
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




Playmoney

 


By Aaron Pery

 


www.airper@aol.com

 


Smashwords ebook Edition

 


ISBN: 978-1-4523-3375-5

 


All Rights Reserved

Copyright 2010 by Aaron Pery

 


License Notes:

This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. It may not be resold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each person. If you're reading this
book and did not purchase it, or if it was not purchased for your
use only, please return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.

 


Also by the same author:

The Centaurs

The Royals

The Patriots

Second Putsch

Playmoney

Pogrom Progeny

The Queen's Legacy

Phoenix Bloodline

Abduction Revenge

 


Playmoney

 



Chapter 1

George nearly missed the man pretending to
check the directory in the small lobby of his office building
because he was disturbed after having seen his boy Martin sneak
around the corner and vanish into the service alley. There was no
doubt in his mind that both his children had a key to the office,
which worried him greatly as he took a mental inventory of all the
dangerous contraband that was kept in the safe. He was sure that
whatever Martin was doing in the office had to have been instigated
by his scheming sister Rose. It wasn't that Martin was not as smart
as she but, being two years younger, he adored his big sister and
would be a party to almost anything she concocted. She’s quite an
operator, his little over-accomplished eight year old daughter,
George thought with a grin.

Thinking of the children as he opened the
office door made him remember their dead mother—a child herself,
mentally at least, who had drowned during a ferry boat accident on
the Parana river in Argentina, five years before. It had actually
been a relief for George when he became a widower though he loved
and cherished her memory. Elena had been the prettiest woman he had
ever met and he had fallen madly in love with her because of her
youthful liveliness. It had never occurred to him until after they
were married to suspect that her precocious behavior during their
courtship was more than a result of immaturity. It soon became
evident to him that it was a permanent state of mind—an intellect
that had never matured beyond the age of twelve.

The office looked untouched and George would
have missed the slightly open safe door had Martin’s hands not been
sticky from the ice cream that he must have just eaten, leaving
clear marks on the door handle. About to check its contents, he
heard the corridor floor boards creaking—most likely the man from
the lobby, moving like a pro. George smiled to himself, glad that
he had rearranged the planks under the linoleum in a way that would
tell him of anyone uninvited approaching his office. The man had to
mean bad news, George thought, regardless of which side of the law
he came from since any caller could only spell trouble. Acting on
the assumption that his visitor might be a harbinger of doom, sent
to pay him back for some forgotten debt, he sat down and loosened
the sawed-off shotgun that was holstered on a swivel under his
desk, next to his right knee.

The man moved like a panther, stealthily and
silently, and George could barely hear him, though from his first
impression downstairs the man had to weigh at least two-hundred
pounds. He remained at the desk, directly across from the door,
patiently awaiting his caller’s opening move. The man reached the
opaque glass door, and George hoped that the shadow cast against it
by the inadequate lighting would continue moving, but the
silhouette stopped and tapped lightly on the glass with a heavy
ring. Releasing the electric door mechanism and utilizing the loud
buzz to cover cocking action of the double hammers of the shotgun,
George hoped that it would go unnoticed. It did not, because the
man entered the office like someone who knew how to behave when
covered by a gun. He walked in on the balls of his feet, ready to
jump sideways or drop to the floor at the slightest move. His eyes
watched for the exact placement of George’s hands, while his own
were positioned in a manner that clearly indicated his inability to
open fire.

They understood each other without exchanging
a single word. The man moved his hands cautiously and raised the
edges of his coat high enough to expose the holstered pistol on his
right hip. He then pulled it out with his left hand and placed the
snub-nosed .45 on the desk, barrel pointing at himself. Both smiled
as George raised his own arms from beneath the desk and rested them
on the desk, palms down.

"Please sit down, Mr. . . . ?"

"Ramirez, Detective Luis Ramirez. And
yours?"

"George Conrad. But you know that, don’t you?
So what can I do for you, Mr. Ramirez?" George was puzzled. Ramirez
did not behave as a detective should, and more importantly, he
looked and sounded like a Cuban. To the best of his knowledge, and
George was well informed on matters concerning his life in Miami
Beach, there were very few Cubans in the police department, and
definitely no detectives.

"I have some questions to ask you, Mr.
Conrad, on a matter that might be of concern to you."

"Not before you show me a badge, Mr. Ramirez,
and pull it out very easy, mister, or you’ll get a bellyful of
buckshot."

Luis reached into his coat pocket and pulled
out his wallet with slow, deliberate motions. He flipped it open,
revealing the gold shield of a detective sergeant, and placed it in
front of George. "This should make you happy, Mr. Conrad, as you
sure are a cautious one for a supposedly law-abiding citizen."

"That’s my business, not yours, so why don’t
you keep quiet until I finish looking at your identification."
George kept one eye on the detective as he flipped through the
sweaty wallet. "A little out of your jurisdiction, aren’t you,
Detective Ramirez? Your badge says Miami, not Miami Beach Police,
which means that you have no business on this turf. So why don’t
you get the hell out of here and go chase some Cuban pimps and
whores on the other side of the bay."

Luis’ face got very red, his blood boiling at
the insult. I had figured it all wrong, he thought, I was sure
George, too, was of Spanish descent and would feel properly
intimidated by a detective’s badge regardless of which police
department it belonged to. His hasty, spur of the moment idea was
turning sour, very much like his whole miserable existence. He had
been so sure of himself only minutes before, yet here he was,
talking to another white man who felt superior to him because of
his Cuban ancestry. Luis was tired and sick to his bone-marrow of
these Gringo lowlifes. But, still, he was sure that despite his
perfectly spoken English, George also spoke fluent Spanish, just as
the little girl in the park had. He had to find out the truth, if
only to prove to himself that he was not completely wrong.

He addressed George in Spanish. "There are
enough pimps here in Miami Beach, masquerading as honest citizens
for us to go after, and apparently you are one of them." Not the
slightest reaction from George, as though he did not understand a
word of Spanish.

"Why are you using this gobbledygook shit on
me? Surely you don’t think that I’m one of your Cuban petty
criminals who escaped from the slums of Havana? You couldn’t be so
ignorant in spite of the fact that you’re seemingly a detective.
How did it happen that you got promoted? Did they need a token
Cuban in the police department and you were chosen?"

Luis’ blood turned to ice. He didn't care
what the consequences of his next action would be—he was about to
kill this gringo son of a bitch. George could see the internal
struggle evident in Luis’ face and knew that he had hit upon a sore
spot. Maybe I pushed a bit too far, George thought, because Luis
looks as though he was contemplating a rash act.

"I wouldn’t if I were you, Luis. The first
wrong move you make will be your last. I’d hate to have to kill
you, buddy, so why don’t you cool off before you make a terrible
mistake."

Luis quickly came back to his senses. "I
guess you’re right about it. Can I sit down and catch my breath for
a moment?"

"Sure, why not? I’m human, too, and I can see
that you don’t feel so good. Okay, mister detective, but first I
better make sure you that haven’t got more dangerous toys that you
might hurt yourself with." Luis could not believe the speed and
agility of George’s moves as in an instant he was behind him,
running his hands over Luis’ body in a highly professional manner,
finding his two little Derringers, one in the Panama hat and the
other strapped to his ankle. George smiled in appreciation at the
added protection Luis carried. "Just don’t try to use that little
shiv you have on your wrist, buddy, because you’d be dead long
before you raised your arm for the throw."

Luis collapsed into the leather chair,
feeling completely debased. He had been outsmarted by a pro who had
countered his every move as though he knew exactly what Luis was
about to say or do. Who is this man? How could he have gotten
himself into this stupid mess? He felt that it was the end of the
line for him because he could not take too many more knocks. He had
been so sure of the facts—the innocent scene at the park and the
hard facts that he had seen with his own eyes.

Luis looked at George, who sat at his desk
completely relaxed while his predatory watch over Luis did not
waver for a moment. Luis concentrated on the eyes and with a shock
realized that he was not wrong after all—both had the same eyes,
George, here at the office, and the little girl at the park. He
concentrated, trying to remember exactly what had happened out
there. Was it only an hour ago?

 



Chapter 2

Detective Luis Ramirez felt the slight breeze
penetrating the open window of his unmarked car as he traveled
north along bayside park. Without paying attention to what he was
doing, he automatically parked the car and got out, eager to cool
off after a tough and ineffectual day at the office. And he was not
overly anxious to go home to his crammed house in Miami, which was
full of visiting relatives from Cuba.

Luis, at age thirty-three, resented the
intrusion of his family and the replay of many childhood scenes in
Havana—a house full of screaming children and adults, all yelling
in the fast staccato of Cuban Spanish. His dreams of a great life
as a naturalized American citizen had not panned out as he had
hoped. Fifteen years before, as a seventeen-year-old genius, Luis
had been elated when he had won a full scholarship to the
University of Miami. He adopted the United States as his new home,
happily starting the process of assimilation. After graduating in
only three years, he earned a degree in criminology, planning on
following a career of which he had always dreamed of—crime
fighting.

Pearl Harbor and the onset of World War II
gave Luis the opportunity to become totally Americanized. December
8, 1941, the day after the Japanese had bombed Pearl Harbor and the
consequent declaration of war, found Luis as an enthusiastic raw
Marine recruit. Six months later, he entered Officers’ Candidate
School to become an officer and a gentleman, and participated in
the bitter island invasions across the Pacific, reaching a rank of
captain just before his discharge at the end of the war.

Back in Miami, he was accepted into the ranks
of the police department, a rarity for Cubans at the time. Feeling
that life had been good to him, he even relented to his father’s
pleas to marry Maria, his best friend’s daughter from Havana,
though he refused to return to the island and join the Cuban
police. Maria brought a rather nice dowry with her of ten-thousand
dollars which was enough for the newlyweds to buy a brand new tract
home in one of the nice postwar burgeoning suburbs of Miami.

Six years and three children later, Luis
realized that his American dream was just that, and that life in
the United States was no different for him than had he stayed in
Havana. Maria, only twenty-six by now, had changed from a demure
and pretty slip of a girl to a fat slob. When they were married,
Luis had felt that his father was right in insisting that he marry
Maria despite his fears that she might not fit into the American
way of life. Their honeymoon in Puerto Rico could not have been
better, as Maria had given herself completely and enthusiastically
to Luis’ love-makings, which made him feel masculine and potent. He
never experienced such a generous sexual devotion from a woman,
having always had to pay for such favors. In addition, Maria had
also agreed with everything that he had said during their long
walks on the beach, excited about their future together. He was the
happiest man alive when they returned to Miami, feeling that they
were about to begin a long life of love and partnership in their
adopted country.

But everything changed rapidly once they had
settled down to the routine of normal living. Maria missed her
family but, most of all, she could not make friends with any of her
Anglo neighbors, none of whom spoke Spanish. Their ardent
love-making during the honeymoon and their first constantly
ecstatic nights together in their new home had produced an almost
instant pregnancy. Though the doctor did not foresee any
complications, Maria had insisted that her mother should come and
stay with her until the baby was born. Luis felt a little hurt, but
in order to make his young bride happy he agreed to it and, four
months after their wedding, Maria’s mother became a permanent
fixture in their home.

