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When the phone rang, Ava woke with a start. She looked at the bedside clock. It was just past 3 a.m. “Shit,” she said softly. She checked the incoming number. It was blocked. Hong Kong? Shenzhen? Shanghai? Or maybe even Manila or Jakarta, where the Chinese hid behind local names and were often all the more Chinese because of it. Wherever the call originated, Ava was sure it was somewhere in Asia, the caller ignorant about the time difference or just too desperate to care.
“ Wei, Ava Lee,” a male voice said in Cantonese. It was a voice she didn’t recognize.
“Who is calling?” she said in his dialect.
“Andrew Tam.”
It took a second for the name to register. “Can you speak English?”
“Yes, I can,” he said, switching. “I went to school in Canada.”
“Then you should know what time it is here,” she said.
“I’m sorry. Mr. Chow gave your name and number to my uncle and told him I could call you anytime. He also said you speak Mandarin and Cantonese.”
Ava rolled onto her back. “I do, but when it comes to business, I prefer English. There’s less chance of confusion, of misunderstanding from my end.”
“We have a job for you,” Tam said abruptly.
“We?”
“My company. Mr. Chow told my uncle he was going to discuss it with you.” Tam paused. “You are a forensic accountant, I’m told.”
“I am.”
“According to what Mr. Chow told my uncle, you have an amazing talent for finding people and money. Well, my money is missing and the person who took it has disappeared.”
“That is rarely a coincidence,” Ava said, letting the compliment slide.
“Ms. Lee, I really need your help,” Tam said, his voice breaking.
“I need more information before I can say yes. I don’t even know where or what the job is.”
“It’s a bit of a moving target. We’re based in Hong Kong and we were financing a company owned by a Chinese, which has offices in Hong Kong and Seattle and was doing production in Thailand for a U.S. food retailer.”
“That isn’t very helpful.”
“Sorry, I don’t mean to be so vague. I’m actually better organized than I sound; it’s just that the stress right now is — ”
“I understand about the stress,” Ava said.
Tam drew a deep breath. “After talking to my uncle about your company yesterday, I forwarded a complete package of information to a family member who lives in Toronto. Could you free yourself later today to meet?”
“In Toronto?” It was an oddity for her work to involve her home country, let alone city.
“Of course.”
“When?”
“How about dinner in Chinatown?”
“I would prefer something earlier. Dim sum, maybe.”
“All right, I’m sure dim sum will be fine.”
“And not in the old Chinatown downtown. I’d rather go to Richmond Hill. There’s a restaurant, Lucky Season, in the Times Square Mall, just west of Leslie Street on Highway 7. Do you know the area?”
“Yes, I do, generally speaking.”
“Tell them to meet me there at one.”
“How will they recognize you?”
“I will recognize them. Tell them to wear something red — a shirt or sweater — and to carry a copy of Sing Tao.”
“Okay.”
“Man or woman?”
“A woman, actually.”
“That’s unusual.”
He hesitated. She sensed that he was about to launch into another explanation, and she was about to cut him off when he said, “My uncle tells me that Mr. Chow is your uncle.”
“We’re not blood relatives,” Ava said. “I was raised traditionally. My mother insisted that we respect our elders, so it’s natural for me to call our older family friends Uncle and Auntie. Uncle isn’t a family friend, but from the very first time I met him it seemed appropriate. Even as my business partner he is still Uncle.”
“He’s a man whom very many people call Uncle.”
Ava knew where Tam was headed and decided to cut him off. “Look, I’ll meet with your contact later today. If I’m happy with the information she brings and I think the job is doable, then I’ll call my uncle and we’ll confirm that we’re taking the job. If I’m not happy, then you won’t hear from me again. Bai, bai,” she said, putting down the phone.
She struggled to find sleep again as Tam’s voice, with its too familiar sound of desperation, lingered in her ears. She pushed it aside. Until she took possession of his problem, that’s all it was: his problem.
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Ava woke at seven, said her prayers, stretched for ten minutes, and then went to the kitchen to make a cup of instant coffee, using hot water from the Thermos. She considered herself to be Canadian, but she still clung to habits engrained by her mother, such as an always full rice steamer and a hot-water Thermos in the kitchen. Her friends made fun of her taste in coffee. She didn’t care. She didn’t have the patience to wait for it to brew and she hated waste; anyway, her taste buds were strictly attuned to instant.
She emptied a sachet of Starbucks VIA Ready Brew into her cup, poured in the water, and went to fetch the Globe and Mail at the door. She brought it in and settled onto the couch, turning on the television to a local Chinese channel, WOW TV, that had a current affairs show in Cantonese. There were two hosts: a former Hong Kong comedian who was trying to extend his best-before date in the boondocks, and a pretty young woman without any showbiz pedigree. She was low-key and seemed intelligent and classy — not a usual combination for women on Chinese television. Ava had developed a slight crush on her.
When the show broke at eight for a news summary, Ava dialled Uncle’s cellphone number. It was early even-ing in Hong Kong. He would have left the office by now, maybe had had a massage, and would be sitting down to dinner at one of the high-end hotpot restaurants in Kowloon, probably the one near the Peninsula Hotel.
He answered on the second ring. “Uncle,” she said.
“Ava, you caught me at a good time.”
“Andrew Tam called me.”
“How did you find him?”
“He speaks English very well. He was polite.”
“How did you leave it?”
“I’m meeting with someone today who has details about the lost funds. I told Tam I’d talk to you after I had the information and then we’d decide what to do.”
Uncle hesitated. “It isn’t so straightforward from my end. I’d like you to make the decision about whether or not we take on the job.”
Ava tried to think of some other time when she’d been the sole decision maker on a job. She couldn’t. “Why leave this up to me?” she asked.
“Tam is the nephew of a friend, an old and very close friend. We grew up together near Wuhan, and he was one of the men who swam here from China with me.”
She had heard the tale of the swim many times. Over the years the danger that Uncle and his friends encountered during those eight hours in the South China Sea, escaping the Communist regime, had become a distant memory, but the brotherhood they had forged remained all-important. “So it is that personal?”
“Yes. I knew it would be hard for me to be objective, so I thought it would be best for the nephew to tell you what happened, and then you can decide if the job is worth taking on its own merits. And Ava — don’t agree to do it if it doesn’t have merit.”
“What about our rate?” she asked. It was usually thirty percent of what they recovered, split evenly between them.
“For you, yes, but for me… I can’t take my share. He’s too close.”
She wished he hadn’t said that. It made it even more personal, and they tried to keep the personal out of their business.
“Call me when the meeting is over,” Uncle said.
Ava hung up and puttered around the apartment, answering emails, catching up with bills, looking into winter holiday packages. She debated what to wear to the meeting. Since she didn’t need to impress anyone, she decided on a black Giordano T-shirt and black Adidas training pants. No makeup, no jewellery.
She looked at herself in the mirror. She was five foot three and her weight hovered around 115 pounds. She was slim but not skinny, and her running and bak mei workouts had given her legs and butt nice definition. She had large breasts for a Chinese woman, large enough that she didn’t need a padded bra for them to get noticed. In the T-shirt and training pants her shape got lost; the outfit made her look smaller and younger. There were times when looking young worked to her advantage. There were also times when a different look was needed, so she had a wardrobe of black form-fitting linen and cotton slacks, knee-length pencil skirts, and an array of Brooks Brothers shirts in various colours and styles that showed off her chest. The slacks and shirts, worn with makeup and jewellery, were her professional look: attractive, classy, capable.
At eleven she called downstairs and asked to have her car brought up from the garage.
Ava’s condo was in Yorkville, in the heart of downtown Toronto. Like the properties around Central Park in New York, Belgravia in London, and Victoria Peak in Hong Kong, it boasted the city’s most expensive real estate. She had paid more than a million dollars for the condo — in cash. Her mother, Jennie Lee, had been pleased by her choice of location, and was even prouder that her daughter wasn’t carrying a mortgage. The condo came with a parking spot in which she had deposited an Audi 6. It was a waste of money, that car. Most everything she needed was within walking distance or, at worst, a five-minute subway ride. The only time she used the car was to visit her mother in Richmond Hill.
At ten after eleven the concierge called to say that her car was available. As Ava drove east along Bloor Street, she passed five-star hotels, innumerable restaurants, antique dealers and art galleries, and high-end retailers such as Chanel, Tiffany, Holt Renfrew, and Louis Vuitton — stores she rarely ventured into. She knew that if she did, any mention of her mother’s name would set off a serious round of kowtowing.
She took the Don Valley Parkway north towards Richmond Hill, and for once the traffic was flowing smoothly. She got to Times Square half an hour early. The mall was named and modelled after one in Hong Kong; its main building, fronting Highway 7, was three storeys high. The parking lot in the back was encircled by stores selling Chinese herbs, DVDs, and baked goods, and by restaurants serving every type of Asian cuisine.
Toronto has a huge Chinese population — half a million or more — and Richmond Hill is its epicentre. About twenty kilometres north of downtown, Richmond Hill is a sprawling expanse of suburban tract housing and malls. East and west along Highway 7, the malls are almost exclusively Chinese. Once a traditional European-Canadian suburb, Richmond Hill is a place where English isn’t needed anymore. There isn’t a service or commodity that can’t be acquired in Cantonese.
It wasn’t always this way. Ava could remember when there was only the old Chinatown downtown on Dundas Street, just south of where she lived now. In those days her mother had been a bit of a pioneer, one of the first Chinese people to settle in Richmond Hill. Every Saturday she still had to drive Ava and her sister, Marian, into Toronto for their Mandarin and abacus lessons. While the girls studied, she shopped for the Chinese vegetables, fruit, fish, sauces, spices, and ten-kilo bags of fragrant Thai rice that made up their diet.
All of that had changed when Hong Kong began to prepare for the end of British colonial rule in 1997. The uncertainty of life under Communist China hadn’t exactly caused panic, but many felt it would be prudent to have other options, and Canada made it easy for those with money to establish a second home. Toronto’s downtown area couldn’t accommodate the influx of new Chinese immigrants, so Richmond Hill became the next best landing spot — and why it was chosen was simple.
For years, Vancouver, British Columbia — more specifically, the nearby suburban city of Richmond — had been the most desired location for Chinese immigrants coming to Canada. Its name evoked wealth and was therefore considered auspicious. Ava’s mother was no exception; she had lived in Richmond during her first two years in the country. When Toronto began to supplant Vancouver as the economic hub of Canada, western Chinese-Canadians migrated to Richmond Hill because they assumed it would be like Richmond, B.C. — that is, Chinese. Eventually, as always with the Chinese, more begot more, until you could walk into nearby Markham’s Pacific Mall and believe you were in Hong Kong.
Ava had to circle the Times Square parking lot twice before she found a spot. The Lucky Season was full, and she had to wait ten minutes before getting a table. Her mother had introduced her to the restaurant, which on weekdays offered every dim sum dish for $2.20. A party of four could drink all the tea they wanted, stuff themselves for an hour, and still spend less than thirty dollars on a meal. It was remarkable, Ava thought, and all the more remarkable because the food was excellent and the portions traditional dim sum size.
Her mother ate there two or three times a week, but this was Tuesday, and Ava knew she had an appointment with her herbalist, followed by her weekly session with the manicurist. Still, she did a quick scan of the room just in case.
Ava sat at a table facing the front door. There was a steady stream of people, none of them too rich or too poor to pass up two-dollar dim sum. It amazed her to what lengths the Chinese would go to for perceived value. You could put four restaurants serving almost identical food beside each other, and for reasons that seemed beyond logic, one of them would develop a reputation for being the best. That restaurant would be besieged by long lines, creating endless waits, while the others would be almost blissfully empty. Her mother epitomized that mentality.
Jennie Lee was a constant presence in Ava’s life. It was something she had grown to accept, although her sister had problems with it, mainly because she was married to a gweilo — a Caucasian with British roots — and he couldn’t understand their mother’s need to maintain such close contact with her daughters. He didn’t have any concept of family Chinese-style: the constant intrusions, being joined at the hip for life, the obligations children had to their parents. He also couldn’t fathom the life that had brought their mother and them to Canada.
Their mother had been born in Shanghai and, though raised in Hong Kong, considered herself to be a true Shanghainese — which is to say strong-willed, opinionated, and loud when required, but never rude, never tacky, and never pushy, like Hong Kongers. She had met their father, Marcus Lee, when she worked in the office of a company he owned. He was from Shanghai too. She became his second wife in the old style, which is to say he never left or divorced the first. Ava and Marian became his second family, acknowledged and cared for but with no hope of inheriting anything more than their names and whatever their mother could put aside for them.
When Ava was two and Marian four, their mother and father had become embroiled in a dispute, and Jennie’s presence in Hong Kong became too much of a burden. Ava learned later that a third wife had emerged, and though her mother accepted subservience to wife number one, she wasn’t about to play second fiddle to a newcomer. In any event, their father decided that the farther away they were, the happier his life would be. He relocated them initially in Vancouver, a direct flight from Hong Kong if he wanted to visit but far enough away for them not to be a nuisance. But her mother hated Vancouver; it was too wet, too dreary, too much a reminder of Hong Kong. She moved the girls to Toronto, and there were no objections from the Hong Kong side.
They saw their father maybe once or twice a year, and always in Toronto. He had bought their mother a house, had given her a generous allowance, and looked after any special needs. When he did come to visit, the girls called him Daddy. Their mother referred to him as her husband. For one or two weeks they would lead a “normal” family life. Then he was gone, and the couple’s contact would be reduced to a daily phone call.
It was, Ava realized later, a businesslike relationship. Their father had got what he wanted when he wanted it, and her mother had the two girls and a notional husband. He would never deny her or the family, and her mother knew that; so she deliberately set about squeezing him for every dollar’s worth of security she could get. He must have known what she was doing, but as long as she played by the rules, he was okay with it. So she had the house, she had a new car every two years, and she was the beneficiary of a life insurance policy that would replace her monthly allowance (and then some) if anything happened to him. He paid all the school fees, and she made sure the girls went to the most expensive and prestigious schools she could get them into. He paid separately for family vacations, dental work, summer camps, and special tutoring. He bought each of the girls their first car.
Marcus Lee had four children by his first wife, two with Jennie, and another two with wife number three. His third wife and their two children lived in Australia now, and Ava was sure that he loved and looked after them as much as he did the other children and wives. It was — at least to Westerners — a rather strange way to live. But in Chinese eyes it was traditional and acceptable, and Marcus Lee was respected for the manner in which he discharged his responsibilities. It wasn’t a lifestyle for a man without wealth. Marcus had been fortunate in that regard, making his first serious money in textiles before manufacturing went offshore to places such as Indonesia and Thailand. He made a successful transition into toys and again showed foresight by exiting before Vietnam and China became major players. Now most of the family’s capital was tied up in real estate in the New Territories and in the Shenzhen economic zone; by all accounts it was delivering a steady revenue stream and building value.
Jennie never worked again after Marian was born. Her life was devoted to being a second wife and to raising her two girls. Given her husband’s absence, her life’s focus had narrowed down to the girls. Not that their mother didn’t have other interests. She played mah-jong a couple of times a week, and once a week she took the Taipan bus north to Casino Rama for a day of baccarat. She had also made a semi-career out of shopping. Everything she bought had to be the best. She had a complete aversion to knockoffs; if she wanted a Gucci bag, it had to be a real Gucci bag.
Jennie Lee was well past fifty, but she didn’t look it and didn’t want to acknowledge it. She loved nothing better than being mistaken for her daughters’ older sister. And she spent money on maintaining that look: creams, lotions, herbs, hairstyling, clothes. Marian had two children of her own, but since they were being raised in Ottawa with their gweilo father, their Chinese was scant. They knew that gweilo means “grey ghost” in Cantonese. The other word they knew was langlei, which means “beautiful one.” That was how they referred to their grandmother. Calling her anything else — such as Grandma — was a no-no.
In many ways Ava’s mother was a princess, spoiled and self-indulgent. But then again, so many Chinese women were. They made the “Jewish princesses” Ava had known in university look like amateurs. And that thought crossed her mind once more, when she saw a woman in a red silk blouse with a copy of Sing Tao tucked under her arm walk into Lucky Season and survey the room.
She was tall for a Chinese woman, and made taller still by stiletto heels that looked as if they were made from the finest, most supple red leather. The silk blouse was worn with a pair of black linen slacks and a gold belt with the Chanel logo on the buckle. Her eyebrows were plucked into two thin lines and her face was caked with makeup. And even from a distance Ava could see the jewellery: enormous diamond stud earrings, two rings — one looked like a three-carat diamond, the other was carved green jade surrounded by rubies — and a crucifix encrusted with diamonds and emeralds. The only thing that marred the picture of a perfect Hong Kong princess was her hair, which was pulled back and secured demurely at the nape of her neck with a plain black elastic.
Ava stood and waved in her direction. The woman’s eyes settled on her, and in them Ava read — what? Disappointment? Recognition? Maybe she hadn’t been expecting a woman. Maybe she hadn’t been expecting one dressed in a black Giordano T-shirt and Adidas track pants.
They greeted each other in Cantonese, and then Ava said, “I do prefer English.”
“Me too,” she said. “My name is Alice.”
“Ava.”
“I know.”
They perused the dim sum menu, finally ticking off six boxes. When the waiter took their sheet away, Ava said, “I know this place seems ridiculously cheap, but the food is very good.”
“I’ve eaten here before,” Alice said.
“So, Alice, how do you know Andrew?”
“He’s my brother.”
“Ah.”
“That’s why I’m here. Andrew’s trying to keep this problem quiet. He doesn’t want to unnecessarily alarm other members of the family.”
“Someone else already knows — your relative in Hong Kong who went to my uncle.”
“He is my mother’s brother, our oldest uncle, and he is very discreet. But even then he doesn’t know that much, only that Andrew needs help collecting some money that is owed.”
“Three million dollars.”
“Actually, a bit more than that. Maybe closer to five million when all is said and done.”
“Is this one of those Chinese deals?” Ava asked.
Alice looked confused.
“You know,” Ava continued, “one of those deals where someone needs some money and can’t get it from a bank or other normal sources, so they go to their family, but if the family can’t come up with enough money they go to a friend of the family, or maybe he has a friend, an uncle, and the money finds its way to the person who needs it and there are handshakes all around — not a shred of paper — and everyone in the chain, all the family members and friends, has a share in the responsibility for making sure the money is repaid.”
“No, it wasn’t like that at all,” Alice said. She pulled a fat manila envelope from inside the Sing Tao. “Everything is in here. There’s a letter from my brother explaining how the deal was structured and how it progressed until it went off the rails. There’s all kinds of backup documentation: the original lending contract, purchase orders, letters of credit, invoices, emails. My brother is quite thorough.”
“That’s a welcome change,” Ava said.
The first of the dim sum arrived: chicken feet in chu hon sauce and crescent-shaped chive-and-shrimp dumplings. They both reached for the chicken feet, and the conversation waned as they sucked skin and meat from bone. Then came har gow, spicy salted squid, shrimp and meat wrapped in steamed bean curd, and radish cake. Alice kept Ava’s teacup full, and Ava tapped her finger on the table in a silent thank-you each time the other poured.
“Are you involved in the business?” Ava asked.
“No, I have nothing to do with it, but my brother and I are very close.”
“What kind of business is it?”
“It’s a company that specializes in financing purchase orders and letters of credit. You know how it is these days. Companies get big orders and may not have the money to finance production. Even if they have letters of credit, the banks can be very sticky. And even if the banks do help, it’s never for the whole amount. So my brother’s company fills in the gaps. It advances the company money for production — at very high interest rates, of course, but the companies know that upfront and build it into their margins.”
“How high?”
“Minimum two percent a month, normally three.”
“Nice.”
“They’re filling a gap.”
“I wasn’t being critical.”
“Anyway, once in a while they have a problem. Normally, because of the amount of due diligence they do — and because they don’t finance anything that seems risky and the purchase orders and letters of credit are typically from blue-chip companies — those problems have been small and infrequent.”
“Until now.”
“Yes.”
“What was the blue-chip company, or is this an exception?”
“Major Supermarkets.”
Ava was caught off guard. “That’s the largest food retailer in North America.”
“Yes.”
“So what went wrong?”
Alice started to reply and then caught herself. “I think it’s better if you read the contents of the envelope. If you need more information or any clarification, you should call my brother directly. His cellphone number and private home number are in the envelope. He doesn’t want you to email him or call him at the office. He also said you could call him anytime, night or day. He hasn’t been sleeping much.”
“All right, I’ll read the documents.”
“This is very difficult for him,” she said slowly. “He prides himself on being cautious and always acting with integrity. He’s having trouble accepting that this is actually happening to him.”
“Stuff happens,” Ava said.
Alice fingered the crucifix around her neck, her eyes taking in the simpler one that Ava wore. “You’re Catholic?” Ava asked.
“Yes.”
“Me too.”
“You live here in Toronto?”
“Yes, I’m the only one. The rest of the family is in Hong Kong.”
“What do you do?”
“We’re in the clothing business, my husband and I. He is Chinese too — mainland — and we have factories there and in Malaysia and Indonesia.”
“Tough business. My father was in it for a while,” Ava said.
“We’ve been lucky. My husband decided years ago that the only way to survive was to move into private-label lines. So that’s all we do now.”
“Are you involved in the day-to-day activities?”
The woman looked across the table, her eyes suddenly curious. Ava wondered if her question had hit a sore spot. “I don’t mean to pry,” she said quickly.
“ Momentai,” Alice said. “I have two sons now, so I spend most of my time raising them and looking after our home. My husband keeps me up to date on most things, and I still have to suck up to the wives of the buyers, but no, I’m not that involved.”
Ava reached for the dim sum list but Alice beat her to it. “I’ll pay,” she said.
“Thanks.”
Ava’s Adidas jacket was draped over the back of her chair. As she turned to get it, she saw Alice’s eyes lock onto her again. “Have I said or done something wrong?” she asked.
“No, not at all. It’s just that you look familiar to me. Where did you go to school?”
“York University here, and then Babson College, near Boston.”
“No, before that. I mean high school.”
“I went to Havergal College.”
“I did too,” Alice said.
“I don’t remember you.”
“Do you have an older sister named Marian?”
“Yes.”
