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TUESDAY

IT WAS ANOTHER MUGGY SUMMER EVENING IN SONGTAN, South Korea, an industrial city roughly sixty miles south of Seoul, and I was playing salesman in my wife’s jewelry store located in the Ville, the GI term for the ten square blocks of shops, bars, and whorehouses outside the main gate of Osan Air Base. A vaguely familiar young airman in a green Battle Dress Utility uniform stood before me at the counter, intently looking over a diamond engagement ring. He glanced up and asked nervously, “How much is it, Major Webber?”

“Eleven hundred dollars,” I answered, finally placing him as the personnel clerk who had processed my separation paperwork from the Air Force last month. I added, “And you can relax, Tanner. I’m not a major or a cop anymore. Call me Burt.”

Airman Tanner quickly diverted his eyes back to the ring. “Sure, Maj—uh, Burt.”

I had to smile at his reaction. Like most of the base personnel who came into the store, Tanner treated me as if I were still Major Burton Webber, the chief of the Osan Air Base Office of Special Investigations. Frankly, I saw myself that way, too. I’d planned on being a military criminal investigator until I could have retired at twenty years. Instead, I’d abruptly resigned from the Air Force after fifteen, forgoing any chance of a pension. A lot of people thought I was crazy not to stick out the extra time, but in light of the circumstances, I really had no choice. Besides, it’s not like my wife, Chung-hee, and I are hurting for money. Even though her jewelry store, which Chung-hee’s father left to her when he died, is fairly modest compared to those back home, it does pretty well. Last year we cleared almost two hundred grand, give or take.

Not that I saw myself running a jewelry store in Korea for the rest of my life. But until Chung-hee and I could figure out our next move, maybe sell out and move back to the States, it’s not a bad gig.

Airman Tanner sighed dejectedly and handed me the ring. “It’s sure pretty, but—”

“Too much, huh?” I said, knowing it was. As a two-striper, Tanner barely made that much money in a month. To me, it’s a crime how little military enlisted were paid, but don’t get me started.

Tanner nodded.

I said, “You could make payments—no?” He was shaking his head.

“I’m heading home to Iowa in a couple of weeks. I was going to give it to my girl then.”

“How much can you afford?”

“Maybe seven, eight hundred.”

“A ring like this will run you a couple of grand back in the States. Maybe more.”

“I know …” He drifted off with a shrug. “Guess I’d better go with something smaller—”

“Not so fast. Maybe we can still work something out.”

“Oh?”

Before knocking that much off the sticker, I’d wanted to clear it with my wife. Even though she’s always gone along with my altruism, it bugs her when I let items go below cost.

At the moment, Chung-hee was at the far end of the counter, haggling over the price of Korean Rolex knockoffs with a couple of fighter pilots in flight suits. I settled on a stool, waiting for her to finish. Watching her, I kept thinking I was one lucky man.

By any standard, Chung-hee was a beautiful woman. At five-seven, she’s tall for a Korean, with shiny, waist-length black hair and delicate, almost fragile, features. She’s pushing thirty, looks twenty, and has the kind of willowy figure made for magazine covers. We’d met shortly after I arrived in Korea, when I’d popped in to buy something for my sister’s birthday. While I’d definitely noticed her looks, what really heightened my interest was her accent. Chung-hee speaks English with a soft southern drawl, like she’d been raised in the Deep South. Later, after I finally wore her down and she agreed to go out with me, she explained that she’d received her undergraduate degree at the University of Alabama and earned her master’s in economics at Auburn. She’d planned on a career as a Wall Street analyst but, upon her father’s sudden death, had to return to run the store and look after her mother.

We had a whirlwind courtship that caught us both by surprise and became engaged within a month. In hind-sight, I probably should have kept our relationship quiet until my tour was up and married Chung-hee when I returned to the States. But when you’re in love, you don’t really stop to think. My biggest mistake was misjudging my superiors’ resistance to the marriage. Once I announced our engagement, they acted as if I’d suddenly lost my senses. Next thing I knew, I was summoned before a very annoyed Lieutenant General Harry Muller, the 7th Air Force commander.

General Muller started off by reminding me that the military had an informal policy of discouraging marriages between servicemen and Korean nationals. He rehashed what I already knew, that most of these unions were shams, where some naive kid was enticed, hooked, reeled in, then dumped once he brought the woman to the States. Muller stated that, in my position as a commander and the base’s top cop, I had a responsibility to set an example for the troops.

“For chrissakes, Burt,” General Muller had said, “fucking these women is one thing, but marrying them. You gotta be shitting me.”

I almost lost it then, but didn’t feel like going to Leavenworth for punching out a three-star. I tried to explain that Chung-hee wasn’t just some hooker I’d picked up, but Muller wasn’t in any mood to listen. He cut me off with a not-so-subtle threat about what the marriage could do to my career. After a heated exchange, I bluntly told him my mind was made up, saluted smartly, and left.

Two weeks later, Chung-hee and I got married in a traditional Korean ceremony. Only a few people from the base bothered to attend. My primary promotion board for lieutenant colonel met the following year. I had a fistful of outstanding ratings and should have been a shoo-in.

I was passed over.

“I tried to warn you” was all General Muller had said, when he gave me the news.

That episode occurred two months ago. The next day I handed in my resignation and—

I glanced out the front window at the sound of a car door slamming. It was dusk now, and the streetlights had come on. I saw a tall, black colonel in Air Force blues emerge from a staff car, a cell phone to his ear. He paused on the curb, continuing his conversation.

My jaw tightened. Him? Coming here?

“You need something, hon?”

When I faced Chung-hee, she was giving me a quizzical look as she rang up a sale for the fighter jocks. As they left, I went over and made my pitch about giving Tanner a break on the ring.

