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Prologue
From the outside, there was nothing memorable about the building, yet its lack of features allowed Liu Shan to find it among the more unique buildings in the harbor district of Hong Kong. Whereas the others were modernistic in styling, or a hundred years old, or were of different colors of glass, some green, some silver, and some a copper cast, the building he searched for was plain concrete with few windows, a rectangular grain silo of a building. It was neither tall nor short for the area, being 25 stories in height, and it was somewhere between 20 and 40 years old. No stylistic neon brand names shouted from its upper reaches. There seemed to be no main entrance, and on this street at least, the only door in sight was a metal service entry way the size of a coffin. There was no sign or address, only a small doorbell. He hesitated for just a second or two, thinking of the risk he was taking, then glanced briefly up and down the deserted street and quickly pushed the button.
The door, manned by a hidden guard, silently swung open. Liu Shan stepped inside, and the door was shut, casting him into a total and suffocating darkness. The guard, however, only five feet away, could see the man plainly in an infrared viewer. He carefully verified the visitor's description. Had he not been able to do so, the unlucky person would be left to find his way out again, groping in the darkness for the latch. But the visitor was a perfect match, being a Chinese man about five feet six inches, 150 pounds, and roughly 50 years old. His hair was gray on the temples and cut very short. Wire rim glasses hung on a thin aristocratic nose. He wore a conservative dark blue business suit of the finest material, with a vest, and, oddly for a Chinese businessman, a Christian cross pinned to the right lapel.
The visitor also happened to suffer from claustrophobia and began to panic in the humid darkness. He cried for help and swung his arms wildly, cracking his knuckles against the rough concrete walls. At that moment an elevator door opened, simultaneously giving the visitor both light and a means of escape from the primitive foyer. He stepped inside quickly, and the door closed. There were only three or four control buttons to select from, and as he studied them, the man was startled as the car rose upward of its own accord. He stared at himself in the mirrored walls of the elevator, sucking the blood oozing from his knuckles.
When the door opened again, he walked out into a tropical paradise. The chirping of crickets and the smell of jasmine filled the night air. A gravel path was bounded on both sides with rich foliage and fragrant flowers. He passed over a rounded bridge, which crossed a rushing stream, and came upon a bamboo hut. Looking around warily, he thought he heard the rustle of a small animal. There was only jungle, and twinkling stars above. He felt a wind. Was he on the roof of the building? But there was no sound of traffic from the streets below. He turned back to the hut. He had no choice but to continue, so he opened the door.
Six men were seated around a low table, and they turned to him simultaneously and silently. All wore mandarin robes of varying colors, queer enough in this day and age, but what was even more peculiar was that they each wore a broad conical straw hat at an angle that prevented Liu Shan from seeing their faces, especially in the dim light. Finally one of them spoke, and he could not tell which one it was.
"Liu Shan, how nice of you to visit! Welcome to our private club. As you can see, it is very exclusive, which is why we had to put you through certain security measures. I hope you don't mind."
"Of course not! I assumed there would be such measures when I answered your invitation."
"Wonderful. Please have a seat. We were just about to have an aperitif. Would you join us?"
One of the mandarins poured Courvoisier into small snifter glasses, and one was passed to Liu Shan. He sipped it gratefully and tried to catch a glimpse of their faces when they tasted the brandy. But the light was coming from behind and above them, making it impossible. The intermediary who had invited him here had mentioned that they were some of the most powerful men in Hong Kong, so he could guess their identities, but was not certain. It was interesting that the buttons on their cloaks were ruby red, historically the sign of mandarins of the rank of general or governor.
"Liu Shan, we would like to make a deal with you. You are in a position to help us very much, and in return, there are things we can grant you which are beyond your imagination. Please have some more brandy."
His snifter was refilled, and he drank again, more swiftly this time. A calm began to fill his chest. He was on familiar ground now, a businessman among businessmen, negotiating a deal.
"So, gentlemen, how may I help?"
"We are interested in the affairs of a man named Sing Han," began one of the voices. All six men around the table faced toward him, but none of them seemed to be talking. Liu Shan suddenly felt cold. His boss, Sing Han, was one of the great tai-pans of Singapore, easily the equivalent of the men before him.
"Sing Han deserves to be a member in our little group, but he has snubbed our invitation for years. With his wealth and talents added to our own, we could achieve our goals. Without him, it will take more time, and we are not patient men. We would like your help in persuading him to join us."
"I have worked for Sing Han for many years, and am now the chief legal counsel of his worldwide operations. He trusts me.... as much as he trusts anyone, anyway. Yet I don't see how I can convince him to work with you. What kind of group are you? What are these goals you speak of?"
"We are dedicated to the preservation of capitalism in Hong Kong once it becomes part of China in 1997. We believe communism is all that is keeping China in the status of a Third World country. The success of Hong Kong, Singapore, Taiwan, and the Chinese businesses in Indonesia and Malaysia is proof that the Chinese people are the world's most natural entrepreneurs. There are over a billion people in China. They value hard work and family and believe in saving money to invest in the future. Think of all China as capitalist! The Chinese would make Japan look second-class. In short, in 1997, eight years from now, we don't want Hong Kong to join the Peoples Republic of China; we want China to join Hong Kong!"
"I'm sure Sing Han shares those goals. He is the epitome of capitalism. But, I repeat, why would he listen to me on something like this?"
"Frankly, he may not. However, you control his money. If his money were to join us, he would have no choice but to come in with us also."
"My God! You want me to steal his money and give it to you? Are you all insane? Sing Han would kill me very slowly and painfully. The man demands absolute loyalty."
"Then why are you here, Liu Shan?"
Silence filled the bamboo hut. It seemed a light rainfall had commenced outside in the jungle. Liu Shan thought back on his decision to fly to Hong Kong to meet these men. The invitation had been flattering. He'd had hopes they were recruiting him to work for them in Hong Kong. While Sing Han paid him well, there never seemed to be enough money to satisfy his young wife's desires for rare artwork, European vacations and expensive parties. And he, although middle-aged, never seemed to be able to satisfy his own lust for her nubile body, so he gave her whatever she requested.
"I am always interested in money, not so much for its own sake, but as the scorecard in games of business. Money is how we measure who is winning, no? But I had no idea that your interest in me was related to my employer. Do you think Sing Han keeps all his money in a locked room to which I have the key? Of course not! It is tied up in long term assets like office buildings, supertankers and jet aircraft all over the world. He owns capital stock portfolios that cannot be cashed in without the whole world knowing about it."
"Such assets can be used as collateral for loans, the proceeds of which can be transferred. Stock portfolios can be transferred intact to new owners. It is all a matter of legal agreements. Surely you know about these subterfuges?"
Liu Shan turned gray. They knew about his thefts! For the last 18 months he had been siphoning small amounts from Sing Han's more remote corporations, ones in which Liu Shan was the primary signatory. The funds came out of "soft accounts" like advertising and professional fees, which could always be explained away if the expense seemed too large. The companies were too small to warrant audits, which might detect such "leakage".
"May I have some more brandy?" Liu Shan said softly. This time he gulped the fine cognac, and extended his glass for another refill. "Small amounts are one thing, but you're talking about almost a billion dollars!"
"We don't need all of it. Just take enough to force him to join us. And yes, he will be furious. He may even try to kill you. But you will be part of our club here in Hong Kong, wealthy enough to buy 24-hour bodyguards, not to mention all the artwork your wife desires."
"Sorry, gentlemen. You ask too much. Please excuse me."
"Liu Shan, will Sing Han's wrath be any greater over the large theft that we ask than it will be over the small thefts you have already committed?"
Sing Han's trusted legal counsel sat back down in the chair, beaten. He spread his hands in front of him on the table, noting absently that he had made bloodstains on the white linen with his clenched fists. "When do you need the money?"
Chapter 1
Sing Han pored over the hand-written ledger, adding the column of numbers meticulously. With his right index finger he slowly punched each number into the adding machine and then struck the Add button with his middle finger. The machine rumbled, and the paper tape advanced. The punching and clicking sounded enormously loud to him in the deserted office.
The old Chinese chuckled to himself. Sing Han, president of dozens of corporations and the most feared tai-pan in Singapore, doing the work of a bookkeeper! In his home office alone, he had over 20 accountants who could perform this work in seconds, but here he was, crunching numbers late at night. He hit the grand total button and saw that the amount was about what he expected.
He ripped the tape out of the calculator and painstakingly compared each of the 94 numbers to the ledger and found no errors. He had also prepared the ledger himself, pulling the data from a wide source of bank statements, balance sheets and property appraisals, for the 94 numbers added up to his net worth. According to the calculator, Sing Han was worth $1,044,631,000 in U.S. dollars. The old man sat back and grinned. He'd done pretty well for a young man who had fled Shanghai forty years ago in the engine room of a cargo ship bound for parts unknown.
Sing Han unplugged the calculator and carried it back to his secretary's desk. He slipped the paper tape and ledger into a folder, which in turn went into his briefcase. It was almost midnight. He walked through the offices and cubicles, all silent and neat, and pictured the faces of his employees as he stood in each of their workplaces.
Which one was the traitor? Was there more than one? Most of his home office employees had worked for him for many years and gave him their complete loyalty, he thought. Sing Han engendered such loyalty by treating them fairly; paying them well, and giving them work that satisfied them. But someone was making subtle changes in the bank wire transfer procedures, setting up new passwords on some of the dozens of bank accounts around the world. Sing Han had not yet made inquiries about who had initiated such changes. If he asked his employees, or the managers at the banks, he would reveal his ignorance and lack of control.
Sing Han began turning off the lights, working his way toward the elevator. Suddenly he heard a dull metallic sound as if someone had kicked a trashcan. He froze and listened. The offices were forty stories above the streets of downtown Singapore and well insulated to protect against the daytime tropic heat, so no outside sounds penetrated the building. He could hear the second hand of the wall clock and his own heart pounding. He took a few more steps, his feet making no sound in the thick carpeting, and stopped again, feeling very alone.
He decided to leave the rest of the lights on and rushed to the elevator. As its doors opened, he thought he heard voices. He jumped in and within seconds was two stories higher, on the top floor of the building. Nervously, he unlocked the door to his penthouse, walked in, and locked it again.
For many years he'd lived here, just above the offices. A bachelor, he had no need for a large house and yard, and the arrangement eliminated a wasteful commute to work. The penthouse included a small apartment for Captain Khankhiao, a Laotian who had been with Sing Han since the Vietnam days. Khankhaio was his bodyguard and chauffeur, and came as close to being Sing Han's friend as anyone.
Sing Han leaned back against the bulletproof entry door, shaking from his irrational fear that someone was following him. He called softly for Khankhaio, glancing at the living room, where his bodyguard would normally be watching late night television shows at this hour. The living room appeared to be normal, except for the pictures, which were mostly askew. That was strange. He called again for Khankhiao, in a louder voice.
In response there was a faint moan. Sing Han felt a chill crawl through his back and settle in his stomach.
He walked slowly through the living room into the kitchen. Every light in the penthouse seemed to be lit. He grabbed a large knife from the sink and tiptoed into the den. His mind ran amok, feverishly searching for an explanation. If there were intruders, what did they want? Were they looking for money or information? Did they want to kill him for some reason? Were they still here? Where was Khankhaio? Sing Han heard another moan, closer by. Sing Han walked nervously along, an incongruous sight: sixty years old and holding a kitchen knife before him with one hand, and his briefcase, completely forgotten but clutched tightly, in the other.
The bathroom was next. Sing Han pushed the door open and found Khankhaio. The Laotian was lying on his side, his feet and hands tied together behind him. A piece of duct tape was over his mouth, now starting to break loose because of the blood. Khankhaio moaned again, and his bulging eyes told Sing Han that the poor man recognized him despite his wounds. He gently pulled the duct tape loose and used a towel to sop up some of the blood from his friend's face. Someone had apparently beaten Khankhaio with fists, brass knuckles, or something else hard. The man moaned continuously and was barely conscious.
Sing Han used the kitchen knife to release Khankhaio's hands and feet, but the Laotian continued to lie there in the same unnatural position. Sing Han straightened him up the best he could between the toilet and the tub. The Laotian weighed about 300 pounds, so there was no hope of moving him to a more comfortable spot.
Finally Khankhaio became a little more alert, and he spoke. He was hard to understand because his lips were swollen and cut, and he appeared to be drugged.
"I don't know how they got in, Tai-pan. There were three Chinese. They wanted to know where you were. At first I told them nothing, but finally I admitted that you were having a late dinner at the Raffles Hotel." A spasm of pain took him by surprise, and he gasped and closed his eyes tightly. After several seconds, he opened his eyes, and they were wet and red. "I guess I fooled them, huh, Boss?"
"You sure did, Captain. I'm very proud of you, and even more grateful than proud. I need to get you to a doctor."
There was no response. Khankhaio had his eyes closed again and was shaking. "That can wait," he said at last. "They beat the shit out of me and gave me a shot of some chemical, but I'm a tough old bastard. The main thing is we have to get out of here before they come back."
"How long have they been gone?" Again there was no immediate response, but this time Khankhaio's eyes were open and staring. Sing Han was startled and patted the Laotian's face gently, and then harder, almost slapping him. No reaction at all.
Sing Han bolted out of the penthouse with the briefcase and used his special key in the elevator to prevent it from stopping at any floor. When it reached the second floor, he pulled out the key and walked rapidly out the door to the left. A few yards away was the door to a patio terrace. He walked as fast as possible without making a lot of noise, and took a flight of stairs down to the street. He was now on the back side of the building, having bypassed the first floor lobby where they might be waiting. The streets were deserted. Singapore was not a city for nightlife. Sing Han despaired of finding a taxi this late. After five blocks he finally reached the Hilton Hotel and checked into a room, using an assumed name.
In the room, he immediately popped open his briefcase and placed a phone call to Zurich, Switzerland, where it was still late afternoon. Alfred Weintraub happened to be at his desk and answered the call immediately.
"Alfred, this is Sing Han. I think I'm on a safe line, but I'll go through this quickly, just in case. Do you have my file close at hand?"
In Zurich, the banker pulled out a list of investments, which were labeled A through N and included most of Sing Han's liquid assets. These were mostly brokerage accounts holding stocks and bonds, commercial paper and other investments that could be easily sold. Confiding in none of his employees, even Liu Shan, Sing Han had recently arranged for Weintraub to have power of attorney to transfer funds out of any of these accounts, as long as the brokers also received written instructions and codes set up in advance. It was like having a safe deposit box. One needed two keys to get at the box. One "key" was Weintraub's telephonic passwords. The other was Sing Han's written authorization. Weintraub, of course, did not know Sing Han's codes, so no transfers could be made without Sing Han's involvement. Weintraub then pulled out another list containing international bank accounts, labeled 1 to 14, showing bank names, addresses, routing numbers and account numbers, and the beneficiary's name.
In Singapore, Sing Han had identical lists on the hotel desk before him. As soon as the banker said he was ready, Sing Han began to key off each of the alpha-coded investment accounts against the code numbers of the bank accounts. Weintrab noted them quickly and read them back: A-4, B-14, C-5, D-9... until he reached the end. Sing Han confirmed the codes, and Weintrab said, "I'll make the transfers immediately. Of course it will take at least 12 hours, given the time differences in London, New York, Toronto, Los Angeles, Milan, Tokyo, and so on. Does it look as bad as you thought it might when we set this up?"
"I'm afraid it does." Sing Han sounded quite exhausted. "Someone is out to take everything from me and kill me. I have no idea who it is."
"I'm very sorry. I'll do whatever I can. Call if you need anything else. I'll either be here or at my home number. Good luck, sir!" Weintrab hung up, thinking Sing Han would certainly need it. The man had so many enemies around the world that a list of them would be as thick as the Zurich phone directory. Sing Han seemed like a nice enough man, but he had a bloodthirsty reputation when it came to business deals.
In Singapore, Sing Han grabbed his briefcase and rushed down to the hotel lobby, where he found a mail drop. He threw an envelope into it, which contained the lists he had discussed with Weintraub, plus a password which would allow the beneficiary to withdraw from the new bank accounts once Weintraub had filled them with the funds from the investment accounts. The envelope was addressed to the beneficiary, his only child, a daughter named Liang, in a small California town called Paso Robles.
Just off the lobby, inside a little cubicle was a fax machine. Sing Han inserted another copy of the list in the machine, fed in some coins, dialed his daughter's fax number, and punched the send button. It was almost over, he thought.
But not quite. He heard voices in the lobby, and the sound of his own name. They must not see the list, he thought frantically. Sing Han ripped open the fax machine and tugged the sheet of paper back out, looking around for a place to hide it. There was no way he would get out of here now. But they would not get the list! He heard footsteps coming toward him. The tiny room also contained a photocopier, and in a rack was a tall stack of blank paper for use in the copier. Quickly he slid his list under the blank paper and turned to face three young men. They were all well built and intelligent-looking, but had no hint of compassion in their eyes. They reminded Sing Han of himself when he was first starting out.
"Sing Han, we have a message for you from the Council of Mandarins. They wanted you to join them, bringing your fortune, of course. It seems you think you are too good for them, so they decided to settle for just your fortune."
Sing Han remembered some vague contact a few months ago. He had never trusted his peers enough to form joint ventures. If they were worth teaming up with, they would be sharks, but if they were sharks, he could not trust them.
"Now that we have your fortune," the man continued, "you are merely a nuisance." The three faces were impassive as they surrounded Sing Han, held him tightly and one of them stabbed him in the heart as expertly as a surgeon. The Tai-pan of Singapore died instantly.
It was only then that the three had the presence of mind to wonder what Sing Han was doing in the room. The fax message had not gone out to California, nor was the phone number evidenced on the machine. Sing Han's act of ripping out the paper had reset the fax machine to a "Ready" mode.
It would be two weeks before a British businessman would look at his photocopies and be surprised and irritated to find one of them overlaid with a list of names and numbers that meant nothing to him. He threw the paper in the trash and grumbled all the way back to the photocopier to make a fresh copy.
Chapter 2
Between Paso Robles and the Pacific Ocean lie the gently rolling hills of the Santa Lucia Range. Covered with brown lifeless grass in the summer and punctuated here and there with gnarled black oak trees, the Santa Lucias show few signs of civilization for miles and miles. The land is hundreds of miles from San Francisco and Los Angeles, and sufficiently distant from even the smaller cities of San Luis Obispo and Monterey. And those few who have settled in the area have done so with little disruption to the land, being mostly farmers and ranchers. The region would be too boring for many of California's frenzied citizens, but it had certainly been good enough for one of the richest men in the world, William Randolph Hearst, who years ago had built a castle called San Simeon on the ocean side of the Santa Lucias.
It was also good enough for him and Liang, mused Sam Weber as he and his wife followed a dry creek bed near the backbone of the hilly range. Sam leaned forward in the saddle as his horse picked his way up the steep rocky slope, the hooves making a hollow clopping as they struck the stones. Soon he and Liang were at the crest, and the two marveled at the view of the land rolling off in all directions. He and Liang had moved to Paso Robles five years ago, and they had ridden their horses to the top of this hill many times, but every time the scenery was different, changing with the seasons. Most of all they loved the solitude and the feeling that they were seeing the land the way the Indians had seen it a thousand years ago, on horseback.