“I was in the same class as her. We were part of the first big wave of Chinese students and we hung around together. You would have been, what, two or three years behind us?”
“Two.”
“I remember seeing you with Marian.”
Ava searched her memory and came up dry, but then Marian had hung out with a gaggle of Chinese girls that reached double figures. “She’s married now and has two daughters and a husband who is a rising star in the Canadian public service.”
“Is he Chinese?”
“No, Canadian.”
“That’s Havergal girls for you: they know how to marry well,” Alice said, and then glanced at Ava’s ring hand. “You aren’t married?”
“No,” Ava said.
“A working girl.”
Alice held up the dim sum list for a server to collect and take to the cashier. When it was gone, she folded her hands neatly in front of her, Havergal-style, and again looked intently at Ava. “How did you get into this kind of work? I mean, it is a bit unusual. My brother told me what it is your company does, and when I was told I was meeting a woman, my imagination certainly didn’t envision you. In fact, I assumed the woman would be more of a go-between than an active participant in the business. You are active, aren’t you?”
“I am.”
“I thought so… I wasn’t being condescending. My husband has had to employ companies like yours in the past, so I know something about how they operate and the kind of people who work in them. That’s why I didn’t expect to meet someone quite so young.”
“And on top of that, I’m a woman,” Ava said with a little smile.
“Yes, that too.”
“So how did you get into this?”
The question caught Ava off guard. She was more used to asking questions than being asked, and she hesitated. “It’s boring,” she said.
“Please,” Alice insisted.
Ava poured tea for them both, Alice tapping her finger on the table in thanks. “It really is boring.”
“I’m not sure I believe you.”
Ava shrugged. “When I got out of school, I went to work for one of the big accounting firms in Toronto, and I quickly found out it wasn’t for me. I was a crummy employee, really. I found it difficult being part of a big bureaucracy, doing what you’re told without being able to question the effectiveness or efficiency of it. Looking back, I was probably quite arrogant, a bit of a know-it-all, always ready to argue with my bosses. I lasted six months before packing it in. I think they were as glad to see me go as I was to leave.
“I decided to open my own little firm, so I took an office up here — two buildings over, actually — and began doing basic accounting for friends of my mother and some small businesses and the like. One of them, a clothing importer, believe it or not, ran into a problem with a supplier in Shenzhen. When he couldn’t collect his money, I asked him to let me try, for a percentage of whatever I could recover.”
“What made you think you could do that?”
“I’ve always been persuasive.”
“And you actually went to Shenzhen to do this?”
“Yes, but when I got there, I found that the supplier had been screwing over more than one customer, and there was a line-up waiting to go after him. Except, of course, he was nowhere to be found. He’d taken off with whatever money he had left. In the course of nosing about, I discovered there was another company trying to do what I was doing. I figured it would be counterproductive to compete against them, so I suggested we join forces. That’s when I met Uncle.”
“Yes,” Alice said, her eyes averted. “Andrew mentioned Mr. Chow. He has his reputation, of course, and who knows really what’s true or not… So he’s not a blood relative, then?”
The same question her brother had asked. “No, he’s a Chinese uncle in the best sense of the word,” Ava said.
“I see.”
She wants to ask me about him, Ava thought, and then quickly moved on. “I didn’t deal with him directly at first. He had some people working for him who were, frankly, a bit rough around the edges — the kind you’d expect to encounter in a business like that. They agreed to work with me, although I think, looking back, they were probably humouring me, or maybe they thought it was a way to get me into bed. Anyway, Uncle had a great network of contacts and we tracked down the guy in no time. But when it came to collecting, Uncle’s people had no finesse whatsoever. The guy would have talked his way out of returning about two-thirds of the money he owed if I hadn’t gotten involved and done a little forensic accounting work.
“Word got back to Uncle about what I had done, and he asked me to come and work with him. I said I wasn’t thrilled about his other employees. He told me he’d phase them out, that he thought my style and his were compatible. That was ten years ago, and the business has been just Uncle and me for most of that time.”
“And you’ve obviously been successful.”
“We’ve done well enough.”
The bill came to the table and Alice put twenty dollars on the tray. “Ava, did my brother sound desperate to you?”
Ava slipped on her jacket. “Not any more than most of our clients do.”
“Well, let me tell you, he is desperate. That five million dollars represents nearly all the capital our family has accumulated over the past two generations.” She reached across the table, grabbing Ava’s hand and squeezing. “Please do everything you can to help.”
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It was almost four o’clock when Ava pulled up in front of her condo, tossed her car keys to the concierge, and went upstairs, the manila envelope, still unopened, tucked under her arm.
She opened a bag of sour candy, made herself a coffee, and sat at the kitchen table. Her mind wandered. It had been a long time since she had thought about, let alone discussed, how she and Uncle had gotten together and built their business. She had told Alice Tam the truth, but it was the barebones truth. When she thought about how naive she had been when she started and what she was now able to handle, it was as if she were looking at two different people.
In the beginning she’d been adept enough at the financial side of things, her curiosity, imagination, and training helping her track and find money in places where the thieves had thought it untraceable. And at first that was her main focus. Only gradually did she take on the collection role. She began by working on targets as the soft opener — she had a knack for getting people to talk, especially men, who saw her as a soft-spoken, polite, exotic young thing who needn’t be taken too seriously. By the time they realized the opposite was true, it was usually too late.
Ava didn’t start closing accounts until she saw the muscle Uncle was using botch projects by going too far. There’s a fine line between instilling enough fear to get someone to do what you want and applying so much pressure that the target figures he’s toast no matter what he does, so he might as well try to hang on to the money. Ava had a talent for finding the tipping point. Uncle would say, “People always do the right thing for the wrong reason.” Ava made that her mantra, striving to pinpoint the core self-interest in her targets, the one thing that was more important to them than hanging on to stolen money.
Uncle also said, “Once they have the money they forget where it came from, how they acquired it. In their minds, it is theirs. You need to remind them that it has a rightful owner and that the only thing open for discussion is how they are going to return it.”
Not that they didn’t try to hang on to it anyway. Being yelled at, cursed, and threatened was just part of the job. Knives, guns, and fists weren’t uncommon either, and that’s why Uncle said he used muscle. If there was going to be intimidation and violence, he wanted to have the most firepower. The problem, in Ava’s mind, was that the muscle invited a negative reaction. One look at Uncle’s original crew and the targets would gear up for the inevitable conflict. The violence clouded the process, made the money almost a secondary objective.
Ava urged Uncle to let the enforcers go, using them only on a must-need basis. His only concern was the potential for physical danger the targets posed. “I can look after myself,” Ava said. And the truth was, she could.
She had started taking martial arts when she was twelve and had almost immediately shown ability. She was quick, agile, and fearless. In a matter of months she was so far ahead of everyone else in her class that the teacher moved her up to train with the teens; a year later he moved her again, to work out with the adults. By the time she was fifteen, Ava’s skill paralleled his. That was when he took her aside and asked if she was interested in learning bak mei. It was an ancient form, he explained, reserved for the most gifted. It was taught only one-on-one, traditionally passed down from father to son but now also from mentor to student. There was one teacher in Toronto, Grandmaster Tang. Ava met with him several times before he agreed to accept her as a student. She was his second pupil; another teenager, Derek Liang, was the first, and though he and Ava never learned or practised together, over the years they had become friends.
From time to time Ava had called upon Derek to help her with collection. It was something they never discussed with their other friends, none of whom knew about her job. They had simply come to accept that once in a while Ava would leave the city on business for a few days or even weeks. She doubted they even noticed she was gone.
Ava thought that bak mei was the perfect martial art for a woman. The hand movements were quick, light, and short; they snapped with tension to their fullest extent, where the energy was released. It didn’t take a lot of physical strength to be effective. Bak mei attacks were meant to cause damage, directed as they were at the most sensitive parts of the body, such as the ears, eyes, throat, underarms, sides, stomach, and, of course, groin. Kicks were hardly ever aimed above the waist. Bak mei hadn’t come naturally to Ava. She had to learn to overcome her lack of power — at least, compared to Derek and Master Tang — and to exploit her strengths: her lightning-quick reflexes and her uncanny accuracy.
And learn she did. “I can look after myself,” she had told Uncle. And in all the years they’d been working together, she’d never given him any reason to doubt her.
They had been profitable years, with Ava earning enough money for the condo and the car and an impressive investment portfolio. But the best thing about the jobs she and Uncle did was that when they were successful, the income was only part of the satisfaction. First there was the ride getting to the money — it was never the same twice, and though it taxed her emotionally, it also forced her to expand her senses and her thought processes. Then there were the clients. Although she complained about them sometimes, especially those who in utter desperation were far too clinging and demanding, she also accepted Uncle’s conviction that they were simply lost souls looking for redemption. “When we get them their money back, what we are really doing is saving their lives,” he would say. Ava believed that too.
Ava reached for a black Moleskine notebook resting on the corner of the table, opened it to the first page, and wrote Andrew Tam across the top of the lined page. Every job she had ever done had its own notebook, a meticulous day-by-day record of everything she deemed relevant. The completed notebooks sat in a safety deposit box at the Toronto-Dominion Bank two blocks from her condo.
The manila envelope was stuffed with paper, and she quietly groaned at the prospect of wading through it all. However, a quick scan soon brought a smile to her face. The paperwork was beautifully organized, a complete chronological record of Andrew Tam’s dealings with a company called Seafood Partners, starting with a letter from him summarizing the events from start to finish. The letter even referred to appendices that were attached and neatly numbered. Ava admired his thoroughness. Then she wondered what moment of madness had caused him to go into business with a seafood company.
Of all the characters she had dealt with in the past, the seafood guys were the worst. It was as if they were programmed to steal, and once they had your money, getting it back was harder than pulling teeth with your fingers. One of her clients in Vancouver had bought two forty-foot containers of Chinese scallops; when the product arrived in Canada, he found that the boxes — clearly marked scallops — were filled with freezer-burned mackerel. It had taken her close to two weeks’ trekking around seafood plants in dusty, dirty Dalian in northeast China, on the Yellow Sea near the Korean border, before she caught up with the packer. It took another week before she got the money back. Even then the job wouldn’t have wrapped up so quickly if Uncle hadn’t put her in touch with a high-ranking general. They had to split their recovery fee with him (and probably the rest of his unit), but without his influence she might have been there for several weeks more.
Tam’s company was called Dynamic Financial Services. It was on Des Voeux Road, almost next door to the headquarters of the Hong Kong Shanghai Bank, on Queen’s Road in Central, the very heart of Hong Kong’s financial district. About a year before, Seafood Partners had come to Dynamic Financial Services with a master purchase order from Major Supermarkets for six million pounds of Thai shrimp, cooked, peeled, and deveined, with the tail on.
Ava made her first note: Who introduced Dynamic to Seafood Partners?
The purchase order was of twelve months’ duration, and the selling price was locked in for the entire period.
Note 2: Isn’t shrimp a commodity? Don’t prices fluctuate? How could Seafood Partners commit to Major Supermarkets for a year?
The product was to be packed under Major Supermarkets’ own label, and Tam had affixed a copy of their specifications. They didn’t seem particularly onerous. There had to be an average of thirty-seven to thirty-nine shrimp in every bag. Each bag had to have a true net weight of one pound, true net weight being the weight after the shrimp had thawed. The tails were to be a uniform red colour, with no black tails allowed. Tripolyphosphates and/or salt were permitted up to a residual level of two percent. The shrimp had to be processed from fresh and frozen only once. On the specification sheet Tam had highlighted in yellow the net weight requirement and the tripolyphosphates level.
It was anticipated that Major Supermarkets would need about 500,000 pounds of shrimp a month. In order to manage that level of business, Seafood Partners would need to have 1.5 million pounds of shrimp in their system at any one time — an on-hand inventory of 500,000 pounds, another 500,000 pounds in transit to the U.S. from Thailand, and another 500,000 pounds being processed. Seafood Partners was buying the shrimp at $4.10 a pound and selling to Major Supermarkets at $4.80 a pound.
Note 3: Given what was essentially 90 days’ financing at 2 to 3 percent a month, and given customs, storage, trucking, and distribution charges, how the hell did Seafood Partners expect to make money?
The master purchase order was from Major Supermarkets to Seafood Partners. Seafood Partners assigned the purchase order to Dynamic Financial Services, and Dynamic issued letters of credit to the Thai packer and imported the product into the U.S. Major Supermarkets had six distributors that drew up weekly purchase orders for shrimp; Seafood Partners and Dynamic Financial Services were copied on those purchase orders. Seafood Partners released the product from inventory and Dynamic Financial Services sent an invoice for the product directly to Major Supermarkets. The cheques went to Dynamic, which took its money and interest off the top and then sent the balance of the funds to Seafood Partners.
Note 4: Why didn’t Dynamic retain complete control of the inventory? Why did they allow Seafood Partners to release product?
After five months, relations between Major Supermarkets and Seafood Partners began to go sour. Shrimp sales were not meeting expectations, and the buyer at Major Supermarkets was having second thoughts about the length and volume of his commitment. The documentation included copies of emails that had gone back and forth, and in many of them the buyer was looking for price relief. He claimed that the market had tanked and that he could buy the same shrimp more cheaply almost anywhere. He needed help to remain competitive.
At first Seafood Partners refused. A deal was a deal, they repeated. The buyer kept at them to reduce their prices, making (not very subtle) threats to go elsewhere to average down the cost of Seafood Partners’ product. Finally Seafood Partners relented and dropped their selling price to $4.40.
Note 5: Didn’t Dynamic Financial Services ask if dropping the selling price of the shrimp was even remotely possible?
As Ava read on, she could see the train wreck coming. She didn’t know what form it was going to take, but Tam’s yellow highlighting of the net weights and chemical levels offered a clue.
There are several ways to make more money on a basic food commodity than the market warrants. Cheating on weights is perhaps the simplest. Put a label weight of one pound on a bag and then put 15 ounces of product in it, and you can increase your profit by seven percent. If someone actually weighs the bag, the packer has a problem. But the weight of shrimp is easier to manipulate than most other seafood products, since you have to add an ice glaze to protect the flesh. Under normal circumstances a five percent glaze is added, meaning that a one-pound bag’s gross weight becomes 16.8 ounces. If Seafood Partners put a twelve percent glaze on the shrimp, the bag would still have a gross weight of 16.8 ounces, but 1.8 ounces would be ice, leaving only 15 ounces of shrimp. The product would pass any rudimentary inspection.
Another common trick is to “pump” the product, to add moisture to it. Ava didn’t know who had discovered this technique, but she knew that just about every protein sector — including beef and chicken producers — does it. With shrimp it’s very simple: all you have to do is soak them in a chemical solution, typically a tripolyphosphate. The longer you soak the shrimp and the more potent the solution, the more moisture the shrimp absorbs. The moisture adds weight — artificial weight.
The economic impact of adding weight goes beyond the extra weight itself. Shrimp are sold by size: the larger the size, the higher the price. Shrimp that come to between 31 and 40 pieces per pound sell for more than smaller shrimp that count between 41 and 50 pieces per pound. So if Seafood Partners added enough weight chemically to change a 41–50 count into a 31–40 count, they would make more on a per pound basis.
How many stunts had Seafood Partners tried? As it turned out, all of them. Ava could hardly believe it. Cheating using one method was risky enough. Trying two was begging for trouble. Doing all three? Craziness — or complete desperation.
And Major Supermarkets had caught them out. Actually, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration caught them first, in a random inspection, which was when the weight discrepancy was identified. The FDA turned the problem over to Major Supermarkets’ in-house quality-control team, which bored in and exposed the whole mess. It was the excuse the buyer needed to get out of the twelve-month contract. The day after the internal inspection results, Seafood Partners were informed that they had been delisted. The product already in stores was to be picked up, the master purchase order was cancelled, inventory in the U.S. and on the water was now their problem, and none of the outstanding invoices would be paid.
Seafood Partners did not tell Dynamic Financial Services about the fiasco. It was not until Dynamic called Major Supermarkets about the outstanding invoices that they were told what was up. In the meantime, Seafood Partners had moved the inventory and Dynamic had no idea where it was. More than a million pounds of shrimp had gone missing. Add close to a million dollars in unpaid invoices, and Dynamic was out of pocket at least five million dollars.
Andrew Tam had done a good job of piecing it all together. There were copies of the financing agreement, the master purchase order, the letters of credit Dynamic had issued, and examples of Major Supermarkets’ purchase orders. He had also attached the FDA inspection report and Major Supermarkets’ quality-control team reports, and he had somehow accessed a series of emails from Seafood Partners to the packer that outlined, in bold terms, what they wanted him to do.
Note 6: Has Tam spoken to the packer? Does the packer have any liability?
Ava checked her watch; it was 4 a.m. in Hong Kong. She dialled Tam’s cellphone number. To her surprise he answered. “I was hoping you’d call,” he said.
“I’ve just finished going through your paperwork. What a mess.”
There was silence from the other end, and Ava wondered if she had insulted him. Then he said, “Tell me about it.”
She looked at her notes. “I see two signatures on the financing agreement on behalf of Seafood Partners. How many partners are there?”
“Those are them: George Antonelli and Jackson Seto. Antonelli lives in Bangkok. He handles production and the technical side of things.”
“Like short weights?”
“I guess. Seto kind of floats between Seattle and Hong Kong. He seems to have residences in both places. He is the marketer and the money guy.”
“I take it you’ve spoken to them about this problem?”
“I’ve tried to.”
“And?”
“They initially tried to pin it on the buyer for Major Supermarkets, saying that he was just looking for a way to get rid of them and buy some cheaper product. But after I got hold of the FDA's and Major’s inspection reports, they switched gears and told me I should be going after the packer, that he had screwed up the specifications and was liable for any loss. The packer was the one who supplied me with the emails from Antonelli instructing him to change the specs. The emails were very specific.”
“And then what?”
He paused. “And then they stopped answering my emails and taking my phone calls,” he said.
“Where is the company registered?”
“Hong Kong.”
“Bank account?”
“Also in Hong Kong, and it has nothing in it.”
“Is that the account you sent money to?”
“Yes.”
“Always to Hong Kong?”
“Yes.”
“They could have an offshore account.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
She chewed on a sour candy. “Tell me, Andrew, who made the introduction? Who brought you together?”
“An old schoolmate of mine. He met Seto in Hong Kong through another friend of his. Seto mentioned that he was looking for purchase-order financing and the schoolmate put him on to me. I don’t think he knew Seto very well.”
“I’ve looked at the numbers, and the profit margins look thin. That didn’t concern you?”
“Seto told me they’re standard for the industry, and then he implied — actually, more than implied — that they were getting back-ended by the packer.”
“How about when the selling price to Major Supermarkets was reduced — still no concern?”
“Quite a bit, really. But I still had all my costs and interest covered, and Seto told me they would get what they needed from the packer.”
“You did the invoicing?”
“Yes, it wasn’t onerous. Usually about six invoices a week, and with net thirty-day payment terms, we had only twenty-four to thirty invoices outstanding at any time.”
“Why didn’t you retain ownership of the inventory?”
“We did.”
“Then how come your inventory disappeared on you?”
“Seafood Partners was authorized to do releases. We aren’t equipped to deal with warehouses and truckers and the like. I mean, there’s a twelve-hour time difference between here and most of Major Supermarkets’ distribution centres, and sometimes they wanted product on very short notice. I don’t have the staff to handle logistics.”
Ava walked over to her window. It was late afternoon and winter’s darkness was settling in. Below her the traffic crawled bumper to bumper up Avenue Road. It would be that way till past six o’clock. “Do you have any idea where the inventory is?”
“No. I talked to the warehouse and they gave me the name of the trucking firm that did most of the pickups. They wouldn’t give me any information. They said their customer was Seafood Partners, and unless Partners authorized it they weren’t in a position to release any information to me.”
“Are their names in the file Alice gave me?”
“Not all of them.”
“Can you email them to me?” she said.
“I’ll do it when I get to the office.”
“What else have you done to recover your money and your shrimp?”
“I hired collection agencies.”
“Agencies?”
“One in Bangkok, one in Seattle, and one in Hong Kong.”
“Regular firms?”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean they don’t use machetes.”
“Ms. Lee, we are a reputable financing firm.”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
“I used collection agencies that were recommended to me by various friends. They are — were — very professional. They just weren’t effective.”
“So you went to your uncle.”
“I had to talk to someone, and he has been through a hell of a lot.”
“Including swimming from China.”
“Yes, that’s true. With your uncle.”
“That is the story,” she said.
“And now they’ve brought us together,” he replied.
She picked up the sheaf of documents he had provided and leafed through them, looking for personal information on Seto and Antonelli. When she couldn’t find any, she asked Tam what he had.
“I have phone numbers and some addresses.”
“No passport copies, Hong Kong ID card, driver’s licences, photos?”
“No.”
“Email me what you do have. Also, send me the name and phone number of the guy who hooked you up with Seto.”
He paused again. In her mind’s eye she could see him sitting in the dark in some apartment in Hong Kong, the mid-levels probably, a nice middle-class 110-square-metre apartment that would have cost more than a million dollars and still didn’t offer a view of the waterfront beyond the wall of skyscrapers that lined Victoria Harbour. You had to be higher — in the upper levels, on the Peak — and have a net worth of a lot more than five million dollars to be able to afford that view. The Peak was the top of Victoria Mountain, the highest elevation in Hong Kong. The mountain ran straight up from the harbour, through the financial district, and past a host of five-star hotels, shops, and restaurants, the land costs rising with every yard.
“Ms. Lee,” he asked quietly, “does this mean you’re taking the job?”
“Yes, we’re taking the case,” she said.
“How long do you think it’s going to take?”
“I have no idea, and please call me Ava.”
“Ava — ”
“Really, I have no idea, and not just about the time. I also have no idea if I’m going to be successful or not. And I mean that — we make no promises. We do the best we can and sometimes it’s good enough. I’m sure my uncle explained that to your uncle.”
“He said you’re remarkably good at what you do.”
“That doesn’t mean it always works.”
“Do we need to talk about your fee?” he asked.
“Did your uncle explain how it operates?”
“He said you keep one-third of everything you collect.”
“We do. It seems like a lot, but we don’t ask for anything upfront, we pay all our own expenses, and if we don’t collect, then not only do we not get paid, we are also out of pocket for the money we’ve spent.”