Chung-hee rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Burt, this is a business. We can’t keep—”

She broke off, stiffening visibly. I grimaced, turning toward the front door. The bell above it tinkled as the colonel entered, tucking his cell phone into his jacket. In his late thirties, he was young for a full bull, athletically built and with prominent cheekbones that tapered to a square jaw. Decked out in his uniform, with the rows of fruit salad on his chest, he cut an imposing figure. He slowly removed his wheel cap, took a few tentative steps, then stopped, eyes on us. He

flashed a friendly smile.

“Hello, Chung-hee,” he said.

“Hello, Raymond.”

He nodded to me. “Burt.”

I glowered back at Colonel Raymond Johnson,

General Muller’s executive officer and chief dog walker, not trusting myself to speak. I noticed Airman Tanner had automatically popped to attention, eyes riveted to the silver eagles on Raymond’s shoulders. In Tanner’s world, the only things higher than a colonel were generals and God, not necessarily in that order.

We all stood in an awkward silence, listening to the rattle of the ancient window air conditioner. Rock music pulsed faintly from the bar next door.

“It really is good to see you, Raymond,” Chung-hee said, sounding as if she meant it.

I shot her a look of annoyance. But then she’d always liked him.

Raymond nodded. “Look, I’m sorry I haven’t come around recently—”

I cut him off. “Save the excuses, Ray. What are you doing here?”

He shrugged. “Just wanted to drop by and say hello.”

“That’s the only reason, huh?”

“That’s it.” He tossed out another smile.

“You’re lying,” I said.

Ray blinked in surprise.

“Burt…,” Chung-hee said, her voice rising in warning.

I ignored her, my eyes boring into Ray’s, whose face was now a mask. “Two months. We haven’t heard from you for two months. Not even a goddamn phone call. What’s the matter? Too busy playing lapdog for General Muller …”

“Burt, please …,” Chung-hee said.

“… or maybe screwing over another buddy?”

“Fuck you, Burt,” Ray snarled, suddenly stepping toward me. He planted his feet wide, glaring at me.

I waved a hand toward him in disgust. At six-three, Ray was big, but I was bigger. I had him by forty pounds and two inches. Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Airman Tanner staring at us in shock. In his mind it didn’t compute, an ex-major chewing out a full bird.

Chung-hee grabbed my arm hard, letting me have it with a stream of rapid-fire Korean. She stuck her face up to my chin, saying, “That’s enough, Burton. Raymond made the effort to come by. The least you can do is—”

“He drove up in General Muller’s staff car,” I interrupted.

Her pretty brow furrowed.

I pointed at the curb, where the car was parked, its three-star placard visible under the glow of the streetlights. “Ask him, honey,” I said. “Ask Ray when he suddenly began using the general’s car for social calls.”

Chung-hee looked at Ray.

He sighed, his anger fading into something approaching embarrassment. “Guilty as charged. I was sent here by General Muller. He has a … proposal for Burt.” Noting Chung-hee’s disappointment, he added, “Look, I’ve been meaning to talk things out. Clear the air. But it never seemed the right time …” He lapsed into silence, realizing Chung-hee had tuned him out.

No one spoke for a moment.

I spotted Tanner, sneaking toward the door. I said, “Tanner, wait. The ring—”

By then, Tanner had flung the door open and was motoring down the sidewalk.

I shook my head. To Ray, I said, “Tell General Muller the answer is no.”

“Burt, at least hear me out—”

“No point. I’m not interested.” For emphasis, I pivoted, heading for the stairs at the back, which led up to the office on the second floor.

Ray said, “Dammit, this is important. We need your help.”

I kept walking. “Talk to Captain Sorenson.”

“Sorenson is in Pusan, working a case with the Navy. Besides, this thing is out of her league.”

I was almost to the staircase. I swung around and squinted at Ray. The desperation in his voice confirmed the obvious, that something damned serious had occurred to bring him here. His dig against Captain Melissa Sorenson, my former deputy who’d run the base OSI office, suggested what that probably was.

The cop in me wanted to give in, hear him out. And if it had just been my anger toward General Muller holding me back, maybe I would have. But I couldn’t get past my deeper resentment toward the institutional racism that existed on Osan and its effect on Chung-hee.

After our marriage, I’d tried to prepare Chung-hee for the bias she would face, but she wouldn’t listen. She was determined to fit into my world, become the ideal officer’s wife. With her education and fluency in English, she was convinced her assimilation into the country-club world of the military spouse wouldn’t be a problem.

She was mistaken.

From the beginning, wherever we went on base there were disapproving glances and whispered comments. When Chung-hee tried to reach out to the other wives, she was not-so-politely rebuffed. In social gatherings, the women went out of their way to avoid her. After a month, Chung-hee finally got the painful message that no one would ever care about her degrees or accomplishments. In their eyes, she was judged to be no different from the hundreds of women who plied their trade in the Ville’s seedy bars.

I gazed into Chung-hee’s beautiful face, to see how she wanted me to play this. She gave me a nod, which I anticipated. She’d always had a capacity for forgiveness that went way beyond mine.

I shifted my attention to Ray. “We talking about a murder?”

He hesitated. “I’m not allowed to say anything until you agree to help.”

“Fine. Have it your way.”

I turned my back on him and went up the stairs.
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The colorful flower-print wallpaper in the upstairs office projected a sense of cheerfulness that contrasted with my mood. An ornately carved rosewood desk sat across from the door, and a six-foot-high steel safe was tucked in the back corner. In between were four metal file cabinets, a wooden table topped by a computer and fax machine, and two straight-backed rattan chairs. Dozens of grainy black-and-white photographs of Chung-hee’s family covered one wall. Most depicted relatives who had been trapped in North Korea when the armistice was signed. Chung-hee’s father had hoped to live long enough to see a reunified Korea, but hadn’t made it.

