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The last place in the world
Rainey feels like visiting is Vietnam—as a Green Beret during the
war, he’d been responsible for a lot of deaths, and he’s still a
wanted man. But when a powerful Mafioso offers him a
quarter of a million
dollars to find his son, reported Missing in Action but apparently
still alive somewhere within the lawless hellhole known as the
Golden Triangle, Rainey decides to risk it.
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Chapter One

 


NOT ALL MAFIA mobsters have “dese,”
“dems,” and “dose” accents. They don’t all wear dark suits and ice
cream ties and half-pound cufflinks. Not all have Bimini tans and
faces like unsuccessful middleweights. Recently, I think, a lot of
them have been reading that book How to Dress for
Success,
which goes far beyond cautioning the reader not to wear brown shoes
with a blue suit.

The elderly guy who came to see
me after a brief telephone call would never be taken for an
investment banker. If challenged to guess his occupation, you might
put him down as the owner of a chain of laundromats, a taxi-fleet operator,
a retired undertaker. You might do that, but I wouldn’t. I know a
mobster when I see one, even when he walks around without a
bodyguard.

My name is Jim Rainey and
I’m a
mercenary—a soldier of fortune, if you want to use the more
romantic term—and I had just come back from an overseas job and was
laying over in New York, drinking a little, taking a few broads to
Broadway shows and later to bed. I come from Beaumont, Texas, and
still own the old house on the river where I grew up.

After New York got to be too
much, and it doesn’t take long, I thought I would go back there for a
while.

It was a good hotel and the desk called and
said Mr. Joseph Albergo wanted to come up.

“Okay,” I said.

I knew the name from the
newspapers and the TV news. Two years before the Feds had prosecuted him for
racketeering, a new Government dodge that has replaced persecution
by the IRS, but they hadn’t been able to send him away. Since then,
nothing much had been heard of him. A mild-mannered goombah in the
Frank Costello mold, he didn’t even have a nickname, though
facetious newspapermen tried to hang one on him when they had
nothing better to do.

Because he was a very small
man, almost tiny, they tried out Joe the Jockey, Joe the Runt,
Little Joe, Half Pint, and Short Pants. None of them caught on; Joe Albergo
resisted their best efforts to give him “color.”

He buzzed and I let him in, a
hammered-down Italian-looking man in his early sixties, wearing a
good grey suit, a white shirt with a short collar, a dark blue tie, a pair of
black slip-on shoes with no hardware on the instep. He wore a flat
gold watch that told the time, but not the date, or the weather, or
the stock market prices.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr.
Rainey,” he said in a hoarse voice. He didn’t look much like a
mobster, but the voice put him in perspective. I don’t know where
they get those voices, but they have them. Subdued though it was,
it was the real McCoy, and it required no stretch of imagination to
see him taking the Fifth in front of a subcommittee made up of
publicity-seeking senators aquiver with righteous
indignation.

There were bottles and glasses
and an ice bucket on the glass-topped writing desk, one of those
hotel desks nobody ever writes at. I asked Albergo if he
wanted a
drink and he said maybe a scotch and water.

“A little scotch, a lot of
water,” he said.

I fixed the drink and gave it
to him. I’d
been having Jack Daniels on the rocks. I added ice to it and sat
down. Albergo leaned back in his chair, crossed his ankles, sipped
his drink. Then, discarding the relaxed pose, he put down his drink
and leaned forward, grinding his hands together.

“I need your help, Mr. Rainey.
Your name was given to me by a man high up in the Tax and Alcohol
Division. That’s Federal. I guess you know that.”

I did. I
wasn’t a
bootlegger and I paid my taxes, so their knowledge of me had to be
connected with the guns I’d been known to smuggle from time to
time. Tax and Alcohol has a special interest in the flow of
automatic weapons, which happen to be a big part of my
business.

Albergo said,
“My friend tells me
you’re a mercenary, the best in the business. He says you don’t
work cheap, but usually get results.”

I said, “Tell me what you want, Mr.
Albergo. Then we’ll go on from there.”

“Okay. You know who I
am?”

“I know what the newspapers
say.”

“It doesn’t bother you what I
do?”

“Why should it bother me? I
don’t work for you. So far we’re just having a drink.”

