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CHINA BRIGHT AND TEMPTING
CHAPTER 1
The Taiwanese businessman’s lips twisted into leathery knots. His eyes burned with the hate of a political zealot – a zealot whose cherished cause was suddenly in danger. The figure at his feet squirmed in the blood that ran from his throat to his collar and pooled on the carpet. But not enough blood. Not nearly enough to right the scales. The installer’s blood could never balance the damage the idiot had done to the businessman’s great ambition – to his dream of leading Old China into the new economic order – with his family in leadership.
He fidgeted with the gold insignia ring on his stubby finger and twisted it as if he were wringing life out of an enemy. He glared at the other men in the room. Hatred and disbelief boiled in his eyes. He nodded an order to them and stepped away from the struggling man on the floor. Then he took an elevator and left the elegant Dallas Regency Hotel and headed for the Taipei ticket counter. A moment later he found a private phone and pounded out an international number while his dream curled away and evaporated in the afternoon heat.
The wealthy young businessman didn’t have to kill the installer. Those who stayed in the hotel room would do that. But not yet. They hadn’t punished him enough. Not nearly enough.
* * * * *
Back in the plush hotel room the garrote sliced partway through gristle in the squirming man’s neck and constricted his breathing. The husky Asian who held the loop of piano wire grunted and tightened it -- slowly. Struggling against the wire wouldn’t help the installer. It couldn’t. It only served to tighten the garrote around his throat.
Two well dressed Chinese had stayed with the husky executioner. The larger of them shuddered and hissed in a Mandarin dialect, “We’re dead men. Dead. You saw the look in his eyes.” Then to the choking man he spat. “Your stupid incompetence has ended our careers and our lives.”
He turned away from the executioner’s bloody struggle to peer through the powerful telescope at the window. But that too was useless. Nothing had changed. It was business as usual in the law office on the fortieth floor of the Republic National Bank Building, a few blocks away. With one quick step the larger man whirled his agile body and slapped the dying man across the mouth. The blow chipped a yellowed tooth. Screaming into the installer’s contorted face, sputum sprayed like bullets and frustrated rage took control. He bashed him again with the back of his hand.
“Yesterday afternoon we could have killed Noah Jancy. We could have ended his snooping. Now he’s on his way to Taiwan. He is a driven man. He will discover too much.” He kicked the installer in the ribs. “The job was so simple. Your cover was perfect. The time bombs could have been installed so easily. Failure was impossible. But you managed it anyway! You idiot. You have brought the wrath of great men down on us. Now we will be the ones to die. But you will die first. My only regret is that your suffering cannot be made to last for days. You deserve nothing less.”
The loop tightened.
The garroted man squirmed against the wire and cried, “No!” Choking, his last words railed through his collapsing larynx. “Faulty timer . . . arrgg . . . miss marked. Wrong day.”
“Shut up. At least have the courage to die like a man rather than the pile of putrid dog meat that you are. Exactly twenty-four hours ago we could have killed Noah Jancy. Now, because of you, we have less than twenty-four hours to live.”
“No. Please.”
None of the Asians paid attention to the plea. Instead, the larger man returned to the telescope. Magnified a hundred times, the image of lawyers appeared in a sumptuous corner office, conservatively dressed, laughing, unknowing. He slapped the telescope across the room and nodded to the powerful man who held the ends of the piano wire.
“Slowly,” he emphasized.
The doomed man dug his fingers into his own throat in a desperate attempt to stop the wire. Blood began to run down his wrists -- his own blood. It was viscid and slippery. He couldn't even touch the sinking garrote.
The body kicked and thrashed. Blood sprayed. The larger man stepped out of the way. The wire butchered through the trachea, through the thyroid cartilage and, as the man died, through his esophagus.
* * * * *
The law offices of Cole, Solomon & Jancy were furnished with the formal elegance that portended a successful Dallas legal practice. Milled oak doors evidenced their thick substantiality, a comforting welcome to clients who sought the means to secure their fortunes and advance their industries. The names of fifty lawyers graced the portal with the assurance that their combined amain was abundantly sufficient to serve the needs of progressive businessmen in 1979. Wide, carpeted halls between well appointed offices connected the expanses of the entire fortieth floor. Walls were decorated not with boring, self laudatory certificates or paintings of famous, long deceased firm members, but with the portraits of current jurists and powerful corporate executives.
Those portraits were indicia of access. Access was the firm's key work. Physical access and social access to the powerful was its arcane offering. And access to the courts, of course. But of greater importance was the entree to the lair of political influence and corporate power. Those were the offices that had to be reached to piece together the deals that could become the foundations of empires and to cobble those that were flawed.
Well paid legal secretaries hurried from office to office with a dedicated professionalism that precluded miniskirts. None of the men's dark gray suits sported flared bottoms. Neither were suffocating pinstripe suits encouraged. It was the subdued elegance of accomplishment and achievement that was to be projected.
“Well, Noah should be arriving at Taipei just about now,” Brian Cole said. He furrowed his massive brow and ran his manicured fingertips through silvered hair. “It's hard to believe how much success he has had in Southeast Asia. What a fabulous dimension he has added to the firm. AsiaTech will be his crown if he can put it together. And he can taste success. I saw it in his eyes.”
Sy Solomon, the managing partner of the firm, stood next to the window and nodded his agreement to the other four lawyers who sat around his massive desk. The youngest, whose coat hung over his arm, loosened his tie in preparation to go back to work. He threw a comment over his shoulder on the way out.
“Mr. Jancy really deserved the send off the firm gave him yesterday. It's rare that the associates gets to see all three partners in one gathering.”
“It was our pleasure,” Sy replied before the young lawyer got out the door. Then back to Brian he said, “Noah Jancy is shrewd, you know. If he is able to bring the three industrial giants together and form AsiaTech, he’ll want a bigger cut of the firm.”
“Who cares?” Brian shrugged his aging shoulders. “The pie will be much, much larger. Money is the bottom line. I’d rather be able to buy the biggest house in Highland Park than to stick my chest out and talk loud about owning X percent of the firm. Right?”
“Oh, yes!” Sy Solomon agreed with a cordial smile. “I was only ruminating a bit about Noah's phenomenal good luck, his personal tragedies not withstanding.” He glanced away after the remark as if he wished he had not said it. “You and I formed this firm and worked most of our professional lives to build a successful practice. What have we built instead? A funnel into which Noah Jancy can pour fees.”
“Quit bitchin', Mr. Solomon,” one of the younger lawyers laughed. “You already make more money than God. And you’re more important than your own namesake.”
Sy Solomon knew that kind of hyperbole was common and almost true. He acknowledged that success carried the firm on its crest where the curl formed a perfect platform for men like Noah Jancy. Sy’s unbridled pride lifted the gold watch chain across his expanding chest. Years of brilliance and hard work were paying off. The lawyers were awash in money. And influence.
A bellicose young attorney lifted a bone China coffee cup and continued in the confident assurance of mutual friendship and respect, “Noah was a fighter pilot in Vietnam, right? Is that where he made his initial contacts?” Another, who was fastening his gold cufflinks in place, said, “I don't think anyone really knows. But have you ever looked at his eyes? They're kind of long and narrow. He may have some Oriental bloodlines. What do you think?”
Someone else commented about having heard that Noah Jancy's surname had been changed from Jain Cee. Then the lawyer with the gold cufflinks asked how Noah had cultivated his contacts in Washington, D.C. and why those particular clients were never introduced at the office. He wanted to know why Noah’s most secretive Washington client wanted to put together the acquisition in the first place.
“Why,” he complained, “try to combine two major industrial firms with an electronics manufacturer like Fu Lok. Fu Lok is successful in a way. But it isn’t large enough to be in the same league with the big boys. If Noah weren’t so damned hard to get to know, I’d ask him.”
That line of conversation was overridden by a subtle harumph that trumpeted the call to return to work.
The quartz movement of the clock that was mounted on the paneled wall indicated exactly two o'clock. Silicon crystals also resonated in the electronic timers of the devices that the installer had strategically situated through out the office a couple of days earlier. Their timers also indicated exactly two o'clock.
At that precise instant a series of explosions blasted the entire law office into a spray of glass, rubble, and blood that collapsed the interior walls and showered the streets forty floors below. Whole bodies and unidentifiable appendages were thrown through the shattered windows along with ruined furniture and the disintegrated remains of legal files and office equipment. The fortieth floor of the Republic National Bank Building was completely destroyed along with everyone who worked there. Cole, Solomon & Jancy ceased to exist.
* * * * *
Ten thousand miles away a Delta DC-10 flew over the Japanese Islands some thirty thousand feet above their cities and their millions. The next landfall would be Korea. Taiwan was only a few hours farther away -- delicious hours of restful sleep in the leathery luxury of first class accommodations that would assure Noah Jancy of arriving at Chiang Kai-shek International Airport rested and ready to negotiate.
CHAPTER 2
Noah wanted to spend a couple hours in Taipei, Taiwan’s capital, just to absorb the flavor of the bustling city of two million. Maybe take a walk down the boulevard. Or maybe just stand on a street corner for a few minutes beneath the hundreds of neon enticements to Nikon, Sony and Ford. He acknowledged that there wouldn’t be enough time to go back to the Chiang Kai-shek Museum. He wouldn’t have the luxury of wondering at the fortunes of art the Generalissimo brought to Taiwan when he and the Kuomintang army escaped to Formosa from the Chinese Communists in 1949. Something less grand would have to do.
Those were the generalities of Noah's immediate plans when he stood in the long line at the customs inspection desk for American travelers.
Someone tapped his shoulder, “Mr. Jancy, would you come this way please. Your luggage will be taken through customs and delivered to the limousine.”
Of course, Noah thought. These people suffered no time to smell the flowers. A delegation will escort me in a long, black Cadillac to some corporate headquarters. Gray suits, champagne -- business as usual. This little island is only seventy-five miles off the coast of China. But it is a magnet to high energy, Southeast Asian personalities and their money. Moments for meditation are as remote in this Disney World of finance and industry as they are in the middle of Rockefeller Center. The mind has to race ahead. The engine of imagination has to be kept at full throttle to avoid being run over and left behind.
Not every American businessman knew that. Noah did. So he allowed his briefcase to be taken and he was whisked away for a perfunctory stamping of his visa and passport. The engine had started.
* * * * *
Just beyond the customs line, Jiang hustled through Chiang Kai-shek International. He hurried to an executive terminal near the west side of the airport facility that was squeezed between the ocean and the city at the north end of the island. A jet engine turned up and began to whirl the overhead rotor blades of a sleek helicopter. Gradually the blades gathered speed until they began to sing the paean of convenience and efficiency.
Jiang was already buckled in and perusing a report he had prepared for his father. He ran long, delicate fingers through thinning hair and pulled at his soft, clean-shaven chin and let his peaceful eyes gaze out the window. The flight home would be routine. His pilot would make a low altitude sprint away from the airport; a dash to the southwest over Taipei, keeping a close watch for private and military traffic over the sprawling city; then fifty miles down the coastline to the middle of the island; and then inland to the foothills of the thirteen thousand foot Mount YuShan. Half way up the mountain, which was as high as the tallest peak in mountainous northern New Mexico, the chopper would approach the ancient enclave that had been occupied for generations by the ancestors of Chi'lin.
Jiang allowed his interest to drift away from the report that outlined the activities of a west coast glass manufacturer. Not even the most successful industrial espionage could lure his gaze away from his tiny homeland. Taipei's maze of high rise apartments, steel plants, refineries and glass manufacturing plants gave way to shipyards and finally to fishing villages. He loved the island that was only hundred fifty miles long. About the size of Maryland with a population almost as great as California's, Taiwan’s former name, Formosa, meant 'beautiful'. And to him it was. Sweeping down the coast over wall-to-wall industries, he rested his eyes first on the turquoise Straits of Formosa and then inland to the lush, green forests that blurred by on his left. Peasants waded in rice paddies that splashed against the walls of electronics manufacturing companies in a syncretism of the old and the new, the historical and the developing.
His inland mountains were host to significant reserves of coal, natural gas, copper, silver, some oil, and even some gold. Taiwan was a self contained empire with a powerful military complex supported by the United States and an industrial philosophy supported by the irresistible impulse to manufacture and export. But to Jiang it was home. A capitalist's paradise. A land whose age had come.
Symphonic effortlessness characterized the pilot's control of the collective and stick as the chopper sped up a valley to the high citadel of Chi'lin where tile roofs and teak walls were embosomed within gardens and ponds, a tapestry in the forest. As soon as he settled onto the helipad, servants opened the door and whisked Jiang away to his father.
He found Chi'lin sitting at a low table in the simple, uncontrived elegance of a small room where doors were graced with rice paper panels that slid open silently. The elderly gentleman wore a red silk robe. Soft sandals wrapped his feet. His atavistic features took on an element of sublimity when he stroked the ends of his long, gray beard. He was gazing through the window at the world below. It presented itself in the delicate perfection of an Oriental painting.
Jiang knocked gently. Chi'lin turned his regal head and greeted him. “My son. Welcome back. The past month has been a lonely experience without you.”
“Thank you, Father. I am honored by compliments that I do not deserve.”
Jiang felt it refreshing to adopt the humility with which he was so comfortable. That quality had to be left behind when he went away on business. That’s when the gentle Jiang had to let his personality metamorphose into the Western animal that he had been trained to be. He was good -- one of the best. And he put his heart in it. But his heart of hearts was Taiwanese.
That was why Jiang had always loved and admired the sage. Chi'lin was of another, older world that he brought with him into the present. He dominated both.
“Unless you need rest after your journey,” Chi’lin said, “shall we finish with our business while we walk together in the garden? I found two large pieces of obsidian for the stream. They make the water swirl into the little waterfall that you built as a child.”
“I am well rested, Father,” he said to the slight man who stood to walk with him. “It is the east-bound flight that takes so much out of travelers. My trip was easy!
“Here is a synoptic account of the information I acquired in California.” Jiang said, tearing himself away from the past to address the present. “Please glance over it at your leisure. It is followed by an analysis of the numbers I accumulated about Ferron Flat Glass, Inc. They support your initial speculation. We should be able to out bid them and still provide five million lineal feet of quarter inch glass at a profit.”
“Excellent!” Chi'lin's calm, sensitive eyes brightened as they always did when cautious deliberation finally yielded to a decision of moment. He told Jiang, “We will acquire another float glass factory to operate in conjunction with our existing plant if you believe we will need the additional capacity.”
“Yes, Father. If we elect to pursue that market, we may as well insure that we have fewer competitors in the vicinity. And, of course, we will need the additional capacity.”
“Tell me something about Ferron's facilities,” Chi'lin requested as carried the conversation outdoors. He seemed to sense rather than observe the gathering aura of his son’s discomfort. It was obvious that manufacturing glass was not the industry that captured Jiang's imagination because he thought of it as a mere staple. Historically, its aesthetic and practical value had already been recognized and exploited. But it was an extremely profitable business. That alone justified the time and capital expenditure they devoted to the current project. It had required Jiang to drop everything on short notice and devote his analytical abilities to a dinosaur industry.
“Ferron's technology is state of the art, but not unique.” In a kind way, Jiang tried not to reveal his boredom. “They import native sand from Nevada by train.” This is too well understood already. “The sand is moved from the rail cars by conveyer to the eastern entrance of their plant where it is dumped a forty foot furnace along with enough iron compounds to give it the desired green tint. Like it does in our furnace, heat instantly melts the sand into the molten silica. The volume of fresh sand is regulated to force a thin flow of molten silica over a control dam at the opposite end.”
Jiang forced a yawn out of sight behind his soft lips. “On the other side of the dam is a square pool of molten tin.” He rested his pointed chin on a delicate finger and forced his concentration to focus. “The flow of silica pours over the dam onto the liquefied tin and floats there as it moves along. That flattens the lower surface.”
He pushed his metal framed glasses off his flat nose and blinked his intelligent, black eyes. “Of course, gravity flattens the top of the flow so that perfect smoothness of the top and bottom is achieved. A dam at the far end of the tin pool is level with a rolling conveyer that transports the malleable flow through a half mile tunnel where the temperature is gradually reduced until the flat ribbon of glass is solid enough to be cut to length.
“I watched the sheets of crated glass move by forklift to transport trucks that were waiting in bays at the opposite end of the building. My photos record the number of trucks. I calculated the efficiency of the plant by comparing the car loads of sand to the truck loads of finished glass that were shipped.”
Chi'lin stroked his gently flowing mustache down to its gray, pointed tips in deep contemplation. “It seems,” he said, “that no new genius has visited itself on the Americans. I suppose the speed of the conveyer and the movement of the perpendicular cutter are electronically controlled.”
“Yes. Those stages are quite sophisticated.” Humbly looking at the floor to avoid the implication that he knew he had done a good job, he continued, “I learned through some rather extraordinary channels that the manufacturer who installed the system would be willing to provide us with the exact circuitry that Ferron is utilizing! For a price, of course.”
“Interesting, isn't it,” Chi'lin said, pausing as if in hopes of getting a positive response from Jiang, “to see a train load of sand engorged at one end of a building and a ribbon of flat glass being expelled at the other end, ready for installation.”
Jiang yielded to habit and stroked his hairless chin, “Yes, it is -- in a way. There is one long, uninterrupted ribbon of glass that continues to be manufactured as long as trains dump sand into the furnace. Monotony might eventually make it less interesting, however.”
Chi'lin seemed to have expected that remark although he might have hoped for more enthusiasm.
“Thank you for your diligence, Jiang. I thoroughly understand your reluctance to back away from the leading edge of technologies to study the dinosaur. However, our grandchildren will appreciate the empire they will inherit because of our investments in staples. Staples will provide the basis for security while we speculate in more adventurous high technology. That conservative principle will help us to survive when things don't work out the way we planned. It happens you know.”
Jiang thought about his father’s perspective while they walked down the steps into a garden of gnarled little trees, carefully manicured evergreen bushes and, lush perennate broad leaves. Black and gray rocks seemed to grow out from under the carpet of soft green moss that surrounded them. They could hear water purling through a gently winding course until it swirled around two obsidian stones and over a waterfall into a pond that was filled with green lily pads and fragrant floating flowers.
Gracious, leisured, Jiang appreciated that the secluded garden was a halcyon retreat into the mind where truth could be more easily distinguished from hedonic premises that tend to direct life and establish values. Traditionally, this was the place where his father brought his family to try to reach a consensus on complex matters. That was his way. Looking around at the splendor and serenity of the mountain retreat, Jiang realized again that it would be hard to find fault with Chi'lin's approach to business. Arguing with success was a formidable task that should never be undertaken by its beneficiaries. He conceded.
“There is much truth in what you have said, Father. I admit that our grandchildren and their grandchildren will remember you in their prayers because of your unselfish devotion to their well being. Basic industries are important indeed. Thank you for keeping our priorities in proper perspective.”
With resignation, perhaps capitulation, Jiang slipped the past month into a separate compartment where it would no longer get in the way. He came around to his father’s way of thinking. He realized that, like Chi'lin's other children and the family’s investments, he had been maneuvered as deftly as the pieces on a chessboard. Still, he loved the old man.
Youngest of the two male children was Guang, who was thirty and very bright. Lu'tai, his younger sister, held his hand and toyed with the gold insignia ring he wore. They cantered into the garden. Jiang and Chi’lin waved, welcoming them. He stood aside to allow his children to greet each other with hugs, laughter, and genuine friendship. The cabal before him was the golden crown of his achievements.
Gray hairs sprinkled Jiang's temples and a couple of inches additional height over Guang provided physical stature to support the family's firmly established hierarchical structure. However, Jiang was aware that Guang was strong and independent. Muscles throbbed in his neck and his shoulders bulged beneath a custom made white shirt whose collar buttoned down crisply on each side of a loosened tie. His thick, black hair disdained brush and comb. It fell over his ears in rakish shocks. The outer corners of his eyes rose to points near his eyebrows in an impish, or challenging thrust. His business suit was matched by the color of his expensive Italian shoes.
Jiang’s siblings could easily be identified as limbs from the same family tree. They were handsome and beautiful, intelligent and discerning. Those characteristics were buried deep in the physiognomy that had been developed by a generation of study, hard work, and filial devotion. They were clever people by heritage. But it had taken Chi’lin’s tutelage to develop cunning. They knew that was the ultimate achievement in a family that had to earn money by wit.
Taking Jiang and the rest of his brood under his arm, Chi'lin strolled to the garden’s northern most perimeter and gazed over the Straits toward China, empire of their forefathers, key to their future.
Chi'lin mused, “Your grandfathers vacationed in this very garden long before Mao's Communists drove freedom loving people away from the mainland. One million of us who were followers of Sun Yat-Sen escaped to Formosa under Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. Who knows? If Sun Yat-Sen had lived, perhaps it would have been Mao who fled across the Straits. Ah, well. To me, the escape was almost like returning to a second home from a long, hard journey.
Chi’lin breathed deeply of the garden aroma and the scent of freedom. “Those of us who survived built new homes for our families. We built a place where we could follow man's natural inclination to make things and trade them.” He gazed across the Straits and told them with obvious pride, “Experiences like that are a study in life. When the yoke of poverty is lifted and the traces of oppressive government are released, the Chinese people become the most successful capitalists the world has ever known.”
He continued in the sure knowledge that his children loved their own history. “Back in 1949 this beautiful island was an agrarian paradise inhabited by uncounted Polynesian aborigines and illiterate Asians. In a matter of only thirty years one million of us, exiles from China, transformed it into an industrial complex.” He expanded his frail chest. “Now, Taiwan, the Republic of China, is on every lip that speaks of success. By 1980 it will become the paradigm of opportunity.”