Luis had never regretted anything in his
whole life as much relenting to Maria’s demand. The two women had
allied themselves against him and kept pointing out to him how much
better their life would be back in Havana. Luis remained steadfast
in his wish to remain in Miami, and no amount of pressure would
sway him as he knew that the only thing standing between him and
total oblivion was the little freedom that he still retained by
living in the United States. He tried to get rid of Maria’s mother
many times, but to no avail—she would leave for a couple of months
after every altercation, but would soon return, sweet as can be,
until the next fight.

Maria’s constant complaining and haranguing
of Luis, in Spanish—as she had refused to learn English, drove him
out of the house to seek mental and physical gratification
elsewhere. In spite of his deep belief in the sanctity of marriage,
sex with Maria became a chore rather than pleasure after she had
gained almost forty pounds. Her suddenly flaccid, pendulous breasts
became repulsive to the touch and her growing stomach made him feel
as if his penis was shrinking in size, penetrating her less and
less as she became fatter.

Work was no better. After the first glowing
feeling of his fast promotion to detective, Luis’ career became
mired in getting the worst and meanest jobs in the department. It
soon became evident to him that his quick promotion was a public
relations ploy and that his chances of any further advancements in
the Miami Police Department, still a truly Southern entity, were
slim.

He walked along the park edge, letting the
refreshing breeze cool his sweating body. When his aching feet
rebelled against the long walk, he sat on a shaded bench and
watched the old people trudging along, annoyed at the running kids
who kept bumping into them. Staring at the waterway and all the
beautiful sailboats of the privileged rich, Luis’ mind began to
imagine how nice it would be to be free of his ugly environment and
enjoy a life of careless leisure. His home life was pure hell
now—his infrequent sexual contacts with Maria had managed to
produce two more screeching children, and the measly wages of a
detective did not keep up with his mounting expenses. Maria, now
fat and looking like a peasant woman ten years older than she was,
became impossibly quarrelsome and unbearable. He hated his filthy
home, his family, and his crappy job. He felt like a caged tiger,
without a chance of escaping.

The sound of laughing children suddenly
penetrated his consciousness, interrupting his daydreams of fame
and fortune—his mental escape from the jail that had been built
around him. Looking to his right, where the sound had come from, he
saw three little girls sitting on the other end of the bench and
playing Monopoly while holding tightly to the playmoney, preventing
it from blowing away in the breeze. They were clean, well-behaved
children, and their fluent Spanish had the perfect Castilian accent
of a South American private school, the language of the privileged
white class. Paying close attention and wishing that his children
could have been more like them, his police trained eye made contact
with the Monopoly money they were playing with, and his heart
skipped a beat. He was sitting close enough to the girls to clearly
see that it was not playing money, but well used American currency
in fifty and one hundred dollar denominations.

His momentary loathing for the children’s
nonchalance about playing with real money turned to amazement when
he leaned over the nearest girl and looked at the bills closely and
realized that they were the best counterfeit bills he had ever
seen. The girl’s reluctance to let him touch the money warned him
to be careful and correct with her even though she could not have
been older than eight, but he saw shrewd intelligence evident
behind the politely smiling eyes.

"Please help me, young lady. I would like to
buy the same game for my own little daughter. Do you know where
your daddy purchased it?"

The girl answered in perfect, accentless,
English. "Oh, sorry mister, but this is very special playmoney that
my father brought us from his last trip to Los Angeles. But you can
buy a regular game for your daughter at any of the toy stores in
Miami."

Somewhat ticked-off at her ability to
recognize him as one of the have-nots from across the causeway in
Miami, Luis chose his words carefully. "Could you please tell me
your father’s name so that I could call him and find out how to get
it, too?"

The girl’s polite attitude and expression
turned into outright hostility. "We are not supposed to play with
it, and besides, if you bother us I will call the police—so you
better leave us alone." She turned to the other girls, and the
three started babbling unintelligibly, bursting into fits of
laughter.

Luis began to act more like the astute
detective that he was. His instincts told him to vanish from the
scene as quietly as possible and follow the girls home once they
finished playing. He had to get to the bottom of the mystery of the
bogus playmoney. Standing across the street, behind the sign of the
Happy Shades Retirement Hotel, he observed the older girl pick up a
little boy from the sandbox and give him a small envelope which
contained the money. The four of them went over to the ice cream
vendor on the corner, bought the boy a large cone and sent him
away, the ice cream cone in one hand and the envelope in the
other.

Acting on a hunch, Luis knew that the key to
the mystery lay with the boy, knowing in his gut that he would lead
him to his quarry. Without seeming to hurry, he fell in behind the
boy and followed him to a two story office building on a small
street off Collins Avenue. He saw the boy look in every direction
before darting into the building, then followed him to the second
floor, where he inserted a key into the door of suite 207 and
vanished inside. Then, barely a moment, later he peeked through the
partly opened door and scooted out when he saw that the coast was
clear. Luis watched him with interest from the little alcove he was
hiding in and walked over to the trash can in the lobby where the
boy had dropped the crumpled and empty envelope on his way out.

The envelope’s return address matched the
suite and street numbers, and the business’s name was
‘International Trade, Limited.’ He was about to walk out of the
building when a tall, patrician looking man entered the lobby and,
with a puzzled look on his face, started to climb the stairs.
Pretending to be looking at the tenant list while the man passed
him, Luis was sure that the man was the children’s father,
especially the boy’s—both had the same blond good looks.

Surprised at his sudden disregard for
following police procedures, and acting almost automatically, he
found himself in front of door number 207. He knocked on the opaque
glass with his class ring.

 



Chapter 3

George watched Luis intently, trying to
figure out what was on the man’s mind, sure that he had something
important to say. He was certain that it was not exactly police
business because of the difficulty that he seemed to have in
bringing it up. George felt relieved and surprised that Luis
allowed him to intimidate him in a way that no honest policeman
would have tolerated. Still, he thought that Luis possessed the
look of an honest man, a typical educated Cuban peasant who would
always remain poor, no matter how well educated he was.

"Go ahead, Mr. Ramirez, speak your mind.
Apparently there was a specific purpose for your visit otherwise
you’d be home with your family right now, having dinner."

Luis was completely taken aback by George’s
perfect, flawless Spanish. He had been right in his first
assessment after all, he thought, and George was amusing himself,
playing a smooth cat and mouse game. He would have to step
carefully or else George would keep the upper hand. His plan, the
one that he had not even been aware of when he had first entered
George’s office, was now very clear to him. It was a chance, his
only chance to get away from his miserable life, and George Conrad
was the right person with suitable means to save him from oblivion.
Still, he had to proceed very carefully, or he would lose any
advantage he thought he possessed. The less George knew of his
intentions, the better off he would come out of this. He knew too
little about George Conrad other than the fact that he was
definitely a criminal and that he had access to the best
counterfeit money Luis had ever seen. Also, the man was more than
just a petty criminal. His ability to switch between English and
Spanish, both of which he spoke like a native, and his proficiency
in handling an armed adversary had demonstrated that he was an
extremely dangerous man. Luis needed time to do a thorough check on
the man before he dared go beyond the impasse that they had just
reached.

"There’s really nothing that unusual about my
visit. I’ve been following a lead about a counterfeiting ring in
the area and I am canvassing all of the buildings on this block,
looking for anything suspicious. It was just a fluke, I guess, to
have run into you." Luis watched George’s face for his reaction to
what he had said, but it remained impassive.

George could barely contain himself from
reacting to Luis’ seemingly innocuous reference to counterfeiting,
but he remained outwardly calm, as though it had no effect on him.
"Then why come to my office? There are at least twenty businesses
in this building, so why choose mine?"

"Oh, it was just a matter of chance, Mr.
Conrad. And thank God that you are such a level-headed man or I
would have been dead by now. And by the way, why all the artillery
if you are just an honest businessman?" Luis decided to become a
little bolder and see if he could flush any guilty reaction out of
his adversary.

None came forth as George smiled at him in a
friendly manner. "If you’re on a fishing expedition, Detective
Ramirez, you caught the wrong fish. I am a gun exporter, strictly
legitimate, and my weapons are all registered with the proper
authorities. It would be kind of stupid not to be cautious with
strangers when dealing with such merchandise. Besides, some of my
customers have dangerous enemies who would like stop me from
supplying their opposition. You see, detective, I deal with many
South American revolutionaries, with the approval of the US
government, which I’m sure you are going to check up on once you
leave. So why don’t you just go away and I’ll forget you ever paid
me a visit?" George softened up a little, anxious to get rid of
Luis for the time being since he wanted to find out more about him
before he took any action.

Luis was relieved to finish the incident so
easily. It was surprising that the man would just let him go
without any further confrontation. It was even more amazing since
he felt sure that George had to have been a military man at one
time, which the mention of weapons helped him make the connection.
George moved and spoke with a self assurance that only such men do,
and there was no doubt in Luis’ mind that he was right. "Sure, Mr.
Conrad. No hard feelings, I hope. I’ll see you around." He got up
and retrieved all his weapons. "Sorry to have inconvenienced
you."

George acted as though he were dismissing an
underling. "That’s alright, just don’t make it a habit."

Remaining seated at his desk after Luis had
left, George went through the incident in his mind. He had no doubt
that Luis will surface again, and soon, using some trumped-up
reason to see him. George was almost sure that this visit was
accidental, but not too certain that Luis had left his office
without intending to pursue whatever the matter was, even further.
He made a few telephone calls to various contacts in Miami, both
official and unofficial, and arranged to receive a thorough report
on Luis, and in every case he had been assured that he would
receive the information in twenty-four hours. Next, he went to the
front door and locked it, then opened the safe and pulled out a
leather briefcase. In it were eight neat stacks of one hundred
notes of fifty and one-hundred dollar denominations. Two of them,
which he knew the children had been playing with, were messy with
traces of ice cream still evident on some of the beautifully
passable counterfeit money. He wondered what the children had been
doing with the money and was relieved after he carefully counted it
to ensure that none was missing. He had a nagging feeling, though,
that Luis knew about the money, and that it had something to do
with his children. There just simply was no way that anyone could
have known about the money--it was totally impossible.

George decided to take the briefcase with him
and, once at the car, he put it into a concealed compartment in the
trunk, from where he pulled an exact duplicate, and left it in the
open on the back seat. He arrived at his home just as his sister,
Nina, was putting dinner on the table since he had called from the
office and told her that he would be home on time. Though happy she
was happy that George would be dining at home, Nina was a little
surprised since it was something that he was not normally in the
habit of doing. Most of his business was normally conducted over
dinner with customers who preferred to come out only after the sun
went down.

During dinner, George observed his children,
who remained unusually quiet, seeming a little scared at the stern
looks he was giving them. Martin, normally chatty and energetic,
sensed that his father was not very happy with him and wondered if
someone had seen him leaving the office. Rose, who was sure that
something had gone wrong, though she could not figure out what it
was, put on an act of quiet reserve in the hope that her father’s
highly unusual presence was only a matter of chance. Her hopes were
dashed when dinner was over and George began to inquire about what
they had done after school.

Nina intervened. "Nothing special, George.
They went to play in Bayshore Park with the neighborhood kids. Rose
took the Monopoly game you brought her from Los Angeles, and Martin
wanted to play in the sandbox. They were very well behaved today
and returned home on time to wash before dinner. So leave them
alone because they are very good children, and you should be proud
of them."

"I know they are good kids, Nina, but they
did something unusual today, and I must find out what it was."
George turned to Rose. "Rosie, did anything special happen at the
park? Did you talk to anybody other than your friends, or was
anyone watching you while you were playing? Please, Rose, it is
very important that you tell me because I already know that you
sent Martin to my office."