It was a New York July and the
city steamed under a layer of smog. The central
air-conditioning whispered soothingly. I knew Albergo had come
to offer me a job, and I hoped he wouldn’t be too disappointed when
I told him I didn’t do contract hits. Murder for money is not in my
line, and neither is working for governments that would like to see
the United States pulled down and rolled in the dirt. I waited for
Albergo to get on with it.

“In a nutshell,” he said, “my
son has been an MIA—missing in action—since seventy-five, and now I
get a letter from him saying he’s alive and it’s really him writing
to let me know. I haven’t seen the kid in fifteen years and you can
imagine how I felt when the letter came. All these years I accepted
he was dead, then—bam!—out of the blue comes this letter. His
handwriting—I’d know it anywhere—no swindle, no scam to get money
out of me.”

I sipped a little sour
mash. “What
did the letter say?”

“That he was alive. Oh
yeah,
that he’d lost a
leg the last days of the war—that stinking Kennedy-Johnson-Nixon
war!—and was very sick and wanted help so he’d be able to come
home. I have the letter with me. You want to see it?”

“In a minute, Mr. Albergo. Where
did the letter come from?” By now I knew what the job was and I
didn’t want it. I’d done my time in Vietnam—my time on the cross,
as some guy said—and I never wanted to see it again. It had been a
dirty, useless war directed by waffling politicians, supported by
those too old to fight and waged by inept generals. I hated it then
and I hate it now. Vietnam had nothing but bad memories for me:
good friends who died for nothing, the stink of graft and betrayal,
dead children with gas-bloated bellies floating in canals, American
“aid” teams with pink faces and tentative smiles. But there was
another reason, the most important reason of all, which was that
the political police over there still wanted me for “war crimes.”
As a Green Beret attached to the Phoenix Group, the CIA-directed
assassination section, I had planned and carried out the killing of
South Vietnamese known to be working with the Viet Cong. Army
officers. Village chiefs. Politicians. Businessmen. This was as
much a part of the war as forward combat. I wasn’t proud and I
wasn’t ashamed of what I’d done. But the political police still had
my file open.

Albergo had the letter in his
hand, but I didn’t reach for it. “My kid says he’s up in some section of
the country called The Golden Triangle.” Albergo moved his finger
down the first page, moving his lips as he read to himself. “Yeah,
here is what he says: All these years I have been hiding here in
the Golden Triangle. They would have caught me long ago if not for
the fact that the GT is such a wild, isolated part of the country.
The GT is where the borders of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand come
together and make a sort of a triangular shape on the map. There is
absolutely no law here, Communist or any other kind. The gooks have
not been able to police it, and I think there must be plenty of
bribery involved, as the dope smugglers, bandits, and army
deserters operate openly without getting any trouble from the
authorities. After I lost my leg I was bitter and ashamed and
thought I never wanted to go home, but would remain here in this
awful place for the rest of my life. Now I am not a kid anymore and
realize how wrong I was to cut myself off from family and friends.
I came to this realization several years ago, but was never able to
get a letter out. Now I think there is a good chance this letter
will get to you. I hope it does because I want to get out of here
so bad I can’t sleep thinking about it every night. We had our
fights and differences in the past but that was because I was a
dumb kid that didn’t know how well off he was. Please help me, Pop.
I’m sick with malaria that comes back every year when it’s the
rainy season and I can’t make it out of here on an artificial leg.
Where I am in the GT is right on the Vietnam border about forty
miles east of the city of Pleiku. The closest village is Cheo
Reo.”

Albergo folded the letter, but
kept it in his hand. “After that part there’s a lot of personal stuff.
You can read the whole letter when you’re ready. You know, I get a
kick out of the kid calling me Pop after all these years. Pop, of
course, he always called me when he was small, but then later when
he got to be a teenager he didn’t call me nothing. It was like he
didn’t want to acknowledge me as his father. How do you figure
kids, Mr. Rainey?”