Chi'lin took obvious pleasure in the tingle that swelled within him every time he told the story of Chiang Kai-shek and the daughter of Sun Yat-Sen when they assumed control of the Kuomintang and warred against the Communists. Chi’lin often said that Chiang’s defeat in 1949 gave the United States an opportunity to express loyalty to its friends and to undertake one of the greatest economic experiments in the history of the world. The experiment allowed capitalism to rage and prosper right under Mao’s nose until his death in 1976. While the mainland, the People's Republic of China, collapsed under the weight of Mao's ill conceived Cultural Revolution, Taiwan thrived and prospered. The mainland’s middle class was virtually destroyed along with its economy. Chi’lin always made the point that the dichotomy was there for the world to examine and consider.
The siblings loved to hear him retell the story because they loved the patient, resourceful old man. But Guang was less interested in history.
At an appropriate time during the conversation Guang said to Jiang, “I was away during much your absence. When I returned, Father had me renew efforts to acquire MultiSpectrum Electronics. They rejected our offer, suffering as they do from the delusion that their company is worth an additional thirty dollars per share. The negotiations are at a standstill. I can’t get them to budge a cent.”
“Their asking price has never been supported by their financial statements,” Chi'lin observed sagaciously. “They seem to sense our need for their unique technology.” He stopped to watch a cloud float by. Neither Jiang nor Guang spoke. They watched Chi'lin's soft, gentle eyes rest expressionlessly on the maxims of another world. Often they had watched him delay, tatter the nerves of the negotiators, and allow an impasse before acting decisively.
Chi’lin continued in a reasoning tone that was just beyond the Guang’s ability to fathom – until he said, “Their business success has resulted from the uncanny abilities of the three employees who run their research and development department. I want you to hire them. Offer whatever it takes. But get them. Then withdraw our acquisition offer. We will have acquired their most valuable asset for the price of three salaries. That maneuver will give us what we really want -- and utterly wreck a competitor at the same time.”
Tranquility continued to soften his aging facial features. He was at peace. But Guang’s eyes brightened. A spume of saliva formed at the corner of his mouth.
* * * * *
The Free Commerce Building dominated Taipei's skyline. A steel and aluminum superstructure supported its curtain of reflective glass like a bright cloak that imposed its magnificent presence over the seat of government and the citadel of power. From its offices and boardrooms emanated the policies and directives that caused mergers and set the helm of industrial expansion. Over its conference tables, and those like them around the world, there occurred the dynamic interface between ideas and action. Noah Jancy's host and closest friend, Leedok, did not have an office on the prestigious top floor -- yet. But Noah knew he had set his sights high.
“Let’s go, Leedok. You ushered me out of the airport so fast I didn’t have time take a breath. So update me,” Noah said without a polite preamble.
Leedok shrugged his taut Oriental physique and said, “Noah, I presume your client wants to move expeditiously.” But he thought with a kindly smile, When will you Americans ever learn? “So I have taken the liberty of contacting not only the officers and directors of the three principal entities involved, but most of their major shareholders as well.” To some we offer the carrot named profits, others the stick named threatened delay. A limited arsenal at best.
“We’ll hold our first meeting with the targets early in the morning. So let’s spend some time this afternoon having a drink and discussing objectives. Unless, of course, the flight from San Francisco has exhausted you.” Fat chance. He gestured to the other five people who sat around the massive table. “Would you have more champagne?”
Noah Jancy dismissed the suggestion and moved his bifocals into place, the indication that he was ready to get down to work. He raised one bushy eyebrow and aimed his sight at Leedok. Then he said, “I meant, have we learned anything else about the negotiating teams from Ming Video and Chang Circuitry?” He didn’t mention Fu Lok, the third target in the acquisition equation
Leedok must have strained to keep his slanted eyes from rolling in exasperation over Noah’s deliberate single mindedness. It didn't work. It never did and they rolled in spite of himself. Early on Noah had realized that was why his friend was a promoter instead of a poker player. His irrepressible expressions had forced that decision on him as a way of saving him from himself. The mouth, however, was another matter and equally irrepressible.
“It's too bad, you know. You and I have put together seven or eight deals during the last four years. It would seem that you might have learned something about patience during those profitable encounters. After all, you were under the tutelage of a master.” Leedok brushed lint from his lapel and smiled to let it soak in that he was referring to himself. “I could have taught you so much. But some systemic failure has prevented your personality from adapting. You never learned to stop and smell the jasmine. You know, you look sort of American. And you certainly act the part with a dedicated totality.”
Jancy shifted his two hundred pounds and rubbed his gnarled fingertips into the sockets of deep brown eyes, noting silently that it was Leedok who forced time to collapse on itself. Patience was not evident in them. Thick gray sideburns and a hardened chin suggested strength of concentration. And he wasn't to be humored by his friend. “If I had allowed our previous transactions to drag on at your Oriental gastropodic pace, we would still be negotiating over our first deal. Now let's get on with it.”
“At least try not to be so intense,” Leedok chided. “Take a little time to smell the lotus and learn patience,” said the man who had rushed Noah away from the airport.
Noah Jancy, tall and bent at the waist from ten years of stubborn negotiating, complained in a jesting tone, “Your tactics have nothing to do with patience. You’re like an oyster shucker, methodically chipping away at the shell until you can find the seam. Then you prize it open and snatch the pearl.”
“Will you two please give it a rest and stop jousting with each other. You’re both driven and you know it. Listening to you gets to be so dreary,” Kim laughed and scolded Noah and her boss. She had heard it all before because she had been Leedok's assistant for six years. She, like Don Quang, had worked for him ever since he graduated from U.C.L.A. But the other three men at the table were new and appeared to be rather uncomfortable with the banter. They were specialists in such esoteric fields as automated assembly and integrated circuits. Banter was not within their ken.
Looking thoughtfully at Kim, Noah differentiated her from most other beautiful women. Their mien was to be reticent, knowing that the world would ultimately come to them. But Kim was vivacious and full of alacrity. She induced people to her level of enthusiasm. Magnetically. He guessed that her survival in the fast pace, high stress environment of the Taiwanese merger and acquisition business depended on her ability to be direct and to project herself with a waggish self confidence.
Noah liked her as well. And he liked the way she always said that Leedok was only a titular head of the office while she actually kept things on track. He was sure that her efficient organization and deft touch kept an even keel beneath his friend’s wild and windy ways. That's how it was with all successful men like Leedok who stormed from the crest of one crisis to the chasm of the next in search of lucrative harbors. They needed a Kim.
Noah raised the banter to another level. “Look. My client isn’t paying me to critique Leedok’s old vaudeville act. Let's get down to business.”
Leedok, the smaller of the two men, turned toward the wall clock and said, “Okay. You win. I scheduled Ming for your first meeting. Then comes Chang Circuitry, and finally, at three o'clock, Fu Lok MicroElectronics. Okay?”
Leedok glanced at Noah’s affirmative nod and then concluded with a glance over his half lens glasses, “You know, people are starting to ask questions. Who is your client, for example? And why the hell include Fu Lok with the acquisition of two giants. What can Fu Lok bring to the table?”
Noah answered by simply looking away.
That led Don Quang to update Noah about the target companies. Don sat at the conference table behind a stack of reports and statistics. His alligator briefcase was open on the credenza behind him. Unlike the other three specialists, he was neither an accountant nor an engineer. Neither was he of their small stature. His hands were large and well manicured. Every hair was trimmed and combed into perfect position whereas the others suffered various flyaway cowlicks to identify them as lower echelon minions whose expertise was limited to narrow esoteric fields. Whereas Don's dark, canted eyes were full of knowing, perhaps cupidity, theirs were guileless, open panes into their uncomplicated worlds.
Don began, “Speculation has caused the market price of the first two targets to appreciate during the last couple of weeks. The insiders have started buying Ming common stock rather heavily. That caused the stock to take off. The deal is going to cost your client a lot more than he expected to pay.
“According to the rumors at the Exchange,” he continued, “Ming's majority shareholders intend to bail out with all they can get in order to form a new venture. They want to design the electronics that will control mass transit systems, particularly for short distance, intra city applications.
“Incidentally,” he queried, “is there some special reason your client chose these three particular targets?”
“No,” Noah lied, knowing that Don did not believe him. “They just seem to fit into already existing technological formats.” But Noah wondered, "What else can I say? It makes no sense to me either. I’m completely in the dark. I have never been asked to put together such a strange mixture of technologies. What do we want? And why? How can I be expected to negotiate from such blindness?"
Don nodded as if that were a satisfactory answer.
Noah asked questions about esoteric matters and listed the precise issues they were to raise and resolve during the meetings with the targets.
All of that was beyond the ken of Leedok who sat at the far end of the table, studying his Month-at-a-Glance calendar to insure against conflicts in scheduled parties, golf tournaments, cultural functions, and the other devices he used to meet people, gather information, and ply his trade. Then he shifted his gaze to a folded paper airplane whose aileron needed adjusting. He smiled broadly each time Kim demanded his attention.
Noah instructed Don to start a rumor that an offer would be made only for certain of Ming's assets rather than for its stock. That, he thought, would tend to drive the price down and put a damper on market speculation. Of course, he had no authorization to start the rumor. In fact, he had been given no guidelines at all except to immediately report everything he learned about Fu Lok. Terribly unusual, he thought. What the hell was the point? Why be so concerned about the least important of the target companies? His Washington client was so unusual – and always secretive. That led to loose ends. He hated loose ends. Still, he intended to exercise his best judgment, as always.
After the meeting Noah, Leedok, and Kim rode the elevator down to the parking garage where Leedok's limo and driver waited. Kim studied Noah Jancy's pensiveness and speculated on his characteristic stoicism. A laconic man who spoke only to address specific points, he almost never engaged in small talk. It was as if he detested personal conversations at any level. Damn him, Kim thought. It’s unfair to waste such masculine good looks on one who was so perfectly comfortable within his own self centered countenance. Look at him. Salt and pepper hair, indifferent to the brush; arched eyebrows that move so expressively when he speaks; suntanned; long, narrow eyes that gaze at far horizons from an almost Oriental puffiness; all this serves to invite people to like him, to want to get to know him. Strange how his appearance is so magnetic while his heart is so unfathomable, or perhaps sad. It's just damned unfair.
Resigned to be in the company of two such unreachable men as these, she started a conversation to compete with the silence of the elevator. She gave it up when neither of them responded to her statement that someone had invented a way to make sake out of seawater. They weren't listening. Damn both of them. It was like that while they drove to the restaurant where they ate so frequently.
The maitre'd, a young Japanese who looked very well suited to his tuxedo, led her to their table, the two men tagging along as if they had just eaten a twelve course meal. As usual, he held the chair for her and admired her long, black hair and the deep cleavage over which it fell. Obviously, spirited women enticed him, especially when they had intelligent eyes and a sparkling smile. What she heard him whisper beneath his breath when he pushed the chair against the back of her knees was something akin to a gasp.
“Down, Yako,” Leedok said as he adjusted his own chair. “Your wife may be watching.”
“Ah so! Have I been obvious again? It's just that Kim is so pretty and man is so vulnerable.” Then to her, “It is always a pleasure to welcome such a sparkling smile as yours.” But he was not looking at her smile.
And she was not listening to him. Vulnerable, she thought. Bullshit. Look at the two of them. They're about as vulnerable as the Rock of Gibraltar.
During a light dinner she engaged in friendly small talk with Leedok. She described her new furniture and he complained about his tennis elbow, again. She noticed that Noah became even more brooding and introverted. This was not his kind of conversation. Too personal. Finally he pushed his chair back as if to remove himself from something distasteful.
“Hey, Noah,” She chided. “Forget how to communicate with mere humanoids?”
“Sorry.”
But Noah’s forty mile stare compromised the apology. She probably knew he would never discuss his feelings. He seemed to harbor a deep sadness. She guessed about the historical props that supported it. She would have to speculate because he wouldn’t even think about it, much less discuss it with her. Damn him. He just shrugged and assumed one of the many theatrical faces that could say so much without putting anything into words. The deep lines around his mouth and eyes contorted in various directions to indicate that he didn’t consider anything to be amiss. She seemed to know otherwise.
“Anyway,” he said summarily, “it's time to call it a night. Let's go if you're ready.”
“Okay. But you’re worried, aren’t you? From what you’ve said, your client seems to be more interested in Fu Lok than in the two major companies. My guess is that you don’t know your own client’s objective. Leedok and I can’t figure it out. That’s what’s wrong, isn’t it? You’re in the dark just like us.”
“Yeah, maybe. Let's go.”
Noah's angst didn't abate. But his frown did. They strolled a zigzag path between the tables toward the front door where the limo appeared as if ordered by magic rather than by the observant, maitre 'd who knew his regular customers and catered to them, assuring each that he was indispensable to the restaurant's success.
They inhaled deeply of the heavy, moist air that promised more rain before morning. Noah wanted to walk back to his hotel. Not a brisk walk. Just a few minutes to be alone with himself.
“Nonsense. The Hilton is right on the way to Leedok’s hotel. We'll drop you off.”
Noah’s head jerked around when Kim mentioned of Leedok's hotel rather than his home. He grimaced and said, “Man, I'm sorry. I got your note about your separation from Ann. I just forgot all about it. I must be in some kind of narcissistic fugue. Please forgive me. Damn it!”
“Forget it, Noah,” Leedok said. “You know the thing has been building up for a long time. A divorce was inevitable.”
“I know. But it was thoughtless of me not to have mentioned the breakup. Completely thoughtless.”
“Forget, it. We'll talk about it in the morning. Let's have breakfast together before your meetings.”
“You got it. See both you later,” Noah said, kissing Kim on the cheek and getting a big, breasty hug in return.
Noah was going to walk back to the hotel alone and there was no way to change his mind. Noah was like that. Damn him.
* * * * *
Early the next morning Noah sauntered in the direction of the front desk in the Hilton's magnificent lobby where Leedok was waiting. His gait was brisk. He was freshly shaved and he wore a light gray suit with a black and gold striped tie. His cufflinks matched the signet on his ring and his leather heels tapped out a cadence that projected a well known image. Noah Jancy was on his way to do what he was so effective and highly paid to do. He had shifted gears. The full amain of his personality jutted across the lobby like the prow of an attacking vessel.
“Good morning, Leedok. Come along and let me treat you to oolong tea and dim sum. You look as if you could use something solid for breakfast.”
“That's right. That's why I'm going to have sausage and eggs.” He slapped Noah across the back with the morning edition and followed him past gurgling fountains and smartly uniformed hostesses toward the Hilton's Jade Room.
But a courteous, professional voice followed a mellow chime to call Noah's name.
“Mr. Jancy. Please pick up a white house phone for an international call.”
“Must be well wishers from the office. Get a table and order lots of orange juice. I'll be right back.”
Leedok ordered coffee and a newspaper. When Noah returned, Leedok continued to read the international section. Without looking up he said, “Look at this, Noah. Four Chinese guys were found floating in White Rock Lake. All dead. One garroted. Isn't White Rock in Dallas just east of where you live?”
Then he looked up. What he saw caused him to leap to his feet and grab Noah by the arm to keep him from falling.
“Noah! What the hell’s wrong? Your face is as gray as your suit. Sit down, man. Waitress!”
“Just give me a minute, Leedok. Something too terrible to imagine . . .” It happened again. It happens every time I depend on yesterday's props to support today's reality. We all suffer at the hand of Fate. She’s a miserable mistress who cares not about man's need for stability! It’s her métier to build and destroy wantonly, irrespective of the needs of those who depend upon her previous largess. Unpredictable and desultory, she renders man moronic in his effort to adapt to her fucking whim. She’s unfair. His stomach convulsed.
Leedok waved at a waitress. A doctor was what he really wanted.
“My God, Noah. Your face! What's going on?” He held his friend's shoulder and reached for a chair. Sudden illness? An accident? What?
“May I help you, sir?”
“Get a doctor! Fast.”
“No, no. Just give me a minute. I’ll . . . I'll be all right.”
Others in the room had stopped eating. Their attention had been attracted not to Noah, but to Leedok, who had leapt to his feet and sent the waitress away for cognac, the panacea of choice for general application.
“Leedok,” Noah rasped in a voice that trembled with emotion, “our office was bombed! Both of my partners were killed along with most of our associates. All of our files were destroyed. Everything. They’re still searching for the bodies of secretaries and clients. No one knows how many were killed.” His eyes were unfocused. Nothing could keep his hand from shaking or his lips from quivering. The back of his tongue was acrid and his stomach convulsed in a shudder that he could not control. One feckless arm fell into his lap. “All gone. Oh, God, not again.”
There had been no preparation. He had no warning. Bewildered, his psyche clamored for a grip on something that was solid, real. Real!
But that was the problem. Noah knew it. Nothing like that had ever existed for him. His world had exploded again. Just like before. So suddenly had his world exploded that the fragments hurtled away from him, light years beyond his grasp. Dreadful, cosmic reality had blasted his foundation into a fine powder, pulverized his visions, and deranged the order of his universe. The muscles in his hands flexed into powerful fists. But they held nothing.
A snifter of Courvoisier V.S.O.P. disappeared in a gulp that should have staggered him and taken his breathe away. Either cognac or sadness opened glands and blurred his vision.
“Come on, Noah. Let's get out of here.”
Leedok led him to the lobby where they virtually collapsed into overstuffed chairs in a sunken seating area near the bell captain's desk.
“Noah, my God. I am so sorry. Count on me to do anything you need. I'll cancel this morning's meetings and have Kim make some flight reservations.”
Noah couldn’t reply. Tears welled in deep sunken pits.
“I'll fly back with you. This is no time for you to be alone. How about it?”
“It was murder, you know.”
“Murder? What are you talking about?”
“Someone intended to kill Solomon or Cole or maybe both of them.”
Leedok gave little credibility to the thesis. “Why murder? Why Sy and Brian?”
A spume formed on the corner of Noah’s mouth. It ran down his chin. He couldn’t control it. Tears brimmed and then poured down his cheeks. “Because an explosion powerful enough to destroy an entire floor of a downtown office building can’t be an accident. It was planned. And it must have been Sy or Brian they were after because everyone knew I was going to be out of town.”
“Noah, stop thinking about it. I'm going to call a doctor. He'll give you something.”
Noah shuddered. “All of our legal files were destroyed. Everything. With no files and no attorneys, the law firm is out of business.” He held on to Leedok's sleeve and pulled involuntarily. “No doctor. I just want to sit here alone for a while. I think I need to be alone.”
“I’ll cancel your meetings.”
“No. I'll take care of everything myself. Including the flight home if I decide to go.”
Leedok objected. “It isn’t right to leave you along. Not now.”
But Noah was stubbornly adamant. He wanted to be alone. Needed to be. Had to be. And he wanted to take care of his own problems. No helping hands. He acknowledged that if anything had ever delimited the possible extent of friendship between him and other men, it was that particular characteristic. That absurd measure of stoicism defined the depth of his every relationship, limiting it in absolute terms. That flaw of character, once prized and glorified among proud, long suffering frontiersmen, now separated those whom it burdened into a lonely category of virtual misfits.
Misfitted, alone, lost. Once would have been enough. Twice within one lifetime was too much.
* * * * *
Hours later, near collapse, his three meetings completed, Noah placed a series of calls to Dallas. The first were to his clients, the others to the wives who survived his deceased partners and associates. But he couldn’t put his heart in it. The meetings had been numb. Ming offered to tender its stock at market value plus a premium for major shareholders. Chang Circuitry did the same.
But Fu Lok had presented a unique and unexpected problem. A man named Jo Tu appeared at the meeting and represented himself to be the president of the corporation and, of more importance, the proxy for the company's major shareholder. Sweat had broken out on Jo Tu’s upper lip during the meeting. Something had made him very uncomfortable. He said that his principal was adamantly opposed to selling any of his stock at any price. Then he left abruptly.
After the Fu Lok meeting, it was clear to everyone that Noah Jancy would fail and there would be no AsiaTech. Why? Why such a sudden change of heart. Don Quang said he had never heard of the shareholder about whom Jo Tu spoke, but did not identify. Looking confused, he promised additional research. He would get to the bottom of it. Noah Jancy seemed not to be listening. His eyes were wide and red. He left Don without a word and walked down the hall toward the elevators.
Later that afternoon Noah paid his bill and left the Hilton by himself. He spoke to no one. Wearing black pants, tennis shoes, and a black nylon jacket, he staggered away from the Hotel. Now he was alone. Really alone.
CHAPTER 3
An hour later Leedok saw Kim at the other end of the lobby. Every Anglo businessman in the Hilton was admiring her. Especially appreciative were those who seemed to travel without their wives. On the other hand, Oriental men, fully accustomed to such beauty, concentrated on the few Occidental women who strolled through the lobby. However, women of all cultures who saw Kim appeared to make mental excuses for themselves. After all, she was only twenty-six years old. No doubt a good cosmetologist could have done the same thing with their eyes, given enough time and artistic ability. And Kim’s minx figure could be duplicated if they chose to invest in enough silicone. Her air of fun loving sophistication would be somewhat more difficult to duplicate and they dismissed her before admitting the utter impossibility of replicating her cheerful, welcoming smile. Lips like hers were the bane of all who reduced themselves to envy. Her figure was not voluptuous by California travel poster standards. However, as a Chinese, her bosom was a challenge to the silk blouse that separated imagination from reality.
At a distance Leedok saw her wave with an outstretched arm, her breasts bouncing in erogenous unison with the movement. Other men’s admiration suddenly escalated to prurient gasps.
“Hi, Kim,” Leedok said, hardly acknowledging her. “Would you go up to the desk and have them page Noah again?”
“What's up?” Kim asked, a little miffed that Leedok seemed so disinterested.
