’s retired now and counsels at the Westwood VA hospital. He’s useful—I know you don’t like him—”




    “What’s he there for, penance?”




    Colonel French ordered many of their death-filled mornings when both men were LURPS (long range recon patrol). In the Highlands few officers could beat his success rate, or his high press ratings. All the Saigon desk jockeys loved the Colonel’s five o’clock news flashes of bloody ambushes and this or that village taken. Reconnaissance personnel weren’t organized for main line assaults, and the more fighting meant these operations came with heavier prices, especially, when the Colonel was on the other end of a very sophisticated radio system. Tim reminded Dallas how their last insertion team had been shot to pieces due to the Colonel’s tactical meddling from a fire base 25 miles away.




    “Cool the games with me, Tim, OK?” he replied coldly, his face pale. “I crawled out of that ambush with you, remember? I haven’t forgotten for a minute the men we left behind and why.”




    “Fine! End of conversation. I don’t owe French anything.”




    “You owe me!” Ed snapped back. “Maybe the Feds weren’t going to nail you on that




    Silicon Valley business, but other people sure wanted to. Who kept them off your back? Who retrieved your investigator’s license? Yours truly,’ thanks once again, Ed.’ I’ll be damned if I’m going to let you slide on this one.”




    Tim dropped into a chair at the table.




    “This favor with French is to get you off your ass, period. Once you start showing some initiative about something other than yourself, no one’s going to care if you suddenly reappear in the city, so fucking listen.”




    He raised his hands, unable to argue anymore. Tim remembered that San Francisco day too well. It had been high drama, even for Ed, with oak paneled walls, a prestigious library and three intense men from the DA’s office.




    “This is to help out some old WWll vet, not French. Get that straight.” Satisfied his friend had shut up sufficiently, Dallas explained the old man’s name was Tom Ballard. During the previous evening’s session with the veteran’s group Ed volunteered with, French had pulled Dallas aside and introduced the old man who spilled out a fantastic story of high-altitude treachery, murder and a jungle walk-out. The older man had met a pilot at the VA hospital whom he hadn’t seen since their transport plane crashed in 1944. Immediately, the man threatened to kill Ballard because of something that happened then, and had to be pulled away right there in the main lobby.




    “How can anyone stay pissed off that long?”




    Ed shrugged. “Maybe there’s more.”




    More, of course, there’s always more, Tim reminded himself, not forgetting “more” is what Dallas lived for. It’s his occupational disease. What’s a death threat without a little mystery? There’s always “more” as far as he’s concerned.




    “You’re not giving me any slack on this, are you?”




    “None, you start after breakfast.”




    Dallas cinched up his tie. During their talk, he’d dressed and cleaned up the couch he’d slept on and finished his coffee. Long ago, Tim gave up being in awe of such efficiency.




    “There are folks who think you’re a flake, Tim, but I’m not one of them. No one could have taken have taken the heat you did on that scam up north and not react. There’s no blaming you for what happened. The same with Tran’s death, it couldn’t be helped.”




    “She’s still gone.”




    “Just like Nam, walk away from it.”




    “Tell me how long it took you, Ed.”




    Dallas closed his eyes for a moment. Tim hadn’t buttonholed like this in a long time. You don’t do this with guys who’ve been through the Nam wringer—maybe in therapy sessions, but not on a one-to-one, not easily anyway. When Ed spoke, he sounded a great deal older than he looked. It hurt him to see men crippled by their past, unable to feel or move. He knew too well how close he himself was to that nightmare, common to many who fought in the war.




    “There’s mornings still when Nam isn’t that far away. It’s always there. It’s always going to be.” Dallas paused, memories of the Highlands and Tet flooding his thoughts. There were patrols that came back to him, cold shaking fears and rattling gunships and that spooky radio-speak that made a person’s hair stand on end. Death abbreviated into acronyms and map coordinates. “We have to move ahead, and leave all those ghosts behind. You know that. We owe it to ourselves. If we get stuck wondering how things could have been, we’ll never get past them. We’re living for those men now, everyday—everything we do. We’re keeping their dreams going. That’s why this Ballard deal is so crucial, don’t you see? New studies show a lot of these old guys don’t even know they’ve been dealing with combat stress. It looks like Ballard’s one of them. Whatever came down for him back then has been eating away all this time.’’




    “How sure can a thing like this be, Ed?”