Liang took off her cowboy hat and fanned herself with it. Sam dismounted, picked some wildflowers, and handed her a small bouquet. "Thanks for marrying me," he said. She smiled and arranged the flowers in the band of her hat.
"You've already thanked me," she said happily.
"But everyday I have more reason to thank you," Sam said, climbing back into the saddle. He leaned over and kissed her, then kicked his horse gently. He was hungry for lunch, and they had another hour to go before they would reach the little restaurant alongside Highway 46 that served his weekly allotment of chicken-fried steak. He always grinned when he entered the joint, partly because of the smell of fried food, but also because of the restaurant's incongruous name. A bold sign declared it "The Dalmatian" and although the whole building was painted black and white, there was no other connection to dogs. At least Sam hoped not.
As they rode along the trail, crunching through crisp brown leaves, Sam felt a little silly about the bouquet, but at least Liang had smiled. The last few days she had been preoccupied about her father. Sing Han had called to warn her that he was having serious problems with his business, and that if anything were to happen to him, she would be expected to take over. He had said he would be sending her instructions in the near future.
"Why can't he leave me alone?" she had cried after the phone call. "I don't know anything about his business, and I don't want to know anything about it! There's no way in hell we would move to Singapore or Hong Kong, either. Sam, you know how he's tried for years to get me to join him!"
"You don't have to convince me, Liang. If we went there, he'd probably try to kill me! I know he says he has reconciled himself to the fact that we are married, and even forgiven me for destroying his fortress in Vietnam. But I still don't trust the guy. I'm sorry, but I can't help it."
"Oh, Sam, you would be safe. Really, he's changed a lot since 1986. He calls me every few months and sounds normal these days. Why, you even talked to him yourself that one time."
"I had no choice. I just happened to pick up the phone because you were out. I'll never forget that conversation! Anyway, did he say what kind of problems he's having?"
"Only that he thought someone was embezzling money from his businesses, so he was planning to transfer the money into secret accounts known only to him. He also was thinking about retiring. He's 60 now, and has plenty of money and wants to move someplace where no one knows him. He says he has a lot of enemies."
Damn right he has a lot of enemies, thought Sam as they clopped over the last rise and saw the small diner. The old bastard was a legend in Sam's mind. During the Fifties in Vietnam, Sing Han had built his first fortune selling drugs to the French soldiers. This endeared him to the Vietnamese Communists. In the Sixties, the guy had increased his wealth by operating an arms supply base for the Communists on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. It was at the base that Sam had met Liang when he, a young officer in the U.S. Marines, had been captured. Liang had helped him escape, and after she and her father had returned to their home in Hue, the U.S. had blown up the base. Somehow Liang's mother had been killed in Hue, and, irrationally, Sing Han had blamed Sam for that murder in addition to the destruction of the arms base.
In the Seventies and Eighties, Sing Han went legitimate, almost. He got into real estate, banking, and the oil business, based at first in Hong Kong and later Singapore. Meanwhile Sam had gotten into the oil industry himself, and that was how Sam had discovered Liang again after 17 years. They had become lovers and later were married. Together they found out Sing Han had been plotting to destroy the U.S. economy since 1973.
Sing Han had corrupted the president of the small Latin American country of Esperanca. Using that country's oil, Liang's father had manipulated the world price of oil to such a low point that he almost triggered a default by most Latin American countries on their massive debts. This in turn would have broken so many of the U.S. banks that the United States might have gone into the worst depression in half a century. Sam liked to think that the trip he and Liang made to Esperanca in 1986 was responsible for the failure of her father's scheme.
While the plot had failed, Sing Han seemed to just keep getting richer. Liang said he had corporations all over the world. Sam didn't mention it to Liang, but he thought it would be exciting if the old man had a place for them in his empire. The legitimate part of it, that is.
In a way, Sam thought, he and Liang needed a new adventure. Both had had very active careers until 1985 when they had gotten swept up in Sing Han's plot. Since then, they had worked half-heartedly in investments and some consulting. The problem, if it could be called a problem, was they didn't need the money. During their former careers they had saved up enough money to keep them comfortable, since their needs were simple. Their only extravagances were the horses and an occasional trip to Hawaii or Europe. Liang's daughter, Gabriella, was a sophomore at the University of California at San Diego, so Sam and Liang had no young people at home to keep them busy. A person can only spend so much time watching video movies, reading, riding horses, and doing charity work, Sam thought. He laughed to himself. "Another shitty day in paradise," as the saying went. He was restless, and he knew Liang was too.
It was after 3:00 PM by the time they got home. Sam unsaddled the horses and made sure they had water to drink, while Liang got the mail. As usual, the whole mailbox was stuffed with junk mail: department store catalogs, invitations for credit cards, charity solicitations, political advertisements. Liang sifted through it, throwing away almost everything. She was tempted to put a trashcan next to the mailbox to make the process more efficient. No wonder people complained about the mail service. The Post Office was overloaded with useless junk, or "direct mail" in marketing lingo, so the important mail took longer, or even got trashed with the junk.
But there was an envelope with foreign stamps, and Liang knew at once who had sent it. Still standing out by the street, she tore it open and stared at the sheet of paper and the note attached to it. Both were handwritten. The note from her father told her the bank accounts listed held about half of his fortune, though no amounts were shown on the list or the note. The accounts could only be accessed with a password and her signature. The password was not listed either, but her father told her it was the name of the maid their family had employed in Hue.
The note warned her to be careful when accessing the funds and to use them wisely, "perhaps for a good cause, to atone for some of the things I have done." Lastly the note said that his life was in danger, and that he loved her very much.
Liang rushed toward the house. Sam saw the tragic look on her face and intercepted her. She handed him the letter. "Look at this! I have to call my father right away."
She tried to think what time it would be in Singapore, but she was too upset to think clearly. She dialed his home phone number and then his office, but there was no answer on either phone. Sam came up to her and hugged her. "It would only be about 6:00 or 7:00 AM there, sweetheart. Let me fix you a drink, and you can try again in an hour?"
But through the late afternoon she still got no answer, and then finally there was no need to call, for the answer to Liang's concern was on the evening news.
"Mr. Liu Shan, a well-known lawyer in Singapore, has been found in an alley in the Arab Street district of the city with his throat cut. The police have no leads and know of no motive, but Mr. Liu's murder is assumed to be related to the stabbing death two nights ago of Sing Han, his employer. Mr. Sing is reputed to have been one of the wealthiest men in the Far East. Sing Han was the president of Pinnacle Properties, a holding company that is believed to own shares of companies all over the world. He had no known relatives. The murders are all the more remarkable since Singapore has one of the world's lowest crime rates."
Sam looked over at Liang. She was crying silently. There was no sobbing, just tears streaming down her cheeks. Sam held her and tried to comfort her. After awhile her tears ran out, and he helped her into the bedroom, where she curled up into a fetal position and sobbed until she eventually fell asleep.
Sam was wide-awake. He fixed himself a drink and tried to read for awhile, but his mind kept shifting back to Liang. He had rediscovered her at the age of 40 and wondered how he had lived all those years without her. It sometimes seemed there was nothing else in his life that mattered but Liang. He loved everything about her and couldn't stand it when she was in pain. If only he could think of words that would ease her agony now, but everything that came to mind seemed feeble. He opened the door to the bedroom and looked in on her. The dim light shone on her beautiful Eurasian face, now at peace, the rich waves of black hair hiding part of her mouth. He longed to pull the hair away and kiss her gently, but didn't want to wake her. Carefully he slipped into bed with her and nestled against her back. Her breathing stayed deep and even, and as he drifted off to sleep, he prayed that God would give them both strength in the days ahead.
By the time Sam woke up, Liang had already showered and eaten breakfast, and was bustling around in the laundry room. He poured himself some coffee. "Good morning, Liang. How do you feel?"
"Actually, not too bad, thanks. You know, I've been thinking, why don't we go to Singapore? There will probably be a funeral, plus we can find out more about his death. The TV said he had no relatives. That must be a story he gave out to protect me, but I can't let him be buried without saying goodbye properly."
"I can understand that. I've always wanted to go there, based on what you told me about the place. What about Gabriella?"
"I don't think she should go; she only saw Father once, when she was about six. She'll be fine at school. I'd like to stop and see her before we go, but then we'd miss the funeral for sure. We'll just call her instead."
"Speaking of the funeral, let's see if we can find out about it. Do you remember the name of the English language newspaper in Singapore?"
"Singapore Straits, I think. Why don't you find the number while I get us some more coffee?"
It took Sam fifteen minutes to get the number through an international operator, but it didn't matter since it was now midnight in Singapore, and the offices were closed. They spent the rest of the day booking flights and a hotel, arranging for a stable for the horses, and packing. They called Gabriella, who didn't mind at all that she was being left behind. She chatted for half an hour about her latest activities. Liang quizzed her about her grades and was assured that Gabriella was keeping them up.
That evening, Sam made contact with a reporter at the newspaper who not only spoke English but also took the time to discover that the funeral was being held that very morning, it being three days since the death. Sam obtained the name of the mortuary and cemetery and hung up.
"Well, I still want to go, even though we'll miss the funeral," said Liang. "We can visit the grave, see what the police have discovered, and maybe even talk to someone at his office."
One of the very few disadvantages of their living a long distance from a major city was that Sam and Liang had to drive the 200 miles to Los Angeles to board international flights. They left Paso Robles early the next day, and flew out over the Pacific about noon. After a change of flights at Tokyo's Narita Airport, and total flying time of fourteen hours, they landed in Singapore, exhausted from the time difference. Fortunately, the local time was about 7:00 PM, so they were able to clean up, have a light dinner and fall into bed at a reasonable hour of the night.
The next morning it was pouring rain and 85 degrees, a reminder that Singapore is located almost astride the equator. Sam and Liang dressed in cotton shirts, lightweight shorts and tennis shoes, had breakfast in the hotel coffee shop, and borrowed umbrellas from the concierge. Liang bought some tropical flowers from the gift shop, and then they got into a taxi for the hour-long drive to the cemetery, which was set into the hillside of Timah Hill.
The taxi-driver read a magazine while the two walked silently through the rain. The place was deserted except for one employee. He pointed out the new grave to them, and they stood looking at the freshly covered plot. Liang laid the flowers down on the soaked and muddy grave and said a silent prayer for her father's soul. She knew he was finally happy now, reunited with his wife, who had died more than 20 years before.
Sing Han's life had been tormented by demons of revenge. His parents and sister had been murdered in the takeover of Shanghai in 1949, and his wife had been killed in Vietnam in 1967, and he blamed all the deaths on the United States. His life had been devoted to the destruction of America, though it was Liang's adopted home. She remembered her father now, not as the Tai-pan of Singapore, not as an ogre who had murdered those who stood in his way, but as the strong young man who carried her around on his back when she was eight years old, and as her wonderfully caring daddy who was always there to listen to her troubles in the evening, who hugged her and said everything would be all right.
Well, it was all right, she thought. He had known she loved him when he died. She had made that clear in the last few years. As Liang turned away from the grave, she felt at peace with herself. Sam was looking back toward the taxi, a puzzled look on his face.
"What is it, Sam?"
"See the other taxi behind ours, the blue and white one? There are no passengers in it."
"And no driver as well. The driver is probably visiting a deceased relative just like we are."
"Well, you're probably right, Liang. I just keep thinking how your father and his attorney were killed...." Liang looked as if he had slapped her. He felt terrible and picked up both of her hands in his. "I'm sorry, Sweetheart. I have an overactive imagination. Not to mention a big mouth! Let's get back in the cab before we're completely soaked."
During the drive back to town, Liang perked up again, and they discussed what they should do next. They felt they should find out what was going on with Sing Han's businesses, but Sam insisted they not reveal she was his daughter, at least not yet. She would pose as a former employee of his in Hong Kong, whom he had helped out when she was in financial trouble. She would say she would always be grateful to him, and had stayed in touch even after he had moved his headquarters to Singapore. Neither of them noticed the blue and white taxi following them at a discreet distance.
Their cab driver was familiar with the Pinnacle Properties headquarters building and dropped Sam and Liang in front of it.
The receptionist, a young Chinese woman who readily identified with Liang's heart-warming story, was very attentive. She explained that the home office had shut down for the day of the funeral, which the entire staff had attended. Sing Han was not known to be a particularly warm man. He kept his emotions inside. But everyone liked him because he was sincere and fair. He wasn't the type to chat about a worker's family life, but he always said "Hello" in the morning, and let people take off early when they needed. Not at all like Mr. Liu Shan, a cold man (literally, now, thought Sam as he listened to her) whose funeral would be tomorrow. "We'll see how many employees show up for his funeral!" said the receptionist.
The young woman passed Sam and Liang over to an office manager, whom Liang had no problem charming into a conversation about Sing Han's businesses. He handed them a brochure that described some of the industries that Sing Han's companies competed in, and gave a speech that he must have used when interviewing job candidates. Sam, who had always pictured Sing Han as a master of secrecy and intrigue, had trouble understanding such candor by the manager, but apparently many of the Tai-pan's companies were now publicly owned.
"What will happen to the main holding company, Pinnacle Properties, now that Sing Han has passed away?" Sam asked, not really expecting an answer.
"We already have a new boss! A large company in Hong Kong, Scimitar, Ltd., announced yesterday that they own a controlling interest in some of our companies and are a significant creditor in others. Our legal staff is trying to sort it all out now. It came as a bit of a shock to us. No one knows much about Scimitar, though of course everyone has heard of it. Anyway, we're relieved that someone is at the helm of the ship again. For awhile, we thought all the assets would be tied up in some sort of probate, and we'd be out on the streets."
As Sam and Liang left the building it was sunny, and the sidewalks were jammed with office-workers rushing to lunch or back to work. They found a cafeteria and tried some stir-fried beef and broccoli, served with shrimp fried rice. While they ate Sam studied a map, locating a police station within walking distance.
When the two were outside again, the streets were still so crowded that they didn't notice a plain looking man in his mid-thirties dressed the same as hundreds of other professionals in the same area. He had no problem keeping them in sight, however, for they were unusual: wearing casual shorts while surrounded by business suits. And they were a mixed race couple. The woman was Eurasian and remarkably lovely, walking with a grace and bearing the follower had seldom seen, and the man was a Caucasian about 50 years old, six feet tall and deeply tanned, with broad shoulders and well-muscled legs.
The plain looking man waited outside the police station while Sam and Liang went inside. He spoke softly into his tiny cellular phone, and when the couple re-emerged, another man, equally unremarkable in appearance, took over the tail. The first man went inside to see if the police could be incentivized to share their conversation with the couple. A third man politely questioned the receptionist in Sing Han's building. The three men were not looking specifically for Sam and Liang. They were simply following their vague instructions: if someone were asking about Sing Han, follow him and get his name and address.
That evening, after a fruitless stop at the public library in search of background information on Scimitar, Ltd., Sam and Liang had dinner in a restaurant at a neighboring hotel. They had a spectacular view of the harbor and managed to find their favorite Chardonnay halfway around the world. They sipped the wine, and Sam admired his wife. She had changed to a white silk dress, long and sleeveless. The material flattered her shapely figure and accentuated her tan face and arms. Liang summed up what little they had found out.
"The police think both murders were done by professionals, and if they have any clues, they aren't saying. No one knows of any motives. We could find no evidence that my father's business was in trouble. If someone were stealing from him, I would think the new owners, this Scimitar Company, would find out shortly. Or maybe they already know."
"I wonder if we should contact Scimitar. About all we found out at the library today was that it is privately held, based in Hong Kong, and every bit as secretive as your dad. Scimitar has not disclosed anything about its takeover of Pinnacle Properties other than that it happened, and no public registration of securities was involved. I doubt they would tell us anything, even if we went to Hong Kong to see them in person."
Liang opened up her purse and pulled out the letter from Sing Han. "Hong Kong is not one of the cities on the list of bank accounts. That seems strange, since Father had so much activity there."
"Maybe he had a reason for not wanting you to visit the place. What cities are listed?"
"Tokyo, Los Angeles, New York, Chicago, Toronto, London, Zurich, Milan, Paris, Frankfurt, and Monte Carlo. They're all big cities in stable countries. Let's see....14 bank accounts, 11 cities, and nine different countries."
"Kind of a diversified portfolio of cities. It would be interesting to see what is in these secret accounts. That may give us a better idea of how to approach Scimitar."
"Right, Sam. At this point we know so little that paying a visit to Scimitar would probably only result in our being embarrassed. It might even be dangerous if they were the ones who took Father's money."
As they finished the meal, the sun set, and lights came on in the marina below them. Sam lit a cigarette, careful to blow the smoke downwind and away from Liang. He was down to only five per day, which pleased her, so each one was a real treat. In California the non-smoking population - almost everybody but Sam, it seemed - was so militant that he had become sensitized to the size and density of rooms and the direction of the ambient airflow.
Sam looked at his best friend and said, "Liang, he was your father, and whatever is in his bank accounts is yours. Whatever you decide to do is totally up to you. You know how I feel about money. Once a person has enough for the basics, which we do, any excess is just a temptation to be wasted on useless luxuries. Sure, it would be nice to buy a yacht and have vacation homes all over the world, but we probably wouldn't be any happier."
"Well, a little more money wouldn't hurt. We could give some to charities, provide better security for Gabriella, and travel more. But I know what you mean. The main reason I want to check out the banks is out of curiosity. And wouldn't it be nice to travel to all those cities?"
"Sounds wonderful to me! Where should we start?"
"Let's stop in Tokyo on the way home, since it is on the way. But then let's head home. I want to see Gabriella before we begin our odyssey."
Chapter 3
Sam and Liang had visited at least two-dozen countries in the last ten years, but they were unprepared for the confusion of Tokyo's Narita Airport. As with most large international airports, it was packed. People were running in all directions, obviously late for something. Others sat impatiently in lounges, reading novels, drinking, smoking, eating, talking, browsing in shops, sleeping soundly, or merely staring into space. But all the other airports had had signs in English as well as in the local language. At Narita the English was less abundant, and the two wandered around in search of a way to get to their hotel.
Before leaving Singapore they had done some homework. They had purchased $500 worth of Japanese yen, which they were told would quickly disappear since Tokyo was one of the most expensive cities in the world. They also found a guidebook to the city, with a map and list of hotels. They had reserved a room for three nights at the Tokyo Hilton International.
The guidebook informed them that a taxi to downtown Tokyo could cost 20,000 yen, or $150, whereas an "express coach" would be only 2,000 yen each. On the other hand, with a bus they would have to read someone's mind to know how to get on the bus, which one to take, and when to get off. It was an easy choice since Sam and Liang liked adventure as much as they disliked wasting money. So they searched for the express coach's departure point, while lugging their bags through the milling crowds. A smiling young woman at a rent-a-car counter spoke enough English to point them in the right direction.
The 41 mile trip took two hours, first along an expressway, and then on a Mr. Toad's Wild Ride through the congested streets of the downtown districts of Tokyo: Chiyoda-Ku, Minato-Ku, Chuo-Ku, and finally Shinjuku-Ku, where the Hilton was located. Liang spotted the name of the hotel from the window of the bus in time for them to get off the coach.