That didn’t require an answer and
Albergo went on, a sentimental hoodlum wanting to talk about family
matters. He was prepared to be lenient with his long-lost son.
“Well, in a way you can’t blame him too much. I am in the rackets. Face it, that’s what
I do for a living. But how do you explain to a kid that most of my
business is legit? All he sees is the other thing and he’s ashamed
of it. I know I’ll never get the Man of the Year award, but I don’t
think I’m such a bad man. For one thing, I don’t deal in drugs. I
swear it. A lot of other things, never that I got into my business
when I was a kid and am in ever since. What was an Italian kid
going to do back in the Thirties? The Irish still ran the city then
and kept all the good jobs for themselves and so …”

I must have showed some
impatience because Albergo broke off his life story and
laughed. “Ah, you don’t want to listen to that stuff. Get on with
the story, right?”

I just nodded.

“My kid, he ran away his first
year of college and enlisted in the Marines.” Albergo shook his
head sadly, still puzzled by the ways of wayward youth. “You better
believe I was plenty mad at him. What the hell, he’s a changed kid
by now. Back then, though, he kept me mad all the time. The money I
laid out sending him to those prep schools. One after the other and
he wouldn’t stay in any of them, saying the kids sneered and gave
him a hard time because his old man, me, was a gangster. In those
days I was more in the papers than I am now. So the little creeps
knew my name, who I was. I’d try to tell him stay in school, hold
your head high, consider the source when they call you names. You
think he’d listen?”

It was time to call a halt to
all this. “Mr. Albergo,” I said. “Absolutely no offense, but you’ve
come to the wrong man. I can’t take the job, but I can give you the
names of several men who might be interested. All good men. I
wouldn’t suggest them if they weren’t.”

I half expected him to get
tough about it, but he kept his voice level. “You want to tell me why you
don’t want the job?”

I told him the truth.
It’s easy to
tell the truth when there is nothing to be gained by not telling
it. Skipping the bad-memories stuff, I told him about the Phoenix
Group, the sanctioned murders committed as a means of furthering
American Policy in that miserable, devastated country.

“I’m on a list of war
criminals,” I said. “I know that because I read it in a book by an
Australian Communist. There are hundreds of names, he said. I just
happened to be a typical example of what the Green Beret squads did
over there. That was why he mentioned me in particular.”

Albergo said,
“It’s eight years
since the war ended, Mr. Rainey.”

“Makes no difference. My file is
active and will remain active for years. Communists don’t forget.
Not only that they have my picture. Our people didn’t get to burn
all the files before they pulled out. So the political police know
what I look like. A man doesn’t change all that much in ten years.
That’s the last time my ID was updated.”

“There must be more important
people than you they’re looking for.”

“I’m not saying I’m important.
I’m saying they have me on a list of war criminals. I go over
there, there’s a good chance I’ll be caught. It’s a closed country
these days. Very few foreigners are allowed in, especially white
foreigners and above all Americans. Anyway, our own government has
declared it off limits. It’s stamped right in your
passport.”

Albergo’s face twitched in a faint smile.
“You wouldn’t let that stop you if you wanted to go?”

“If I wanted to go. I don’t want to go.
You know what would happen if they caught me? They wouldn’t just shoot me
in the basement of some police station. First would come the
torture. After so many years they wouldn’t be in that much of a
hurry. They’d drag it out. You don’t die of their kind of torture.
For important prisoners they always have a doctor present. Torture
has come a long way since the Chinese used it in Korea, so after
the new, improved torture comes the trial, probably in front of TV
cameras. You think you won’t crack when they first catch you, but
by the time the trial comes around, you’re nothing but a babbling
wreck. Better men that I am have signed phony
confessions.”

“I think you’d stand up, Mr.
Rainey.”

“How can you tell? I can’t tell.
The point is, I don’t want to go through it. Look. I’m a mercenary
and I fight in wars for the most money I can get. Usually the worst
that can happen to me is getting killed. You live with that, you
accept it. This other thing is altogether different. Sorry, I’d
rather not do it.”

Albergo wet his lips with the
scotch and water. “You mentioned money just now. The most money you can get
is what you said.”

“I wasn’t priming the pump, if
that’s what you think.”

“What?”

“A country expression,” I said.
“What I mean, I wasn’t setting you up for a big bite. I don’t want
to go over there for any kind of money.”

Albergo blotted his
lips with a snowy
white handkerchief. “Would fifty thousand and expenses change your
mind?”

