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CHAPTER ONE §



February 16th

 


In his long black ghetto frock coat, curly
payiss earlocks springing out from beneath a broadbrim black beaver
hat, he could have been the wizard of an arcane cult. Perhaps he
was.

On this particularly blustery, gray morning,
the Hasid was striding briskly toward the five acres of city blocks
that made up the diamond capital of the world. Some distance from
Antwerp’s Renaissance cultural center, gothic mansions, and
majestic palaces, Beurs voor Diamanthandel was little more than
just another gloomy inner-city train stop.

With a pleased expression despite the weather,
the Jew bowed forward and braced himself against the wind as he
moved along the sidewalks. His Hasidic sect, the largest community
of Orthodox Jews in Europe, had kept alive in Antwerp the mysticism
and ecstatic worship that had embellished their observance of
rigidly orthodox ritual law since the eighteenth century shtetls of
their native Poland and Russia.

The man in the black coat strolled now as he
entered Lange Leemstraat, where most of the diamond dealers were
congregated. In that one tiny district of Antwerp worked diamond
cutters, polishers, and dealers whose reputations were rooted in
more than five hundred years of diamond history. They handled some
seventy percent of the world’s cut stones, a market controlled
almost entirely by Orthodox Jews. For them, loose diamonds were as
common a currency as folding money. Their diamonds voyaged in vest
pockets.

The Hasid surveyed the north-facing shops and
cleaving rooms, which belonged to the better dealers who had
discovered that the wan Flemish light heightened the brilliance of
their stones. The same incandescent glow was found in the paintings
of Peter Paul Rubens and Vermeer. There was nothing about the old
shops, darkened with centuries of soot, to indicate the fabulous
wealth that was stored within.

The Hasid did not enter any of the select
shops. Instead, he walked past the stone maidens on the facades of
the Diamond Club and Diamond Bourse, the inner sanctums of global
diamond trading. He crossed the railroad track to the large
synagogue, busy at that hour of the morning.

An involved, esoteric Talmudic discussion was
taking place in Yiddish in a corner of the synagogue.
Unobtrusively, he introduced himself to those present as Judah
Shapiro and was welcomed by the group. For a while, he sat quietly,
listening as the various positions were argued.

Then, with humility and courtesy, he expressed
a few of his own opinions, and soon others began to listen intently
to what he had to say. The leaders of the discussion were
impressed. Here was a man of erudition, a religious man and a true
scholar of the Talmud. By tea time, he had met with Josef
Tabinowitz, the synagogue cantor, who discovered to his delight
that Judah Shapiro was also from Poland.

Over steaming glasses of tea, Judah Shapiro
said in Polish, “Incidentally, I happen to have a few diamonds with
me I’d like to sell. Can you introduce me to a reputable
dealer?”

“It would be my pleasure,” the cantor replied
readily. He mentioned several names, describing where the experts
could be located, and even proffered his own card to be shown as an
introduction.

Judah Shapiro returned to one of the shops he
had surveyed earlier, that of one of the recommended diamond
dealers, Sol Faberstein, who was a corpulent man with a sly look.
Now in fluent Flemish, the language of northern Belgium, Judah
began politely, “My friend, Josef Tabinowitz, gave me your name
over tea today. I have two diamonds I would like to sell—and, if
possible, I would like to purchase a bracelet for my daughter, if I
can find the right one.”

“We will find you the perfect bracelet, I
assure you, my friend.”

Almost reverently, the dealer placed Judah’s
diamonds on a double sheet of slightly waxed and shiny paper that
heightened the sparkle of the stones. Faberstein screwed in his
loupe to inspect the crystalline hearts of the two diamonds. His
hand revealed the stock-in-trade jeweler’s tremor.

“This brilliant is about, I would say,
two-point-seven-five carats. That one less, perhaps
two-point-three-four carats.”

“I know little about diamonds,” Judah said.
“What do you think they are worth?”

Faberstein had a keen eye for precious gems.
The cut stones, he saw, were of the highest color “D” quality and
were an Antwerp cut, the standard of highest craftsmanship.
Furthermore, they were loupe-clean, or flawless, representing the
best grade for quality.

The diamonds themselves, however, had no fixed
value. With gold, a dealer simply weighed the metal and checked the
current fixed price. But, ahh, a diamond could be valued
differently by different dealers. Its beauty really was in the eye
of the beholder.

“For the two of them—roughly a quarter of a
million Belgian francs.” The sum was far below market value, but in
every community there were always the unscrupulous. The underworld
of diamonds was populated by men conducting shady
transactions.

“That seems fair enough,” Judah
said.