It was still only early afternoon when they finished unpacking. Sam and Liang were anxious to visit the bank and find out what Sing Han had left there for her. Down in the lobby a concierge tried to find the bank on Sam's map of Tokyo.
"It's the International Bank of Tokyo in Chuo-Ku," Liang read off Sing Han's list. "The address is 16-1 Showa-Dori Avenue."
"Chuo-Ku is here," said the elderly Japanese, pointing with one finger at the map. "As you can see, you and I are here. Please may I mark both spots with a pen?"
"Yes, of course. Can you see this Showa-Dori Avenue where the bank is?"
"Around here somewhere," said the concierge, drawing a small circle with his finger, but you will not be able to find the street by yourself."
"Why not?" asked Sam, somewhat insulted. He had always been proud of his ability to read maps.
"There are few street signs, and those few are in Kanji. Do you read Kanji?"
"Is that the Japanese writing that looks like pictures or symbols? If so, neither of us understand Kanji," said Liang. "Perhaps we should go there by taxi?"
"Yes, miss, but not today. The banks close at 3:00 PM, and it's already 2:30. They will be open again at 9:00 AM tomorrow. You may catch a taxi by the hotel entrance over there. Have the address of the bank written down, as most taxi drivers do not speak English. Better still, let me write the name and address of the bank down in Kanji for you to give the driver."
Sam, beginning to appreciate the difficulty of getting around the city, asked how they would get a taxi back to the hotel.
"Show the driver this Hilton business card which has both English and Japanese on it. Keep it with you whenever you're out outside the hotel to insure you can get back." The concierge had a hint of a smile on his face, no doubt recalling a long list of lost Americans during his career.
They thanked him for his help, and as they walked away, Liang suggested they see some of the tourist sights. Sam readily agreed. "We can just mark our way on the map with a pen so we don't get lost. We don't need any street signs. Plus we have all these landmarks shown on the map," Sam said with confidence. "The only problem is the Shinjuku area looks kind of boring. There's a lot more to see southwest of here. Who picked this hotel, anyway?"
"Ha-ha, Sam. It must have been someone who has this fetish for staying in American hotels no matter where he is in the world. I wonder why someone would be that stubborn. But I'm told he also has some good points. Well, let's take a taxi to a more interesting part of town."
"Let's try Chiyoda-ku. That's where the Imperial Palace is."
The taxi ride took thirty minutes to travel what looked to them to be three or four miles, and then the two walked for a couple hours. Because it was growing late, they were unable to enter the Imperial Palace, but at least they could stroll through the park that surrounded it. The view of the park, the moats that circle the park, and the bridges that cross the moats, was magnificent. Walking south, they passed government buildings: the Supreme Court, the National Diet Building, and several office buildings for the House of Representatives. On Sakurada-Dori Avenue, they saw the powerful Ministry of International Trade and Industry, MITI, which Sam had often heard about as an important player in achieving Japan's objectives in world trade.
Their walk encompassed more than somber buildings, however. Sam and Liang absorbed the cultural differences. Vending machines sold cold coffee along with Diet Coke. Delivery vans plying the narrow streets were the size of golf carts. They drove on the left side of the road. The streets were clean, and there was no graffiti. Food was sold in little mom-and-pop markets.
They stopped in one such market and walked up and down the aisles, self-conscious of the looks they were getting from the local shoppers. The selection of food was radically different, and yet there were some similarities to America: Ritz crackers with Kanji labels; bags of peanuts, but wrapped in seaweed. They bought a small package of chocolate chip cookies to share and a couple bottles of water, paying in yen and trusting the clerk to make the correct change. Outside, they nibbled and sipped, hoping the Japanese didn't consider it rude to snack in public. It was almost seven when they reached Toranomon, where they found a brightly lit mall with a cafeteria-style restaurant, so they could choose their meals without knowing the language.
Later that night, Liang found it hard to sleep. She could tell from Sam's slow even breathing that he was out like a light. In the darkness she stared up at the ceiling, wondering what they would find at the bank in the morning. What she really needed was not the money, however much there might be, but a further glimpse of the person her father had been. Would there be a message from him along with money?
Liang got up, went to the window, and pulled back the heavy drapes. Bright lights stretched off before her as far as she could see, broken here and there by splotches of darkness that were probably parks. Someone had killed her father for his money. Now that it would be hers, would they come after her and Sam and Gabriella? She was tempted to forget the whole thing and go back to their quiet life in Paso Robles.
There was no way she was going to sleep with all her thoughts cycling insanely through her head, she thought. She needed something to take her mind off things. Liang slipped off her nightie, lay down in the bed and cuddled up to Sam, who was facing away from her. She knew he loved to be awakened with kisses and caresses. Liang wrapped an arm around him and gently massaged his chest. After a few minutes of this, she moved her hand down to his stomach, noticing that his breathing was becoming less regular. Liang slipped her hand even lower, and Sam was now awake. He turned over and hugged her.
"Why did you wake me up? Is the hotel on fire?"
"No, but I am. What should we do about it?"
"I could throw you down on the floor and wrap a rug around you. Or, there's another way..."
The next morning they had a leisurely buffet breakfast in the hotel lobby, selecting bacon and eggs over the fish pancakes. They drank coffee and skimmed through a copy of the International Herald Tribune. Simple pleasures, thought Sam, lighting his first cigarette of the day. He too was curious about what they'd hear at the bank. It was hard to imagine their lives getting better, though. He was married to a gorgeous, sexy woman who was fun to be with and who loved him. He worked only when he felt like it. He had his health. He enjoyed the hell out of traveling, and here he was in Japan. Life was wonderful!
After breakfast, they went back to their room. Sam checked out the radio system built into the nightstand. According to the laminated chart nearby, there were 440 channels. Astonished, Sam perused the list. The channels were divided into groups, one of which was Japanese music, of course. Within Japanese music there was every style from easy listening to pop, with provincial folk songs and karaoke thrown in. One channel had the paradoxical title of "Nostalgic Music for Young Listeners". Other groups of channels focused on music from 30 different countries.
Sam sat down and began to play with his new toy. After 15 minutes of his "channel surfing", Liang became impatient. He was flipping back and forth between "Waterwheel, waterfall" (G31) and "Waterwheel, waterfall with BGM" (G4), and discovered that a "BGM" was a slowly played Japanese harp which he had often heard as part of far-eastern music.
"Liang, want to hear 'Rooster Call and Bells Ringing'?"
"Come on, Sam, let's go to the bank."
"Hang on a second. Okay, guess what this one is."
Liang sighed and listened. There was a clicking like the sound of billiard balls, and several people speaking Japanese.
"I have no idea, Sam. Is it the sound of a husband in a hotel room trying to piss off his charming wife who is anxious to get to the bank?"
Sam smiled at her. "No, but you're close. It's background sounds from Pachinko and Mahjong!" Reluctantly he turned off the radio system and stood up. "Okay, I'm ready now, charming wife."
The taxi crept along one winding street after another all the way to the opposite side of central Tokyo. Very few of the streets ran parallel or perpendicular to each other; most did not follow a straight line for more than three blocks. Sam had read that the city was over 500 years old, and just like many European cities that old, the streets were a crazy quilt with little discernible pattern. He would hate to drive here. The only question would be whether he would get lost before he got in an accident.
The International Bank of Tokyo, or IBT, had branches all over the world. The office in Chuo-Ku was IBT's world headquarters as well as a local branch, and it looked the part. It was as grand as a cathedral, a house of worship to money and international trade. The floor was marble, the walls were covered with expensive paintings, and the ceiling was four stories above Sam and Liang, as they walked over to a teller.
Liang approached a teller's window and explained that she had been made the beneficiary of an account at the bank and wanted to know the balance. She had the account number and a password.
The young woman looked at her blankly, obviously not understanding English, and called her supervisor over. The new woman approached, gave a little bow, and listened as Liang repeated her situation, and then asked Liang's name. Once that was typed into the computer terminal, the supervisor looked at the screen, glanced curiously at Liang and then back to the screen.
"Mrs. Weber, this is a special type of account. I will have to refer you to my manager. Please wait here for a moment." With that she walked over to a middle-aged man who sat at the largest desk in the office. They spoke quietly, glancing at Sam and Liang a couple times, and then the woman bowed and returned with the manager.
"This is Mr. Hiroshi. He will assist you."
Hiroshi smiled, stated his name, handed them each his business card with a polite bow, inquired of their names, and shook their hands. He invited Sam and Liang over to his desk, asked them to sit down and then pecked away on his computer terminal.
"Ah, here we are. Your account was set up with special precautions to protect the depositor and the beneficiary. What password were you given? "
"Le Nguyet," said Liang, and she spelled it out. To Sam, she said, "That was the name of our housekeeper when I was a child."
Hiroshi typed in the password, along with Liang's name, and looked up at her.
"Mrs. Weber, and Mr. Weber, it is not often that we see accounts such as this one. The account was opened only six days ago, and the funds were transferred into our bank from Switzerland the next day. Such a large amount is not normally left sitting idle in a non-interest-bearing account."
"How large is the balance?" asked Liang.
"Five billion yen."
"How much is five million yen in U.S. dollars?"
"No, no. Not five million. It's five billion. In U.S. dollars, that would be about $40 million."
Liang looked like she was about to faint. Sam had never seen her like this. Liang was just staring with her mouth open. He got up and stood at her side with his arm around her. "Liang. Are you okay?"
She looked up at him. "Forty million dollars, Sam! Jesus Christ!"
Sam turned to the banker. "Mr. Hiroshi, this comes as a surprise to us, to say the least, and we need a little time to decide what to do. Where would you put that much money for safekeeping?"
"It depends how long you want to keep it deposited. If it's just for a few days, I would divide it into four pieces of $10 million and invest them in overnight certificates of deposit with four different, very stable institutions. The rate of interest income will be low, but the safety and flexibility will be high. We can make the arrangements for you, of course."
"Liang, what do you think?"
"Sure, go ahead." She stood up carefully and extended her hand to Hiroshi. "Thank you, sir. We'll be back in a day or so. Is there anything else we need to know? Any messages from the person who transferred the money?"
"Usually wire transfers are accompanied by a short comment to indicate the purpose of the funds. However, not in this case. I do need you to sign these forms to move the money into the CD accounts."
Liang sat back down, read the forms, which were the English versions, and signed them. The banker compared her signature with one shown in graphics form on the computer terminal and seemed satisfied.
Mr. Hiroshi stood up and bowed again. "We appreciate your business, Mrs. Weber. You have my card. Please call me if you have any questions."
Sam guided Liang out of the bank, and they walked along the street with no sense of where they were, ignoring the products for sale in the windows and automatically dodging the crowds of Japanese rushing in both directions. He felt like he had entered the Twilight Zone and fought back a demented urge to sing "We're in the Money." Instead he asked Liang what was going through her mind.
"Nothing very logical, I'm afraid. In fact the most prevalent thought is just that: 'I'm afraid.' It's too much money. I'm afraid we'll lose it somehow. I'm afraid whoever killed my father will find us and kill us for the money. I'm afraid it will change the life we have, perhaps drive a wedge between us, Sam."
"We'll just make sure that doesn't happen. Yeah, whatever you do with the money, we have to make sure it's as secret as possible. I agree that there is a risk someone will now come after us. The other thing is, this is just one of the 14 banks on the list. If each bank has $40 million, you are going to have over half a billion dollars!"
"Unbelievable! It makes me wonder what Father did to get that rich. There could even be legal problems. Don't banks have some restrictions to help them detect money laundering?"
"They do in the United States, anyway, plus many countries have strict currency regulations that control money going in and out of their countries. One way around some of the rules is to invest in Eurodollars in tax havens like the Bahamas."
"The banker said the money was transferred here from Switzerland, which would be an obvious place for Father to hide all his money. I wonder why he would move it out of there?"
"Beats me. Maybe he thought the more he moved it, the harder it would be to trace. Maybe he didn't think it was safe to have it all in one country. One thing that seems obvious to me is that we should transfer the money somewhere else. That will eliminate the trail back to Sing Han's accounts in Switzerland. Whoever he had working for him to make the transfers knows where the money is right now. That link needs to be broken."
"Yes. If the 'bad guys', whoever they are, find Father's Swiss agent, they could get him to talk. God, I'm talking like some character in a TV movie."
"We have to start thinking that way. Maybe we should talk to a lawyer who specializes in international banking to see how we can protect the money and ourselves, and at the same time not do anything illegal. We could do that here or go home first, or wait till we visit each bank and have the whole picture."
"I think talking to a lawyer sounds like a great idea. Perhaps we should do that right away, so we'll know how to handle the money here in Japan. Should we have Mr. Hiroshi recommend someone to us?"
"We could, but then there will be one of those "links" I was talking about. No, let's find one on our own.
Nothing was easy, though, because of the language. Sam had often found consultants in foreign countries when he had been the vice-president of finance for an international manufacturer. He would call on the local branch of a "Big Eight" accounting firm because their staffs spoke English and were expert in the local laws as well as being able to relate them to U.S. laws. They knew taxes, currency regulations, import and export controls and general business practices. He knew the Big Eight, now merged into a Big Six, would have offices in Tokyo, but how could they be found when the phone books were all in Kanji?
He led Liang, who was still in a daze, around the streets of Chuo-Ku, sightseeing and hoping for inspiration. They chanced across a bookstore and wandered in. All it took was a simple inquiry, and within minutes they were thumbing through an English language directory of businesses in Tokyo. One of the accounting firms had an address in Chuo-ku. Sam asked the clerk for directions, purchased the book, and he and Liang walked to the company. They were able to make an appointment for mid-afternoon, and went off to find some lunch.
Mr. Kawabata's office was on the 45th floor. Sam and Liang were ushered into a small conference room with a spectacular view of Mount Fuji. A secretary offered them green tea, bowed and exited. Immediately afterward, Kawabata entered. He had massive shoulders and a thick neck and a stern face that turned cherubic when he smiled to greet them. He looked about thirty years old. Even his hands were oversize, noticed Sam as he and Liang greeted the Japanese and accepted his business card with the proper dignity and scrutiny.
"Good afternoon, Mr. and Mrs. Weber. I am Mike Kawabata. I am happy to meet fellow Americans."
"Nice to meet you. You're from the United States?"
"Yes, third generation Japanese. I grew up in Torrance, California, and went to school at UCLA, where I played football. I'm here in Japan for a three-year tour of duty."
"How long have you been here?"
"About ten months, and I love it. My parents were pretty Americanized, but still they infused me with some of the Japanese culture, so seeing it first hand is quite an experience. Where are you folks from?"
"We're also from California, up the coast by San Luis Obispo," said Sam, careful not to give away their exact address. He was probably being too cautious, but there was no telling what would happen when Sing Han, or even his ghost, was involved.
They sat down and sipped the tea. Kawabata stood up and announced, "I don't know about you, but I have had enough green tea today. How does a Coke sound?"
Sam and Liang agreed the Coke would taste wonderful, and their host soon returned with three cans, three glasses and a bucket of ice.
"Okay, what can I do for you?"
"We have a very peculiar situation," said Sam. "We need some advice on tax rules in the U.S., Japan, and possibly seven other countries. We also need information on international money transfers. Finally, we need investment advice."
"Well, those are broad areas, as you know, but I can give you some general information on all of them, especially the taxes, since I am a tax manager. Then I can direct you to others within our firm if necessary."
"That's good. How do the fees work out? I'm not sure what size engagement this might be."
"Let's explore the situation during the hour that I have set aside. Usually such an initial conversation is free. After that, our normal hourly billing rates would be used. What is this 'peculiar situation'? You have me intrigued," Kawabata said with a smile.
Liang began, "I seem to have inherited some money. My father, who lived in Singapore, died, but just before that he sent me a list of banks and a password. Just this morning I visited the first such bank, here in Tokyo, and was told that the account in my name has forty million U.S. dollars in it."
Kawabata's face had a stunned expression. "Good grief! How many bank accounts are on the list?"
"Fourteen accounts in eleven cities. Four accounts are in the United States, two in Canada, seven in Europe, and the one here in Japan. I don't know how much money is in the other accounts. I have to visit each bank to claim the money."
"So we're talking about potentially hundreds of millions of dollars." Kawabata thought for awhile, and the room became so quiet Sam could hear the carbonation popping in his glass of Coke.
"Please excuse me if I am being intrusive," said Kawabata, "but was it a coincidence that your father passed away right after you received the list?"
"Perhaps not. My father was involved in a lot of business deals and may have made enemies. He may have been murdered for the money, so my husband and I are understandably anxious to keep this whole thing extremely confidential. That's why we haven't gone to the police in Singapore or anywhere else."
"So what you need is a way to keep the money safe, hidden, and available for use, but not break any laws in the process."
"Basically. What obligations do I have for U.S. taxes?"
"Let me get you some booklets. I'll be right back."
He returned and spread out the paperwork on the table, pointing to each one in turn.
"First, there is no obligation to the U.S. for inheritance or estate taxes. You do have to file a Form TD90-22.1 for each foreign account each year. The form requires your name, address, social security number, bank name and address, account number, and then you check a box indicating the maximum value in the account. In your case, it would be the box which says 'over $100,000'. Way over! There is no tax to be paid with this form. It's for information only. As it says here at the bottom, such reports have a high degree of usefulness in criminal, tax, or regulatory investigations."
"Do you think filing this form would lead to some criminal investigation?"
"I can't imagine why, but if I were you I would hire an attorney to investigate that question with the U.S. Treasury Department on a 'no-names' basis. Next there is the need to pay taxes on the earnings on the money, interest income, for example. This will generally be taxable in whichever country the money's deposited, plus the U.S. will want to tax you on it. Here's publication 901 on U.S. Tax Treaties. In some countries that the U.S. has treaties with, you pay the tax in the foreign country and then take a foreign tax credit when you declare the same income on the U.S. tax return. Here's Form 1116 and Publication 514 for that.
"Some other countries let you exclude paying them the tax, and then you pay just the U.S. tax. Also, the U.S. and some other countries, require estimated tax payments during the year on such foreign based earnings."
"Sounds like we're going to need ongoing professional help on this. Well, it's not like we can't afford it, Liang. Mr. Kawabata, what else is there from a U.S. tax standpoint?"
"If you are an officer, director or shareholder in a foreign corporation, there's a Form 5471 to fill out which is very complicated. If you carry over $10,000 physically across international borders, Form 4790 is required."
"Speaking of that, what if we just wire transfer the funds to other countries?"
"No problem. Wires are essentially unregulated. No one has figured out how to regulate them, otherwise they certainly would try to. Last year, about $200 trillion of wires passed through the Clearing House Interbank System in New York! Probably a lot of that was money laundering, but no one knows."
Liang and Sam decided they would need to hire a firm eventually to file the tax returns and warn them of other regulations. First, however, they would discover how much money there was and figure out what to do with it all. They thanked the advisor and left, feeling a little sorry for the man who had heard such a dramatic story but was constrained by professional ethics from sharing it with anyone.