“I can’t find Noah. He checked out of the hotel at four o'clock this afternoon. All of his suitcases were packed and stored. The clerk said he left without a word except to charge the bill to his AmEx card. I was just trying to figure out where he went.”
He realized that had devolved upon him to tell her about the explosion. Saddened, solemn, out of place in the bustle of returning businessmen and nattering shoppers, he had to share the story of the bombing. Leedok was not one to dwell on the moribund and he tended to become petulant when he was forced out of his characteristic good humor. No one had yet accused him of being glib. But he tended to founder in the presence of despair. It was in the natural energy of light and laughter that he found himself most comfortable and effective. Perfectly willing to ignore disaster and deny the existence of hardship, he wanted to canter through life. Occasionally, however, there was no pretense behind which to hide. He had to swallow his sadness along with his predispositions and tell her the whole story about the explosion.
“My God! Who would do such a thing? Poor, dear Noah. He worked so hard to build his law practice. Why do things like this have to happen to guys like him? Where is he?”
“Can't say.”
“I’m worried about him. Isn’t there anything we can do?”
“Do? What do you think, we have supernatural powers or something?”
“Oh, stop it Leedok. You know damned well what I mean.”
“Yeah, I guess I do.”
After a long, pitiful silence, she said, “Well?”
“I don't know. Maybe we should try to find him somewhere. Get your car. I'll meet you out front in just a few minutes and we’ll go look for him or something. Maybe try the resorts down the coast.”
Unlike Kim, Leedok used the ordinary persuasion to ferret more information from the desk clerk. He always carried a fat money clip for that very purpose. When he got to the car, he told Kim that Noah had had left on foot in the direction of the BMW agency where he leased a black 528. That’s all anyone knew.
The heavy afternoon sky made good on its promise and a light rain began to fall on Kim’s blue Datsun 240Z. She splashed through the barrier of late afternoon traffic. There were lots of cars in the downtown area. But it was the hoard of motor scooters that strangled the arteries leading to the suburbs and slowed her to a crawl. Zipping in and out of traffic, terrorizing motorists, oblivious to their own precarious circumstance, the scooters mobbed the streets and clogged the intersections. In their multitudes they insured that their homeward drive would foul dispositions and the environment alike. Each motorist, like a fly stuck in viscous molasses, secretly welcomed the chug holes from which they could splash the little bastards, spraying muddy water all over their clear plastic rain suits, ruining the shoes of those who had not changed into sneakers. The mopedists, for their parts, cut in front of drivers and whipped into spaces so small that their flying plastic rain gear flapped on the hoods of cars like the cloak of an invincible wraith sent to torment and destroy composure.
Kim shifted her five speed constantly between low and second. She wished she had listened when her friends had urged her to opt for an automatic transmission. But that concern, along with the darting scooters, was ultimately submerged in the metronomic swish of the windshield wipers while Leedok lamented about Noah Jancy.
“When we first started doing business with him, I had a premonition that he was going to do great things. Remember how he had such an immense capacity for data about acquisition targets and their key employees. He studied the profile of every principal and then instinctively characterized the correct approach in terms of personality, need, ambition, malleability, greed, and you name it. He used the data as skillfully as any negotiator I have ever known. It was like he had an inherent sense of timing and opportunity. On top of that, he knows people. He can read character as readily as I can read the sports page. Poor guy. What’ll become of him now?”
Kim ruminated with him. “I remember all right. He reminded me of you except for his terrible intensity. Seemed like he thought that by brooding he could see into other peoples' minds and maybe change them in some way.”
“Yeah, I know. I've watched him drive stockholders into an intellectual corner and then dominate them. It was like his mere presence superimposed his agenda on them. It was awesome.”
“Right.” Kim swerved to avoid a moped. “It was like watching a shaman who could conjure thoughts into the other guy's mind and make him think they were his own. It was kinda scary at first.”
Kim tried to let go of that part of the conversation. But it was hard. Her eyes misted. She had dated Noah a few times after they first met. It had been like floating on someone else's cloud, living experiences that were not her own. She could still remember it. And then one day, out of the blue, he had said he was at least ten years older than she. Kindly, he told her she might end up spending the last twenty years of her life as a widow if she hung around him too long. That was it. Then he left and never invited her out again. Damn him!
But she had willingly bought into the age scenario. Or had she, she wondered. Did he just scripted it in my mind? She got mad. But she sobbed out loud, “Was it my idea to go to night school and get my bachelor's degree in business? Or was that his idea too?” With Noah, it’s hard to tell.
“What did you say?” Leedok asked with a yawn.
“Nothing.”
“Didn't you two see a lot of each other back then?”
“Um, once in a while. That was about the time you were getting married. Damn both of you.”
“Whoa there.” Leedok sat up. “I was older than you. Think about it. You were only nineteen or twenty, fresh out of school with two years college under your belt and a lot of thoughts about changing the world. I was all about settling down and having children. I couldn't have kept up with you.”
There was that age card again! “Changing the world!” She bristled at his self- centered excuses. “That's bull. Don't try to push that age crap off on me. You were head over heels in love with another woman. Simple as that. I tried to tell you that you were making a big mistake with a completely incompatible human being. But you didn't want to hear about it.”
What he liked about her was her ability to be direct and to cut through a lot of psychological underbrush to get to the root of an issue. So he didn't understand why it always made him mad when she did it.
“Turn right at the interchange,” he growled to avoid the subject. “We'll check the Grand Palace Hotel first. If he isn't there, we'll go down the coast to the Golden Dragon. Maybe he wanted to spend a couple of days in the steam baths.”
“Good idea,” She said reaching across the console to take his hand in hers. That’s not a good idea at all, she thought. But Things are going to get tough. Leedok needs a friend right now. And I’m going to be there for him. “There's enough time to check out the Lotus Garden, too. He used to go down there for a day or two after finishing up in town although I could never figure out why. It's so remote.”
They agreed that Noah himself was rather remote or, at least, aloof. Maybe that explained why he went there so often. But by mutual agreement they didn't speculate about him. Not only was the subject painful, they had covered it many times before. The loss of his father, whom some American businessmen said was the youngest pilot ever to fly for General Chennault when he organized Chiang Kai-shek's air force to fight the Japanese; the loss of his wife and child when he was a senior law student in Austin; and now the loss of his partners and his business. The three of them had spent a lot of time together during the past few years. They had shared some critical and very profitable experiences together. Now his loss hung over them as if it were their own. Kim released his hand to shift gears and then took it again.
“I hope we find him. This is really no time for him to be alone, is it?” She speeded up as the traffic thinned. “He needs us right now, you especially.”
She noticed that the traffic had thinned to the point that intermittent speeds of thirty-five could be reached every once in a while. Still, she speculated that it would take no less than forty minutes to get to their first stop. That gave them time to think and to talk. So she took up on her last point.
“I mean, you have been friends for so long -- and you have both lost something that is very valuable. You can share those things.”
Leedok replied a little more sharply than he had intended, “I haven't lost that much. She never was that fond of me and the baby is only a year old. I'm not really a father yet. I'm just another blur along with the toys that dangle from mobiles in the crib.”
Characteristically, Kim tried to take the sharpness off what he had said and make a positive point. “She may not have been the right woman for you, but that's not what I'm talking about. It’s the institution or the concept that you wanted when you got married. That's what I meant. You lost something you really wanted. Not a person but a state of being.”
“Yeah, I guess. I'm too close to it right now to distinguish between the two. Marriage and a bad wife are all bundled up into one scramble at this point. Know what I mean?”
“Um.” That meant she didn't know what he meant at all.
By the time they got to the Grand Palace darkness had fallen. The long, winding driveway through the sprawling grounds reflected the lights that bathed the main building. It bore more resemblance to a huge Buddhist temple than a luxury resort hotel. Two men dressed in crisp, colorful uniforms opened their doors under the roofed entrance. The plan was that she would check with the valets for the black 528 while Leedok checked at the registration desk.
Twenty minutes later they were back on the highway heading south toward the Golden Dragon. Neither of them had really expected to find him at the G.P. Too many tourists. Too close to the action. Some of the traffic had melted away in the rain. She still had to drive in third gear because it was raining much harder. Drainage culverts under the highway were filling and water ran in slippery sheets across the road. She began to squint into the lights of on-coming cars. Some gravel and small rocks were washed up into her path.
“Why do you think your wife never minded that we traveled together?”
“Oh, I suppose she knew us well enough to discount the possibility that something was going on. Maybe that was it. Or maybe she didn't care.”
“She cared all right, Leedok. Even if she didn't care about us, she cared about what people said.”
“Yeah, she cared about that, for sure. But, when you think about it, you and I both have pretty responsible reputations. I'm gone a lot, of course. But I've never been a chaser. People sense that kind of thing, I think.”
Kim thought about it and was amazed that she had never heard rumors about the two of them. After all, they traveled a great deal together! Some trips were only to Hong Kong for the day. Back by supper. But other trips lasted more than a week. She remembered the time they stayed in the States for ten days. They never stayed at different hotels. In fact they occasionally took a suite together. Not only had Leedok’s wife never become suspicious or jealous, she never even engaged Kim in those casual, friendly conversations that were the cleverly disguised fishing trips used by most wives to get the lay of the land and let their intuitions go to work. Kim remembered that and appreciated it.
Leedok thought he was practical. “If we had been fooling around on those trips, I'm sure she would have found out and put a stop to it. Maybe.”
A couple minutes of reminiscence yielded nostalgic visions of those trips. They rarely talked about them. But the memories were soothing moments of pleasant reflections between two friends.
They spoke at the same time. Kim yielded and Leedok said, “Relationships between secretaries and their bosses have always been the subject of speculation. All the canards are usually supported by an element of truth. But, you know, it’s not only the natural sexual attraction between male and female. There’s another natural phenomenon. Men need to have women for friends."
He wiped fog from the windshield and went on, "Frankly, certain facades are necessary between men. We have to project protective images of superiority. But not with a woman. There’s no need to project images of power, success, well being, fearlessness, and most importantly, invulnerability. And, of course, if the deal turns sexual, there’s an added benefit. A man can fantasize his problems away in the arms of a woman to whom he owes no obligation, social or personal.”
Kim kept her eyes on the road and commented, “Well, to an extent that scenario smacks of usury. But I guess there are balancing equities. The relation also provided succor to women who use it to take a temporary, even vicarious, step in satisfaction of a maternal instinct. Their natural inclinations drive them to get involved.
Justifiable they asked? No. That wasn't the point their rumination. They had often commented that their relationship was uniquely distinguished by a tacit understanding that their travels would exclude sex. They were friends. Physically close, indeed. But controlled by conventions, fears, and hope. Kim’s in particular.
Two hours of steady concentration on the road and the glare of headlights began to take a toll on Kim. When they pulled into the Golden Dragon, she gave the keys to the doorman and they went in for coffee. That turned into a light dinner after she checked with the valet and Leedok checked with the front desk. No sign of Noah.
As they drove away after dinner, one of the valet drivers said to another with a whistle, “Man, did you see that body? What a woman. Her legs were perfectly slender. But her calves looked muscular and sexy. Bet she is a dancer.”
“Not a chance. She tipped me five dollars just to tell her whether we parked a black BMW tonight. I mean, she's got class.”
Then they got down to business, “Yeah, and did you see those tits? Oh, man!” They both shuddered, driven by imagined estrus and their own lusting fantasies.
“It's eight fifteen, boss,” she said. “Want to go back to Taipei or shall we drive on down to the Lotus Garden?”
“Up to you. How do you feel?”
“I’m tired. But I’m worried. Let's go on.”
By the time they got back onto the highway, it was raining in earnest. She had no trouble controlling the powerful little sports car, but night vision had become a problem. No longer was there a glare from on-coming traffic. In fact, other cars could hardly be seen in the driving rain. The center strip was easy to see in the headlights. But to either side was a curtain of falling water that occluded her vision. Only the occasional road sign told where they were and even those were hard to read in the gathering storm.
A drive that should have taken them only a couple of hours extended to more than three. At first their light, bantering conversation passed the time easily. But the subject matter became more ponderous as the stress of the drive began to tell.
Suddenly a roster tail of water from a drainage culvert plumed across the highway and hit the driver's side window and the car spun into a broad slide. Gravel in the raging water cracked the windshield and covered the road with several inches of rocks. When the car hit the gravel it spun completely around and slid across the shoulder. The back wheels careened to the edge. The low center of gravity and stiff shock absorbers dampened the sway of the rocking vehicle. A deluge poured from the mountain. No time for fear. Kim hit the clutch and jammed the transmission into low and stomped on the accelerator. Rocks and debris rocketed out from under the tires and peppered the underside until she got back on the roadway. Gravel covered the shoulders and the centerline, making it difficult for her to distinguish the road from the bar ditch.
She got the car under control and stopped.
“Good job, Kim. That was close.”
She couldn't answer. Her teeth were clenched.
Leedok touched her shoulder. “Want me to drive for a while?”
“Would you?”
“Sure. Scoot over the console and sit in my lap. Then I'll move across.”
They released their seatbelts and pushed the seats back as far as they would go. Then she squirmed out of the bucket seat, over the gearshift lever and, sitting in his lap, struggled to pull her legs across. He held her there for a moment, quiet and safe.
It was nearly midnight when he pulled into the Lotus Garden driveway. Rain continued to fall and the south wind had become gusty. The doorman, looking roly-poly in his rain slicker, offered to leave the car under the covered entrance way although it gave little protection from the wind driven water. He had not seen the black BMW. In fact, no guests had arrived in several hours, probably because of the weather.
Noah had not checked in at the front desk and he had no reservation. Dead end.
Leedok shook his head and Kim took his arm. She said, “He must have gone up into the mountains or to some small ocean side hotel. I doubt we’ll find him now.”
Making that deduction was akin to releasing her pet puppy to go outdoors on a stormy winter night. Noah was on his own. They had wanted to befriend him, care for him. But he had chosen his own way. Separate and alone, he had probably sought some remote sanctuary, secluded and distant from the nourishing, healing hands that sought to comfort him. Kim realized that was his way. The need to be alone while healing was one of his major problems. Sharing pain was an impossible task that he had never accomplished. Healing in the absence of those who care leaves ragged scars. She knew Noah was a deeply scarred man.
“What do you think, Kim? Want to stay here tonight or drive back to Taipei?”
“No contest. We couldn't get back before morning, if we made it at all. Let's stay here and get an early start tomorrow.”
True to form, Leedok took a separate room in each of their names. Then they went to his room and began to undress. He went straight to bed. She showered.
When she had dried herself and put on his shirt, she got into bed next to him as they had done often before. She hugged him, kissed his cheek, and reached over him to turn off the light.
“Hey, you’ll wrinkle that shirt. I have to wear it tomorrow.”
“Well, you are almost a divorced man. A girl has to be modest, you know.”
“Yeah, well, I'm not divorced yet. So hang the shirt on the back of the chair and get the lights.”
“Okay. But I’m kinda cold.”
The room was on the south side of the hotel and the wind howled and rain roared against the windows. Noise is usually anathema to sleep. But not the sound of weather. Leedok thought it was an enhancement to the tingling feeling of security that promised protection and safety from the elements.
“I wish I could stay awake and listen,” he said.
Leedok rose up on one elbow and kissed her gently on the lips. Only the outline of her face was silhouetted against her pillow.
Into her ear he whispered, “I don’t know why I did that. Do we have a strange relationship or what?”
“Absolutely crazy,” she answered. “I was afraid we would lose it when you got married. Now I'm afraid we'll lose it because you're not.”
They fell asleep, both happy with what little they had.
* * * * *
Rain poured and lightening thundered from clouds that the wind whipped over Taiwan and the Formosa Straits into China. The Island of Hong Kong was about two hundred miles farther south along the China coastline. Since the time it was leased by the British in the settlement of the opium wars, it has been a magnet to entrepreneurs and to those who would make fast money any way they could. One such man spoke on the telephone.
He spoke with a soft, menacing voice while holding the telephone receiver close to his mouth. His voice was almost a hiss. The man’s mission was extraordinary. He rubbed his shaved head and tried to reconfigure his future.
“I do not care to hear about the problems that you have created for yourself,” he said. “You sent a man who was incompetent. Powerful men observed it. They watched you blow an opportunity of great importance and they witnessed it in person. Listen to me. If a problem is not allowed to exist, it can never grow to haunt you. Do you understand? You must try again and get it right this time. But remember, you must not try to solve the problem anywhere on Taiwan. Do it elsewhere. But do it!”
Cradling the telephone with the same quiet furtiveness that modeled his every gesture, he slipped back into bed to resume the truly arcane of his pleasures. With the palm of his massive hand he stifled a woman's scream.
* * * * *
Early the next morning Leedok opened one eye to see the time and then dialed room service.
“Yes. That's correct. A pot of Hana coffee. Nothing else, thank you.”
Then he went back to sleep.
There was no impudicity about Kim even though she had spent the night with Leedok many times. After he had ordered and dozed off she got up and put the forbidden shirt over her shoulders for modesty. Later, dressed and ready, she set a cup of coffee on the table next to him and turned on Good Morning America, to see the news and the latest hairstyle while he got ready.
Leedok finally got up and poured out the basket full of complimentary soap, shampoo, conditioner, toothbrushes, and toothpaste hoping to find something to shower with that wouldn't leave him smelling of lotus and gardenias. No luck there. Fashionable resorts had their own unique prescience about the needs of modern man. Once in the aromatic shower and surrounded by a mist of steam, he realized that he had left his coffee cup on the table in the bedroom. He liked to sip his black brew while he shaved. His groggy forgetfulness had denied that to him this time.
The hot water revived him. He realized that they were only ten or fifteen miles away from Fu Lok's assembly plant. Perhaps the long drive would not be wasted after all. He thought it would be interesting to see how large the facility was and how active.
With his shower finished and turned off and the steam dissipating, he dried his thick, collar length hair on a color coordinated Turkish towel that was large enough to have served as a blanket. When he stepped out of the shower he found his fresh cup of coffee waiting by the sink. Kim had brought it in while he showered.
She had also used the hair drier to evaporate condensation in the middle of the steam occluded mirror so he could see to shave. It was that kind of thoughtfulness that caused him to think about her more often, marginally reconsidering his future – and hers.
The thoughts were mostly tender, even loving, until he started to put on his shirt. It had lipstick on the collar.
During a gargantuan breakfast that included more selections of fresh fruits than any local farmer's market could have put on the table, they discussed Noah’s strange disappearance and shared with each other their growing concern. With his business destroyed, what if he never returned? Was this his way of escaping his past? Could he be so depressed as to commit suicide?
Leedok changed the subject. He laid out a plan to visit Fu Lok and be back in Taipei by noon. It wasn't necessary to ask whether Kim could remember all his morning appointments. Rearranging his schedule to accommodate sudden changes had long since become her métier. At eight thirty they would find a phone where she would take care of things.
An hour later they were back on the road, Leedok driving even though the rain had dwindled to a swirling mist. Even that lifted before they turned off the coast highway to drive through a small fishing village. With the help of a map and some directions from a moped repair shop, they found the assembly plant near the water.
“Look at that,” Leedok said. “This little dump can’t be their assembly plant. It’s only about five thousand square feet. And it’s completely run down”
Kim rubbed condensation from her window and looked at the place. “It’s junk. No one’s here. There’s a padlock on the gate.”
“And it’s rusty. There’s their sign. But it’s hanging by just one piece of chain.”
“I know. I expected a modern glass front building and one of those omnipresent fountains. Instead, weeds are growing through cracks in the parking lot. And it’s empty. The security guard's shack is vacant. And there’s a broken window. What kind of place would let a broken window go unrepaired? Come on, Leedok. It’s eerie. Let's go. There is something wrong about this place.”
But he got out and left the door standing open. It took several minutes of banging on the gate before anyone came out of the sparse building. The banging wasn't worth the effort.
“Yes. How can I help you?” asked an old man who limped across the parking lot with the added assistance of a black cane. Part of his shoe and what it should have contained appeared to be missing, along with several of his front teeth.
“Is this Fu Lok MicroElectronics?”
“Er, Fu Lok. Yes. I believe it is.”
Confused by the irresolute answer, Leedok tried again. “Are there two companies by that name?”
“Oh, I really don't know that, sir.”
“Are silicon chips manufactured here?”
“Chips?”
“Yes. Chips. Is anyone else inside?”
“No. No.” The old man rubbed gray stubble on his chin and waved his hand. “They moved everything to Singapore, or somewhere like that, I think.”
“What? How long have you worked here?”
“Well, I have been here ever since I broke the drive shaft on my fishing boat.”
“That long, really?”
Kim drove back toward Taipei while Leedok told her about the strange encounter at the gate. “What the hell is going on here?” he wondered. “Let’s call Fu Lock's Singapore facility, if there is one. And let’s visit the corporate offices in downtown Taipei.”
“My God, Leedok.” She wrinkled her brow. “We’d better be careful. Get Don to do it. I’m telling you something’s wrong.”
He explained to Kim that he felt he had a unique and continuing responsibility in the matter. After all, he had contacted Jo Tu and promoted the meeting with Noah. Jo Tu had not seemed reticent to discuss a possible acquisition during their preliminary conversations. Then he had suddenly changed his mind. Leedok assumed it to be his duty to find out why.
Kim dropped him off at the entrance to the Free Commerce Building while she went home to change clothes. It was almost noon. Maybe enough time for a call or two.
“Any word from Noah Jancy?” Leedok asked the three members of his office staff who were getting ready to leave for lunch. Negative. But there had been several other calls for him. One was from Jo Tu who needed to talk with him.
Leedok grabbed a phone. Jo Tu’s secretary said, “I'm sorry, sir. He is speaking on an international call at the moment. May I ask him to return your call after lunch?”