I slumped down heavily in the worn leather chair behind the cluttered desk, surprised at the turmoil I felt. I tried to convince myself that I wasn’t a cop anymore, that I had no obligation to help. Still the guilt tugged at me. I swore.

I’d left the office door open and could hear Ray and Chung-hee conversing downstairs. Ray seemed to do most of the talking. From the bits and pieces floating up, I realized he was trying to talk Chung-hee into approaching me, to see if she could get me to change my mind.

She would go along, of course. In spite of the recent problems between Ray and me, she still considered him my closest friend.

And for almost twenty years, he had been.

Ray and I went back to our days as freshman cadets at the Citadel, the military college in Charleston, South Carolina. We’d been recruited for football; I was an offensive tackle from upstate New York, and he was a highly regarded quarterback out of Virginia. We became friends early on because we were both initially regarded with indifference by our classmates, most of whom hailed from prominent southern families. My sin was to be from New York, and his was being black. During our four years together, Ray and I grew extremely close, despite sharing few interests outside football. My approach to school was to have fun and get by with as little effort as possible. Ray, on the other hand, was always striving. Whether it was academics, athletics, or playing soldier, he always had to be the best. He got pretty close, too, graduating number three in our class.

But for Ray, close wasn’t good enough. I remembered going with him to a bar a few days after the final class standings were announced. Ray wasn’t much of a drinker, so when he inhaled his third bourbon, I knew something was wrong.

Ray had never been one to share his feelings, and I had to ask a half dozen times before he got drunk enough to tell me. He said he’d called his father, a retired Navy captain, and told him his graduation order.

“And you know what the son of a bitch said,” Ray said bitterly.

I shook my head.

“Said if I’d worked harder, I coulda been the first black man to graduate number one.”

At that moment, I remembered feeling truly sorry for him.

Ray got an odd look in his eyes as he drained his drink. “I’m gonna show him, Burt. I’m gonna show that bastard. You’ll see.”

The raw emotion in his voice unnerved me. There wasn’t anything I could say, so I just nodded.

In the ensuing years, Ray had kept that promise. By continuing to work and achieve, he’d risen spectacularly up the Air Force pecking order, pinning on full colonel years ahead of his contemporaries, like me. Still, that only put him even in his personal competition and Ray wanted more.

Frankly, that’s what started our rift: his ambition to make general and surpass his father, no matter the cost. Even if that meant abandoning a friend.

I frowned, realizing the voices had stopped. Moments later I heard footsteps coming up the stairs. Heavy steps.

I looked toward the door.
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RAY APPEARED IN THE DOORWAY. “CHUNG-HEE thinks we should talk,” he said quietly.

I shrugged.

“Mind if I come in?”

I hesitated, then waved him to a chair.

After he sat, he gave me a long look. “For the last time, I didn’t know General Muller screwed you on your OPR.”

OPR stood for the annual officer performance report. I’d been passed over for lieutenant colonel because, in my most recent one, General Muller had marked “nonconcur” in the promotion block.

“Ray,” I said wearily, “we’ve been through this. You’re his exec. You processed the evaluation—”

“Damn right. And when I passed it to him, Muller said he would recommend promotion. How was I supposed to know the son of a bitch was lying? I was as surprised as you were when you didn’t get picked up for light bird.”

“Uh-huh,” I said dryly.

“Cut me some slack, huh? If I’d known, don’t you think I would have told you?”

“Maybe. Unless you were ordered not to.”

His face hardened. “You’re way out of line, Burt. You know I’d never have gone along with something like—”

“What about my wedding?”

Ray grimaced, but said nothing. He had no response, and we both knew it. Ray had promised to come to the ceremony but never showed. Later, he’d called to apologize, explaining that General Muller had suggested it wouldn’t look good for his executive officer to attend.

“Jesus, Burt, what was I supposed to do?” Ray had said. “The son of a bitch practically ordered me not to go.”

I’d told him I understood, that it was okay. But of course it wasn’t okay. I was hurt. From then on, I knew our friendship would only go so far.

Ray eased back in his chair with an apologetic smile. “We’ve been friends for a long time. Let’s not let it end like this.”

I appraised him, trying to determine whether he was sincere or just talking. Because with Ray, I couldn’t tell anymore.

“Aw, hell,” he said, rubbing a hand over his face. “You’re right. I know I push too hard, trying to make rank. Over the years, I must have told myself a hundred times to ease up, but it’s not that easy to … to just turn things off. And it’s cost me big-time. First Linda and the kids …” He focused on me. “And now maybe you.”

Linda was his ex-wife. She’d gamely hung on for five years, trying to get Ray to put her and their twin sons, Michael and James, somewhere on his list of priorities. I remembered her phone call to me, a week before she left him. They’d had a fight about his working another weekend, and Linda was crying. She said she couldn’t take the neglect anymore and asked me whether I thought he would ever change. I was torn about how to respond, but figured I owed her the truth. Besides, I wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know.

“He won’t,” I’d said.

Their divorce became final a year later, shortly before Ray came to Korea. In the past fourteen months, he’s flown back twice to see his sons. He’d planned another visit recently, but had abruptly canceled it without explanation.

Ray was staring at me, his expression subdued. As if he sensed my thoughts, he said, “She recently got remarried, you know.”

“Linda?”

A nod. “A college professor. That’s why I didn’t fly out to see the kids. I couldn’t have handled seeing him there. With them.”

“I’m sorry, Ray.”

“Yeah …” He stared at his hands.

Seeing his pain, I felt a wave of sympathy. Even though he hadn’t been much of a husband or father, he’d loved Linda and his boys deeply.

Looking up, he said, “Burt, I’d really like to square things between us—”

“We’re square.”

“You sure?”

“Like a box.” I gave him a faint smile. “Anyway, Chung-hee thinks I overreacted. Maybe she’s right. I always knew getting passed over was a possibility, but when it actually happened—” I stopped. The cell phone in Ray’s jacket was chirping.