Martin flinched when he heard his father
mention his name and began to cry, hoping to soften his father’s
heart so that he would not be punished for it. Rose looked at
George in her usual defiant manner. "We didn’t do anything bad,
Daddy. We just played monopoly in the park."

"So what was Martin doing in my office,
returning the money you took out from the safe? Rosie, please, this
is serious and dangerous to all of us, and I must know the truth. I
promise not to punish you for opening the safe without permission,
even though you better tell me how you managed to do it. So out
with it—the whole truth."

Rose looked a little frightened, aware that
it was not a situation that she could extricate herself from as
easily as she always did. "I’m sorry, Daddy, that we used the
playmoney you brought from the trip and let us watch you counting
it and then putting it in the safe. I learned the combination a
while ago when I saw you opening your safe to take something out.
Don’t you remember what you said, Daddy, when I asked you about the
money? You told me that it was playmoney for grownups, just like
the paper money in my Monopoly game. When the wind blew away the
Monopoly money that we were playing with, I went to the office and
took some of it out, and we played with it until it was time to go
home. We didn’t do anything wrong, Daddy, did we?"

George felt a little better after hearing
Rose’s story, sure that Luis must have seen the counterfeit money
in the park accidentally. "What was wrong, children, was that you
opened the safe without my permission, and you better never touch
any of my things ever again. Now, did you talk to any adults while
you were playing?"

Rose thought for a moment and was about to
answer negatively when she suddenly remembered the man who had
asked where her father had bought the game, and told George about
their conversation and a detailed description of what he looked
like. She saw her father’s worried look change to relief as she
related the incident, and watched him leave the table and go out to
the porch, his mind seemingly far away. Both children, happy that
they were not going to be punished, went to their rooms as quietly
as possible, afraid to draw George’s attention back to them.

George sat on the easy chair, thinking and
going over the day’s strange events, almost totally unaware of his
surroundings. He was relieved that Luis’ appearance at his office
had not been the result of a police investigation but, rather,
because of the unexpected sight of the money the children had used
in their game. But why, George contemplated, had the detective
acted alone in confronting him instead of returning to his office
and starting an official investigation? He had behaved strangely,
as though his objective was totally different from that of a
policeman. Was he planning to blackmail him? Luis had certainly
looked as though he could use some money to improve his wardrobe
and lifestyle. But, George continued his line of reasoning, he had
not approached him for money and had left without making any
threats, a fact that seemed quite strange.

He felt that something was about to happen,
something that would make a drastic change in his life. He
unconsciously went back in his mind to the last time a monumental
event had happened to him, getting completely lost in the old
memories.

 



Chapter 4

George had been born in a small town in
Poland, in 1922, the oldest son of a impoverished farmer and the
serf of an aristocratic landowner. It was a life of squalor,
similar to that of all peasants living in Eastern Europe at the
time. His father was an illiterate, barely able to sign his name,
who looked twenty years older than he truly was.

He remembered a life of utter misery, filled
with the struggle of surviving daily drudgery, though he had been
fortunate to leave it at an early age. At age six, the village
priest discovered that George possessed talents and intelligence
well above his people and family, and took him on one of his trips
to Warsaw to be tested by a friend, a professor at the university.
The results of the tests had astounded both men and, after the
priest persuaded his father that George might have a better future
if he became an educated man, he was sent to the professor as a
semi-adopted protégé. Professor Conrad was a gentle and warm person
who treated George as a true son, making sure that he never lacked
for anything material or emotional. As time went on, George had
come to think of the professor, who was childless, as his true
father.

His studies were dedicated to general
subjects—languages, philosophy, mathematics, and music, most of
which were personally taught to him by the professor, who deemed
George too bright to study in a normal school. George’s specialties
were music and languages and he was considered a genius at the
piano, giving Chopin recitals at many gatherings of the local
intelligentsia ‘Salons’ at a young age. When he reached the age of
fourteen, Professor Conrad sent George to the Berlin Music
Conservatory to study under the music greats of the period while
attending the university at the same time. Parting had been hard on
both but the professor had honestly insisted that he was unable to
add much more to George’s education, and that he needed to expand
his horizons.

Berlin, under the budding Nazi rule was not a
pleasant place for a Pole but since George was totally immersed in
his academic environment and paid little heed to politics, he
barely noticed any of the upheavals. The next two years were the
happiest in his life, spent mostly in the world of culture and
music as he enjoyed the international notoriety he was acquiring as
a pianist.

His world turned upside-down when George went
home for a visit in April of 1938. Germany, Russia, and Poland were
in the midst of rattling sabers at each other and Poland, arrogant
as ever, began mobilizing and increasing the size of its armed
forces. As had been a custom in feudal Poland for hundreds of
years, serving in the army was a task to be borne by the peasantry.
The call to arms was universal, though, and even the aristocracy
was obliged to send their sons into the army. George’s appearance
at home at that particular time was unfortunate as the son of the
landowner had just received his induction order. The Count, afraid
for the life of his son and heir, decided that George was to stand
for him, which was immediately approved by the local recruiting
board, all of whom were his minions.

Despite his fear of the landowner's wrath,
George’s father went to plead with the Count, begging him to
release his son from the dreaded duty on the Russian front, so
unsuitable for such a frail and physically gentle musician. He was
brought home on an improvised stretcher, near death from the
beating that he had received for pleading for his son’s life. And
then, to round out the punishment for daring to approach a nobleman
uninvited, the Count had turned loose the hunting dogs on him,
letting them tear him apart. George’s father died during that
night, suffering excruciating pains from his wounds, but before his
death he begged his son to escape a fate worse than his and to
return to Germany, where he thought George would be safe.

The shock of the total disregard for his
father’s life and the utter cruelty of killing a human being for
daring to approach his supposed betters, changed George from a
naive and cultured boy to the man he later became—a resolute enemy
against the contrived cruelty and uncaring society of his
environment. Later that night, after kissing his dead father’s
bloody forehead, George said goodbye to his family, telling them
about his father’s last wish, and left the house.

He started going in the direction of the rail
station when a terrible anger overcame him—his father had just been
murdered by these people, and he was about to go back to his former
life as though nothing had occurred. Who was going to avenge the
death of an innocent man, he thought? The answer was obvious to
George that no one would unless he took it upon himself to become
the avenging angel. With steely determination in his heart, George
turned around and walked across the fields toward Stanislaw
Polovnicki’s castle.

Arriving in the open courtyard of the castle
around midnight, George did not know what his next move should be,
but then the dogs in the pens behind the barn begun barking
furiously when they had heard his footsteps. Then, suddenly, the
front door opened and the count stepped out and walked over toward
the barn, holding a rifle in his hands. George had retreated slowly
to it, picking a heavy metal pipe when his back was finally pressed
against the wall of the barn. Polovnicki continued in George’s
direction as he yelled at the dogs to stop their barking, paying
little attention to his surroundings. As he passed near him, George
raised the pipe and, without thinking swung it hard against the
Count’s head, dropping him to the ground silently. Moments later,
the Count began to moan and move convulsively, so George dragged
him into the barn after hitting him again.

To George’s dismay, the Count, who must have
been a very strong man, started moving again a short time later.
The only way to finish the Count that George could think of as he
began to panic, was to set the barn on fire. Drenching the Count
with a can of gasoline that he found near the tractor, he lit a
match and dropped it on the Count’s soaked fur robe. He watched
intently as the flames spread over the inert body of his enemy
before running out in total shock at what he had done, nauseated by
the horrible smell of the burning flesh. The Count’s gun was lying
by the barn door, where it dropped when George hit him the first
time, so he picked it up. It was a 1918 German Mauser, fully
loaded, and easy to operate. His mind still enraged by what was
done to his father, he walked around the barn to the dog pens and
calmly shot all the yelping dogs, feeling that they, too, deserved
to die.

The conflagration could be seen for quite a
distance as George fled north, toward the port city of Gdynia on
the Baltic Sea. He found out years later that the rising wind had
fanned the flames so high that they rained a great shower of sparks
on the wooden roof of the castle, burning it down to the ground. He
also found out from Nina later, the young Polovnicki had
collaborated with the Nazis once they overran Poland and joined the
Wehrmacht as an officer. And that he was taken prisoner by the
Russians after being captured during the battle of Stalingrad.

 


The final scene in Count Polovnicki’s barn
was indelibly etched in his mind’s eye, intruding upon his sleep
every night ever since his daring escape from Poland. George could
not forget the sudden intense light created by throwing the burning
match onto the gasoline-drenched, dazed Count. The fire illuminated
Polovnicki’s face, making its every detail stand out clearly. It
was as though he had looked into a mirror and had seen himself as
he would appear twenty years later, which frightened him out of his
mind. The memory of the Count’s face made him imagine that he had
just burnt himself to death, and the vision remained with him as he
fled through the countryside toward the coast.

It made gruesome sense of George’s previous
life, revealing to him that the kindly village priest had not been
so kind after all. He must have been very uncomfortable seeing
George’s face change and slowly begin to resemble the Count’s, who
had to have forced his father to marry his wife's maid when her
pregnancy became obvious to everyone. George was certain that it
was at the count’s urging that he was sent to Warsaw, and had no
doubt as to who had paid for his schooling, keeping him far from
the village. It also explained his need to send George into the
army, away from the community where his own features could be
clearly seen on the peasant’s son’s face. Everything made sense
now, even George’s mental abilities, which did not match his
supposed proletarian heritage. He knew without any doubt that he
had murdered his real father in cold blood, yet he felt that he
deserved to die for his cruelty but, still, he was his real
father.

He managed to stow away on a Panamanian
freighter on its way to Cuba and, almost dead of starvation and
dehydration, he crawled out of the ship on a dark and rainy night
in Havana and wandered the streets, looking for a way to survive.
George entered a large open air food market as soon as it opened,
where he was able to steal enough fruits and vegetables to fill his
distended stomach. He slept in alleyways during the nights,
shivering in his tattered clothes in the early hours of the morning
while terribly disturbed by constant nightmares of killing his true
father.

 


George hung around the market, working at
stalls occasionally and hiring out to shopping cooks, carrying
their purchases to the great houses where they worked and the hard
work toughened his growing body and put extra weight on his frame
as he grew in height. He had no problem communicating with people
since he was fluent in many languages, Spanish among them, but he
lived a miserable existence for almost six months. Then, when a
cook from a whorehouse, who had taken a fancy to him, told George
that her madam was looking for a boy to do odd jobs at the house,
he went with her and was immediately hired by the housekeeper.

After working at the whorehouse for a few
days, washing the floors and polishing all the brass fittings in
the gaudy ‘salon’, George discovered that on late afternoons, right
after the siesta, most of the girls normally left the house. On
such an occasion, two weeks after he started working there, he
decided to play the piano that stood unused in a corner. He sat in
front of it and ran his fingers on the keys reverently and the
sounds intoxicated him and, without a conscious awareness of doing
so, he began playing. It felt heavenly, and he played for over an
hour, totally immersed in the sweet sounds of his favorite
music.

He came out of his trance when, as he
finished the last piece, a Chopin Etude, the room filled with
cheers and applause. Startled, he looked around him and discovered
that the room was filled with most of the girls with tears running
down their heavily painted cheeks. They were a brutal contrast to
his past audiences, yet to his mind they were the best that he had
ever played for. They were whores, mostly coarse and illiterate
peasants who had never had the opportunity to appreciate the finer
things in life but, still, their tear-filled eyes were proof of
their appreciative souls that longed for true beauty and
enrichment. He was deeply moved by the scene and never forgot
it.