“It’s not the money,” I
said.

“Come on, Mr. Rainey, it’s
always the money.” I liked the little mobster in spite of what he
was. Who could doubt that in his time he had killed men, or had
them killed, after he became a top Mafia executive? But that didn’t
bother me very much. I’ve never kept count of the men who died in
front of my gun, but the total had to be greater than Joseph
Albergo’s. Most mobsters are weasels; a few are men of honor—within
reason, that is. In my business you learn to take men as they are,
never making snap judgements unless the guy is all too obviously a
son of a bitch.

“I’m not hurting for money,” I
told the little mobster. “I just got back from a job in Asia and
still have most of what I was paid. I could go a year without
working if I wanted to.”

“But you won’t?”

“Probably not.”

Albergo took another little
drink. I wondered if his tiny drinks had anything to do with his
size. He still clutched his son’s letter in his left hand. A link with
the unhappy past, one he didn’t want to break.

“You mind telling me what you
got for the Asia job?”

“Twenty thousand. Not a lot but
I’ve got a few bucks in the bank.”

Albergo said,
“A hundred thousand
is five times more than that.”

“You said fifty a minute
ago.”

“Now I’m saying a hundred,”
Albergo said. “I don’t want to argue price like some Arab on
Atlantic Avenue. You get expenses with the hundred thousand. That’s
a hundred thousand clear. In cash. No taxes unless you want to pay
them. Nobody has to know a single dollar has changed
hands.”

I shook my head.
“I don’t want to do
it and I’m not trying to hold you up for more money. The mercs I
mentioned, they’re all good men and they don’t have hanging over
them what’s hanging over me. There’s one guy I know for sure won’t
turn you down. For fifty thousand he’d break into the
Kremlin.”

Albergo waved his hand.
“The guy sounds too
reckless, maybe nuts. I don’t want a reckless guy. What I want is a
guy that does it cool and does it right. I’m told that’s you. As
for holding me up, I don’t mind that. You’re in a dangerous
business and have to look out for yourself. Cards on the table, Mr.
Rainey. Tell me what you want and I’ll tell you what I
think.”

The little man was as hard to
put off as a
drunken sailor trying to get into a whorehouse after closing time.
I didn’t want to tell him to get lost, because mobsters can get
tetchy, and when they get really tetchy, usually they send some of
the boys around to teach the offending party manners. The last
thing I wanted was to go back to Texas on crutches.

“I told you it’s not the money,”
I said again. “If I wanted to go, I’d name a price and that would
be it. No bargaining, no cute moves. If that guy in Tax and Alcohol
knows anything about me, then he must have told you
that.”

“He did,” Albergo said. “ A
hundred and fifty? You see I go up by fifties.”

“Not interested.”

“Two hundred,” Albergo said.
“There I stop because it’s too much at that figure. This time don’t
answer so fast. Think about it.”

“I’m thinking about something
else. Let me ask you a question. You’re connected, must have
contacts everywhere. Then why can’t you use people in your own
organization to handle this? I’m not saying use Americans, but what
about organization people in the Far East? There shouldn’t be any
problem finding qualified people in Hong Kong, Manila, Singapore.
I’ve worked with Chinese and Filipino mercs and they’re as good as
any American.”

“No good,” Albergo said. “I
don’t mean the mercs, I mean the suggestion. You’re the man I want
to bring out my son.”

“But why? I told you there are
men just as reliable.”

“That’s not the
reason.”

“Then why?”

“Because I really don’t think
the money comes first with you.”

“That’s what you think,” I said.
“No money, no job. I always collect.”

“Sure you do,” Albergo said.
“But I think the life is what appeals to you, not the money. It’s
great to make big money. Besides, it gives you an excuse to do what
you do. Where else could I make this kind of money? you ask
yourself. In the mercenary business, you answer. But in the end,
it’s the life, not the money, that draws you to danger. Correct me
if I’m wrong, Mr. Rainey.”

“I think it’s a little of both,”
I said. “What difference does it make?”