“Yes, he said that too.”
“Good.”
“Andrew, send me the information I requested, and be available if I need to talk to you. If you don’t hear from me for a while, don’t sweat it. I’m not going to call you with regular updates.”
She hung up and walked back to the window. It was snowing, and the long-range forecast called for more of the same. A week or two in Hong Kong and Bangkok didn’t seem like such a bad idea.
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Ava slept well and woke with a sense of purpose, but she didn’t hurry her morning routine of prayer, stretching, coffee, Globe and Mail, and TV. It was nine o’clock before she called Uncle. From the background noise she could tell he was in a restaurant. She explained to him in detail what had happened to Tam.
“Stupid,” Uncle said.
“We’ve seen worse.”
“He is supposed to a professional.”
“He finances purchase orders. Who is more credit-worthy than Major Supermarkets?”
“True. What will you do?”
“I’ll start off by finding the shrimp and/or the money.”
“Will that be hard?”
“No, I should get it done this morning.”
“And then?”
“I’ll have to find Seto and Antonelli.”
“That’s an unusual combination for partners: a Chinese and an Italian. They usually like to stick to their own.”
Ava hadn’t thought about it, but it was true. “I might have to come to Hong Kong and I’ll probably have to go to Bangkok.”
“When?”
“In a day or two.”
“Let me know your schedule. I’ll meet you at Chek Lap Kok.”
“Uncle, I may need some help in Bangkok.”
“I’ll call our friends.”
“If I go, I’d like a car and a driver who can speak English and handle himself, and I’ll need some of the usual odds and ends.”
“It will be a cop. That is who we are connected to. It has to be either the police or the army, and since we don’t smuggle drugs or sell rocket launchers, the cops are the best choice.”
“That’s fine. As soon as my schedule is set, I’ll send it to you.”
She had called Uncle from her land line. She put down that phone and pulled out her cell, opened the back, and took out her local SIM card. From a drawer in her desk she pulled out a business card organizer, but there were no business cards in the clear plastic sleeves. Instead there were about forty SIM cards, each neatly identified by city and country; in the back were prepaid phone cards. She found the SIM card she wanted and slid it into her cell. When the phone was turned on, it read WELCOME TO AT amp; T 202-818-6666 — a Washington, D.C. number.
The Andrew Tam file was open in front of her. She found the phone number for the trucking firm that moved most of the shrimp and punched it in.
“Collins Transport,” a woman said.
“This is Carla Robertson from the Food and Drug Administration,” Ava said. “I need to speak to the person who runs this business.”
There was a pause. Any mention of the FDA always caused a pause. “That would be Mr. Collins.”
“Then put me through.”
Another pause. “I’m afraid he’s in a meeting.”
“Ma’am, I don’t care if he’s in a meeting. It’s imperative that I speak to him. Please interrupt whatever he’s doing and put him on the line.”
“Let me see what I can do.”
“Thank you.”
It was a few minutes before Collins picked up the line. Ava guessed that he really had been in a meeting. “Hello,” he said, “this is Bob Collins.”
“Mr. Collins, good morning. My name is Carla Robertson and I’m a senior inspector with the FDA here in Washington.”
“Yes, Ms. Robertson, what can I do for you?”
“Mr. Collins, about eight weeks ago your firm picked up multiple truckloads of shrimp from the Evans Cold Storage Warehouse in Landover, Maryland.”
“We did.”
“That shrimp, Mr. Collins, had been inspected by us and found to violate several FDA regulations. It was our intent to put it on formal hold, but before the paperwork could be processed the product was moved by your trucking firm.”
“Ms. Robertson, we had no idea about any FDA involvement,” he said quickly. “We were given the business and treated it like we would any other. The cold storage facility would never have released the order if it was on hold.”
“As I said, we were slow to act, but the product should not have been moved. Who authorized it?”
“A company called Seafood Partners.”
“Have you done business with them before?”
“Actually, no. We got the business through a freight broker. We never talked to them.”
“Where did the product go?”
“Biloxi, Mississippi,” he said.
“Where in Biloxi?”
“The Garcia Shrimp Company.”
“I would like an address, phone number, and contact name for that firm.”
“I don’t have it at my fingertips. Can I email it to you later?”
“No, I’ll wait.”
She heard him mutter and then put the phone down. The next voice she heard was that of the receptionist, who gave Ava the information she wanted. Their contact at the Garcia Shrimp Company was a man named Barry Ho. What was a Chinese guy doing running a shrimp company with a Mexican name in Mississippi?
She dialled the Biloxi number Collins’s receptionist had given her. The phone went directly to voicemail. She debated about leaving a message, but in the end she did, emphasizing how important it was for someone to get back to her.
Twenty minutes later her cellphone rang. “Carla Robertson, FDA.”
“This is Barry Ho.”
“Thanks for returning my call so promptly.”
“When it comes to the FDA, we take things very seriously,” he said, with a slight trace of a Chinese accent and a stronger trace of stress.
“We appreciate that. It makes our job a lot easier when we get cooperation.”
“So what can I do for you? Your message said it was important.”
“Do you do business with a company called Seafood Partners?”
Ho hesitated, and Ava swore she could hear him wondering whether he should try to bullshit her or not. “Yeah, I do. Not that often.”
“According to our sources, they trucked a substantial amount of shrimp to your plant about eight weeks ago.”
“That’s right.”
“Why did they ship it to you?”
“They needed it repacked. That’s our specialty — repacking.”
“Repacked how?”
“They had a couple of problems.”
“Such as?”
“Ms. Robertson, I’m not sure I should be talking to you without their permission.”
“Mr. Ho, we inspected this product just before they moved it. We were about to put it all on hold, but they beat us to the punch. Now, there’s no way you could have known that, and we’re not going to hold you responsible for acting as if everything was above board. But let me assure you, it would be beneficial for you to tell me what you know.”
Ho sighed. There was no upside to refusing her. “Well, the product was packed in retail bags for sale at Major Supermarkets, and it was short weight. We repacked a lot of it for another retail chain, and the rest we put up in a Seafood Partners bag.”
“With the correct weights?”
“Of course, and it wasn’t easy. Usually we need to overpack by about five percent to make up for glaze. This time we were at ten percent and more.”
“Who was the retailer?”
“G. B. Flatt.”
“In their bags?”
“Yeah.”
“How much product?”
“Twenty truckloads.”
“Do you still have any of the product?”
“No, no, we shipped it out as soon it was repacked.”
“Where did the G. B. Flatt product go?”
“To their central distribution centre in Houston.”
“And the balance?”
“To a warehouse in Seattle.”
“Which one?”
“Continental. They only have the one freezer.”
“Care of?”
“Seafood Partners.”
“Have you been paid?”
“We wouldn’t let product leave our warehouse unless we were paid.”
“By cheque?”
“Yeah.”
“From Seafood Partners?”
“Yeah.”
“You wouldn’t have a copy of that cheque handy, would you?”
“Sure.”
“Please get it for me.”
She heard a filing cabinet opening and closing, paper rustling.
“I have copy in front of me,” he said.
“Give me the particulars,” she said.
It was from Northwest Bank, a major financial institution headquartered in Seattle. Seafood Partners had an account at a branch near Sea-Tac Airport. Ho provided the address, phone number, and account number.
“Who did you deal with at Seafood Partners?”
“Jackson Seto.”
“Just him?”
“No one else.”
“Did you ever meet his partner, George Antonelli?”
“No, and I never really met Seto. We did business over the phone.”
“When was the last time you heard from him?”
“I called him about four or five weeks ago, when the last of the product was repacked.”
“What phone number did you call?”
He gave her the same cellphone number that Andrew Tam had provided.
“Tell me, Mr. Ho, how did Jackson Seto find you?”
He laughed. “In this business, sooner or later everyone in the U.S. needs to find me. That’s all I do — fix other people’s problems.”
“Well, this is one problem I would appreciate your not discussing any further with Seto. There is no reason for you to call him, and if by chance he calls you, I would not mention this conversation.”
“He’s all yours.”
“Thanks.”
“But I’d be happy if you could make a note in the report you’re going to write that I was cooperative.”
“Consider it done, Mr. Ho,” she said.
Ava did a search on the Internet to find G. B. Flatt. It was the largest retail food chain in Texas, with more than three hundred stores. She trolled through the various departments until she found the seafood director in a sub-listing in the perishables department. The name was J. K. Tran — Vietnamese for sure. Man or woman? Not so certain.
She debated whether or not to maintain the FDA persona. It’s working well enough, she thought. Carla was on a roll.
J. K. Tran wasn’t happy to hear from her. “We’ve done nothing wrong,” he said the instant she mentioned the FDA and Seafood Partners.
Why is he so defensive? she wondered. Is he on the take? Did Seto pay him off to take in the product?
“Mr. Tran,” she said slowly, “our interest is solely in Seafood Partners. We have already talked to Barry Ho at Garcia Shrimp, and he swears that the product is now entirely within regulations. My problem is that we told Mr. Seto the product was not to be moved. I just need to confirm that you have that product. We have no, I repeat, no axe to grind with G. B. Flatt. You can keep the product. I just need you to confirm who you bought it from.”
“Seafood Partners.”
“Jackson Seto?”
“Yes.”
“How much did you pay?”
“Why do you need to know that?”
Tran’s not slow, she thought. “There’s going to be a fine. It will be based on the value of the goods sold.”
That must have sounded plausible, because Tran said, “I paid four dollars a pound.”
“For how many pounds?”
“Just over 900,000.”
“And how were they paid?”
“We sent them a wire.”
“Is that usual?”
“It was a one-of-a-kind deal. The price was exceptional, so we didn’t mind the terms.”
“Where was the wire sent?”
“I don’t know.”
“Who does know?”
“Accounts payable.”
“Who should I speak to there?”
“Rosemary Shields.”
“Mr. Tran, could you do me a favour? Put me on hold, call Rosemary, and tell her to give me the wire information. I will make sure that you, she, and G. B. Flatt are kept out of this mess as we go forward.”
“Wait,” he said.
The line went dead for close to five minutes, and Ava began to think she had been cut off. She was just about to hang up and redial when Tran came back to the phone. “The wire was sent two weeks ago. It went to Dallas First National Bank, 486 Sam Rayburn Drive, Dallas, Texas.”
“Whose bank account?”
“Seafood Partners, who else?”
“Do you have a contact at the bank?”
“No.”
“Phone number?”
“None.”
“Well, thanks for this. I’ll follow up with the bank.”
Ava hung up and went back to her computer. Dallas First National was a two-branch bank, and the main branch, on Sam Rayburn Drive, was located in a strip mall. Jeff Goldman was the chairman, president, and CEO. Busy man, she thought.
The FDA cover wasn’t necessarily going to have an impact on Goldman. It was time to bring Rebecca Cohen out of the drawer.
She called the general phone number provided on the website. For close to a minute she listened to a Texas drawl extolling the virtues of hometown banking and personal service, and then she was transferred to voicemail. Again she debated about leaving a message. In the end she felt she had no choice, and added that the number she was giving was her direct personal line.
Goldman didn’t call her back until mid-afternoon. In the meantime Ava had convinced herself that he had checked her out and was never going to call, so it was with some relief that she saw the 214 area code appear on her screen.
“This is the Treasury Department, Rebecca Cohen,” she said.
“Ms. Cohen, I’m Jeff Goldman, Dallas First National Bank. You called me earlier today.”
The accent was hardly Texan; he sounded more like a New Yorker. “Yes, I did, and thank you for returning my call.”
“Ms. Cohen, exactly what part of the Treasury Department are you with?”
“Internal Revenue.”
“That’s still pretty vague.”
“My section specializes in money laundering,” she said.
“So why in hell are you calling me? We’re a local bank, a mom-and-pop shop.”
She waited for him to consider some possibilities, then asked, “Do you have a customer called Seafood Partners?”
She heard his fist banging on the desk. “Shit,” he said.
“How long have they been a customer?”
“Shit, shit, shit.”
“Mr. Goldman,” she prodded, “how long have they been a customer? Not very long, I would wager.”
“About three weeks,” he said, his voice pinched.
“Who opened the account?”
“A Chinese guy named Seto.”
“How much did he put in the account?”
“A thousand dollars.”
“Did he do it in person? Did he come into your branch?”
“That’s the only way we do business.”
“So you met him?”
“No, one of my account officers handled it. I mean, it was a business account with a thousand-dollar deposit. I saw the guy, though. Tall, real skinny, scrawny moustache.”
“And then about two weeks ago the account received a wire transfer from G. B. Flatt in Houston for close to four million dollars. You saw that, I bet.”
“I sure did.”
“You didn’t find that a bit strange?”
“No, why would I? We’re a small bank, but this is Texas, this is Dallas, and million-dollar transactions are common enough.”
“Still, one of your staff brought it to your attention.”
“We had to make sure it was legit.”
“How did you do that?”
“We called the issuing bank, and then to make doubly sure, we called the accounts department at G. B. Flatt.”
“And?”
“Flatt said they had bought a lot of shrimp from them. It made sense.”
It was time to back up, she thought, not to press too hard too quickly. “This Seto — what kind of information did he provide on his company?”
“They’re registered in Washington state, with a Seattle address.”
“So why use a Dallas bank?”
“He told my girl they were thinking of relocating to Texas. Looking at the deal they did with Flatt and knowing how big the shrimp business is in places like Brownsville, it was kind of logical.”
“So they didn’t have a Dallas address or phone number?”
“No, everything was Seattle.”
“Can you give me that information, please?”
“It’ll take a minute.”
“I’ll wait.”
The address and phone numbers were the same ones she had gotten from Andrew Tam and Barry Ho.
“Now, Mr. Goldman, that money from G. B. Flatt, is it still in their account at your bank?”
“Some of it is,” he said carefully.
“How much?”
“About ten thousand.”
“Are you joking?”
“No, and the way this conversation is going, I wish I was.”
“Mr. Goldman, don’t fret,” she said. “This happens all the time. A bank, a good honest bank, opens an account for a customer who seems entirely above board, takes in deposits for genuine commercial transactions, and then at the customer’s request transfers that money elsewhere for what are thought to be other real commercial transactions. That’s just about what happened, isn’t it?”
“You got it.”
“So where did the money go?”
“The British Virgin Islands,” he said.
“I could have guessed,” she said.
“How’s that?”
“Mr. Goldman, the BVI are the world’s tax haven. There are more than half a million offshore companies registered there — that’s about half the world total.”
“I run a small local bank, that’s all,” he said.
“I understand, I understand. Now, to which company was the money sent?”
“S amp;A Investments.”
“Address?”
“I have a copy of our wire in front of me. It was sent six days ago to S amp;A Investments, P.O. Box 718, Simon House, Road Town, Tortola, British Virgin Islands.”
“Care of which bank?”
“Barrett’s”
“Account?”
“Account number 055-439-4656.”
“Great,” she said. “You’ve been just great.”
“We don’t like to get mixed up in things like this,” he said.
“I know, but sometimes it’s difficult to avoid people like Seto.”
“Never again. I’m closing his account as soon as I get off the phone with you.”
“Oh no, don’t do that,” she said quickly. “Please leave it alone. I need you to call me at once if Seto comes back to the bank or contacts you in any way.”
“Ms. Cohen, you do know there was a second wire as well?”
Ava couldn’t help being surprised. “No, I didn’t.”
“Yeah, for just over a million dollars, from Safeguard, a retail food chain in Portland, Oregon. We sent it to the same account in the British Virgin Islands.”
“When?”
“Two days ago.”
It looked as if Seto had cleared out the inventory. That was a good thing. Money was easier to repossess than goods, and she wouldn’t have to worry about selling it if she got her hands on it.
“You’ve been terrific, Mr. Goldman. Let’s hope I don’t have talk to you again.”
It was just past two o’clock and Ava hadn’t eaten anything all day except a bowl of congee for breakfast. There was a Chinese restaurant on Bloor Street that served dim sum till three. She looked out her window at the street below. It wasn’t snowing but it was cold and blustery, and the few pedestrians who had ventured out were wrapped up tightly and walking as quickly as they could, chins buried in their chests. She called the Italian restaurant where she had eaten the night before and ordered a pizza for delivery.
Then she called the travel agent she always used to book her trips. Most of her friends booked online, but she preferred having a buffer between herself and the airlines in case she had to make schedule changes, which she often did. She told the agent to book her on a flight to Seattle and to reserve a seat from there to Hong Kong and then on to Thailand.
Ava called her mother and her best friend, Mimi, to let them know she was getting out of town. The winter was wearing her down, she said, and she was heading to Thailand for ten days or so of fun and sun.
“Are you going through Hong Kong?” her mother asked.
“Yes.”
“Will you call your father?”
“No.”
She heard disappointment in her mother’s voice. “So, you are just seeing Uncle?”
“Mum, I’ll be in transit in Hong Kong. I probably won’t see anyone.”
Ava travelled light. It took her less than half an hour to pack her Louis Vuitton monogrammed suitcase and her Shanghai Tang “Double Happiness” bag. The suitcase was where she packed her business look: black linen slacks, a pencil skirt, Cole Hahn black leather pumps, two sets of black bras and panties, and three Brooks Brothers shirts in powder blue, pink, and white — one with a button-down collar, the other two with modified Italian collars, and all of them with French cuffs. She chose a small jewellery case to hold her Cartier Tank Francaise watch, a set of green jade cufflinks, and a simple gold crucifix. She then went through the leather pouch that held her collection of clasps, pins, barrettes, headbands, and combs and took out an ivory chignon pin she especially loved, adding it to the jewellery case. Ava wore her hair up nearly all the time and liked to accentuate it. Nothing did so better than the chignon pin.
Her toilet kit was always packed and ready to go: toothbrush, toothpaste, hairbrush, deodorant, shampoo, Annick Goutal perfume, one lipstick, and mascara. The shampoo was in a hundred-millilitre bottle, as required by airport security. She had four such bottles neatly packed in the plastic bag that was also required. Only one of the bottles held shampoo; the other three contained chloral hydrate.
The contents of the Shanghai Tang bag were more eclectic: the Moleskine notebook, two fountain pens, her computer, running shoes and shorts, a sports bra, socks, three Giordano T-shirts, a Chanel purse to take to meetings, and two rolls of duct tape. Ava went to the kitchen, took thirty Starbucks coffee sachets from a container, and tossed them into the bag.
At eight she called Uncle.
“ Wei,” he answered.
“I found the money,” she said.
“The shrimp?”
“No, the shrimp have been sold already. I’ve located the money.”
“How much?”
“About five million.”
“Where is it?”
“British Virgin Islands.”
“That’s not a surprise,” he said. “Half of Hong Kong has bank accounts there.”
“I’m heading for Seattle tomorrow morning to see if I can find Jackson Seto and persuade him to give the money to Andrew Tam.”
“What do you think?”
“I have no expectations. I get into Seattle tomorrow morning around eleven. Both his office address and supposed home address are downtown, within a couple of blocks of each other. Who knows, I might get lucky.”
“If you don’t?”
“I’m booked on Cathay Pacific tomorrow night into Hong Kong.”
“Are you staying?”
“Maybe a day or two. I want to check out Seto’s Hong Kong address in Wanchai, and I might meet with Tam. I also want to talk to the guy who introduced Seto to Dynamic Financial Services.”
“Let me know how it goes in Seattle. I don’t care what time you call. If you come to Hong Kong, where do you want to stay?”
“The Mandarin.”
“I’ll book it for you just in case.”
“Thanks, Uncle.”
“And I’ll meet you at the airport.”
“You don’t have to.”
“I know, but I want to.”
She usually slept well. Her sleep mechanism was bak mei, the basic moves played and replayed in slow motion. That night was a little different. The core form was the panther, but this time she had a target: a tall, skinny Chinese man with a scrawny moustache and five million dollars in a bank account in the British Virgin Islands.
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Seattle was a bust. The office was closed, empty. Seto had moved out of the apartment the month before.
Ava was back at Sea-Tac Airport four hours before her flight was scheduled to leave, so she killed some time getting a full body massage in the Cathay Pacific business lounge. She called Uncle just before boarding. He again insisted he’d meet her at the airport and she again told him he didn’t have to. She knew how much he hated the new Hong Kong International Airport at Chek Lap Kok. He lived in Kowloon, no more than ten minutes by car from the old airport, Kai Tak.
Kai Tak had been theatre and drama, the planes approaching Hong Kong precariously through mountains and skyscrapers, crossing Kowloon Bay, their wing tips almost touching the lines of laundry on the balconies of the apartment buildings that pressed in on the airport. Then there was the bus ride from the tarmac to the tired old terminal, which had been built for l950s levels of air traffic, and the long lines at Customs before one emerged into a small, cramped Arrivals hall where hundreds, if not thousands, of people lined the corridor, waving and yelling at the incoming passengers.
Ava wasn’t as nostalgic about Kai Tak as Uncle. To her mind, the Arrivals hall at Chek Lap Kok might be huge and sterile, reducing people to ants scurrying under its soaring roof, but its almost brutal efficiency made up for any deficiencies in its character.
“I’ll sit in the Kit Kat Koffee House,” Uncle said.
The business-class section of the airplane was more than half empty, and the window seat next to her was vacant. That was good; Ava wasn’t one for casual conversation with strangers, and now she didn’t have to find an excuse to avoid it.
It would be a thirteen-hour flight, leaving Seattle at 7 p.m. (10 p.m. Toronto time) and getting into Hong Kong at 11 p.m. the following day, factoring in the International Date Line. Ava hated that, because jet lag was almost inevitable. The only way she could avoid it was not to sleep at all on the plane, and for her that just wasn’t possible. For reasons she couldn’t understand, the moment a flight took off her eyes began to close. On a one-hour flight to New York in the middle of the day, she could sleep for forty-five minutes. During one seventeen-hour flight from Toronto to Hong Kong, she figured she had slept for fifteen hours.
The Seattle-Hong Kong flight turned out to be not that extreme. Ava managed to stay awake long enough to eat dinner and to watch a Hong Kong action film starring Tony Leung and Andy Lau. Then she fell asleep until the flight attendant woke her two hours before landing, to serve her breakfast.
