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One

Mu Jin Lounge, LA Chinatown

The place was what I had hoped, loaded with
kitschy Asian atmosphere. There was a rosewood bar with a carved
dragon and a green onyx countertop. Small golden dragon sculptures
flanked a glass and rosewood cabinet behind the bar used to house
the liquor. Red silk hangings on the walls with black Chinese
characters and brass casts of Buddha in every alcove all added to
the atmosphere. The floor was black-painted hardwood, the cocktail
tables were rosewood with carved dragons, birds around the edges,
and legs carved like lion’s paws. The matching rosewood chairs were
upholstered in red fabric to match the wall hangings. It looked
like a set from an old Fu Manchu movie, very cool.

The Mu Jin lounge was on an obscure block of
Alpine Street on the second story above a Vietnamese/Chinese
restaurant. Except for the small sign by the door leading to the
stairway you would never have known it was there.

I heard about it from a girl at the office
who shares my taste for the obscure and kitschy, and as always, she
was right on target with this place. It was an easy Dash ride from
the building on Figueroa where I rented an office from a big law
firm. It seemed perfect for an after-work drink. With any luck I
would have a drink then grab a quick bite at some Chinatown eatery
before heading back to Hermosa in the wake of rush hour
traffic.

I grabbed a table. I hate sitting at the bar
in places; too often people expect you to chat with them and I
wasn’t in the mood. In fact, I am never in the mood. The only other
people in the bar were a middle-aged Asian couple at another table
and a woman sitting at the bar.

From the back the woman looked pretty hot:
long black hair, nice figure, but I couldn’t see her face. Not that
it mattered. I’d never picked up a woman in a bar, or anywhere else
in the thirty-six years of my life. I was pretty sure I never
would.

I figured in a place like this a mai tai
would be the right choice, a drink as kitschy as my surroundings. I
ordered from a gray-haired Chinese waiter in a white jacket. While
I waited, I checked my phone, saw I already had four e-mails from
clients even though it was almost six. They should be heading home
to their families.

As the waiter arrived with the drink, the
girl at the bar turned around and glanced at me. She was way beyond
hot. She wore a blue sleeveless silk dress to match her huge
sapphire blue eyes. Her cheekbones were defined and her skin was
pale in contrast to her long, silky, jet black hair. I immediately
wrote her off as way out of my league: probably more like out of my
universe.

The drink was good, the background flavor of
the white and dark rums was pleasantly discernable behind the
sweetness of the fruit juice and the almond flavor of the orgeat
syrup. A mai tai may be a corny drink, but when made right it can
also be pretty tasty and easily intoxicating.

As I reflected on the virtues of the mai tai
I noticed, to my terror, the dark-haired woman at the bar had
gotten up and seemed to be heading my way. I hoped she was on her
way to the exit, maybe the ladies’ room, taking an indirect route.
Instead she walked right up to my table. I immediately saw I had
underestimated her beauty.

Her skirt was above her knees, revealing a
pair of long, lovely, shapely legs. Her eyes were bigger and more
astonishing seeing her up close. She was tall, maybe five foot six
or five foot seven, and could not have been much older than
twenty-six or twenty-seven. She was curvy in a lanky sort of way,
if that makes any sense, long legged but with soft round hips and
distinctive breasts. She wore little jewelry, just a plain silver
chain around her neck from which hung what I assumed was a genuine
sapphire. There was no ring of any kind on her left hand. The blue
of her silk dress matched the dazzling blue of her eyes and drew
attention to them.

“Hi, I’m Ariella,” she said without a trace
of self-consciousness.

“Fred, Fred Cornwall.”

“Can I buy you a drink, Fred?”

“Of course, please sit down,” I said, trying
not to sound terrified, which I was.

She smoothed her dress and sat down opposite
me.

“I love this place. It feels like a movie
set. I come here whenever I’m downtown,” she said with an easy
smile.

“Funny, that’s just what I was thinking, like
the set of an old Fu Manchu movie, almost like a self-parody of
what it’s supposed to be. I’ve never been here before. Somebody at
the office told me about it and it definitely lived up to her
billing.”