He answered it, listened for perhaps ten seconds, then said curtly, “I’ll call you back in five minutes, sir.” He eyed me uneasily as he hung up. “That concerned you … whether you’d agreed to help.”

I shook my head. “Tell General Muller—”

“That was Ambassador Gregson.”

I frowned, my curiosity rising. I had gotten to know Ambassador Gregson from a case I’d worked on last year, involving an Air Force major assigned to the American embassy in Seoul. It turned out the guy was a junkie who had been selling classified information to North Korean operatives to support his drug habit. I asked, “Why would Gregson care whether I’m involved—”

Ray abruptly stood and went to the door.

After he shut it, he returned, speaking quickly. “Burt, what I can tell you is this thing is damned serious. The Korean government, the State Department, the American military, everyone is jumping through hoops, trying to figure out how to handle the situation. The current plan is to keep the particulars out of the press until an investigation can be conducted to determine who is responsible. The Koreans will have the lead, but Ambassador Gregson wants an American to monitor the investigation and protect U.S. interests. You must have impressed Gregson on that embassy investigation, because he personally called General Muller and ordered him to assign you to this thing. When Muller told him you’d resigned from the service, Gregson went ballistic. He calmed down when I told him you still lived in the area and might be available. Officially, you’ll be a contract civilian assigned to the embassy security detail. Gregson’s already having the paperwork ginned up for your signature.” Ray stepped toward me with an expectant look. “So how about it?”

“Jesus,” I murmured. Ray had spit everything out so fast that I was having trouble taking it all in. “We’re not talking a murder investigation, are we?” Because with all the high-level interest, I was thinking it had to be something with a major political connection, possibly another espionage case involving a high-ranking diplomat or—

“First things first. You in?”

I paused, uncomfortable with rushing into a decision before knowing the facts. But I knew Ray wouldn’t give me anything more. “I’m in.”

Ray grinned and asked for my fax number as he thumbed the redial on his cell phone. After a brief conversation with Ambassador Gregson, he made a second call to General Muller. By the time he hung up, my fax machine on the table was clicking away. I went over to it, and Ray joined me.

“Your contract with the embassy,” he said to me.

I nodded. “Let’s hear the rest of it.”

“It’s a murder.”

“Okay …”

“A bar girl from one of the clubs. Her body was found a couple of hours ago in her apartment after someone anonymously called the Osan security police emergency line to report an injured woman. The Security Police dispatcher said the voice was heavily muffled, but was definitely made by a man.” He paused. “An American.”

I felt a chill. No wonder the State Department and the Korean government were running scared. This would be the third major PR hit against the U.S. military in less than a year. The first, the shocking revelation that during the Korean War, American GIs had intentionally gunned down fleeing civilians, generated a swell of anti-American sentiment among the Korean public. The U.S. government tried to temper the outrage by calling for a full inquiry and promising restitution to the victims. For almost six months, the policy seemed to work. The protests died away, and the clamor for an American troop withdrawal faded.

Then three GIs got liquored up and gang-raped a fourteen-year-old girl.

In the ensuing riots, a block of Seoul was burned to the ground and forty-two protesters, mostly college students, were killed by the Korean military. With emotions still raw, there would be no telling the extent of the carnage when the word got out that an American soldier had now murdered a Korean.

“Son of a bitch,” I murmured.

Ray nodded grimly. “And that’s not the worst of it. The brutality of the killing is particularly scary. If that aspect ever became public—”

“How brutal?”

The fax machine had gone silent, and Ray was plucking the pages from the tray. After a quick look, he passed them over. “Sign the last page and fax it back. Then we’ll run over to the murder scene.” He frowned at my head shake. “There a problem?”

I told him I needed to go home and change first, explaining that Korean detectives always wore suits and I was going to be out of place in a pullover shirt and khaki slacks. He was gazing at me skeptically when I finished.

“It’s important, Ray. They might take my dress as a sign of disrespect.”

“You’re actually serious?”

I nodded. Ray’s ignorance of Korean customs didn’t surprise me. Other than an occasional shopping trip to the Ville, he rarely left the confines of the base.

Ray checked his watch. “There’s no time, Burt. Investigation’s already started. General Muller ordered me to get you there ASAP.”

The lapdog image popped into my head again, but I refrained from comment. I quickly read through the contract.

It was for thirty days and listed my job title as a security consultant. I’d be paid a little over seven thousand dollars, the monthly salary of a GS-13—the Civil Service-rank equivalent to a lieutenant colonel. There wasn’t anything in the fine print that I couldn’t live with, so I grabbed a pen when I got to the last page.

“By the way,” Ray said, “the girl was disemboweled.”

I froze, holding the pen over the signature block. Seconds passed. I didn’t move.

“I know,” Ray said. “That really shook me, too.”

But the horror of the crime didn’t disturb me as much as what it suggested about my role. I slowly straightened, setting down the pen. “Why does Ambassador Gregson really want me on this case?”

Ray seemed puzzled. “I told you. You’d impressed him.”

“Bullshit. The case against the major was cut-and-dried.”

He shrugged. “Well, that’s what Gregson told—What are you doing now?”

I’d stepped around him and was reaching for the phone on my desk. I said, “Gregson needs to understand I won’t cover anything up. If an American turns out to be the killer, then I’m obligated to—”

“Oh, come on, Burt. Don’t you think Gregson knows that? His concern … the State Department’s concern … is that the ROKs don’t pin this on some American without cause.” ROK stood for Republic of Korea; it was a common term used to describe the South Koreans.

I gave Ray a dubious look. He was suggesting a possible frame job. To me that was the last thing the Koreans would do, because of all the turmoil it would cause.