    Dallas shrugged. “I’m not sure of anything at this point. Ballard mentioned buried treasure, murder—you name it—”




    “What?”




    “You heard me. He swore that’s one of the reasons this other guy is after him.”




    “And people think I’ve gone around the bend.”




    “Tim, you have to build up some credibility. Look, not all of these WWll vets are like the old geezers I’ve stuck you with before. Believe me, Ballard’s solid. Maybe guys from his time come off with tall tales and wish to hell they were 50 years younger, but they don’t stampede. That’s not their style.”




    “And this makes you buy his story?”




    “Let’s leave it at me being favorably inclined,” Dallas replied, smiling, “and that means you are too. Ballard’s pretty steady, don’t worry. You’ve seen his type; little dashing mustache, ramrod straight, slicked-back 1940s hair style. He’s the sort you want when you’re in a tight corner and everything’s shot to hell.”




    “Sounds like he spooked early on.”




    Ed shook his head. “Don’t make any calls until you meet the man. Someone got to him badly.”




    “If he’s that rattled-”




    “OK! OK! It might be old Ballard’s got a wild hair on this. For sure, he’s being pressed and that’s what you’re being paid to find out about.” Exasperated, Ed passed over a check. “Jesus! Don’t be such a meat head! This takes care of the week, normal rates and all, OK? Now that you’re back in the real working world, you can spring for breakfast.”


  




  

    Chapter Two




    “Betty B. Good” stood alone, a squat,




    chipped and worn-thin twin-engine




    plane that looked even more tired than the




    others. A large covered military truck




    surrounded by American MPs was backed




    up to the main bay doors.




    




    Tom Ballard lived in a neighborhood of well-kept homes and fancy apartment houses on the north side. Despite its reputation of being a retirement town, Santa Monica is rapidly gentrifying. The physical changes are jarring; the massive luxury hotels crowding the beach and the unbelievable number of remodeling jobs have altered the community’s character. California-style bungalows from the 1930s and 1940s are quickly disappearing. There’s even a class barrier in the form of an east- west running street named Wilshire. Living north of this line means to be among the materially comforted. It’s cleaner too, and less crowded than other parts of town and Tim’s spirits lifted as he walked along the tree-lined streets. Except for backpack trips to the Sierras, such peaceful strolls had eluded Tim Adams in Southern California. His interests were in burning off memories; running, and pounding his brains out in swimming. None of these worked. Even the few relationships attempted made little headway against 15 years of denial and loss and one week of terror and death in San Francisco that summer. During breakfast, nothing more cropped up about the contract with Tom Ballard. Dallas let the subject drop and except for his confirmation call to the older man, they spoke only of San Francisco. Not about that devastating time five summers back when Tim lived on adrenalin, but about that part of their lives when the town existed as “the city,” a magical, beautiful place of vertical streets and smoky bars. Anyone who has ever lived there calls it “the city,” and remembers the fog and the jammed sidewalks Chinatown, and the rapidly fading cultures of other times.




    Tim had been consciously counting off house numbers when a row of clapboard bungalows caught his eye. There were four of them, neatly painted and maintained and the most westerly was surrounded with flowers. They seemed out of place next to the statuesque buildings nearby whose greenery reflected only a utilitarian imagery.




    His footsteps startled a woman in shorts and halter top squatting at the gate. She stood quickly, a short pry bar in one hand and a flagstone in the other. Her dark, slanted eyes gave her an oriental appearance, but her long legs and upper body suggested a deeper connection to Europe and the Southern California beaches. She looked close to five-nine, 130 pounds, and possessed the healthy build of someone who knew how to work out.




    “Is this the Ballard house?”




    She nodded, appraising him with a guarded intensity. Despite her distant manner, she was stunning in a quiet, mature way. Her casually top-knotted hair and angular thinness set her apart in a town of studied and very publicly attractive women.




    “Did you call earlier?” she asked in the direct manner of someone accustomed to dealing with the public. But her whisky baritone voice intrigued Tim. It seemed out of character from someone so reserve and healthy looking.




    “My friend Ed Dallas did. I’m Tim Adams.”




    Her brief smile did little to ease her wariness. “Sorry, I’m rearranging the walk,” she murmured, placing the stone down. “I’m Julie Ballard. You’re here to see my grandfather.”




    “Is he around?”