He had spoken English, the language of choice for businessmen in Taiwan. However, the telephone receptionist at Fu Lok MicroElectronics had detected his accent and responded in Mandarin, the common language spoken by Chinese. He continued in English.
“Yes, thank you. Please tell him that Leedok has returned his call.”
“Oh, one moment please.”
He was put on hold, not knowing why.
“Hello, Leedok. Thank you for calling back so promptly. I had hoped you would.” Jo Tu didn't give him a chance to reply. “I wanted to take a moment of your valuable time to explain an unfortunate incident that happened yesterday. As you know, we are a very small company in terms of the many giants here on Taiwan. However, we are fortunate to be on the leading edge, we hope, in a developing field of microcircuitry. That technology, of course, is the reason you kindly placed Noah Jancy in contact with us.
“We are always interested in knowing who is in the market for technology such as ours. So, I want to thank you again for the contact.” Then he began to sound obscure. “However, we subsequently determined that it is not in our best interest to consider acquisition or mergers at this time. If we are lucky enough to grow to a substantial size, we believe our company will be worth vastly more than we could reasonably ask for today. Therefore, after a lot of deliberation, we decided not to pursue the matter with Mr. Jancy.”
Leedok was astounded. Why wait until after the meeting to make such a decision? And how could it have been made on such short notice?
“I wanted to tell you this personally because I know you have expended so much effort trying to broker an arrangement between Mr. Jancy’s client and Fu Lok. I hope you understand.”
Astounding, Leedok mused to himself, wondering what was really going on. Keeping those thoughts to himself, he replied, “No problem. I appreciate your calling to explain.
“By the way,” he probed, “while I was at the south end of the island this morning I stopped by your assembly plant. Have you moved part of your operation to Singapore?”
“Ah . . . well, temporarily, yes. Were you down there looking for anything in particular?”
Leedok heard something in his voice. He sounded frightened. So he assumed a questioning tone and said, “No. I just happened to be in that area.”
“Well, er . . . always let me when you want to see one of our facilities. Incidentally, do you happen to know who Mr. Jancy's American client is?”
That was not an unexpected question from the president of a company that was being looked at. He was entitled to have an interest in new players. But this is crazy. Why would he want to know at this late date? “No, I really don't. Noah hasn't confided that. You might ask him personally.”
“Well, perhaps later.”
Leedok wanted some time to put the conversation into perspective. But Don Quang had just come into his office with another file folder under his arm. His sanguinary eyelids and dilated pupils indicated he had not gotten much sleep even though he was clean shaven and presentable. His demeanor simulated his red eyes rather than his starched, white shirt when he sagged into a side chair. Loosening his tie seemed to relieve him of enough burdens to enable him to lift his chin off his chest and talk.
“I still can't figure out what happened yesterday. But I have accumulated some additional information that I probably should have found before you sent the financial information to Noah. Got time to hear about it?”
“Sure. What's up?”
“Something odd. It turns out that almost all of their shareholders suddenly pledged their stock to a Hong Kong corporation. That company has only one shareholder. We can't find out who he is. I called everyone I know for help. But the information is buried so deep they can't get near it. It's secret. Believe me, I tried.”
Leedok cogitated reflectively for a moment and tried to summarize the implications. They weren't good. Why would a growing electronics manufacturer act like this? He felt the need for Noah’s help. Bad. Noah was the best at figuring out the inner workings of corporate organizations. Where was he?
Leedok instructed Don to prepare a report for Noah that would contain a detailed statement of his findings. Then he propped his heels on his desk and started folding a streamlined paper airplane, his favorite pastime when he was in deep thought. His primary concern centered around the obvious fact that Jo Tu must have known that the Hong Kong corporation, or it’s sole shareholder, wouldn’t agree to a merger. So why did he agree to meet with Noah in the first place?
He massaged the question as he would a piece of malleable clay, stopping now and then to study its newly molded perspective, and then reworking it into another form from which to squeeze an answer.
Four or five airplanes had glided to smooth landings on the sofa across the room when Kim startled him.
“Leedok! You had a one o'clock appointment at the Golf Club. What are you doing here?”
“Oh, damn! I was the fourth. Call the club and tell them I'll join them on the sixth hole. I'm outta here.”
Throwing her hands up in the air, she just shook her head and called after him, “Don't forget to be at the bank at five o'clock. Do you want me to call you at the club to remind you?” she asked, accusingly.
“Of course not!” Defensive but undaunted. “Can you go to dinner with me tonight?”
* * * * *
Chi'lin slid the rice paper door open and left his favorite room to join his sons for lunch in the garden gazebo. Early afternoon clouds had been broken apart by a gentle monsoon wind and the sun danced playfully from one tree to another at the whim of the blowing patterns of lace in the sky.
Two gardeners, satisfied with the result of a three inch clip taken from the branch of a manicured bush, stepped back to admire the symmetry they had created. Glowing with a sense of accomplishment, they left the garden to three men. A young servant carried a delicately balanced tray of cold cucumber soup and smoked crab claws. A petalage of tiny flowers graced the edges of the tray with their soft, understated beauty. An air of calm inherited from ancient cultures added serenity to the time the family would spend together.
“Won't Lu'tai join us?” Jiang asked, showing obvious disappointment at her absence.
Chi'lin answered while he stroked his gray mustache, “I'm afraid not today. Your sister has gone up into the valley to paint. As usual, she will not be back until late afternoon unless it starts to rain.”
“I’ll miss her,” said the normally taciturn Jiang. “However, given her extraordinary ability to capture the meaning of the fog banks that hang on the mountainside, I know she will return with a memorable expression for us to enjoy.”
Guang, seated on his father's left, nodded in an agreeable way that did not exactly suggest his deeper feelings. “She should stick to poetry. That’s where she excels.” Lacking an appreciative eye and ear with which to discern the niceties of form and flavor, he only knew how much money she made from the publishers who pleaded with her to give them just a few lines once in a while. Her paintings, on the other hand, were kept in a private gallery where Chi'lin studied them, waiting patiently for her to mature. The only maturity that interested Guang at the moment was in a company named Hydro Ag Systems. He offered to discuss the matter.
Chi'lin and Jiang glanced at each other. Business shouldn’t be discussed during meals. Those times were reserved for visiting and enjoying familial closeness, the pleasant tonic that strengthened the bonds between the generations.
The clouds continued to scatter. Lace turned into flying galleons and facial monoliths became ever more surreal before the wind. Incremental lengths of hollow, dried bamboo hung from strings in a nearby tree where they clicked together, a musical instrument of nature to please the auricular senses.
Strolling back toward the main house after lunch, they mused into the peaceful depths of a pond where a regal goldfish stroked the water with its long, gossamer tail, drifting slowly, gracefully toward the surface. A few minnows darted playfully at each other and one of them was casually swallowed alive by the larger fish as it glided past in apparent ennui.
“Guang,” Jiang said, “I am going to Taipei this afternoon. What else can you tell us about Hydro Ag?”
Angry at having been put off, he said, “Both Xiang Quo and Old Chang are bidding against each other for our eighty-seven thousand shares. They have been bidding furiously since I let it be known that our stock might be for sale. Two weeks ago I agreed to sell our stock to Xian Quo for seventeen Taiwan dollars per share. Now Old Chang has surprised me by offering twenty and a half. I hesitate to breach the contract because of the possibility of litigation. However, I am also reluctant to turn down Old Chang's new offer.”
Knowing that the other two men appreciated his dilemma, he waited for them to evaluate the possibilities and reach a consensus. A lovely butterfly landed gently on the water and suddenly disappeared beneath the surface in one quick gulp. Ringlets expanded from the place where the water had been disturbed. One dismembered wing floated back to the surface.
At length, Jiang asked, “Is the stock held in our personal names or in the name of one of our corporations?”
“A corporation.”
Chi’lin said, “Arrange for Old Chang to file a law suit against the corporation alleging something very esoteric about a previous claim to the stock. Have him arrange with the court clerk to back date the time of filing by several months. Of course, he must do that at his own expense. He will then ask the Judge to issue notice of his intent to enter a judgment. When that has been done, notify Xiang Quo that the court is going to force you to transfer the stock to Old Chang in settlement of the suit and that, unfortunately, it will be impossible for us to sell the stock to him.”
The three men walked in silent meditation for several serene moments. Then Chi'lin asked whether Old Chang might be willing to pay twenty-five dollars per share as a votive for Guang's generous cupidity.
“Father, anticipating the possibility that we might take this or some similar approach, I have already obtained that commitment from him.”
“Nicely done, my son. You are developing the mind of an entrepreneur. Would you care to consider a suggestion for part of the windfall profit we will earn? That young major in the Air Force procurement department is not a very high official at present. However, there is a rumor that he will be appointed to be the General's aide. His new portfolio should include the procurement of jet engines and other spare parts. Surely we could broker such items at an enormous profit.”
He left the idea hanging in the air, a cherry among white petals, delicious and nourishing.
“A new car?” Quang suggested.
Jiang offered his own contribution, “He has a mistress.”
“Ah, that makes things much easier. I’ll lease him a convertible. That way, if anything should interfere with his career, we will recoup the residual value of the automobile.”
Another waft of the afternoon breeze deflected the flight of a blue butterfly. It fluttered gaily toward the purling waters of the pond. A leaf floated on the air beside it.
* * * * *
Usually, Kim got to the office before the others to oversee progress on their projects and to plan the day's assignments before the telephone started ringing. It was not that their receptionist couldn't answer it. She did it expertly. But most of the calls required Kim to make decisions or direct others to the source of information. She wanted to be known as Leedok's secretary although that hardly described her duties. They were executive in nature and, without her, the smoothly running organization would grind to an immediate halt. She enjoyed the ambiguity she represented.
The morning after their return from the Lotus Garden she got to work early and burst into Leedok's office to get his appointment book. She didn’t expect him to be there yet. But there he was, already sitting at his desk, tie loose and feet propped up in the contemplative mode. Dozens of exquisitely creased paper airplanes decorated the sofa across the room.
“Couldn't sleep?” she asked.
“Um.”
“You could have stayed with me last night,” she jested. “That always seems to cure your insomnia.”
“Um,” he answered distantly. Another airplane flew across the room, banked left, and landed with its predecessors.
Kim had gathered up thousands of them during her tenure as the sofa ground crew. So she sat in a side chair and watch him resolutely fold another sheet of paper, tear flaps on the following edges of its wings and launch it with the skill of one much practiced. Leedok was troubled. He handled his contemplative moods by creasing and launching his streamlined crafts toward the sofa – letting his imagination suffice for worry. She knew all the signs.
“You are planning to go to Singapore, aren’t you?” she asked.
Airplane design requires total concentration. Unsolicited questions tended to make them go astray, generally by yawing to the left, followed by erratic, unpredictable turns. So he gave it up.
“Um, I guess so.”
“Need company?”
“That would be nice. But I want you to stay here just in case Noah shows up. I'll be back by Friday if everything goes right.”
Disappointed, but knowing she needed to stay in Taipei, Kim resigned herself to be dutiful and take as much of the burden as possible off her boss. She made flight reservations and got his visa cleared.
When she returned she found him huddled over the phone making additional plans to see an old friend in Singapore and another who lived a few miles north of Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia, also on the Malay Peninsula. Not on the basis of instructions, but on the basis of what she heard, she changed his airline reservations to include Kuala Lumpur. That was Kim’s devoted way.
Leedok's business practices suffered from a certain amount of self-indulgence. But his commercial theory was sound. He believed that areas of Southeast Asia that bordered the South China Sea would soon become the electronic manufacturing and assembly focal point of the world. He often reasoned out loud that wages in the United States had skyrocketed; interest rates during the Carter administration had reached more than twenty percent; Europe was locked in the political conflicts of the cold war; and, best yet, he expected Ronald Reagan to be elected president of the United States in a matter of months. Those observations had led him and thousands of other businessmen to start chiseling their economic toeholds in the area. They believed that during the 80's and 90's a crescent of Capitalism would emerge from Taiwan to Hong Kong, then along the coast of China down to Vietnam, around Cambodia, on to Thailand, Malaysia and down to Singapore at the tip of the peninsula. There was even hope for Burma and, perhaps, Laos as well, regardless of the socialism that had swallowed one and the Communist Pathet Lao that had devoured the other. “Indeed,” he had argued, “there have even been capitalistic rumblings in mainland China itself."
Therefore, he had established a network of contacts, both business and social, all along the route from Taiwan to Singapore. Leedok had become a recognized source of venture capital from England, Europe, and the United States. Promoting and brokering Southeast Asian investments was his business. Dozens, perhaps a few hundred, other men were doing the same thing. But there were plenty of opportunities to go around.
To accommodate the surge, airlines were adding new routes from Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Seattle as rapidly as equipment and permits could be acquired. International banking had spawned new divisions to facilitate the handling of letters of credit and the cambists were working hard to keep up with currency transactions throughout the region. There was so much money to be made that one had to be diligent to conserve enough time for golf and tennis. Leedok was diligent indeed.
His driver carried his bags, golf, and tennis gear to the limo and he left for the farthermost reaches of Southeast Asia.
CHAPTER 4
The Department of Industrial Development enjoyed the hard earned reputation of being a governmental organization that was long on valuable service and short on bureaucratic atmosphere. Employees greeted visitors to Taipei with the enthusiasm of those who knew they were providing a valuable service for themselves and their country. Absent were the traditional dull eyes and hanging jowls that moped in the halls of typical official agencies, counting the nanoseconds until retirement, graying themselves and all around them. Instead, fresh, generally young faces hustled through the record rooms searching for data that would help visitors find business opportunities on the robust island.
Foreigners found the department to be a public relations firm on a national scale, ready to generate information that would put a name and face on every business venture in the Republic of China on Taiwan.
Two male visitors and a woman, all Asians, probably Chinese as most were, scanned through the many isles of record books.
No one paid much attention to them because the Chinese had for decades, indeed generations and centuries, poured over their own borders to settle though out Southeast Asia. They tended to dominate the economies of those places where they implanted themselves and they brought with them an aura of guileless single mindedness. An occlusive veil of inscrutability covered all there was to see and know about them. Beneath the veil were layers and depths of ineffable complexity. Another dynamic, the engine of another culture, churned there.
The Asians moved in general unison in the direction of another businessman who wore wingtip shoes, light trousers and a short sleeve white shirt that was of a soft, high thread count cotton. He had a ballpoint pen in one hand, a note pad in the other, and a couple of extra pencils in his shirt pocket. Totally absorbed in his research, he replaced one tome and reached for another without noticing them.
The three worked their way down the isle removing and replacing random volumes until, like a miasma, they surrounded the researcher.
The glint of a needle flashed. A handkerchief stifled a surprised gasp. Pinned arms struggled to escape. The needle plunged in his fleshy forearm and the contents of the syringe invaded his blood stream. Instantly the arms relaxed. Fists unclenched and became flaccid extremities too far from the mind to answer the call. The tablet fell to the floor. A warm, comforting euphoria freed volition from its rigorous duties, rendering Don Quang helpless, the servile, drugged minion of another force.
“You will please walk with us. Slowly. I have your arm. You will not fall.”
In a nearby hotel room he glided toward a chair, languidly floating toward its cushion, hearing voices from far away clouds reverberate and echo a dim semblance of meaning. A glossy presence of Don’s children seemed to be there with him. And his wife, smiling and lovely. The hiss of a match and a small blaze were beyond his diminished ability to comprehend. Placid and asthenic, his concerns were at an apogee in the orbit of concentration that wobbled between reality and fantasy. All was safe and secure. The odor of a burning photograph began to dissipate along with a curious vision of his wife and children. He mumbled goodbye to three Chinese seraphs who left through a door that boomed the affectation of a distant thunder when it closed. Vague imitations of threats and orders wound through the nodes of his fog embosomed brain. Don looked at his hand. There was a heap of crisp ashes in his palm.
* * * * *
Jet engines screamed at an altitude of nearly thirty thousand feet, carrying the commercial airliner southwest at five hundred knots. The noise was muffled to a quiet hum in the cabin where Leedok gazed over the starboard wing tip toward Hong Kong. On the misty horizon of the ocean he thought he saw the coastline of southern China and then the shore of Vietnam. It must have been his imagination because the aircraft was over the South China Sea at least a hundred miles away from land. Neither would he see Cambodia or Thailand as they passed by. The next landfall would be the southern end of the Malaysian peninsula. He rubbed his eyes in anticipation of boredom. But the four hour flight would not be a total waste. Leedok’s seat partner turned out to be a gin player.
He had never considered himself to have the intellectual potential of a rocket scientist. Such delusions would only interfere with his true métier. But he was a consummate gambler, as his seat partner could attest when the plane began its descent toward Seltar International at Singapore. Leedok thanked his new acquaintance for the sixteen dollars he had won.
Not bothering to check in at the Malay Palace Hotel, he took a taxi to the north end of the city-republic to search for the Fu Lok facility.
Singapore, for all its economic power and manufacturing capacity, was only about the size of Los Angeles County. Deftly managed by an almost dictatorial oligarch whose fundamental principals revolved around the development of its status as the foremost commercial center in the region, Singapore was laid out for the man in a hurry. It took only half an hour to reach his destination.
The address he gave the driver was on a broad, fast moving boulevard in an industrially developed area of flat roofed buildings where electronic components were manufactured at modern, highly functional plants. Flags of many nationalities flew from sculptured masts in front of the various buildings, an international community aborning. Trucks of varying size and odd descriptions maneuvered through traffic to shipping and receiving warehouses where they disgorged an astonishing array of circuit boards, transistors, resistors, capacitors, and micro switches. Then they engorged completed electronic components for the drive back to the wharves where merchant ships waited.
When he reached his destination he saw an impressive sign. In English the name Fu Lok MicroElectronics was emblazoned in rock above a logo that projected a crescent of five stars. It almost duplicated the national flag of Communist China.
Situating the taxi at the north end of the street, he stopped to observe the company's ingress and egress traffic. A steady stream of trucks turned into the parking lot to assume their place in line for loading. He rubbed his eyes and watched. Nothing was out of the ordinary. Whatever he had expected to find eluded him. A thriving enterprise was apparently in active pursuit of its objectives. He laughed at the comparison to the scurrilous fisherman who represented the company on Taiwan. A vision of the man's broken down boat completed the comparison when a forklift moved a collating Xerox machine to a truck and lifted it into the cargo area. That truck, filled to capacity, pulled away from the loading dock and another backed into its place. More forklifts loaded more goods onto conveyers. Rolling along its path was a large piece of automated assembly equipment followed by an ultrasonic welding device that served to seal plastic parts together.
That ended his investigative tour and put to rest his concern about the unusual condition of the Taiwan branch of Jo Tu's company. Everything seemed to be explained. The company was alive and well in Singapore. What a waste the trip would have been if he had not planned to see other people at hurriedly arranged meetings. He instructed the driver to take him directly to a hotel where he could drop off his luggage and make a couple of calls.
On the drive back down the boulevard he saw more trucks at the loading docks of other companies where they were being filled with evenly stacked pallets that were stamped with the world's most recognized names. Disinterested in them, he began to rummage through his briefcase for his address book. He found it under a deck of Bicycle brand playing cards. The sun disappeared behind gathering clouds while the cab drove on to the hum of an overworked air conditioner.
Eli Shulman's office was within walking distance of the hotel. So he ambled over at a pace that would have to suffice for his daily exercise. Eli had been a friend since college days at U.C.L.A. He was the one who broke with his family tradition of trading cotton in Houston, opting instead to join a tin mining company. Since more than half of the world's reserves were located in Malaysia and Indonesia, it was only a matter of time until he was promoted and transferred to Southeast Asia where he prospered for his company and for himself in several different ways including individual investments.
The first half hour of their meeting was devoted to chaffering over one of those investments - a ruby and sapphire mining operation in Thailand. Then the conversation turned to matters of all consuming importance.
“Say,” Eli began an interesting proposition, “why don't you join us for some tennis after work. I have a guy you'll really enjoy meeting. He's a banker, but don’t hold that against him. He has a hell of a forehand and he’s a remarkably lucky backgammon player.”
“A banker! Sorry, I can't make it. Besides, I didn't bring my gear.”
“Don't worry about it. There's a good Fila store around the corner and you can use one of my Prince Graphites.”
Disdainful of all bankers, but seduced by his love of gamesmanship, he asked, “Does he play backgammon for interesting stakes?”
“Not to worry. Just be sure to bring your check book.”
That did it.
Richer by several hundred dollars, but plagued with a sore elbow caused by using the unfamiliar racket, Leedok caught a commuter flight early the next morning. In clear, balmy weather, he flew up the narrow peninsula to Kuala Lumpur, the capital of Malaysia. Only fifty miles wide and several hundred miles long, the peninsula separates the Indian Ocean on the west from the South China Sea. Source area of the world's first ancient international trade in valuable spices, it had become a voracious trader in oil, tin, forest products, rubber, gold, and the list went on and on. The history of capitalism was very old on the sliver of mineral rich land.
The aircraft flew to the east of Kuala Lumpur and over the Indian Ocean beach in order to turn into the south wind for a final approach.
Leedok suddenly slapped his forehead with the palm of his hand and began to fidget in his seat. Sweat broke out on his forehead. His anxiety became even more acute when he loosened his seat belt and wobbled up the isle while the plane was still taxiing. Forty minutes after that he had canceled his meeting and he was on another commuter flight bound back to Singapore.
Muttering to himself he grumbled, “Xerox machines, assembly equipment! Those guys weren't shipping manufactured products. They were moving out. Fu Lok is closing up shop and leaving Singapore! Where does this leave Noah’s negotiations?”
As soon as they landed in Singapore and completed the formalities, he got a taxi and went back to Fu Lok's plant on the boulevard.