“That is more cash, though, than I have with
me,” the dealer admitted reluctantly. “Would you be able to return
tomorrow?”

“I will leave the diamonds with you until
tomorrow and take whatever you wish to give me as a deposit,” Judah
said. “After all, as men of God, we can trust each other,
eh?”

In this market there were no legally binding
contracts, no receipts. Trust was the only currency. Millions were
exchanged between dealers on simple handshakes and the benediction
Mazel und Baruch— luck and blessing—a Yiddish phrase that
was standard whether you were Jewish or Japanese. It signified a
contract that would stand up in Belgian court, if
necessary.

“Exactly, my friend,” Faberstein said, avidly
folding the paper in a special way several times, the customary
practice. “You should buy a diamond from someone you can trust and
live with it and enjoy it and grow old with it, as if it were a
woman you loved.”

He withdrew a ballpoint from a canister of
pens and pencils and carefully marked the weight of the stones, in
carats, on one corner and slid the folded package inside an
envelope and folded it again. The diamond business was a secret
world, its deals conducted in cash or exchanges of one kind or
another, often hidden from tax collectors and law enforcement
agencies.

Before Faberstein could mark the sum that had
been agreed upon on the envelope, Judah’s elbow brushed the
canister of pens, knocking it over. In the twinkling of a moment it
took for the jeweler to collect the pens scattered on the floor at
his feet, a duplicate of the envelope was substituted.

The new envelope was then initialed by both
Judah and the unsuspecting dealer and thereupon sealed with wax. A
straightforward and foolproof method.

Judah accepted the 125,000 Belgian francs the
dealer pressed on him. “I will return tomorrow,” Judah said and
added benignly, “Mazel und Baruch.”

After the customary twenty-four hours passed,
Faberstein became suspicious and had the temerity to open the
envelope left by Judah, only to discover the paste stones.
“Oi!” he exclaimed. His stricken sentiment echoed in the
languages of the legion of others who had been similarly gulled.
“Mein Gott! Mon Dieu! My God!”
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March 15th

 


City of Gold.

Shrewd-eyed representatives of illustrious
jewelry firms in Beverly Hills, Tokyo, and London made yearly trips
to scrutinize, deliberate over, and finally order fine pieces of
goldsmithing from this tiny terraced town.

Trusted ambassadors of Bolivian tin, cocaine
kings, Saudi sheikhs, and Greek shipping magnates cruised along its
narrow streets in bulletproof limousines, bearing well-protected
pouches of rare gems that goldsmiths in that ultrarich village
would handcraft into fabulous million-dollar sets.

Tucked away in the northwestern corner of
Italy, a hundred kilometers south of Milano, Valenza Po was home
not only to 7,000 jewelers, accounting for ninety percent of its
work force, but also to millions of dollars’ worth of precious
metals and gems—all safely protected by invisible security systems
that rebuffed burglars and terrorists alike.

Beating the complex security systems was a
challenge to the Austrian, who had scouted Valenza for three days
as a tourist—enjoying its sienna mountains, blue skies, mild late
winter air, and its ancient piazza with darting compact
cars.

His peripheral attention, however, was riveted
on the factories and shops that crowded the winding cobblestone
alleys. The factories ranged in size from a new industrial complex
on Valenza’s outskirts that accommodated thirty-four jewelry
companies to the basements of private homes. Each home was a tiny
laboratory, where goldworking was done entirely by hand, as an art
form, relying on inspired individuality rather than the
machine.

The Austrian settled on the renowned firm of
Pierluigi. A company that made everything from jewel-encrusted
cufflinks to million-dollar necklaces. In reality, the firm was a
stronghold situated behind iron-studded gates as thick as an oak
tree and covered by a series of alarm- rigged doors in the spacious
neoclassical building.

Over cups of steaming cappuccino in one of the
piazza’s trattorias, a Pierluigi salesmen bragged innocently to the
thief, “Would you believe, our master craftsman is currently
fashioning a purse for a Saudi Arabian woman. Its embryo of gold,
mio amico, is covered with rubies, diamonds, and emeralds,
no less!”

Perhaps the image of the purse captured the
Austrian’s fancy and caused him finally to select the firm of
Pierluigi as his target. Pierluigi himself was a revered citizen of
Valenza, having moved there more than forty years earlier from
Milano, after Mussolini’s government, of which he had been a
supporter, had been toppled.

For an entire afternoon, the Austrian sat in
the trattoria— devising and discarding various means of
accomplishing his goal. At last, lingering over his fourth cup of
cappuccino, he put into action the plan he had settled on. A simple
stroll around the block-square building revealed a plaque on one
iron gate, warning that the firm was protected by the Pozzi
Security Company.