“It could make a difference when
you think about it. If you turn me down and I leave, there won’t be
another offer, and maybe you’ll wonder if you did the right thing.
My Tax and Alcohol friend says you’re the gutsiest, most daring
merc anywhere. He says you do things other people think are
impossible. This guy wouldn’t lie to me.” Albergo paused. “He knows
better than that when it’s a thing with my son.”

“What are you getting at, Mr.
Albergo?”

“What I’m getting at is I think
later you’ll be sorry if you turn down this job. What was the real
reason? you’ll ask yourself. Was it because it was a really
difficult job, or was I plain scared? You’re an honest man, so
you’ll give yourself the right answer. Then you’ll think, hey, if
I’m scared of the Vietnam job, how about the job after that, the
job I do take? It’s not so good for a man in your line of work to
be scared.”

“You’re saying it, not
me.”

“No offense, Mr. Rainey, but you
know I’m right. Get scared a little, you end up by getting scared a
lot. Let me tell you a story, not a long one. Back in Thirty-five,
I came through a gang war, a real bloody thing with tough Jews
trying to move into New York from Brooklyn. Thing went on for
months, dead guys all over the place. I was in the thick of it all
that time and never once did I lose my nerve. I was wounded twice
and came close to dying. But that didn’t stop me. Soon as I was
able to lift a sawed-off shotgun I was back out there on the
street, blasting away. Like I say, I came through the war, then
there was a big sit-down and a truce was declared. Nothing was done
in good faith so the truce didn’t last. The war started up again
and I was one of the top troops, only this time, you know, only a
month later, I was nervous about getting killed and I didn’t want
to fight anymore. I’d lost my nerve. I was scared.”

“What happened?”

“Well, to get to the point, I
got a call from Dominic Mora, one of my bosses—he’s dead now—and
the word from him is the big Jew that started the war always eats
his dinner in a delicatessen in Crown Heights and they want me to
be part of the hit team. I started shaking when I heard that Crown
Heights was Jew territory in those days and we’d be like Custer
taking on the five thousand Sioux. Well, you know, I could have got
out of it having been wounded twice already and not fully
recovered, which was more or less the truth. God Almighty! I didn’t
want to go to Crown Heights for any reason, never mind going there
to make a hit.”

“But you went.”

“Yeah, I went all right, but at
first I thought they’d have to carry me there. The hit was
scheduled for eight o’clock the next evening, so I had a whole day
to think about it, how scared I was. A couple of times I picked up
the phone and started to dial Dominic and tell him I was all
crippled up with muscle spasms from the gunshot wounds. Dominic
wouldn’t have said a thing, after what I’d been through. But I just
couldn’t cop out, couldn’t hide from the danger, because I knew I’d
never again be any good if I did. The guys I went over there with
got killed but I kept on shooting till I wasted the Jew and his
four bodyguards. It had to be done, so I did it. A hard way to get
over being scared. It was worth it.”

I smiled at the diminutive
mobster. The story might be nothing but bullshit. Just the same, he had scored
a few points. Two hundred thousand was a huge sum of money, even
for me, and I hated to pass it up.

Albergo had needled me where it
hurt and I’d
have to think things over. Fear is what all mercs are afraid of,
and with them the fear of fear is stronger that it is with regular
soldiers, who have no choice but to go into battle when they’re
ordered to. It’s different with mercs, because they don’t have to be there
at all. They hire out for money. Nobody forces them to sign
contracts; they could just as well go home and get jobs as security
guards.

“Will you at least think about
it?” Albergo said. “Got you a little shook up, haven’t
I?”

“I’ll think about it,” I said.
“You have a number where you can be reached?”

Albergo wrote the number on the
back of one of the message slips from the front desk.
“That’s where I
live,” he said. “I’ll be home all evening. Call anytime up to
midnight. That’s when I take my baby Phenobarb. A hell of a thing
when you can’t sleep, only I don’t mind so much not being able to
sleep these days because I’m thinking about my kid coming home.
Fifteen years, can you imagine that? Not a word, not a letter in
all that time. When he ran off from college, the ground might as
well have opened and swallowed him. Call one way or another, Mr.
Rainey. Good news or bad, I’d like to have a definite
answer.”

“I’ll call for sure,” I
said.

Albergo left and I made
myself a big
drink. I sat close to the window and looked out over Manhattan. I
could have seen a good part of New Jersey, if I’d been
interested.