When the plane landed, Ava found HKIA its usual ruthlessly efficient self. She was off the plane and through Immigration, Baggage Claim, and Customs within twenty minutes of landing. She spotted Uncle at the back of the Kit Kat, a plain, square box with round glass tables, metal chairs, and posters of coffee beans on the walls. He had a Chinese newspaper open in front of him and an unlit cigarette dangling from his mouth. Even in Hong Kong there were places where you couldn’t smoke now.
He was tiny, not much taller than Ava, and thin. He was always dressed the same way: black lace-up shoes, black slacks, a white long-sleeved shirt buttoned to the neck. The monochromatic image was part convenience, part camouflage. It made him easy to overlook — just another boring old man not worth a second glance, except to those who knew.
Ava thought Uncle was somewhere between seventy and eighty, but that was as close as she could come to determining his age. Many people meeting him for the first time guessed that he was younger, and not from politeness. His face was fine-boned, with a small, straight nose and a sharply defined chin with a hint of a point; his skin had not begun to sag, and he had only the faintest of wrinkles around his eyes and on his forehead. His hair was cropped close to the scalp; Ava could see streaks of gray, but it was still predominantly black.
“Uncle,” she said.
He looked up from his paper, a smile cracking his face as his eyes fell upon her. She loved his eyes: pitch black pupils and dark chocolate brown irises set in a sea of white that seemed immune to lack of sleep or too much alcohol. They were eyes whose age was indeterminable: lively, curious, probing. Ava had learned rapidly that Uncle’s world was defined through those eyes, not through his words. They could embrace you, mistrust you, detest you, adore you, question you, or not give a damn whether you lived or died. And she knew how to read them in all their subtlety. Ava had seen their many moods, although their darkest intent had never been directed at her. She was part of his unofficial family, after all, the only kind of family he had ever had.
She leaned down to kiss him on the forehead. “You didn’t have to come,” she said.
“I was eager to see you,” he said. “You’re as beautiful as ever.”
“And you look as young as always.”
He looked around. “I don’t like this place. We’ll go to Central for noodles. Let me call Sonny. I’ll have him bring the car down from the garage.”
They walked through the cavernous Arrivals hall, Uncle’s hand resting lightly on her elbow. Two Hong Kong policemen watched them as they neared the exit. The older of the two nudged the younger and they nodded their heads in Uncle’s direction. Ava saw the movement, looked sideways, and caught Uncle nodding in return.
Sonny was leaning against the front fender of the car. It was new, a Mercedes S-Class.
“What happened to the Bentley?” Ava asked.
“I sold it. Sonny said it was time to move into this decade.”
Ava had never known Uncle to be without Sonny, and she’d never met anyone who had. He was technically Uncle’s driver, a monochromatic match to his boss in his black suit, white shirt, and plain black tie. He was tall for Chinese, a couple of inches over six feet, and heavyset. For someone that large he was quick — deadly quick — and he could be vicious when the circumstances required. He was one of the few people in the world whom Ava feared physically. And he wasn’t talkative. If you asked him a question, you got a simple answer with no embellishments. Beyond that he didn’t seem to have any opinions he needed to share.
When they approached the car, Sonny gave Ava a small smile and reached for her bags. She and Uncle climbed into the back seat as he put them in the trunk.
It was a quick ride to the city centre. Their route took them over the Tsing Ma Bridge, six lanes of traffic on the upper deck, rail lines beneath. The bridge always took Ava’s breath away. It was close to a kilometre and half long and soared two hundred metres above the water. The Ma Wan Channel, part of the South China Sea, glittered below in the early morning sun as sampans and fishing boats skirted the armada of huge ocean freighters waiting to be escorted into Hong Kong’s massive container port.
They slowed when they reached the city proper, caught in the last of the morning rush hour. Hong Kong isn’t a city filled with private cars. Finding a place to park isn’t easy or cheap in a place where office and retail space is rented by the square inch, but there are red taxis everywhere, scurrying like beetles. Sonny drove carefully — too carefully for Ava, but he was a cautious man, maybe even deliberately cautious. It was as if he were restraining his true nature. She had seen this trait in him when he attended meetings with Uncle. He didn’t do that often, but when he did, he remained standing off to one side, his eyes flickering back and forth as he followed the flow of conversation. Ava realized that his body language changed along with the tone of the meeting. If Uncle was having his way, Sonny was placid. Any opposition to Uncle’s position caused him to tense, his eyes growing dark.
The financial and commercial heart of the Hong Kong Territory is divided into two main areas: Hong Kong Island and Kowloon, two dense urban settings connected by the Cross-Harbour Tunnel and the Star Ferry. Ava’s hotel was on the Hong Kong side, in the Central district, set just back from Victoria Harbour and a short walk to the financial sector.
They reached the Mandarin within forty minutes of leaving the airport. Uncle walked into the hotel with her and sat patiently in the lobby while she checked in. She sent her bags to the room.
“There is a noodle shop a block from here,” Uncle said when Ava joined him. “We’ll walk.”
It always took her a day or two to adjust to Central foot traffic — the jostling, the pushing, everyone eager to get to the next corner, where they could wait in a throng before shuffling along to the next intersection, their pace dictated entirely by the mob around them. Ava and Uncle were hemmed in on all sides by a crush of people. Central streets weren’t a place for the claustrophobic.
The noodle shop was a hole in the wall, ten tables with pink plastic stools. The place was full, but a man in an apron came from behind the counter to tell two young men sitting by themselves to move to another table that was occupied but had vacant seats. He then waved Uncle and Ava to the empty table and bowed as Uncle walked past.
She ordered har gow — shrimp dumplings — and soup with soft noodles. Uncle ordered beef lo mein and a plate of gai lin, steamed Chinese broccoli slathered in oyster sauce, to share.
“How is your mother?” he asked while they waited for their food.
“As lively as ever.”
“A crazy woman.”
Ava’s mother was highly sociable and made friends as easily as other people changed clothes. Marian and Ava’s friends weren’t immune from her attention. It bothered Marian but never Ava; she saw it as just a natural extension of her mother’s all-consuming interest in their lives. So it had come as no surprise when her mother, in Hong Kong to visit her own friends, called Uncle and said she’d like to meet him, to find out what kind of man her daughter was working for. If Ava had been working in Toronto for a North American firm, she would have been mortified, not because of what her mother had done but more because they wouldn’t understand why she was doing it. But Uncle understood Chinese mothers; they met and got along well enough that from time to time Jennie Lee felt free to pick up the phone and call Kowloon. Just keeping in touch, she called it.
“She sends her love,” Ava said.
Uncle shrugged off the lie. “Will you call your father while you are here?”
“I don’t think so.”
The two men had never met but they knew of each other, as the wealthy and powerful of Hong Kong tend to do. “Maybe just as well. I hear that the wife in Australia is causing him problems.”
Ava hadn’t heard that news and the surprise registered on her face.
“It is smart of him, keeping them all separated. I don’t know, though, where he finds the energy or the time to keep them satisfied.”
Their food came. She poured tea for both of them. The restaurant was full, a steady flow of people coming and going.
Uncle ate quickly, hardly bothering to chew his food. For a man who was otherwise outwardly serene and calm almost to an extreme, it was an unusual characteristic. She wondered sometimes if this might be truer to his nature than the bland, confident face he liked the world to see.
“There isn’t any point in going to the Wanchai address you were given for Jackson Seto,” he said, pushing his empty plate aside. “I sent someone there today. He hasn’t lived there for at least six months.”
“Do you have another address for him?”
“No.”
“Hong Kong phone number?”
“No, but you might get better information from Henry Cheng. He is the one who connected Seto to Andrew Tam. You have an appointment with him tomorrow in his office at 11 a.m. He doesn’t know why you want to talk to him, but he should be cooperative enough. One of my friends called him and made the arrangement.”
“Where is the office?”
He passed her a slip of paper. “Kowloon side, Nathan Road.”
“I was thinking of going to see Andrew.”
“Why don’t you wait until you see Henry Cheng?” Uncle said. “And even then it may not be a great idea. What can you tell him? That you’ve found out where his money is? What good does that do him? You might create false expectations.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“You know, Andrew’s uncle, my friend, used to call me every three weeks. Now he calls me twice a day. He is nervous for the nephew. The family does not have the kind of money where they can afford to lose thirty million Hong Kong. The repercussions would be massive. When he calls, I tell him I know absolutely nothing. And I’ll keep telling him that until you tell me it is over, one way or another.”
“I need to find Seto.”
“Maybe Cheng can help.”
“And I need to find George Antonelli, the Bangkok partner.”
“Our friends in Bangkok have already been working on that. By the time you get there they should have all the information you need.”
“I don’t think Antonelli has access to the money. From what I can gather, Seto has those controls.”
“But Antonelli can give you access to Seto.”
“Exactly.”
They walked slowly back to the hotel together, his arm looped through hers. The Mercedes was parked near the hotel entrance. Sonny stood near the car’s front door, watching them as they approached. He opened the back door for Uncle and helped him into the car. Ava said goodbye and turned to walk into the Mandarin.
“Call me after you meet with Cheng,” Uncle said to her back.
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Ava loved the Mandarin Oriental Hotel. the very first in the chain had been built on the Chao Phraya River in Bangkok in 1887. She had first discovered it when she was dating a banker and had travelled there with her for a four-day conference. They had splurged on their accommodations, booking the Somerset Maugham Suite in the Author’s Wing. After the banker left for her meetings in the mornings, Ava took the hotel’s private ferry across the river to its spa and indulged.
Her afternoons had been split between the wing’s lounge, where she introduced herself to the works of Joseph Conrad and Graham Greene, and the restaurant terrace on the Chao Phraya. She was hardly a literary historian, but the fact that Conrad, Greene, Maugham, Noel Coward, and James Michener had all stayed and supposedly written there fascinated her. And the river was alluring in its own way. It was broad, brown, and sluggish, and as busy as a North American highway with ships, tugs, and barges working their way north from the Gulf of Thailand into the interior, while water taxis and ferries worked their way from east to west, dodging the bigger vessels as they went.
Most evenings her friend had an official function to attend, so Ava ate at the hotel by herself. There was a Chinese restaurant — the China House — on the hotel property next to the main building. It served perhaps the best Chinese food she had ever eaten up till then: abalone that had been gently braised for twelve hours, stir-fried black chicken, soy-braised pomfret.
The thing that had struck her most about the hotel was its level of service. It wasn’t just that it offered good service — that was routine for every five-star hotel in Asia — it was more that the staff seemed to anticipate everything she did or wanted to do. In the four days she had never pressed an elevator button. On her first day there she ordered ice at exactly four o’clock. The ice was there again the next day, the day after, and the day after that, always at exactly four o’clock. And every staff member in the hotel seemed to know her name.
The only negative was the hotel’s location, which was outside the city core. If you wanted to go anywhere else in Bangkok, you had to contend with traffic that was perpetually paralyzed. The hotel wasn’t a place for someone who needed to get about quickly.
The Mandarin in Hong Kong did not have a location problem. After a quick shower and a change into her business attire, Ava walked out the front door and got to the Star Ferry in ten minutes. After a five-minute wait she was crossing Victoria Harbour to her meeting with Henry Cheng in Kowloon.
It was a pleasant day for Hong Kong, about room temperature, slightly overcast, with a light breeze. She sat at the back of the ferry, taking in the sun and looking at the skyline. There was nothing like it in the world — a solid wall of skyscrapers lining the harbour like some medieval fortress. The Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank. Central Plaza. Two international finance centres. The Hopewell Centre. The Bank of China building, designed by I. M. Pei. More than forty buildings over sixty-five storeys high. New York couldn’t even come close.
The ferry docked in Timshashui on the Kowloon side. She thought about taking a taxi but had time to spare, so she walked instead. When she got to Henry Cheng’s office on Nathan Road it was five minutes to eleven.
Kowloon isn’t as aggressively modern as Hong Kong Island. The building on Nathan Road was only five storeys high, its brick exterior faded and chipped. She rode its single elevator to the top floor and found that Cheng’s company occupied half of it — about three thousand square metres — a large office by Hong Kong standards. A hundred or so employees were working in an open-concept area. A handful of closed offices was at the far end, and a boardroom with its door open that Ava could see was empty. The receptionist noted her name and said in Cantonese that Mr. Cheng was expecting her; would she please follow her to the boardroom.
Ava sat there and waited. The office tea lady stuck her head in the door and asked if she wanted anything.
“I’ll have some green tea,” Ava said.
Henry Cheng was carrying a bottle of water when he arrived. He looked at Ava in her linen slacks and pink Brooks Brothers shirt with green jade cufflinks and said, “You’re not what I was expecting.”
“I’m not sure how to take that,” she said.
“It doesn’t matter. Never mind,” he said, offering his hand. “I’m Henry Cheng.”
“Ava Lee.”
He sat a couple of chairs away from her, tapping his fingers impatiently on the table. “What can I do for you?”
He was short and chunky, and Ava guessed he was in his mid-forties. His hair was parted in the middle and swept over his ears in a style that might have suited someone twenty years younger, six inches taller, and forty pounds lighter. He’s still Hong Kong slick, she thought, eyeing his Gucci loafers, tailor-made dress shirt with monogrammed cuffs, and D amp;G belt around a thirty-eight-inch waist. “I need to know about Jackson Seto.”
“I know next to nothing.”
“You introduced him to Andrew Tam.”
“I mentioned Andrew Tam to Seto, and I called Andrew to tell him I was referring Seto to him. But I was never part of any meeting between them, and I had nothing to do with the business they did.”
“How did you meet Seto?”
“I met him through his brother, whom I do know very well.”
“What’s his name?”
“Frank.”
“How did it come about that you met?”
“I was having lunch with Frank when Jackson came into the restaurant. He joined us and we started to have, you know, the normal kind of conversation businessmen have. Sometime during lunch Jackson mentioned that he was looking for some purchase-order financing and I brought up Dynamic Financial. Andrew — if he hasn’t told you — and I went to school together.”
“That’s it? Nothing more than that?”
“That’s all.”
“You never saw Seto again?”
“Never saw him, didn’t talk to him.”
“Andrew suggested that you might have received a finder’s fee.”
“No,” Cheng said forcibly. “At the time the only reason I even mentioned Dynamic was that I thought if I helped Jackson, it might help me in my relationship with Frank. Little did I know.”
“What do you mean?”
“Frank is embarrassed by his brother. He wants nothing to do with him and is quite determined to keep him away from his social circle.”
“When did you find that out?”
“When I had lunch with Frank a few months after that first meeting.”
“Who is this Frank Seto?”
“He is married to Patty Chan, Carter Chan’s only child.”
“Ah, the all-powerful Mr. Chan. Is he still the wealthiest man in Hong Kong?”
“Maybe in all of Asia.”
“Nice catch.”
Cheng shrugged. “Patty is ugly and fat, but she’s going to be the richest woman in Hong Kong when Carter dies.”
“What does Frank do?”
“He tries to keep her happy.”
“No, I mean his job.”
“He tries to keep her happy,” Cheng said and laughed. “Officially, though, he’s the president of a real estate operation they own, Admiralty Properties. The office is on the Hong Kong side, Gloucester Road, overlooking the harbour. He wanders in there a few times a week.”
“Where does he live?”
“The family — the entire Chan family, including Carter, lives — where else? — at the top of the Peak. Security is very tight at the house. Actually, I should say houses, because it’s more of a compound.”
“I get the picture,” Ava said. “Still, I’d like to talk to him.”
“Good luck.”
“Would you — ”
“No, I wouldn’t,” Cheng interrupted. “If you want to speak to Frank, contact him yourself. I’ve told you all I know. I understand that Andrew may have problems as a result of dealing with Jackson. I’m sorry about that, but none of it was my doing. Andrew had an obligation to do his own due diligence.” Cheng stood up. “Now I have another appointment.”
Ava rode the elevator to the ground floor but waited until she was back on Nathan Road to call Uncle. She gave him a summary of her meeting with Cheng, then said, “Can you arrange for me to sit with Frank Seto?”
“I don’t know Frank Seto. I do know Carter Chan, but if I was face down on the street bleeding, Carter would probably kick me for good measure,” he said. “I’ll tell you who does know Carter, though, and probably Frank Seto too.”
“Who?”
“Your father.”
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Marcus Lee didn’t seem surprised to be hearing from his daughter, but then he never did. Whether it was six days, six weeks, or six months since their last contact, he always acted as if they had just had breakfast together.
“Hi, sweetheart,” he said, “are you in Hong Kong?”
When she had phoned his office the receptionist had said he was in a meeting and wasn’t to be disturbed. “Could you tell him that his daughter Ava called?” she said.
“Ah, wait,” the woman said. “For you, I can disturb him.”
For some reason it made her feel good to hear that, and then to hear him “sweetheart” her when he came on the line.
“I am.”
“That’s funny. I talked to Mummy this morning and she didn’t mention that you’d be here.”
“A last-minute change of plan. I’m really heading to Bangkok, but I need to do something here first.”
“Where are you now?”
“I just got off the Star Ferry on the Hong Kong side.”
“You know, it’s almost lunchtime. Do you want to join me?”
“Why not?”
“They have very good dim sum at the Shangri-La Hotel. Why don’t you grab a taxi and meet me there in about ten minutes.”
When Ava arrived at the hotel, her father was already standing by the restaurant host, waiting for her. He was just under six feet and slender, with no hint of middle-age spread. His hair was still jet black and fashionably long at the back. God, he’s handsome, she thought. He wore a charcoal grey suit with a white dress shirt and a red silk tie — the very picture of conservatism.
Her mother swore that Ava bore the closest physical resemblance to him of any of the children, even though she’d only seen pictures of the four sons from the first wife and knew nothing of those from the third. It wasn’t just that Ava was lean and easy on the eyes. Her entire appearance was striking: a combination of good looks, the ability to carry herself well, and an aura of self-confidence.
Marcus Lee saw her and waved, then walked across the lobby to meet her halfway. He threw his arms around her and they hugged. She could feel a hundred eyes on them.
“You look gorgeous, sweetheart,” he said.
“Thanks, Daddy. You look great too.”
“I’m still running, still watching what I eat.”
“It shows.”
The restaurant was jammed but a table had been held for them. He ordered from the dim sum menu without asking her what she wanted. Her mother loved that about him, that he always took charge.
“I told Mummy this morning that I’m planning to come over to Toronto in May, when the weather improves. I’ll stay maybe for the whole month. I hope you’ll be there,” he said.
“It’s a long way out, and with my work — ”
“Anyway, I’m giving you notice. I told Mummy that maybe we could have a family holiday. You know, take your sister and her kids and you and go on a cruise, or down to the Bahamas.”
“How is everyone here?” Ava asked as if she hadn’t heard him.
“Good, really good. Jamie and Michael are in business here. Neither of them is married yet, although Michael is now living with a girl for the first time. David is in Australia finishing up a Ph. D. and trying to find himself. Peter has just joined Barclay’s Bank.”
It always amazed her that he could talk about the children from his first marriage with such ease in front of her. What was as surprising was that her mother spoke about them and took pride in them as well, as if they were part of her extended family. Ava wondered if it cut both ways. Did they even know she existed?
“Yes, Mummy keeps me posted,” she said.
The waiter put a small tureen of hot and sour soup on the table. Her father filled her bowl.
“So, what brings you east again?”
“Business,” she said.
“Are you still working with Chow?”
“Yes, of course I am.”
“I can’t help but wish you weren’t.”
“But I am.”
“Be careful,” he said. It was the same thing he said every time Uncle’s name was mentioned.
“Daddy, I’m an accountant,” she said.
His eyes flickered in her direction. She felt a nervous flutter in her stomach, her face flushed, and she found herself confronting the fact that this man was nobody’s fool. He knew what she did for a living, and though she never discussed her work in detail, he’d been in business long enough and knew Hong Kong and China well enough to know what it could entail.
“So what is this business?”
“The usual. Someone took off with someone else’s money, and I’m trying to track it down and have it returned to its rightful owner.”
“You make it sound so simple.”
“It is.”
“Do I know any of the principals?”
“I don’t think so, and even if you did I couldn’t acknowledge it.”
“So why did you call me, then?”
The question was asked gently but the point was direct; she couldn’t lie to him. “I need to speak to a man named Frank Seto. He is Carter Chan’s son-in-law. I’m quite sure that if I approach him on my own I’ll be put off. I was hoping you could help me.”
“I don’t know Frank very well,” he said. “Still, I can’t imagine him getting himself immersed in anything untoward.”
“It isn’t him. He has a brother who I’m trying to locate, and so far there’s nothing but dead ends. I’m hoping that Frank can help me.”
Their food arrived: shu mai, fried turnip cake, scallops fried with salt, and steamed duck feet with mushrooms.
“I’m not sure my calling Frank will do any good. He might not remember me,” he said. “On the other hand, Carter and I have had a long and uneventful relationship. In his own strange way, he may even consider me a friend. I’ll call him and see what he can set up. You want to meet with Frank, correct?”
“Yes, thank you, Daddy.”
“Would you find it upsetting if I came along?”
She glanced up at him.
“It might make things easier all around,” he said.
“What would you tell him? I mean, what would you tell him about me?”
“That you are my daughter, of course. What did you think I would say?”
“I don’t know. I mean, Mummy and me and Marian are in another world. This is your world here. I don’t know who knows what about what.”
“You aren’t a secret, if that’s what you think.”
“I don’t think I need a complete explanation,” she said.
“Well, anytime you do, just ask,” he said. “I know it seems to Westerners that some of us Chinese have very complicated lives. Actually, the opposite is true. There are rules to this tradition of ours, and as long as everyone — and that includes the wives — plays by the rules, the family remains harmonious. What are the other options? Divorce? Secret mistresses? Messy and hurtful.”
She sat mute, a shu mai between her chopsticks.
“I know it’s old-fashioned, but I was raised that way, and it can’t be helped,” he said.
“No, I guess not,” she said.
They finished lunch and went into the hotel lobby. He turned on his cellphone. “This could take a while,” he said to her. “I have to get past a receptionist and then at least two personal assistants.” He was sitting directly under a harsh overhead light and still looked ten to fifteen years younger than he was. Ava saw several women close to her own age glancing at him as they walked past.