    Gesturing to wait, she took two long strides to the porch, ran up and opened the screen door. Dancer, he thought, maybe a gymnast. However, unlike many physical fitness types, Julie Ballard didn’t possess a muscular hardness that repelled. There was an ease to her, her muscles didn’t tautly ripple, her breasts weren’t stiff or sexless—definitely, an attractive woman. She kicked off her tennis shoes and disappeared inside. Tim removed his flannel shirt and leaned against the gate and admired how the intense, short storm had cleared the air.




    Extreme weather fascinated him. Once in India he spent three days sitting on a porch watching it rain. For someone coming from Southern California where downpours were uncommon, it was riveting. It felt as though the world were flooding again. Later, in Vietnam, the fascination wore off, but Tim loved the wild force of the monsoons and immediately afterwards when all the smog seemed erased and the world appeared pristine.




    A few moments later, Julie Ballard reemerged wearing a faded blue work shirt. “Leave your shoes on the porch before you come in.”




    Inside, the long, sky-lighted front room was several degrees cooler and the pale gray walls held photographs from the older man’s war. At the far end, next to a small bookcase, Tom Ballard sat upright on the edge of a dark leather recliner chair. Ed’s description was apt; in fact, he looked an absolute caricature of the small-framed, banty-tough flyer from a half-century ago. He made no attempt to rise, and kept one hand behind the chair arm next to the wall. Walking towards him, Tim had the sudden sensation of being covered and stopped when he heard a metallic click. There was no way to prove it other than by making a wrong move, but he swore the old man had released a pistol’s safety catch. Both were waiting for him to do something. He didn’t have to turn and check out the Ballard woman on this either, her silence made it all too clear.




    Tim half-raised his hands and glanced around, not finding one friendly exit or piece of furniture to help him. Being drawn on shakes a person, and a long time ago he learned not to mock anyone who’s armed. You answer their questions and follow their directions.




    “No call for this, I’m working for you.”




    “You know Colonel French?” Ballard’s pale blue eyes were far from being some fuzzy old man’s orbs, they seared right through whomever he spoke to. It’s not hard to imagine him scanning the horizon years back looking for trouble, Tim thought. Right off, he sense not much passed the old man by.




    “Not that I’d admit to.”




    “Mr. Dallas said you served together in Vietnam.”




    “Serving together doesn’t mean we got along. French ran insertions into—” Tim stopped, thinking these two could be anyone. Six years had passed since he officially separated from the intelligence game. Now some man he’d never seen before starts prying and the old reactions of guarded answers and the need for caution jumped right back in. Tim never thought he’d hesitate to have an unprotected conversation again.




    “Finish up! ’Into’ what?” Ballard’s staccato ques tions sounded as nervous as he felt. Ever since the previous Friday his blood pressure had skyrocketed, and this stranger didn’t make it any easier. Tom Ballard, former commercial pilot and very protective grandfather had had enough of the walking wounded near his neighborhood. Men don’t have gumption anymore, he thought, and immediately felt ashamed. There were vets his own age he’d met at the hospital who never got over their experiences. Never mind, he ordered himself, let’s see what this one’s like.




    “The Colonel ran insertions into the sideshow areas, places where we weren’t supposed to be. During Ed’s last tour, we patrolled together through French’s programs, why?”




    “Let’s say we’re interested in your experiences.”




    So much for the simple, week-long idyll he’d earlier envisioned. A warning in the form of throbbing leg muscles nagged at him, a reflex he’d long experienced as a sign of trouble. He stretched involuntarily. Ballard’s blue eyes fixed on his every movement. The man and his grand-daughter were coming off a bit too cool and probing for amateurs.




    “After my third tour I hooked up with an agency in Saigon that didn’t have a name, working on problems that officially didn’t exist,” he explained a lot more casually than he felt.




    Julie asked him to elaborate about it.




    “There’s dam little I can say, even now.”




    Those operations had been so low-profile as to be invisible. No one and that included MACV and all the service chiefs, wanted it any differently. People at home didn’t need to know—so their thinking ran—about the greed and violence among the Americans supposedly defending freedom’s ramparts. Bad for the war effort. All hell was breaking loose on college campuses and in Congress at the time, so Tim had to agree. War had caused some fairly despicable traits to surface among the troops, and the longer it went on, the worse things became.




    “OK, it involved murder investigations, facility security, drug interdictions—stuff along those lines.”




    “Was that with Americans or the Vietnamese?” she asked.




    “All I can tell you is that several wars were going on at the same time. My job was to help keep them from spreading.”