A steady stream of trucks continued to ply the heavily used artery. But at Fu Lok, only one moving van abutted its loading dock. Workers were loading crates full of office furniture, the last remnant of a going concern. The building’s front door gapped open. Someone was putting a For Lease sign in the window. Leedok rubbed his sore elbow and watched from the taxi while the driver drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, bored.
When the loading was finally complete, Leedok wiped sweat from his brow and told the driver to follow the truck.
“You want me to follow that truck?”
“Yeah, why?”
“That's what I want to know. I can save you the cost of the trip because I already know it’s going to the wharf in the shipping district.”
“Do you know the name of the ship?”
“Certainly I know,” he huffed indignantly, “I'm a professional taxi driver. It’s the Maru Yamaguchi.”
Instead of going to the docks, he returned to the hotel where the departing guests who were traveling west to India, Sri Lanka, the Middle East, and Europe were standing in line at the check out desk. He placed a call to the harbormaster's office and learned the Maru Yamaguchi’s departure date and something about its destination. For the past several months its owner had dedicated the ship to a scheduled route around the South China Sea, departing from Singapore to ports of call at Bangkok, Haiphong Harbor near Hanoi, Hong Kong, Taipei, Manila, Brunei, and then back to Singapore.
“Damn,” Leedok exhaled, “That covers most of Southeast Asia. Where is Fu Lok’s stuff going?”
He went to the docks where he found the forwarding agent. It was his responsibility to insure that the huge stacks of containers were properly dispatched to the manifest of the correct ships. Haggard, rushed, chain smoking nasty brown cigarettes, he had little time for the bantering conversation at which Leedok excelled. As a testament to the intense concentration required by his duties, he told the interloper to fuck off and go do his own work, if he had any.
Cash was usually helpful to bridge the gap between those who had information and those who wanted it, a form of squeeze in Southeast Asia.
“Hong Kong,” he snapped, stuffing the bills in his pocket, noting only the thickness of the wad, careless of the exact denominations. Leedok presumed he had been dismissed because the man lit a fresh smoke from the glowing end of the last one and stalked off in the direction of a truck-sized container that was being resituated by a giant forklift.
Leedok wondered, “Now Fu Lok is moving its equipment up to Hong Kong. Why?”
CHAPTER 5
It rained again that afternoon and all of the following day. Monsoon winds had brought the rainy season to Taiwan and to the mainland of Southeast Asia where it would soak the land and fill the rivers for six drenching months. Then high pressure over Siberia would reverse the winds and they would blow cooler, drier air from the north thus creating the cyclical monsoon seasons. Until then the sun would be an infrequent visitor to Taiwan.
High on the northern slopes of Mount YuShan, patches of fog hung in the forested valleys to dim the brief rays of morning sunlight. Dense moisture pervaded the mountainside, holding the world still and quiet, peaceful and serene beneath its mantel. Gnarled, windblown evergreen survivors of the ages stood as silent sentinels on the promontories, ambivalent to the perfect form of the trees that grew in the richer soils of the valley. They made the statement that harmony exists on earth for those who are content with their environment. It was that sense of peace that had lured Noah Jancy to the stillness of the remote mountain, a retreat where he could heal or die in the tranquility of the bower. Like an injured animal, he had crawled into isolation to face recovery or death.
Completely sad and alone, he sat on the rustic deck of an old inn that cantilevered a few feet above the slope. Doodling with a pen, he attempted an artistic impressions of his surroundings. The quality of his drawings, like that of his spirit, was chaotic and crudely futile. Healing an injured spirit was an impossible task. Scarring might be accomplished with the passage of time; functional metamorphoses might be achieved; but complete healing - never.
So many lives. Why? First my family. Now this. Why?
No one ever learns to completely accept a great loss, he thought. To some it is bearable. Others become accustomed to it on the basis of repetition. The rest, especially those of us who believe we fought and bled for every possession, even friends, rebel in moral rejection of the concept. Loss is wrong. To the extent that the concept of loss is built into the nature of existence, the structure is flawed and damned unworthy.
Why so many? Why even one?
“Good morning. I am happy that you are able to enjoy the outdoors with your sketchpad. May I serve you some tea?”
If he had stood, he would have towered over her by almost a foot. Soo balanced a teak tray in a delicate hand. So tiny were her features that, except for her lipstick and feminine mannerisms, she could have been either boy or girl. That was his initial impression a few days earlier when she had first brought tea to his room. Subsequently, after she had shown him around her father’s mountain retreat, the quality of her femininity gradually become apparent in her delightful smile and dainty movements. They were so gracious that he would have wished himself into her world had he not already crossed that kind of bridge - and had it collapse under him.
“You have been so quiet this morning,” she said in Mandarin as she poured. “Would you rather have your solitude?”
He took the cup and looked into her sparkling, dancing eyes. “Thank you. You are too observant,” he said, watching them twinkle even as her hand hid her giggle in the Oriental fashion.
“Oh, no. I am not very observant. You are very obvious,” she replied light heartedly, bowing at the waist in the perfect form of a delicate porcelain doll. “Your face is longer than I am.”
“Oh, it is, is it? That's because your younger brothers and sisters were given stature while you were given only a witty tongue.”
“Her tongue is not witty,” her father chuckled from the doorway of the dining room. “It is abusive of our guests who come to our humble lodging for solitude and contemplation. Send her away to scrub dishes when you tire of her.”
“Good morning, Lim. Even if she were abusive, her playfulness has made my visit more delightful that I deserve.”
“Stop there,” Lim said. “Her head is already too large for the rest of her. She needs modesty, not unwarranted compliments.”
Soo's younger sister, who was only seventeen, and her mother came to the sundeck with a plate of smoked fish and savory dim sum dumplings that were stuffed with flavored seafood. She set the plate on the lacquered table next to his wooden chair. Her mother said, “I have watched you enjoy the morning with your sketches and your thoughts. When I saw Soo disrupt your tranquility, I knew it was time to give you something to eat. You should be given at least one of the things you came here for, even if she denies the others to you.”
“Let me assure you,” Noah said, lapsing into English instead of the Mandarin that he wanted to practice, “your daughter has lifted a heavy burden from me. Her laughter is a solvent to those of us who have become encrusted with our own egos.”
“Ho,” her mother and father exhorted at once, “Never be profound around her. She will take it as an invitation to talk until your ears hurt and you plead for city buses and horns to replace her nattering.”
“Anyway,” Lim said, assuming his position as head of the family and master of the small, friendly inn, “three women are too much for any man at such an early hour. Off to your distaff duties, all of you.”
Soo wanted to stay, She faked pouring more tea into an already full cup while the other women bowed and went away.
Disillusioned and heartbroken, Noah pushed dim sum from one side of his plate to the other. “Actually, I have finished wasting paper and ink.” he said, speaking Mandarin again. “I think I'll take a drive and perhaps a walk before it starts to rain. I should see beauty even if I can't draw it.”
Impishly, Soo glanced at the sketchpad and nodded affirmatively, leaving it to others to determine whether she was agreeing that the paper was being wasted. Then she offered to be of some assistance.
Soo took the pencil. “I could draw a map that will take you to a pretty valley if that would help.” She didn't want to draw a map at all. She wanted to go with him.
“Not too complicated,” he replied. “I'm a terrible map reader.”
Lim leaned against the back of his chair to see where she was going to send him. But her cartographic forte was down played into a confused tangle of lines that would have overpowered Paul Bunyan and his ox.
Noah studied the map, rolled his eyes, and said, “Perhaps you could come along and show me the way to the valley.”
“Oh. That's a thought,” she replied innocently enough to be believed by those who did not know her. They both looked at her father who thought he recognized one of his daughter's impish ploys.
He said, “It is not my wish to have our guest relieve us of our playful imps. You burden yourself unduly.”
“Father is right, of course,” she laughed, knowing that her contrivance was understood by everyone except Noah. “But I would be happy to show you the way.”
“This is such a nice car,” she said while they descended on narrow, asphalt roads that wound through the valleys and over scenic ridges. “I'm glad you invited me.” The open roof allowed the minimal sun to highlight her shiny black hair and her pug nose. “The morning is perfect for a drive and a long walk. Do you like to take photographs?”
Her conversation was light and endless. His was dark and oppressive at best.
“Um, sometimes,” he forced himself to answer. “But let's speak Mandarin. I need the practice.”
“I have so little opportunity to talk with anyone up here,” she answered. “My father has very few guests now that the modern resorts are opening along the seacoast. So it is lucky for me that you came.”
He didn’t hear any of that. He thought of loss, not luck. He couldn’t help but dwell on the pathos of his life. Distracted by his own turgid problems, he forced himself to ask, “Do you go to school?”
“I just finished my first year at the university. But I had to drop out to help run the lodge. See, pretty soon my brothers will be called to serve their required two years in the military force. And my sister is not quite old enough for much responsibility.”
Dejected, but polite to a point, he observed, “More hotels are being built everyday along the coast. A few of them offer magnificent resort accommodations. But there are none like yours. Small, rustic places don't seem to be very popular now. Resorts have to be full of elegance and glitter. I guess no one needs a peaceful, irenic time to themselves anymore.”
“You do.”
“I know. But I'm different in some way, I guess.”
“Tell me,” she said, primarily to buoy him against sinking back into his jejune reserve, “how did you learn to speak Mandarin?”
“Well, I don't speak it very well, as you know. And I can't really tell you where I picked it up.”
“Picked it up?” she replied with obvious amusement. “It may be the official dialect of mainland China, even above Cantonese. But it is too difficult to simply pick up. How did it happen?”
“I can't really say.”
So she pressed, “In the village they are saying your father fought with General Claire Chennault. Was he a Flying Tiger?”
“That's what I'm told. But I was very young when he was killed.”
“I'm sorry that happened,” she said, meaning it sincerely. “It must be difficult to have been brought up by one parent.”
“Um.” He lapsed back into his normal, taciturn predisposition.
Realizing she had ventured too far, she tried to resurrect the conversation without being too obvious. “You must look a lot like your father. All of your features are so masculine. I'll bet he was a handsome man.”
Noah relented a little. “I don't really know who I look like. I have seen a couple of photos of him. But he was always wearing flight gear and a hat. As for my mother, I’ve never seen a picture of her. They killed her very shortly after my father was shot down.”
“Oh, no. How terrible. How old were you and who raised you?” All of her questions bubbled as if a cork had been pulled from a bottle of sparkling wine.
“Just a small child, I guess. But I have almost no recollection of my life before I was about eight years old. I ended up in Denver after someone brought me to the States. From there a family took me to Texas to go to school. And I have always been able to speak a little Mandarin although I never cultivated it until I started practicing law in Dallas.”
She never interrupted him to give directions. Always pointing just in time to make turns or nodding if he gave a questioning glance, she directed him and carried on the conversation, amazed that it was so difficult for him to recall his childhood.
He knew when they crested the next ridge that they had reached the valley. Beauty radiated before him. Lost in the mountains, hidden in the forest, folded between two peaks, a clear stream purled and gurgled through the bower into a petite lake and then on to some distant, lower elevation.
“We are here,” she said. “Would you tell me more while we walk?”
They closed the sunroof and wandered downhill into the arbor of trees that were a shade of green near the darkest end of the spectrum. Mushrooms grew on mulch under the canopy and multicolored flowers flushed wherever the sun found its way to the floor. Wafting fog still hung in some of the trees, unfocusing their branches, blending them into a hazy, artistic perception of their reality.
“You know what I like about this,” he said, evading her probing and has own inability to explain anything, “It’s the way the haze softens the sharpness of everything we see; makes it seem slightly out of focus, as if exactness were not all that important.”
“Is that how you like to think about your childhood?” she inquired, prancing at his side, holding his hand, unwilling to let go of the subject.
“It's the only way. That's all there is. There's nothing to focus on.”
She was preparing yet another line of inquiry when her foot slipped on a wet rock and went out from under her, causing a little squeal. She would have fallen except for the sure grip of Noah's hand. It dwarfed hers and held her up until he got his other arm around her, bringing her close to him. When she regained her balance she brushed against his six foot, two hundred pound frame.
She was still apologizing for being awkward when they walked out of a copse and almost stumbled on another girl. She must have heard them thrashing through the trees because she was not taken by surprise. But Soo was. She jumped back as if she had nearly stepped on a tiny flower.
“Oh, excuse us. I am so sorry. I didn't know anyone ever came here.”
“Please don't bother with apologies. They are completely unnecessary.”
The girl was about twenty or so, hardly older than Soo. However, her first words told of a presence, a sophistication that can never be achieved with learning tools regardless of age or experience. It is intrinsic.
“I hope we didn't frighten you,” Noah said in Mandarin.
She placed her paintbrush on her easel and put her watercolors aside with a healthy confidence that confirmed his first impression.
“Not at all. In fact, I have heard you walking for the past several minutes. You slipped a few moments ago. I heard the sound you made.”
Slightly embarrassed, Soo smiled happily and apologized again for the interruption.
Calming her, the other girl said, “You mustn't. You both sounded so happy. Actually, I hoped you would come this way. Happy spirits must have brought you here.”
Noah believed in such things. He had never admitted it. And he often denied it. But he was certain that some force, not always a happy one, must intervene in men's lives at random times. There was no reasonable explanation for the events that affected man beyond the capacity of his own volition. So he accepted this one, knowing that wiser men might call it chance.
“Let me introduce myself. I am Noah Jancy. This is Soo. It seems that the two of you have the same appreciation for beautiful valleys.”
“Good morning. I am Lu'tai. And I am thankful for people who can appreciate a special place on an island so blessed with them.”
Soo asked, “Honorable Chi'lin is your father, is he not?”
“Why, yes. But how did you know?”
“Because your family is famous and venerable. I am so pleased to meet you. In fact, I have read some of your wonderful poetry.”
“And I,” Noah said to help alleviate some of her embarrassment, “have just noticed your painting. It is very traditional. I envy those few who have talent like yours.”
Lu'tai seemed to study Noah's face as if she were accustomed to evaluating others. She measured his wide cheekbones and his square jaw. Those features, taken with a heavy, closely shaven beard, seemed to conflict in some imperceptible way with his long, narrow eyes and his nose that probably was too short. In his eyes she saw two carbon black astral objects that breached her concentration. Clearly, she was trying to look away. But she could not. They made her expect a command, an undeniable imperative.
Only infrequently did Noah ever look anyone in the eye even though that was thought to be the measure of a man. He was aware of the intensity that his eyes projected. Too many had tried to take his measure by capturing his gaze. They found themselves threatened by what they saw. To soften their intensity, he usually looked away to horizons that were just over conversational shoulders. That was how he released Lu’tai.
“Won't you walk with us,” he said disarmingly, liking the girl.
“I'd love to. But I have an appointment in Taipei this afternoon. It would be best if I finished up here and went home. May we walk some other time?”
He didn’t answer. Instead, he looked at Soo, leaving the response to her. Guileless and full of straight forward innocence, she would speak any truth that was in her heart.
“Perfect,” she said in English. “It would be so much fun to get to know you. I hope we can come here often. I know we will see you again.”
Noah nodded his unqualified agreement, feeling Lu'tai peering at him, searching for an essence by which to define him – hoping she would not find it too soon.
He knew Lu'tai felt a resonance, a vibration of harmony for which she would not be able to account. She was bewildered by a strange augury of danger intertwined with sublimity. Perhaps her father would explain after she got home. Men know about such things. Noah turned his head to avoid her eyes.
The rest of the morning climb was exhilarating and so was the conversation. Soo told the stories, virtual legends, about Chi'lin and his home. His family had been wealthy merchants in Canton. They sided with Chiang Kai-shek in the war between the Kuomintang and the Communists. He and his family fought, not because of the totalitarianism they predicted under Mao, but to preserve a viable economic system that Communism would surely destroyed. The merchant class had prospered from the era of Confucius to the time of Christ and in almost every dynasty from then until the end of the Manchu's domination in 1911. Buying and selling; manufacturing and trading; acquisition and profit; these were compulsions from deep in their souls. Like agriculture to the peasant, Soo told him, Chi’lin believed that commerce was a heroic toil equated with life itself. Neither democracy nor dictatorship could deflect such fundamental instincts. Communism, however, presented a philosophical threat to the basic concept of private property ownership and individual prosperity. Once adopted, whether under the hand of a dictator or in the representative hand of the people, it would outlaw the basic precepts that supported the merchant class and, therefore, their economic viability and that of the nation. That would have been intolerable.
So, she explained while bounding up the trail, Chi'lin fought communism and paid for his decision with the lives of his brother and three of his sons. Some of the women in his family may also have been killed.
During 1949 it became apparent that Chiang Kai-shek and his followers had been beaten and would have to retreat to Formosa. Staying in China to face uncertainties or leaving to face even greater ambiguities had presented a difficult decision for the basically conservative Chinese as it does for all who have historical and financial roots in a nation. Chi'lin chose to pursue his opportunities in a free economy.
But, she continued to explain as if Noah did not know history, many of his friends and several uncles had decided to stay in China. After all, they had argued, only one million people were going to leave out of a total population of nearly a billion. Surely, they had reasoned, intellectuals and the merchant class would be able to survive in China among the masses of peasants and the philosophies of dictatorial dreamers.
The trail was steep in places. Noah began to sweat. Soo skipped along as if she were a bee dancing from flower to flower.
She told him that more than half of those of Chi'lin's family who stayed behind died in the ensuing tumult. Those who lived long enough to welcome the new decade in 1960 were subjected to the destructive indignities of Mao's Great Cultural Revolution. Teachers, doctors, lawyers, merchants, and intellectuals were stripped of their positions and reduced by government edict to cleaning chicken houses and slopping hogs. The peasant class was given its rightful position in the new culture as envisioned by the flawed philosopher who led the country back into the economic dark ages.
She demonstrated her grasp of history by explaining that the Cultural Revolution had collapsed by 1970 along with China's economy. The peasant mass harvested a nation that contained more agricultural land than any other on earth. But they could not feed themselves. Slogans replaced hope. Bureaucracy replaced initiative. Enfeebled helplessness replaced industry.
The horrors of the collapse gave China's leader a new vision. Mao’s next disaster was to be a Great Leap Forward -- the Five Year Plan to revitalize the economy and its industrial engine.
Many Chinese, she told him, had had enough. Fighting had broken out between the people in south China and the Red Guard. A few individualists began the nascent embryo of their own illegal solution to the country's economic problems. Not all of Chi'lin's family had died in China and their kind was resilient. A black market began to thrive almost immediately.
“I don't know very much about his present connection to those on the mainland. But there are rumors. Perhaps that is not the correct term. There are myths.”
She was flushed by the time they reached the black Bemer. However, her endurance had proven to be phenomenal. It was Noah who needed to be revived by the air conditioning. Breathing heavily, if not panting, feeling each of his thirty-six years, he said, “That's a great story. I love that kind of history, or biography. But tell me. How were you able to do all that climbing and talk at the same time and not even be winded?”
“Well,” she began with a measure of humility, “I have been a gymnast all my life, and,” she glanced at him with an impish grin, "there is an age difference. I am only nineteen. You should be proud of your own conditioning. My father could never have made that climb without stopping to rest several times.
“Besides,” she continued, looking down at her slender figure, noting that her breasts barely caused a curvature in her tee shirt, “I don't have much weight to carry.” Then she made an obvious, sideways glance at Noah's thirty-four inch waist and giggled intentionally.
That cost her. He mussed her hair with his hand and shoved her playfully toward the opposite side of the car.
When the 528 pulled up at the lodge it was greeted by a hissing, sizzling sound from the kitchen and a rush of spicy aromas filled the air. Lim, who had been pruning plants, waved happily.
“Ho. You were warned. Now you have nearly missed your lunch and you have had the purpose of your visit spoiled by this little tag-a-long quiz master.”
“I can only say,” Noah replied in Mandarin, almost smiling, “that I learned more than she did and I feel much better for having had her company.”
Lim beamed. But he said, “Thanks to the several gods who oversee us, she has gone into the kitchen. She must not hear such compliments as would bolster her already turgid ego.”
Noah smiled and recounted his impressions of the walk and the oratory about Chi'lin and Lu'tai. That dimmed the twinkle in Lim's eyes and he became circumspect.
“For all that is known about the legendary Chi'lin, there are at least as many mysteries as there are myths.” Lim was barefoot and had mud on the knees of his pants. Mud was caked under his fingernails. The aura of one who had learned from the land began to descend around him, not in a prophetic way, but with a sense of decency. “If,” he said after pondering for a moment, “as I suspect, you intended to be particular about the number of people who know you are here, your intentions may have been compromised this morning.”
It was unlikely that he intended to say anything more. In any event, Soo and her mother brought a sizzling wok and a bowl of soup to the table. Noah was pleased to note that the table was quickly set for two. He held a chair for Soo. She sat down to have her lunch and to entertain with her light, airy conversation.
After lunch Noah thought about sketching again. His mood had improved considerably. But a few drops of rain dotted the table while the dishes were being cleared away. Lim took no notice of the precipitation. He continued to trim plants and re-pot flowers around the weathered deck, humming and content. The man's simple composure wove an extra dimension into the fabric of the rustic surroundings making them even more restful and wholesome. Nurturing. Healing.
Lest the portrait be lost or altered, Noah left the deck to go back to his cabin. Knots of stress in his neck relaxed as if they had been untied by a shaman’s fingers. The heaviness in his chest relented minutely.
The lightweight futon had been turned down for him as if someone had expected that he would be able to rest – at long last. Shoes on the floor, shirt over a chair, he buried his face in the pillow, thankful to be in the presence of an alchemist of the mind. Soo knocked quietly and entered with a teapot and his car keys. Uninvited but welcome, she sat on the side of the bed and massaged the tops of his shoulders, rubbing her palms deep into sinuous muscles.