They shifted the $40 million to another bank in Tokyo, through an intermediary bank, just to make the trail more complicated. Anxious to return home, Sam and Liang decided to defer the tourist activities they had planned and caught the first flight back to California - on first class tickets.
Chapter 4
Initially the Council of Mandarins was convinced they had gained control of Sing Han's total fortune. The liquid portion, cash and short-term investments, had been shifted into accounts managed by banks the Mandarins owned. The more tangible assets, factories, computer equipment, oil tankers and real estate, owned by Sing Han's interlocking corporations, were still owned by those same companies, but the Mandarins now had voting control of the stock.
Sing Han had built his empire on secrecy and leverage, and the Council of Mandarins had used those same tools against him. For example Sing Han's majority ownership might have been 51% of Company A, which owned 51% of Company B, which owned 51% of Company C, giving him control of all three firms, though he owned only 13% of Company C. With treachery and the movement of a little money, the Mandarins had changed Sing Han's shares to 49% of 49% of 49%, making him a minority owner on all three firms, while reducing his share of Company C to 12%. Furthermore, the very secrecy of the legal arrangements initially established by Sing Han prevented the changes from surfacing publicly. The theft of Sing Han's fortune complete, he was then killed, and his Pinnacle Properties holding company quietly became Scimitar, Ltd.
It was only after Sing Han's murder that the Council discovered that he had outfoxed them. Corporations had been drained of cash and investments on verbal instructions from Sing Han. Officers and directors of those firms, not yet aware of the clandestine shift of ownership to Scimitar, had moved funds around the world wherever Sing Han instructed! They knew his voice well, and their loyalty to him was unquestioning.
The Mandarins had reacted very quickly and furiously, tracing these latest transfers from account to account, but one by one, each came to a dead end. It had been a month since Sing Han's murder, and they had ended up with approximately $350,000,000 U.S., the non-liquid assets, but the rest, almost $500,000,000 in cash and securities, had disappeared!
The head of the Council of Mandarins, Pao Shi, sat in the library room of his block-long yacht, anchored in the middle of Kowloon Bay. Now in his mid-sixties, he looked 80 years old and was completely bald with the face of a skeleton. His tall gaunt frame was folded into a large, beautifully upholstered chair. It was like hanging a mink coat on a cheap wire coat hanger. He was scowling, a permanent expression.
Pao Shi looked out of place in the luxurious library. The room cost more than most entire yachts in the harbor. Leather-bound books and works of art sat on teakwood shelves, anchored by thin brass rails against the swaying of the ship. Drapes, chairs and carpeting, dark emerald in color and subdued in design, graced the room. The books were in Cantonese, English, French and Spanish, all of which Pao Shi spoke and read fluently. In his youth he had been educated in Hong Kong and Paris and had spent years in San Francisco and Mexico City.
Ironically, the boring-looking old Chinese had become a billionaire by entertaining people. He had begun with radio and TV stations as soon as World War II ended. Next he branched into the music industry, producing vinyl records in the sixties, 8-track tapes in the seventies, cassettes in the eighties, and compact discs in the nineties. He promoted the music heavily on his radio stations, and built music stores to sell the cassettes and compact discs. When renting videos became popular in the late eighties, he added those to his music stores.
Pao Shi ignored international borders. Rock and roll and violent videos that were popular in LA and New York could be translated and exported to Frankfurt, Tokyo and Caracas. Audiences, especially young ones, were always anxious to see and hear the latest trends, and Pao Shi's managers in a dozen countries dictated those trends. The teenagers would have been shocked to know that an elderly Chinese billionaire was behind it all. What would he know about turning on Swedish girls as they slammed to and fro on the dance floor, faces flushed in the pulsating laser beams, ears growing deaf from the decibels? How could such raw emotion be generated by a man who had not smiled or cried since John F. Kennedy was president?
The Mandarin swirled his cognac expertly in the oversize snifter as the three visitors entered the library nervously. They waited to be offered chairs - several were available - but he kept them standing. The water was a bit rough today, and they braced their legs as the deck tilted without warning. One of the visitors was near a bookshelf, and he gripped the teakwood for balance, hoping Pao Shi would not notice.
"Your report, please," Pao Shi began abruptly.
The three looked at each other, each hoping one of the other two would volunteer to speak. The one holding the bookcase, the youngest and brashest, ventured forth, hoping to gain favor for his boldness.
"Sir, as you know, we are missing about $475 million U.S. dollars."
It was not the best place to begin. Pao Shi's hand jerked spasmodically, and a small tot of cognac leapt from the glass, darkening the arm of the chair. The Mandarin remained silent, glaring at the young man with eyes that looked like gateways to hell.
"Many of the wire transfers we..." the young man's voice cracked, and he cleared it nervously. "...we have been tracking have gone through Zurich on their way to other cities. Sing Han did not have time to coordinate them all himself, nor could he trust it to one of his employees, so he must have had an outsider do it. We think that person is probably located in Zurich."
"A great deal of international money moves through Zurich. This sounds tenuous at best."
"Yes sir, but then we reviewed Sing Han's phone bills for several weeks before his death. There were 16 calls to a number in Zurich. That number belongs to an investment manager named Alfred Weintraub."
"I assume you have interrogated Weintraub."
The men looked at each other, and then the young one replied, "Not exactly. He left his job abruptly the day after Sing Han died. Weintraub had no family and lived in an apartment. He seems to have disappeared."
"He disappeared?" Is Weintraub a magician? A ghost? Find him, you idiots!"
The young man was exhausted. His shirt was soaked under his arms. His hand slipped off the bookcase, and he almost fell. The man nearest the door took over the report, like a runner grabbing the baton from his fallen comrade in a relay race.
"We have questioned Weintraub's co-workers and his neighbors. He confided in no one. One day he was at work, and the next day he wasn't. Sing Han seems to have made an excellent choice in picking Weintraub."
At this the Mandarin nailed him with a glare that almost stopped his heart, but he continued bravely.
"Furthermore, the Swiss banking system is so secretive that we could find only a few of Weintraub's wire transfers by bribing one of the local bank employees. Those few have been traced to specific cities, and perhaps we could send agents to those cities to check out the local banks."
"You said 'a few' wires were discovered. How many is a few?"
"Well, two, actually." The man looked at the deck in shame, nauseous with the rhythmic swaying of the boat, not to mention the tenor of the conversation.
"Two? What cities, and how much money?"
"Chicago and Monte Carlo. About $40 million in each."
"Can we get that money?"
"Not legally. The funds are now outside the control of our corporations.
"Legality is irrelevant. Can we obtain it illegally?"
"If we can discover the identity of the beneficiary on the accounts, we can extract the passwords from him and forge his signature."
"Any progress on finding the beneficiary?"
"Sing Han, like Weintraub, seems to have had no family. The Mandarins" he nodded respectfully like a devout Catholic nods when saying the name of Jesus, "accumulated a dossier on him months ago, of course, and we are analyzing it for clues. He arrived in Hong Kong in 1968, but no one knows where he came from. One of our sources in Immigration says the files that old are filed in order of date of immigration and are not on computer, so we can find Sing Han's immigration records only if we know what date to check. Early records at his banks indicate currency exchange transactions in Vietnamese piastres, so possibly he came from there during the civil war. We have agents in Ho Chi Minh City, Hue and Hanoi investigating that angle.
"Anyway, he quickly established a reputation for ruthlessness, shrewdness, and secrecy. In the mid-seventies he moved his base of operations to Singapore, focused more on the oil industry, expanding his wealth each year. Nowhere is there any evidence of a wife, children, brothers or sisters. His closest friend was his bodyguard, a Laotian named Khankhaio, but as you know, he's dead also."
"You people are too quick to murder people! Killing is an appropriate strategy, but only after proper interrogation." Pao Shi shook his head, trying to be patient with such monumental stupidity.
He reached over and pushed a button on the table next to his chair. The ship suddenly lurched. The three visitors staggered and stared at the Mandarin. Did he have a control at his fingertips to make the ship lurch just to knock his visitors off their feet? A uniformed servant appeared, listened to Pao Shi briefly and then left again. One of the visitors thought he saw a smile on the Mandarin's face, but then decided it must have been his imagination. And the lurching of the ship must have been a coincidence.
The servant returned with a sheaf of photographs in his hands. He gave them to one of the visitors and vanished quickly.
"These pictures were taken of people who visited Sing Han's grave or were at the funeral," Pao Shi said. "On the back of each photo is any available data we have about the person. Photos marked with a red dot are of Singapore residents, and we have been able to conclude they are harmless. That leaves nine photos which cover 15 different people. Six of those people, marked with a blue dot, are known to us, being important business contacts from outside of Singapore. The remaining five photos, with nine people, show only names and addresses, which is all we know about them. To obtain that information we had to follow them to their hotels and bribe desk clerks, of course.
"The most intriguing picture is the one of the American, Sam Weber, who is standing with an Asian woman at the gravesite. They came all the way from California, staying at the Singapore Princess Hotel for three nights. They not only visited the grave, but then spent an hour at the offices of Sing Han, talking about him and his businesses. The woman, who did not reveal her name, claimed to be a former employee of Sing Han's from Hong Kong."
Pao Shi paused, letting the visitors digest the information as he sipped his cognac.
"Sir, have the man and woman been investigated in California?" It was the young one, back in the fray again after regaining his courage.
"The address was a postal drop in a small city named San Luis Obispo. After three weeks, the couple has not visited the post office. Attempts to persuade the postal employees to obtain Sam Weber's real address were ineffective. Of course if we must, we can use stronger means, such as bribery or torture, but that would create more visibility than we want right now. Also it would alert the Webers, and then they could simply change their post office arrangement. We'll keep trying to find the couple in California, of course, but meanwhile I want you guys to station men at the banks in Chicago and Monte Carlo with those photos of the non-Singaporeans. Have them be especially alert for Sam Weber and his friend."
Chapter 5
Gabriella sat on her bed, legs crossed like an Indian and back against the wall. In her lap lay a six-pound textbook called Economics, a boring name, she thought, for a boring subject. The dorm was as quiet as a church at mid-day. It was Friday night, and everyone was out at parties or on dates. Even her anti-social roommate Yvonne was out, watching an art film in San Diego.
She and Yvonne were probably considered nerds, sighed Gabriella to herself. The two sophomores had entered the University of California at San Diego with grade point averages in excess of 4.0. In Gabriella's case, anyway, it wasn't due to genius. She had always seemed a little smarter than most of the kids, first in grade school in Long Beach, and later in high school after she had moved up to Paso Robles with her mother and Sam. But she knew plenty of kids with higher IQs. She just studied more than most of her classmates. Her mother had ingrained in her a strong drive to succeed in school. Gabriella was also shy, and found it easier to bury herself in her books than to join a group of girls.
At least most books, she thought, glancing back at Economics. After reading one more page she looked over at her closet and noticed one of her wide-necked sweaters was about to fall off the hanger. Scooting off the bed, she rearranged the sweater and then made sure all the rest of the clothes were okay. Reluctantly she returned to the bed and picked up the book, dramatically needing both hands, trying to remember what she had just read. Suddenly she slammed the book shut in disgust. She decided to drive down to La Jolla and walk along the main street. It would be good to be among people, even if they were strangers. After all, it was Friday night.
She changed into a snug pair of jeans, a baggy white sweater and tennis shoes and fixed her hair and makeup meticulously. Then she drove impatiently through La Jolla's downtown traffic and found a well-lit parking place near the Hard Rock Cafe. Gabriella visited the town often, walking along the ocean in the daytime and window-shopping in the evening. An array of restaurants and real estate brokers bordered the street, but what were interesting to her were the boutique shops specializing in artwork, jewelry, books, furniture and clothing.
After a few blocks, however, Gabriella found herself getting depressed and lonely, rather than perking up. Almost in a panic, she decided to try a cigarette. Just about the only person she knew who still smoked was her stepfather, Sam, and he and her mom had warned her not to start the habit, since it was so difficult to stop. But she was curious about it and wanted to experience something new.
With a new sense of purpose, she entered a Mexican restaurant. The hostess was a young woman about Gabriella's age who gave her a funny look when Gabriella asked if they had a cigarette vending machine. Feeling the hostess' eyes on her back, she stared at the glass-cased machine, having no idea what brand to buy. Finally she dropped in nine quarters and pulled the knob, ejecting a pack of Virginia Slims. At least that brand had a feminine-looking package, she thought. She picked up a pack of matches at the hostess's desk, smiled at her, and strolled into the restaurant's cocktail lounge as if she owned the place.
A baseball game was blaring in the lounge, and men of all ages lined the bar, all staring at the television hanging on the wall, oblivious to Gabriella's grand entrance. A layer of cigarette smoke hung about three feet below the ceiling, which was festively decorated with sombreros, pinatas, and paper flowers, a real fire hazard. So much for asking for the smoking section, she thought.
Gabriella found a small table with a couple of chairs near the wall that was furthest from the noisy TV. She tore open the cellophane wrapper of the pack of cigarettes with her fingernails, feeling positively sinful, and banged the pack against the table as she had seen Sam do. Sure enough, a cigarette edged out far enough to grip and pull all the way out.
She was careful when she lit up, because a young person's first cigarette was such a cliché on TV sitcoms. The kids always coughed their brains off, much to the delight of all the adults in the vicinity. If that happened to her, Gabriella thought, she would just get up and walk out, knowing she would never see any of these guys again anyway. If they even noticed her coughing her brains off. God, she thought as she sipped the match flame slowly into the cigarette, why were men so absolutely fixated on sports!
Gabriella was surprised to discover that the taste wasn't too bad, not at all like it smelled. She exhaled and took another gentle puff, rather proud of herself. A waitress finally took her eyes off the damn game and came over to ask what Gabriella would like to drink. The woman was too old to be wearing the Mexican off-the-shoulder dress, Gabriella observed, as the waitress noted professionally that the girl before her was too young to drink, and maybe even too young to smoke. Gabriella had no intention on starting to drink tonight also, and ordered a virgin daiquiri, which at least looked grownup.
Sipping her drink and smoking somewhat confidently, she soon became bored staring at the backs of the men and focused on the cluttered ceiling and then the hand-painted walls. She busied herself knocking the cigarette against the ashtray, smoothing the ember into a perfect cone, and finally putting it out. Abruptly the baseball game ended. The bartender turned off the TV set and switched to a Mexican radio station. The men at the bar straightened up in their seats, looked around and almost shook themselves as if emerging from a hypnotic trance. One of them actually noticed Gabriella and walked over slowly.
He was about 25 and fairly nice-looking, dressed conservatively in jeans and a sport shirt. He had wavy hair that fell just below his collar. She noted he wore no wedding ring and had a tan line around his neck, which indicated that he normally wore a shirt and tie, and thus was either a professional or a salesman.
"What did you think of the game?" he asked, as he came up and stood over her.
"Oh. Was there a game on?"
He smiled at her. "Well, maybe not. The Angels certainly didn't seem to think so. They lost nine to one."
"Are you an Angels fan?"
"No, in fact I really don't watch baseball that much. Football's more interesting, I think."
He was still standing over her, which was awkward, to say the least, so she said, "You can sit down if you want," and then felt herself blushing and hoping to God he didn't think she was coming on to him. He grabbed the other chair and slid it around so he was sitting across from her rather than right next to her.
Suddenly there was nothing to say, and she filled the silence by whacking another cigarette out of the pack. This being her second one, the cigarettes were no longer jammed together, so three or four of them came completely out of the package onto the table, immediately rolling into the moisture rings from her ice-cold daiquiri. Gabriella blushed again, feeling stupid. His eyes twinkled with humor, but he just laid the wet cigarettes in a row by the ashtray.
"I'm Brad Christopher. What's your name?"
"Gabriella Weber. Would you like a cigarette? A dry one?"
"Thanks, I don't smoke, but it doesn't bother me if you do. Have you been smoking long?"
"About an hour now," she said with a grin. "It's pretty fun so far. I don't plan to make it a habit, though, because nowadays people make such a big fuss over it. I just wanted to see what it was like." She was starting to feel light-headed, almost the same feeling as when she took cold medicine. Her head, arms, and legs felt disconnected from her body, like a cheap doll she once had that had a rubber band holding each of the body parts to the torso. She hoped her head and body were properly aligned and not pointing in slightly different directions.
"Gabriella, that's an unusual name. It's pretty."
"It was my grandmother's name. Yeah, I like it. Some people call me Gaby, but I don't like that as much."
"So, what do you do? Are you in school or working or both?"
"I'm a sophomore at UCSD, majoring in Information Technology. I'm taking sixteen units, so it would be hard to have a job also. What about you?"
"I'm a newspaper reporter at the San Diego Union. I graduated a couple of years ago from USC in journalism."
"That must be a fascinating job! Do you have a special 'beat'? Is that what it's called?"
"Mostly I do local news, what's happening in San Diego, except I don't cover society stuff, movies, and sports, since those are special departments."
No sports. Thank you, Lord! thought Gabriella. She leaned over with her elbows on the table and stabilized her head on her hands. The dizziness was getting worse. She hoped both her eyes looked focused and not wall-eyed. "So what is happening here besides those things?"
"Oh, local politics, crimes, fires, human interest stories. I get to see quite a lot, and mostly I enjoy it, though the 'media' isn't always welcome these days."
She smiled at him, and they both looked down at the table. Gabriella punched her cigarette out self-consciously, and Brad put the wet ones in the ashtray neatly. Then he looked shyly at her and said, "I'm supposed to be at a party in Pacific Beach right now. I don't suppose you would like to come with me, would you?"
"No, I can't, but thanks." Gabriella looked down at the table again with what she hoped looked like maidenly shyness, waiting for him to ask for her phone number.
"Would you mind if I call you sometime for a date?"
"That would be fun. Let me give you my phone number."
He took it down, said good night, and walked off.
Gabriella's spirits had improved considerably. Brad was good-looking, well mannered, apparently unattached, had an interesting job, and seemed to be a nice guy. Perfect, in fact. It was time she had a life! An education wasn't the only thing in life that counted. She picked up her purse and strutted out of the lounge in her tight jeans with just the right amount of hip action, aware that this time all the men in the bar had their eyes on her.
Chapter 6
The alarm came from a long way off, like an ambulance several blocks away, but soon it was so loud Gabriella could no longer ignore it. She sat up with a moan and shut off the beeping. Hopefully her roommate had slept through it. It was four in the morning, and Gabriella had gone to bed at midnight. In five more hours she would sit down to her final exam in Physics, covering almost four hundred pages, and she felt even less prepared than usual. How could anyone know all the details in something the size of a small phone directory?
Next to the alarm clock was a wallet photo of Brad, which he had given her two weeks ago. She smiled at it and whispered, "Good Morning, Brad."
Gabriella pulled a flannel robe over her nightie, stepped into her old bunny slippers and shuffled down the hall to the bathroom. Splashing water over her face helped a little bit, but as she became more alert she began to notice she had a headache. Back to the room she padded, now conscious of the absolute quiet in the dormitory. She needed some tea and an aspirin, but not on an empty stomach. There were some old saltine crackers and a one serving container of peaches pushed into a corner of her cluttered desk. Not much of a breakfast, she thought, but beggars couldn't be choosers.