Madam Helena, the owner of the whorehouse, a
White Russian émigré of about forty who claimed to have been a
great lady in Czarist Russia, seemed very impressed when she hugged
George tightly against her huge bosoms. "You are a genius, Giorgi.
Why didn’t you tell me that you’re an accomplished pianist? We
can’t have an educated man like you wash floors so, from now on you
will play for our guests every night. Tell me, my sweet boy, do you
also speak my language?" When George nodded, she switched to crude
Russian. "Never play Tchaikovsky for the cunts who work here, nor
the pig clients of mine—only for me. You can play the decadent
Chopin and Strauss tunes to make them happy, but never a
Tchaikovsky. Do you understand? Don’t just nod your head, answer
me."

George was mortified. Trying to grumble, he
avoided answering in a clear Russian. He was frightened of being
kicked out once she heard him speak the language properly and
assumed that he would betray her true background of a Russian
peasant. Madam Helena, though, was not fooled since she had not
survived the cruel life in a whorehouse by being stupid. "So you
are a shitty little Polish aristocrat, aren’t you? Don't worry, I'm
not afraid that you'll reveal our little secret because, if you do,
I'll have your balls cut off. I like you, little Giorgi, and your
beautiful playing made me very nostalgic for the old days in my
homeland. Do you know what happens to me when I get nostalgic? No,
I guess you wouldn't. I get very horny, as I am right now. And
since you are the only man in the house, you were chosen to be the
lucky one. So come up to my bedroom in five minutes, my boy, and
you'll learn true delights from a real woman. Don't stare at me
with such cow eyes—go wash yourself, and you'd better be scrubbed
to perfection."

Following her instructions, George scoured
himself in the yard, his mind in turmoil from the turn of events.
Madam Helena scared him, and having sex with her, for the first
time in his life, was even more frightening. He knocked on her door
and entered when she called, to be confronted with a repulsive
sight. Madam Helena lay naked in the large bed with her huge
fishbelly-white legs spread apart. Even after working there for a
few days and seeing all the naked whores constantly, George had
never seen female genitals like hers before. It was a shockingly
repulsive sight, particularly so because of the way it was
presented and the ugly lewdness of the recumbent Madam Helena. He
felt the bile come up his throat and almost turned around to get
away from the appalling scene.

With surprising speed, unbelievable because
of her bulk, Madam Helena was off the bed in an instant and grabbed
George with both hands. "So you’re are not only a swishy
intellectual, but a virgin, too, aren’t you? So don’t let a true
Cossack cunt scare you any, my little Polish sparrow, because it is
so delightful that many men would kill to sink their cocks in it.
Come over so I’ll undress you and then teach you about the
pleasures that a true woman can give a man—if she’s willing."

Very reluctant at first, George finally let
go, allowing her to do everything she wished with him. Despite his
initial shock and revulsion, Helena actually excited him
considerably once she began to work on arousing his resistant body.
She taught him carnal delights that he had never imagined existed,
and he actually enjoyed himself whenever he could forget what she
looked like. She was an accomplished instructor and actually turned
to be quite tender whenever he managed to gratify her obscene
appetites. After their initial encounter, it became George’s
unpleasant duty to service Madam Helena at least once a week,
turning him into a sort of her house pet, which he did not mind.
His special position made life in the whorehouse very easy, playing
the piano at night and roaming the streets freely during the
day.

 


George’s life changed drastically when, one
evening six months later, a customer came over to the piano and
stood watching him intently as he played. When the stranger first
noticed George’s unusually gifted style of playing he glanced at
the youthful pianist, then suddenly stood up with a start, dropping
the whore in his lap to the floor. He had paid no heed to her
protestations as he slowly approached the piano and looked at the
face of the player as though he had been transported backward
twenty years. It was the face of his old foe, Count Polovnicki,
exactly as it had looked during the Great War when both had been
young lieutenants fresh out of the Polish Military School.

He approached the piano, memories of the past
clouding his vision and making his heart pound like a hammer, until
he came nearer and realized that the person playing could not be
Stash, but someone closely resembling him. He shook his head as
though to clear his mind of the old memories, sure that the young
man was Polish and that he was related to Polovnicki. He intended
to kill the boy when the first opportunity came about.

The Cracofski and Polovnicki families had
been closely tied to each other by blood and friendship for over
five hundred years. All of their ancestors had fought side by side
against Mongols, Turks, Lithuanians, Magyars, Cossacks, and an
assortment of invaders that had tried to rule Poland over the
turbulent centuries. Their huge land holdings in Eastern Poland
bordered each other and the family ties had strengthened as time
passed until the Great War when the men of both families went to
war, joining the nationalistic Polish Legion and fought for long
years until 1921, when Poland gained it’s independence from Russia,
Germany and Austria.

In April of 1920, when the Bolshevik Army
routed the Poles on the Eastern Front almost to Warsaw, that the
tragedy had occurred. No one knew exactly how it happened, but
Vladek’s regiment, under his father’s command, was to be backed up
on their right flank by the regiment commanded by the elder
Polovnicki, who ordered his men to withdraw two hours before dawn.
When the Russians attacked, easily breaking through, their
unsupported regiment was cut to pieces. Vladek’s father and his two
older brothers were killed in the fight, and he had been badly
wounded.

Once out of the hospital, Vladek’s first act
was to approach Polovnicki and call him a coward in front of his
officer corps. The count had no choice but to defend his honor by
demanding a duel, at which Vladek shot him through the heart while
the older man’s bullet barely grazed his arm. Count Polovnicki’s
elder son, who had accepted Vladek’s challenge to the family’s
honor, ended up just as dead as his father did a week later.

Stanislaw, the last remaining man of the
Polovnicki clan and until their desertion Vladek’s best friend,
chose to defend his family’s honor by insisting on a military court
of inquiry into Vladek’s violation of the law against dueling. He
won the case easily since every officer in the army knew about the
duels even though they had closed their eyes to it. It was the
age-old tradition of resolving disputes between nobles, and
regardless of the official law, they considered it to be a just
solution to any problem. But once such a matter was been brought
out officially, the army had no choice but to prosecute Vladek.

The decision of the General Court was
predictable. Vladek was censured for his actions and prohibited
from harming Stanislaw in any way whatsoever, or heavier penalties
might be imposed. The trial achieved what Stanislaw had set out to
do, though his honor was besmirched in the eyes of the entire army
officer cadre. When it was suggested to Stanislaw, now Count
Polovnicki, that it would be best for him if he left the army, he
consented quickly and resigned his commission.

 



Chapter 5

Vladek’s fortunes did not fare better than
his nemesis, though. Despite being a war hero and a major by the
time the peace treaty was signed, he remained in the same rank for
ten years, always getting lowly assignments. The general staff
considered him a hothead and feared that he could become a problem
if he were promoted and given better assignments. Vladek did not
care much since the army was his whole life and he intended to
remain in it regardless of his position. He was therefore surprised
when he was promoted to colonel and given command of a regiment, an
assignment that was a clear step toward the rank of a general
officer.

Vladek discovered the reason for his
promotion as soon as he reported to his new post. The general was
an old friend of his father’s who had known him since childhood. "I
thought it was time to bring you back to the fold, Vlad. We are in
great need of young, devoted commanders who can modernize our
backward army because the high command is still thinks of fighting
in terms that were outmoded fifty years ago. So during the next two
years I want you to learn everything possible about modern warfare,
both here and abroad. And, my dear friend, above all, stay out of
trouble."

He tried as best he could but the more Vladek
learned, the more trouble he got himself into. He was sent abroad
to observe many war game exercises, where he saw advances in
military skills that astounded him in their progress compared to
Poland’s backwards army. All the generals, who bragged about the
ability of their army to fight any of the European forces, relied
heavily on the number of their soldiers rather than technological
advances. When Vladek saw the awakening German Army on maneuvers,
an army a fifth the size of Poland’s but ten-fold more advanced, he
shuddered to think what would happen if the two were ever pitted
against each other.

When he made his observations and feelings
known, Vladek was rebuked and made fun of. By 1936, when Poland and
Germany began to rattle sabers against one another, reactions to
his open criticism of the generals took on an ugly turn, becoming
accusations of treason once his old mentor died. The final straw
came when Vladek refused to accept responsibility for his latest
general’s daughter’s pregnancy, and was court marshaled and
cashiered out of the army.

Throughout his trials and tribulations,
Vladek’s hatred for his old friend Stanislaw Polovnicki had never
ceased. Once kicked out of the army and on his way to a
family-imposed exile, he decided to take his revenge on the Count.
But Vladek’s frustration was great at finding out that the pleasure
of revenge had been taken away from him since his nemesis had died
in a fire. He left Poland more angry at being prevented from having
the Polovnicki's pay their overdue debt than having been cheated
out of his title and heritage.

 


Watching George intently while he played, the
man smiled when he saw tears well in George’s eyes as he played
Chopin, and spoke to him in Polish. "You’re one of us, aren’t you?
You look extremely familiar, and I could have sworn that we’d met
before. Ah, yes, you remind me of someone I know, Count Stanislaw
Polovnicki. Are you related to him by any chance?"

"I’m afraid not. But you're right because I'd
spent many years in Warsaw, studying and playing."

"I recognized your style, and now I know that
I’d heard you before at a recital, when you were no more than ten
years old. But what are you doing in this God forsaken place when
you should be giving international concerts? You are a genius on
the keyboard, better than anyone I’ve ever heard, and I’ve heard
the best in the world on both sides of the Atlantic." There was a
pause while he waited for George to reply him. "Oh, I’m sorry for
sticking my nose in your business, my apologies."

"Accepted. It’s a long and sordid story, but
the main thing is that I have no desire to play in public, and my
presence here is a matter of survival until something better comes
along. And by the way, my name is George Conrad." He extended his
hand, which was almost crushed by a powerful grip.

"Vladimir Cracofski, at your service, and all
my friends call me Vladek. As two exiles from our homeland, and
being of similar backgrounds, we should band together for both our
good. I heard you speak fluent Spanish and also English to some of
the customers, so I assume that you are penniless or else you’d be
doing something more respectable. And I, on the other hand, have a
decent amount of money at my disposal but, other than Polish and
French, I speak no other languages. I feel lost here and in great
need of a partner with your talents because we can help each other
greatly, so why not join forces?"

"It’s a good idea, but I must warn you that
I’m not of your class. I escaped conscription in Poland and can
never return there, which is fine with me because I have no desire
to return to that accursed land. So you see, I’m not similar to
you, not in breeding, nor in my love for our homeland."

Vladimir burst out laughing. "Okay, my young
and spirited buck. You were honest with me so I’ll be honest with
you, too. Six months ago my general’s daughter, a consummate
nymphomaniac, claimed that I was the father of her child, which was
possible but not probable. I refused to marry the mean bitch,
claiming that any man in the officer corps that was not a faggot
had had the opportunity to be the father. That did not sit too well
with the general and his cronies, but they couldn’t force me to do
anything. I was a colonel, very close to being promoted to general,
so my career was over because of the incident. The general paid me
back when I voiced the opinion that Poland would be doomed if she
went to war against Germany, sending cavalry against tanks. I was
court-marshaled for my treasonous incitement and cashiered out of
the service. My family disowned me for the disgrace I had brought
upon them and my younger brother, the sneaky shit, became heir to
my title and properties. The bastards paid me off handsomely after
I had agreed to sign a document pledging to leave Poland and never
return. I’m thirty-eight, with no profession other than soldiering,
and stuck in this filthy country where no one speaks any civilized
languages. So you see, my young friend, you are much better off
than I am."