So far, I thought, I was doing okay keeping
up my side of the conversation. I’m not ugly or fat or anything,
just very ordinary looking, five foot ten, one hundred and
seventy-five pounds, dark hair, clear complexion, brown eyes. I
guess I look my age. Somehow, I have never done well with women,
only had a few girlfriends, and every single one of them dumped
me.

“Where do you work, Fred?

“Over on Figueroa, I rent an office from
Tester and Moyers, the big law firm.”

“So, you’re a lawyer? What kind of law do you
practice?” Now it sounded like she was just making polite
conversation.

“Business law. I have a few small business
clients, a packing house, some accountants and doctors, a couple of
small restaurant chains. To be honest, it’s pretty boring stuff.
What do you do?”

“I guess you could call me a consultant of
sorts. I also have a lot of investments. That’s why I was downtown
today seeing my lawyer about offshoring as much of my money as I
can.”

“Wow, you must be doing pretty well if you’re
concerned about shifting money offshore?”

“I’m doing very well, but to be honest it’s
more about privacy. My line of work demands a certain level of
discretion.”

“What exactly is it you consult on?”

She smiled as if the question amused her a
lot. “It’s complicated. I guess you could say it’s a kind of human
resources, risk management sort of thing. It’s hard to explain. If
I ever get to know you better maybe I could explain it more.” The
smile lingered as she paused. “So, Fred, where do you live?”

“Hermosa Beach. In a way that’s why I’m here,
just killing time waiting for the traffic to ebb, it’s a miserable
drive.”

Just then the old waiter in the white jacket
arrived with another mai tai for me and a white wine for the girl.
I gulped down the last of my first one so he could clear the glass.
The sudden rush of rum to my brain loosened my tongue and fortified
my courage. “If you’re free, maybe we could grab a bite to eat at
some place here in Chinatown?”

“Sadly, Fred, I have to be someplace in just
a little over an hour but it sounds like an idea. Why don’t you
give me your card and I can give you a call when I’m free? I have
to go out of the country for a while on a consulting job. I do a
lot of my work overseas. When I get back, I may have some time.
I’ll let you know. By the way, what kind of music do you like?”

This seemed like a trick question to me. One
I wanted to answer correctly to give her the answer she wanted. I
was just drunk enough to realize I had no idea what that might be,
so I just told the truth.

“Jazz,” I said, “real hard core be-bop,
Charlie Parker, Lester Young, Clifford Brown. I like all kinds of
music, too,” I added lamely.

“I had you pegged as a jazz fan. Just a wild
guess, an instinct. I tend to trust my instincts. We definitely
share a taste in music, Fred. I like that.”

Her smile was so dazzling it made my stomach
queasy. I wondered if I had given the correct answer or she was
just being polite. A friend once told me the best way to deal with
women was just to be honest with them. I never bought that, but
maybe he was right after all. Even so, she brushed off my dinner
invitation, clearly was not about to give me her number or even her
last name, so I was prepared to take the well-worn path to the
dugout after striking out.

“I’d love to stay and talk for a while, but I
have to get to Beverly Hills. It will take forever to get there.
Let me have one of your cards and I’ll get in touch when I have a
chance.”

I pulled out my card case and gave her one
with a sinking heart.

“Well, thanks for the drink, maybe we’ll be
talking soon?”

“Maybe we will,” she said with another
dazzling smile.

She stood up, turned and walked toward the
stairs. I could hear the swishing of her silk skirt as she moved,
swaying her hips gently. A faint whiff of Chanel remained in the
air. From the back she was as graceful as a cheetah despite her
spiked heels.

This was a woman who was comfortable in her
own skin. I had no idea why she bothered with me. Maybe she was
just playing with me out of boredom or to show she could play me. I
doubted I would ever see or hear from her again.