Gabriella quickly skimmed through the first fifty pages, looking at highlighted text only, alternately munching crackers and then peach slices, which she pulled out of the container with her fingers, trying not to drip fruit syrup all over the textbook. She looked at the clock. It was 4:45 AM. She was making good progress. The food was gone, and she dumped the mess in the trash and walked back to the bathroom. She went to a sink, flipped the faucet handle wide open, letting the water run to get as hot as possible, and scooped some of the foul-tasting water into her mouth along with three Advil tablets. She then filled up a coffee mug with the hot water, returned to her room, and made some instant tea.
Her rhythm was broken now, she thought, sitting back in her chair with her feet up on the damn physics book. She sipped the hot tea and thought about Brad. He was the reason she had been up so late last night and was now trying to catch up on her studying. She should have studied last night, but he had called at the last minute to take her out to dinner. They had been on three previous dates, and he had always given her more notice. But this time he had called late, apologetically.
"Gabriella, I am just sitting here, missing you so much, and I know I shouldn't call you, because you have to study, and we agreed we should not go out more than twice a week because UCSD is so demanding, but why don't we be totally irresponsible and go grab a bite to eat?"
"I miss you too, Brad. Maybe if we just go someplace quick... It would be fun, and if I get some nourishment it will stimulate my brain so I can study better."
"I'm sure it will! In fact, you owe it to yourself to take a break. When can I pick you up?
He'd come by an hour later, and they drove along Torrey Pines Road in his Camaro, listening to a tape by the Doors, songs created before she was born. They saw glimpses of the Pacific Ocean through the pine trees. The sun was setting, reflecting off the water with infinite sparkles. Brad pulled off the road into a secluded cul-de-sac with a view of the ocean.
"Out of gas?"
Brad smiled sheepishly. "No, but I'm tired of driving and need to rest for a minute."
Gabriella leaned over to him and caressed his cheek. "How tired are you?"
"Not real tired." He locked the doors and pulled her close and kissed her longingly. Gabriella responded warmly. After awhile they opened their eyes and noticed the sun had sunken below the horizon. The sky was pink and lavender, coloring everything with softness. She looked at Brad, thinking she had never seen a more beautiful man in her life. She felt drawn to him so strongly that she felt herself going out of control. Fortunately, she thought with one part of her mind, the Camaro was too small to lie down in. Another part of her argued that they would not need to actually lie down. But she wanted her first time to be much more romantic than acrobatic.
"Are you getting hungry?" she asked.
"I'm hungry, alright!" he leered at her.
"Why Brad, you have smoke coming out of your ears! No, I meant for food. Come on, let's go eat."
They found a small fish restaurant that was low on ambience but high on scenic views. Their table overlooked the ocean, which now reflected a three-quarter moon. White-capped waves, barely visible, rolled in from the Pacific. The restaurant was quite dim inside, and it was easy to ignore the stuffed fish, cork life-rings and fishnets stuck to the walls, as well as the other customers. Brad had ordered them each a 7-Up, and he furtively poured vodka into their glasses from little bottles like they serve on airplanes. They took their time ordering dinner.
Gabriella sipped her drink, aware that precious time was passing, time that she should be using to study, but it seemed less important now. What was important was Brad. They had so much in common, and no matter how much they talked, there always seemed to be more to share. Finally they ate dinner, and could not even remember what they had eaten as they walked out of the restaurant, arm in arm. They had not had much to drink, and Gabriella felt just perfect, sort of languorous and warm, and very relaxed. There was a park between the main street of La Jolla and the cliffs overlooking the Cove. They walked along the edge of the cliff, protected by a metal rail. There was a slight breeze, but she felt warm with Brad's arm around her. The air was filled with the squawking of seagulls and the heady smell of salt, seaweed, and fish.
He pulled her into an old wooden cabana perched on the edge of the cliff. It had a bench on each side, and they sat on one and kissed in the dim moonlight. It doesn't get any more romantic than this, thought Gabriella, wishing they had more privacy, because she was definitely ready to lose her virginity. She could tell from Brad's breathing that he would need no further encouragement. But the cabana was all windows and doors, none of which shut.
They were quiet on the way back to the car. Brad was trying to formulate the words that would persuade her to come back to his apartment, while Gabriella was debating what to say if he asked. All this mental activity broke the spell a bit, and he finally spoke.
"Well, I guess we'd better get you back, huh?", said Brad, hoping she'd say, "No, that's okay." But instead she said he was probably right, since there was so much studying left to do, and it was almost midnight.
The tea was cold. Gabriella sighed, put her feet back down, and put her head on the physics book, hoping the knowledge would go through her forehead by osmosis. She smiled suddenly. She felt like shit, but it was worth it: she was in love!
After a month, the finals in Physics, Economics, and other subjects seemed like a bad dream. She had earned a 3.65 GPA, it was summer vacation, and Gabriella had talked her mother into letting her rent a small apartment in La Jolla for the next school year. She spent the summer there instead of going back home during the break. She had always worked so hard at her studies that she didn't have many friends in Paso Robles, anyway.
Brad was delighted, of course. They now saw each other every day after he got off work. He had a group of guys about his age that he hung around with, mostly from the newspaper. They and their girlfriends welcomed Gabriella into their midst. On the weekends they hung around the beach, playing volleyball, swimming, sitting in beach cafes, drinking the latest coffee fads and munching creatively-flavored bagels, talking for hours.
On Friday and Saturday nights there were always wild parties to go to, with free-flowing beer, wine and hard drinks. The guys and girls were all single and shared apartments that catered to young renters. It was a non-stop block-party on weekends, and they wandered in and out of each other's apartments, drinks in one hand, and the other hand free to shake hands, slap someone on the back, hug them, or caress their rear end, depending on the mood and the object of the affection. Music blared constantly, heavy metal mostly, until three or four in the morning.
Gabriella had never known such joy. She was the youngest of the group and felt honored that they had accepted her. They were great fun to be around. It was the most wonderful feeling in the world to walk into a room and have everyone look up and welcome her happily. She didn't know how much her reception had been due to Brad or her own personality, but it didn't matter. She and Brad were so close, Gabriella couldn't imagine life without him. They often attended the parties, but they also made sure they spent a lot of time by themselves.
It was on a warm Sunday in July that they first made love. He had taken her to Mission Bay Park for a picnic lunch and then sailing on the bay. They sat on the grass under a broad tree and ate sandwiches of smoked ham with potato chips and diet soft drinks. There were juicy pears, and then brownies for dessert.
They walked along the edge of the water, hand in hand, and eventually strolled past the Barefoot Bar and out onto the dock to the boat landing.
"Are you sure you have done this before?", she asked. There were six sailboats tethered to the dock, bumping against it and each other. Their sails snapped noisily in the wind, and the masts seemed very tall to Gabriella. She had never been sailing before. It looked fun, but rather scary.
"Twice. I'm quite a stud at it. See that big sail? It's called the 'mainsail'. The rear of a boat is the 'stern'."
"So, Master of the Seven Seas, I can see how we are going to go out toward the ocean, since the wind is blowing that way, but how are we going to get back?"
"Tacking. It's all about tacking, which is weaving back and forth as you make your way upwind."
"I wonder if we should get one of those paddleboats?" Gabriella pointed to a row of squat boats on the other side of the dock. They looked like cars without wheels. Two people could sit and pedal side by side.
"No way! Have you ever tried one? It's like trying to peddle a bike up Pike's Peak. Against the wind. Come on, sweetie, you'll love this!"
Brad was right. After he maneuvered the boat out into the middle of the bay, she began to relax. She lay back on the orange lifesaver cushions, felt the warm sun on her face and arms, smelled the salty water, and listened to its hiss against the boat's hull. Brad made it look easy, sitting there with his shirt off, hair blowing in the breeze. She admired his muscular chest and arms as he worked the rudder with one hand and held the boom rope with the other.
It was a little harder working back up the bay against the wind, but they tacked across from one side to the other, thrilling at each change of direction. Brad would pull the rudder sharply to one side, almost tipping the boat over. At a certain point, the mainsail would whip across the boat, and Gabriella would duck to avoid getting hit by the boom. Then the wind would fill the sail once more, and off they would go on a new angle. They tacked up the bay until they were even with the dock, but still out in the middle. Brad let the sail lay loosely, so they would stay in one place for a bit. Then he lay down next to Gabriella on the cushions. They hugged and kissed, and for awhile Gabriella wondered if he would make love to her right there. No one could see them below the bow of the sailboat, but another boat might draw near. Suddenly there was a loud bump, and they jumped up to find they had simply glided into a buoy. They laughed with relief and sailed back to the dock.
As they walked back to his car, Brad asked if she would like to go for a swim in the pool at his apartment building. She knew he wanted more than a swim, and so did she, but she casually said it sounded fine, since she felt kind of salty.
Gabriella had never seen his place and expected it would be a mess, like the stereotypical bachelor pad, but she was surprised to find it clean, tidy, and decorated tastefully. Brad gave her a tour shyly. It had a living room, a kitchen, a bathroom, and one bedroom.
"That water is sure going to feel good," he said in a voice that was suddenly husky. "Hey, I just thought, what are you going to swim in?"
"I can use what I'm wearing, a halter top and shorts, and then borrow a shirt and a pair of shorts from you when I get out. Then we can dry my clothes. Easy."
"Sure, that's easy." Brad's voice sounded somewhat strangled. Gabriella could see he wanted to go swimming about as much as someone walking the plank of a pirate ship. She looked out the window at the pool.
"Brad, the pool looks pretty crowded." She walked over to him. "Maybe we should swim later." She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him passionately, pressing herself against him.
He picked her up and carried her into the bedroom, laying her down gently, kissing her cheeks, her eyes, her neck and her lips, stopping from time to time to remove some of their clothing, a piece at a time. He was very patient, taking his time with her, and when the end came, she found the pain was hardly noticeable.
Chapter 7
It was hot and humid, July in Manhattan, and Sam could feel himself becoming more irritated and impatient with each passing minute. He and Liang were in line to take the elevator to the top of the Empire State Building. The line of people snaked through the corridors of the ground floor of the building, and there seemed to be absolutely no ventilation. Sam looked around anxiously for exits, his claustrophobia starting to cover him like a heavy canvas tarp.
Liang wrapped an arm around his waist and hugged him. "Don't panic, Dear, we'll be there in five minutes," she whispered to him.
"Do you think this is going to be worth it? We still have the elevator ride to get through."
"I'm sure it will be worth it. Why don't you go buy me one of those King Kong dolls over there at that gift stand? I'll save your place."
Sam fought his way to the stand. The little gorilla cost three times what it should have, he thought. But so did everything in New York. He'd paid $30 for breakfast for the two of them that morning, and it was just bacon and eggs and orange juice. Well, he mused, Liang was now worth $180 million, even after the expensive breakfast. After returning to California to visit Gabriella, pack more clothes and plan the rest of their trip, they had found $40 million in Los Angeles, $30 million in Chicago, $30 million in Toronto, and another $40 million here in New York.
When he returned, several people grouched that he was cutting in line. Sam was mad enough to tell them to buzz off, but he patiently explained that he was in line with his wife. As they ascended the elevator, he closed his eyes and dreamed of Bermuda. They were going there the next day, not for more millions, but just to enjoy a few days in a place that wasn't one of the biggest cities of the world. He visualized himself lying on a white beach with Liang, cool winds washing over them, and not another soul around.
The view from the top of the building was worth it, they agreed. Somehow Sam and Liang found a place on the observation deck which was somewhat private, and they stared out at the huge metropolis.
"Well, there's one more city to cross off our list of potential places to live," said Liang. The more glamorous places we see, the more I love Paso Robles."
"Me too. Wherever we move, if we do, let's make sure we're not surrounded by a bunch of people, especially not a bunch of rich people. If we lived in Newport Beach or Newport, Rhode Island, or Palm Beach or Palm Springs, sooner or later we'd start getting invitations to charity balls, polo matches, and trendy parties."
"That's assuming our secret wealth becomes public, which I have no intention of allowing. As long as we don't spend lavishly, people won't know we're super-rich, just 'comfortable'."
"I was reading the other day about Sam Walton, the guy who owns Walmart. He's perhaps the richest guy in America, six or seven billion dollars, and yet he drives an old Ford pickup and eats at the local coffee shop in his hometown of Bentonville, Arkansas."
"I wouldn't want to live that austerely! That's like stories of another billionaire; I think he is, anyway, Warren Buffett, who's lived in the same house in Omaha for thirty years. I'd like to meet someone like that and see what makes him tick."
"Liang, it might not be as easy as you think to remain anonymous, especially if you give a lot to charity, like you're thinking of doing. Large donations are usually announced by the institutions. Tax-exempt organizations have to do a certain amount of reporting."
"Well, there has to be a way. Are you ready to brave the elevator again for the ride down?"
"Yeah, I'm okay. Let's go back to the hotel room and take a shower before we go see "The Phantom of the Opera."
Back in the hotel, Liang sat on the couch and sipped a drink while Sam showered. The room at the Waldorf Astoria was not a suite, but it was quite large. She remembered nights in cramped motels when she was younger. They hadn't bothered her then, but it was so easy to become spoiled. Despite all the conversation with Sam about money not being so important, both of them enjoyed expensive things sometimes, like getting great seats at the theater, driving cars that didn't break down, spending a week in Hawaii each summer, and staying at a hotel with more than three coat hangers in the closet. What was next? Perhaps jewelry, original works of art, a chauffeur. Was this how it started, a couple of nights at the Waldorf?
Liang went to the window and looked out at the city, lit by the last rays of the setting sun. There were thousands of children out there who would not have a healthy dinner tonight, she thought. There were sick people with no money to buy medicine. There were homeless people looking for some kind of shelter for the night. With her money she could make wishes come true for thousands of people, and still have more than enough for Sam, Gabriella and herself. She ran to the bathroom and burst in on Sam as he was drying himself. She threw her arms around him, getting the front of her blouse all wet.
"Sam! Let's give the money away!"
"What? Well, yeah, we should donate a lot of it. Maybe most of it."
"Let's give it all away! In small batches. We could feed all the poor people in this city for a year, I'll bet."
"Whoa there. Don't you want to keep a little nest egg for hard times? Think about Gabriella."
"We'll see. I don't want to spoil her. If she were rich, maybe she wouldn't be so motivated at her school work."
"Gabriella's the type that does well in school because it makes her feel good about herself, not because of earning a lot of money later, don't you think?"
"I sure hope so."
Sam dried himself off and began to pull on his pants.
"Liang, I think it's wonderful that you're so generous! I admire you and love you. While we are in Bermuda we can plan out the best way to help the poor. We can't just throw money off the balcony. Nor can we do like that character on TV years ago. What was it? "The Millionaire?" He would pick out a different stranger each week and give them a million dollars."
"Most rich people create a foundation to handle the donations. Maybe I can do that, but I want to be involved enough to make sure the money goes to the people that deserve it the most."
The next day Sam and Liang checked into a beautiful bed-and-breakfast on top of a hill overlooking Hamilton Harbor in Bermuda. Their room had windows on three sides, and each side looked out at rolling green lawns and neatly trimmed shrubs and trees. They kept the windows open, and gentle breezes fanned the light curtains into the room. There was a dining room for guests to eat breakfast if they wished. Sam and Liang ate there every morning, enjoying the very civilized English atmosphere of crisp white linens, china teacups, and heavy old silverware.
The house had its own tennis court on the grounds, and Sam and Liang played every day before it grew too warm. There were no rental cars in Bermuda, so they rented a motor scooter and spent hours driving along the narrow, winding roads to the various attractions. Sometimes they lay on the deserted beaches and swam in the warm clear ocean. At night they drank in English pubs and danced to slow music.
Sam only spent a couple hours "working". He visited three of the banks in the town of Hamilton and inquired discreetly about international money transfers. The bankers replied with equal discretion, quick to distance themselves from the money launderers in the neighboring Cayman Islands. Sam came away convinced that the money they claimed in each city would need to be moved several times to weaken the link with Zurich. He and Liang made up a schedule which showed the original bank accounts and each subsequent movement they had made so far and planned to make in the future. They would keep funds in each of the original cities, but change the banks frequently and move the amounts from country to country like a game of musical chairs. Once the original claims were made, the subsequent transfers could be made by remote control, using prearranged passwords, so they wouldn't need to keep visiting each city.
Sam and Liang enjoyed their four days in Bermuda so much that they didn't give too much thought about how they would give away hundreds of millions of dollars until they were airborne for London. With quiet voices they spoke about it for hours in the first class section of the aircraft.
"What I want to contribute to are causes that make a difference in the lives of ordinary people. Public libraries as opposed to monuments to ex-presidents. Grade schools and high schools, not private universities. Hands-on science museums, not musty old art museums with million-dollar paintings."
"Don't forget basics like food and shelter," chimed in Sam. "We have to concentrate on programs that improve the quality of life. Look at what Mother Teresa accomplishes! A little money goes a long way if we don't absorb it all with bureaucracy and legal fees. For example, we could build shelters for the homeless, but a lot of the money would be used up getting building permits and crossing other legal hurdles."
"And how could we distribute medicine without having a license to do so? Still, I think we are on the right track. The last thing the world needs are more of the events that show up in the society pages. The rich get all dressed up in their tuxedoes and mink coats, glide around drinking expensive wine and nibbling little gourmet chicken livers. They are treated like royalty by the people serving them the food. The servants must gag when they see the elaborate decorations, ice carvings, orchestras, door prizes and favors. These opulent benefit events make the rich feel so good about their goodness, especially when they see their pictures in the society pages the next day. I wonder how much ends up in the hands of the charity."
"Okay," said Sam, grinning, "so am I to understand that charity balls are out?"
Liang looked at him and laughed. "Sorry, I got carried away."
"Here's a funny concept: the tax-exempt foundation. The majority, about 60%, of our taxes is spent on what could be considered charity, to wit: social security, Medicare, human development, and social programs. Yet foundations, which are set up to fund charitable programs, are carefully organized to avoid paying taxes! Why? One way to go would be to just hand your money over to the government. Most of it will be given away by them."
"Sam, you have gone over the edge. You need a drink to calm you down, boy. Can you reach the drink cart or flag down a stewardess? I'll have one, myself. For inspiration."
Chapter 8
Johnny Chang was totally pissed. Here he was in the middle of Monte Carlo, probably the most glamorous city in the world, but bored out of his goddam mind! Instead of gambling at the casino, lounging on a yacht, or laying by a pool watching bare-breasted babes soak up the rays, he was on a stakeout.
His orders were to walk up and down the Boulevard du Jardin Exotique all day, checking out the customers of the four banks along the street. He had five five-by-seven photos that captured nine people whose faces he had memorized.
He had been at it for a week now, time enough to memorize also every storefront window and every Rolex watch, Gucci bag and Halston dress in every window. By now he recognized many of the cars parked along the street, and even some of the snobs who worked in the shops. Another few days of this shit, he thought to himself, and he was going to need a new pair of shoes and a psychoanalyst.