It was George’s turn to laugh uproariously
and causing everybody in the salon to raise their eyebrows. "You
are right, Vlad, you are in deeper shit than I am, and an exile
forever from what you truly love, which, luckily for me, I don’t
care about. Anyway, this part of the world is not as bad as all
that once you learn your way around it and forget your longing for
the old country. Look at the opulence around you, and I don’t mean
this whorehouse. There is a rich life in South and Central America
for those with enough balls to grab for it. We are both white,
Catholic, and come from aristocratic stock, though mine is somewhat
tainted being a Count's bastard. The three perquisites put us in
the top one percent of the population, giving us an advantage over
most people. You have a little money, and I have the knowledge
necessary to survive here, so together we can make a serious go of
it, provided we have the balls to take chances. Yes, I’ll become
your partner, but only if you promise to stop pissing and moaning
about dear old Poland."

"From the demure little pianist to a tiger in
five minutes, not bad for a half peasant—please don’t take offense,
but it is amusing. I did manage to learn one Spanish word in the
last month since they use it here constantly, which is cojones.
Yes, you’re right, I’ve been crying about poor old me while leaving
my cojones at home. What do you think we should do after getting
the hell out of this sorry excuse for a whorehouse?"

"You're a soldier and I'm a scholar, that
makes both of us half men in this society. We need to spend six
month together and teach each other all that we know, each
mastering the other’s proficiency. This is a land of revolutions,
filled with tin soldiers who call themselves presidents and who
bleed their countries dry before they get kicked out. Together, we
can serve as advisors and instructors in the art of warfare and
sell them arms that we smuggle in for them. If lucky, we can become
very wealthy and live like kings, and if we’re not then we’ll just
be dead. Does this sound attractive to you?"

"Excellent, but I don’t know how smart your
knowledge can make me. I’m sure that you’ll be able to learn
everything I know in less than in six months, and probably surpass
me quickly. I don’t mind it at all, though, so long as we remain
partners. Let’s get the hell out of here right now and don’t take
any of your possessions since I’ll outfit you tomorrow in the best
stores of Havana."

George agreed wholeheartedly. Madam Helena
tried to stop them when they were about to leave but Vladek pushed
her aside, threatening to kill her for having abused his cousin.
When he said that, the blood drained out of her face and she let
them leave in peace, certain in her knowledge that his kind of
people did not make idle threats.

 


Meeting George in Havana, the last place on
earth where he would have expected to find the spawn of the hated
Polovnickis, uplifted Vladek’s spirits immediately as he literally
forced his friendship on the young man. But again, he found himself
frustrated when he found that his revenge had been stolen from him
by the boy who admitted to killing the hated Stanislaw.

Vladek found out the truth during their first
week together. Though more cunning and smarter than most people his
age, George was no match for an experienced interrogator such as
Vladek had to be in order to survive in the political atmosphere of
the Polish Army. The lonely boy opened up after only two days
together, hesitantly at first, but once he found Vladek
sympathetic, he poured his heart out to him.

In truth, Vladek was relieved that he would
not have to kill George, and in an emotional moment he, too, told
him the truth. "I’m Sorry, Giorgi, that I had such appalling plans
for your demise. I really like you, and it would have been awful if
I had to kill you. But you'll admit that it’s a strange fate that'd
brought us together, two people whose fathers were killed by the
same bastards."

He did not anticipate the laughter that shook
George’s body as he reacted to Vladek’s last comment. "You’re all
crazier than loons, Vlad, all you stinking nobles. Stanislaw did
not kill your father as it was his father that caused it, and
probably out of stupidity rather than cowardice. And the man he
killed wasn't my real father but just a peasant who meant nothing
to him or to any other noble in Poland. It was I who killed my
father without knowing who he really was and, even though he
deserved it, I will never forget it. It all sounds so confused and
insane that I’m sure Shakespeare would have found it a great plot
for one of his macabre tragedies."

"So, my friend, what do we do now? You must
hate me too much to have anything more to do with me."

"Don’t be so melodramatic, Vlad. I still like
you despite your insanity, and I’d like us to go ahead with out
original lofty plans."

"I admire your trust in a man who only
yesterday plotted to murder you in your sleep. Sure, I like you
too, and I think we should continue with our plan, except that now
we can truly be friends."

George and Vladek spent six months training
each other in a house that Vladek had rented on the outskirts of
Havana and were both relentless in their mutual training. George,
whose body was unaccustomed to rigorous physical training, felt at
first that he would likely break apart from the intense exercise
regimen that Vladek put him through. He learned all that Vladek
knew about fighting, from tactics by Caesar, Clausewitz, and
Bismarck, to modern warfare. He learned the rudimentary handling of
weapons from small arms to artillery, hand to hand combat, and the
art silent of infiltration. Because of his prior background Vladek
insisted that George learn about horses as well, caring for them
and riding properly when he found out from George that most of the
countries in South America relied heavily on horses because of
their poverty and the mountainous regions.

Most of George’s teachings were done on
horseback while on long trails into the Cuban outback, and Vladek
became utterly frustrated by the material. He finally gave up,
claiming that since they planned to stay together, he would have to
depend on George as his brainy partner. But still, George continued
to hammer at him with bits of important information, which Vladek
grudgingly managed to retain.

George’s body hardened to a steely solidity
from the hard work that he was put through, and he soon became
quite an opponent, managing to beat Vladek at his own games. Vladek
also taught George the arts of a gentleman, fencing, dancing, table
manners, and dress. They went to fancy restaurants and casinos,
where Vladek was astounded by George’s skill at playing cards,
winning most of the time. Vladek’s game was roulette, and George
constantly derided him for losing at a game where the odds were
totally against him.

Vladek was an incorrigible child who enjoyed
playing the irresponsible daredevil, and many times George had to
save his hide from being carved to bits by pissed Cuban highbrows.
They first met Rojas on such an occasion when, on one of their
frequent forays into Havana, Vladek insulted a highly
self-important Cuban planter who considered himself a Castilian
aristocrat and who turned up his nose at Vladek’s overtures to a
very pretty woman at the gambling table.

Turning to George, Vladek spoke loudly in
French. "Can you imagine the nerve of this fat peasant asshole
teaching me manners? What is this world coming to when a swarthy
plebeian thinks that being a Spaniard puts him in a better social
position than his black sugarcane field workers, eh?"

The man turned all shades of purple as he
grabbed his money and left the table, fuming at the insult. The
situation was worsened considerably because almost everyone at the
table understood French and burst out laughing at the man they all
despised. George knew that they were in a lot of trouble when he
saw the man talking to some unsavory-looking characters at the
other end of the casino. Desperately looking around for help,
George noticed a muscular young Cuban strolling through the casino
and assumed he was a security man. He approached him and suggested
that he join him for a drink at the bar to discuss a business
proposition. When the man agreed, they sat down and George told him
about his dilemma, asking for help.

The man’s grin looked frighteningly brutal as
he answered, his mouth-full of gold teeth sparkling through the
cruel sneer on his lips. "Are you offering me a job, or are you
just asking me to risk my life for a few measly dollars? If the
first is what you wish, then Manuel Rojas is your man, but if you
only need to hire muscle for the night, then I’m the wrong person."
He exposed the gun that was holstered under his arm and patted his
other armpit, where an array of throwing knives were placed in a
custom-made leather contraption.

"Mr. Rojas, you are too much of a
professional for me to insult with a one time offer. We need a man
like you to join us, so this is definitely a permanent position
offer starting immediately. What do you think would be a fair
wage?"

"We don’t have time to discuss wages right
now, Senor Conrad. So let tonight be a test and, if I pass it to
your satisfaction, then we’ll talk about money. You look like a
gentleman, Senor, so I trust you to be fair when we talk later.
Right now I need to go recruit some of my friends to help us, so
you and the count continue to enjoy yourselves. Leave when you are
ready, as you normally do, and do not worry about a thing since
I’ll be waiting for them to attack you outside the casino once you
leave, and they’ll never know what hit them." George shook Rojas’
hand, feeling that he could be trusted.

An hour later, as they left the casino, six
cutthroats jumped them in the lot where their car was parked.
Without a sound, Rojas and four men came from behind, carrying long
machetes. George and Vladek joined the fight eagerly, and ten
seconds later three attackers were lying dead on the ground while
the others fled, bleeding profusely from various wounds. After
Rojas paid off his men, he stepped to their car and opened the rear
door, motioning George and Vladek to get in. He knew exactly where
to go, impressing George greatly with his thoroughness.

Everyone in Havana knew of the deadly fight
and congratulated George and Vladek on their prowess in defending
themselves so well. Rojas became a friend, never just an employee,
and joined George and Vladek on their many dangerous enterprises
over many years.

 


The war in Europe began with Germany’s flash
invasion and conquest of Poland, decimating it’s army just as
Vladek had predicted would happen to it. Neither of them spoke much
about the war after the first few weeks when the news reports
indicated that Germany was going to win on all fronts. It was as
though Europe no longer existed for them.

A month after Rojas joined them, the team
found their first job, smuggling arms to a rebel general in Peru,
then switching sides by training the Bolivian Army to route the
same revolutionaries out of the disputed area between the two
countries. It was Rojas who was responsible for making the contact
with their customers by using his Cuban underworld connections.

They were a good team, and their exploits in
many comedic revolutions all over the continent became legendary.
Their fortunes rose and fell many times but somehow they always
managed to survive even though they participated in the fighting
personally, loving the carefree life of mercenaries and hiring out
to many unscrupulous dictators. Following Vladek’s stilted sense of
honor, which they never compromised, George and Rojas agreed to
abstain from assisting in an overthrow of legitimate governments,
yet they constantly helped first one side and then the other in a
conflict. They were all involved in weapon smuggling, military
training, and shady business dealings, enjoying every moment of
their dangerous lives as though it were the last.

Their great adventures lasted for many years
until, after having survived so many mortal dangers, Vladek died of
malaria on a visit to Panama. George and Rojas lost heart after his
death and subsequently each sought to find a place where they could
lead more peaceful lives. Rojas settled in Miami to become an
entrepreneur, and George tried the same in many places until he
moved to Miami Beach.

 


George stretched as he sipped the iced tea
that Nina had brought him and left on the small table next to him
without his notice and recalled the reason for his decision to come
to the United States. After Elena's death, he had been at a loss as
to what to do with his children since his way of life demanded
constant traveling throughout South and Central America. Elena’s
parents insisted that he move to Montevideo, Uruguay, where they
would raise his children as their own. George’s reaction was
immediate revulsion at the idea of his children being raised in the
middle-class environment and the lifestyle of his in-laws. Though
they were kind, warm people, he considered their way of life to be
empty and degrading and decided to change his own in order to raise
his children in what he considered to be a more exciting life.