“You’re forgetting,” Ray went on, “the push for reunification. A lot of ROK officials would love to see Uncle Sam tossed out because they think it will speed up the process.”

I paused, holding the phone. Ray had a point, but I still thought I should—

“Trust me on this, Burt,” Ray said. “You’re wasting your time calling. Ambassador Gregson personally assured me he’s only after the truth.”

I couldn’t help but wonder if maybe Ray had a reason for not wanting me to talk to Gregson. But that’s crazy. Why should Ray mind if—

“Anyway,” Ray added, “Ambassador Gregson won’t be in now. He’s already left for a meeting with President Rhee and the ROK cabinet. How about I call Gregson at home tonight? Express your concerns? Okay?”

I nodded, hanging up the phone. “A couple of things I’ll need. I don’t have a military ID to get on base.”

“Way ahead of you. General Muller has instructed the security police to allow you entry.”

“Fine. I’d also like someone from the OSI office assisting me.”

“It’s being arranged. That woman investigator you’re so high on, Lieutenant Torres, will meet you at the scene.”

I nodded my approval. Despite her relative inexperience, I considered Susan Torres the most competent investigator on the OSI staff.

“Anything else?” Ray asked.

I thought, then shook my head. It took me another minute to sign and fax the acceptance page to the embassy. I grabbed a notepad, my dog-eared Korean-English dictionary, and a couple of pens from the desk and went over to a small storage closet by the safe. Next to Chung-hee’s raincoat hung a blue corduroy sports jacket that had seen better days. I slipped it on and joined Ray, who was holding open the door.

Following him out into a short hallway, I said, “I assume I’ll report my findings to Ambassador Gregson.”

“Nope. To me.”

“Oh?”

He pulled up at the staircase and faced me. “Both Gregson and General Muller feel it will be more efficient for me to act as liaison. Not that I agree. Hell, I think it’d be easier for you to talk to them directly.”

So did I. But at least this explained why Ray hadn’t wanted me to call.

He gave a suggestive cough as he eyed my coat. “Uh, Burt, about your jacket. You might reconsider wearing something—”

“Don’t go there, Ray.”

He grinned, about-faced, and we went down the steps.


3

“SO YOU’RE NOT ANGRY WITH ME?” CHUNG-HEE asked.

She and I were huddled over the display counter while a couple of giggling blondes in matching *NSYNC T-shirts tried on gold chains nearby. When Ray and I had come downstairs, he’d continued out to the car and I’d peeled off to inform Chung-hee that I’d agreed to help on an investigation. I didn’t go into any specifics, but I would later, and not just because she was my wife. A lot of the locals will tell her things that they would never reveal to a Mi-guk-in—an American. Since our marriage, she’s twice come across information that has proved useful on a case. I asked her, “Why would I be angry with you?”

She seemed surprised. “Ray didn’t say anything?”

“Such as …”

“It’s … nothing.” She glanced toward the staff car where Ray was now cinching the vinyl cover over the three-star placard, so we’d be a little less conspicuous cruising around. “You’d better go.”

As if I were going to leave now. “Honey …”

She sighed, her eyes crawling up to me. “Promise you won’t be mad.”

“Scout’s honor.”

She took a deep breath. “I told Ray the disagreement was mostly your fault.”

I stared at her. “My fault? How could you say—” Her finger went to my lips. She told me to calm down.

I pulled away and lowered my voice. “I am calm. But, Jesus, why would you—” Again I got the finger. By now the two women were watching us with amused smiles.

Chung-hee dropped her hand, speaking into my ear. “I only told him that so he’d feel more comfortable approaching you.”

I shook my head, both mystified and annoyed by her logic. “I gotta tell you that sounds damn silly to me. How in the world would—” I noticed the sudden coldness in her eyes. “Look, I didn’t mean you were—”

“Silly?” Chung-hee breathed. “You think I’m silly, Burt.”

Christ. “No. Of course not.” I reached for her hand. She yanked it away.

I said, “Honey. Please. You know I’d never—”

She pushed past me and went over to the two women, who were no longer smiling. Instead, they glared at me as if I were the biggest jerk in the world.

I felt my face redden. I waited a few seconds, hoping Chung-hee would look my way. Not a chance. I made my way to the door and turned the handle, looking back. “I’ll call when I know what time I’ll be home.”

Silence.

I sighed and stepped out into the night.

[image: Image]

At night, the Ville resembled a seedy version of the old Las Vegas strip or a glitzy Mexican border town, with maybe a little Sodom and Gomorrah thrown in. Everywhere you looked along the main drag there was movement and color and noise. Gaudy neon signs on run-down buildings pulsed out the names of the seventy-odd bars and discos. Throngs of people, mostly base personnel, strolled the narrow sidewalks, disappearing into alleys or doorways as they went. On each street corner, the pimps—usually middle-aged former prostitutes decades past their prime—were busy shouting or tugging at GIs, trying to drum up business.

As I closed the jewelry-store door, I watched Chung-hee through the window, wondering if someone from the base had recently said something hurtful to her. Because that’s what usually brought on these bouts of insecurity, where the slightest thing could set her off. I’ve told her she shouldn’t let the comments get to her, but of course they do. And the more she hears them, the more she questions her own self-worth. That’s what constant belittling does to a person. After a while, you start to believe that you are somehow inadequate or—

A car horn blared.

Ray’s silhouette motioned impatiently from the staff car. I had to wait for a knot of GIs to stagger past me into the bar next door. The bouncer, a thick-necked guy in a red muscle shirt, shouted my name and pointed to an approaching black limo. I squinted, then nodded that I understood.

I went over to the staff car and rapped on the passenger window. When it whirred down, I told Ray I’d be a few more minutes.