The last few days he had cheated a bit and sat in his car for part of the day, still conscientiously watching the customers file in and out of the banks, but from a more comfortable position.
Johnny had two partners on the stakeout, positioned on other streets, and all three men checked in with each other by radio a couple times a day. The other two also had a big zero for the week.
During the evenings the three snooped around the major hotels, each at a different site. This was better duty, but still boring, and the hotel personnel were pretty suspicious, so the three rotated hotels among them. The week had been enlivened by two false alarms, where hotel guests or bank customers resembled people in the photographs, but on closer inspection were not the targets.
The flight from Paris to Nice had taken only about an hour, and its highlight was an incredible view of the Alps, the craggy peaks so white they hurt one's eyes. Sam and Liang recovered their bags from the carousel and found a bus to take them to Monte Carlo. Their guidebook said the short winding road, called Corniche, was one of the most spectacular in France. Sam was glad they had decided to take the bus instead of driving. Not only could they watch the scenery, but it was safer, since they were not familiar with the high-speed highway that snaked its way along the precipices of the French Riviera.
As if to make him doubt the safety of public transportation, however, the bus careened along the road as if the driver were in the Le Mans Grand Prix. Sam looked out the window. They were up about a thousand feet, and the cliff down to the Mediterranean Ocean was so steep, he could hardly see the harbors and beaches. Trees whisked by as the bus plunged recklessly around an endless series of hairpin turns. The bus slowed as it eased into Monaco, passed the harbor into Monte Carlo, and then coasted into the hotel parking lot.
Liang had picked the Carlton, an older hotel, but supposedly very elegant. Its location overlooking the harbor had sold her. As they got off the bus, Sam congratulated Liang on a good choice. The lobby was lavish, all marble floors and sunlit atriums and courteous staff. Like most of Monte Carlo, the hotel was carved into the face of a cliff, so they had trouble finding their way around at first. Each of the five floors was the ground floor at some point. They had checked into the lobby on the ground floor, but then took an elevator down a floor to get to their room, and when they did, they looked out the balcony and found they were three stories up. It took them twenty minutes to find the pool, which was not only on the other side of the hotel, but on the other side of the street. Getting there required a trip through a tunnel under the main coastal road, Rue Grimaldi. None of the five floors were laid out the same, of course, and there was no floor plan they could carry around as a map. Any map of the labyrinthine hotel would have to be three-dimensional anyway, Sam decided.
They lay on lounges by the pool, sipping cool drinks. It was customary that women were free to sunbathe bare-breasted in Monte Carlo, and Sam found it distracting.
"What do you think of that woman over there in the blue bikini?" teased Liang.
Sam knew who she meant without having to look, having already peeked at the young brunette.
"Pretty firm, eh?"
Sam smiled at his wife. "Yes, dear, but she doesn't compare to you."
"Oh, do you want me to take my top off?" Liang smiled seductively, sat up and put her hands behind her back to untie the top.
"No, no, that's okay, Liang, no sense sharing the wealth. I want to be able to keep lying on my back for awhile longer."
Later in the day, they walked around the city, which was so small that the scale on their map was in meters instead of kilometers.
"This place is only about one square mile, Sam. We can see the whole place from here. What you see is all there is!"
They were standing by a church on the Avenue de Roqueville, facing the Mediterranean. To their left was Monte Carlo, the most visible landmark of which was the Grand Casino with its domed green roofs. To the right was the Rock, a mountainous peninsula where Prince Rainier of Monaco had his palace and ruled over a tiny town that seemed to have changed little since medieval times. Straight ahead was the harbor, square in shape and filled with luxurious yachts. The section where they stood was La Condamine, the commercial district.
Sam and Liang had already been to seven of their "money cities" in the last two months - Tokyo, Los Angeles, Chicago, Toronto, New York, London and Paris - so the visit to the Monte Carlo bank was almost routine. Liang claimed a deposit of 450 million French francs, and they promptly transferred it to Milan, their next stop.
"Well, another day, another $60 million," said Liang with a mock sigh as they emerged from the bank into the bright sunlight. "What are we up to now, Sam?"
"About $360 million, and we still have Milan, Zurich, and Frankfurt to go."
"I think we were smart to schedule our flights so that we have three or four days here. This is really an interesting place. Shall we walk over to the Rock and see the Palace and the Cathedral?"
"Sounds good to me. Maybe we can find some lunch there."
They toured the medieval town, took pictures, saw the changing of the guard ceremony and the burial place of Princess Grace in the cathedral. On the way back to the hotel, they strolled along the harbor, staring at the incredible yachts, discussing whether they should buy one.
"Look at that sailboat! No, not a sailboat. It's a sailing ship. My God, it has seven sails! It reminds me of the Opera House in Australia. It's gorgeous!"
"Liang, with all your money, spending a million dollars is no longer a big deal, but what would we do with a yacht? Where would we put it?"
"We could park it in some harbor in California and then visit it whenever we want to. Doesn't it sound fun?"
"Yeah, it does. We could hire a crew and enter the race to Hawaii!"
"Well, we'll give it some thought."
They were now opposite the hotel, though it was at least a hundred feet above them, up a very steep slope of iceplant. They had to keep walking until the walkway met the far end of the hotel 200 yards away. As they continued, Sam noticed some huge concrete blocks in the water. They were rectangular and evenly cut, and bigger than a king-size bed, but lay partially submerged in an irregular pattern, forming a jetty. Sunbathers lay here and there on them, apparently tolerating the hard rough surface in order to have some isolation. Sam noticed that there was a disadvantage to the custom of partial nudity. A man laid on his back, with a tiny blue bikini almost hidden by his massive paunch, his deep tan accentuating a forest of white hair on his chest.
"Hey Liang," he said, "what do you think of that man out there on the rock block with the blue bikini? Firm, eh?"
"Nice! He almost needs two rock blocks."
As they walked through the lobby on their way to their room, the day manager called them over.
"Mr. and Mrs. Weber, I'm sorry to trouble you, but I wanted to inform you that a man came by today asking our staff if they knew of an American couple staying here, a Caucasian man and an Asian woman. The man even had your names, and claimed to be a friend. We told him nothing, of course."
"Thanks for letting us know. Did he give you his name or a message?"
"No, and of course we did not ask, because to do so might have led him to believe you were staying here."
"Very good. What did he look like?"
"He had long black hair, was average height and weight, probably in his thirties. He wore a suit, and was, well, he looked Chinese." The manager glanced at Liang to see if this information meant anything to her.
"Well, thanks again, and please continue to be discreet. We don't know of any friends here in Monte Carlo."
Sam and Liang sat in their room taking off their tennis shoes and sharing a cola from the mini-bar.
"I don't know about you, sweetheart, but this guy we just heard about sounds like bad news to me," said Sam. "I wonder if the guys who killed your father have finally made a connection to us."
"I don't see how they could have, but if there is the slightest chance, we should change hotels, or better yet, leave Monte Carlo immediately."
"I'll bet they found us from our visit to your father's company headquarters in Singapore."
"How? We didn't use our real names there."
"The only place we used our real names was at the hotel."
"They could have followed us to the hotel and got our names there, I suppose. And our address in Paso Robles! Shit! I'm glad Gabriella is at school in San Diego."
"It might be okay. I gave the hotel in Singapore our post office box, not our street address. Same in all the hotels we've been staying in, for that matter."
"Sam, let's see if we can fly out tomorrow. This is starting to scare me."
Sam went back to the lobby and had the concierge check on flights out of Nice. Their next stop was supposed to be Milan, but at this point, he would take just about any destination, he thought. Fifteen minutes later he was back in the room with Liang, with seats confirmed on a flight from Nice to Milan for 11:45 AM the next day.
"Sam, what if something happens tonight?"
"Well, I don't think it makes sense for us to change hotels. Whoever is looking for us, if anyone is, will be checking a lot of hotels in town. Let's forget this mess and enjoy our last night here. Do you want to go gambling at the Casino?"
"Okay, that sounds interesting, but I'm not very good at it. Let's pretend we aren't rich and just make little bets. Should we get all dressed up?"
"That's why I brought my tux. If we're going to mingle with the jet set at Le Gran Casino, we need to dress the part."
Mostly they played the slot machines and a little blackjack and drank champagne. They started with 1,000 francs, about $200, which Sam computed as eight minutes worth of interest on Liang's fortune, at 5% per annum. After two hours they were up about 800 francs, thanks mainly to a big win on the slots by Liang. Sam smiled at his lovely wife as she jumped up and down in her evening dress like a child, stuck her fists up in the air and yelled, "Yes!" Elegant men and women stared at her, some in disapproval, some in envy at her winnings or her beauty or her irrepressibility. Sam reflected that she was more excited by winning a few hundred bucks than she had been at learning about the additional millions at the bank the day before.
Later in the evening, after several hours on her feet in high heels, Liang told Sam she was going to have to go back to the room for more comfortable shoes. He was in the middle of an exciting game of baccarat, but offered to go with her.
"It's only a couple of blocks, honey," she said, "and it's a real safe area. Let me have the key, and I'll be right back."
Johnny was eating at an Italian restaurant when he saw a stunning Eurasian woman, thin and classy, clearly platinum grade material, walk gracefully by outside. He almost choked on his clam linguine and fished out the photo of the couple named Sam and Liang Weber. The woman had passed from view, but Johnny felt certain it was Liang. He dropped 150 francs on the table and ran outside amid protests from the waiter.
She was headed for the Carlton Hotel, one of the places they had been watching. Johnny put his hands in his pocket and sauntered casually behind her, glancing left and right, but his eyes never completely left her lovely figure as it moved seductively beneath the tight black evening dress.
In the lobby the bell captain gave her a slight bow and a wide smile. Johnny read the foreign currency tables on the wall behind the cashier's station, nodded as if to file an exchange rate in his memory banks, and continued unhurriedly, catching up to Liang as she waited for the elevator.
When the doors opened, he let her get in first, ever the gentleman, basking in the woman's fragrance as she passed him. On the fourth floor he followed her as she got out. Three doors down the hall, he stopped, pulled some keys out of his pocket and tried to open the door. The keys didn't fit of course, but he watched Liang out of the corner of his eye. He dropped the keys to the ground, to gain additional time, and she finally stopped at a door near the end of the hall. He made note of it and started to get up when the door in front of him opened. He saw a huge pair of feet with hair on the toes, a shiny black pair of trousers, a large belly with an undershirt stretched across it, and finally, a scowling fat face. A large red-faced European man filled the doorway and barked at him in a language that sounded German. Johnny grabbed his keys and walked quickly to the elevator.
He had noticed a "Sortie" sign at the end of the hall near the woman's room, probably indicating a stairwell. He took the elevator to the third floor, walked down the hall, found the stairs and tramped up them to the fourth floor again. He peeked out and identified the room as number 427, then hurried up the stairs to the lobby on the fifth floor. He found his way to the street and radioed the rest of his team.
Liang knew she was in trouble as soon as she spotted the Chinese get in the elevator with her. Monte Carlo was not exactly overrun with Asians. Her heart pounding, she played it cool until she was safely inside her room. She sat on the bed and breathed deeply to regain her composure, focusing on her next move. It was definitely time to leave town, but how? She paced around the room, throwing clothes into suitcases. She stripped off the gown and put on a comfortable dress and low-heeled pumps. She had to get to Sam, and quickly. He could be paged in the casino, but that would really call attention to them. No, she'd have to go back there and find him herself.
She ran up the stairs to the lobby, looking around frequently to see if she was being followed. At the desk she told the concierge to bring their bags to the storage room off the lobby. She also told him to have their bill prepared and then hurried down the street to the Grand Casino. Once inside she pulled Sam to a quiet part of the gambling hall and told him that they had been found.
"Good thinking, Liang, getting the bags packed and sent to the lobby. Now if only we can find a way to get out of the city without being seen!"
"Maybe we can rent a car?"
"I don't know. Let's get out of here. If we're lucky, they can help us at the hotel."
"Okay, but let's pick some other hotel. I'm afraid to go back into the lobby of the Carlton."
They'd just left the casino when Liang spotted the Chinese, who now had two Europeans with him. She grabbed Sam's arm and whispered fiercely to him. They turned to walk away, but it was too late. They'd been seen, and the three men were racing toward them. Sam held Liang's hand and led her toward the ocean as fast as they could run. He looked for other people, but the hotel grounds were deserted. They just kept running, now along the sidewalk that bordered the beach.
Sam wanted to get to the Carlton's pool because from there it would be a short distance through the tunnel to the hotel lobby. There they should be safe. But he'd forgotten about the tall glass walls surrounding the pool, and could see no way to get through. Fortunately, he could see the three men were still as far behind them as in the beginning, and was grateful that he and Liang had kept themselves in good shape. They were now close to the harbor, and it was so dark he could no longer see the pursuers, but he knew they had not given up. He thought about climbing up the steep slope to their room, but remembered it was covered with iceplant and would be too slippery.
He was exhausted and could tell from her panting that Liang was also. They had to find a place to hide, and they had to find it quickly. He could think of only one place here at the harbor to hide. He led Liang out onto a narrow pier, passing between the massive yachts. It was absolutely quiet, except for the gentle slapping of the water against the hulls of the ships. Their footsteps echoed hollowly on the wooden planking, and they stopped a moment to take off their shoes and carry them. At the end of the pier they crouched down behind a trash barrel and looked and listened.
"If they come this way, Liang, we're going to have to slip into the water and hide behind this boat."
"Is the water cold?"
Sam almost laughed. He slid over on his stomach to the edge of the pier and lowered his arm into the water. The temperature was surprisingly warm, perhaps because of the cool night air.
"Almost as warm as a bathtub. Where's your passport?"
"In my purse."
"Give me your purse. I'll put my wallet and passport in it and keep the whole thing dry if we have to go in."
They lay there another five minutes and then heard the voices. The voices grew louder, and much as Sam hated the idea, they were going to have to hide underwater. What a thing to do to a new tuxedo! He slid into the water, gritting his teeth to avoid crying out at the sudden chill. The ocean felt much colder to his midsection than it had to his arm. He tried to keep the purse and his shoes dry while helping Liang in, but the shoes fell in and promptly sank. The cold hit Liang, and she moaned softly. Holding the purse high with one hand and the deck of the boat with the other, Sam worked his way around the yacht, followed by Liang, who had her shoes gripped in her teeth, being more resourceful than he.
The three men had come down the pier and were talking in low tones and looking around. After a bit of discussion, they decided they would go back and wait in the Webers' hotel room rather than chasing all over the city.
Sam waited until long after they had gone. He and Liang talked in whispers about what to do next. Liang remembered seeing a train station close to the palace from their tour in that district the day before.
"If there is a train leaving this late at night," she said, "we could call the hotel and have them bring the bags to the station."
"It's a big 'if'. I'll bet the station is not even open this late, let alone there being a train due to leave. But we can't go back to the Carlton, that's for sure. What we really need is a taxi. Well, let's get going. We'll head over to the train station and meanwhile look for a hotel or taxi along the way."
They'd become accustomed to the water temperature, but when they climbed up onto the pier again, they practically froze to death as the cold air hit them. Water dripped off them all the way down the street. Liang's shoes hurt her wet feet, and she removed them again. Both of them were quite a sight, thought Sam, walking along miserable and barefoot in their soaked clothing in the middle of the night. No one would guess they were worth hundreds of millions of dollars.
They walked fast, hoping it would warm them up. The streets were deserted. They saw no taxis or hotels. Even the restaurants were closed for the night. They hoped to find a police station, but had no luck there, either. And, as Sam had predicted, when they got to the train station, it was closed. They sat on the steps, too weary and frustrated to speak.
Liang looked down at her feet, which had worn completely through her pantyhose after four hundred meters of walking barefoot. She stood up, stuck her hands under her dress and rolled the hose down one leg and then the other. She flung them on the asphalt and swore. Then she smoothed her wet dress daintily and sat down again. Sam stood up, ripped off his bowtie and cummerbund, threw them across the street and swore. Then he too sat down. Liang looked at him sharply and then laughed. Sam laughed also, and said, "Well, now that we got that off our chests, let's see if we can find a park bench to spend the night on. Maybe we'll get lucky and find some newspaper to help keep us warm."
They walked around the station and came upon a taxicab. Inside, the driver was slouched against the door, sound asleep. Sam knocked on the window, softly at first, and then harder. Liang began to fear the driver was dead, but he finally awoke, stared at them as if they were from a different planet, and slowly rolled down the window. Sam and Liang were practically knocked backwards by the stench of old wine.
The cabbie spoke groggily to them in French, not a word of which they understood, and Sam asked in English if he were for hire. Liang pulled some francs out of her purse and waved them at the driver. The man understood that readily enough. He stumbled out of the cab and opened the rear door for them to climb in, not even noticing they were still dripping. But the sudden action made his stomach explode. He fell to his knees, bent over and vomited a gush of partially digested red wine. Sam and Liang turned away in disgust and waited for the driver to get in. When at last he did, he fell over onto the passenger seat and began snoring loudly.
Sam got out, pushed the driver over, and sat in the driver's seat. He started the engine and looked back at Liang. "Where to, Gorgeous?" he said with a leer.
"All I want is a warm bed. Maybe we could find a hotel room in Nice? It's a much larger city."
"I think that's exactly what we should do. We're off!"
"Good. And sir, please see if you can get the goddam heater going. I'm colder than hell!"
"Got myself a real lady tonight, I do."
"And once it warms up in here, open up a window so some of the smell will escape, for God's sake."
"Yes, ma'am!"
Chapter 9
Johnny Chang and his two assistants spent the rest of the night scouring Monte Carlo for Sam and Liang. The fact that the Webers were here in town could not be a coincidence. In Johnny's mind it absolutely confirmed that the couple were also on the trail of Sing Han's fortune. He made a call to headquarters in Hong Kong, and his boss agreed. The worldwide manhunt could now focus entirely on Sam and Liang Weber.
The three men drove up and down every street, alley and parking garage in Monte Carlo and Monaco, cruising the deserted municipality in their rented Mercedes. They stopped at every hotel and questioned every desk clerk, displaying the photo of Sam and Liang. They had no patience when the snooty desk clerks with their French accents refused to answer on the grounds of confidentiality. The clerks were shoved up against walls, threatened with bodily harm, and arms were twisted. Hotel records were opened to see if anyone had registered during the night. Computer terminals were forced to divulge their data.
The trio barged into the offices of the city's taxi companies, forcing the dispatchers to explain the location and destination of every cab in town. They went to the train station, but found it closed and darkened.
Finally they returned to the Carlton Hotel just before daybreak, surrounded the desk clerk, and dragged him out of public view into a small office. This clerk had been particularly nasty with Johnny on past visits, and now it was payback time.
"Listen, you miserable fucking asshole, you're going to tell me everything about Sam and Liang Weber, and you're going to do it now!" Johnny pushed the clerk's shoulders repeatedly, backing him across the office and banging him into a file cabinet.
The clerk's eyes were wide, and any thought he had of bluffing his way out of this situation disappeared as Johnny slapped him several times across both cheeks.
"The Webers have been staying in Room 427. Let me find the file for you?" The clerk looked nervously from man to man, hoping for some sympathy or at least reasonableness. Finding neither, he flipped through a file drawer for the Webers' records.