The Austrian walked several more blocks to the
telephone company. Its gloomy lobby housed directories of the major
Italian cities. Operating on logic, he withdrew, first, the
directory for Milano, the nearest big city. He was rewarded with
the name and address of Pozzi Security Company.

That evening, he caught the train to Milano
and checked into a Cigahotel, not far from the Stazione Centrale, a
monumental heap that resembled a melting iceberg. By nine the next
morning, he was on Via Cordusio, across from Pozzi Security. He
observed that the men operating the installation and maintenance
trucks wore ordinary khaki uniforms with the company’s name
monogrammed over one pocket and the wearer’s name over the
other.

He spent the rest of the afternoon browsing
through Milano’s shops, hunting for a coverall similar to the Pozzi
uniforms. That was the only difficult part. When he found one, he
bought it, along with a pair of workman’s gloves. He took the
coverall to a nearby laundry, which unquestioningly monogrammed the
names he requested. Next, he visited a hole-in-the-wall printing
firm in a shabby district.

The following morning, he was once again
waiting across from Pozzi Security. A chilly wind seeped through
the uniform he wore, and he chafed his arms as he paced a few feet
in either direction. When an installation truck wheeled away from
the company’s loading dock into the street, he loped after it,
shouting for the driver to wait.

As the truck slowed, he swung through its open
passenger-side door. “I am . . .” he panted, “. . . a new hand.
They told me to go with you.”

During the afternoon, as the truck made the
circuit of private homes and companies Pozzi protected, the
Austrian joked amiably with the two other men aboard.

The driver discovered that like him, the new
hand was from southern Italy. “Naples, I bet,” the driver
said.

“How did you know?” the new man
asked.

“Your accent gives you away.”

By the end of the work day, the three
employees had fallen into a camaraderie that eventually descended
into braggadocio, bawdy jokes, sexual reminiscences—and even
debates about the always-popular subject of the Roman Catholic
Church.

“Whatever it has been doing wrong,” the new
hand said, with an adherent’s smug tone of pride, “it has been
doing it successfully for two thousand years.”

By the end of the work day, the new hand knew
that most of the firms serviced by Pozzi used a silent security
alarm—a system that once set off triggered a tape programmed
directly into the firm’s own telephone trunk. The pretaped calls
then went out to both the local police and Pozzi on ninety-second
intervals, informing them of a break-in.

When the truck returned to Pozzi’s, the new
hand simply melted into the flow of other employees leaving work.
Next morning, he stopped again at the printer’s and then visited a
record shop.

By noon, garbed in a brown pin-striped
business suit and a dapper beige Borsalino hat, he was on the train
back to Valenza. That afternoon, he presented his newly printed
Pozzi business card at the offices of Pierluigi.

“I need to perform a follow-up check on our
alarm system,” he told the young girl behind the reception
desk.

“Of course, signore,” she said,
responding to his expression, a smile that was friendly, assured,
and not in any way sexually suggestive.

As she led the way, his accomplished glance
took in all that he passed—jewelers in white coats hunched over
counters, trays of gold inventory stacked at their sides;
depositories below each laboratory where machines retrieved as much
gold dust as possible; displays and jewelry cases; a vacuum-like
device around a doorway that sucked in any gold dust that clung to
clothing.

The telephone trunk equipment was located in a
dimly lit cellar. Exchanging the tapes was simple enough. Less than
five minutes later, he was tipping the brim of his stylish hat to
the receptionist on his way out the door.

At three o’clock in the morning of the fifth
day following his first arrival in Valenza, he scaled the
iron-spiked fence, a feat difficult even for a man in his superb
physical condition. A series of toughened steel picklocks gathered
together in a ring escorted him past the various locked doors into
the rooms holding display cases and inventory trays.

The moment he entered, a heat sensor mounted
in a small box in one corner picked up the warmth of his body in
the invisibly projected grid area, activating a silent alarm device
at once.

He ignored the fabulously handcrafted jewelry,
choosing instead bars of pure gold, which were scheduled to be
mixed with alloys to produce either eighteen-or fourteen-karat
gold. The pure gold had been purchased in gram quantities from
bancos run by the government and sold only to bona fide
jewelers.

Calmly, he filled a carryall with them and
sauntered out of the building to scale once more the iron-spiked
fence. All the while, the telephone was repeatedly screaming
alarms—the tape programmed to reach nonexistent numbers.
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March 29th

 


Money meant you had enemies in power. Money
meant shopping on the boutique-lined Via della Spiga. Money meant a
post office box number in Luxembourg. In the opulent pink-marbled
gambling casino of Campione, Italy, a former woodcarvers’ village
and smugglers’ lair, money meant high tension converted to discreet
entertainment.