“Marcus Lee calling for Carter Chan,” he said. It took less than a minute. “Hello, Carter, this is Marcus… I’m well, thank you. And you and the family?… Actually it’s a family matter I’m calling about. I need a personal favour. My daughter Ava needs to speak with your son-in-law. It’s about a matter that does not involve him directly, or you or any of your interests. She’s a forensic accountant, and the issue concerns Frank’s brother. I don’t know much more than that… He is? Can you give me a number where she can reach him?” He took a small notepad and pen from his inside jacket pocket and wrote down two phone numbers. “And Carter, could you contact Frank yourself and ask him to speak with her? If she calls directly, well, you know… Thanks, Carter.”
“Frank is in the U.K.,” he said to Ava. “This is his Hong Kong cell number, and Carter says he normally has it on. The other is his hotel number. Carter will have someone call him and tell him to be cooperative. You should wait until that happens.” He checked his watch. “It’s about six in the morning there. Give it a few hours.”
He walked her out to the taxi stand. They hugged, his intensity catching her off guard. “I am really happy you called me,” he said. “I love you, you know, and I’m very proud of you. Just be careful, huh?”
“Thanks for making that call. I love you too.”
“Try to join us in May, will you?”
“I’ll try.”
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Ava phoned uncle when she got back to the Mandarin. She told him about her meeting with her father and about her possible access to Frank Seto. “I’m leaving tonight for Bangkok,” she said. “My flight leaves here at six on Thai Air. I’ve decided to take your advice and not see Andrew Tam.”
“I think that’s best. I’ll pick you up at the hotel at three thirty.”
“That’s perfect. See you then,” Ava said.
She checked her watch. Not enough time to change and go for a run. She went online and searched Frank Seto. Ninety percent of the references were about his relationship to the Chan family, and the balance were reports about Admiralty Property deals. Seto didn’t seem to exist outside of the Chans. There were photos of his wedding from multiple sources. He was as skinny as Jackson; the bride was twice his size. Some men like fat women, but all men love money. She wondered if Frank Seto had found the perfect combination.
The Mercedes was in front of the hotel entrance right on schedule. Sonny opened the back door for her and she slipped into the seat next to Uncle. He had a file folder resting on his lap. He waited until they were on the highway before he passed it to her.
“This came through this afternoon. Our friends worked quickly. Antonelli will be easy enough to contact. He is a creature of habit; he stays at the Water Hotel. I know you like the Mandarin, but it is miles from the Water and against traffic. They suggested the Grand Hyatt Erawan. You can walk to the other hotel from there.”
She knew the Hyatt, or rather she knew Spasso, the hotel’s nightclub — one of the classiest pick-up joints in Bangkok.
Ava opened the file. There was a photo of Antonelli clipped to a page of data. He was short, fat, and bald and had a black mole on his right cheek. “Not pretty, is he?” she said.
In the photo he was standing next to a gorgeous Thai girl. “It is Thailand. He does not have to be,” Uncle said.
She scanned the documentation. “He’s American, Atlanta-born and — raised, and evidently still married. He has three sons in their teens. The family lives in Georgia. He wires money to them every month and seems to visit three or four times a year.”
“He and Seto have been in business together for close to ten years,” Uncle said.
“And in trouble before.”
“It seems to come around every two years.”
“And they get away with it.”
“So far, but then the people they scammed before were mainly Indian and Indonesian. Some of them tried to get their money back, but it is almost impossible to do it legally when so many jurisdictions are involved.”
“How much money?”
He shook his head. “They started small and worked their way up. Andrew Tam is the biggest by far.”
She closed the file. She would read the rest on the plane.
“You’ll be met at the airport.”
“I’d rather take a taxi,” she said.
He knew she preferred working alone unless she needed a specific kind of help. “I made the arrangements,” he said.
“Cancel them, please. I still have to figure out how I’m going to handle things, and I don’t want the pressure of worrying about someone waiting around for me. Just give me a name and contact information. I’ll call when I’m ready.”
“They have the logistical material you requested.”
“I’ll call if I need it. Hopefully I won’t.”
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It was a two-and-a-half-hour flight from Hong Kong to Bangkok. Ava slept for most of it. She had been to Thailand at least six times and it was by far her favourite place to crash. Whether she stayed in Bangkok, Phuket, Ko Sumoi, or Chang Mai, Thailand was always an oasis.
This was, however, her first time at the new airport, Suvarnabhumi. The old airport had always been the worst part of the trip, coming or going. Huge lineups at Immigration, slow baggage claim, waits of maybe half an hour for a taxi, and if it was raining you could be there for hours. Then a ride into the city that sapped whatever energy you had left.
So it was a bit of a shock for Ava when she breezed through the new complex. Like HKIA, Suvarnabhumi had been built and staffed to get you into the country as fast as possible. When she walked into the Arrivals hall, she almost ran straight into a sign that read uncle chow. She nodded at the young man holding it.
“ Sa wat dee ka,” he said. He wore blue jeans and a black T-shirt that showed off his muscular frame. He was about five foot nine, and his hair was so close-cropped that the stubble on his chin was almost as long. He looked tired, his eyes tinged with red and swollen underneath, making them appear smaller than those of most Thais. Still, he gave her a quick and easy smile. Despite his casual dress, Ava knew he was a cop.
“I’m Ava,” she said. “But I told Uncle that I was going to take a cab.”
“Arthon, and I never got that message.” He reached for her bags.
“No, I’ll handle it,” she said.
“Do you want the ride?”
“Why not?”
He led her outside the terminal. His car was parked in a zone clearly marked NO STOPPING / NO PARKING. On the dash was an official-looking sign with a logo and the words dtam-ruat — she knew that meant “Police.” Just behind the car, a man in uniform was putting a Denver boot on a silver Lexus. He and Arthon exchanged waves.
He seemed hesitant about which door to open. She went to the front passenger side and tossed her bag in the back. “What a difference from the old airport,” she said.
“It wasn’t so much fun when it opened. There were many birthing problems,” he said. Ava noticed a slight British inflection in his speech.
“You went to school in the U.K.?” she asked.
“Four years at Liverpool U.”
This is not your average cop, she thought. To go to university overseas meant at the very least that he came from money. He’s probably Chinese Thai, she thought. None of Uncle’s friends with whom she had worked didn’t have Chinese roots.
“Are you by any chance Chinese?” Ava asked.
“I’m Chaozhou.”
“Do you still speak Chinese?”
“No, we’re assimilated. Fourth generation now.”
Arthon pulled the car out of the airport almost directly onto an expressway. They sped into Bangkok, but then traffic slowed when they got into the city. It was always bad in the city. Seven-days-a-week bad. Twenty-four-hours-a-day bad. This despite an extensive infrastructure of expressways, sky trains, and subways.
Arthon was quiet, his eyes on the road. The only sound was a Neil Diamond CD playing on the car stereo. She was the first to speak. “What have they told you about me?” she asked.
“All I was told was to give you whatever help you needed,” Arthon said. “I read the file on your man Antonelli. He’s a bit of a pig.”
“He sure looks like one.”
“The file says he lives at the Water Hotel. You can walk there from the Hyatt Erawan. The Hyatt is on Rajdamri Road. When you come out the front door, turn right and walk about a kilometre past CentralWorld to Petchburi and go left there. The Water Hotel is only a couple of hundred metres from the intersection.”
“I think I’ve been there,” she said. “Is there a large market on the corner?”
“About four thousand booths selling every knockoff known to man. We raid it every month. Of course, we give them twenty-four hours’ notice before we do.”
“And another market where you can buy bootleg DVDs and all kinds of computer software?”
“That’s the Pantip Plaza, further down Petchburi.”
“Okay, I know the area. Now, does Antonelli have a routine?”
“According to our sources, on weekdays he comes down to the lobby lounge around 7:30 a.m.; has coffee and a biscuit, sometimes toast; works on his laptop; sometimes has a meeting. His driver and car show up around 8:30 a.m. He goes to Mahachai — that’s northwest of Bangkok, about sixty kilometres. He has an office in a seafood plant there. He works there till three or four and then heads back to Bangkok to beat the traffic. He’ll get back to the hotel by five, just in time for happy hour in Barry Bean’s Bar, which is one level below the lobby. He’ll drink margaritas until seven and then eat in the Italian restaurant upstairs.”
“So I can count on meeting him in the lobby?”
“That’s what we’re told. He’s there every morning.”
“You said that he’s a pig. What exactly did you mean?”
“So you haven’t read the file?”
“Not yet.”
He looked sideways at her as if trying to gauge her appetite for steaminess. “A short, fat, ugly American comes to Thailand and finds out that with enough money in his pocket he can be George fucking Clooney. That’s Antonelli. He thinks he’s George Clooney — George Clooney with some ugly twists. He started out with bar girls; some of those evenings ended badly because after fucking them he took to beating them. Charges were filed twice and then withdrawn when the Mama-Sans were paid enough. The fat man then switched over to boys for a while, and that was even worse. He hit one so hard he almost killed him. It must have cost a ton of money to get those charges dropped.”
The Grand Hyatt came into view. Arthon put on his turn signal. “Read the report — it’s all in there,” he said.
A ramp from the street led up to the Hyatt entrance. Arthon had to get in line. Security was tight. All the cars were being searched and their underbellies examined using mirrors on long poles.
“We had some terrorist scares last week,” Arthon said. “They mainly stick to the south, but the word was that they were targeting Bangkok. Five-star hotels are always popular.”
As they approached the security checkpoint he rolled down his window and yelled something in Thai at a man in a black suit. They were waved through. He parked in front of the hotel and made a move to exit the car.
“No, that isn’t necessary,” Ava said. “I’m just going to check in and head for bed.”
He shrugged. “Tomorrow?”
“Let’s just play it by ear. I have to figure out how to handle Antonelli. I’ll probably walk over to the Water Hotel in the morning as a starter. How about I phone you if I need you?”
“I live more than an hour away from this area,” he said.
“I’ll keep that in mind.”
He passed her a business card. “My office number is on the front, my mobile is on the back. Mobile is best.”
She took a quick glance at the card. He was a lieutenant. Ava was impressed.
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Her room had all the asian five-star bells and whistles: teak floors, Chinese black lacquer console and dresser, stylish modern beige leather chairs with expansive footrests, a desk with a leather captain’s chair, and a king-size bed with a brilliant white duvet so plush it looked as if it could swallow her whole. The bathroom was all mirror and glass and marble, the walk-in shower large enough for six people. All the room lacked was the quiet dignity of the Mandarin.
Ava showered and climbed into bed in a T-shirt and panties. She extracted from her wallet the paper with Frank Seto’s U.K. phone numbers and called his cellphone. It was late afternoon in London.
“Frank Seto,” he said on the second ring.
“Ava Lee.”
“I was told to expect a call from you.”
“Thanks for taking it.”
“My father-in-law and your father have been friends for many years.”
“So I’m told. I’m calling about your brother.”
“I have three brothers.”
“Jackson.”
“He is one of them.”
Ava knew then that whatever cooperation she got would be grudging. “I’m trying to locate him,” she said.
“Why?”
“I have a client who has a business relationship with Jackson. There are some outstanding issues that need to be resolved and he hasn’t been able to reach him. He hired me to help.”
“And what makes you think I would have any interest in Jackson’s business dealings?”
“I haven’t made that assumption.”
“And what makes you think I would have any idea how to reach him?”
“He is your brother.”
“In name only,” he said sharply. “We have nothing in common. He’s been a problem for our family for many years.”
“Yet you introduced him to Andrew Tam?”
“Shit, that was completely incidental. Andrew and I were having lunch when Jackson came into the same restaurant. Believe me, I’m not in the habit of hooking up Jackson with my friends or business associates.”
“He’s burned some of them?”
“He burns everyone, sooner or later. He can’t help himself.”
“I’m really sorry to hear that,” she said. “It must be difficult for someone in your position.” He didn’t respond, and she knew she had gone off mark. “Anyway, Frank, I would be grateful if you could help me find him.”
“Weren’t you listening? I have no idea where he is or how to get in touch with him.”
“Would your brothers?”
“No, and neither would my mother, so your enquiries should end with me.”
“I had a Seattle address for him, but the place is vacant,” she said.
“The last address I had for him was in Boston, not Seattle.”
“How many years ago was that?”
“At least five.”
“I also had a Hong Kong address for him, in the Wanchai district. Again it came up empty.”
“We were all born and raised in Wanchai, but the rest of us escaped. He keeps going back. He likes grunge, I guess. But I’ve only known him to stay in hotels there.”
“Any particular one?”
“No. He’s strictly a two- or three-star-hotel kind of guy, and you know how many of them there are in Wanchai.”
“Do you have a phone number for him?”
“This is the number I have,” he said, and gave her the same cellphone number she had been trying to reach for days.
“Well, I guess I’ve run into another dead end,” she said.
“There isn’t much I can do about that.”
“Evidently not. Well, anyway, thanks for taking my call.”
“Make sure you tell your father that I did,” he said.
“Are you always this rude?” she shot back.
“My brother brings out the worst out in me,” he said, and cut off the connection.
Ava turned her attention to the Antonelli file and began to read it in detail. He was now her primary interest. She had hoped she would be able to work her way around him, to avoid alerting Seto that they were coming after him and the money. Now she would have to go after him directly.
The file was quite detailed. Given the short notice, Uncle’s Thai friends had done a remarkable job of using his passport to track his movements. The first official sighting of Antonelli in Thailand had been six years before. He had landed at the old Bangkok airport, got a six-month tourist visa, and then gone to southern Thailand, to the city of Hat Yai, in Songkhla Province near the Malaysian border, and checked into the Novotel Hotel. The visa was renewed six months later in Malaysia. A note in the file said that Antonelli probably drove there from Hat Yai — about an hour away — crossed the border, and then re-entered Thailand. It was all legal. Over the next eighteen months he renewed the visa three more times, flying back to Atlanta each time. On each trip to the U.S. he didn’t stay more than a week.
The Novotel had his passport on file for two years. It appeared that he had been involved in business with a fish processing plant in Hat Yai, but when the Muslim terrorists in southern Thailand targeted the city — the largest in the area, with a population of about a million people — and began blowing up hotels and shopping malls, Antonelli moved north to Bangkok. He stayed at an apartment hotel on Petchburi Road for the first three months and then moved three blocks to the Water Hotel. He had been there ever since.
After five months in Bangkok, his name showed up on two official documents. The first was a work visa through Seafood Partners. The second was a document registering him as a minority shareholder in the company; its majority shareholder was, as required by law, a Thai. The Thai owned a separate shrimp and fish processing plant, Siam Union and Trading. Ava assumed that the Thai’s shares in Seafood Partners were a sham, declared simply to enable Antonelli and Seto to do business in the country. Over the next two years, Seafood Partners shipped multiple containers of shrimp to the U.S. and became embroiled in dispute after dispute about short weights, mixed grades, and excess glaze.
The company also became an importer, buying whole grouper and snapper from India, the Philippines, and Indonesia, processing the fish, and exporting it to the U.S. The only problem was that it bought according to terms and paid well for only about six months. Then the company stopped paying invoices and started making complaints about every quality issue imaginable. Eventually the lawsuits were flying. Seafood Partners fought every claim, confident that time, cost, and the complications involved in cross-border legal action would discourage the exporters. They were right. One by one, the lawsuits disappeared.
But the Thai Department of Fisheries did not go away. All the quality issues related to the shrimp exports caught its attention. After a cursory examination, the department cancelled the licence of the processor, Siam Union and Trading, leaving Seafood Partners, even though it was the exporter of record, untouched.
Next Antonelli flew to Atlanta for what looked like six months. He seemed to have returned when they landed the Major Supermarkets business. Ava couldn’t believe that Major Supermarkets had actually given them that business. Where was their due diligence?
She read on. Antonelli maintained a Thai bank account with a balance that rarely exceeded a hundred thousand baht, about three thousand dollars. His hotel bills were paid with a Visa credit card issued by a U.S. bank. His car and driver had been paid for by Siam Union, and when that company left the scene, by the same Visa card used to pay the hotel bill.
There was no mention of Seto in the file, not in reference to the formation of Seafood Partners or in the lawsuits. She now wished she had asked the Thai police to run a casual check on him. At the very least she would have found out how often he came and went, and where he stayed when he was in Bangkok.
One thing that caught her eye was Antonelli’s cellphone number, which had a Thai area code. She made a mental note to ask Arthon the next day if he had any way to access calls made to and from that number.
At the back of the folder were copies of the assault complaints filed with the police against Antonelli. None of them had remained active for very long. Ava leafed through them and stopped before the end. It was like reading sadomasochistic pornography. She wondered what the wife in Atlanta would think about his habit of beating up defenceless women and boys. Then again, maybe she knew.
The bedside clock said it was almost midnight. Ava tried to convince herself that she was tired and slipped under the covers. Fifteen minutes later she got up, put on her linen slacks and a clean Brooks Brothers shirt, and went downstairs to Spasso, which was one level below the hotel lobby. During the day and into the early evening, Spasso was the Hyatt’s Italian restaurant. After 9 p.m. it began its transition to nightclub. Tables were cleared, the bandstand was set up, the bar was fully staffed, and security manned the door. It was one of the most popular high-end clubs in Bangkok, and Ava knew it would be going full blast until at least 2 a.m.
When she walked in, the place was jammed with the usual mix of young farang professionals — residents and tourists — and Thai girls on the make. This wasn’t a place for backpackers. It also wasn’t a place for bar girls from Soi Cowboy, Nana Plaza, or Patpong, the three most popular downmarket night spots in a city that advertised in-your-face sex clubs, night markets, lurid shows, and cheap by-the-hour hotel rooms for farangs who were squeamish about taking the bar girls back to their own hotel. The Thai girls at Spasso were amateurs, part-timers, teachers and students and the like, trying to make a few extra dollars and hoping, just hoping, to hit the jackpot — a farang boyfriend who would send monthly financial support when he got back home to North America or Europe, and who might give her the blue-eyed baby that had become a status symbol among these girls.
The foreigners in the club weren’t all from the West. Ava saw some Japanese, a few Koreans, and a cluster of what looked like wealthy, hip Arabs. None of them were a natural attraction for the girls; they homed in on the Westerners. The Japanese and Koreans wouldn’t get any action until the girls had explored all their Western options and found them wanting. The Arabs would have to wait as well, and they weren’t being patient about it. One of them had ordered a large tub filled with ice and about forty shooters in test tubes. He held a shooter in each hand and waved at the girls to come and take what they wanted. He was getting the odd nibble but was having trouble getting the girls to stay.
Ava found a small table at the back of the club as far as possible from the stage, which had a set of drums and two guitars on it. To one side, propped on an easel, was a sign that read MANILA MAGIC. She groaned. Filipino cover bands were an Asian cliche. There wasn’t a five-star hotel anywhere in Asia that didn’t have one playing. The noise level in the room was already deafening; she could hardly imagine what the band would add to it.
She ordered a glass of white wine and sat back, content to dissect the action, trying to figure out who was going to get lucky. She could feel eyes turn in her direction. She ignored them, discouraging attention.
The band came onstage — three guys on the instruments and two female singers — and broke into a pretty horrid rendition of “Proud Mary.” As she watched, a blonde crossed her line of sight. From the distance she looked about thirty. She wore black silk pants and a green silk blouse.
The blonde worked her way through the crowd towards Ava, and the closer she got the faster Ava’s interest waned. She was closer to forty than thirty, and she had heavy thighs and a big ass.
“Hi, I’m Deborah,” she said. “Can I join you?”
Ava hesitated and then realized she wouldn’t mind the companionship. “Sure, but I’ve got to tell you right off the top that you’re not my type.”
The woman looked flustered. “I’m sorry, I thought you were — ”
“I am, but you’re still not my type. Sit down anyway.”
“This is a tough place for girls like us,” Deborah said, holding her own glass of white wine.
“Where are you from?”
“Washington, D.C. You?”
“Toronto.”
“Here on business?”
“Yes, and you?”
“Same.”
“Where are you staying?”
“Here.”
“Me too. This is my first trip to Bangkok, and I can’t fucking believe how great these hotels are, how great the service is.”
“How long are you staying?”
“Another five days.”
“Well, Spasso is not where you should be. These girls are focused on farang cock. They’re all very entrepreneurial, and they know that’s where the money is.”
“So where should I go?”
“Over on Royal City Avenue — RCA — there are a couple of bars you might enjoy. One is called Nine Bar; the newest one is Zeta. I liked Zeta last time I was here. Most of the girls are young — you know, early twenties — and some of them are just figuring things out, still experimenting, enthusiastic and eager as hell but lacking technique. They would take to a woman like you.”
“Are they bar girls?”
“No, not really. They don’t expect to get paid. Mind you, if you slipped them twenty or thirty dollars they would appreciate it. But it isn’t necessary.”
“Would I have any problems if I went by myself? I mean, at home I’m quite circumspect. Dyke bars aren’t my thing.”
“No problems.”
“Is it close?”
“Ten minutes by taxi. But then in Bangkok everywhere is ten minutes by taxi, according to the drivers, unless of course there’s traffic,” Ava said and smiled.
“Thanks. I have to work early tomorrow morning, so I’m going to head out,” Deborah said.
“The girls will still be there tomorrow night,” Ava said.
“Can I buy you a drink before I go?”
Ava shook her head. “No, I think I’m finally getting tired enough to go to bed. And besides, if I have to listen to another Filipino cover band murder Shania Twain, I think I’ll go crazy.”
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Ava popped a couple of melatonin tablets before going to bed and slept through until 6 a.m. It was too early to call Arthon, so she phoned her mother. She would be at home, since it was still too early for dinner and mah-jong. Ava told Jennie about having dim sum with her father. As always, Jennie overreacted. Nothing pleased her mother more than her daughters’ contact with their father. She pretended that she was happy for their sakes, but Ava knew it was just as much about reaffirmation of her status as wife number two.
Ava boiled some water and made a cup of VIA instant coffee. She turned on BBC World, but after five minutes she gave up and reached for her running gear and a rubber band to tie her hair back. She was always of two minds about running in Bangkok. There was the safety, security, and clean air of the hotel gym, while her other option was to run outside and fight the smog, the smothering humidity, and the carnival of people. But she knew that the Hyatt was only about a kilo metre from Lumpini Park, and she loved running there. When she stayed at the Mandarin Hotel, sometimes she would even take a taxi there and back. Lumpini it would be.