Minutes later she leaned over his ear and whispered, “I'm going into the village. May I bring anything for you?”
“Um.”
She smoothed his hair with her hand and left.
When he awoke the following morning he found fresh underwear and a pair of new socks on the table next to his bed.
CHAPTER 6
Leedok held his office telephone to his ear long after the dial tone had terminated the call. Slowly, he let it fall to its cradle, wondering whether there could have been some mistake. A dark chasm opened before him, calling him to peer over the edge into its precipice - if he dared. A few of his logical faculties advised him to look down into the darkness. The rest trembled and pulled him away, willing ignorance over knowledge. Quick. To the golf course. Call a gin partner and get the cards. But don't look for the truth. Too often it is a blackened monster best left in the abyss.
A sheet of paper, ready to be creased, beckoned. But that would have led him toward the edge where thoughts would probe and pierce veils of uncertainty better left untouched.
He blinked rather than face of the algid waste that might consume him.
Normally Kim would have questioned him, tarried to get her purse, or at least thrown an explanation of some kind to the staff before following him out of the office. But his face looked suddenly drained and clammy as he headed for the door, motioning for her to come. She read a desperate imperative in his shaken demeanor. It caused her to drop everything, say nothing, and follow him to the elevator.
Down the elevator, through the lobby, into the street, and through the crowd on the sidewalk they rushed, a man on an escape mission and Kim who kept up by walking as fast as she could in her knee length skirt.
“Thanks for coming,” he said to her as they entered a restaurant. “I guess we have a problem.”
They followed a waitress to a table near the front window from which they could see a street swamped with motor scooters and a sidewalk on which hordes of shoppers and tardy secretaries dodged each other, darting out of the way of swinging briefcases and pointed umbrellas.
“Scotch,” he said to the waitress as soon as they took their seats.
“Please make that two cups of coffee instead,” Kim countermanded with mounting concern. “Is it Noah?” she asked.
He fidgeted with a thumbnail and, when she placed a calming hand over his, he began to twiddle with the ring on her pinky finger. Astutely, she did not ask again. Instead she waited until he gathered enough composure to outline and summarize the call he had gotten from the police.
“Day before yesterday I decided to call a friend in Hong Kong. She works for a dispatcher at the docks. I asked her to watch for the arrival of the Maru Yamaguchi and to trace the Fu Lok containers for me. I wanted to know where they’re going.”
He took his spoon between his thumb and index finger to began massaging it as he would a fetish, letting his concentration drift for a moment.
“Why?” Kim asked. “Didn't you decide that Fu Lok was simply moving its Singapore operation closer to Taiwan?”
He didn't reply until she took the spoon out of his trembling hand and set it on the napkin next to his knife.
“That's one possible answer. I guess I just wanted to tie up a loose end. I wanted to know exactly where they were moving and, maybe, why. I really didn't expect anything unusual. I just wanted to know. Anyway, I discussed it with Don. He agreed that it would be a good idea to have my friend check it out.
“The ship had already arrived. Her supervisor saw her walking toward the wharf where it was tied up.”
Kim waited, not too patiently, for him to continue. When he didn't, she said, “Well?”
“She disappeared. That was the last anyone has seen of her. That evening her husband called her office to see why she hadn't come home. The next morning her supervisor called the police. They investigated and learned from the telephone operator that she had spoken to me just before leaving. This morning the Hong Kong police called me. I told them what I knew, which wasn't much. But I started to worry a little. I should have worried a lot.
“They just called again. Some boat people found her body floating in the harbor. Kim, she had been tortured and her throat had been cut!”
Kim's impulsive reaction was to gasp and put her hand to her mouth. Controlling the impulse was essential because the shaken Leedok needed support, not hysteria. So she suppressed her own dismay and took the spoon out of his hand again, interlacing her fingers with his.
“Easy,” she said. “These things are probably completely unrelated. One has nothing to do with the other.” She may not have believed that. The only thing that was clear was that nothing had ever rattled Leedok this badly. So she continued to rationalize. “The fact that she was tortured leads me to believe that some maniac got her. Was she raped?”
“I didn't think to ask.” He cringed at the grizzly thought.
“Do you think she may have been having an affair or something?”
“I don't want to think about it at all. I'll tell you the truth. I'm afraid to think about it. I wanted a friend to do a favor. I wasn’t impetuous. I talked with Don first. Then I called her and she suddenly disappears. My God, what if I had sent you?” He shuddered at the prospect.
“It would have been just fine. I am not having an affair, unfortunately,” she said, apparently feeling the need to lighten the conversation.
“Stop that. You know what I mean. This is serious. She was murdered.”
Then he remembered what Noah had said. He sat up straight in utter shock. Murder!
Violence and crime were not uncommon in Hong Kong or in Taipei. When people connive for advantage, as was near the norm, their means were frequently beyond the pale of respectability. And, if they succeeded, those who suffered frequently sought to recoup in kind. Television and print media used such stories as fodder to insure substance for their claims to journalistic awards.
But this story had hit too close to home.
“Where the hell is Noah? I'm getting worried about him, too. Why hasn't he called?” He reached for another spoon to rub.
Just to give him something to do, Kim asked whether he wanted to go looking for him again. That elicited a helpless shrug. So she took another tack.
“Then let's go over to the BMW agency. Maybe they’ve heard something.”
That was implausible. If Noah had contacted the agency, he certainly would have contacted Leedok's office. Of course, Kim didn't care about information at that point. Her obvious objective was to give her boss something to do while he calmed down. It was a disingenuous palaver. They both knew that. But they left the café as if they were going to do something constructive. All they really accomplished was to give men on the street the opportunity to appreciate a smartly dressed, beautiful woman. Her figure attracted their attention. But it was her pretty face and perky, almond shaped eyes that they would have enjoyed if their eyes had gotten up that far.
No one at the agency had heard from Noah and they didn’t expect to until he returned the car. It was his custom when he leased a car from them to leave a substantial deposit and a signed contract. No reason to contact them. Leedok analyzed the situation and decided that money would buy no additional information. Not truthful information anyway. So they prepared to leave. When Kim pushed her chair away from the manager's desk she snagged her pantyhose. The run started behind her knee and after her first step it ran down her calf to her ankle.
“That does it. This is not going to be a good day,” she said almost under her breath. Then, to Leedok, “We'll have to stop at a department store on the way back to the office. I need . . . “
“I know. But I have a better idea. If you wouldn't mind going alone, I need to do something else. I'll be back in . . .”
They knew each other pretty well. It had even begun to appear that through some clairvoyant medium they could read between the lines of what the other was thinking, long before it was said.
So Kim interrupted him.
“You're planning to go to Hong Kong. I want to go too.”
“Absolutely not. It could be dangerous.”
“I know. That's why you can't go alone. I'm going to my place to pick up a couple of things just in case we don't get back tonight. Why don't you come by for me in half an hour.”
“No.” He got angry.
“Leedok!” She got insistent.
They both laughed and walked out arm in arm. He said, “All right, all right, you win. I'll have Don Quang cancel my appointments and make the reservations. Be ready when I get there.”
When they boarded the plane for the half hour flight to Hong Kong she wore soft, full cut pants and a short sleeve silk blouse. Leedok carried his hanging suit bag with some of her things inside. They blended in with teenagers in frayed shorts, retired tourists in jeans, and those whose ages were indeterminate, somewhere in between the two, who wore everything from mismatches to business suits. Leedok remembered the days when travelers were more elegant, when travel was an end rather than a mere means to an end. He sniffed the aromas and odors that covered the same wide spectrum. Kim's floral attar was very alluring for the daytime. He was the only one to notice. The rest picked out her other features to feast upon.
Minutes after take off they could see the coast of mainland China out the starboard windows of the jet. Then they lost it under a cloud cover that had been promised, or guessed at, by the weather forecasters. A light rain was falling steadily by the time the plane banked for its final approach to Tai Pak on Victoria, the main island of Hong Kong. Across the harbor, on the mainland part of the Colony, Kowloon appeared through the mist as a series of rocky cliffs to which a city clung. Before the plane touched down, they could see the mouth of the Pearl River where it poured silt from southern China mountains into the harbor. It also carried shipping from Canton, seventy-five miles upstream.
The jet’s flaps and wheels came down while the aircraft flew over ancient sampans that plied next to modern behemoths of the ocean. Then it landed in Hong Kong, a financial capital of the world that was surrounded by people who lived on junks because there was not enough land for their homes.
“It’s nicer to land at Tai Pak when the sun is shining,” Kim said, looking out from the window seat that was hers by tacit agreement. “The entire panorama of the Colony is a fascinating collage of industry and intrigue and wealth and excitement. But in the rain it seems so drab, so ordinary. It's not the same city at all. Kind of despondent or gloomy. Know what I mean?”
He didn't answer. He could be that way at times, especially when stress or sadness had overtaken him. Paper airplanes seemed to be his only solace when he fell into those moods. Kim had learned to deal with them. It had taken a while. Her first hurdle had been to learn that the mood didn't relate to her personally. It was just his unfortunate way of putting things back together from time to time. Still, it was hard on both of them. So, she always tried to ease him out of his moods by being especially thoughtful, never temperamental.
A tug was all it took for her to pull his seat belt tight just before the wheels screeched against the runway and smoke billowed under the wings. She handled the carry-on while they went through the formalities and arranged for transportation.
Their first stop was at the police inspector's office. He was a gruff, slightly overweight Englishman whose short cropped hair gave the first impression of his abrupt, suspicious attitude. Sharp, gray eyes squinted to see behind Leedok's story about why he had come to Hong Kong. After all, he had said the victim was a friend who was simply running an errand for him when she disappeared. That was not enough to justify the flight. There had to be more. There always was. Certain that Leedok considered himself to be a sleuth who disdained ordinary police procedures, the inspector asked more questions than he answered and asserted his overbearing authority at every opportunity.
“Now, tell me again exactly what it is that you expect to find here,” he said, biting off the end of a cigar and spitting it in the very general direction of a trashcan. He had already perused Kim, classified her, and assigned the most perfidious motive to her presence in Hong Kong with her boss. She had been discounted with a knowing smirk. “And tell me again what it was that you wanted the victim to do for you.”
An inquisition was not exactly what Leedok had in mind when he came to the police for information. Neither was he in the mood to be ingenious with a bully who was more interested in projecting an image than he was in being a public servant. Bureaucracy at any level was an anathema that had to be endured by those who agreed to live in an organized society. But endurance always failed Leedok when the oppressiveness reached a certain order of magnitude, as it so frequently did with policemen and all those who took their jobs in order to subjugate others to their tenuous authority. So he became aggressive.
“Where is your supervisor's office?” Leedok demanded.
“My what?” the astounded inspector said.
“You heard me. I'm here on business. I don't intend to submit to the third degree from a low echelon clerk in the process,” Leedok said and walked toward the door. “Either you tell me where the Maru Yamaguchi was docked and where the lady was last seen, or I'll go to someone who is somewhat more accommodating. Simple as that.”
“Sit down!”
“Fuck you. Where is your supervisor's office?”
Gray eyes turned to official steel. The long nose flared and ample neck muscles bulged around an increasingly apparent double chin. The cigar drooped.
“Who the hell do you think you are?” he spat, clamping the cigar tightly between his teeth again.
“That's not the question. It's who you think you are that has caused the problem. Now, either tell me where his office is or I'll get that information from someone else as well.”
Incredulous at Leedok’s determination, but undaunted, the inspector sputtered, “All I asked was a simple question.”
“There is nothing simple about a question that has been asked three times within the last five minutes. Simplicity becomes an issue only when we consider why you couldn't understand the answer the first time you heard it. Now, either we begin a civil conversation and you answer my questions, or I go elsewhere. Understand?”
“You know,” said the flabbergasted official, “your mouth is going to get you into a bad wreck if you don't learn to keep it under control.”
Leedok opened the door to leave and nodded to Kim.
She kept her seat for a moment and adjusted the carry-on across her knees in a coy but seductive way. This was not the first time she had seen her boss react to uncooperative, overbearing officials. Leedok usually had a sense about the most productive approach to take. Ordinarily a financial gratuity, squeeze, sufficed to correct the problem. Usually he was more diplomatic than this. She listened for a reply to his most recent gambit.
“Hold on,” the inspector said. “Maybe my questions have given you the wrong impression. Come back in and have a seat. Let's take another crack at this.”
“Fine. Crack this one. Where was the Maru Yamaguchi berthed?”
The inspector laid a piece of paper next to a map that he used for perspective. Then he drew a representation of the streets leading to the dock. After that he voluntarily noted the location of the victim's office relative to the dock and marked an X to show where she was last seen by her employer. The X was only a half block from the dock.
“There,” Leedok said, still ruffled. “That wasn't so painful, was it?”
“Of course not. It's our job. We are here to serve,” the investigator said sardonically. “Anything else?”
Leedok gave a curt, negative nod and rose again to leave. Kim, the more composed of the two, was not quite ready and her tack was ever so slightly different from his. She uncrossed her legs and smiled to look harmless.
“Excuse me. May I ask one question that might clear up a matter for us?” she asked demurely.
“Well, sure. I suppose that would be all right,” the disarmed but not defenseless investigator said.
“Was the victim raped?”
Alert antennas bristled, “That’s not the kind of question I expected.” His eyes wandered toward her thighs. “Could you tell me what causes you to ask?”
Before Leedok could jump in to berate the man for asking another question instead of giving an answer, Kim jumped in. “Oh, certainly. We invest rather heavily in Hong Kong and Southeast Asia in general. We are simply concerned by the coincidence between her errand and her murder. I just thought there might be some obvious explanation such as a sexual assault by some kind of maniac.”
The inspector gave considerable attention to the lovely smile and some to the explanation. One or the other seemed to justify an answer.
“The lady was not raped. But the man who got her was more like your maniac, maybe.”
Leedok turned away the door and asked, “What do you mean, 'maybe'?”
Kim crossed her knees again. The inspector imagined he saw a reason to discuss the subject that was never far from the center of his curiosity.
“The torture was quick and effective. Pliers were used. Skin was pinched and torn in sensitive, painful places. The flesh on the undersides of her arms was ripped. Both of her nipples were crushed.” There he let the matter lay, having failed to design a way to carry on a more lengthy discussion about nipples and how sensitive they were. A leer was the best he could do.
The color in Leedok's face paled again. “The bastard wanted information.”
“Maybe. The guy was particularly brutal. Now, would you care to tell me anything else about the errand you sent her on?”
“No.”
Kim smiled, put her arm across the back of the chair, and interceded again as if to complete Leedok's answer, “...unless you can assure us that what we tell you will be held in the strictest confidence.”
Leedok realized that Kim had given him an opportunity to gather more information – rather than to storm out the door. He agreed, “That's what I meant.” He noted the inspector’s nod and continued, “A company in Singapore shipped some of their equipment here on the Maru Yamaguchi. I asked her to find out where they intended to set up shop.”
“So she was to find out who handled the shipment at this end, right? Then you would trace the shipment with that information? You’re snooping around to find out something about the company, right?” The cigar went back between the stained teeth.
“That's about it.”
“What’s the name of the company?”
Leedok squirmed. “Fu Lok.”
Looking at Kim and speaking to her, not to Leedok, the inspector said, “I'll see what I can do for you. In the meantime, if you are going to snoop around on your own for a while, please feel free to leave your bag here, if that would be helpful.” Obviously he wanted to search it.
Following the inspector’s map to the dock in a light rain, Leedok was somewhat more controlled. So he teased, “Seductress.”
“Bully. You weren't getting anywhere.”
“Wrong. I was on the verge of getting his complete cooperation when you got into your act.”
“Leedok! I was just being, well, diplomatic.”
“Yeah, well, I have to admit you were effective. In fact, we may need him more than I thought. I had planned to have some local friends check around. Now I don’t think that would be such a good idea. The fewer people who know we’re involved, the better. Too many may know already.”
The Maru Yamaguchi had already disembarked for its next port of call. Another ship was being maneuvered into its place by two tugboats. The powerful, ungainly vessels pushed and pulled in coordinated unison to the deep whine of diesel engines and churning water until the ship's hawsers were cast ashore and made secure on twenty inch cleats. That was interesting to watch. But there was nothing else to see on the docks. They couldn’t even find the dock master. And they couldn’t ask too many questions because they didn’t want to use the Fu Lok name.
Later that afternoon after the rain stopped they took a taxi back to the inspector's office to get the carry-on. No decision had been made about staying for the night although they both felt the need for a respite. Leedok still looked pathetically bewildered. Accumulating information in support of negotiations for hostile take over was a field at which he was adept. But murder was beyond his ken. Torpor engulfed him before they reached the inspector’s office.
They knocked and found that he had regressed.
“Come in and sit down,” he growled. “I've been waiting for you. Tell me again how you knew Fu Lok had a shipment on the Maru Yamaguchi. Then I want you to explain why there was nothing about it on the ship’s manifest and why there was no record of anything being off loaded for them here in Hong Kong!”
Leedok’s torpor was replaced by angst. Terminal foreboding consumed him with visions of mangled flesh and crushed nipples. His mind began to swim in a dizzy recollection of his talk with the chain smoker at the Singapore dock. A cloud of deceit and manipulation descended to obscure truth and fiction. It had begun to tangle them into a single, complex web. A wraith of monstrous proportions fantasized itself as a black spider, consuming his ability to reason.
“I ... I overheard a couple of guys talking about it. That's all.” Lie now. Extricate yourself before it’s too late. Come clean later if you have to. “I guess I heard wrong or else they had sour information. I don't know which.” Get away. Find an opening and get back to the security of the familiar.
The inspector angrily groped for a handle by which to grip the troubled ingrate. “Even though you have chosen to lie to me, I suspect you think you have good reason. Maybe you do. We straddle the largest port in southern China, second in the entire country only to Shanghi. What is engorged through these waters is tainted with every kind of piracy, conspiracy, and depravity known to man. Canton is the mother city to every sinister commerce that its population has been able to imagine since the city's founding eighteen hundred years ago.
"I wouldn't be surprised to learn that your 'guys' had accurate information, but that it vaporized into the miasma that flows up and down the Pearl River and breaches China's coastlines at a hundred different places every day.
Reaching for his cigar again, he continued, "Smuggling is rampant. Nothing would surprise me. But, if I were you, I would take some good advice. Go home. Forget what you know and what you think you know. Unpleasant things can happen, or do I need to remind you of the pliers.”
Leedok shrank back involuntarily, suddenly visualizing himself as hunted rather than hunter.
“Is that what happened to the Fu Lok shipment?” Kim asked with a sureness she did not feel.
“Who knows? No one will ever know. And I pity the man who learns too much.”
She pursued, “But why? It's perfectly legal to ship things from Singapore to Hong Kong and even to Canton under the right circumstances. What's the purpose of being clandestine?”
“First of all,” the inspector answered with a weary sigh, “they are Chinese. No offense, but that alone is enough to make them clandestine. That's how they think. Beyond that, you have to consider the final destination. That equipment could end up in Hong Kong, Canton or any one of a hundred hidden factories in south China. Once it gets on the Pearl River, it could go any place. The river is one of China's major thoroughfares because they have very few roads and virtually no commercial rail or air traffic. That equipment could end up any place between here and the Mekong.”
“But why?”
“Well, think of it like this. There are almost a billion Chinese. Their inept government owns all of their manufacturing facilities. Do you think that, after acquiring the cumulative expertise of six thousand years experience, everyone of those people is going to sit back and watch the government ruin the country? Some of them are going to figure a way to make money for themselves no matter what. They always have. That's their way.
"Look. Smuggling and illegal manufacturing is a way of life. A dangerous one.”
Warming to the subject he continued, speaking exclusively to Kim, “We confiscate enough contraband manufacturing equipment right here in this harbor to set up factories all over Asia. Chinese officials grab even more. It disappears. They hide it or use it somewhere. That's their way. Who knows what Fu Lok is up to. Who knows where their shipment ended up.”
Leedok had had enough for one day. Besides, the Brit had taken out another cigar. Smoking cigarettes was despicable enough. Cigars were on a par with stinkbugs gnawing at dried dung. Rather than expressing that opinion to the larger, well armed man, he said, “Well, that's about it for us today. Would you call if you learn anything? It's in your hands. I certainly wish you good luck,” he closed, believing he would never hear from the inspector again.
“Where to?” the cab driver asked after he courteously opened and closed the doors, a nicety forgotten in much of the world by those whose tips are demanded, not merely expected, whether deserved or not.
Leedok shrugged with open hands to Kim, “You call it. Airport or hotel. Either way is fine with me.”
“From the looks of you, I don't think you could make it back home.” Then to the driver she said, “Any quiet hotel that's not on the waterfront.”
The decision to stay in Hong Kong for the night didn't surprise Leedok, but her ambivalence about the hotel did. She had so many favorites in Hong Kong. She knew those lairs of hedonism so well that she would accept only certain rooms in each one, the ones with the best view and the most luxurious accommodations. He didn't question her. But he raised an eyebrow.
“I did it for you,” she volunteered. “Everyone knows us at the usual hotels. I thought it would be best not to be seen on this particular trip. Okay?”
He let her take his hand, feeling her concern and a need of his own that he could not or would not define. Falling in love with Kim was not the way to relieve his anxieties.
“You did the right thing on both counts. I'm not really interested in going home and I certainly don't want anyone to know we’ve been snooping around here. The problem is that I can't tell you why I feel that way. Her murder probably isn’t related to us. The only person who knew I had an interest in the Maru Yamaguchi was the agent in Singapore. And Don, of course. No outsider knew I had asked her to check on the Fu Lok shipment. So the two incidents have got to be completely unrelated.