The privée sanctum of the casino was a
petite leather-lined chamber where only internationally known high
rollers or those with impeccable connections were admitted. Behind
the gilded doors of this exclusive domain, the black-tie and
fur-clad guests gambled with solid gold and sterling silver
jetons. Hushed conversations in assorted languages provided
a steady undercurrent of tension to the impartial rattle of the
roulette ball, the muted click of ivory dice, and the dry riffle of
playing cards at the chemin de fer table.

“Place your bets,” a croupier announced in
Italian, Swiss, German, and French.

Beneath the flattering light of a heavy
crystal chandelier, Diana Dickinson spread 40,000 francs worth of
jetons in the form of a cross on the green baize roulette
table. Rubies and sapphires on her fingers glittered in the
chandelier’s prismatic glow.

She was the twenty-nine-year-old daughter of
an American financier and a French countess. To the other
big-spending habitués at the table she was Diana De Revillon, the
name she preferred.

Those at the casino that night were the
mega-carat people of the world’s society gossip columns: an Indian
maharajah; a paunchy Swedish film director; the Begum Aga Khan; an
Italian marchioness whose beauty had faded ten years earlier; and
Lady Anne Spalding-Hyer, the soignée wife of a Birmingham
small-arms magnate. In this era of petrodollars and supersonic
aircraft, business tycoons and Eastern princesses had replaced the
once legendary film stars as favored clients of the superluxury
casinos.

The Indian, Murad Murarani, never took his
enormous dark eyes off Diana. He was fascinated with her tawny
lissome beauty and for more than a month had been pursuing her with
an unrelenting fervor that threatened to make her life even more
complicated.

The grim-faced men, the young lovelies, and
the older once-lovelies who nervously tightened mink and satin
stoles about their shoulders watched the silver ball bounce
capriciously from slot to slot on the wheel. When it settled into
one slot, Diana’s jetons were doubled as if by magic. The
other four players sighed or grunted in defeat as they watched the
deadpan croupier, dressed in funereal black, rake in their
jetons like faded autumn leaves.

Anne Spalding-Hyer frowned prettily and said,
“Blast it all, I’ve lost my last frigging chip, Di.”

Diana raked her winnings into her silver
sequined bag. “Shall we call it a night, then?” Like Anne, Diana’s
low, modulated voice had a British accent, though it was somewhat
less exaggerated and acquired at the knee of her English
nanny.

Anne rose gracefully from her chair. “One more
late night and I’ll have Louis Vuitton trunks under my
eyes.”

As Diana was crediting her jetons
against her Diners Club card, Murad Murarani came up behind her.
“Ma cherie, I’m having an apres ski for some friends
tomorrow at my chalet. A cozy dinner around the fireplace. I think
you know some of the guests—Lars Thurston, for one. He seems to
remember you from somewhere.”

With a meticulously engineered Mona Lisa
smile, Diana turned and looked up at the Indian prince.
“Switzerland’s former ambassador to Denmark? Yes, I spent a holiday
with his daughter at their home outside Copenhagen.”

Murad’s velvet-brown eyes warmed with triumph.
“Then he will be delighted to see you.” He looked at Anne. “I would
be honored if you would come, also.”

Anne, her mascaraed eyes glittering
vivaciously, glanced at Diana. “It is up to Diana. I am her house
guest for the week.”

Diana shrugged. “Let me see how I feel
tomorrow, Murad.”

Above the sweep of mustache, his expressive
eyes flashed dejection at her tentative reply, so as compensation,
she allowed him to help her into her hooded Russian lynx and Anne
into her sable.

Outside the canopied entrance, the incredibly
rude and pushy paparazzi jostled for position. Their camera strobes
turned night into day for several harassing moments. When Diana’s
1957 coral-sand Thunderbird was delivered from a parking lot
overflowing with luxury cars, Murad bestowed a chivalrous departing
kiss on the backs of both her and Anne’s hands.

“Until tomorrow then,” he said seductively.
“Meanwhile, I shall recite all the prayers in the Veda in hope of
seeing you both.”

Inside the car, Anne said, “Not like you at
all, Diana, to hedge on a good time—especially considering the
prince’s delightfully sinful reputation.”

Murad belonged to one of the most decadent
groups society had seen since England’s Regency period, which made
him provocative even to the most righteous of women. He was very
well aware that no nice girl ever dreamed of doing the things every
nice girl dreamed of doing.

“All this winter partying has left me badly
out of shape,” she told Anne. “I was planning to take a ballet
class tomorrow.”