"Yes, sir, here we are. The Webers checked in on Sunday, August 6 and planned to leave on Friday. Oh, that would be tomorrow. It's already Thursday morning," he added helpfully.
"No shit, you fool. We've been up all night trying to find these people. Now tell us where they are before we start breaking your fingers."
"I don't know where they went," the clerk wailed. "The Webers knew you were chasing them and they left quickly. They asked the concierge to hold their luggage so I could forward it to them. I know they were trying to get a flight out of Nice tomorrow.
"Good boy! A flight out of Nice. It's a small airport, so we might meet them there. Do you know where they were headed next?"
The clerk looked stumped by this one, and even Johnny's right cross to his stomach did not improve his memory. Johnny yanked the Webers' file out of the clerk's trembling hand and studied it. The home address was the same P.O. box as on the back of the photo. That was useless. But they had guaranteed the room with a VISA card number, which might provide a lead. There were also a few phone calls listed but all were local, and none had been made within the last 24 hours. Each number would be checked out later. Perhaps the Webers had called an airline or a bank or even a friend.
Johnny folded the file and stuffed it into his pocket. He glared at the clerk again and motioned to one of his pals. The clerk's arms were gripped from behind and lifted so high the poor man yelped and stood on his tiptoes to keep his arms from breaking.
"Now think real hard, asshole," said Johnny. "I want you to tell me everything you know about the Webers. What conversations you had with them, what activities they were interested in, and which other hotel employees came in contact with them."
Precious little information came from this interrogation. Johnny left one man with the clerk to interview the concierge and other employees, tear apart the luggage, and check out the phone calls. Then he and the other man ran to the car and tore off down the highway to the Nice airport.
Meanwhile, Sam and Liang were lying face down in a king-size bed, both in a deep sleep. They'd arrived in Nice just before midnight, located a hotel, booked a room, and parked the taxi and its snoring driver in an underground garage. Having tucked $500 into the driver's pocket, they locked the taxi and went back to the hotel room. There they showered off the Mediterranean Ocean from their bodies and clothes, laid the clothes out to dry, and passed out in bed.
The next morning the clothes were still soaked, and Sam and Liang had nothing to wear but terrycloth robes the hotel had thoughtfully provided in the room. They ordered up a large breakfast, after which Sam called the Carlton Hotel to inquire about their luggage. He identified himself to the desk clerk and said he needed their bags forwarded.
"Yes sir, I understand your question, but we are not able to accommodate you."
"What do you mean? Do you have our luggage?"
"Yes, sir."
"Well, can you have someone bring it to us? I'll pay him well for his time and expenses."
"No sir. That would not be possible. Excuse me for one second, please."
The clerk seemed so nervous his voice was breaking like a teenage boy asking a girl for a date. Sam put his hand over the phone and looked at Liang. "This is weird. The guy has our luggage but he can't send it to us."
"Mr. Weber?"
It was a different voice. There was a heavy accent, but it wasn't French.
"Yes, this is Sam Weber."
"We'd be happy to bring you your luggage. Where are you calling from?"
Sam slammed down the phone. "Looks like we're going to have to forget about our luggage, Liang. I think the guys that were chasing us have it, and we don't want them delivering it!" Can you think of anything in our bags that would identify our home address or Gabriella's?"
"No. What I threw in the bags were the clothes and toiletries. And I left nothing behind in the room. All our money and paperwork is in my purse and your wallet, which we have, thank God."
Sam picked up their damp clothes with a disgusted look on his face. "Before we can even go buy new clothes, we have to be able to wear these. See if the hotel can send us an iron. I'll dry the clothes and you can iron them." With that, Sam began drying his tuxedo with a hairdryer.
Liang grinned at him.
"Sam, no matter how long we work on your tux, it's going to look like shit. And what do you plan to use for shoes? Yours are at the bottom of the bay in Monte Carlo. Let's get my dress dry. I have my shoes, which are moist but wearable. I look like a Vietnamese Phyllis Diller with this hair, but I'll use the spare comb in the bathroom to get the tangles out. I can go buy you the basics, plus a few things for myself."
"Okay, just keep your eyes open and get back here as soon as you can. While you're gone I'll make some travel arrangements. Our next stop was supposed to be Milan. Now I'm wondering if it's safe for us to show our faces at the Nice airport."
"I don't think so, Sam. Same for the train station. These guys are serious! They've tracked us all the way from Singapore. I don't know if we should go to Milan. Maybe they'll be waiting for us there."
Suddenly she rushed to Sam and held him. "I'm frightened, Sam!" she whispered into his shoulder, her body trembling against him. "What if they find Gabriella?"
"They won't find her, Sweetheart, and they won't find us. Now that we know they are after us, we'll take more precautions. You go get some clothes for us and I'll get us home safely. We'll skip Milan for now."
By evening they were 300 kilometers west of Nice, having taxied to Marseille. There they boarded an Air France flight to Paris, with connections the next day to Los Angeles. The visits to the banks in Milan, Zurich, and Frankfort would have to wait until Sam and Liang felt more secure.
For the rest of the time in France, they were nervous wrecks, acting like spies, checking constantly to see if they were being followed. They watched rear view mirrors, reflections in shop windows, and avoided deserted alleyways. They scrutinized everyone who approached on the streets, and neither went anywhere without the other within shouting distance. Liang changed her hairstyle to a French braid, and Sam sported a beret. He bought a sturdy umbrella with a metal tip, useful as both a sword and a club, and carried it everywhere they went. They paid with cash for all purchases and used their real names only when required to show their passports.
Arriving in Paso Robles finally, they half expected their home to be trashed, but everything looked completely normal. They had called Gabriella from Paris and again from home, careful not to scare the young woman, and she was doing fine. With each day that passed, their anxiety decreased.
In Hong Kong, the Mandarins acted immediately when they heard that Sam and Liang were the ones who had taken Sing Han's fortune - the fortune they considered to be rightfully theirs. Instead of spreading their forces across the globe, they could focus on central California. They had already discovered that the area's demographics were almost entirely Caucasian and Hispanic. A horde of Chinese investigators would arouse suspicion, and all doors would close in their faces instantly.
The Mandarins recruited a 40-year-old soldier of fortune named Robin Green in Los Angeles. He seemed to match their job requirements closely - intelligence, ruthlessness, resourcefulness, and bravery - everything it took to belong to the Mandarin organization except that he was not of Chinese ancestry. Green was given a $50,000 retainer with a promise of $200,000 more as soon as he located and captured Sam and Liang Weber, alive. The Mandarins would be responsible for persuading the couple to turn over the money.
Robin arrived in San Luis Obispo in mid-September, 1989. It had a backward, out-of-the-way feel to it, and was hotter than hell itself. Quite a contrast to Los Angeles, where he had spent the last ten weeks vacationing, but not that different from Afghanistan, where he had sweated a bitter four-year tour of duty. There he had been an adviser to one of the seven guerrilla factions trying to oust the Russian Army. The guerrillas were courageous and devious enough to beat the Russians, but the seven groups wasted half of their energy fighting each other. Fucking anarchy! Finally after four years of bloodshed, treachery, and miserable living conditions, Green had left Afghanistan in disgust.
Green was a mercenary rather than a private eye, but he took the assignment in San Luis Obispo because the money, $250,000, was a fortune compared to the time the assignment should take, plus it didn't appear to be dangerous, unlike the last 15 years of his career.
He started out with phone books, of course, not only for San Luis Obispo, but for all the towns within a 25-mile radius, towns with odd names like Atascadero, Morro Bay, and Pismo Beach. He found 21 listings of Webers, a couple of "S. Webers" and one "L. Weber". As Green expected, none of those three had addresses in the book. He called the two S. Webers and the L. Weber, but they were obviously not the people he was looking for.
Next he checked the travel agencies, an obvious tactic. The Webers were traveling all over the world, said the Mandarins. Someone was booking their flights, so Green visited all of them, posing as an auditor for American Airlines and showing the agents the picture of Sam and Liang Weber that the Mandarins had given him. This too came up dry.
Meanwhile he spent three hours a day outside the post office which held the P.O. box listed as the Weber's address. He varied the hour of the day, but on many days he was treated to the sight of a very attractive redhead with a slim leather valise who slid out of her red Mustang, entered the post office and reappeared ten minutes later. He had no way of knowing that the valise carried all of the mail for Sam and Liang. The lady managed an offices services business, and she packaged up the Weber's mail each day and forwarded it to their home address in Paso Robles.
After a month, Green expanded his search to cleaners, luxury car dealerships and other businesses where the Webers might show their faces. He'd made hundreds of high-quality photocopies of the photo and handed them out at each business he visited.
One night Green left a liquor store and found three Latino gangbangers spraying graffiti on a wall near his beat up old Camaro. The mercenary went up to the group and said, "Say, hombres, I don't give a shit whether you spray the wall or not, but the wind is blowing and you may get over spray on my car. How about waiting until I leave? Then you can mark up the fucking wall all night long."
The gang members turned around and all they saw was a short middle-aged guy. The three pulled out knives simultaneously and brandished them at Green, reminding him of the Three Musketeers.
"Get lost, you old Anglo mother-fucker," said one of them with a sneer.
Green swung his only weapon, a fifth of Jim Beam, at the group wildly, and the trio laughed, not knowing Green was just distracting them. His spinning action finished with a kick to one of the Latino's knees, breaking the joint instantly. The man fell to the ground with a howl. Green now swung the Jim Beam back across, much less awkwardly this time, crashing it into a second guy's mouth. Blood, teeth, and bourbon flew all over the place. The third man, looking a little uncertain, lunged at Green, who promptly chopped the attacker's knife arm with one hand and shoved the open palm of his other hand into the man's face, flattening the nose.
All three gangbangers were now writhing on the ground. Green picked up the aerosol can and pushed the nozzle into the nearest man's mouth, holding the button down until the yellow paint backed up and dribbled out of the man's mouth. The other two, horrified, struggled to escape, but Green batted them down and sprayed their mouths full of the paint also. They choked on the paint, vomited yellow plumes of bile.
Chapter 10
El Diablo Country Club, on the southeastern edge of Paso Robles, was a bit too snooty for Liang, but she loved its tennis courts, swimming pools and aerobics classes, and the clubhouse served delicious lunches and dinners. She played tennis at least twice a week, usually with one of her girlfriends, but often with Sam. Today she and Sam had the court right in front of the terrace. This made him uncomfortable, since he was not as skilled a player as his wife, but all the other courts were in use.
Sam wore blue cotton shorts and a Budweiser t-shirt, drawing angry stares from the club members on the terrace who sat sipping their Perriers and their wine spritzers. It certainly was not the proper tennis attire for E1 Diablo, they gossiped. And the man clearly had never had a tennis lesson in his life! He lunged all over the court, flailing his racquet and dripping with sweat. And the racquet! Benedict Bouchard III, the sixty-year-old Vice-President of Admissions, had noticed in the locker room that Sam's racquet was labeled "Bull’s-eye", for God's sake! None of Benedict's companions at the table, an equally righteous bunch, had ever even heard of the Bull’s-eye brand. Perhaps it was sold at the Target Department store, one of the other men guffawed. The group laughed in appreciation of the pun, and all swore quickly that they had never actually been inside the discount store.
Liang darted to the left rear of the court like a gazelle and backhanded the ball just before it touched the ground, looping it straight down the line. It barely cleared the net and then bounced into Sam's court with a wicked spin on it. He made a valiant effort to reach it in time but missed, drawing a subdued groan from Benedict.
Liang loved to play tennis with Sam because he was there strictly for the pure enjoyment of it, so different from her competitive girlfriends. Sam didn't really care whether he won, which was fortunate, since he only beat Liang about a third of the time. She knew his only real advantage over her was his raw power. Whenever she made the mistake of hitting the ball over his head, but within his long reach, he nailed it across the net so hard Liang could rarely return it. Then Sam would grin with joy, spin around and walk back to the service line swinging his cheap racquet to and fro like Babe Ruth at home plate in Yankee Stadium.
After their standard sixty minutes of rallies, games, and just clowning around to piss off the more stately onlookers, Sam and Liang went to the locker rooms to shower and change. Sam emerged first and sat at a vacant table on the terrace. He ordered two tall vodka-and-sevens, and by the time they arrived, so did Liang. She wore a lime green sundress that was cut high enough to flatter her long shapely legs. She sat down gracefully, crossed one tan thigh over the other, and smiled at Sam as he handed her one of the cocktails.
"Perfect timing, Liang, the sun is just setting." The country club was on a gentle slope, and they could see through the eucalyptus trees to the peaks of the Santa Lucia Mountains. The sun grew larger as it sank toward the jagged horizon.
"Sam, there's Benedict Bouchard all by himself. He's supposed to be rich. Why don't we ask him how he'd go about making charitable contributions?"
"Oh no, not that pompous old fart! He acts rich, all right, but I bet he doesn't give much of it away. Do you really want to get into a major conversation with him?"
"Well, he is kind of a bore, and I certainly would not want someone like him knowing how wealthy we are, but I'll bet he could give us some tips."
"If you see me nodding off, just kick me. Let's say we have to leave at seven for a dinner engagement."
"But we don't."
"We do now. I'm taking you out to the Angus Steakhouse."
Sam went over to Benedict, whom he knew only slightly, and asked if the man would join them for a drink. Benedict looked up at Sam suspiciously and then glanced over at Liang. Suddenly he smiled and stood up. "Sure, Sam. How's the game?"
"Not bad. One of these days I should take lessons, but I've always liked playing more than learning."
Benedict shook Liang's hand, taking too long at it in Sam's opinion. The three of them sat down and chatted for awhile. Then Liang put on a helpless look and asked Benedict, "I wonder if you could give us some financial advice?"
"I'd love to, Liang. You know I used to have my own financial planning consultancy before I retired.
"Did you really? Well, recently I inherited a bit of money, and I was thinking I should give some of it to charitable causes."
"That's easy enough. If you're like me, people are banging on your door everyday and calling you at home during dinner time, trying to get you to donate money for everything under the sun."
"Yes, there's no need for us to seek out worthy causes; they seek us out. But I'm looking for a way to help out the ones that need it most, and there's so much hype. For example, I think the saddest problem in the United States is that there are so many children that are homeless. How do I go about finding the best way to help them?"
"Gee, that's a difficult one. Don't you think a lot of them are homeless because they want to be?"
"What child would choose to live in an alley?"
"Well, their parents, I mean. Why don't the parents get jobs?"
"Would you hire a homeless person if you also had another candidate who had a place to live?"
"Not me! I'd figure the homeless person is less dependable."
Liang took a long sip of her drink. This was not very productive, so far. And Sam was just sitting there giving her his 'I told you so' look. She tried another tack.
"Do you know anyone from the Combined America Fund that I could talk to? They probably do a thorough job of screening their causes for worthiness."
"No, I've never had much to do with Combined America. Most of my clients always tried to make their donations to more, well, visible causes, you know, endowments to colleges, celebrity golf tournaments, and so on."
"Actually, I want my gifts to be as anonymous as possible. If my donations become public, I might be swamped with other charitable solicitors. Also, I might become a target for kidnappers. So I need everything very confidential."
"Kidnappers! How much money did you inherit? Sorry. None of my business. Well, donations to Combined America could be done in total secrecy. They are so big that no one donor will stand out. And, as you probably know, if a donor wants, they can identify specific places for their money to go. You could focus on institutions that help the homeless."
They finished their drinks, and Sam mentioned their dinner engagement, bringing a graceful end to the discussion. On the way back to Paso Robles, Sam remarked, "There's no way Combined America or any other fund can bury your $500 million, Liang. If you want to stay anonymous, you'll have to feed the money out over time and through many organizations."
After their final trip to Europe and the last three cities, Liang's inheritance totaled about $480 million, all of which they had transferred from bank account to bank account several times, hopefully disguising the trail back to Sing Han.
"I could do that, but there's something else that's bothering me that I didn't get into with Mr. Benedict Bouchard the Third. I want the money to make a difference. I don't want me to be noticeable, but I want the cause to be so visible that others are inspired to give their money away too. Why should anyone have more than twenty million dollars? Every year Fortune magazine lists a few hundred Americans that are worth more than that. Why are they holding on to it?"
The next day they visited an office of the Combined America Fund in San Luis Obispo. The manager, an older man with the kindly face of a Santa Claus, but minus the beard, explained that he had been a corporate vice-president with Xerox but had taken early retirement to "do something less stressful and give something back to society."
He showed them the hundreds of programs that Combined America subsidized, and many of them focused on the homeless in various parts of the United States. He had reports which showed that administrative costs made up only five percent of the contributions. Contributions for the last year, for the whole country, totaled about $700 million, of which the amount allocated to the homeless was probably under $100 million. Sam and Liang looked at each other. They had heard that the number of homeless in the country was as many as five million men, women and children. The contributions would thus be only $20 per person per year, from this one fund anyway. Liang asked the manager whether there were a lot of other funds besides Combined America.
"There are a couple other ones our size, and then a bunch of smaller regional programs. Keep in mind that our function is to allocate money to the programs themselves. Your goal would be to provide money to the people that are on the front lines actually giving food and shelter to the homeless. There are a limited number of these groups. Combined America and the other super-groups each donate to the same front-line groups. Our added value is to insure the donations go to legitimate causes. And, as you mentioned earlier, provide you with anonymity."
Liang and Sam left feeling comfortable with the idea of donating to the cause, but not anything like the nine-figure sum Liang had. It would just be too visible. The United States had too many regulations and reports to track large sums of money through banking channels, tax controls, and fundraising organizations.
There was no stronger soporific than the sounds of the surf on a sunny shore, thought Sam sleepily, proud of his alliteration. He rolled over and looked at his wife. Liang had just turned forty, but exercise and healthy food had kept her figure thin and supple.
The bikinis of the nineties were too brief even for his taste, but he had to admit, Liang looked luscious in them. Thank God that men's swimsuits had become more baggy and loose fitting. Sam exercised just as much as Liang, but he ate like a starving dog and preferred red meat and fried potatoes to turkey and zucchini.
The sun was burning his face and shoulders, but he had already tested the ocean, and it was too cold. He was getting old, or spoiled, or both, he admitted to himself. And also restless. Liang looked sound asleep. He got to his feet and found his Frisbee. The beach was deserted enough that he could throw it without much risk of hitting someone with it. He flung the plastic disk far out over the surf, against the wind, then watched it as it hung in the air, nearly motionless but spinning. After a few seconds the wind overcame the Frisbee and it returned in his direction. He ran to his left, leapt up and caught it.
By the time Sam had done this trick a couple dozen times he was sweating heavily. Gritting his teeth and swinging his arms he edged his way into the cold surf to cool off. Five waves crashed by in rapid succession, and Sam jumped up with each to avoid the foamy white water's climb up his body.
He was submersed to the waist now, still swinging his arms in a futile attempt to warm up. Little boys raced toward the shore on their Boogie Boards, their disregard of the cold an affront to Sam's courage. He resolved to dive underneath the next wave. Looking out to sea like the Ancient Mariner, waiting patiently, Sam was suddenly struck from behind by icy water. He spun around and saw Liang laughing.