 


Two

FBI Regional Headquarters, Miramar, Fla

Gabriel Osorio was the deputy finance
minister for the country of Venezuela, or had been up until a few
hours ago. He expired in a limousine on the way to the Dade County
airport. Cause of death was ventricular arrhythmia depleting oxygen
from his system resulting in cardiac arrest. Osorio had no history
of heart problems. He was fifty-two years old and ostensibly in
excellent health. He was also about to defect from the Venezuelan
government and was on his way to Washington, D.C. to meet with
Treasury Department officials. It was suspected Osorio had
information about government funds which the leaders of the
Venezuelan government had diverted into personal accounts and
investments. He was not planning on traveling back to
Venezuela.

It was possible the sudden heart failure was
caused by a previously undetected health problem but FBI Special
Agent Chandler Diaz doubted that. He was waiting for the toxicology
report which he expected would show some sort of poison in Osorio’s
blood stream and possibly some information about how that poison
had been administered.

Osorio had both his personal security and two
FBI agents with him. The opportunity to poison him would have been
limited. If Osorio had indeed been poisoned, and Diaz’s instincts
told him he had been, the killer must have been highly skilled.

Osorio’s security guards were in custody and
being interrogated by Diaz’s team. They had been with Osorio for
years; there was nothing to lead him to think either one of them
would have been responsible.

As he headed down to interrogation, he was
handed a copy of the expedited toxicology report. Significant
traces of aconite had been found in Osorio’s system. An addendum to
the report indicated a small puncture mark had been found on
Osorio’s back. It was the right size for an injection point. Diaz
knew a dose of twenty to forty milligrams of aconite, also known as
“wolfsbane,” would have been enough to induce ventricular
arrhythmia rather quickly and result in death within a half hour or
less.

Now that he knew the means of assassination,
Diaz would get the toxicology people to give him an estimate of the
dose which would give him a fairly precise timeframe. He and his
team could go back, retrace Osorio’s movements during that time
period, interview witnesses and view any security camera footage
that might indicate with whom Osorio had contact during those
crucial minutes.

With any luck they might focus on a
perpetrator. If they could find the perpetrator, they might be able
to find out who was behind the murder and why. Of course, Diaz had
a pretty good idea who would have wanted Osorio dead. It was the
handful of Venezuelan government officials whose ransacked millions
were in danger of being seized by the U.S. government if Osorio
could identify their location and provenance. The loss of those
funds and the political fallout that would ensue when an unfriendly
U.S. government notified the people of Venezuela their tax money
was being diverted by corrupt officials was a strong motive to kill
the man with the information.

Diaz knew there would be no way to trace the
provenance of the aconite since it could be derived from a number
of common flowering plants. There would be no pharmaceutical origin
which could be used to trace a buyer. The poison was likely made in
someone’s kitchen.

Diaz worked out of FBI headquarters in
Washington D.C., in charge of a task force assigned to high profile
homicides and organized crime. Osorio’s death fit that profile and
the local police were more than happy to turn the case over to him.
He was now forty-two and had worked for the FBI since finishing law
school at twenty-five. He was smart, diligent, avoided Agency
politics and loved his job. He had never married or had children,
ending every serious relationship. His fervent belief was his job
came first, always would. He would make a poor husband and father
as a result. He did get lonely on occasion. He usually worked long,
intense hours, rarely having time to reflect on his life choices.
If you asked him, he would have told you he was happy.

As he headed down the hall to interrogation,
he whistled Cucala, his favorite Celia Cruz tune his Cuban
father had played over and over when he was a boy. Diaz knew enough
to have a plan and, in his career, a diligent plan carefully
executed was successful more often than not. Criminals were usually
not that smart: at least, not as smart as he was.







Three

Hermosa Beach

Lindsay looked forward to the Sunday morning
beach volleyball games at the Third Street nets. She loved the
camaraderie, the good-looking guys and girls in great shape who
played. She enjoyed the drinks and wings at Patrick Molloy’s on
Pier Plaza afterward with everybody sweaty, laughing, tired,
pitchers of beer sloshing on the table, Bloody Marys, platters of
spicy wings, sports on the televisions mounted on the walls. She
also had to admit it was the one time in the week when she knew she
would see Fred Cornwall. Occasionally he might come into
Hennessey’s where she waitressed. She would make sure she handled
his table even if it wasn’t supposed to be hers but that did not
happen often.