“The only thing is that I can't seem to avoid feeling responsible in some way. And,” Leedok added with another shudder, “I can't imagine being this close to a murder case. I guess it's just not my style.”
“Well,” she consoled, “who needs it anyway. This is a once in a lifetime event. Forget it.”
But Kim couldn’t forget it. It was a threat to Leedok. In the recesses of her mind she tried to explain to herself why she had always felt responsible for her highflying, free wheeling promoter. She questioned why she wanted to feel responsible for him. He was older than she and he had had the effrontery to get involved with another woman and marry her. That had hurt. She didn't feel she had been given a fair chance.
But that was a retrospective that had been warped by time. A few years ago she had no interest in marriage to him or to any one. She had told herself that marriage wasn't within her remarkably precise goals. But that was after Leedok had already become engaged. It had only been within the past two or three years that she felt the vague urging of some other, more mature instinct. She hadn't taken the time to define it. A college degree in business and a responsible position with a respected promoter had, as it so often does for a woman, made some horizons seem too close and others too distant to be clearly recognized.
Quickly, she wiped that slate clean and addressed her current need. It was to care for an injured player on her team. The driver had followed her instructions to stop at a unique little store she knew of and then to take them on to the hotel that he had recommended. She led the way to the check in counter when they got there.
It certainly was not the Mandarin Palace Hotel as it turned out. In fact it was not a palace at all. But it was perfect. Quiet, intimate, it was well away from the habitat of the rich and famous and most tourists. Its lobby was a gallery of Oriental art in the form of hanging scrolls, both horizontal and vertical, offering the likeness of rich, green valleys, Buddhist temples, arched wooden bridges and men fishing in misty lakes. An asymmetrical fountain in the center of the lobby was of a modest proportion. The ubiquitous coins that had been tossed in were from the most far flung realms, insuring good fortune for travelers and spending money for the housekeeping staff.
None of the guests who strolled through the lobby were the avatars of itinerant deities. They were simple folks. Only the normal and modest tossed their frugally dispatched coins into its fountain. One such person actually smiled in a friendly way and said hello without expecting to be recognized and venerated.
The guests didn’t demand recognition, as most visitors were wont to do in the modern, thousand room castles that lined the shore just a few blocks away. None played out the role of satrap or plutocrat, visiting to refresh the imagination of those who were lucky enough to be in audience when they passed by in Gucci clad revue. No, those who had become rich and powerful by corporate enterprise or inheritance chose the more suitable castles along the glittery shore to be their overnight pedestals.
Kim and Leedok found his room to be simply and comfortably appointed. The only indulgence to Occidentals were the California king size bed and the round shower that enclosed ten miniature fountainheads from which water splashed to gently wash away soap bubbles and stress.
For those whose lifestyle had been corrupted by the artificial luxury of fine hotels, there was a flexible tube with a manual spigot from which a fire hose stream of water would instantly rinse away suds along with all but the most determined feeling of well being. And, of course, the French had left their inevitable imprint on the Oriental and the British alike. There was a bidet. And there was plenty of highly perfumed soap wrapped in dainty paper.
Leedok soughed the sound of the contented when he found the shower and turned it on for effect if not for immediate use. Each fountainhead poured an arcing stream of water that met the others in the center of the enclosure where he wished himself to be.
“You first,” Kim offered. She handed him the package she had purchased at the store where the driver had stopped. He opened it and withdrew a manly scented bar of Aramis soap on a rope.
He hugged her and kissed her on the cheek with an appreciation and more. “You are so thoughtful.” The rest was a mumble of sincere, perhaps long suppressed feelings.
Then she said, “Just sing out if you want me to wash your back.”
“You know,” he replied, “that could represent a new dimension to the sport of traveling together.”
“Not necessarily,” she said, smiling happily, impishly. Leedok suspected that she was not as concerned with the direction of the relationship as she was devoted to him. His well being had been paramount to her for a long time. And he had never been so disturbed. Besides, she probably thought she could handle the shower situation although it was a risk that she might never have taken had it not been for the divorce. Neither would he.
On that evening the risk seemed reasonable.
* * * * *
A soft, menacing voice hissed from in part of the city. Speaking on the telephone again he sounded as if he were fanatically driven. One could almost hear him mop his shaved head when he whispered, “I told you that problems can never grow to haunt you if they are not allowed to exist. Spiders have six legs. Cutting off only one or two of them is dangerous because one can never be certain that the spider will not crawl to a safe hiding place. Later it could attack. It is never unwise to terminate the existence of a spider.”
“I understand,” was the reply. "But what about him?
The phone was merely cradled. It was nearly midnight.
* * * * *
Rain fell the following morning and the wind whipped it into sheets that rendered umbrellas useless. It caused Kim and Leedok to have a light breakfast at the hotel. No need to get drenched just to enjoy dim sum at an exotic Hong Kong restaurant. Neither of them felt deprived of the pleasure. Their thoughts were elsewhere until the last of the tea was poured and the dishes were cleared away.
The doorman held a sturdy golf umbrella for a departing guest to no avail. Even though the entry area was covered, wind driven rain soaked the guests' pants and filled their shoes in the short distance between the door and the taxi.
Elsewhere an Allen wrench was being fitted into the screw that held a automobile door handle in place.
On their way to the check out desk Kim regarded the rainstorm as a threat to air travelers who had not been living exemplary lives. “I hate to fly in this kind of weather. Let's stay another day.” They both laughed, knowing that there were meetings to attend in Taipei and, for Leedok, a backgammon tournament that night. So they resigned themselves to a bumpy, white knuckled flight back to Taiwan.
A head nodded from behind a newspaper. Another took note.
“Luckily the flight is only half hour.”
“Let's hope it lasts the entire half hour. Anything shorter is going to ruin my hairdo.”
“You're implying, I presume, that they no longer furnish blow dryers on life rafts,” Leedok said in reply to her gallows humor.
A furtive motion was made to a man who was standing in the downpour. A taxi pulled away from the curb a half block away and cut into the line of cabs that waited in front of the hotel. The man with the newspaper left the lobby.
Comic choreography would have best described their antics at the check out desk, their rush across the lobby and, as the doorman the umbrella for them, their dash into the taxi that had just stopped for them. Wet and laughing, they brushed away as much water as they could and told the driver, who was separated from them by a clear plastic screen, to take them to the airport.
Three or four minutes in traffic had passed before Leedok noticed that they were taking an unusual route. The next turn took them toward the old section of the warehouse district.
“Hey, where are you going? I said we wanted to go to the airport.” Disturbed, Leedok’s eyebrows arched.
“The rain has made it necessary to take a detour,” The surly driver replied without concern.
“Not this way! You have to go back toward the hotels. There is nothing down here.” Anxiety replaced mere disturbance. They were headed for a rough part of town.
“Just relax. I’m avoiding the traffic.”
A strange, muffled, thumping noise seemed to come from behind the seat. Leedok’s anxiety yielded to alarm. Kim's eyes reflected a sudden concern. Something was wrong. They weren’t headed for the airport. They were being taken in the opposite direction. The driver was lying to them.
Leedok was unaccustomed to danger. But he was decisive. That was his nature. The taxi stopped to allow a truck to back out of a warehouse into the street. Disregarding the rain he grabbed Kim's arm and pulled her to his side of the back seat.
“Leave the carry-on,” he whispered. “Let's get out of here.”
But when he reached for the door handle he saw that it had been removed. So was the one on her side. They were trapped in the taxi.
“All right. What the hell’s going on here?” He demanded.
“I told you to relax. Slip your wallet through the money slot.”
“Look, you're going to a lot of trouble to rob us. I only have a couple of hundred dollars. It's yours. Here.” Leedok reacted reasonably, he thought. He slid it through the money tray that was fitted into the plastic window. But the driver paid no attention to the money.
“Your wallet, I said!”
The truck pulled out of the way and the taxi moved on.
“I have a gun,” Leedok lied. “Stop here or I'll splatter your nose all over the windshield.”
The driver snickered at the lie, not even bothering to look back. He said nothing more until he turned into the driveway of an old warehouse and honked once. Someone inside pulled the door open. Then they drove into the building. The door was closed and the building darkened. The engine stopped and the only sound to disturb the silence was the thumping. Someone was locked in the trunk.
A man who wore wet shoes and a plastic raincoat approached the driver who merely shook his head negatively. He walked past the driver to the door on Kim's side and removed a long knife from his sleeve. Its razor sharp edge reflected what little light there was. He used it to tap on the window. Venality smeared itself across the man's thick lips in a nasty grin.
“He is suggesting,” the driver growled, “that you give me your wallet or he will reduce Kim's lovely figure by two tits.”
An algid vision of a slashed throat and a body floating in the harbor caused sweat to prickle Leedok's shoulders. What had he gotten them into? What was going to happen to them – to Kim. He slid the wallet through the slit. The driver got out and gave it to the other man. He took it and left without a word.
Fifteen minutes passed. The air became stuffy and humid in the closed taxi. The noise from the trunk had stopped. No thumping could be heard other than their own pounding hearts. After half an hour a layer of condensation covered the windows. Perspiration caused his shirt to stick to his chest. Kim's hands were wet and shaking. Nothing could erase the vision of crushed nipples and a lifeless, bloodless body being carried by the currents, ghastly and pale.
Consolation sounded hollow. So they held each other for an hour until the outer door opened again and closed after another car drove in. The aspiring sadist tapped his knife on the window again and opened the back door. He motioned with his index finger for Kim to come to him. She trembled uncontrollably.
“You hurt her and I'll kill you,” Leedok threatened.
“I know. Now just slide over here or else I will be the one who does the killing,” he said, moving the knife in a deadly arc.
“No,” she replied, trying to emulate Leedok's courage.
“Please. Being difficult will cause you, not me, to suffer,” he said, showing them the full length of the knife. His voice dripped with menace. “Besides, we’re only going to have a little party. You need not fear -- unless you fail to humor me.”
At the word party Kim froze and crossed her legs involuntarily. After a moment the driver reappeared with a bottle of scotch and two plastic glasses. No ice. He filled each of them to the brim and offered them to his captives.
“It would be impolite in the extreme to decline my offer,” he said with an evil leer. “In fact, my friend with the knife would be too offended to restrain.” The leer dissolved into a hateful smirk. “Such a lack of manners would be unfortunate. Most assuredly your refusal to drink would result in a few new lines in your face!”
As if to start the party the driver took the half empty bottle to his lips and guzzled. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he offered the glasses again.
They took the glasses but Kim held hers away and said, “I can't. Whiskey makes me sick. I'll throw up.”
“I sympathize in total agreement. The Occidental’s taste in alcohol is as barbaric as they are. But I must insist.”
Knowing only that they had to change the equation in some way, Kim drank. She coughed out the first swallow, partially through her nose, and her eyes watered. Two more swallows and she was able to allow her already shuddering stomach to convulse and regurgitate. She vomited on the floor. Foul smelling liquid splashed on the man with the knife.
“Filthy slut,” he snarled as he slashed at her with the blade. But the driver deflected his arm and yelled, “No! Has venereal disease eaten your brains?”
She huddled against Leedok, pinning him against the other door. He could not defend her when the man reached for her blouse and dragged her to other side of the seat and put the blade against her throat. “Now drink,” he said to Leedok, “or I'll mince this nasty piece of dog meat.”
He hurried the glass to his mouth and swallowed some cheap whiskey. Then the driver poured some onto Leedok’s shirt. With no further explanation the taxi door was slammed and the entrance door was pulled open. The taxi exited first, followed by the other car, a new Japanese sedan with a rental identification number glued to the windshield.
After the taxi had left the warehouse and gotten into traffic the driver looked into the rear view mirror to see his passengers. He raised his hand. It held an automatic pistol.
“The knife,” he said, “is so much more exquisite. But now we must be more practical and less artistic. If either of you tries to attract attention, I will blow a hole in Kim that will be big enough to swallow your puny stalk, if you have one.”
“How do you know our names? And what the hell is this about?” Leedok was shaking, his voice unsure.
The answer was volcanic. “You have made your names well known by trying to interfere. Your American education has diluted your good sense. You have become a barbarian and a traitor to your own people.”
They drove several minutes and then stopped on a desolated street. The cab was abandoned and Kim was forced into the back seat of the rental car. One of the other men sat next to her. Leedok got into the front passenger's seat. A pistol was used to tap his shoulder. When he looked into the back seat he saw that the pistol had been punched into her stomach. He nodded his understanding. They were prisoners. While the technique evaded him, he was certain they were going to be killed.
A few minutes later they took the ferry to Kowloon and drove up the cliff into the fashionable suburbs that decorated the ridges hundreds of feet above the city. Tires squealing on wet, winding roads.
Lying on the floor in front of him was a rental contract for the car. It was made out in Leedok's name. His wallet, cash intact, lay next to it. But the narrow, winding road consumed his attention and the driver's as well. It followed the contour line of the cliff, mere feet from the edge. There were houses. Expensive ones. But there were no guardrails. Lights from the city seemed to be hundreds of feet below.
The driver stopped at the top of a steep incline. Another car, pointed in the opposite direction, seemed to be waiting. Leedok’s stomach wrenched. Kim’s legs quivered uncontrollably.
Leedok was ordered to get out. The man with the knife stayed in the driver's seat.
The man with the pistol got out and growled, “Now, my nosy, treacherous friend, get into the back seat and lay on the floor.”
Leedok crawled in. But the space between the front and back seats was too narrow. Confused and unable to guess at the plan, he said, “I can't get on the floor. There's not enough room.”
“Find a way!” The pistol was forced into Kim's neck.
He squeezed between the seats. There was virtually no room to move his arms or his legs. Kim was ordered to lie on top of him.
“I'm sure you will not find that to be an unfamiliar position,” the leering man with the knife said. He reached over the seat to pat the back of her thigh and force his hand between her legs. The other man slammed the door and barked an order.
The knife was put away and the rest of the whiskey was poured over Kim and Leedok. It was cold against their skin and it ran down their bodies, its odor permeating their clothes. Then the car lurched ahead, gathering speed down hill. It was heading toward the first curve at the edge of the cliff. Instead of turning the steering wheel, the driver put the transmission into neutral and jumped, leaving the door swinging drunkenly as the car gathered speed and careened toward the brink of a four hundred foot precipice.
Kim screamed, “He jumped! We’re going over!”
Leedok was wedged between the seats with Kim squirming awkwardly on top of him. He shoved his body into her and slammed her into the roof. The car hit the sidewalk at high speed only a few feet from the edge. He threw one arm over the front seat and spun the steering wheel hard to the right. The car swerved sharply away from the cliff and went up on two wheels and rolled onto its side and then rolled again. With muscles flexed and teeth clenched, Kim and Leedok were thrown around in the tumbling car, waiting for it to go over the edge. On its second complete roll it hit a house that cantilevered over the cliff. Cement shards exploded when the driverless car careened into a bedroom wall, rolled over again, and came to rest upside down on a sundeck -- inches from the drop off.
Kim bled from her scalp. Leedok was in pain, bruised and cut in places too numerous to count. She buried her head on his chest. He had never heard her cry before.
A wealthy Italian rushed out of his damaged mansion and raged, “You drunken sot. I'm calling the police.”
CHAPTER 7
The moon slipped behind the clouds to dim the silhouette of trees and buildings. Lunar shadows that had been cast by its reflective glow faded into the pines until the monsoon wind nudged the clouds again to provide a glimpse of the woman who tiptoed into Noah Jancy's room.
She stood in the doorway for a moment, listening. The pattern of his breathing was shallow to the point that every irregularity produced a discordant rhythm.
She crept across the room to his bed and sat on the side, pulling her feet up under her. The bed sagged comfortably.
“I knew you were not going to sleep well tonight,” she whispered.
Rolling up on one elbow he replied, “Yeah, well, I never could sleep on a trampoline.”
“Your bed did not move at all because I am as light as a flower. It is your anxiety that turns somersaults in your imagination and rocks your bed. That is why I came. Now, roll over.”
As if resigned to his fate, he rolled off his elbow and buried his face in his pillow with a deep, feigned sigh. But he looked forward to having Soo's palms press into the small of his back where her fingertips would begin to work their magic march toward his shoulders.
“I won't have a bed at all when your father catches you sneaking in here.”
“I know. That is why I told him I was coming to you tonight.”
“You what!”
“Why, Noah, I told him, of course.”
Not since his teenage years when he had been caught in the balcony of a movie with his hand down his girl friend's blouse had he been so embarrassed. He sat straight up in bed. “My God! What did he say?”
“Oh, he didn't say anything. It was my mother who was upset. She was worried that I might wake them when I left the house. My room is right next to theirs, you know.”
“Of course I didn't know,” he sputtered, pulling the blue percale sheet to his shoulders. “Now you get out of here. He’ll be here any minute with a shotgun!”
She pushed him back into the pillow and threw the sheet aside with glee and impudicity.
“No wonder your muscles are so tight. You terrorize yourself not only with the problems you came here to escape, but with those you imagine as well. My father likes you. He says you are a good, but troubled, man. He knows I can help while you are here.”
He let his intellectual faculties toy with that for a moment. Why would Lim allow his daughter to visit a man in the middle of the night? What father would care about concepts of good but troubled man when he had a nineteen year old daughter at risk? And with a man nearly twice her age at that.
“Doesn't he worry about you?”
“Shh. Stop talking. And stop trying to figure things out that are too complex for you. I came to help you sleep, not to make you think.”
“Too complex for me,” he snapped. He was back on his elbow again.
“Yes!” She had opinions on such matters. “Orientals have not been burdened by sexual delusions like those that plague you westerners. We think of sex as a kindness that had been given to men and women for their pleasure. Virginity should never have become the moral equivalent of fidelity. Fidelity must be appreciated as a commitment between two people who love each other, not as a standard of behavior. Fidelity is a quality more valuable than virginity by several orders of magnitude.”
Warming to the subjects she studied in freshman psychology, she charged on. “Occidental man tampered with the entire system of sexual values. He had a curious need to protect his property from being shared by too many questionable heirs. Simple as that!”
Noah, who had been a young man in the sixties and a combat pilot in Vietnam at the age of twenty-seven, should have been more understanding. But he was absolutely indignant.
“I don't know who your ethics and philosophy teachers were, but they should have gone to Sunday school before they presumed to teach others!”
She laughed and squeezed his temples between her fingers, burying her hands in his thick hair.
“Yes, Noah. I'm sure you are right,” she said, while letting her eyes roll.
“Don't you be condescending to me. You've got it all wrong and you know it.” Then he started to pontificate, speaking into his pillow. “A system without values is doomed to anarchy and decay. Tomorrow I am going to get you a book about the decline and fall of the Roman Empire. That's what you need.”
“You are absolutely right,” she giggled, “except that you have no place to get a book like that. And, believe me, I am never going to take you back to the village again. When you got off the telephone after our last trip down there, you were so worried and upset that I was afraid for you. That's why we don't have phones up here. They sully the spirit of peace. You should avoid them for exactly ten years. That will make you a happier, healthier man.”
“Um,” he said with real resignation. She was right about the phone calls he had made a couple of days earlier. So he decided to try to release the tension in his shoulders and let the shaman who was sitting on his back do her work. After all, the committee that had been set up by the Dallas County Bar Association to sort out and distribute his firm's open caseload had been doing a remarkable job. Other firms had absorbed almost all of his clients in a strategic, monumental effort to insure that their rights were protected – and to greedily collect fees, of course. The younger lawyers of his own firm who had not been in the office when the blast occurred had worked faithfully to sort out court records and determine the status of negotiations on contracts and to explain why Noah refused to return to Dallas.
But he wasn’t healthier or happier. He was in turmoil. No doubt his most mysterious client would have been better served by simply accepting the failure of the AsiaTech deal when Fu Lok backed out. Or he could have hired other counsel to try to revive the deal. But he had been adamant on the phone. Noah was the only person he would trust with the matter. He had demanded that negotiations with Fu Lok be revived with another offer. That demand, as improbable and importune as it was, had been made with an urgency that made it impossible to refuse even though Noah considered himself to be too unstable to revive negotiations. The emotional trauma he suffered had rendered him unfit to think straight, much less to practice law. At that point he felt unqualified to participate in decision making for anyone other than himself and even that was subject to question.
And there had been something else. His client was supposed to be one of a group of investors that was interested in putting AsiaTech together. But he had been unwilling to disclose the names of the other members of the group. Why?
Kim seemed to sense that he was regressing into memories. She took action. “Noah, would you like to take a walk with me? The muscles in your back have tightened so that I can hardly work on them. You will never sleep this way.”
She was right again. Sleep had become impossible. So much was gone. So many losses. So much demanded. Reluctantly, he put on a pair of pants and went with her, barefooted. It had started to rain. When he turned to look for an umbrella, she took his hand.
“Come on. We can just walk in the rain if you want to. It's so refreshing.”
“When the wind blows from the north,” she said as they walked, “you can see the weather coming. But in the summer it comes over the mountain and you never know what to expect. Once in a while the bottom just falls out with no warning.”
With a great deal more bitterness than he intended, he replied, “Yeah, life's like that too.”
“Stop that,” she chided sharply. During the first few days of his visit he had seemed to let the environment nurture him and dissolve whatever pain he was carrying. However, during the last couple of days he had regressed into a reclusive darkness, despondent at one moment, almost aggressive the next. An inner agony had begun to pour through his eyes in a hot magma of livid rage.
Surprised by her sudden terseness, he stopped to look at her. Rainwater fell from her hair in rivulets and her wet tee shirt clung to her shoulders making her look even smaller than she was. He slipped his arm around her and walked on.
“Sorry.”