At six thirty the sun was visible but not yet oppressive. The streets were already lined with traffic but the smog hadn’t had time to build to its midday thickness. She turned left from the hotel and headed to the park, dodging dogs and sidewalk cracks and rises.
In a city with virtually no greenery and few public recreational facilities, the park was a magnet for all kinds of athletes. Thousands of people were there, nearly all of them Thais. She joined the throng circling the park on a three-kilometre track, which was thoughtfully marked every two hundred metres in white paint. It was a catholic group, with no apparently dominant gender or age. The only people who stood out in the running group were the businessmen, who held their shirts and jackets in their hands so as not to get them sweaty.
The track was on the outer perimeter of the park. In the interior it was just as busy, with pockets of activities that made the place so interesting to her. There were tai chi practitioners, several groups of them, silently performing their rituals. Old men and women waving swords and fans in precise slow-motion patterns. Bird-lovers with their cages. People playing badminton, tennis, and a Thai form of lawn bowling or bocce. All this took her mind off the running. In the gym she was usually good for five kilometres; at Lumpini she did three full laps before heading back to the hotel.
She showered, dressed in her business suit, put her slacks and shirts in a laundry bag and requested same-day service, and then went down to the lobby with the Antonelli file and her notebook. She reread the file as she sipped some ice water. How to approach him? How to get him to open the door to Seto? She had Antonelli’s cellphone number. If Arthon could patch into his phone and trace calls to and from it, that could save her some time. She called Arthon and told him what she wanted.
“It won’t be easy,” he said. She could hear street noises in the background. “You can buy a SIM card anywhere here, and there are tons of pay-as-you-go phone-card companies. It isn’t like the U.K. or North America, where you have only a handful of carriers. It could take me a while to find his carrier, and then I have to see if we’ve penetrated them already.”
“Please try,” she said.
“What are your plans for today?” he asked.
“I’m heading over to the Water Hotel in a few minutes. I’ll see if I can engage Antonelli in conversation.”
“Using what pretext?”
“Feminine charm,” she said.
He didn’t respond, and for a moment she thought he was mocking her. Then he said slowly, “When you read the data on Antonelli, did you take note of the section that mentioned what he likes to do now on weekends?”
“I don’t remember it particularly, but I assume he hits the bars.”
“More precisely, he goes to Nana Plaza.”
“And how is that different from Soi Cowboy or Patpong?”
“On the first two floors it’s the same old bar-girl shit, but when you get to the third floor — that’s another thing altogether. When we were in the car, I didn’t get a chance to finish my story about him. Antonelli has graduated from women and boys and gotten into katoeys — ladyboys. The third floor at Nana Plaza is all katoey. The violence seems to have toned down since he switched. Maybe he’s found what he was looking for.”
“Oh.”
“Like I said, he’s a pig.”
It took longer than she had planned to walk to the hotel. Ava had to cross a couple of intersections, and the traffic lights were programmed to change about every five minutes. So you waited; if you tried to jaywalk you would meet inevitable death, because Bangkok traffic stopped for no one.
It was just after eight when she finally walked into the Water Hotel. It was supposed to be a five-star establishment, but she could tell from the lobby that it fell short. The furniture looked worn, and the staff uniforms showed frayed edges.
She spotted Antonelli right away. There was a lounge to the right of the lobby where they were serving coffee and tea. He sat on a sofa, his computer open on his lap, a cup and saucer and a plate of toast sitting on a small table beside him. He wore a barong, the loose Filipino shirt that is the fat man’s friend.
His head was virtually bald, apart from a few straggly strands of hair stretched from ear to ear. He was even bigger than he had looked in the picture. His jowls swallowed up his neck, and the barong was stretched so tightly across his gut that she could see his white T-shirt between the buttons, which were threatening to pull apart. When he sat back on the sofa, his feet barely touched the ground. But as he typed, Ava noticed that his pudgy fingers moved quite deftly.
The lounge was busy, which gave her an excuse to sit almost directly across from him. She ordered coffee and waited for a chance to attract his attention. But Antonelli was focused on his computer, lifting his head only to look at his watch. When her coffee came, she took a sip and said, “My God, is the coffee here always this bad?”
He took a quick glance at her but said nothing. Then he closed his computer, slipped it into a wheeled briefcase, stood up, and rolled out of the lounge. She watched him exit through the giant glass doors at the entrance. An elderly Thai man stood at the curb. He took the briefcase and put it in the back of a black Toyota SUV. Antonelli, with some difficulty, climbed into the back seat. Then the car drove off.
Well, wasn’t that successful, Ava thought.
She phoned Arthon and told him what had happened. She could almost hear him smile. “I’ll give it another go in the bar tonight,” she said. “In the meantime I’m going to go shopping, try to catch a nap, and wait for you to call me back with the cellphone information I need.”
“I told you that won’t be easy.”
“One other thing,” she said. “We asked you about Antonelli, but we are also trying to locate a guy named Jackson Seto. Antonelli is our primary source, but it would be useful to know what you can dig up on Seto and his movements both to and from and in and around Thailand. I’ve been assuming he’s still in the U.S., which is why we didn’t ask about him initially. That may have been a mistake on my part.”
“Jackson is an English name. Does he have a Chinese name — a proper name? Because if he does, his passport will likely be in that one.”
“I don’t know.”
“We’ll look under Jackson and see if anything comes up. Where will you be?”
“On this phone or at the Hyatt.”
It was too early to shop at Pantip Plaza, the techie mall almost directly across the street from the Water Hotel, so Ava walked back to the Hyatt. She got wai ’d at the door, wai ’d in the lobby, and wai ’d at the elevator. Wai is the most basic form of respectful greeting among Thais, palms held together in prayer fashion and accompanied by a bow. The closer the hands are to the face and the lower the bow, the greater the respect being shown. As a woman in business attire, Ava seemed to generate a considerable amount of deference — from everyone except George Antonelli, she thought.
When she got to her room, she stripped down to bra and panties and hung up her clothes. Then she napped for a couple of hours. When she woke, she saw no reason to dress up, so she slipped on her track pants and a T-shirt. There weren’t any wai s this time when she left the hotel.
At Pantip she ordered all five seasons of The Wire — fifteen DVDs — for forty dollars, and then she bought three film-editing software programs for one of her friends. The software cost three dollars for each program; her friend would save a couple of thousand dollars. While she waited for the DVDs to be burned, she went across the street and had a bowl of tom yam kung.
After Chinese hot and sour soup, which ranked as her uncontested favourite, tom yam kung was at the head of the second-tier list. Like a good hot and sour seafood soup, it is made with a chicken stock base and a generous amount of shrimp. Cilantro, straw mushrooms, scallions, fish sauce, lime juice, lemongrass stalks, and kaffir lime leaves are added to produce a flavoursome broth, its surface dotted with a crimson oil slick from the final ingredient, red chili peppers. The soup had a clean, clear aroma, like pure oxygen with just a hint of citrus.
After lunch she went back to Pantip to collect her DVDs. As she was paying for them, Arthon called. He had had no luck with Antonelli’s phone, but they had compiled some information on Seto.
“Can I drop it off at the Hyatt?” he asked.
“Fifteen minutes,” she said.
“More like an hour,” he countered.
“I’ll meet you in the lobby.”
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Ava waited for Arthon for close to two hours. She drank several glasses of fruit juice and read all the newspapers in the lobby: the two English-language papers — The Nation and the Bangkok Post — a Chinese paper, the International Herald Tribune, and the Asian edition of the Wall Street Journal. The news was all the same: the economy was in tatters. This usually made for good business for Ava. Desperate times called for desperate measures.
Arthon came through the front door, leaving his car running right outside. He had clout, no doubt about that. He was better dressed than he had been the night before, in tight blue slacks and a form-fitting red Lacoste golf shirt, with sunglasses perched on his head. If she hadn’t known him, she might have figured him for a dealer.
Arthon didn’t apologize for being late — given the traffic, it is understood in Bangkok that meeting times are an estimate at best. “I can’t stay,” he said quickly as he handed her two sheets of paper.
“That’s it?”
“Seto’s comings and goings. That and his hotel stays are all we have on record. He’s been here three or four times a year for the past six years, at first going to Hat Yai and then to Bangkok. He stayed at the Novotel with Antonelli when he was in the south, and at the Water Hotel when Antonelli moved north.”
“Seafood Partners?”
“If he was a partner, he was a discreet one.”
“When was he last here?”
“About five months ago.”
When he was organizing the Major Supermarkets scam, she thought.
“I have one more thing for you,” he said, passing her what looked like a passport photo. “I didn’t know if you had one.”
She looked at her target. Thick black hair streaked with grey and combed straight back with no part. Long, thin face with a small mouth, looking even smaller under a moustache that drooped on the right. His eyes were almost hidden by hooded lids. He stared right into the camera with a look of defiance.
“Now I have to go,” Arthon said. “It’s payday and I still have some collections to make. What are your plans for tonight?”
“Barry Bean’s for happy hour. Maybe I can get Antonelli to talk to me if he has a few drinks in him.”
“Call me if you need me. I should be free by about seven.”
Ava got to the bar by six, figuring that happy hour would be in full swing. Barry Bean’s was packed but there was no sign of Antonelli. She mentioned his name to her waitress and was told that “Kuhn George” would be along eventually — he hardly ever missed happy hour. She chatted with a German bathtub manufacturer who was thinking about relocating his business to Thailand but was trying to do it without bringing his wife and kids. The problem was that his wife wasn’t an idiot.
At seven the bar staff gathered in one spot, a bell was rung, and they yelled, “Happy hour is over, happy hour is over.” Still no sign of Antonelli.
Ava called Arthon.
“Oh shit, I forgot this was Friday,” he said.
“What do you mean?” she groaned.
“On Fridays he goes to an Italian restaurant near Soi Cowboy. It’s owned by actual Italians and is one of the trendiest spots in town. After dinner he shows up at Nana Plaza for his weekly romp with a katoey.”
“Does he bring her back to the hotel?” Ava asked.
“No. Security checks all the guests brought back to the rooms and holds their ID until they leave. Antonelli wouldn’t want the staff to know he’s into ladyboys. He uses a hotel attached to Nana that rents rooms by the hour.”
That might even be better, she thought. “Arthon, it might be useful if we had proof of his little habit.”
“What do you mean?”
“Pictures,” she said.
He didn’t hesitate. “It’s worth a try, but I’d have to pay someone, and maybe more than one person.”
“How much are we talking about?”
“Five thousand baht at least, maybe even ten.”
Two to three hundred dollars, Ava calculated. “That sounds reasonable, but only if we actually get the pictures.”
“Let me see what I can arrange.”
“Call me later?”
“Whether I’m successful or not?”
“I need to know either way.”
Ava closed her phone and went upstairs to the Water Hotel’s Italian restaurant that Antonelli frequented. It was deserted. The hostess was happy to have someone to talk to and was very forthcoming about Antonelli, or “Khun George” — a verbal sign of respect, the equivalent of “Mister” in English. It turned out that Khun George ate a lot, was very demanding, and tipped badly. Ava was finding it easy to work up a big dislike for him.
After dinner she walked back to the Hyatt. The streets were even more difficult to negotiate than earlier in the day because the night markets and restaurants — appearing as if by magic on the sidewalks — were in full swing. She shuddered when she saw the level of sanitation. There was no running water, and plates and cutlery were being washed and rewashed in the same tub. Ava had eaten street food once, and it had taken her two days to get over the food poisoning.
She thought about going down to Spasso, and then about going to Zeta. She ended up in her room watching HBO. At around eleven she fell asleep.
Although she felt like she had been asleep for a while, it was only eleven-thirty when the phone rang.
“Bingo,” Arthon said. “And with one who hasn’t completed the surgery — she has tits and a cock. Our guy burst into the room when they were in the middle of their fun, both of them completely naked and Antonelli staring right into the camera. He is one very ugly farang with no clothes on. His tits are almost bigger than hers.”
“When can I get the photos?”
“Tomorrow morning. I’ll drop them off first thing.”
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Arthon called Ava at eight the next morning to say he was on his way. She had already been up for two hours and had gone for another run in Lumpini Park. Saturday morning was even busier than Friday, and after two laps she walked the third so she could take in more of the sights and sounds. She hadn’t known there were so many variations of tai chi.
When she got back to the hotel, she showered and changed and then camped out in the lobby to wait for Arthon. She was reading the Bangkok Post, which had an article in the lifestyle section about a katoey rock band. From the photo she couldn’t have guessed that it wasn’t just another gorgeous all-girl band.
Aside from his nasty violent streak, Ava had no issue with Antonelli’s sexual tastes. She also knew Thailand well enough to be sure that the Thais wouldn’t care either. Katoeys were a part of everyday life, an accepted third sex. Ava had been in public buildings that actually had three washrooms: for men, women, and katoeys.
A small cottage industry had developed around the katoey, and partly because of them the plastic surgeons in Thailand were some of the world’s best. They had been lucky to catch Antonelli with one who hadn’t yet completed the surgery. If she had, no one would have believed she was transgender. Then again, Ava thought, maybe we weren’t lucky. Maybe Antonelli likes them half and half.
Arthon arrived on time, wearing the same clothes as the night before. He looked tired, and Ava guessed he hadn’t slept. He slumped onto the couch next to her and groaned.
“Rough night of police work?”
“I wish,” he said. “It’s month-end and I had to make my collections. I’m responsible for the gambling joints, and some of them don’t open till midnight.”
“How much time do you spend on actual police work as opposed to running all these side businesses?”
“It’s about fifty-fifty, although at month-end it gets crazy.”
“And I didn’t think gambling was legal in Thailand,” she said.
“It isn’t,” he said as he passed her a large brown envel-ope.
There were five photos. She winced as she looked at them. Antonelli was even more repulsive with his clothes off than she had imagined, and even though she already knew about his partner, it was still a bit of a shock for Ava to actually see her.
“Wonderful,” she said.
“Do you want me to be with you when you drop this on him? He might not be too pleased.”
“It should be okay. What you can do for me is find out his room number at the Water Hotel. I’ll slip a picture under his door and then arrange to meet him somewhere public where he can’t go off on me.”
“He’s in room 3235.”
“Thank you.”
“I’m going home to get some sleep. If you need me, just call.”
“Here, I owe you this,” she said, giving him a roll of baht.
“Forget it. I talked to my boss and he said he’d kill me if I took anything from Uncle.”
She shrugged. “Give it to a temple or something.”
“I can’t do that,” he said. He stood up and stretched wearily. She noticed some of the female staff eyeing him. He noted them too and smiled and wai ’d. Wai s all round ensued, and one of women, who looked about sixteen, drifted towards him. A few words were spoken in Thai and then she laughed, took his card, and walked with him to the front door. Ava could only admire how aggressive these women were.
She went back to her room and changed her clothes; the linen slacks and pink Brooks Brothers shirt would create the right impression. She went outside, intending to walk to the hotel, but the sky was clear and the sun was brutal. She didn’t want to get there covered in sweat so she took a taxi, even though the ride would take longer than the walk.
She caught the elevator to the thirty-second floor. The corridor was empty save for the room maid’s cart. Ava stood outside Antonelli’s room for a moment, her ear pressed against the door. She heard faint noises coming from what sounded like a television. She had left one picture in the envelope, on which she had written: Meet me in the lobby downstairs. I’m Chinese, a woman, and I’m wearing a pink shirt.
Ava slid the envelope under the door, rang the doorbell, and then used the nearby exit to run down the stairs. She got out on the thirty-first floor and pushed the elevator button, hoping she’d get to the lobby before him, and hoping even more that he wouldn’t get into the same elevator car as her. It took less than a minute to arrive.
She walked into a lobby that was nearly deserted and chose a chair in the middle of the lounge. Across from it was a couch, with a broad coffee table in between. She ordered an espresso and waited. A few minutes later the elevator doors opened and Antonelli charged into the lobby. He was wearing a Georgia Tech tank top, baggy shorts, and a pair of blue Crocs. His legs were pale and surprisingly smooth. He hadn’t brushed his hair, and the few strands he had left were sticking up in the air. He looked around the lobby; she could see a mixture of anger, urgency, and desperation on his face.
Ava waved at Antonelli and smiled. He headed towards her, the envelope clasped tightly in his hand.
“You, you bitch! You Chinese bitch! You fucking Chinese bitch!” he yelled when he was still ten metres away.
“Have a seat,” she said, pointing to the sofa.
He ploughed towards her, his face contorted, and for a second she thought he was going to try something physical with her. She shifted her feet, bracing herself for a countermove. He stopped when he was still a short distance away from her. “You fucking bitch,” he spat.
Even from that distance she could smell breath that was foul from beer and God knows what else. His bared teeth were stained and coated with a yellow film. She guessed he hadn’t taken the time to brush.
He brandished the envelope in front of him. “You fucking Chinese bitch.”
“You’re getting repetitive, and not accomplishing anything. I suggest you sit,” she said.
“You were the one who was here yesterday. I remember you, you bitch. I thought there was something funny about you.”
“Obviously there was.”
He waved the envelope again. “What is this about? What the fuck is this about? I don’t know you. There is no fucking reason for this.”
The server hovered nearby with Ava’s coffee, afraid to come any closer. “You can bring it over now,” Ava said to her, and then turned to Antonelli. “Do you want something?” she asked. “I’m buying.”
“Fuck off.”
“Later. Right now we need to talk.”
“What do you think you’re going to do with this?”
“You are George Antonelli, correct? And you have a partner named Jackson Seto, and the two of you have been stealing money from a client of mine. That’s why I’m here.”
“I have no fucking idea what you’re talking about.”
“Yes, you do, but really it doesn’t matter one way or another. I have very little interest in you or your hobbies. What I need to do is find Jackson Seto. I want you to help me.”
“I still have no idea what the fuck you’re talking about.”
She pulled the file Arthon had given her from her purse and placed it on the table. “I know all about you. I know how long you’ve been here, who you’ve worked with, how many scams you and Seto have pulled. I also know about the wife and kids back in Atlanta. Their address and phone numbers are in the file.”
Antonelli sat down and reached for the folder. He opened it and started to read. She waited, watching his face for reaction. His jaw tightened, and he licked spittle from the side of his mouth.
“What the fuck are you trying to do?” he said finally.
“It’s very simple — I need to locate Seto. You know where he is, or at the very least you know how I can contact him. You have two options. You tell me what I want to know, or I’m going to make a hundred copies of that photo — and the five others that I have — and send them to your wife, your kids, your Atlanta neighbours, your parents, any siblings you have, your in-laws, and anyone you’re doing or have ever done business with. My experi-ence is that Americans, particularly Americans in the South, and Baptists at that, are slightly less liberal about matters like this than Thais are.”
He closed his eyes. A good sign, she thought. He was imagining the worst. He was calculating the odds. “How do I know — ”
“You don’t,” she interrupted. “But I am in the habit of keeping my word. Just help me find Seto and the photos will be burned.”
“Fuck.”
“I’m sorry it had to be like this, I really am. If I could have found him any other way this wouldn’t have been necessary,” she said.
“What will you do if you locate him?”
“Get the money back.”
“What if I direct you to him and you can’t get the money back? What will happen to the photos?”
“Just get me to him. Do that and you’re completely off the hook, I promise.”
He chewed a fingernail while he thought. “You got a pen?”
She took out her notebook and Mont Blanc. “Go ahead.”
“I’ll give you his email address. He rarely checks it and normally doesn’t answer directly. I email him and tell him I need to talk, and he phones me. But you can try. You never know.”
“All right.”
“Right now he doesn’t have a North American or Asian phone number that works. You’ll have to call 592-223-7878.”
“What area code is that?”
“Guyana.”
“He’s in Guyana?”
“Obviously.”
“Why Guyana?”
“We used to buy bangamary and sea trout there. We’d ship it to Atlanta, tray-pack, and sell it to the black and Hispanic markets. It was a good business for a while. Jackson has a house there, and a kind of wife, and he knows enough of the right people that he feels safe there. Whenever things get tight, he always fucks off to Guyana.”
“You’re sure I’ll find him there?”
“He was there yesterday.”
“Why does he feel safe there?”
Antonelli smiled. “Guyana is a shithole, filled with people who either helped make it a shithole or people who thrive in shitholes. Even for me — and I’ve seen a lot of shitholes — it’s more shithole than I can stand. And Jackson has surrounded himself with the nastiest bunch of shitholes he could find. As long as he pays them, they’ll do what he wants.”
“What about the police?”
“Most of the people he’s paying are the fucking police.”
“Do you have an address for him?”
“Malvern Gardens. I don’t know the number but there are only about ten houses in the subdivision. It’s fucking grand by Georgetown standards, and he’s the only Chinese there.”
“Georgetown is the main city?”
“Yep. A shithole.”
“I get the picture,” she said.
“You think you do,” he said. “Wait till you get there. However bad you think it is, it will be that much worse.”
“If I get there and it turns out that Seto knows I’m coming — ”
“I won’t tell him.”
“I mean it. If he has any clue — ”
“Look, I don’t want those photos in the wrong hands. You know that. You are a hundred percent fucking sure about that, aren’t you? So I’m trusting that you will honour your word. That’s all. Do I think you’re going to be able to ambush Seto and get him to fork over the money? No, I don’t. I don’t think you’ve got a fucking chance in hell. So with that thought in my mind, why would I risk screwing you over? I’ll not say a word to him. Nothing. You go and do whatever the hell you want. You just can’t blame me if it doesn’t work out.”
“Give me your phone.”
“Why?”
“Just do it, please.”
He tossed his cellphone to her. She caught it and flipped it open. “I’m going to call the Guyana number you gave me,” she said. “I’m also going to put the phone in speaker mode.” She checked her watch. “It isn’t too late there. Hopefully he’ll answer. If he doesn’t, then what? Voicemail?”
“Yeah.”
“Either way, just tell him you’re going away for a long weekend and that you’ll be out of touch until the middle of next week. Is that plausible? Would you do that under normal circumstances?”
“I have.”
She hit the numbers, put the phone in speaker mode, and placed it on the table between them. It rang four times before a muffled voice answered, “What the hell do you want, George?”
“Jack, just wanted you to know I’m heading down to Phuket for some R and R. I’m not taking my laptop, so you won’t hear from me till next week.”
“Whatever. Have fun.” The phone went dead.