He rarely missed a Sunday morning game,
though. He wasn’t the best player there. In fact, he really wasn’t
all that good. He wasn’t the best-looking guy there. Some girls
might say he was average, you know, just okay. There was something
about him she really liked. He was shy, not full of himself like
most guys, and he was smart. He was a lawyer who worked downtown;
he made a little money she was sure. She just felt at ease with
him, liked being around him.

She tried sending the message, letting him
know, without being too obvious, she was interested. He never
seemed to pick up on it. She did not think it was because he wasn’t
interested. She was cute, she knew it and had guys hitting on her
all the time. She didn’t want to come across like a slut and give
him the wrong idea. Fred was a keeper, not a guy for a hook-up.
Like a typical guy he didn’t get it, couldn’t pick up on the signs,
was clueless. She knew she would have to work harder to let him
know she wanted to get to know him better. She needed to let him
know she was a smart girl, not just a dumb waitress. She just
didn’t want to telegraph it.

That Sunday he was there in baggy blue trunks
with a white hibiscus flower print. Whenever Lindsay served, she
aimed it right at Fred. Lindsay could play: she was a natural
athlete. Her serves inevitably twisted Fred around as he flailed at
the ball. She didn’t want to embarrass him though, just get his
attention, but it did not seem to work.

Later at Patrick Molloy’s, she rushed to get
the seat next to him. He nursed his drink and looked around the
table, never the one to initiate conversation.

“Hey, Fred,” said Lindsay, “how was your
week?”

“Just the usual bullshit,” he answered as he
sipped his Moscow Mule out of a heavy metal cup. “How about you?
Did you have a good week?”

“It was kind of a grind,” she answered
happily. “I had four days of split shifts but I managed some beach
time, got some color,” she said, extending her burnished brown arms
for him to admire. “I bet that’s better than having to work
downtown with no beach break?”

“On hot days it’s definitely a drag. Some
days I try to work through lunch and leave early but most days this
week I was stuck in the office until late. I did discover a truly
kitschy bar in Chinatown one night after work.”

“No kidding.” She thought this sounded lame
but she didn’t know what else to say, she wanted him to keep
talking.

“Yeah, there were Buddhas everywhere, carved
dragons, red upholstery, rosewood tables, a huge rosewood bar with
a green stone top with dragons all over it.”

“Sounds great. I’d love to see it.”

“I can give you the address. It’s kinda hard
to find but worth the trip. I met this amazing woman there.”

Lindsay’s stomach twisted into a knot.

“The girl was really beautiful, tall, pale,
dark haired and curvy with the most amazing blue eyes. The woman
actually bought me a drink, was very mysterious, wouldn’t tell me
much about herself, seemed loaded, wearing really expensive
clothes, talking about offshoring her assets.”

“Did you get her number?”

“No.”

Lindsay’s stomach suddenly relaxed.

“I didn’t even get her last name.”

Lindsay smiled.

“She took my card, said she would call me but
I doubt I’ll ever see her again. Still, she was amazingly
beautiful.”







Four

Phillipe’s, Downtown L.A.

Phillipe’s is an old sandwich joint on the
edge of Chinatown. It is very funky, sawdust on the floor, counter
service, vats of their signature mustard on every table. They are
famous for their French dip sandwiches. Eugene and I got a booth in
the back. He had the pork dip and I got what I always get, the lamb
dip. Slices of tender lamb sliced off the leg right in front of you
on a crisp French roll dipped in a rich meat broth, a great
sandwich.

Eugene is Haitian, at least his parents were,
so I guess that makes him Haitian-American. His ancestors lived in
Haiti a lot longer than most of our ancestors lived here in the
U.S. His parents came over when Francois Duvalier, AKA “Papa Doc,”
became president and began taking revenge on the old aristocratic
families who traditionally controlled Haiti.

Eugene was a slender, elegant, man with light
brown skin and short, wiry black hair on a long bullet shaped head.
He had large, soft brown eyes that always looked amused and he
seemed to always be holding back a laugh. He was a risk manager for
one of my clients, that’s how I met him. We became friends because
he is such an odd duck. I have always liked odd ducks.