    “Sounds like you were a spook,” Ballard observed, remembering the super-control types that worked the American lines. Over the years, he’d heard about the “secret units,” that patched up leaking efforts to contain the Vietnam War. Ballard had experienced that himself during his days in Nationalist China when good men worked themselves to death trying to prop up the Generalissimo and pretend everything could be controlled. Good men, he reminded himself, looking at Tim with interest, men able and willing to try anything.




    “Let’s pretend I’m a private investigator, OK? Just like the contract calls for. Licensed to carry a fire arm on the streets, willing to housesit and watch for suspicious types.” No use getting any further into my resume, he thought. There’s no profit discussing my long apprenticeship with those burned-out detectives from AID. Ballard doesn’t need to know how I thought like a criminal and worked suspects and evidence. Those stake-outs and interrogations were off the books, just like the cop skills, and better left unsaid.




    “Did you keep on with this after 1975?”




    “No, I transferred to Thailand.”




    “Know anyone in Bird Air?”




    Tim hoped he didn’t look as surprised as he felt. If there ever was a factory airline, Bird Air was the champ. They handled everything from supply drops to clandestine operations; a secret, but not so secret, company that kept itself hidden by being out in the open. Ballard had to have been there, he thought. Men his age, even pilots, don’t cough up the airline’s name just like that. Those outside the business don’t like the attention they receive after mentioning it.




    “Some,” Tim muttered, listing a few names from among the old guard fixed-wing types he’d known in Laos, and watching an abstracted look cross the old man’s face. This has to be the absolute end of the probing. Nothing, not even hard cash is enough to keep me looking this far back. Even though I haven’t signed my life




    Away in secrecy oaths, I won’t discuss it with strangers.




    “Poppa?” Julie Ballard called.




    The older man quit his reverie and looked with more respect upon Tim. He felt tired from all his wars and still missed the men he hadn’t seen in years. That this stranger knew Frenchy and Bob Pearson and the crews from Vientiane was hopeful. How long had it been since he’d been around anyone he could trust? “I guess you’re who you’re supposed to be. I flew over there for a bit, MAT charters mostly. I knew those men. Are you all right with him, Julie?”




    There was a long pause as she considered the question. As neither one had met Tim before, this was to be expected. Still, he breathed a bit easier when she shifted in the doorway and said she was fine.




    Unconcerned with his visitor’s discomfort or his own suspicious greeting, Ballard removed his hand from the side of the chair and struggled to pull himself up. He was dressed in freshly pressed khakis and a polo shirt, and though he looked fit, he moved stiffly.




    “I had to be sure about you. A man can’t be too careful nowadays, no matter who does the recommending. Tom Ballard here.” He put out his hand.




    “And I pass?”




    He smiled deprecatingly. “You look like you need something to drink.”




    Strong and deadly, Tim whispered at 10:30 in the morning, but suggested cold water. In the old days being covered and questioned didn’t bother him, but he expected it then and had back-ups. Walking alone into a middle-class home in a tame time in West LA wasn’t the same. Turning 53 certainly had its minuses.




    Ballard repeated the request, turning it into both a statement and a question. Tim guessed this didn’t fit the image of him being a super-protector, but the older man asked his grand-daughter to bring some refreshments.




    “What’s happening? Why’d you draw on me?”




    Ballard signaled to sit and wait for his grand-daughter. She returned in a few minutes with a pitcher of ice water and a bowl of Japanese rice crackers on a tray. She poured each a tall glass, positioned the tray on a low table and settled next to Ballard’s chair. Everything seemed almost theatrically correct except for one small nagging wedge of doubt in the back of Tim’s mind. She was within reach of the old man’s pistol, if that’s what he kept there.




    “What did Mr. Dallas brief you on?”




    “Only that you met a man from your war who wanted to kill you.” Tim was sitting on a small sofa against the west wall. The room had windows to the right of the front door and another set on the wall behind. Opposite, a half-opened door led to a bedroom, obviously Julie’s judging by the brighter tones.




    Ballard sighed. “It’s not that simple.”




    His color didn’t look good as he bent to speak with Julie. Watching them, Tim noticed their very dissimilar appearances; he seemed as short as she was tall, and his fair color clashed with her olive tones. On closer observation, Julie didn’t look as young as she first did either. There were lines around her eyes and her hands were marked by work scars and long exposure to the sun. Late-thirties at least, he figured. She had a maturity and a set to her features that he’d always associated with women that age.