"Sam, isn't the water cold?"
"Yeah. How would you like some?" He dived to her, grabbed her waist and pulled her under with him. Then they stood, and he hugged her out of sheer affection and the need for warmth. She held his hand and looked out to sea, westward.
"The ocean is warmer in Vietnam," she said quietly.
"I suppose it is, but I only got to try it once, during a two-day R&R at China Beach."
"The water's cleaner also, clear blue like we saw in Bermuda. Not like this."
Sam looked down. He couldn't see his feet.
"Sam, sweetheart, my father made his fortune in Vietnam. Sure, he became one of the super-rich in Singapore and Hong Kong, but it all started in Vietnam. That's where the money should go. And they need it desperately. The country's incredibly poor. Five hundred million dollars would go a long way there!"
He was stunned. He had been wondering why she hadn't been more enthusiastic about the various philanthropic alternatives they had discussed so far.
"Well, if that's what you want," he said in the tone of a father whose daughter has selected rap music for her wedding.
"But what do you think?"
"I know they need the money, but there are so many causes here in America."
"There are. But I worry about people finding out where all the money came from. You know how the news reporters are these days. Like pit bulls! Some of Father's money is probably illegal."
Sam nodded, not wanting to touch that subject out loud. He knew Sing Han's money came from criminal activities. Look at the gunrunning in Vietnam, the murders in the United States, the bribery of a U.S. senator, and Sing Han's secret partnership with the president of Esperanca, which had helped destroy that country. And now his wife had inherited the old man's ill-gotten gains. Were there laws in the U.S. against possessing the proceeds of criminal activities? He was afraid to ask the next question, afraid he already knew the answer.
"How would we manage the money, Liang? Many of the Vietnamese government people are corrupt, I've read."
"We'll just have to go there and make sure that doesn't happen! The wealth should go to the people, not to making some bureaucrats rich."
"Go to Vietnam? Are you kidding? That was the worst eight months of my life. And the place has deteriorated badly since 1968."
Liang spoke softly, "You met me there, Sam. It wasn't all bad."
He held both her hands, touched. "No, that part was wonderful." He looked at her eyes and was drawn into their depths, momentarily losing track of everything, what they were discussing, the freezing surf bursting all around them, everything but her remarkable loveliness.
"What about Gabriella?" he asked finally.
"That could be a problem. I'll have to see how she feels about it. I want you both to be happy with this idea. I don't think we'd be gone for more than a few months at a time."
Sam looked at the ocean. From here to Vietnam was 8,000 miles, he thought, separated only by water and five centuries of industrial development. He had often wondered what the damn place was like without a full-blown war going on. Despite himself, he was intrigued by the thought of going back there. The last five years had been wonderful, but they'd been comfortable, predictable, and without risk. It was time for an adventure.
Chapter 11
"There's no way to get there from here," the chubby little Vietnamese travel agent chuckled, pleased with his own wit. "The American embargo prohibits trade with Vietnam. That includes even traveling to the country. Unless it's part of a humanitarian visit. Are you on a humanitarian visit?" He looked up at them slyly, daring them to lie to him that it was.
Liang grinned at Sam, and he knew that she was thinking something like, "Well, as a matter of fact it is. We're going to bring them several hundred million dollars, just because we like Vietnam." But instead she told the agent that the trip was merely a vacation.
"What most Americans do is go through Bangkok. We can book you there, and then you can easily arrange for another flight to Hanoi. I suggest you plan to stay a few days in Bangkok, because it may take a day or two to get an approved visa.
"Can't we get the visa before we leave the U.S.?"
"Where? Vietnam has no embassy in the United States. The closest place is Mexico City. Let me see if I can find a visa application in here." The agent rummaged through a manila folder, spilling maps, bulletins, memos, postcards, and a couple brochures out onto the already messy desk. "Ah, here we go. Let me make you a copy of this."
Sam picked up a six-page brochure from a company named "Saigontourist" and glanced through it. It outlined some tours available once one arrived in Vietnam. He asked the agent to make a copy of it also.
They arranged for first-class flights on Air France from LA International to Bangkok and reserved a hotel room there for four days. Not knowing when they would be returning, they made the flights open-ended.
"Now what?" asked Sam as they emerged from the travel agency out into the bright sun. They were standing in the Orient Shopping Mall in Little Saigon, near Huntington Beach in Southern California. There were a couple dozen shops selling books, shoes, toys, records, food and clothing. The shoppers were all Vietnamese. The signs were all in Vietnamese or Chinese. The cars in the parking lot were all Japanese. Sam felt like an alien. Liang was absorbed in her own thoughts, perhaps trying to read some of the Chinese picture words or the Vietnamese, which used Western letters heavily laced with tonal marks.
"Dorothy, we're not in Kansas anymore," Sam said.
"Yes this is quite a change from Paso Robles, isn't it? Does it seem like the people are looking at you strangely?"
"Yeah, but I figure it's just my imagination."
"Maybe. Maybe not. Anyhow, that's how I felt as an Asian woman when we first moved to Paso Robles. When I lived in Berkeley, San Jose, and Long Beach, it was different, because in those cities people are used to seeing many nationalities."
"Oh well, no big deal, I guess. I sure wish I could remember my Vietnamese, but I haven't used it for twenty years. How's yours?"
"Pretty rusty. Let's go shopping. I want to see if I can talk with the clerks. Also we can get some magazines to help us understand what the country's really like these days."
They wandered from shop to shop, and Liang asked about whatever products were for sale, and the prices. She felt satisfied with her ability and could see that after a few days in Vietnam she would have no trouble making conversation. None of the shops had any English-language magazines about Vietnam, and the clerks looked amazed that Liang would even ask. While Liang practiced her Vietnamese, Sam ventured into a few stores on his own. Without his Vietnamese wife, he was viewed much more suspiciously. Hardly anyone seemed pleased when he approached them to ask a question. Many appeared unable to speak English.
He walked up and down every aisle of a large supermarket, intrigued by the strangeness of the food, much of which he could not identify, either by appearance or by the Vietnamese signs. There were several shelves dedicated to the fish sauce that Vietnamese sprinkle over their meals.
After an hour Sam and Liang drove down the street to another shopping center, stopped there briefly to scan the stores, and then drove further down, seeing three more centers. All were filled with Vietnamese men, women, and children. Vietnamese music and smells of Vietnamese food filled the air. It was a crash course in the culture, and made them anxious to visit the country itself.
But first they needed weeks of preparation. They had to research Vietnam's industry, geography, agriculture, educational systems, and politics and formulate their strategy for approaching the country's officials. The delay was partly for medical reasons. The two had to receive immunizations for polio, tuberculosis, typhoid, cholera, yellow fever, and gamma globulin for hepatitis. Not all the shots could be taken at once, but rather had to be spread out over a month.
It was a Tuesday, April 7, 1990, when Sam and Liang landed in Bangkok. They sat patiently in a taxi, which crept through the streets to their hotel. Pedestrians passed by the taxi, moving more swiftly than the cars. The citizens of Thailand's capital city dodged in and out of the ragged lanes of traffic, narrowly avoided crushed legs as the drivers jockeyed for position, determined not to yield to anyone on foot or in a car. After two hours, Sam and Liang arrived at their hotel and checked in, collapsing on the bed. They had been up for over thirty hours and fell asleep without even bothering to unpack first.
The next day, they located the Embassy of the Republic of Vietnam on Wireless Road, traveling on foot so they could sightsee and avoid the aggravating traffic. According to Vietnamese regulations, they had to surrender their passports while the visas were being processed. That made them nervous. As experienced world travelers, they knew they should never leave their passports out of their sight. However, they had no choice, as the embassy official said the visas would not be ready until the following day.
On the way back to the hotel, the two stopped in a travel agency to check out flights to Hanoi. Only three airlines served Vietnam from Bangkok. They flew into Ho Chi Minh City, as Saigon was now called, and two of them, Thai Airways and Air Vietnam, also flew into Hanoi. There were only a handful of flights per week. They decided on a Saturday flight on Thai Airways. That left them three days to explore Bangkok, a delay easily endured. They had read that Vietnam was not considered a tourist paradise; they might as well enjoy the luxuries of Bangkok while they were able.
The small passenger jet flew over Haiphong Harbor, tilting toward Hanoi. Sam sat quietly, pondering the irony of looking forward to visiting a country he had been so anxious to leave 22 years before. In 1968 there was no place in the country where an American could feel secure. He had been "in-country" about eight months, much of it spent on patrols through the dense jungle, sweating the ever-present possibility that an ambush would bring instant death or mutilation. When not on patrol, he'd been in a base camp, where enemy artillery could shriek in anytime, day or night. Sam remembered the heat and humidity, the monsoon rains, the monster mosquitoes, the leeches and algae infesting the water in the rivers and rice paddies. He remembered the smell of wood fires, diesel exhaust, and dead bodies. Only his immense love for Liang was bringing him back.
He knew Liang was also reliving the past. She had fled from Vietnam in 1968 after her mother was murdered. Her dad had suffered a stroke, and she had him to care for as she struggled through the bureaucracy of immigrating to Hong Kong, handicapped by the fact that she understood little Chinese or English. Liang had been born in Vietnam in 1950. She had lived there for two wars, first against the French and then against the Americans, yet she undoubtedly had fonder memories of the country than he did. He could certainly understand her eagerness to visit the country of her birth.
The plane lined up with the main runway of Noi Bai International Airport and glided straight in for the landing. It taxied a short distance and lurched to a stop. "This is great," joked Sam. "We don't have to wait for any other planes to get out of the way. In fact there doesn't seem to be any other planes in the airport." Liang smiled, too excited to reply. They were the first passengers down the stairway and followed a uniformed woman across the concrete and into the terminal.
The Customs officer examined their declaration forms carefully and then dug all around in their suitcases and carry-on bags for at least ten minutes. Finally he waved them through without any further delay. Sam had tried to imagine the inspection during the flight while he filled out the declaration form. It had included a long list of "super consumer goods" to check the quantity of, such as motorbikes, shotguns, clocks, TVs, jeans (either shirts or trousers) and "T-shirt, pull", whatever that was. Another item was "all kinds of cloth". Sam had inserted the quantity of 25, first debating if a pair of underwear was a "kind of cloth" and if a pair of socks counted as two items of cloth.
Outside the airport, a few decrepit taxis competed for business. The first one in line was a Toyota, perhaps one of the first ever built, and its paint had been patched so many times it looked like an Easter egg. Liang loved it, and they piled into the car with their luggage.
They knew from their map that it was a good hour's drive from the airport to downtown Hanoi, so they relaxed and enjoyed the tranquil countryside as it passed by. A light rain had begun to fall. The car's windshield wiper for the passenger side was missing, so the metal frame for the right wiper scratched a semi-circle across the glass. The left wiper was none too good, and the driver leaned forward as if that would improve his vision.
The taxi's engine coughed spasmodically, and Sam worried whether they would make it to the city. The driver routinely pushed down the clutch pedal so the Toyota could coast without being burdened by the dying engine. Then he'd give it the gas and let out the clutch. The engine would catch and spew out a billow of smoke, and Sam and Liang would feel their heads snapping to and fro with the car's sudden jerks. But eventually they saw the buildings of Hanoi a couple miles away. At that point the engine stopped, started again jerkily, and then stopped again. The driver nonchalantly shifted into neutral, as if this were an everyday occurrence, and let the car coast slowly to a halt on the shoulder of the road.
All three got out and stared at the car. There was no sound except the gentle rain and the ticking of the overheated little engine. Suddenly the car's radiator sprayed the street with steamy, rust-laden water, sounding exactly like a horse urinating on a flat rock, thought Sam.
"Welcome to Vietnam!" shouted Liang with a smile, holding out her arms, her hair sinking wetly around her face.
"Foaty dollahs, please," the driver said to Sam.
"You gotta be kidding me!" exclaimed Sam. "We're not even at the hotel yet!"
"Sorry. No understand. Foaty dollahs, please."
Sam walked away from the driver in disgust, leaving Liang to negotiate in Vietnamese while he looked up and down the highway for alternate transportation. Fifteen minutes later, a pedicab rolled up. Liang paid the taxi driver $20, and Sam, swearing under his breath, threw their luggage into the pedicab.
Liang was thrilled. "A pedicab! I haven't been in one for years." She spoke to the driver. Bike-rider was a better word for it, thought Sam, since the vehicle was a big tricycle with a seat mounted in front of it. The tricycle was backwards, with one wheel behind the driver, and the other two in front of him. The passenger seat hung between the two front wheels.
Soon they were zipping along the highway at a surprising speed, water spinning up from the wheels of the vehicle. Sam turned to Liang, who was smiling happily and trying to take in all the sights as they sped by. "Isn't this fun?" she said to Sam.
"Yeah, it is. I just feel kind of sorry for the driver, but I guess that's silly. Who's to say peddling a tricycle filled with 300 pounds is any harder than sitting in an air-conditioned office wrestling a computer?"
Liang gave him a dirty look. "I assume most of the 300 pounds belongs to the man of the family?"
"At least two-thirds of it," Sam covered himself quickly.
Just then the pedicab lurched to the side, throwing Sam out onto the asphalt, while Liang hung on the seat with both arms. One of the suitcases fell out, bounced on Sam's leg and split open, spilling his clothes onto the wet pavement. The right wheel of the pedicab, now detached from the vehicle, rolled down the street, jumped a curb and smashed through a storefront window. The shop's owner stormed out with the wheel gripped in one hand, looked around and quickly spotted the source of the problem. He walked angrily toward the pedicab driver, talking a mile a minute.
Sam grabbed both suitcases, called to Liang, and they walked on down the street away from the ruckus.
"We're going backwards in time," remarked Sam as he saw the hotel only two blocks away. "First a plane, then a car, then a rickshaw, and now on foot. Next we'll be on all fours, holding our suitcases in our teeth!"
They had reserved a room at one of the newer hotels in Hanoi, the Thang Loi, which means "Victory." It was described in the guidebook as having air-conditioning, a TV, and a phone that worked. Once inside the room, they found out there were only two TV channels, one in Vietnamese and one in Russian. Liang listened to a news show as they unpacked, translating loosely for Sam. As was common in the Third World, each news story had a moral that related somehow to the glory of the socialist state.
The next day was Sunday. With the government offices closed, Sam and Liang spent the day exploring Hanoi. Their hotel was on a small strip of land between West Lake and the Red River in the northern part of the city, only a few blocks from the downtown area. Hanoi was smaller than they expected, and they walked from one end to the other to get their bearings. They made cursory visits to some of the tourist places, such as the "Hanoi Hilton" prison, famous for holding American POWs, and the Trung Sisters Pagoda. They spent over an hour at the mausoleum of Ho Chi Minh, which had signs out front proclaiming that this was the hundredth anniversary of his birth. Later they planned to spend more time in each place, soaking up local culture, but for now they just wanted to get the feel of the city.
They ate lunch at the train station, with Sam relying on Liang to pick through the menu. Back at the hotel for dinner, they relaxed with some French wine, imported at outrageous prices. Neither of them could get used to the fact that Liang was so wealthy that they could ignore the price of just about anything.
"I must say, the citizens here are friendlier than the Vietnamese we talked to in Orange County," said Sam. "I was afraid they'd be very reserved or snotty with me, or maybe even with you, once they see we're from America."
"Me too. The only crabby people were the soldiers at Ho Chi Minh's tomb. Wasn't that something? The guy was preserved pretty well in that glassed-in area. What really impressed me were the tourists! So solemn, and some even crying. Of course when I was in grade school in South Vietnam, he was considered a national patriot, but by the time I was in high school and the civil war started, he was looked upon in Hue as the enemy."
They weren't able to schedule their first appointment until Wednesday, and then only with a minor official of the ministry of Social Welfare, Labor, and War Invalids. Monday and Tuesday were spent studying what little Vietnamese information they had been able to find in the United States and a few pamphlets they picked up in government offices on Monday morning. Liang translated the literature for Sam, and they worked out a tentative plan.
They trouped through office after office, seeking appointments with ministers that seemed most likely to be concerned with foreign aid and investments.
Since Liang was primarily interested in helping the most unfortunate stratum of Vietnamese society, she selected the Ministry of Education and Training in addition to that of Social Welfare. However, it was also critical to raise Vietnam's general standard of living via industrial investment. This brought in three more ministries: Science and Technology, Energy, and Light Industry. Finally she added two vaguely titled ministries which were part of the Commerce Department, namely Foreign Economic Relations and Home Trade and Supply.
All of these were ministerial divisions of the country's Council of Ministers, which reported to the Central Executive Committee of the Communist Party of Vietnam.
On Wednesday morning, at the offices of Social Welfare, Labor, and War Invalids, they were kept waiting for ninety minutes after their appointment time. Sam and Liang sweated, smoked, and swore silently. There was no air conditioning in the lobby. A noisy fan creaked tiredly at the far end of the room, which was filled with fifteen other supplicants of various ages, nationalities, and economic stations.
Finally they were ushered in to speak to the subminister. As they sat down in front of his desk, they were forced to look up at the bureaucrat. A diminutive man, he was perched on a tall chair behind a large desk, probably with his legs dangling a foot above the floor. He reminded Sam of a six-year-old boy pretending to drive his father's car, holding the steering wheel but unable to reach the pedals or see over the dashboard.
Liang began her rehearsed introductory speech in Vietnamese, about how she had been born in Hue, emigrated to the United States, inherited a large amount of money, and now wanted to help the people of Vietnam.
"How much money?" barked the Vietnamese in a surprisingly deep voice.
"Many millions of dollars," replied Liang, being deliberately imprecise, as she and Sam had agreed earlier.
"You Americans think we need your help?"
It was not lost on Liang that the man considered her an American, regardless of her Vietnamese birth.
"Well, maybe not 'need'. Maybe 'want'," said Liang, taken aback by the man's rudeness.
"Sure, we would accept a donation."
"We wanted to see how the money would be spent. Would it be for more schools? To build housing for the homeless?"
"Vietnam has no homeless! As for where the money would be spent, that is for the Party to decide."
"Pardon me, sir. Let me tell my husband what we have discussed." Liang summarized the subminister's points for Sam.
"Liang, I think you should tell this guy we'll get back to him. If this is how he treats visitors who are offering free money, I'd hate to be here begging for a favor! How do you say 'asshole' in Vietnamese?"
"Sam! I hope he doesn't understand English!"
Sam shrugged, and Liang politely told the man they would get back to him in a few days.
They walked out into the hazy sunshine, shaking their heads. It had not been a good start.
"Well, we read it was a tough place to do business," said Liang.
"Is it too early to give up and go home?" asked Sam, only half kidding.
"The Vietnamese Communists learned how to mismanage their economy from the Russian Communists," his wife continued. "The guy we just talked to is blinded by his own ideology."
They walked carefully along the street, stepping around the squatting street vendors and watching out for the hordes of bicycles. A few Honda motorcycles mingled with the bicycles in the street. Only occasionally did they see a bus or truck. There appeared to be no traffic lights, so whenever they crossed the streets they took their lives in their hands.
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