His decision was made firmer when he received
a letter that reached him in Buenos Aires after a long and
circuitous journey through the countless addresses that he had
lived in since his last letter to his family from Havana. In it,
his sister told him that she was the sole survivor of their family,
and that she had been able to secure an immigration visa to the
United States. She was planning to move to Chicago and live with a
distant maternal relative who had sponsored the visa. It gave
George the idea that moving to the United States would probably be
the best turnabout for him, too, and he immediately wrote her about
his plans, sending her money to come via Argentina and live with
him until he could arrange for everyone’s immigration papers.

George had no problem receiving a permit to
immigrate to the United States. Aside from the fact that he was a
Polish expatriate and his claim that he could not return to his
homeland due to the communist takeover was an acceptable reason for
applying and receiving the visas, especially so since he had good
connections at the American Embassy. He had been working for the
budding CIA by smuggling arms to various South American political
groups who were interested in toppling their country's
anti-American regimes. His services were valuable to the CIA and,
when George requested their help for the visas, they were glad to
do so providing that he move to Miami, where he could easily
continue his clandestine work.

By the time had Nina arrived, all the
papers were in order and, two weeks later, they had all left
together for the United States. George was pleasantly surprised
when he first saw Nina since he had expected her to be a morose
peasant, devastated after having lived through the war. She was
five years younger than him, and the last time he had seen her on
the day of his escape, she had been a mousey-looking stick of a
girl. Yet the young woman that he met at the pier was a tall and
beautiful woman, with flaxen hair reaching to her shoulders and a
full figure. She was also a tough and self-reliant person, and
George understood how she came to be that way when she told him of
all the deprivations she had had
to undergo in order to survive. The children easily accepted
Nina as their substitute mother, though they occasionally rebelled
against her no-nonsense style of handling them.

Now, five years later, George felt that his
life was going nowhere. As a cover for his continued arms
smuggling, he had become a legitimate exporter of various items to
South America, earning a good living but bored to death by his
mundane life. He was looking for something new that would give a
new meaning to his life, and felt certain that what had happened to
him last week in Los Angeles, and the odd appearance of Luis in his
office, had to mean that a significant change was about to
happen.

 



Chapter 6

After his meeting with George, Luis did not
go home, but instead drove to a spot across the street from the
building and parked, intending to wait and follow George once he
left his office. To his disappointment, George behaved like any
normal businessman would, going home to dinner with his family. He
followed George to a middle-class neighborhood in Miami Beach,
where he lived in a two story house surrounded by a well-tended
lawn and shrubbery. Luis could easily see the two children greeting
George at the door and the tall young woman that closed it behind
them. Normal domestic scene, Luis thought jealously as he compared
it to his daily arrival at home, where no one acknowledged that he
had entered the front door. He remained across the street for a
while, watching as George walked out to the front porch and
remained motionless for quite a while.

Giving up on trying to find out more about
George that night, Luis went home. Comparing the dignified peace
and quiet that he had just witnessed at George’s home to the noisy
melee and putrid cooking smells that greeted him as he opened the
front door, almost made Luis gag. His father and father-in-law were
sitting on the living room couch, a bottle of beer in their hands,
and heatedly discussing the political situation in Cuba, paying no
attention to the screaming children that were chasing each other
all around the living room. The scene in the kitchen was much the
same, where his mother, Maria, and her mother were sitting around
the table and drinking coffee as they rattled about their tough
lives. They were all dressed in similar looking flowery shifts that
covered their bulky figures and wore slippers that exposed
varicose-veined ankles. They paid Luis no mind when he entered the
kitchen and continued their conversation as though he did not
exist.

Thoroughly sickened by his family, Luis went
upstairs, took a shower and, after putting on the least dirty
slacks he could find, went back to the kitchen and made himself a
sandwich. Grabbing the last cold bottle of beer, he went to the
back yard, where he could feel a little breeze as he munched his
food. What a sickening way to live, he thought, I’d give my right
arm to get away from these people and filth surrounding them. His
mind returned back to the counterfeit money and George Conrad, and
he wished that there was something he could do to improve his
miserable lot. Luis had no idea what to do, but he decided to
pursue the discovery he had made without telling his lieutenant
about it. He remained in the yard until all the lights in the house
were turned off and then quietly went to bed, careful not to wake
Maria.

In the morning, after taking care of most of
the items that piled up during the night, Luis called James Neville
at the FBI. They had met while at college and had become good
friends when both joined the Marines during the war. Jim had always
wanted to become an FBI Agent and was easily accepted once the war
was over. Both had lost touch for a while as Jim was assigned to
various locations around the country, but a year earlier he had
contacted Luis to tell him that he had been posted to the Miami
Field Office. They tried to get their families together a few
times, but there was little that their wives and children had in
common, so they dropped the idea. However, Jim and Luis made it a
custom to meet at least once a week for dinner and cemented their
friendship without any interference from their families.

"Hi, Jimmy, how ya doing today?"

"Great so far, Luie. I hope you didn’t call
to cancel tonight. This business of having a wife and two kids is
sometimes wearing on the nerves, old buddy. Not that I don’t love
them, but our evenings out help me take it for the rest of the
week."

Luis laughed, thinking that had Jim known
that their weekly meetings literally saved his sanity, he would
have insisted that they meet more often—he was that kind of friend.
"Oh, no, Jimmy, nothing like that. It’s business, but I need it to
remain confidential. I need a favor Jimmy, a very special
favor."

"Shoot, Luie, you know I’ll help if I
can."

"Okay, but you better let me know if it might
get you in trouble. I need you to find out anything you can on a
guy by the name of George Conrad. He runs a one-man operation in
Miami Beach called International Trade Limited and is a very cool
customer. Ever hear about him?"

"Never, and I can see now why you need me—too
dangerous to let anyone know you’re playing out of your
jurisdiction, eh? But don’t worry, I’ll get you all that you need
about him by tonight."

"Thanks, Jimmy. And, by the way, the man
didn’t do anything wrong. It’s just that his name popped up in a
dumb case I’m handling and I’d like to tie up all the lose ends
before closing the file. See you tonight."

By late afternoon of the same day, George had
been able to put together a substantial dossier on Luis Ramirez.
Also, he had learned from his sources at the Miami Police that no
inquiry had been made on him by any detective. The information that
he had received about Luis confirmed his suspicion that the man had
been promoted to detective due to political pressure, but that he
was still a top-notch criminologist. Nothing in the material showed
any past wrong doings on Luis’ part, and every source indicated
that he was an incorruptible and loyal policeman. George read Luis’
personnel report carefully, looking for any unusual details that
might shed light on the detective’s strange behavior.

He was puzzled about why Luis had remained
silent about the counterfeit money when all the information about
him suggested that he should have said or done something about his
discovery. The only interesting fact that drew George’s attention
was Luis’ father’s occupation—the supervisor of the vault at the
Bank of Cuba in Havana. An idea started to germinate in his mind,
but he was unable to think it through even though the fact kept
nagging him.

The most interesting bit of information
reached him just as George was getting ready to leave the office.
His contact at the CIA informed him that an agent from the local
FBI was trying to get information on him without giving any reason
for it, and that because of the danger of exposure, he should drop
all deals he was working until further notice. He did not need to
ask who had initiated the inquiry since it was quite clear to him
that it was Luis’ handiwork, attempting to bypass the normal
channels. The man is thorough, he thought, and I better move
carefully with him.

 


George decided to take action since he did
not want to wait idly by while Luis gained the upper hand; it was
time to move, and was able to reach Luis at his desk only moments
before he was about to leave for the night. Totally unsurprised by
being contacted, Luis agreed to meet him later that evening since
he had an earlier engagement. George suggested a restaurant on
Calle Ocho in the heart of the Cuban section, at eleven and Luis
readily agreed.

 


The two friends met at the bar of the Four
Winds Hotel, which was their regular haunt. Jim said nothing about
Luis’ request until they were seated at their table. "You sure
opened a dangerous can of worms with your request, old buddy. I
didn’t know how dangerous until almost the end of my inquiry, when
the door was slammed shut by my boss, who claimed that I was
stepping on CIA toes by asking about George Conrad. I stopped
immediately, of course, telling my boss the same dumb story you
told me, and was instructed to destroy every bit of information
that I’d gathered up to that point, and also that if I cared about
my career I better forget about it. I quickly handed him the
unfinished file and apologized, stating that it was no big deal and
that I had already forgotten about it. So what’s it all about,
Luie?"

"It’s better that you not know any more about
it, Jimmy, since it might get you in trouble, and forget I'd ever
asked you for it. I didn’t know that anything was quite like this
before I asked for information or I wouldn’t have asked you. Hope I
didn’t put you in jeopardy."

"I’m sure you didn’t mean any harm so let’s
both forget about the whole thing. Still, you might as well know
who you are dealing with." Jim gave Luis the basic information he
had been able to gather about George. "The bastard speaks just
about every language you could think of, and plays the piano like a
genius, who should be performing on stage rather than doing
whatever it is he’s doing for the CIA. I also found out that he can
be a cold-blooded killer. I wonder if that part is really true,
because it doesn’t match the man’s nature."

"Forget about him, Jimmy. It’s just not worth
trying to figure it out so let’s enjoy our evening out and put
aside anything that has to do with all the dirty stuff that we go
through in the business where we make our living." Despite his
attempt at light-hearted joviality, Luis was unable to eat more
than a few bites of his dinner. He was agitated by the information
that Jim had given him, and felt relieved when the evening was
over.

 


They arrived simultaneously at the
restaurant, a small Cuban store-front establishment which was owned
by a friend of George’s from Havana. George had always preferred to
conduct his shady business there as it was a neutral ground for
people like himself with smugglers and criminals, most of whom
dealt with a variety of corrupt Latin American big government
officials. All the booths were set up in such a manner that
prevented anyone from listening to private conversations, and it
was taboo to look at or talk to any of the other patrons. The rule
was strictly enforced by Rojas, the owner.

Guided to a secluded booth in the back,
walking closely behind Rojas’s huge frame, they could barely see
the dark outlines of the other customers. It suited both men very
well as their appearance together would not have been in their best
interests. The food and a pitcher of beer appeared at the table as
soon as they sat down. The menu was always the same, a very tasty
plateful of ‘arroz con pollo’, chicken, rice, and black beans
accompanied by a bitter, rough home-made brew.

They ate in silence as even the nervous Luis
enjoyed the simple meal and waited for the waiter to clear the
table once both finished. George delved into the reason for his
request to meet Luis without preamble. "Mr. Ramirez, as you might
have realized after you tried to find out who I am and what I do
for a living, that I’m not your run-of-the-mill suspect. But on the
other hand, after looking into your background without any problem,
I think that I know almost everything there is to know about you.
Now, it’s time for you to level with me about your strange behavior
yesterday and tell me the true reason for your visit."

Luis was not about to, not at that point. "It
was truly a mistake on my part, Mr. Conrad, and I apologize for it.
Of course, you're right about my trying to get information about
you, and you know where it stopped. I hope that the person who was
trying to do me a favor will not get hurt by it."

"No. In fact, he’ll be pleasantly surprised
tomorrow when he receives a promotion and sent to the Los Angeles
office. My people wouldn’t want to hurt an innocent man, but he had
to be moved since he has already found out a little too much about
me. You’re safe, too, but only for the time being, and only if you
are truthful with me, Mr. Ramirez."