    “Poppa needs help in explaining this,” Julie announced. Her open manner contrasted with her earlier shyness. She seemed more at ease now, and sat nonchalantly on the floor.




    “Never mind about Kunming or Thailand, get to the point,” Ballard said.




    Julie touched his arm. “My grandfather flew the Hump during WWII. Do you know what that means?”




    “Eastern Himalayas up where China, Burma and India all meet.”




    She nodded, relieved to avoid a long explanation. “I’ve never been absolutely clear on all the details, but in early 1944 a plane Poppa piloted crashed off-route. He isn’t too sure himself what happened, because his co-pilot knocked him out before bringing the plane down.”




    “Right after take-off,” Ballard interjected, “just as soon as we cleared the first the first ridge—that’s a small range not far from our base at Chauba. We had 6,000 on the gauges and climbing when Paul Snyder cold-cocked me. Next thing, I woke up a bloody mess on the side of some mountain.”




    Julie asked him to slow down, but he ignored her.




    “We were ferrying a load of bullion and Chinese currency to the Nationalists in South China. We never knew when these transfers were coming, but I figured it out later. If a man had enough on the ball he could be at the right airfield at the right time.”




    “Sounds like a set up.”




    “The worse kind a man could have, let me tell you.”




    “Poppa survived along with a Chinese guard and walked out.”




    “Forty-two days, Adams. Forty-two days of the roughest foot-slogging’ you’ll ever want to do. I went up and down so much I screamed. You’ve seen the jungle; you know what it’s like to be wet and lost most of the time. We never had enough to eat, our shoes were falling apart—” Ballard paused for a moment. “I’d be up there still feeding the mice if it hadn’t of been for Lin—his name’s San now. He moved to Thailand after the war.”




    This sounds like dad’s friend who bailed out over New Guinea during the same war, Tim recalled, asking Ballard who else survived. It had taken that man weeks of walking to get out too, and his stories had that same explosive, disconnected quality to them. Nothing seemed in sequence, every explanation had an intensity often unrelated to the previous anecdote. It took me being in Vietnam all that time just to start understanding. The jungles and forests are neutral, and that caused no end of trouble. Everything looked the same—more trees and quiet and heat. It broke down a person’s sense of order and time.




    “Just you two survived?”




    “Nope, Snyder and the flight engineer too,” Ballard said after a moment, leaning forward. “Don’t you understand what I’m talking about? Didn’t your friend Dallas tell you anything?”




    “Just what I told you.”




    Ballard shook his head. “Paul Snyder stepped back into my life three days ago at the VA hospital. Face to face, he told me if I didn’t give up the maps he’d finish the job he started back in ’44.”




    “After all this time he just comes waltzing back to see you?”




    “Surprised the hell out of me too, no matter its fifty years later, Adams. I picked him out of a room full of people and that’s what he did with me.” He sighed and sat back. “Guess you could say the same thing about him—recognizing me, that is.”


  




  

    Chapter Three




    “The best way to learn about HUMP weather is to fly it ...ceilings drop with the rain ...landings and take off visibilities drop to zero...”




    3/26/44 HUMP weather circular




    




    A childhood fantasy with the world led Tom Ballard to sew a special pocket inside his flight jacket for extra Hump maps. These light-weight silk squares were in addition to the official ones that went with each flight. During loading lulls or when bored, he would pull them out and pour over the contours and the gradients, dreaming up new routes and memorizing landmarks. This fascination saved his life.




    “Snyder didn’t think we’d live, so he left San and me alone. We were pretty badly beat up from the plane going down. All the others were dead and those who weren’t, Snyder finished off before he left. One after another, just like that. It was a terrible thing to watch. By that time, we’d crawled to this overhang and I guess he forgot about us. Soon as he disappeared off the ridge, I hauled out the silks and figured out where we were. It wasn’t easy in that wind, let me tell you. My eyes were caked with blood and I felt like I’d been dumped off a truck. Even though both San and I survived the war, I wasn’t too sure about Snyder. I knew he made it back stateside, but he kept transferring around. All these years, I avoided conventions, and got real careful with air shows. Plain and simple, I didn’t trust running’ into him again. “




    “Why is he around here now?”




    Ballard spread his hands. “I don’t know. He might have been here all along and it was my bad luck the other day. Hell, we’re both over 70, if I have gut problems, maybe he does too.”




    “How did he get out?”