I smiled, recalling
Albergo’s
story. There had been no need to lay in on so thick. But he was
right: right now I was asking myself questions.

Was I being sensible about the
Vietnam job? Or was I scared to go to Vietnam meant putting myself in the way
of a horrible death. I would die by inches, mutilated, my brain
destroyed, my nervous system shattered beyond repair. There would
be days and nights, weeks and perhaps months of agony, and in all
that time I would beg for death, and it wouldn’t come quick because
they weren’t ready.

Nothing seemed more sensible
than to avoid all that by refusing the job. After a month or so in
Texas, I’d
probably start looking for something new to work on. Hell, I’d go
back and do what I’d been doing all along. So what was this
“scared” shit?

After I had another drink, I knew I was
kidding myself, or trying to. The whisky must have loosened me up,
made me see the truth. Whiskey can do that in the early stages of a
night’s drinking. You’re scared to go over there, sonny, I told
myself. Being sensible has nothing to do with it. Then I tried to
explain to myself that there was such a thing as being scared of
one situation but not of another. That helped for a while, then the
truth raised its ugly head and bawled me out for being a liar, a
hypocrite, and a coward.

I had left Vietnam ten years
before and I still hated the memory of the place. Nothing good
about it came to mind, though I tried hard to think of some
redeeming feature. Good friends had died there, some bravely, some not. It
hardly mattered how they died; they had no business there in the
first place.

Joe Albergo was right: I had to
go back or I’d always wonder about myself. The courage bit gives me a
pain in the ass, but even so, some of the cliches have a grain of
truth in them. I guess I was getting a little drunk.

I dialed
Albergo’s
number and he answered on the first ring. “Yes, Mr. Rainey?” he
said.

“I’ve decided to take the job at
two hundred thousand.”

“That’s good to hear,” Albergo
said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


Chapter Two

 


NEXT DAY AT noon, Joseph Albergo came to
my hotel with fifty thousand in cash. Along with the money he
brought the letter and a photograph of his son made shortly before
he went into the Marines.

“I wonder what he looks like
now,” Albergo said. “He used to be a real good-looking kid, which
proves he didn’t take after his father, right? And he’s tall, about
as tall as you are. How tall are you?”

“Six feet even.”

Albergo, happier now, stepped
back to look at me. “Yeah, I’d say my kid’s as tall as you. Poor kid, I mean
losing the leg. Well, it could be worse, thank God. A lot of guys
came back paraplegics from that rotten war. I used to get into
arguments with an Irish guy that lived next door then. American
Legion, I think he was, or maybe Veterans of Foreign Wars. We have
to stop Communism some time, some place, he used to say. Or else
we’ll be fighting them on the West Coast.”

“Guys like that always say
that,” I wanted to get rid of him.

There was a lot to be done and
I wanted to get to it. “Mr. Albergo, I hope you don’t mind. I have to
see about a couple of things. You want me to call you before I
leave?”

Albergo looked a little sad as
if he wanted to come along. “No,” he said. “You don’t have to do that.” We
shook hands, then he held onto my hand so long, it got
embarrassing. “You do this for me, Mr. Rainey, and I’ll never
forget you as long as I live. Bring my kid back safe and sound and
there’s no favor you can’t ask Joe Albergo.”

“I’ll do my best,” I
said.

Soon after he left I went over
to the Rand McNally store on East 45th Street and bought all the
detailed maps of Indochina they had in stock. Then, on the way back
to the hotel, I deposited forty-five of the fifty thousand in a
safe deposit box I’ve had for years.

Back at the hotel, I spread the
maps out on
the bed and studied them. The Golden Triangle! What lousy memories
the name brought back. One week the VC had it; the week after we
took it back. And so it went all through the war. The odd thing is,
that even with a bloody war going on, in spite of all the bombing
and shelling, the lice that infested the Triangle refused to be
driven out. Some old major who’d been a history instructor at the
War College told me the Triangle had been like that for
centuries.

Albergo’s son was telling it like it was
when he described the Triangle as absolutely lawless. But I was
surprised to hear that the Communists hadn’t been able to do
anything about it. Asian Communists are
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