“What has been happening, Fred?” he asked in
that slightly clipped accent of his. He was born in this country.
He spoke French and Creole at home which affected the way he spoke
English.

I talked a little bit about a case I was
working on, a business partnership that seemed destined to split
up. I was trying to negotiate a buy out on behalf of one of the
partners was getting nowhere and contemplating filing an action for
partition if we could not reach a settlement.

“Hey, did you ever hear from that girl you
met in Chinatown a few weeks ago?”

To no surprise of my own I never received a
call back from that blue-eyed beauty. I knew nothing about her, not
even her last name and had no way to track her down. What would be
the point anyway? If she were interested, she would have called,
but why would a girl like that be interested in me? I have to
admit, sheepishly, I went back to Mu Jin Lounge, not once but twice
in the last couple of weeks in hopes of running into her again. Of
course, no luck. I even asked the bartender about her. He smiled
knowingly, said he remembered her, did not know anything about her
other than she would occasionally come in, maybe once every couple
of months and always ordered a white wine. Had I actually run into
her I am not sure I would have had the nerve to approach her, maybe
after two or three mai tais. The trips were not a complete waste. I
liked the place and enjoyed the drinks and the ambiance.

“I think maybe you made this girl up,” said
Eugene. “She doesn’t sound real at all. Really Fred, I love you to
death but what would a girl like you describe see in a guy like
you?”

I could not disagree with Eugene, as
insulting as his good-natured comment was. In the end my life was
simple, quiet, lacking in drama maybe even boring, but I like it
that way. Did I really need a girlfriend? I had been sexually
frustrated all my life and the few relationships I had did not do
much to remedy that. So maybe I was better off the way I was.

“Eugene,” I said changing the subject, “when
are you going to come down to Hermosa Beach?”

I was always trying to get Eugene to visit me
at home, which he would never do. We always met for lunch downtown
where we both worked or sometimes for dinner at a place close to
downtown, like Ti George’s Chicken, one of the few Haitian
restaurants in the L.A. area, one of Eugene’s favorites. He hated
the beach, particularly hated the South Bay.

“Fred, when I go down your way, I feel like
I’m in a foreign country. All those blonde surfers and surfer
girls, everyone white. I don’t belong, feel like I need a passport
or something. No thanks, man, I’ll stick to where I have a comfort
level and that’s not in the beach cities, man.”

We bantered for a while, ate our sandwiches
and, after making plans to meet for dinner soon, went back to our
respective offices.

When I got back, I had two messages from
clients so I went to the file cabinet to pull their files before
returning the calls and pulled out my billing sheet.

The receptionist I shared with about five
other lawyers renting offices from the firm buzzed through to me.
“There’s a woman on the phone named Ariella, she says you know
her.”

The lamb dip sandwich in my stomach started
doing flips. “Put her through,” I said.

“Hey, Fred, it’s Ariella. Remember me from
the Mu Jin Lounge?”


 


Five

Singapore

The crime scene was a bloody mess. An
elevator with three bodies riddled with holes made by
eight-millimeter slugs, blood everywhere, the bodies disfigured.
The victims were Singapore businessman Vi Li Tsing and his two
bodyguards. The killer stood on the roof of the elevator car and
lifted the service trapdoor to fire down onto the passengers. The
bodyguards had no chance to draw their weapons and Tsing was a
sitting duck.

For Diaz there were several questions. How
had the killer gotten away? Was the elevator moving when the
shooting started? Where was the weapon? What motive would anyone
have for killing Tsing? He was exceedingly wealthy, certainly worth
several hundred million dollars. His only heirs were his wife and
fourteen-year-old son who were already enjoying the benefits of
Tsing’s wealth. They appeared to have no other motive for killing
him.

Tsing’s marriage was stable and he was not
known to even have a mistress, rather unusual for a Singapore
businessman. No one within his company stood to benefit from his
death and while he had business rivals, these rivalries were not
tinged with bad blood. The Singapore police asked the FBI for
assistance. Diaz had, by luck, good or bad, he was not sure, been
already in the city for an international law enforcement
conference.