    The older man raised his eyebrows. ‘’ The whole damn thing was planned—don’t you see? He had all the ropes and gear he needed. Snyder flew search patrols in an L-5, that’s a souped-up Piper Cub with more window space. He had months to cruise around looking for the right spot, and he sure found it—right there in plain sight, on a mountain no one could get to—at least, not easily. I guess he lost his walk-out maps if he’s coming after me now.”




    “Wouldn’t he remember where it was?”




    “Probably not after all this time. Unless you know exactly where you’re going, getting lost is what you’ll do. Those knife blade ridges are straight up and down for miles and the winds don’t stop. After awhile every corner looks the same.”




    Tim thought this was sounding more far-fetched by the minute, and more familiar. Four men surviving a high-altitude crash with full tanks? That had to be damn near impossible to engineer and he asked the odds for making it.




    “Zero. Snyder lucked out with a dead-stick landing after he dumped the fuel. He just pancaked in on this ledge and hoped for the best.”




    “Weren’t there any search parties?”




    “Nope.”




    “Not even with that cargo?”




    “You were expendable unless you went down near a village or a river. We all knew that.”




    “Hard to believe.”




    “There weren’t the resources back then. I can’t tell how many men we lost because of that. There are hundreds of planes up there still along what we called the ‘aluminum trail;’ one long line of wrecks over the mountains, and most of them with a crew.”




    The old man retreated into his war memories, “space times” Tim called them. Just remembering recreates that period. When the strangeness and the violence of his own years in Asia absorbed him, Tim had to quiet down. Details dead a dozen years jumped back into his life. Concerns and worries and sweat from days long repressed broke into his present time and brought him to a screeching halt. Tim gave Ballard a few minutes and then asked if any inquiries had taken place.




    “They were more interested in why I wasn’t dead as reported.”




    “Poppa!” Julie warned, grabbing his arm. Why is he letting himself go off like this? We talked and talked about his blood pressure-for all the good it does.”




    Red-faced, Ballard struggled to contain his anger. “All these God Damn years— sorry, Julie—and it still burns me. You’ve been in the army, Adams, you know what I mean. When I returned there was one big fuss and feathers and then nothing. Another zero. It took me weeks to recover and when they thought I was up to snuff, a medical board cleared me and I was back in the business. At that point I would have flapped my arms to get a plane again, and they handed it over without a blink.”




    “Sounds like the army. What happened to Snyder during all this?”




    “Diddly squat happened to Paul Snyder, he disappeared.”




    “Disappeared? You mean he never returned to base?”




    “No, he made it back like some big hero all right. Not many did, so the brass had a field day with him. After a few days of red-carpet treatment, they shipped him home. I stayed in India for the duration. Paul Snyder got off scot-free, which is more than I can say for the flight engineer. San and I found him on the trail, a bullet in the back of his skull.”




    Ballard glanced around and lowered his voice. “There was more than just Snyder mixed up in this, see? Not that I knew who they were, but I figured out he had to have big connections to carry this off. Ever get the feeling you were being watched? I sure the hell did. It lasted a long time too. Something never felt right about all that silence, and believe me there was a lot of it. I kept my mouth shut. You learn fast in the service not to care about things if they don’t.”




    “Maybe they were waiting you out.”




    Ballard agreed. “More than once I tried to bring it up, but the debriefing officers ignored it. They called them debriefings anyway. More like pep talks to get me well and back flying. Hell, I had more problems filing flight plans with air traffic control than I ever did with losing this cargo. It was so strange I still have problems trying to figure it out.”




    “It sounds like Snyder’s friends were well-placed.”




    Ballard shook his head. . “Not unless he had the CO in his pocket. No, I think someone, maybe on purpose, misplaced the flight manifest, or else ...” he let the sentence trail off.




    “Or else, what?”




    The older man settled back into his chair. “You might say I’m crazy here, but it seemed like they wanted to forget everything about that flight.”




    “And keep a million dollars lost?”




    “Or safe,” he added quietly. “Like I said, if there were two of them in on it, there were more, sure as shootin’. I’ll tell you, Buddy, after that I became real careful about my preflight checks and my crew. There wasn’t anyone I was going to trust running my aircraft again.”