“Dammit, Burt. We need to get—”

But I was already walking toward the limo, which had rolled to a stop in front of the bar. Moments later, a uniformed chauffeur the size of a small house popped out and hustled around to open the right rear door. A dapper-looking man with slicked-back gray hair emerged, wearing a white linen suit and smoking a cigarette. I got within ten feet of him before the chauffeur noticed me. He must’ve had a hard-on for burly white guys, because he immediately pivoted to me, a hand rising to the bulge under his jacket. The older man grunted something, and the chauffeur’s face registered surprise. He dipped his head and meekly drifted back.

The older man came toward me with a smile. “An-nyeong-ha-se-yo, Burton.” He spoke with a smoker’s rasp and pronounced my name “button.”

I gave a little bow. “Mr. Chun, jal-ji-naet-sseo-yo.” I acknowledged Mr. Chun’s greeting with the standard response that I was doing well.

Chun looked disappointed. “Geu-nyang sam-chon-ira-go bul-leo-yo.”

It took my brain a second to translate. He was telling me to call him uncle. “Joe-song-hae-yo, sam-chon.” My apologies, Uncle.

He smiled again, switching to English. “Your Korean is getting better, Burton.”

“I’m trying.”

He puffed on the cigarette, his eyes drifting past me to the jewelry store. “Tell my niece she should visit more often. My wife and I miss her.” Even though he said it casually, I knew it wasn’t a request.

“I’ll tell her, Uncle.”

As he dropped the cigarette to the curb, he glanced to the covered placard on the staff car. He returned to me, his face puzzled. “Is that General Muller’s car?”

“His aide is an old friend.”

A nod. Then curtly: “Jo-ka-ttal-e-ge hal-mal it-chi-ma.” Reminding me not to forget to speak with his niece.

“A-rat-sseo-yo.” I bowed.

“Good-bye, Burton.”

“Good-bye, Uncle.” As I stepped aside to let him by, I thought, What the hell, and gave the chauffeur a wave. “Later, Odd Job.”

His fleshy face stared back blankly, but Chun laughed.

They continued into the bar, and I walked over to the staff car.
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As I crawled into the passenger seat, Ray had the engine running and the air conditioner going full blast. He glowered at me. “Mind telling me what the hell that was all about?”

When I did, his eyebrows curled up. “Chun? That the guy who owns about a dozen businesses in the Ville?”

“Closer to twenty. He also chairs the Song-tan Business Council.”

“Isn’t he supposed to be tied to some crime syndicate in Seoul?”

“That’s only a rumor.” I didn’t mention that Chung-hee told me it was true, which was why she avoided him.

Ray focused on the driver-side mirror, waiting for a base taxi to pass. “What do the local police say about him?”

“To me, nothing. That would be impolite.”

“Impolite?”

“They don’t want to tell me anything derogatory because I’m related to him.” I clicked on my seat belt and added, “One cop did advise me to always treat Chun with chon-gyong. Respect.”

Ray pulled a tire-squealing U-turn and tucked in behind the taxi. He glanced over. “Meaning don’t piss off the old man?”

I nodded.

“So you don’t?”

“What’s the point?”

He grinned. “Sounds to me like you’re a little afraid of him.”

I let the comment go because it was basically true. Chun projected a quiet sense of violence that gave me the willies. And it didn’t help that Chung-hee told me her uncle hadn’t been exactly thrilled when he learned she was going to marry an American.

For the next few minutes Ray focused on the traffic, which crawled along because the cars constantly had to brake for people darting across the road. As we approached the end of the strip, the Osan Air Base main gate came into view. Instead of the normal complement of two guards manning the gatehouse, I spotted six, all wearing flak jackets and armed with M-16 rifles. Concrete berms had also been spaced in a Z pattern out front, so no vehicle bent on mayhem could blow through the checkpoint. The enhanced security was understandable but grossly inadequate. If the murder became public, Korean protesters would descend here en masse and the ROK government would be forced to send in the Army, essentially turning the area into a war zone.

At the three-way intersection, I expected Ray to hang a right down Arrogon Alley, toward the shabby buildings where most of the bar girls lived. Instead, he continued on the main road, heading into downtown Song-tan. I asked where we were going.

“The victim lived on Sochon Road.”

This surprised me. I was familiar with the area because one of Chung-hee’s cousins lived there. “You sure? That’s a high-end residential section. Apartments go for at least a grand a month.”

In response, Ray fished into his jacket and handed me a folded page. On it were neatly typed directions to a Sochon address. I passed the paper back thoughtfully.

Ray said, “Maybe she was splitting the rent with a couple of roommates. Why not?”

I was shaking my head. “Because she still couldn’t afford it. Hustling drinks, a girl who busts her ass might make maybe five hundred bucks a month. After the bar owner takes his cut, she keeps maybe two hundred—”

He gave a low whistle. “The owner takes that much?”

“Sixty percent is standard until the girls pay back the bar owner for his investment.” I shifted to face him. “You familiar with the process of how the owners get the girls to work for them?” I knew he probably wasn’t, since this was a dirty little secret that the Koreans tried to keep quiet.

We stopped at a red light in an industrial part of town about a mile from the glitter of the Ville. Ray shrugged. “Never thought much about it.”

So I rehashed what I’d learned from Chung-hee, that the owners lure the girls from the poorest villages with promises of high-paying factory jobs. When they show up, the women are told the original jobs are filled, but they can work as dancers in bars. Desperate for money, most take the offer. Once they begin dancing, they become trapped. The girls get charged big bucks with interest up-front for their costumes and rooms and anything else the owner could tack on. It often took years for them to work off their debt.

I finished my spiel as the light turned green. Ray came on the gas, murmuring, “Hell, you’re talking slavery.”

“Pretty much. And that’s not even the worst part. Chung-hee says most of the girls are abandoned by their families because of the shame. So even if they manage to pay off their debts, there’s nowhere for them to go. For most it’s really a life sentence.”