They walked near the dense forest and up the road where irregular puddles had accumulated and overflowed. The raindrops that showered his shoulders cooled him and directed his thoughts to the natural goodness of life rather than its hurricanes and earthquakes. The exposure to the weather tended to expand his internal dialogue to include fundamentals rather than imperatives. He smiled knowing that Soo had a powerful faculty to accomplish what he might not have been able to do alone. He considered that acknowledgment to be evidence that he was not going crazy.
After a long while she shuddered ever so slightly. They retraced the path to his cabin. She climbed the steps first, pulling his hand. Then, on the top step, she turned to see him smile.
“Now that's better. Come in and let's try again.”
But he let his arm slide around her waist and pulled her to him and held her for a moment. She responded by burying her wet face beneath his dripping ear and kissed him on the neck.
“Come on,” she said, pulling him indoors where she took a towel to his hair.
When he awoke the next morning she was gone. Her wet tee shirt hung on a doorknob next to his soaked trousers. His new cotton shirt was missing.
Dressed in a new pair of jeans he brushed his teeth and shaved before going to breakfast. Not until he had left the cabin did he look at his watch. What he saw caused him to whistle. He had slept until ten thirty.
“Look, Mother,” Soo said as she pranced on the sundeck. “Here comes the sleeping bear.”
“A bear no doubt.” Lim said. “Who is strong enough to keep a good disposition when he is constantly pestered by a buzzing mosquito?” Then, “Good morning, Noah. Won’t you come indoors for pastries? The chairs on the deck are not dry enough to use just yet. They won’t be ready until noon.”
The vibrancy of Lim’s perfect enthusiasm was suddenly shattered by another sound.
A rain splattered 240Z skidded off the road and into the parking lot where it nosed up to the steps, knocking over one of the stones that marked the walkway. Inexplicably, Leedok's driver was at the wheel. Before the car had stopped, the passenger side door of the sports car flew open and Kim jumped out. She was in tears if not hysteria.
“Noah! I’ve searched so hard. Oh, thank God I found you.”
One of her eyes was black and there were bandages on her arms. Some hair had been trimmed and another bandage covered a laceration on her scalp above her ear. She threw her arms around him and sobbed on his chest.
Soo looked bewildered as if she couldn't understand the woman's first frantic efforts to talk. Her words were an admixture of pitiful sobs and desperate cries. So she stepped back, looking hurt. Jealousy seemed to sweep over her when the beautiful, full breasted woman threw her arms around Noah with such impudicity.
Before either Soo or her shocked parents recovered, Noah placed his hand around Kim and held her for a moment, telling her that everything would be all right.
“Now,” he reassured, “sit down and tell me what's wrong. Has there been an accident?”
“Noah,” she cried, “Leedok is in the hospital. He wouldn't stay in Hong Kong. Someone is trying to kill us. They have already killed one of his friends. I know it’s all about Fu Lok. Leedok has a concussion and his arm is broken. The car turned over and over . . .”
He didn’t try to interrupt the disordered explosion of data. He let her go on while he led her to a wet chair at a weathered table where they sat down.
Self consciously, Soo and her father went inside. But her mother hurriedly prepared a pot of tea and carried it out with a pair of cups. By the time she arrived the driver was sitting with them, helping to fill in the parts of the story he knew about. That wasn't much.
It finally devolved on Kim to regain control and retell the story from the beginning while Noah's eyes began to burn with the intensity of black coals. Anger welled and an intense determination scorched every iota of tranquility from his face. Fu Lok! Someone had tried to kill his friend! Someone was going to pay. And pay big time.
After Kim had calmed sufficiently, he helped her to her feet and accompanied her indoors where he tried to explain the problem to Lim. But, as with most problems that affected him personally, he could say almost nothing. He couldn’t let his emotions surface in the form of language. So he said, “I have to go. Something has happened. If you will prepare my bill, I'll take care of it now.” Dropping his hands into his pockets, he looked down and became more distant. Then he drew himself back to the present and said to Lim, “I don't want to go.”
“Yes,” Lim said, trying to look into his eyes, “you need this place. We will be waiting for you to come back.”
While his charges were being added, Kim tried to apologize for the abrupt interruption. When she found that she could not, she said, “You are Soo.”
Astonishment flashed on Soo's face at having been recognized by a beautiful woman whom she had never seen before.
“Believe it or not, it is because of you that I found Noah.”
Noah had wondered how she had found the retreat, but had not bothered to ask. A lurking suspicion had pointed a finger at the valley painter, Lu'tai.
“Because of me?”
“It is such a long story,” she said while Lim's manual adding machine clicked and printed. “Fortunately, there are no secrets in Taiwan. You took Noah to a village to make a call or something. While you were there you spoke with a man who sold homemade cotton shirts on the street. He is an admirer of yours and he complained about Noah to a woman who runs the vegetable stand. Well, it really is a long story. But the company that supplies her with plastic bags is owned by the cousin of my maid's sister. Anyway, the story was waiting for me when we got back to Taiwan this morning. That's how I found him.”
The story was taken in stride without much comment because it was not unusual. The social circuitry on the island, like that throughout the Orient, was often more effective and reliable than the most modern telecommunication system. Hairdressers, maids, florist, shopkeepers, and the entire spectrum of those who gossiped and did business with each other was a network that buzzed constantly with the latest, often embellished, social and commercial news. To be found without a fresh story was to be a curiosity. There were few of those on Taiwan.
The driver revved the BMW engine while Noah paid his bill. Noah would ride back with Kim in the 240Z. He asked whether he could leave his things in the cabin.
Trying to drive the rage from his voice, he told them he would come back someday. He held Soo's hand her mother's at the same time. Like the abused tradition of shaking hands once had been, holding hands was one of the purest expressions of feelings between people who cared for each other.
“You have been nice,” he said to Lim.
“So have you,” Soo replied.
CHAPTER 8
Darkness had fallen over the harbor at Hong Kong, blackening it. A few junks plied the murky waters under full sails in a soft breeze. Others motored through the night under the propulsion of marine diesel engines that created a throbbing heartbeat in the harbor. Farther offshore freighters were held at anchor in the darkness until they could be piloted to the docks in the safety of daylight.
Sampans sculled close to shore. A few carried light cargo. Others merely transported shoppers home from market. Nondescript woven mats partially covered their midsections where some rested or hid while others manned the single, stern oar that silently propelled the boats through oily waters.
A green sampan rode up the crest of a wave that was generated by a passing junk that had just come in from sea. The junk rode under four stout masts that hoisted square sails and uncomplicated rigging over its black hull. A red dragon was painted on its side. It had fulvous eyes and a yellow tongue that curled from its gaping mouth as a warning to the evil spirit of the deep.
The skipper, barefooted and clad in short pants stood imperiously on the junk's high stern where he watched the sampan slide down the following side of the swell. Except for the bright lights of the occasional ferry, nothing more than dim running lights glided over the water to mark the passage of oncoming boats. Darkness gathered and the gibbous moon vanished behind evening clouds. A quiet settled over the harbor.
An oarsman who sculled the green sampan abruptly changed his cadence to scurry along faster when he heard the powerful engines of a yacht rev up in preparation to back out of its slip. A filthy undershirt and ragged pants were the only clothes worn by the decrepit old sculler who watched over the stern to see the yacht move backward and sculpt a new silhouette in the lowery harbor. Even in the darkness he could make out its round stern and raked bow and its magnificent eighty-five foot length. He was no longer envious of such vessels. Age and despair had dulled his hope of ever being more than he had become, even while others attained riches and power.
At the helm of the yacht stood a man dressed in a navy blazer that sported gold buttons and a captain's insignia on its chest. From his air conditioned bridge he communicated electronically with the crewman whose duty it was to keep watch on the churning waters behind the vessel and warn small boats that he was backing out into the harbor
The deckhand's white pants and clean, cotton tee shirt were, in his opinion, sufficient to ward off lesser men and their boats. The red bandanna about his neck fluttered in the breeze the way he liked when he cocked his head to one side in narcissistic appreciation of himself. He hardly noticed the old sculler or anyone else. With a flick of a switch the deckhand activated a piercing, hand held Que light to insure that no soggy railroad ties or abandoned logs had floated into their path while they moved in reverse.
Not until the Captain had turned the yacht and actuated the lever to place the transmission in forward did the crewman assume his next post. He walked the yacht’s eighty-five foot length in and swaggered along the port side, his white deck shoes squeaking on non skid runners. He did not dare to look through the smoke gray windows of the owner's salon. That would have been inappropriate. Instead he went directly to the bow and began unlacing a blue canvas cover which protected the telescoping boom of a custom built, electrically operated crane that lay in its cradle.
Even at seven knots the yacht created a wake that tossed the simple sampans and rolled the four masted junk. The Captain switched the marine radar from standby to three hundred sixty degree scan. Satisfied with his position and the relative location of other craft in the area, he switched to a shorter range that scanned the forward one hundred eighty degree sector from which hazards might intrude. In those well charted waters he would not need the sonar. But he liked its pinging, audible return. So he activated it anyway. The bridge glowed with red night vision lights and the eerie green tint of the radar screen.
Rather than blast the deep timbre foghorn at an elongated object that appeared on the screen from the north, he flashed the ship's powerful searchlight to warn the smaller boat of its encroachment into the path of the luxurious yacht. In response it veered away into the denseness of the night.
Ultimately, the Captain changed course to two hundred seventy degrees magnetic and, when the compass steadied, he increased his speed, left the harbor, and entered the wide mouth of the Pearl River.
He was attentive to his instruments and to the radar screen. Each time he saw a blip he responded by raising binoculars to his eyes, searching for red and green running lights. Other boats’ direction and speed could be determined only by studying a radar screen for several seconds or by observing the course of the running lights. Running lights helped him determine whether he was overtaking another boat or meeting one head on. A new piece of equipment would soon be installed on the radar system that would instantly determine another boat's speed and course. That device would be as advanced as any carried on China's most advanced military gunboats.
After traveling several miles up river in the direction of Canton, China, at a speed of twelve knots the Captain pulled the throttles back. The pitch of the engines' whine diminished to a hum.
Wing Fu was seated in his salon. His black silk shirt stood open at the collar to display a heavy gold chain that draped across his thick, hairless chest. Sharply creased gray linen pants lent a fine background for the massive diamond ring that graced the third finger of the clenched fist that rested in his lap. With the other hand he contentedly stroked his Fu Manchu mustache from the corners of his wide mouth to the lower part of his dimpled chin. Interior cabin light reflected off his shaved scalp and twinkled evilly in his slanting eyes. He adjusted his powerfully built two hundred twenty pounds in the overstuffed chair so that it swiveled conveniently toward a glass of white wine that sat on an adjacent lacquered table. A paperclip fell from a sheath onto a rich carpet that was color coordinated with the décor. A painting of tall ships at sea was mounted to the wall. Above the door that led into the forward companionway was an array of instruments that repeated critical readings from the captain’s bridge and the chart room.
He noted with approval that the digital compass readout indicated two hundred seventy-six degrees and the speed of the yacht had slowed from twelve to seven knots. Wind direction, barometric pressure, temperature, water depth, and the frequencies being monitored on the UHF and VHF radios were digitally displayed for his perusal.
Along the northern bank of the river in the protective blackness of shadows, a camouflaged gunboat drifted with its exterior lights extinguished, making only enough headway to maintain steerage. Its gray-green, non-reflective paint blended furtively into the surroundings. It was hidden from all except the yacht's radar that identified it with a sharply returned blip. The yacht passed by without an acknowledgment. Instantly the gunboat surged to life. Ahead of churning water it turned into the stream and accelerated to twenty knots. On its bow flew the five starred union jack of the People's Republic of China. Its canons pointed straight ahead. The exterior machine gun turrets were not manned. However, its radar antenna whirled around its high mast, searching the dark surface of the river and the sky above.
The gunboat pulled abeam of the yacht, reduced its speed and closed the distance between the two vessels. Three military officers stepped out of the companionway and moved to the port bow of the gunboat. They wore Mao suits with floppy collars buttoned under their chins. Discussing a matter of some importance, their heads were bowed in conversation. Little heed was given to the yacht that was then only a few feet to port and traveling at exactly the same rate of speed.
The white uniformed crewman on the yacht's bow placed his hands on a set of levers and actuated the crane. The boom rose from the deck at an acute angle and then turned in the direction of the gunboat. When it pointed exactly toward the three officers, the crane began whining and an electric motor extended its telescoping boom over the side of the other ship. At a hand signal from one of the three men, he depressed another lever and the crane's cable descended to their feet. One of the men stepped onto the platform that was suspended from the cable and was carried back to the yacht. He found his own way to the owner’s salon as if he had been there many times before.
“Wing Fu, my friend, good evening.”
“Come in, Chengde. I hope your transfer was gentle and flawless.”
“It was not.” He brushed wrinkles from his uniform. “That scurrilous seaman of yours always bounces the platform when he stops it. Certainly the British have paid him to make me fall.”
Only Wing Fu laughed, “If either the British or the Americans knew about us, only bombs would fall.”
“Then we should hurry to enjoy as much life as we can while we have it. Life is akin to the dove. Bombs make it fly away.”
“Exactly, Honorable Chengde,” Wing Fu said while casually caressing his shaved head. He enjoyed metaphors, analogies, and illusion and often used them himself. Frequently he made his points that way and dared others not to understand even the most obscure of his references. Continuing in a voice that was surprisingly soft for a man of his size, he said, “So I must not delay offering you a glass of maotai,” he indicated with a nod of his massive hand and made his way to the decanters on the teakwood bar, “lest we be destroyed before we toast.”
Chengde stood at ease and accepted his glass with a particularly humble bow. Then Wing Fu raised his glass and said, “To the power that is aborning.”
“And to the People,” was added offhandedly.
“Yes, of course.”
The strong sorghum based liquor burned its course and brought stinging wetness to their eyes.
Chengde brought an olive colored handkerchief to his nose and said, “By all the various gods that adorn my musty closets, how could we have consumed so much of this foul liquid during our lifetime? And how did we manage to survive?”
“I wonder too. Here. Have scotch instead. We owe that much to the foreign devils who usually plague us with their awful food and drink.”
“No, thank you.” Chengde became sincere. His eyes misted. “I want to drink maotai with you. After all, it should be venerated for having seen us through many freezing nights during the long struggle. In fact, I seem to have developed a symbiotic relationship with it back in the old days. Those memories are worth retrieving even at the cost of my digestive system. You and I have weathered much together.”
“Yes,” Wing Fu replied while wiping his own eyes. “If sleeping unsheltered in snow and ice with nothing to keep us warm other than a bottle of maotai is what you mean by weathering, then our friendship has weathered well. However, I continue to feel the essence of friendship between us even though our circumstances have changed.” Wing Fu gestured expansively around his salon and continued, “These comforts have sufficed remarkably well to replace the long marches and the trenches where we drank in our youth.”
“Yes, well, the appointments in my government office are somewhat lacking by comparison.” He replaced the olive colored handkerchief and teased his old friend by saying, “However, you would be surprised to learn how many of the faithful actually sympathize with you. They consider you to be a long suffering hero for having been forced to mire yourself in this decadence. How unselfish of you!”
The two middle aged men laughed and drank together for a few reflective moments while they watched the gunboat's running lights. It slowed to a stop against the riverbank and dropped its anchor. The yacht continued to motor upstream at a very slow speed.
Wing Fu held the decanter, offering. But a raised palm waived the next drink with a counteroffer. “No more for me, thank you. But perhaps you will want another. What I have to tell you is chilling.”
Never one to deny himself, Wing Fu poured lustily and then adjusted the system for slightly cooler air. “I suppose,” he interjected frontally, “you bring a message from those on the mainland who have reservations about the rough edges that marred the last couple of operations. The Committee is absolutely correct. I am afraid that I tried to burden a caterpillar with an anvil. The job was too much for my men. I suppose I should terminate my casting director and do the job myself.”
“No! Excuse me, but that is exactly what the Committee of Thirteen does not want. You are much too important to engage in that pedestrian level of operations. However, as your interface with the Committee, I must tell you about their displeasure. What they want me to convey, I think, is the concern that so much bloodshed and notoriety is not quite compatible with the ordinary course of capitalist enterprise, as they understand it.
"More specifically, I think they are looking to you for assurance that none of these episodes will ever be tied to your corporate ventures. We have little time to learn what the capitalists have practiced for centuries. Nothing can be allowed to tarnish any of the ventures in a way that will put them under scrutiny. There is too much that might come to light if that happened.”
Wing Fu bristled and sat his drink on the table. “I have begun to appreciate the capitalistic disdain for bureaucracy. The Committee's decision to become involved in the Fu Lok matter was doomed from the beginning. Not that I blame them for the most recent misfortunes. I do not. They were of my own making and I will attend to them. However, I want to point out again the shortcomings of imposing multiple layers of authority in the corporate environment. I'm not certain they understand. The last thing I needed in Dallas was an observer from the Committee of Thirteen. And the last thing I will stand for is criticism from a man only half my age!”
Chengde pondered for a moment, searching for the correct terms. A long, stinging sip helped him focus on the problem. The Committee of Thirteen was right in thinking that a business operation should be conducted in the boardroom, not on the front pages of the tabloid news. Otherwise its clandestine objective would be imperiled. But Wing Fu also had a point.
At length he said, “Complexity is a necessary evil, is it not? Orientals delight in the multi layered complexity that a man like Noah Jancy breeds. However, he might elevate delight to, shall we say, risky levels. Perhaps too risky?”
Wing Fu responded by allowing his menacing continence to harden. Then he spoke in his soft, threatening voice. “It is worth the risk. Only if one loses sight of our ultimate goal is there a danger that is not worth encountering. A spider continues to live among us. Its curiosity must not be allowed to become a venom that poisons us.”
A moment of polite silence followed. Both men studied their drinks. A growing tension seemed to be dissolved by the quiet of the evening and the hum of the marine engines
Wing Fu slid a package across the lacquered table. Chengde opened the envelope, closed it, and slipped it under his frumpy jacket. He drained his glass and beamed, “The Yuan is a beautiful piece of paper. That which you have placed in Switzerland for me is even more beautiful. There is only so much Chinese currency I can spend without raising suspicion.” He patted the envelope that was safely hidden away. “Until the power is mature, this will keep my bed warm and my belly full.”
Wing Fu depressed a button on the console and said, “Captain, we are ready.”
The conversation continued along less dangerous lines while the yacht turned around in midstream and came back along side the gunboat. Before Chengde boarded the crane operated platform, he bowed graciously and said, “Thank you,” believing himself to be a famulus who had been in the company of a great magician, one who could make ideas turn into money.
Twenty minutes later Wing Fu had considered what he had learned and reviewed his options. Satisfied with his conclusions, he leaned back and depressed a button on the console. Momentarily a door opened. A young woman entered the salon, her tiny shoulders loosely draped in a lace shawl. Otherwise she was nude. Another button extinguished the lights.
Rain poured steadily the following morning in Hong Kong. Wing Fu's windshield wipers worked at high speed in a futile effort to give him a glimpse of the street that ran between towering sky scrapers, the tops of which disappeared into the heavily laden clouds. Rain prevented him from admiring his most adored sight, the vibrant, colossal architecture of the city's financial district. A stainless steel arch, massive and graceful, spanned across the entrance to the International Commerce Building. It dominated the exterior of the glass and steel structure that was one of the Colony's tallest.
When he turned into the garage beneath the arch and found his way to his reserved parking space and noted that his secretary and his office manager had already arrived. Their cars still dripped water into the puddles beneath them indicating that they must have been delayed by the weather. It was already nine o'clock.
His ears didn't pop until the elevator passed the thirtieth floor where it stopped to pick up a passenger, a bank officer whose stiff collared white shirt bore a starchy resemblance to a Styrofoam cup. His thick, wavy hair fell over his forehead in brown locks that could have passed for a woman's bangs. He wore Polo cologne. Lots of it. That was the way of those who needed to tell others that their credit card limits were high enough to afford the green bottle with the gold cap and the rider galloping at full speed.
Wing Fu was disdainful. He dismissed men who needed to announce themselves with a scent - like dogs that sprayed bushes. Even though he was being ignored, the banker greeted him excitedly, happy as a puppy jumping on his master’s leg, willing and anxious to please.
Holding his breath until he exited the elevator, Wing Fu rushed through a massive set of heavily milled double doors. China Trading Company was inscribed in gold above them. Within his massive office the receptionist's desk sat on an elevated platform so she could level her gaze directly at those whom she received. Her modesty panel was also emblazoned with the intaglio logo, CTC. Beneath it was a stylized dragon whose claws gripped a representation of the earth, a globe whose center was between the Republic of China on Taiwan and the Peoples' Republic of China on the mainland.
The office manager, who supervised the company's staff of thirty, said, “Good morning, Wing Fu. Staff meeting?”
Accustomed to her formal, businesslike mannerisms, he looked at his gold Rolex and replied with a nod, “Nine thirty, please, Fong.”
The woman was stern to the point of being unfriendly. A lesbian or sadist, he had no doubt. Since 1970 when the company was formed she had ruled its inner operation with an iron fist. For nine years she had gotten the job done with little turn over in personnel.
Fong took the credit. But Wing Fu paid his employees well. That gave them status. Personal esteem was generated by the mere knowledge that others envied them. CTC employees knew they had to produce in order to retain that status and Fong, the hard driving office manager, honed their resolve. It was status, in Wing Fu's opinion, that drove employees toward the goal of excellence. Even less talented men and women forced themselves to attain higher levels of achievement than they're more qualified but underpaid counterparts in other companies. Status and achievement are synergistic companions that feed on each other to enhance innate ability. That synergism was the foundation of the CTC motto, “Success Breeds Unprecedented Success”. Status was everything to the president and chief executive officer of the China Trading Company.
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