She steered her classic convertible onto the
Lake Lugano causeway that led across the Italian border back into
Switzerland and the resort suburb of Paradiso. The heater’s welcome
warmth quickly filled the Thunder-bird. Deny it though she may, she
had a preference for American things, like American clothes
designers—and, especially, the T-Bird her father had given her.
That she never parted with.

“You—out of shape?” Anne laughed brittlely.
“Between skiing and your stringent ballet workouts, you’ve
developed that body to a fine tone. Disgusting.” Anne cupped her
hands under her fur-clad breasts and jiggled them. “We’re the same
age, but all my body has to show for it are implants and the great
suck-off.”

Diana chuckled. “That liposuction worked
wonders, Anne. You look fabulous tonight in that white satin
sheath.”

“Do I? I’ll have to tell Spencer. He caresses
his pistols more these days than he does me.”

There were no passport or customs controls at
the spot on the road where the Italian tricolor faced the Swiss
flag, white cross on its red field. The T-Bird sped on into
Switzerland, Anne regaling Diana all the while about English
royalty’s latest erotic peccadilloes.

From that first spring vacation Diana had
spent with Anne at Sheldon Hall, her parents’ Georgian manor in
Yorkshire, Diana had found a friend. Anne, whose father was both a
peer and a member of Parliament, would enthrall Diana with the most
outrageous stories about British politics and love affairs—and
Diana proved an expert listener. The poor-little-rich-girls shared
both their innermost secrets and sybaritic indulgences, and even
over the years and the separations, their friendship held
fast.

At three in the morning, the lights of
subtropical Paradiso, a cobbled and shuttered Swiss Riviera, still
sparkled as the fabulous parties continued on its
cypress-and-palm-blanketed hillside. Diana parked her T-Bird in the
garage/apartment behind her rented chaumière, which was
hidden by dark clumps of denuded walnut and chestnut trees. Already
the little brownstone cottage was becoming as much a home as her
Paris garden apartment.

While Anne poured two flutes of Taittinger
Blanc de Blanc, Diana stoked a fire. After Anne took a sip of
bubbles, she asked, “Don’t perchance have any coke tucked away
here, do you?”

When Diana shook her head, her tawny hair
swished about her shoulders. She curled up on the deep-tufted sofa,
opposite Anne. “Would a Gitanes do in its place?” She proffered a
scratched silver Faberge case from the country-plain coffee
table.

The crackling fire highlighted two vertical
lines where her friend’s short nose met her brows. “Those French
cigarettes? Too strong for me. I’ll take a smooth Mary Jane any
day. What happened to those golden years when we used to sneak off
from our classes and share a toke with some down-and-out artist?
Remember those bloody-awful Montparnasse garrets? Filthy and smelly
and cramped, but, oh God, the good times we had!”

Diana lit a Gitanes and, glass in hand, tucked
her long legs under her, settling back into the mound of brightly
colored silk cushions. “Do you remember, Anne, that German hunk?”
she asked, recalling their junior and senior years at the Sorbonne,
when she had come of age. “Fritz wasn’t it?”

“Do I?! He taught us everything we needed to
know about surrealistic art and serious Teutonic sex.”

Diana smiled at the crossfire of memory and
recollection of those bohemian years and purred a blue stream of
smoke. “I don’t think I ever told you, Anne, but my freshman year
at Smith, I was supposed to be studying European literature.
Instead, I had an Amazonian roommate all too anxious to teach me
all I might want to learn about the intimate pleasures of Lesbos
Island.”

“Well, did you learn anything?” Anne asked
desultorily. Nothing shocked or surprised this young woman, whose
dark hair, cut stylishly short, was already beginning to be invaded
by occasional silvery strands.

A scene came to mind that Diana had
forgotten—a tiny dormitory room on a wintery Northampton night.
Sandy, her cropped hair mussed from sleep, was sitting on the bed
beside her. It was just before Christmas, and Diana had been sick
for two days with a low-grade fever. It looked like she was going
to be sent home early.

Her roommate had stroked her feverish
forehead, repeating, “I’ll miss you, Diana.”

Sandy’s tender touch and her concern had felt
good to Diana. Her father’s Manhattan apartment and her
grandmother’s chateau in the south of France were both a long way
off. “I’ll miss you, too,” she told the Junoesque girl.

Then, Sandy had startled her, leaning forward
and kissing her. “When you’re away, will you think of me . . . of
this?”

Along with the strange sensation the kiss
left, Diana had been assaulted by a host of other bewildering
emotions. Curiosity, certainly. Guilt over the forbidden, probably.
But mostly a feeling that her most private self had been
invaded.