Ray was quiet, but I could tell he was troubled by what I’d said. A curious reaction, since he rarely displayed much compassion about anything.

At the next corner, we made a right past an abandoned Daewoo auto plant, another victim of the ongoing Asian recession. I settled back and watched the light poles flicker by, waiting for Ray to bring up the obvious explanation of how the girl could’ve paid for the apartment. When he didn’t, I had a nagging suspicion why. I cleared my throat. “My guess is the girl had an American boyfriend. Probably an officer, since he could afford to pay—”

That’s as far as I got because Ray’s head snapped around, his face as angry as I’d ever seen it. “How the fuck can you know that?” he demanded.

“Now hold on a minute—”

“Goddammit, Burt. You’re supposed to be objective. I told Gregson you’d be objective. If you’re going to assume that just because an American made the phone call—”

“Ray! Look out!”

We’d drifted into oncoming traffic. Ray jammed on the brakes and turned the wheel hard. We fishtailed wildly back into our lane, barely missing a small pickup.

Neither one of us spoke for a few moments.

I broke the silence, more disappointed than angry. “You lied to me.”

He flashed a look of annoyance. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Your reaction,” I said dryly, “makes it clear that Ambassador Gregson has no interest in the truth. He wants a Korean tagged with this thing.”

“Hell yes, he does. So does the ROK president. But if you’re suggesting that either of them would cover up for an American, you’re flat wrong.” He saw I was about to respond. “I’m not finished.”

I bit my tongue, shaking my head.

“As for my reaction,” he went on, “I got pissed because it sounded like you’d already decided that an officer might be involved. We both know that if the girl had a sugar daddy, the guy could just as easily be a wealthy Korean or maybe even—”

Just then his cell phone rang. Ray answered it, listened intently, then said, “Aw, Christ. You must be kidding. When?” He swore. “We’ll be there in ten minutes. What’s that? Got it. I’ll tell him.” He hung up, eyeing me. “The shit just hit the fan. That was Lieutenant Torres calling from the dead girl’s apartment. It seems the Korean cops are talking to the local press about the murder.”

“I thought you said they were going to keep it quiet.”

“That was the arrangement between the ROK government and the KNP.”

The KNP was Korea’s national police force, which operated almost like a fourth branch of the military. I suggested that maybe the cops down at the province level hadn’t gotten the word that they were supposed to keep their mouths shut.

“Uh-uh. The bastards knew, Burt. We were assured the Province Police chief was on board. The only thing I can figure is that the ROKs have decided to pull a double cross and screw Uncle Sam.” He paused, thinking. “Or maybe the detective in charge has a hard-on for Americans and is acting on his own.”

His latter suggestion would never happen, but I didn’t feel like explaining the Korean mentality toward obedience. I asked Ray if he knew the name of the detective.

“Torres said it was a guy named Lieutenant Sonyon Sam.”

I eased back into my seat. “Relax. We’re okay. I know him. He won’t accuse an American without evidence.”

“How the hell do you know that?”

I shrugged. “He likes Americans.”

Ray shot me a dubious look as the car picked up speed.
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Sochon Road was in the middle of a residential section in the southwestern part of Song-tan, not far from the soccer stadium. Because it was almost 8 p.m., traffic was fairly light. As we drove by a narrow cross street I recognized, I told Ray he’d missed a turn.

“This way’s quicker,” he said.

“You were here earlier?” A given because he’d never once stopped to look at the directions in his pocket.

He hesitated, then shook his head. “But I’m familiar with the area. I’ve come here with General Muller a couple of times to visit General Pak. A retired Korean four-star who lives nearby.”

We made a left onto a winding street lined with small apartment houses and modest one-story homes. Two quick rights brought us onto Sochon Road. Here, the buildings were newer and more upscale, most having been built during the economic boom of the early nineties to cater to business types. After a few blocks Ray pointed to a charcoal gray, six-story job on the opposite corner. I dimly recalled that it had been under construction the last time I was here.

“Looks like Torres was right about the press,” he said gloomily.

I nodded. In the circular driveway, I counted three satellite trucks, two vans, and a nest of black police cruisers. Men in suits and uniformed officers conversed under a green awning out front, most puffing on cigarettes.

Ray eased over to the curb. “Better drop you off here. Torres says to avoid the lobby because the reporters are there. Go around to the service entrance at the back and give her a call. She’ll come down and let you in. You know her number?”

I nodded and held out my hand. “I’ll need your cell phone.”

Ray sighed and reluctantly handed it over, along with a spare battery he dug out from the glove compartment.

I said, “You want me to call you at home or the office?”

“The office until eleven.”

I tucked the phone and battery in my jacket and reached for the door handle.

“Uh, Burt …”

When I glanced over, Ray was gazing at me apologetically. “I was out of line earlier. You handle this thing any way you want. Whatever you find out, I’ll back you up all the way.”

He sounded and looked sincere. Still, I was cautious because I knew if push came to shove, Ray would probably—

“I mean it,” Ray said. “You’re the quarterback on this thing. My job will be to keep the bastards off you.”

His comment took me back to our days at school, when I used to tell him the same thing before each game. I smiled to let him know I appreciated the gesture, then climbed from the car. Before closing the door, I said, “If you change your mind about supporting me, I’ll understand.”

He frowned.

“There isn’t any Korean sugar daddy, Ray. A wealthy Korean would never have a mistress who made her living fucking Americans.”

Before he could reply, I closed the door and walked away.
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In Korea, when you’re six-five and blond, it’s tough to go around unnoticed. Since a few of the reporters would probably recognize me from earlier investigations, I continued past the apartment building until I reached the cross street, then jogged across the intersection toward the fenced-in parking area at the rear.