    It sounded bizarre, and another warning bell sounded somewhere back in Tim’s thoughts. Buried treasure in those remote isolated hills? It couldn’t be more lunatic, but he’d heard of stranger things in Asia, and also had participated in a few. How this affected him was another question, and Tim thought he’d better start earning his keep. Without sounding too impolite, Tim told him he wanted to check out the house and make sure he secured obvious entrances and that for a week or so for them to be careful about whom they let in or talked to. With two old men squaring off against each other, Tim thought, “equipment” wouldn’t be necessary, but didn’t mention it.




    “There’s something else, Adams, Snyder’s only part of it. The reason I’ve told you all this is that we need help recovering the cargo.”




    “You think it’s still there?”




    “My partner San knows it is. We’ve been together since the walk out.”




    “The Chinese guard?”




    Ballard nodded. “I’m his ‘elder brother.’ You’ve been around Asia, you know what that means to a Chinese. After the war, I stayed on and flew for General Chennault out of Kunming. San lived there and I’d sneak him along on flights sometimes. After ’49 we both high tailed it to Thailand and that’s where he settled.”




    “Then San’s been back up there?”




    “Nope, he does business with people in the area. They report no activity for years.”




    “Up there? The whole area’s full of bandits and drug lords. You don’t do ‘business’ in that part of the world unless you’re one of them. The Thai army just chased the worst ones out and that was from the secure areas of the Golden Triangle. Further north, it’s a real free fire zone.” “That sounds like the place.”




    “Are you sure San’s been playing you straight?”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Cheating is a way of life in those hills, especially when you bring big money into it.”




    “I’m going to forget you said that,” Ballard answered, his eyes half-shut.




    “You’re asking a lot for me to jump into this thing sight unseen.”




    “You don’t know San.”




    For sure Tim didn’t know San, but he sounded like a real gem. Any man who nurses another along for 42 days in the jungle obviously figures prominently in that person’s life. Family is everything among Asians, even among Asian bandits, but Ballard’s connection was the real unknown. Why the hell was some old WWll vet fooling around with the triads? During his years in Bangkok, Tim learned to step lightly around the criminal gangs—they had too much power. Everyone knew there was a great deal of collusion between the government and these groups, but no one had ever penetrated that deeply. Wouldn’t you just know it? Tim thought. I walk into someone’s front room in California and here’s one of the men behind the scenes.




    “You can’t be an angel and run a business in Asia,” Ballard admitted tiredly, irritated at Tim’s naiveté. “I shouldn’t have to tell you that. San’s no different than anyone else, and maybe he’s a bit worse. But, I never had reason to doubt him even when things were p-r-e-t-t-y dicey around us. If it’ll make you feel better, we tried to recover the cargo twice, and, both times we never got off the ground. Last time some embassy officer in Bangkok got me thrown out of the country.”




    “I can’t give you an answer right now.”




    “There are airstrips we can use. San’s got fuel cached,” he offered quickly. Too quickly, Tim thought. San and who else? It was a long way up through Burma. Three countries came together in those mountains, and they were all paranoid to a fault about who was running around loose up there.




    Control over the roads and trails fluctuated constantly, and unless the old man’s plan had clout with the warlords, storming in there undetected was impossible. Tim sighed, thinking the whole scheme sounded like a great story, one that would help get him through the week.




    At that point, Julie announced lunch and brought in a tray full of sandwiches and cokes. Tim hadn’t noticed her leaving. Her ability to move around undetected worried him, as did her unobtrusive manner when sitting and listening. This invisibility could be an asset, but sure as hell Tim thought if he was going to house sit these people, he’d better start paying closer attention.


  




  

    Chapter Four




    “...the first two or three




    weeks in January is usually




    the most cloudless of the year over




    the ‘Hump.’ The up and down drafts




    increase in intensity and the pre-




    vailing west winds approach their




    highest velocities. Average south-




    west winds of 100 miles per hour




    have been reported...”




    ...pilot’s description




    




    Tim’s commitment to Ballard finalized later that night. After delivering Ed to his red-eye special back to San Francisco, Tim fell asleep brooding over the older man’s story. There were connections that bothered him. Over and over he played the explanations back to himself, unable to crack the shell of confusion; two different wars, two different approaches. Also, Dallas had irritated the hell out of him. With a lawyer’s look of complete innocence, he had the nerve to admit he’d said nothing to Tom Ballard about Tim’s operational experience. This followed his views on how casually his friend was taking the whole assignment by having dinner out and not sitting on the Ballard’s front doorstep.




    The phone call wasn’t welcome.