She stabbed her cigarette into a ceramic
ashtray. “No, I missed that lesson, Anne. I had been taking some
wretched medicine and I promptly threw up all over Sandy. When I
came back from Christmas hols, I learned my roommate had dropped
out.”

“What a marvelous story!” Anne
said.

“You think so? I don’t remember those times as
being so marvelous. Always worrying about who we wanted to be
tomorrow.”

“You know, Diana, you really are a most
fortunate female. Most women would give ten years off their lives
to be what you’ve become. Look at yourself. You’re not saddled with
any bloody responsibility at all! One night you’re gambling in
Monte Carlo, the next gyrating at a disco opening on St. Thomas.
Always a different man in your life. You lead a playgirl’s
carefree, glamorous existence on both sides of the
Atlantic.”

Diana’s thick brows, arrow straight and
no-nonsense over her rich brown eyes, lifted skeptically. “And you
don’t?”

“Hardly.” Anne gulped down the rest of her
wine. “Spencer and I have responsibilities. Our parties are neither
free nor fun for us. You know how it is, benefits for various
charities . . . cough up a fee before attending. We are never
alone. Always businessmen and politicians. I envy you.”

“Anne, is Spencer having another
affair?”

Her friend got up to replenish her glass.
“You’ve always been perceptive.”

“You’ve had your share, too, if I remember
correctly. Let’s see . . . there was that Italian actor two years
ago. Remember—at Amalfi?”

“Please, darling, it’s a bit cheeky of you to
remind me. I wound up trying to ride that randy goat through the
streets like some spaced-out Lady Godiva. Let’s not talk about
Spencer and my marital existence. That is why I came here. To get
away.”

Diana rose and stretched. “God, Anne, it’s
almost four. Those all-night marathon gab sessions we used to have
are over for me. I’m ready to crash. I put an extra blanket on your
bed.”

Anne set down her already half-empty glass.
“Have you made up your mind about tomorrow? About that fireside
dinner at your maharajah’s chalet?”

Diana wrinkled her patrician nose. “He’s not
my maharajah. But, yes, we can go, if you like.”

In her bedroom, Diana stripped down to her
panties, letting her discarded clothes fall to the cold tile floor
as she moved about. She removed her jewelry and contacts, but
lazily left on the little makeup she wore and slid between the
frigid sheets.

Hands clasped behind her head, she thought
about Murad’s dinner. Lars Thurston’s presence would be a stroke of
luck. In Lugano for less than a week, she had been angling for just
such an impromptu meeting with her former schoolmate’s father, who
was now a key official at one of the local Swiss banks.

In the dark, Diana’s teeth were startling
white as she grinned like a Cheshire cat.
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With his high forehead and rumpled trousers,
Richter looked like a professor. He boarded TWA’s 6 p.m. flight out
of Washington Dulles, taking a seat in the last row, nearest the
restroom. “You headed to Denver on business or pleasure?” he asked
the man by the window.

“Business.” The man, his tie loosened, was
staring out the window.

At what, Richter wondered? Nothing out there
but runway lights and snow boiling over the wings as the plane
boomed down the runway. “With this weather, the skiing should be
great at Winter Park.”

“Yeah.”

Mentally, Richter shrugged. Okay, so he didn’t
want to talk. Well, that made the trip easier. He could drop his
congenial passenger role and relax.

Fifteen minutes before landing at Stapleton,
with the plane thirty-one thousand feet above the Midwestern
plains, Richter got up with his briefcase in hand and went into the
lavatory. Richter’s seatmate, a middle- aged man with a Hispanic’s
hooked nose and hard-boned, tough-guy features that made him almost
handsome, had been noticing the passengers who made the trip to the
john at the rear of the 747. Only five so far. Now six, counting
the guy next to him.

Who carried a briefcase into the
john?

Tom Estevez decided nature’s call should be
heeded once more and eased into the aisle. The occupied light was
still on in the john. When Richter came out, Tom entered, snapped
the door lock in place, and hunkered down in the confining space.
He groped a long finger into the narrow slot of the towel-disposal
unit.

He was fishing for a paper clip bent into an S
hook and fastened to the inside of the panel. Attached to the hook
would be a string dangling a dozen men’s socks filled with
half-kilo plastic bags of heroin. Narcotic sausage, the agents
called it.

At four o’clock that afternoon, a Dulles
airplane cleaner, who had been emptying the towel-disposal bin, had
found a plastic bag containing half a kilo of a white crystalline
powder glinting among the crumpled paper towels. Instantly
suspicious, he had notified a customs agent. One sniff and a
taste—sourer than a persimmon and as bitter as quinine—had
confirmed the customs agent’s hunch.