She was surprised to hear that Seto still had a trace of Chinese accent. His brother spoke flawless English and she had expected the same of him.
“Okay, you happy?” Antonelli said.
“One last thing,” she said slowly. “Money. Do you have access to the money?”
“No,” he said. “That’s all Jackson.”
“Has he sent you money?”
“He sends me money every month, but just enough to cover my overheads, my expenses.”
“You don’t profit-share?”
“We have a seventy-thirty split, and you don’t have to guess who gets the seventy. Normally we wait till year-end, around Christmas, before we dip into it. By then we know how much we actually have. You know, there are a lot of fucking ups and downs in our business.”
“So it seems.”
“And you could be one big fucking down.”
“Let’s hope,” she said, standing. She put the notebook and the envelope back in her purse. “Thanks for your help.”
“What I hope is that I never hear your fucking voice again,” he said.
“The feeling is mutual.”
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Antonelli’s description of Guyana began to fade the moment Ava went online to find a flight to Georgetown. The most obvious carrier, she thought, would be a national airline. Every country has one. Except Guyana — theirs had gone bankrupt in 2001. And then there had been another, quasi-national one that went broke as well.
The predominant carrier that flew to Guyana was Caribbean Airlines, and all its inbound flights originated in Port of Spain, Trinidad. The best way to get to Port of Spain was through New York or Miami. She knew that Thai Air had a direct flight from Bangkok to New York. It left at midnight and got into New York in the late afternoon. There was a flight to Port of Spain at 7 p.m. She would have to overnight in Port of Spain and catch a morning flight to Guyana.
She checked the seating availability in business class; all the flights were wide open. She emailed her travel agent to arrange the flights and book her into the best hotels she could find.
Checkout time at the Hyatt was noon. She called downstairs and negotiated a late checkout for half the normal daily rack rate.
Ava had missed two phone calls while working online, one from Arthon and the other from Uncle. She phoned Arthon. He was pleased, if a bit surprised, that things had gone so well. She told him to keep a set of the photos in case they were needed. He said he had been going to anyway, and she wondered what that implied for Antonelli.
When she called Uncle, he asked her how it had gone with Antonelli. That was his way of letting her know he was always in the loop, and that indeed it was his loop.
She described her meeting in detail.
“Where is this Guyana?” he asked.
“What, you don’t have friends there?”
“I won’t know that until I know where the place is.”
“It’s in South America. On the northeast coast, surrounded by Suriname, Brazil, and Venezuela, and a stone’s throw from Trinidad. And I know that only because I looked it up.”
“This is encouraging,” he said, meaning that she had located Seto. Geography was lost on him.
“Do you want to say anything to Tam’s uncle?”
“No, not until you have the money,” Uncle said. “Ava, where you are at the Hyatt, the Erawan Shrine is right next to you.”
“It is.”
“Go there, will you? Light some incense, leave some flowers, make a donation, and pray for us all.”
“I didn’t know you were a Buddhist.”
“I’m not, but neither is the shrine. It is actually Hindu, and it is devoted to the Thai version of Brahma — I can never remember his Thai name — and his elephant, whose name I do remember, but only because of the hotel. It’s Erawan.”
“I’ll go.”
“Good. It’s a lucky shrine. I’ve been there twice, and both times the results were more than I could have hoped for.”
The shrine was on the corner of Ratchadamri Road, one of the busiest corners in one of the busiest cities in the world. The area was large, about twenty metres square, and was fenced, so Ava had to squeeze in through a gate. Even at one in the afternoon, with the sun at its peak, the shrine was filled almost to overflowing with concentric circles of worshippers standing around the statues of the six-armed Brahma and his elephant.
Ava bought a garland of flowers, an orange, and three incense sticks. She placed the flowers and the orange at Brahma’s feet, where hundreds of gifts already lay. She lit the incense, held it in between her palms in the wai position, and began to pray, rocking gently back and forth, her lips moving, her words gentle.
It was mainly Thais who were praying. The tourists stood on the outskirts, taking photos of the worshippers and the troupe of Thai dancers who performed there every day, dancing to please Brahma so that he in turn would be kind to the supplicants.
Ava prayed for more than five minutes, naming all the members of her family and her closest friends. She asked for health and happiness, repeating the words like a mantra. When she had finished, she felt at peace. She put a hundred-baht note in the dancers’ collection urn and returned to the hotel.
Since it was a Saturday the hotel had a couple of weddings booked. She couldn’t move through the lobby without bumping into someone wearing a uniform or a gown. She figured that only people affiliated with the police or the military could afford to get married at the Hyatt. Their base pay was meagre, but the perks and kickbacks made up for it. Uncle said he had never met a retired police officer who wasn’t a millionaire. She assumed that the same applied to the military.
If she had been feeling more sociable she could have quizzed Arthon about how it all worked. He had been pretty blase about picking up contributions from casinos that weren’t supposed to exist. She had heard that the street beggars worked like franchises, being assigned a specific spot to work their pathos and kicking back half their proceeds to the police. There wasn’t a bar in the city that didn’t contribute to the police pension fund. Every stolen car ended up being either sold or cannibalized by a special cop squad. The money moved upstream in an established and fully controlled pattern.
Still, she loved Thailand. Organized corruption was always superior to corruption with no rules. Uncle avoided doing business in places such as the Philippines and India and parts of China for that very reason.
Back in her room Ava switched on her computer and began a search on Guyana. This was new territory: a place in the world where Uncle’s extensive network did not reach. Very quickly she deduced that George Antonelli hadn’t been exaggerating all that much, if at all. The country — officially the Cooperative Republic of Guyana — had a population of about 800,000 people, most of them huddled along a sixty-kilometre strip of coastline, and a per capita income of less than $1,200. That ranked it 155th in the world, and she hadn’t even heard of many of the countries that came in lower.
The country had one airport, with only a handful of airlines flying into it. It had no passenger railway. It did have more than eight thousand kilometres of road, but only about six hundred kilometres were actually paved, and on those it seemed that potholes were as prevalent as tarmac. A diesel-generated power grid provided about sixty percent of the country’s actual needs; blackouts were a scheduled daily occurrence. She made a note to buy a flashlight. The water quality was also iffy. She made a note to buy water purification pills.
The population was predominantly East Indian, the descendants of indentured servants. But there was also a very large black population, the descendants of slaves. The two groups had a long history of antagonism. The rest were remnants of the original Carib Indians, a tiny group identified as European, and a small group of Chinese. The country had a remarkably high crime rate but also boasted one of the world’s tallest wooden structures, an Anglican cathedral.
All in all, it didn’t sound like a holiday destination.
Ava called downstairs to the concierge and told him she needed to buy a flashlight and some water purification pills. He told her she would find everything she needed at CentralWorld.
The shopping complex is on Ratchadamri Road almost kitty-corner from the Erawan Shrine, a five-minute walk from the hotel. CentralWorld is eight storeys high, and with more than half a million square metres of shopping space, it is the world’s third-largest shopping complex. Ava found what she wanted, but only after a half-hour hunt.
Her shopping done, she settled in at the mall for her first full Thai meal since her arrival. She had just ordered when her cellphone rang. The caller was using a number blocker. She answered, since not many people had her number — only those she actually wanted to have it.
“Ava, this is Andrew Tam.” He sounded nervous. “My uncle hasn’t been able to get hold of your uncle. He is concerned about how things are proceeding.”
“Andrew, please tell your uncle that when I’m on a case, I don’t give my uncle daily updates. It’s like I told you: when I have something to report, I’ll call.”
“It’s getting quite tense around here. I’m under tremendous pressure from my family. I also have a meeting with my bank next week, and they’re going to be asking some awkward questions. I’m not a very good liar.”
“So this is about you, not your uncle.”
“I am worried.”
“Andrew, I have located the money. I know where it is. Now I have to go and get it. That sounds easier than it might turn out to be, which is why I haven’t called you. Until I actually have the money, I have nothing and you have nothing.”
“You’ve found it!” he said, grasping at the good news and ignoring the caveats.
“I have.”
“Fantastic.”
“Not until I get it.”
“This is a great start, though, isn’t it? I mean — ”
“Andrew, stop,” she said. “Look, you can tell the bank and your uncle whatever you want. If you need to buy some time, do it. I have found the money and I’m going after it. That doesn’t mean anything until I get it. You do understand that? I’m not going to make any promises, I’m not going to give you timelines.”
“Well, all I can say is that we believe in you.”
She sighed. “What you mean is that you have no choice but to believe in me. That’s a different thing. You don’t know me, you don’t know me at all. I don’t like dealing in blind faith, which is why you haven’t heard from me, and which is why, Andrew, you will not hear from me again until I can tell you either that I have the money or that I can’t get the money. And when I say you won’t hear from me again, it also means that under no circumstances are you to call me again. Are we agreed?”
“Yes,” he said.
“Now, there is one thing I do need from you. I was going to relay it through Uncle but — since we’re talking already — I need your bank information. On the chance that I can get to the money, the best way to move it will be a wire transfer. So email me all the particulars from your bank. I’ll need the bank name and address, the account name and address, and the bank’s IBN number and its SWIFT.”
“I’ll send it today.”
“Tomorrow will be fine.”
“Do you mind if I ask where the money actually is?”
“I’ll call you when I have some hard information. Until then, try to relax.” She closed the phone.
There were times when Ava disliked the way she had to act. Tam was a nice enough guy; he was just looking for any comforting news he could get. She had learned the hard way that clients who were desperate — and hers were nearly always desperate — heard what they wanted to hear. A glimmer of hope would become a done deal. And if by chance she didn’t deliver, all of a sudden she was the villain, the heartbreaker, the liar.
When Ava got back to the hotel, she packed her bag and got ready to go to the airport. The travel agent had already booked and confirmed the flights by email. She had also put her into the Hilton Hotel in Port of Spain and the Phoenix in Georgetown, and had arranged for hotel limos to meet her when she landed.
Ava smiled when she read the agent’s comment about the Phoenix: It has three stars, but every other hotel is one or two. What kind of place is this? But she didn’t smile when she read what followed: Every travel guide says to exercise extreme caution in Georgetown. Going out alone, even during the day, is not recommended.
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Ava landed in Port of Spain right on schedule at 7 p.m. It was already dark. Trinidad is in the southernmost reaches of the Caribbean, and fifty-two weeks a year, the sun falls like a stone behind the western mountain range at 6 p.m. From the air and all lit up, the city looked bigger than she had imagined. She guessed it was also a hell of a lot prettier from where she sat than it was on the ground.
She coasted through Immigration, Customs, and baggage claim, stepping out into air that was Thailand humid but filled with unfamiliar odours. Rotting leaves. Dead birds. Dog shit. Gas fumes. She couldn’t put a fix on it, but she nearly gagged. When Ava walked through the Arrivals gate, she saw a large black man standing at the curb in front of a Lincoln Continental. He was holding a sign with her name on it. She signalled to him, he opened the back door, and she climbed in.
“That’s some smell,” she said.
“Mainly dead vegetation,” he said.
She didn’t need more detail. “How far to the hotel?”
“About half an hour.”
For once she hadn’t overslept on the plane. She had caught about eight hours en route to New York and that had been it. She was sleepy, which was good, because she wanted to be fresh the next day.
“Are you here on vacation or business?” he asked.
“Business.”
“Staying long?”
“Just overnight. Tomorrow I head for Guyana. My business is there.”
“Guyana. That is… one… crazy… place,” he said.
“Have you been?”
“Don’t have to go to know. We hear the stories — there are always stories. Nothing works. Can’t trust no one. Can’t go out at night with even a ten-dollar watch on your wrist. We get some of them here, Guyanese. They come with suitcases filled with shrimp and go from hotel to hotel and restaurant to restaurant trying to sell it. As if the chef at the Hilton is going to buy shrimp from some guy selling it out of a suitcase.”
“Someone must be buying it or they wouldn’t keep coming,” she said.
He looked at her in his rear-view mirror to see if she was making fun of him. Ava wasn’t laughing.
“The only good thing about Guyana is that it makes the rest of us in the Caribbean look good. No matter what kind of stunts our politicians pull or how many drug dealers we have or how bad our crime is, it’s always worse in Guyana.”
She knew that Port of Spain sat on the Caribbean Sea, but as they began to work their way along the highway into the city she could see no sign of it. She rolled down her window and listened. Nothing. “Where’s the sea?” she asked.
The driver pointed left to a row of what looked like warehouses and abandoned factories. “It’s there, behind those buildings.”
On her right house lights glimmered weakly above a large brick wall that flanked the highway for at least two kilometres. “That’s the wall of shame,” the driver said, noting her interest.
“It isn’t a sound barrier?”
“More like a sight barrier. That’s Beetham Estate behind the wall, our biggest slum. You’ll find squatters, shacks, people who live on scraps. Not a place to wander into. The government built the wall just before the Summit of the Americas was held here so the foreign dignitaries wouldn’t have to look at Beetham on the way into the city. Building the wall was cheaper and quicker than doing anything about the slum. Hide it, pretend it isn’t there. Mind you, not many taxi drivers are complaining. It used to be that if your car broke down on this part of the road the animals from Beetham would be on you in two minutes. Now with the wall it takes them a bit longer.”
As they drove into the city, office towers, hotels, and small shopping complexes emerged from the night. Most of them were to the right of the highway, away from the sea. What kind of place is this? Ava thought. In Hong Kong, any kind of waterfront view, no matter how slight, drove up the real estate prices. Here it was as if they had decided they needed to distance themselves from the Caribbean.
The driver left the highway, turned right, and cut uphill through a series of narrow streets lined with houses and shops only a sidewalk away. It was a bumpy ride. Many of the streets were cobblestoned, and the driver had to come almost to a complete halt to navigate deep V-shaped trenches cut across the roadway.
At the top of the hill the road opened onto a broad expanse and the driver began to circle what was obviously a park. There was only a half-moon and not all the street lights were working, but as they drove along Ava was taken aback by the scale and variety of architecture they passed. “This is the Savannah, the Queen’s Park Savannah,” he said, meaning the park. “Used to play cricket here every Sunday, but now I just come for Carnival.”
“What about these buildings?” Ava asked.
“That’s All Saints’ Church, and over there is the American embassy.”
“No, I mean those,” Ava said, pointing to a row of mansions that looked as if they belonged in a Victorian-era London neighbourhood.
“The Magnificent Seven, we call them. They were built over a hundred years ago by European businessmen who were all trying to outdo each other. That one there is now the president’s house, and the rest I really don’t know,” the driver said.
They continued around the circle to get to the Hilton, which was adjacent to the Savannah and close to the Royal Botanic Gardens. The hotel’s curious hillside structure was reflected in the interior. The lobby at the front of the hotel was on the ground floor, and Ava’s room at the rear, which still had a view of the lights encircling the Savannah, was two floors below. Aside from the architectural eccentricity, when she opened the door to her room she found herself in a classic Hilton hotel room: clean, middle-class, dependable.
She ordered a Carib beer and a club sandwich from room service and then called Hong Kong. It was just past ten in the morning there, and Uncle, as usual, was at breakfast. “I’m in Trinidad. I leave for Guyana tomorrow.”
“We don’t have anyone there,” he said.
“I didn’t think we would.”
“The closest we have someone is in Venezuela.”
“I’ll handle it myself.”
“Ava, if you think you need help I’ll call Venezuela.”
“I don’t need help,” she said. “I’m staying at the Phoenix Hotel in Georgetown. I don’t know if my cellphone is going to work there, so if you can’t reach me that way, call the hotel. I don’t know how long this is going to take, so don’t get worried if you don’t hear from me for a few days.”
“You are sure he is there?”
“As sure as I can be.”
“My friend saw me last night. We were at massage and I couldn’t avoid him. He said you talked to Tam.”
“He caught me by surprise.”
“Well, nothing we can do but finish this project.”
“How many haven’t I finished?”
“A few… but then they were usually dead by the time we got to them.”
On a previous case the client had assigned more than one group the job of recovering their money. Twice she had been in meetings with targets, easing them towards repayment, when the competitors intruded, blood in their eyes. She convinced one set to leave by promising to share part of the commission with them. The other had to be neutralized more forcefully.
“Do they have anyone else working this job?”
“No, no, no, it is just us. I am very careful about that now.”
“All right, then I’m off to bed. I have an early start tomorrow.”
Ava showered and then shampooed the smell of airplane out of her hair. She pulled on clean panties and a T-shirt and then sat on the bed to watch the local news. The lead story was about how Trinidad had become a major part of the South American drug pipeline to the U.S., which was reported with a mixture of shock and pride. The opposition leader, who was black, came on the screen to charge four cabinet ministers, who were all East Indian, with corruption. Lifelong politicians who had never made more than thirty thousand dollars a year, they had each somehow amassed a personal net worth in excess of ten million dollars. One of the cabinet ministers was interviewed in front of what appeared to be a local school. He looked directly into the camera and claimed to have gotten lucky in the stock market. It’s amazing, Ava thought, just how many politicians get lucky in the stock market.
She turned off the television and crawled into bed, her mind randomly flitting ahead to Guyana. She had no idea what to expect when she got there, in terms of either the country or Seto. She knew well enough from trips to hinterlands in India, China, and the Philippines that her life’s usual amenities might be in short supply, but it would be another thing entirely to experience deprivation of clean water and food she could actually identify. Guyana, from what she’d read, certainly held that potential. She could only hope she was wrong.
Then there was Seto. All he was right now was a passport picture, a fragment of a voice, and an address in a neighbourhood she didn’t know in a city and country in which she had no connections. She could land tomorrow and find him gone. Maybe Antonelli had figured that keeping $2.5 million was worth a little — no, a lot of — humiliation. Or maybe when she got there she wouldn’t be able to find a way to get to Seto. But when has that ever happened? she thought. Not often. Actually, never.
There was always a way; it just depended on what level of risk was warranted by the money at the other end. The risk and the reward weren’t always in balance, and Ava liked to think she was pragmatic enough to recognize when that was the case and to make the appropriate decision. Five million dollars, though… her commission share of $750,000 was an awful lot of money, an awful lot of reward.
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Ava’s wakeup call came at six. She brushed her hair and teeth and put on her Adidas training pants, a clean bra, and a T-shirt. She pulled a copy of the Trinidad Tribune from underneath her door and left it on a table near the window. There was a kettle in the room; she turned it on and then sat down to read the paper while the water boiled.
There was a rehash of the television story from the night before, with pictures of all of the accused cabinet ministers. They looked like half a cricket team gone to fat. Ava skipped that story and read about the government’s concern over the rising crime rate and their search for a new police chief. A Canadian from Calgary was one of the candidates. Ava thought that had to be a bad idea. How could a Canadian understand the social dynamics and financial imperatives of a place such as Trinidad?
She poured hot water into a mug and made herself some instant. She had drunk one coffee and was halfway through the second when the room phone rang to tell her the car had arrived. She took the elevator to the lobby and was greeted by a different driver, who looked East Indian. As he drove away from the hotel and onto the road that circled the Savannah, she asked him what he thought about the corruption charges against the cabinet ministers.
“The blacks,” he said, as if that explained everything.
She asked about the drug trade.
“As long as the drugs don’t stay here, who cares? It could be good for the economy.”
Ava turned her attention to the passing city. The Magnificent Seven looked almost decrepit in the daylight, the bright morning sun exposing faded paint, chipped bricks, and raised roof shingles. The Savannah had lost some of its allure as well. She noticed that there was less actual grass than patches of bare ground pocked with clumps of crabgrass and weeds. Ava thought about something Uncle had said about older women in the morning light without makeup, then pushed it aside.
They rode quietly along the main highway. The factories and warehouses looked less oppressive now, and Beetham Estate seemed even more shabby. When they got to the intersection that took them to the airport, the car stopped for a red light. As it sat idling, a scrawny woman, her naked body streaked with mud and dirt, her hair matted, her breasts lying flat against her torso, jumped out and began pounding her fists on the hood. Her face pressed against the glass of Ava’s window as she screamed obscenities. Ava recoiled.
“No worries,” the driver said. “She’s here every day. Just a mad woman.”
“She needs help,” she said, still alarmed.
“No money, no help,” he said. “This is Trinidad. Go downtown at night, there are a lot more people like her. Maybe not so crazy, but crazy enough.”
“Shit,” she said.
“So where are you going?” he asked as the car pulled away from the intersection, leaving the screaming woman behind.
“Guyana.”
“Why?”
“Business.”
“The only business in Guyana is monkey business.”
“That’s not my business.”
“Just don’t drink the Kool-Aid,” he said, and laughed.
“What?”
“Kool-Aid — don’t drink it. You don’t remember Jim Jones?”
“Vaguely.”
“An American preacher. He brought his entire church to Guyana and set up a commune. It didn’t work out well.”
“How so?”
“They had troubles. The entire group drank Kool-Aid laced with poison. They all died. There were nine hundred of them, as I remember, maybe more. The joke around here is that if you had to choose between Kool-Aid and living in Guyana, Kool-Aid would win out most times.”
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Ava walked out of Cheddi Jagan airport into an atmosphere that even in the morning was fetid. She looked for a sign with her name on it. She noticed the person holding it before she actually saw the sign: a lone white man with blond hair, towering above a sea of black and brown faces.
She waved at him and he burst through the waiting group. He was wearing a red polo shirt with PHOENIX sewn over the heart, brown cargo shorts, and white socks pulled up to his knees. He walked awkwardly, with his knees almost locked, and his upper body was also stiff, biceps pushing out his sleeves, broad chest, thick neck. Weightlifter, she thought. Steroids.
“Welcome to Guyana,” he said, reaching for her bags. He had a big, loopy smile on his face, and bright blue eyes that were nothing but friendly.
He led her through the crowd with his elbows stuck out to help clear her path. He threw the bags into the rear seat of a black Jeep with a gold phoenix stencilled on all four doors. Ava guessed she was expected to ride up front.
The car was running and the air conditioning was going full throttle. She shivered and sneezed. Some of the worst colds she’d had in her life had been the result of going from heat and humidity into freezers posing as retail stores. When she asked him to turn the air conditioning down, he looked at her as if she were demented but did what she asked anyway.
“I’m Jeff,” he said.
“Hi, Jeff. How far is it to the hotel?”
“About forty-five kilometres,” he said.
“Half an hour?”
“You haven’t been here before, have you?” he said. She detected a New England accent.