"You're bluffing, Mr. Conrad, since I doubt
that your power extends that far. What I'm sure of, though, is that
any harm that might come to me will be done by you personally
rather than by your employers. Look, I think that we should both
show respect for one another by at least telling a little bit about
what’s on our minds. So as a measure of my own sincerity I’ll start
by telling you that I'd like to make you a proposition, strictly a
business matter. It’s my intention to offer you a partnership in a
very lucrative venture that you could never consummate by
yourself."

"What makes you think that I’m looking for a
partner? If I had the need for one, I most certainly would not
choose a dedicated police officer like yourself. So why don’t we
cut the bullshit? I know who you are, and you know that I’m not
exactly as pure as the driven snow. I live by my wits, and I live
very well as a result. You knew, as soon as you walked into my
office yesterday, that I had a gun pointed at you so you must
realize how serious I am about my well being. So now that you have
presumably learned more about me, I'd suggest that you stop dancing
around and come to the point."

"Sure, Mr. Conrad. Maybe you don’t need a
partner as I thought you did, but actually need a good lawyer,
who’ll defend you your counterfeiting charges. I was trying to be
kind to a fellow foreigner and, instead, I’m getting a bellyful of
threats."

George looked at Luis with amazement. This
guy sure got big balls and a good head on his shoulders, he
thought. "Quite a speech for someone with absolutely no way to
prove what you’ve just said. What makes you think that you have me
at a disadvantage? But if you did, then why are you talking to me
here and not at the police station? We're after all on the Miami
side of the city, within your jurisdiction, so don’t give me any
bull about trying to help a fellow foreigner. Besides, if you were
serious about the threat, all you have is a story about three
little girls playing in the park with what you thought was bogus
money." George was pretty sure that that was all that Luis could
have had on him. No one could have known anything about it since
everyone involved was dead, killed before George had ever reached
the house in Los Angeles where he found the money by pure
chance.

Luis was a little surprised that George had
spoken about the episode in the park so openly but he knew that
what George had said was true, and that he could do nothing, so he
must change the course of this conversation and make George trust
him before it was too late. He came to the point quickly. "I’m
sorry about the threats, Mr. Conrad, but I do have a proposition to
make to you. I know exactly what I saw yesterday at the park, and I
doubt that the little that I’d managed to see is all there is.
There's no doubt in my mind that you possess a substantial amount
of counterfeit money, and that it’s the best anyone has ever seen.
So if you have an interest in what I’m about to propose to you, we
can both make a lot of money. On the other hand, if you don’t—I
won’t hold it against you and we’ll part as though nothing was ever
said between us. Are you game?"

"I might be if what you have to say makes
sense. All I’ve heard from you so far is that you want to attach
yourself to me because of a silly game of Monopoly in the park,
played by three little girls which you followed up by tracking a
little boy of six. You were very tired after a frustrating day at
the office, and your fertile imagination had played a nasty trick
on you. I could go on with this line of reasoning and make a very
good case for myself if you’d like."

"I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you
because there's no chance that I’d try to harm you. You hold most
of the cards and it’s I who need you more than you need me."

"Why, Mr. Ramirez, why do you need me? For
what purpose?"

Luis felt that the time had come for him to
open up. "You got much better information on me than I do of you.
You know about my personal and career background, and you should
have realized that both have become intolerable to me. I want to
find a way out of my lousy life and I’m prepared to do almost
anything to achieve it. I think you can help me do that while at
the same time help yourself."

"Why should I trust you, Luis? And how can
you help me?"

It was the first time that George had used
his first name and Luis felt that it was a significant change from
his previous cold and impersonal approach. "Mr. Conrad, the reason
you can trust me is because my offer will put my life in your
hands. If I made a mistake so be it, my continued existence will
depend on your goodwill and I guess it’ll always remain that way
from this moment. Still, I feel it in my bones that you'll be
honorable. My plan is a very simple one--with my help as a
policeman you could easily pass a very large amount of counterfeit
notes with almost no chance of being caught. I know that if you
went through the normal underworld channels to dispose of the money
you’ll never get more than fifteen percent of the face value no
matter how good the notes are. But with my help, even if we split
it down the middle, you’ll recoup fifty percent on your stash's
face value. I know enough about such things not only because I’m a
cop, but also because my father is a banker."

The idea that had been gnawing at the back of
George’s mind suddenly became clear and, though he did not show it
to Luis, he became very excited. "Banker? Come on Luis, he’s just a
low-level clerk running the vault of the National Bank of Cuba.
Were you thinking of enlisting his help to dispose of the
money?"

Luis was horrified. "Are you crazy? My father
help me do anything illegal? He’d probably inform on me if I ever
mentioned using his precious position to pass counterfeit money.
You are right though, he’s only an insignificant clerk at the bank,
but he has taught me a lot."

"Okay, Luis. I won’t admit to anything right
now, but I’m also not rejecting your proposition either. Why don’t
we sleep on it and let’s meet in my office tomorrow at noon to
discuss it some more. And stop calling me Mr. Conrad, it almost
sounds like you are here on official business."

Luis felt relieved at George’s offer,
thinking that talking more about the subject at that point might be
counter-productive. Both had basically agreed to do something about
the money, yet neither had committed himself, which was good for a
first go-around. They remained at the restaurant for another hour,
talking about simple things and generally learning more about each
other from the light conversation.

 



Chapter 7

Luis was a little surprised when he came to
George’s office the next day to find the coffee table laden with an
excellent lunch, and George’s behavior was quite affable as he
shook his hand. "We’ve got a lot of ground to cover, Luis, so I
figured that we might as well do it in comfort. Let’s eat first and
then we can talk business."

While they ate, George voluntarily told Luis
a little about himself, nothing much about his past, but about his
dead wife, the children, and his sister. He spoke about his
pleasure of playing the piano and his love for cultured life. Luis,
too, felt in an expansive mood, opening up about his ambitions and
how much he had wanted to enjoy a life of comfort far away from his
current and miserable existence. Their conversation had been
pleasant and, when lunch was finished, each felt much more at ease
with the other.

George cleared the table and locked the door
before he sat down again. "Let’s talk business, Luis. Did you have
a chance to think of a clear plan to move the counterfeit money and
exchange it for real notes? If I am to join in on your scheme I
must know exactly how you’d do it."

"Nothing specific other than whatever you had
in mind could be helped by using my official status to move the
money since I have enough contacts here and in Cuba to do it. Maybe
it’s not what you wanted to hear, George, but you must understand
that I have no idea how much money you got so I couldn’t come up
with anything specific." George seemed almost cheerful at Luis’
answer, and it worried him a little. He thought that George had
expected him to have a comprehensive plan and would be upset with
him for giving such a skimpy, general answer.

"That’s okay, I didn’t expect you to come up
with anything meaningful at this point since you’re too much of a
cop to do that. Still, did you give any thought to doing something
with the connections your father has at the Bank of Cuba? That
could be of great help to us."

"Unfortunately, as you said last night, my
dad is a big nothing at the bank. It’s true that he’s the vault
supervisor, but his crew consists only of himself and one more
clerk. Besides, other than the fact that we couldn’t use him for
anything, we would be exposed if anything went wrong. No, I’m
afraid that it’s the wrong avenue."

George was not deterred by Luis’ rejection of
the idea. "Let’s not worry about your father or exposure right now.
Just think it through with me for a moment, Luis, and you might see
an easy way to achieve what we both want if you clear your mind of
all negatives. Think about what people hide in vaults or, more
exactly, in the safety deposit boxes within the vault."

Luis almost jumped out of his seat when
George’s words finally made him understand what he had been driving
at. "My God, George. Why didn’t I think about it? It’s so simple.
Of course, the large safety deposit boxes.... " Luis’ voice trailed
in mid-sentence as something very important suddenly became clear
to him. George watched him silently as he waited for Luis’ emotions
to subside. His voice literally shook when he continued. "We’re in
luck, George. You hit it just right without knowing it. This is
fantastic, absolutely fantastic."

"What is so fantastic? Stop your ramblings
and talk to me, Luis."

Luis sobered quickly but he kept the wide
grin on his face as he explained why he had become so excited. "My
parents are visiting on my dad’s annual vacation right now. Two
nights ago, my father and I went out on the town and, after a few
drinks, he boasted about his great responsibility at the bank and
told me that I would have been proud had I known how highly trusted
he is. After about a dozen beers and a few Cuba Libre’s, my
pathetic, all-important dad whispered in my ear that some big
crooks in the Cuban government are getting antsy about the
possibility that Castro may win. As though in general agreement on
the future demise of Batista’s regime, they have all begun to
liquidate their assets. I guess that this time, with an idealist
like Castro, they are afraid that the general public might begin to
support him and kick their butts out. They are turning a lot of
properties into cash by selling to American investors, and are
moving millions of dollars into the larger boxes in the vault,
ready for quick transfer to various banks in Miami. The plan is to
transport all the cash on the first day of October."

"How much money is in the vault right now?"
George’s mind burnt with anticipation for the answer, completely
caught up with the great possibilities.

"From his description, at least two-hundred
million dollars, all of which is divided almost equally among ten
customers, with more more money coming in daily. Other than the
bank president, and my father and his assistant, Miss Flores, no
one else is privy to the knowledge of the assembled fortunes. They
are keeping it so secret that the president of the bank insisted
that my father take his vacation as usual so as not to raise any
suspicions that something unusual is going on. The two of them
spend their time nowadays exclusively on counting the money during
the morning and issuing the receipts when the additional shipments
arrive in late afternoon. The money is brought in by an army unit
two heavily armed personnel carriers, escorting the armored truck
so there is no possible way to hijack any of it before it reaches
the bank."

"So what’s your plan?" George already knew it
he but wanted to hear Luis say it out loud. He had no doubt about
Luis’ honesty and, besides, in case of a double-cross there was
always Rojas to clean up the mess no matter who needed disposing
of.

"Use counterfeit money to replace the real
notes without anyone being the wiser, never to be detected until
long after it reaches their secret bank vaults in the States. When
they discover the switch after the fall of Batista, which I’m sure
is going to happen soon, the owners are not going to dare cry foul.
We can switch each depositor of let’s say a hundred thousand if you
have that much bogus money—not too greedy yet enough to set each of
us up nicely."

"Why not take a million from each?"

"You must be crazy. Where are we going to get
such a huge amount of counterfeit money? If we try to buy that much
from any of your shady sources someone is bound to track us down
and kill us after we switch the money. No, George, it’s too risky.
I’d like to remain alive to enjoy my new riches."

"What would you say if I told you that I have
access to exactly that much bogus money available to me? The bills
that you saw the kids playing with were just a small sample, taken
out of a trunk that’s available any time I want it. Could we manage
that much?"

"Oh my God. Are you serious? Ten million?
Sorry, I wasn’t doubting your word, but it’s just too mind-boggling
to accept. And I was hoping to get away with half a million as my
share! Yes, of course, George. If we can switch one million, we can
surely do it with ten. It’s only a matter of logistics, something
to figure out between us. Where is the money?"

By now completely assured that Luis was in
with him, George decided it was time to take the next step to show
Luis that he possessed the means to pull off the venture. George
walked over to the safe and took out a briefcase and Luis’ eyes
sparkled when he saw the money, and he was happily relieved when
George assured him that the rest was accessible nearby, and that
its existence was totally unknown to anyone.

"I believe you George, but, please, if we're
going to work together, I must know how you came to possess such an
enormous amount of money without anyone’s knowledge."