The Drug Enforcement Agency had been called in
immediately. The packet was prudently resealed and replaced, and
Tom Estevez had reserved a strategic seat at the rear of the Denver
flight.

With a quiet grunt of satisfaction, Tom
ascertained that the heroin stash was gone. He had six suspects,
but he’d bet his pension on just one—the dude with the
briefcase.

For a man like Richter, the job was simple,
safe. A courier, or a mule in drug trafficker argot, boarded a TWA
flight in Frankfurt and, naturally, wasn’t subjected to any search.
The first layover was London Heathrow. Between Frankfurt and London
all the mule had to do was hide the dozen packages, each bound in a
men’s sock, behind the towel-disposal receptacle in the lavatory.
At London, the mule left the plane. If customs agents searched him,
no problem. He was clean.

The jumbo jet then continued on to Washington
Dulles, where Richter boarded. The plane was now a domestic flight,
with no further customs searches. Once in the air, Richter would
simply enter the lavatory, retrieve the merchandise, and get off in
Denver.

At the Stapleton Airport arrival gate, Tom
nodded surreptitiously to the two regional special agents,
fingering the intellectual-looking man ahead of him. The agents
tailed the man to a motel near the airport, where they would wait
for him to make the exchange.

Tom was used to the waiting. Twenty years in
law enforcement—nine with the Miami Police Department first as a
street cop, next as a detective, then eleven more as a DEA
agent—had taught him patience. He was used to surveillance—camping
out in plain-brown- wrapper cars for so many hours his ass was
numb, and holing-up in roach palaces for days on end until he was
ready to start snorting Black Flag himself.

Partners, he discovered, got in his way. He
disliked working with anybody and in Denver held his own vigil from
the room across the hall, while the other two agents monitored the
suspect from the room next door. The waiting paid off three hours
later. Close to midnight, a man in a gray herringbone overcoat and
blue silk foulard scarf knocked on Richter’s door.

Tom’s telephone rang. “The jackal’s here,” one
of the other agents said. “All set?”

The three narcs moved in for the nab, an easy
one. One of the Denver agents, obviously inexperienced, backed off
and made a running lunge at the metal motel door, John Wayne-style.
Tom squinched his eyes closed at the solid impact. As the man
clutched his shoulder in pain, Tom pulled from his pocket a master
key he had obtained from the hotel manager and opened the
door.

Richter, posed next to the open briefcase
sitting on the bed, looked at Tom with a mixture of astonishment
and chagrin. “You! The seat next to the window!”

Tom stared at him without speaking. He rarely
spoke to the bad guys or to anybody else. Most of the time he
looked. Always watching for that abnormality on the streets—an
expensive car in a shabby neighborhood, an umbrella in sunny
weather, broken tiles on a store roof.

The panicky eyes of the expensively clad
street jobber flitted from Tom to the other agents like a helpless
moth looking for a safe place to light. Richter flung the briefcase
at the three agents and dashed for the door.

A vicious chop to the side of the felon’s neck
by Tom’s locked hands brought the man crumpling to his knees. While
Tom braced the street jobber against the wall and frisked
him—coming up with $40,000 in cash—one of the agents handcuffed the
unconscious Richter. In a monotone voice the other read the jobber
his Miranda rights.

After he woke up, Richter and his contact were
ready to make like songbirds. Later, at the lab, the bifocaled
chemist said, “Almost like an Ivory commercial— ninety-eight and
seven-tenths pure.”

Not until after midnight did Tom get caught up
on the mandatory paperwork, a flurry of forms and reports tapped
out on the inevitable battered typewriter. This one had no letter
‘w.’ Made for interesting reading.

He just made the early flight back to Dulles,
with only one thought in mind—crashing at his apartment for
twenty-four solid hours. His place was just as brown-wrapper as the
surveillance cars. Nothing on the walls, barest essentials for
furniture. Why get fancy, when he was rarely there
anyway?

As he opened the door to his bedroom, he
paused. His old bear instincts told him he had a visitor. By the
bedroom mirror’s dim reflection Wendy was framed in his bed,
propped on her elbows, her breasts winking at him
invitingly.

He pushed the door open all the way. “Manager
let you in?”

She grinned. “Don’t you ever get tired of
being called a rogue cop?”

“So, Reynolds called, huh.” He stripped off
his tie and looped it over the doorknob.

“Your chief called not five minutes ago.” She
sat up and combed her fingers through her electric hair, all red as
holy fire and sticking out all over. He liked her mop, it suited
her. She studied him. “You look dog tired.”

He tossed his shirt on the dresser. “I
am.”