He was still working on the Osorio killing.
His plan had not uncovered any useful information. Forensics
estimated about a twenty-five-milligram dose of aconite, which
meant the dose would have been administered forty to forty-five
minutes before the time of death.

They tracked Osorio’s movements in that time
window to no avail. Osorio ate breakfast in the hotel restaurant,
returned to his room alone to pack and locked the door behind
him.

His guards went to their rooms to pack and
the FBI agents were waiting in the lobby.

Security video showed no one else entering or
leaving Osorio’s room while he was inside packing.

A bellhop came to the room to take his bags.
Osorio went down, caught his limousine to the airport and died on
the way. They carefully checked the bellhop, who had an opportunity
to administer the poison in his brief encounter with the victim. He
was an elderly Cuban. Diaz himself questioned him in Spanish. He
had no connection to Osorio or Venezuela. The old man did not have
the look or feel of a professional killer. Diaz’s instincts told
him the man was innocent.

Usually when Diaz had a plan it resulted in
something, if not a solution to the puzzle, at least enough
information to head the investigation in a direction. With Osorio
he had nothing.

Now the Singapore police wanted his help on a
murder even more unlikely to be solved, one that did not even have
a discernible motive.

Diaz loved puzzles. As a boy, he had thrived
on mystery novels by everyone from Georges Simenon, P. D. James,
and Ruth Rendell, to more literary types like Raymond Chandler and
Patricia Highsmith. Once he started work at the FBI, he discovered
real life was nothing like the plots of those novels.

Much of the secret to success was dogged
procedural work. Endlessly reviewing surveillance videos for the
smallest thing out of place, interviewing witnesses who knew
nothing or thought they did, reviewing financial records.
Correspondence, e-mails, fingerprints. It was hard work, much of it
numbingly boring. In the end every crime was still a puzzle and the
better it was covered up, the more challenging a puzzle it
became.

Diaz’s father was a Cuban plumber. He came as
a young man during the Mariel Boat Lift. He met Diaz’s mother, a
young African-American woman working as a maid in a Miami Marriott,
not long after. His father was a happy man, always singing,
listening to music, never complaining, accepting hardships and
discrimination.

Lynn, his mother, a calm, quiet woman,
suffered from severe depression. When he was fourteen, she was shot
and killed as a bystander during a robbery of a convenience store.
Neither he nor his father ever quite recovered.

Her death spurred him to become a law
enforcement officer, to work hard, to excel at it. He had been
involved in solving quite a few murder cases. When the special unit
was formed, he was a natural candidate to lead it.

For two years now his team had been involved
in several dozen high profile killings. Some of the cases, like
Osorio, were still open but he was successful in more than half.
Some were drug cartel related, some mob related, there had even
been several political killings. It was the good reputation his
team earned that resulted in them being called to Singapore for the
killing of a prominent and respected local businessman. It was an
honor that Diaz, despite his love of challenging puzzles, could
have done without.
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Lucques Restaurant, Los Angeles

Ariella insisted on meeting at Lucques. I’d
never been. I knew it was expensive, not the place I would have
chosen for a first date with someone I barely know. She said it was
her treat. I have to admit I felt funny about that.

I don’t think of myself as sexist. I meet
plenty of female lawyers and some of them are really good. I’ve
appeared in front of some female judges I really respect. In a
dating relationship isn’t the guy supposed to take the lead?

Yet here I was being asked out by a woman and
her telling me she would pick up the tab. I guess I should have
been happy to go to a really good restaurant and have someone else
pay. I felt weird about it and wondered how much she could be able
to respect me if she were the financially dominant one. Not that
there was any chance of my refusing. I wanted to see her again and
I could not believe she called me. Never in my life had I been on a
date with a woman so beautiful. I was bummed about her paying,
nervous as hell, but excited at the same time.

Lucques is in an ivy-covered building on
Melrose. The chef/owner is supposed to be famous, some woman whose
name I can’t remember. We agreed to meet at the bar and, of course,
I was early. I sat for about fifteen minutes
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