"Okay. I guess it would only be fair to take
you in on my secret. Being a policeman you must know about the
mysterious execution death of Arnie, the "Pickle" Lopiccolo, and
his son in Los Angeles ten days ago. It was in all the headlines
across the country and everyone assumed that it was the result of a
gangland war, blaming the deaths on the Mafia, which Arnie had
crossed a few times."

"That’s how I thought, too, when I found out
about it. So it wasn’t true?"

"The only true fact in the news was that he
was indeed a member of the Mafia, but it wasn't them did it. He was
killed for his greed while serving in the American Army in Europe
after the war, where he'd informed the British about some of his
partners in the black market, hoping to be rid of them and take
over the entire operation himself. When the British raided the
house in Vienna, Austria, a big firefight broke out and fifteen
women and children were killed in the crossfire. So Arnie paid the
butcher bill for it last week, and his son Philip, with whom I had
become friends a few years ago, died with him, never knowing why.
Phil and I were to meet in Los Angeles to celebrate his forthcoming
wedding."

"So what’s that got to do with the money? It
actually sounds like the old Biblical story about the sins of the
fathers falling on the heads of their sons."

"Patience Luis, patience. The reason for
Arnie’s connection with the mob was that he was a goldsmith by
trade and an engraver by hobby. No one knew about it because he
always claimed to’ve been a middleman in the counterfeit business
yet, he was the best counterfeiter and engraver in the world. I
used to pass his artwork in my days of running schemes in South
America to very greedy dictators who were too stupid to know the
difference. Anyway, when I reached his secluded house in the Santa
Monica hills, apparently just a few minutes after the shooting, I
heard and then saw, a car screeching down the narrow road as mine
was laboring uphill, but paid the four occupants no mind as I
pulled out of harm’s way."

"Lucky for you or they would’ve killed you,
too."

"For sure. So when I saw what happened and
found the note the avengers left, I couldn’t grieve for either of
them since my feelings were the same about informers. I destroyed
the note while wondering why they were that foolish to point a
finger at themselves, and instinctively searched the house. Nothing
was touched or taken by the killers, and I decided to do the same
thing until I discovered a trunk full of counterfeit money and the
plates that were used to print it. My estimate of its contents came
to around ten million dollars that I’d put in my rented car and
then boarded a flight to Miami after leaving the trunk at the train
depot in Los Angeles but took some samples and the plates with me.
No one saw me or knew I’d had any connection with the two, and the
only mistake I’d made was to joke with my kids when they saw the
money, telling them that it was only play-money."

"How many plates? All I saw your daughter
holding, and just now in your attaché case were twenties, fifties,
and hundreds."

"There were very few of those because I’m
sure Arnie and Phil were able to dispose of most of them very
quickly. But not of the rest, which were all big
denominations—mostly in five, ten, and even one hundred-thousand
dollars, I am sure to palm off on real gullible foreign crooks. All
the bills were washed and dried by hand so they’d look well-used,
and bundled by rubber bands as if to erase any connection to any
bank."

"So that’s why you were able to carry the
money easily? I wandered about that because ten million bucks
should’ve weighed a ton. And there’s another interesting fact at
play here since, according to my dad, all the Cuban crooks insisted
on getting similar denominations. This way, in an emergency, they’d
be able to carry their loot easily."

"That’s terrific because it’ll make my job
that much easier."

"It’s all absolutely overwhelming, George.
Like fate had brought us both together for the escapade—your
play-money, my father’s story, and my real disgusting family. I do
believe in providence, don’t you?"

"Yes, I do, and also in disenchanted police
detectives and the tooth fairy. The only amazing thing as far as
I’m concerned is the similarity between our lowly backgrounds,
yours here, and mine in Poland. Right now, though, we better not
concern ourselves with such notions since there’s a lot of planning
we have to do."

Neither man said a word for a while as each
contemplated the decisions that had just been made. It was a taxing
yet highly electrifying conclusion for both to have reached. Luis
was about to abandon a well established though hateful life for an
adventure that could cost him everything, including his life. For
George it was the culmination of his dream of getting away from the
petty life of a hustler on the fringes of society. He was also
excited at the prospect of robbing the rotten thieves of the Cuban
elite, whom he knew so well, and at the anticipation of riches
beyond anything he had ever imagined possible.

When George expressed his feelings about the
Cuban ruling class, Luis agreed with him. "I always hated to be
part of the Cuban Criollos trash, and detested all of the
descendants of the original Peninsulares who own almost everything
in Cuba. I despise Batista but distrust Fidel Castro even more, the
phony rebel-rousing Peninsular bastard. At least Batista is one of
us, thief that he is. Castro, though, tries to talk like us but
can’t because he isn’t. It’s easy to talk about brotherhood and
fraternity when your father is a rich sugar planter. Anyway, I’m
tired of the world of bullshit, both here and in Cuba, and would
dearly love to become rich enough to be hated by other people since
I had enough honesty and integrity to last me a lifetime. I want to
be indecently rich."

"Good. That’s exactly what I want, too. We
don’t have much time to waste, though, before they move the money
out of the vault."

"Just about thirty days if they stick to
their timetable, which I’m sure they will."

"I’m quite sure of it myself since I know
many of them from my old days of playing a piano for them in a
whorehouse. But you know the lay of the land in Havana better than
me so I’ll need to rely on you to help me formulate a plan of how
to get into the safe and make the switch unnoticed. Let’s discuss
it now."

"The most crucial part of the plan’s success
revolves around Miss Bonita Flores. She must be used to help us
without being aware of it, and will have to be handled by you as my
responsibility will be to do the same with my father."

"Tell me everything about her down to the
most minute detail that you are aware of." George pulled out his
little notebook with a gold Parker pen and waited, ready to write
down everything that Luis could remember about their unwitting
partner.

"I’ve known Bonita for the past ten years,
ever since she came to live with my parents at age fifteen after
her family died tragically. Every year since the end of the war
I’ve been spending my entire vacation with my family in Cuba, so
I’d seen quite a lot of her. You see, she rents a room from my
family since she has no one else in the world, which has become
very convenient for all of them after she started working at the
bank with my father. Her rent money has helped my parents afford a
vacation in Florida, which I wish it didn’t, so it’s a great
arrangement for everyone. Poor Bonita must be desperate by now
since she’s a penniless spinster without any prospects for a
husband."

"What does she look like?"

"She used to be very pretty, but now? You
know how quickly most of the Spanish women wilt, especially prim
and proper ones like Bonita. Poor thing never goes out of the
house, always spends her time listening to dance music on the
radio, and reads romance and adventure books. Has a burning desire
to become an actress or a singer in a night club, I don’t remember
which. She actually has a pretty good voice but nothing ever came
of it. She still keeps bombarding every talent agent from Havana to
Hollywood with resumes of her talents and studio pictures, which
are at least five years old. That’s about as exciting as it gets.
Oh, by the way, she is due for a week’s vacation next week, once my
father returns to work. Sorry, but there isn’t much more to tell
about her."

"You gave me plenty to work on, Luis, so let
me have her phone number at home. Now, here is what we must
do—arrange for a two week vacation to start Monday next week so
that you’ll return to Cuba with your parents. I will join you there
before next week is over and will call you at your parents’ home to
set up a meeting. Behave exactly as you always do on vacations
there, but spend more time with your father and take him out to
lunches and dinners as much as possible. Get him as tired as you
can because we want his mind to be fuzzy and a bit confused when he
goes to work every morning. It’ll help us quite a bit when the time
comes to make the switch."

"Sounds simple enough. Anything else we need
to talk about?"

"No, that’s it." They set up meeting
locations around Havana and simple telephone code words, and they
separated after shaking hands like a pair of old friends.

 



Chapter 8

George always kept a packed suitcase in the
trunk of his car, perpetually ready for emergencies, and it suited
his current plan perfectly. He called the airline and made a
reservation for a first class berth on the next sleeper flight to
Los Angeles, requesting them to reserve a bungalow for him at the
Beverly Hills hotel. Moments before boarding his flight, he called
Nina to apologize for having been forced to leave town in a hurry,
promising to be back in about a week.

An experienced flier, George slept through
the turbulent flight and woke up upon arrival in Los Angeles, ready
for the day’s chores. After registering at the hotel he went out to
Beverly Hills and spent a large amount of money on a new wardrobe
in keeping with the perceived Hollywood style, and a luxurious set
of leather luggage, arranging for all the purchases to be delivered
to the hotel. The cab trip to the railroad depot in downtown Los
Angeles was quick, and he soon returned to the room at his hotel
with the trunk full of the money, which he had a bellboy carry to
his room. He used proper currency for all his purchases, having
determined that it would be suicidal to touch any of the
counterfeit money and leave a trail that might lead to him.

His purchases were waiting for him in the
room, and just as soon as the bellboy dropped the trunk with the
money in the living room of the bungalow, he transferred the money
to one of his new suitcases and locked it with the tamper-proof key
that he had had the shop install, and went to sleep.

George woke up at five o’clock, which was
eight at night in Havana. After a quick and refreshing shower he
picked up the phone and requested a person to person call to Miss
Flores in Havana, Cuba. It took twenty minutes for the call to go
through and when the phone rang he said. "International Talent, Mr.
Conrad speaking."

"Mr. Conrad, your overseas call is ready,
Miss Flores is on the line, please proceed."

"Miss Flores? This is Mr. Conrad from
International Talent. Are you the one who sent her resume and
photograph to my office here in Los Angeles?"

Her voice was shaking quite a bit. "Yes, yes,
Mr. Conrad, I did." Her English was correct, but the thick Cuban
accent and her excitement made her almost unintelligible.

George switched to Spanish. "Seniorita
Flores, my assistant showed me your stunning picture and resume,
and I think that we may have just the part for you. It is for a
leading lady in an Argentine production, and is a love story
between an impoverished princess and a rich boy from a ranching
family. There is much music and dancing in it, and we need someone
who can do that as well. Do you think the part may be suitable to
you?"

Her loud expelled breath could be clearly
heard over the static. "Yes, oh, absolutely yes, in fact, it sounds
like the type of part that I have been looking for."

"Very good, I am happy to hear that. But I
must meet with you as soon as possible to arrange for a screen
test. Would it be possible for you to fly over to Hollywood this
Friday night? I’d checked the schedule, and Pan Am has a flight at
eight in the evening from Havana, arriving here on Saturday
morning. Would your schedule allow you to spend five days here?" He
sensed a slight hesitation on the line, and added quickly. "Your
first class ticket and the suite at the Beverly Hills hotel will of
course be paid for by the studio. Will that be a satisfactory
arrangement?"

She suddenly sounded very calm. "Yes, Mr.
Conrad, that is perfectly fine."

"I will have the round trip ticket waiting
for you at the airline counter just before the flight, and I’ll
meet you at the airport in Los Angeles on Saturday morning. I look
forward to seeing you, Miss Flores, good night."

"Good night, Mr. Conrad."

George spent a quiet evening at the hotel
and, after a light dinner and a couple of drinks at the bar, he
returned to his room for a good night’s sleep.

His next morning was very busy. George called
a few private studios to arrange for the screen test and finally
chose one out of a list of ten. He rented the studio for the entire
day on Monday and hired a crew, including a director, to shoot as
many takes as he thought he would need regardless of the cost.
Bonita had to believe without a doubt that she was a participant in
a proper screen test. The stage for George’s private play was set,
ready for the heroine to make the proper entrance according to his
script.
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