“Too tired to get it on?” Her hands cupped her
earth-mama breasts and there was a feigned leer of Hollywood lust
on her lightly freckled face. “Bet we can make the seismograph
needle at Atlanta jump like a trampoline.”

Intelligent, cute, fun-loving. She was a hell
of a woman, and one of the best lobbyists on Capitol Hill. He had
struggled through seven years of night school to squeeze out a B.A.
in criminal justice and she had breezed through a political science
program at Georgetown in three.

Ignoring his body’s “leave me alone”
exhaustion message, his groin responded, straining his zipper. “I
wouldn’t doubt it,” he chuckled.

Buck naked, he crouched over her, and she
greedily gathered his genitals in both hands. Three months and she
still managed to make it good for them with her low-key,
lighthearted approach to their lovemaking. He simply couldn’t lose
himself in their love bouts. He was usually an outsider peeping at
them, but that wasn’t her fault. At forty-three and the
long-divorced father of three children, he supposed his heart just
wasn’t in the mating ritual any more.

The hell of it was, as devoted as this
splendid young nymph was to their mutual pleasure, he found their
contortions as embarrassing as they were comforting to his
demoralized ego.

His womanizing partners had been amused by his
old-fashioned fidelity to his former wife Natalie, but how the hell
could they be trusted with agency confidences when they couldn’t
even keep their own infidelities a secret?

Wendy chuckled lustily. “I like those growls
you make when you’re ravaging my passion-drenched, steamy
orifice.”

“Hey, you make them, too. Little breathless
moaning sounds.”

She tipped her tight little butt into the air
and spread her legs, bracing herself with her hands. “Stop talking,
Estevez, and show me how a real macho Latin male does
it.”

He complied, straining mightily to hold back
until he felt her begin to come, then slipping over the edge into
climax when she did.

“You’re worthless,” she chided him not five
minutes later when he started to drift off to sleep, still
half-covering her sprawled body. But she pillowed his head tenderly
against her brown-tipped breasts.

The shrill ring, with the authority of a peal
of thunder, interrupted his deep sleep. He rolled groggily off
Wendy and, eyes closed, cradled the phone against his jaw.
“Yeah?”

“Your snitch with the Colombian drug lords. .
. .” It was Reynolds.

“Yeah—L-35.”

“Well, it seems he’s picked up on ten million
dollars’ worth of coke coming in from Europe. L-35’s contacts in
the organization say another four hundred keys of snow comes into
Miami every month or so.”

Tom levered himself into a sitting position
and tunneled his free hand through his thinning hair. Four hundred
keys was an astonishing amount. “There’s a problem?”

“A wee one, Estevez. It ain’t coming through
regular sources. Your informant’s dropping names that are European,
not Latino. I want you to bust the ring—so get your lazy ass onto
the next transatlantic flight to Paris.”

Wendy was grazing his flaccid sacs with
tantalizing fingernails. “Today?” he asked, rubbing his
sleep-gritted eyes.

“What’s the matter? You wanna collect your
pension early?”

He hung up as Reynolds was launching into
detailed directions for the proposed operation. His action wouldn’t
please the chief none too well, but what the hell, Reynolds oughta
know by now that he was independent. Tom always gave a hundred and
ten percent, but he wouldn’t be pushed. Tomorrow was time
enough.

He grabbed Wendy’s wrist and distracted her
from her teasing.
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March 30th

 


St. Moritz, a winding two-hour drive from
Lugano, was a cuckoo-clock alpine town, though the 1948 winter
Olympics had done much to modernize it. The center of the Swiss
village was dominated by the Palace Hotel, which was more exclusive
than the U.S. Senate, and curled around the shoreline of a
picture-perfect lake. The main street of St. Moritz was a fur store
on parade.

Doubly blessed with a breathtaking setting in
the heart of the craggy Engadine valley and good snow for so late
in the season, St. Moritz was the perch of choice for the
aristocracy, as well as for politicians, businessmen, and the film
community.

Tucked away among the trees at the lower
elevations were the post-Heidi chalets and Bavarian-looking villas
of international celebrities. Murad Murarani’s “cozy chalet” looked
more like a sixteenth-century palazzo. Diana and Anne, led by the
prince’s flawless telephoned directions, arrived late that morning.
A valet extracted their ski gear and overnight bags from the big
T-bird trunk.

Inside the palazzo, a housekeeper in black
poplin greeted them. “The prince and some of his guests are already
up on the slopes,” she told the two friends, as she led them to the
rooms set aside for them.

In a nearby salotto, two white sofas,
flanked by Louis XV fauteuils, faced each other in front of a
crackling fireplace. Diana recognized Catherine Roumey, France’s
top model, curled up at one end of one sofa. Diana had met
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