If this were five years earlier, odds would be I wouldn’t be going through these gyrations. Back then, the South Korean government still exercised considerable influence over the press and I could have waltzed in through the front door, knowing the reporters could be pressured to keep their mouths shut. When the current president, a Nelson Mandela-like dissident who’d been jailed by his predecessors, came to power, he actually followed through on the democratic reforms he’d promised. At the top of his list was ensuring complete freedom for the press.

Looking up at the seven-foot-high steel-mesh fence, I shook my head, thinking maybe dictatorships weren’t all bad. I hunted down the gate that opened into an alley that smelled of rotting garbage. The gate was padlocked, so I went over to a shadowed area in a corner, waited for a car to pass, then pulled and grunted until I finally struggled over.

I was still breathing hard by the time I got to the service entrance. I squeegeed sweat from my forehead, tested the door with a yank, then took out the cell phone. It took four rings before a woman answered. Her voice sounded strained, and for a moment I thought I’d misdialed.

“Susan?”

“It’s me, Burt. You downstairs?”

“Yes. Something wrong?”

A pause. “I’m looking at the body.”
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THE SERVICE DOOR OPENED AND I STEPPED INTO a dank concrete corridor that smelled of fresh paint, blinking against the harshness of the fluorescent light. Lieutenant Susan Torres closed the door, then turned to me, her pretty face ashen. A small woman in her late twenties, she had curly dark hair and a killer figure that made men look more than once. Instead of a uniform, she wore a tan suit because the OSI brass had been smart enough to figure out that wearing one’s rank hindered criminal investigations. Officers understandably resented being grilled by someone they outranked, while enlisted men felt intimidated when questioned by an officer.

I gave her a sympathetic smile. “You going to be okay?”

She leaned against a wall and pushed her hair from her eyes. “I’ll survive. You heard how the victim died?”

I nodded.

“Nobody told me. When I walked in and saw the way she was, lying there … I … I almost lost it. Right in front of the ROKs.” She grimaced, upset with herself.

“It could happen to anybody.”

“Yeah, well …” She abruptly pushed away from the wall.

“Take another minute,” I said.

She batted back my suggestion with an annoyed look and headed down the corridor.

I trailed after her, shaking my head. As usual, Susan was determined to prove how tough she was. When we first began working together, I thought her Joan Wayne attitude was a persona she’d created to prove herself in a man’s world. My impression lasted for almost a month, until we went to the Officers’ Club and she confided in me about her past over a beer. It turned out she hadn’t been acting at all.

As Susan tells it, she’d grown up in a broken home in a rough section of East L.A. By the time she was seventeen, she had a half-dozen juvenile arrests on her record and an infant son. After dropping out of high school, she spent a year on welfare when she learned her younger brother had been killed in a drug deal. They’d been close, and his death made Susan realize that the only chance she and her son had for a future was for her to turn her life around. Taking classes at night, she got her GED, then impulsively joined the Air Force when she caught a commercial touting the educational benefits. She found it ironic that, considering her past, the Air Force assigned her to become a Security Policeman. She’d intended to transfer to another career field at the first opportunity, but never did because she discovered she liked law enforcement and was good at it. Over the next seven years, between her job and caring for her child, she somehow found the time to earn a bachelor’s degree and eventually a commission as an officer.

That same determination with which Susan had transformed her life made her a good investigator. Once she began working a case, she stubbornly plugged away until she resolved it. It was a quality I’d wished more of my investigators had possessed.

Now don’t get me wrong. She had more than her share of faults. She could be abrasive and a pain in the ass. But the bottom line was Susan got results.

We came to another door. She pushed through, and we entered a stairwell. I said, “Did Sammy mention why he decided to talk to the reporters?”

“Sammy?”

I explained that’s what Lieutenant Son-yon Sam went by.

She made a face like she’d eaten something sour and started up the stairs. “What’s his story, anyway?”

I sidled up next to her. “What do you mean?”

“Guy looks like a pimp. Talks like one, too.”

I smiled. She was exaggerating, but Sammy did wear loud suits and was comfortable using American slang. South Korea still had a draft, and I told her that Sammy was a medic who had served his two-year hitch as a KATUSA, which was an acronym for Korean Assigned To United States Army. I added, “Sammy learned a lot of his English from the grunts in his unit. The rest he picked up from watching American TV. Mostly MTV and action movies.”

“Figures,” she grunted. “And he’s never spent time in the States, huh?”

“Not that he’s ever mentioned. Why?”

“Thought I noticed an accent. New York maybe.”

I grinned. “His favorite actor is Sylvester Stallone.”

She rolled her eyes like that said it all. I repeated my press conference question.

She shrugged. “Lieutenant Sam said he had no choice because the reporters showed up and began asking questions.”

We reached the third-floor landing and continued up. “Who tipped them off?” I asked.

“Someone made an anonymous call. Probably a neighbor who heard the commotion. Lieutenant Sam said he gave the reporters what he had to, that a girl had been murdered and there were no suspects. He told me he didn’t pass on that she worked in the Ville, but figures they’ll find out the connection pretty quick.”

“You know the victim’s name?”

“Soon-ri Kim.”

“That her real one?” Because bar girls changed names like their hairstyles, in an effort to shield their profession from their families.

“Hard to say. Someone went through the victim’s purse and removed all her ID. My guess is the name’s probably legit, since Lieutenant Sam—”

“He prefers Sammy.”

She nodded. “Since Sammy got it from the lease.”

I asked if robbery could be a motive.

“Not damn likely. There’s still some cash in the purse, and nothing of value seems to be missing.” She hesitated. “Besides, a thief wouldn’t kill like that.”

“Witnesses?”

“ROK cops are checking with the neighbors, but nothing yet. Part of the problem is the place has been opened only a few months and most of the apartments are still vacant. Only four people even live on her floor, and they were at work during the murder.” She paused, then added, “Lieutenant Sam … Sammy … did say something about an old woman. I don’t think it’s anything though.”
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