    “Yes?” he demanded, grabbing the receiver and knocking books off the nightstand. Like many insomniacs, Tim refused to answer politely at night, feeling it only encouraged people to continue their off-hours calls.




    “Tim? This is Julie Ballard.”




    “What’s up?” She sounded nervous and frightened.




    “Two men are hanging around our house. A few m-m-minutes ago they knocked on the door and then went back to their car.”




    Tim was out of bed, searching for his jeans. “Don’t answer.”




    “No—we didn’t. We’re next door. Sorry, Poppa got worried, and he started thinking—’’




    Better than I’ve been doing, he told himself. The first rule in protection violated without a blink; leaving them alone. That’s what comes from not taking the job seriously. Ed was right.




    “Calm down, speak clearly.”




    Julie exhaled loudly. “Our neighbor’s in Mexico—so—we—we’re right next door..




    “Where’s their car?”




    “Across the street, on the north side. It’s some junky looking sedan.”




    “Describe it.’’




    She paused, breathing nervously. Tim could see her standing there, chewing on her overbite, and trying to calm down. It was important to keep her focused. “It’s light colored and really obvious. Something like the city of Santa Monica uses minus the stickers. Do you think it’s a government car?”




    That was the last thing Tim thought it might be, refusing to get lured into paranoid projections. Even during the heights of the Cold War, he never got wound up on the worst of the Big Brother scenarios. Tim figured he’d worked for the government too long to allow them that much leeway. He was more worried over the growing corporations with their unlimited money and better channels of communication.




    “Julie, is there anyone prowling around the rear?”




    She placed her hand over the receiver and spoke to her grandfather. “Poppa’s watching the back, he says no.”




    “Any lights on?”




    “Just the night light over in my room. Nothing here.”




    Jeans finally on, dark t-shirt, tennis shoes, Tim balanced the phone on his shoulder and reached in the bottom drawer of his one expensive piece of furniture, a battered, Japanese-style bureau complete with ancient little hinges and a score of drawers. He kept the silencer for his .22 automatic there, the only weapon he felt safe transporting around in public. In San Francisco he carried a 9 mm NATO special until the police discovered it, and only Ed’s glad-handing kept him from the slammer. Since then, Tim had become a firm believer in low-profile, low-caliber protection.




    “Are you—will you—?”




    “I’m on the way. Describe the two men.”




    “One’s black, or at least he’s dark,” Julie answered quickly, worrying Tim was wasting time.




    She forced herself to speak in a normal voice. “It’s hard to tell under the street lights. He’s big—real big. You know, like football player big—shoulders out to here.”




    Tim groaned; official cars driven by giants, just great.




    “The other one’s big too, but he’s white.”




    “A low rider type?”




    “Maybe, I don’t know. Will you hurry?”




    “Don’t show any lights, OK? Chances are they don’t know you on sight, so don’t give them any leverage for later.”




    Pausing only to screw on the silencer, Tim drove quickly through the deserted industrial area of




    Santa Monica and up past the car dealers in the town’s center. He planned an inverted “U” survey; up the east side of the north-turning side street, down in front of their house, turn left and then park on the opposite side street. This way he could scope any parked cars and check for clear windshields. Anyone on watch wouldn’t allow windows to fog up.




    The apartment buildings were silent north of Wilshire. No one was out, not even the dog walkers. That’s no surprise in West LA, the rising violence levels shown that late hours strolling has become downright dangerous. As he slowed to turn on Ballard’s street, Tim’s lights flashed on two persons, one of them a woman, sitting in a light-colored BMW sedan. Not a coincidence, he thought, glimpsing golden hair and an elbow resting on the driver’s windowsill. Maintaining a cruising speed, he passed the “obvious” junker. Julie was right; it looked like a government stake-out complete with three heads above the seats.




    This isn’t tax collection, he reminded himself. No way is a government vehicle here by accident, especially at midnight on a late summer evening. Great—wonderful—five-to-one odds. Sobered and quiet, Tim swung Ed’s rental car down the side street and coasted into a vacant slot fifty yards from the corner. The odds made a difference. So did the possibilities of the watchers being government people. Despite how movies spool out confrontations, they never came easily for Tim Adams. His heart thumped too fast and his legs tensed, the veins so restricted he swore the blood stopped. Former colleagues used to marvel at his control, but Tim knew he had to move cautiously, crippling muscle spasms were a real concern.



OEBPS/Images/cover_600.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