“No.”
“Didn’t think so. We’ll be an hour, maybe longer.”
“That much traffic?”
He laughed. “Yeah, sort of.”
They hadn’t travelled more than a kilometre when they ran into a line of cars slowly bobbing and weaving from one side of the two-lane road to the other. Jeff joined the conga line. “They’re trying to avoid the potholes,” he said. “There are a few stretches of road between here and Georgetown that aren’t riddled with them, but not many. So we’re going to go as fast as the slowest car ahead of us. That’s the way it is. Sorry.”
“I’m glad you have a Jeep.”
“There are some potholes even the Jeep couldn’t get out of, especially in town.”
Some of the holes cut across both lanes, and that caused extra delays as the incoming and outgoing traffic sorted out who had the right of way. Ava tried not to feel nauseated, focusing her attention on the scenery. It was mainly country, low-lying land dotted here and there with what looked like rice paddies. In the distance was the familiar sight of a sugarcane field. Sugar and rice — the agricultural staples of the poorest countries in the world.
The monotony of the landscape was punctuated every couple of kilometres by a village or, more often, a group of ten to twelve shacks. They were built almost right up against the edge of the road. There wasn’t a brick in any of them. Most of them had some kind of wooden frame, the walls an interlaced mixture of planks of different woods, tarpaper, and corrugated tin. The windows were covered with strips of cloth.
Some residents stood leaning against the houses, watching the cars slalom past. Others sat outside on stools, goats tied to pegs bumping against them, children and chickens running around freely. Ava jumped a few times when she saw a child come too close to the road, but Jeff didn’t flinch or slow down his twenty- to thirty-kilometre-an-hour crawl.
The area reminded Ava of parts of the rural Philippines where no one worked and each day was spent watching life drive by. She wondered how many of the people living in these shacks had travelled more than ten kilometres from where they lived.
The road began to improve a little after an hour, and Ava guessed they were getting close to Georgetown. Jeff had been quiet and intense during the drive, and Ava hadn’t wanted to disturb his concentration. Now she said, “I don’t mean to be nosy, but I thought I detected a bit of a New England accent.”
He didn’t take his eyes from the road. “That’s smart of you.”
“I went to school in Massachusetts for two years.”
“I’m from Gloucester.”
“How did someone from Gloucester find their way down here?”
Now he looked towards her, hesitated, then said, “I’m — I was — a fisherman. I came down here on a shrimper out of Florida. We were buying our catch at sea, paying cash to Guyanese boats. What the skipper didn’t tell us was that those boats were financed by local gangsters, and they weren’t too thrilled about our little black market, about us stealing from them. We were in the middle of a deal when two speedboats came out of nowhere and put us out of business.”
“How did they do that?”
He glanced at her again. “They shot the captain and the other two men on the Guyanese boat and threw their bodies into the sea. They took our boat, scuttled it, and set us adrift in a lifeboat.”
“Shit.”
“Big-time shit. We somehow found our way to Georgetown. The skipper went to the cops and they acted as if what had happened was the most natural thing in the world. They told us we were fucking lucky to have made it to shore and maybe we ought to let it go at that. The skipper and the rest of the crew flew back to Miami, but I decided to stay here a while. That was five years ago. It ain’t Miami but the work is steady, the beer is cheap, and the women are slutty.”
“Those sound like great reasons to stay.”
Jeff shrugged. “I didn’t mean to sound like an asshole. It’s just the way it is here.”
“I didn’t take any offence,” Ava said. She noticed they were driving through larger concentrations of housing.
“Georgetown,” he said.
The driving began to occupy him again as the potholes expanded in number and size. As they manoeuvred their way into the city, Ava was immediately taken by the fact that nearly every building was made of wood. A lot of the houses were ramshackle affairs two or three storeys high, with three or four apparently boxed together and some on stilts. Most of the wood was grey, bleached, weather-beaten, not unlike houses she’d seen on Cape Cod, except the houses on Cape Cod had glass windows, not wooden shutters or strips of cloth. In New England there had been flashes of colour as well, something Georgetown was almost devoid of, aside from a
wall that had been painted in red with GOD IS IN CHARGE. ALL IS WELL.
The storefronts were a bit more colourful, their wooden exteriors decorated with hand-painted signs advertising a variety of wares and services. Their windows and doors were protected by thick metal screens, and inside it looked as if the service counters and cash registers were separated from customers by a metal fence that extended from countertop to ceiling. People were passing money through one slot in the screen and getting goods back through another.
“If they didn’t do that,” Jeff said, motioning to a string of storefronts, “they would be getting robbed every other day.”
They were driving through the middle of the city now. Large white edifices began to appear, and they passed a building that housed various courts of law. From afar it looked elegant, but as they came closer Ava saw that paint was peeling off its exterior and some of the window shutters were broken and hanging at odd angles. There was a patch of dry, cracked earth between the sidewalk and the building, with a statue of Queen Victoria sitting on it. Both of the hands had been cut off and the torso was covered in graffiti. Ava looked away. There was something particularly depressing about public institutions — symbols of a nation — that were allowed to fall into such disrepair. It said as much about the people they represented as the structures themselves.
Ava next saw a wooden church spire soaring above the city’s skyline.
“St. George’s Anglican,” said Jeff. “It’s forty metres high at the peak of the spire, the tallest wooden cathedral in the world.”
“And what is that?” she asked, her attention now caught by a clock tower in the other direction.
“Stabroek Market, the bizarre bazaar. You name it, you can buy it there — everything from pineapple to shoes to furniture, jewellery, and even a whole pig.”
“The clock tower, what is it made of?”
“Corrugated iron. The whole building is made of iron, some corrugated, some cast. What would you expect when it was designed by an engineer and built by an iron company?”
“Interesting,” Ava said.
“Interest wears off soon enough.”
They reached the end of High Street. Jeff turned right and then did a quick left. “The hotel is straight ahead,” he said.
The Phoenix Hotel was framed on either side by nothing but sky. It was a big white wooden box, six storeys high and four times as wide. A line of palm trees dotted the front of the property and marched around the outer edge of the circular driveway. A water fountain stood in the middle of the driveway: six dolphins spewing a cloudy-looking liquid.
Jeff pulled into the driveway and stopped in front of the hotel. The front doors had been thrown open and Ava could see directly into the cavernous lobby, which had a second set of open doors at the far end that offered an impressive view of the Atlantic Ocean.
She climbed out of the car and faced the hotel. To the left she could see a muddy brown river moving sluggishly towards the ocean.
“That’s the mouth of the Demerara,” Jeff said.
“Like the rum?”
“One and the same. The distillery is upriver.”
She looked again at the colour of the river and made a note to avoid the rum. Near the river and slightly back towards town, she saw some familiar flags flying. “And over there?” she asked, pointing.
“Foreign embassies.”
The American embassy was closest to the hotel and the Canadian was next in line.
Jeff carried her bags into the lobby. There was a breeze flowing from the ocean side, and huge fans churned overhead. Ava still felt hot, and she could only imagine how sticky it would get if the breeze subsided.
To her left was a cafe and a registration desk that was nine metres long and had one clerk standing behind it. To her right was a large sitting area filled with wicker furniture, the cushions rumpled and faded. Farther down was a bar with bamboo chairs and tables that were in better, if not pristine, condition.
As they crossed the lobby towards Registration, a large cockroach scurried across the hardwood floor almost directly in front of her. It startled her and she jumped. “Did you see that?” she said.
“No, I didn’t see anything,” Jeff said.
“It was a cockroach.”
“We don’t have cockroaches,” he said.
“It had to be three inches long, with a gold body, black spots, and a black head.”
“Son of a gun, that does sound like a cockroach,” he said as he dropped her bags at the front desk.
She tipped him twenty dollars. He looked uncertainly at the bill in his hand. “This is way more than the normal rate around here.”
“I insist. I appreciated the way you drove.”
“Thanks.”
“Jeff, tell me, do you ever make yourself and the Jeep available to guests for non-airport runs?”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Nothing too far out of the way, I would imagine. I may need a ride to a place called Malvern Gardens. Heard of it?”
“Yeah, I know it.”
“And I may need you to wait with me a while when I’m there.”
He shrugged. “I don’t think that’s much of a problem. The usual rate is ten dollars an hour.”
“For you and the Jeep?”
“Yeah, but you have to pay for any gas I use, and I have to tell you, gas is expensive.”
“What are we talking about?”
“Five dollars a gallon.”
“No problem.”
“Do you have any idea when you might need me? I’ve got another airport run to make today and I’ve actually got to get going.”
“There’s no rush. How about I let the doorman know after I figure things out? Check in with him when you get back.”
“That’ll work.”
Ava turned to the registration clerk and gave her name. For almost two hundred dollars a night — almost the same as the Grand Hyatt in Bangkok — she got an ocean view, a single bed, and a television, but no cable. There was Internet access in the business centre on the ground floor, but none in the room. If she wanted to make a long-distance call she would have to let the switchboard know so they could activate the service for her. There was no mini-bar or fridge in her room, and if she wanted ice she had to call down to the bar. She did get coffee and toast in the morning. When she asked about mobile phone service, she was told that if she had Bluetooth she could use her phone in Georgetown.
Ava rode the elevator to the fourth floor, unhappy with the hotel’s concept of “three star.” Anywhere in Asia, every service she’d asked about at the registration desk would have been provided. When she opened the door to her room, the Phoenix’s rating tumbled to one star.
There were two single beds covered in pink chenille spreads, and the floor was covered with white tile. It reminded Ava of a hospital. The dresser and bedside table were tattooed with cigarette burns, and the bedside lampshade was slightly frayed, as was the shade on the single overhead light.
Ava went into the bathroom. No bathrobe, no slippers. Two thin towels and one facecloth. There was one bar of soap, wrapped in paper, and no shampoo. She checked the shower. No mould. She flushed the toilet. It worked.
Back in the room she gazed resignedly at the room’s only feature that she liked: a rattan chair by the window. She sat in it and looked out at the Atlantic Ocean. The water was choppy, crashing against a seawall that extended over to the Demerara on the left and as far as she could see on the right.
It could be worse, she thought. At least it was clean, and she wasn’t there for the hotel anyway. Somewhere out there Jackson Seto was waiting to be found.
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Since her meeting with Antonelli, Ava had been debating how to approach Seto. She had thought of phoning him first, maybe pretending to be a seafood buyer and setting up a meeting on that basis. There were a couple of problems with that idea. First, she didn’t really know enough about the business to survive any rigorous questioning. And second, why would anyone come to Guyana to buy seafood without making preliminary arrangements?
No, her first contact had to be incidental. It hadn’t worked with Antonelli, but he was into ladyboys. Not many heterosexual men could resist showing interest in Ava, so she had to find a way to get next to Seto and take it from there.
She walked down to the lobby and looked for the concierge or the doorman, neither of whom was on duty. She asked the front desk clerk where they were. “They’re on break. Be back around one,” the woman said.
“I need to buy a few things. Is there a mall around here?”
“The best place would be the Stabroek Market. It’s just down the street to the right. You can’t miss it — look for the tall clock tower.”
“Yes, I’ve seen it.”
“I wouldn’t go dressed like that,” the woman said.
Ava was wearing her running shoes and a T-shirt and track pants. “Why not?”
“I mean the jewellery. You should leave it here.”
Ava had on her gold crucifix, her Cartier watch, and a green jade bracelet. “It’s the middle of the day,” she said.
“Don’t matter. That watch — it’s real?”
“Yes.”
“I thought so. It’s a magnet. You’ll get all kinds of unwanted attention, and if they go for the watch they’ll take the necklace and bracelet too.”
Ava took them off and put them in a pocket that zipped closed. “Better?”
“Just be careful.”
Outside the front entrance the heat was brutal and oppressive, and Ava thought about using the hotel Jeep, but she could see the clock tower and figured that Stabroek Market wasn’t much more than a ten-minute walk. She was fine until she had gone about a hundred metres and the ocean breeze had dissipated. The sky was cloudless and the sun beat directly down, radiating off the tarmac; the heat seemed to penetrate through the soles of her shoes. She began to sweat, her eyes burning, beads dripping from the end of her nose, her panties absorbing what they could and then sending the excess down her legs. It was hotter than Bangkok, more humid than a Hong Kong summer. And then there was the smell. She held her breath as she walked past the decaying garbage and dog shit on the sidewalk.
When Ava was about twenty paces from her destination, she heard a buzz in the air, a mixed symphony of voices haggling and car horns blaring. It wasn’t until she stepped onto Water Street that she had a full view of Stabroek Market. The building encompassed a large area of about sixty to eighty thousand square metres; it was, as advertised, completely encased, including the roof, in red iron. To Ava it looked less like a shopping centre than a steel foundry.
The noises she’d heard came from outside the building, where people were hawking goods from tables and stands shaded with tarps to fend off the sun. It was crowded, the stands were jammed close together, and people were milling about as they tried to avoid the bi-cycles and buses that circled the perimeter. Ava pushed her way past mounds of pineapples, plantain, bananas, coconut, okra, sweet potatoes, long beans, and spinach, sides of pigs and goats, and chickens clucking in cages. They were selling clothing outside as well, but not the knockoffs found in most Asian markets. These looked like second-hand garments that had been collected by a charity in the developed world and sold by the pound to some trader. Apparently there was a market for old Toronto Maple Leafs jerseys.
Ava went inside the market building to search for food and air conditioning. There were pockets of cold air here and there, and she lingered while she decided what to eat. She toured the stalls, trying to choose between chicken curry, duck curry, lamb and goat curry, rice and beans, and roti. She was about to give a curry a try when saw a vegetarian stand. She ordered three fried lentil patties with hot sauce and washed them down with mauby, a local soft drink made from tree bark.
After she finished eating, Ava wandered through the market. It was eclectic, to say the least. Most of the fruit, vegetables, and meat available outside were also for sale inside, along with more second-hand clothing, shoes, furniture, dishes, household utensils, fish, shrimp, and a surprising amount of gold. She had read that Guyana had deposits of the metal. And here it was, mined, refined, and then fashioned into some of the crudest jewellery she had ever seen. It was super-bling — large, chunky necklaces and bracelets moulded into zodiac signs and commercial logos for brands such as Nike, Calvin Klein, and Chanel. But crude or not, the jewellery looked to be made from twenty- or even twenty-two-karat gold.
Ava didn’t find what she wanted until she got to the very end of the market. It was dark there; the stalls were pressed closer together and there was no overhead light. She had to work her way around a throng of local shoppers, and as she did, she could feel eyes following her progress. The desk clerk hadn’t been wrong.
She wandered into one of the stalls and was greeted by an East Indian woman wearing a sari, rolls of flesh cascading over her waistband. She seemed surprised to see Ava, and turned away as if she expected her to leave again. When Ava didn’t go, the woman finally acknowledged her with a raised eyebrow.
“I want one of those,” Ava said, pointing to a selection of knives locked in a glass case.
“Which one?”
“I can’t tell. Could you open the case for me?”
The woman struggled to her feet and took a key from a drawer. She looked around suspiciously as she unlocked the case. When it was open, she motioned for Ava to come closer.
They were nearly all automatic switchblades, and it was a surprisingly good collection. She recognized Heckler and Koch, Blackwater, Schrade, Buck, and Smith and Wesson. Ava took her time appraising them and then asked the woman to pass her a Schrade. The blade was bit too short. “I prefer stilettos,” she said.
The woman lifted the felt-lined tray; underneath was a row of Italian stilettos. “Everything from six inches to fifteen inches,” the woman said.
“I think eleven inches will do just fine.”
The woman passed her the knife. It was lightweight and fitted easily into her palm. She touched the button and the beautifully crafted blade hissed into view in a microsecond. “How much?”
“One hundred and fifty American.”
“One hundred.”
“One twenty-five.”
“One hundred.”
“One twenty, final.”
“Done,” Ava said.
It was hotter than ever when she exited Stabroek. A taxi with its windows open sat at the curb. She got in and told the driver to turn on the air conditioning and take her to the Phoenix.
“I don’t have air conditioning,” he said.
“Drive anyway.”
“It is too close. You should walk.”
She passed him ten dollars. “Drive.”
At the hotel the doorman was back on duty. He was leaning against a wall, looking out at the empty lobby. She hadn’t seen any other guests coming or going and was beginning to wonder if she was the only one staying there. He acknowledged her arrival with a nod. She nodded back and walked over.
“Is Jeff back from the airport yet?”
“No, but he should be here soon enough.”
“When he does get back, could you please ask him to call my room? Tell him I’d like to use the Jeep this afternoon.”
She stripped off her clothes when she got to the room. There was a full-length mirror on the back of the closet door, and she caught her image in it. She was proud of her body and worked hard at maintaining it, but not to excess. No powerlifting for her; she liked her leanness. She liked even more her proportions, which were just about perfect. She had a thing about girls with thick ankles or long torsos — they weren’t for her.
Ava’s sense of well-being disappeared when she stepped into the shower. The water spewing from the showerhead was a light chocolate brown. She waited for it clear. It didn’t. She sniffed the water and detected a chemical odour. She waited for another minute, and when the colour still didn’t change, she left the bathroom and phoned the front desk. “The water in my shower is brown,” she said.
“Yes?”
“Did you hear what I said?”
“The water is always brown. We get it from the Demerara. We have our own purification system — the water is perfectly safe, but we can’t do anything about the colour.”
Ava hung up and climbed back into the shower. She closed her eyes, shut her mouth, and tried not to breathe through her nose, soaping and rinsing herself as quickly as she could. Getting to Jackson Seto was becoming more urgent.
When she got out of the shower, she put on a fresh T-shirt and track pants and waited for Jeff in the rattan chair. She passed the time reading a copy of the Guyana Times, which had been at her door when she came back from the market. The lead article was about some club owners who were complaining about police raids. The clubs were indeed illegal, but the owners maintained that the police were being too heavy-handed during raids and were driving away tourists. What made it even stranger was that the minister of culture and tourism was quoted as saying that the club owners had a point. The next page was one giant police blotter: a list of crimes committed over the past twenty-four hours. Arrests for drug dealing, robbery, mugging, and physical assault were pretty common.
Ava heard a knock at the door. She opened it to see Jeff standing there. He had changed his clothes and was now wearing jeans and a tank top. On his right shoulder was a tattoo of a lightning bolt.
“I called but no one answered,” he said.
“I guess I was in the shower.”
“You want to go somewhere?”
“Yes. I mentioned Malvern Gardens earlier and you said you know where it is.”
“I do.”
“That’s where I want to go.”
“It’s a housing estate.”
“I know.”
“Do you have an address?”
“No, we need to find that out. The guy who lives there is named Jackson Seto.”
“Wait a minute,” he said, and squeezed past her into the room. He opened the bottom drawer of her dresser and pulled out a phone book. “He lives at number eight.”
As they rode the elevator to the ground floor Ava said, “Before we go, there are a few things we need to make clear. For starters, I’m probably going to be sitting in the car with you for a while, and I have no idea how long. I’m looking for this guy Seto, and all I know is that he lives at 8 Malvern Gardens. When he does appear, we’re going to follow him and see what happens. Are you okay with that?”
“What if you don’t see him?”
“Then we’ll go back tomorrow and do it all over again.”
“Is this legal? I mean, are you a cop or something?”
“It’s perfectly legal and I’m not a cop.”
“Can I ask why?”
“No.”
He gazed down at her. “Well, I can’t say you look like much of a threat to anyone.”
The Jeep had been left idling at the hotel entrance. Jeff started up High Street and then cut left. The road was littered with potholes, and one was so big it could have swallowed the front end of the vehicle. “Don’t they ever fix those things?” Ava asked.
“No.”
“Do they try?”
“Not so you’d notice.”
When they reached the end of the street, they were confronted by a structure about six or seven storeys high made entirely of corrugated iron. Ava could see rows of razor wire along the top. The building had no windows, just a door barricaded by a semicircle of concrete pillars. Standing to the left of the door with their backs pressed against the wall was a line of women.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Camp Street Prison,” he said.
“It must be an oven in there.”
“No one much cares.”
“And the women?”
“Waiting for visiting hours.”
As they moved away from the city centre, the mix of retail stores gave way to rows of stucco, stone, and even brick houses, most protected by tall concrete walls with rolls of razor wire glinting fiendishly across the top. “I’ve never seen so much razor wire,” she said.
“It’s the choice of the budget-conscious middle class, who can’t afford a personal guard or a security service. Ever come in contact with it?”
“No, of course not.”
“It’ll rip you to shreds.”
They had left the city proper and were driving through countryside when a housing development, as isolated as an oasis in the desert, appeared on the right. From a distance all Ava could see was a brick wall and red tile roofs; she thought, Gated community. But as they drew closer she saw that the road leading into Malvern Gardens wasn’t barred. Jeff stopped the Jeep between two stone pillars at the entrance to a cul-de-sac. There were five houses down each side and two at the end. The two-storey brick-and-stone homes were enormous, reminding Ava of high-end suburban developments in Toronto. Each sat on a one-acre lot surrounded by a stone wall about 2.5 metres high that was crowned with large shards of glass and razor wire. The only way into each compound was through heavy metal gates with sharp points at the top and more razor wire strung through them.
“This is Millionaires’ Row,” said Jeff.
The house numbers went up by fours. Seto’s house was the second on the left. It had a latticed gate, and as they drove past Ava saw an old Mercedes and a Land Rover parked in the driveway. Someone was home.
She pointed back towards where they had turned off the main road. “If we park behind one of those pillars we can see everyone coming and going from the house,” she said. “And if they turn left to go to the city, we’ll have a clear view.”
Jeff turned the Jeep around and parked behind the pillar. From that angle they could see Seto’s gate and the end of his driveway.
“Now what?” he asked.
“We wait.”
“Do you mind if I sleep?”
“Go ahead.”
Jeff got out and climbed into the back seat to lie down. “I sleep lightly, so don’t worry about having to wake me if we need to move.”
She had kept her watch in the zippered pocket of her pants. She pulled it out and put it on. It was 3:30 p.m.
Jeff slept until just past five, when he woke with a start.
“Nothing yet,” she said.
“I need to piss.”
“Be my guest.”
He went behind the car, his back turned to the Jeep.
“What time does it get dark?” she asked when he climbed back in.
“Six.”
At five thirty Seto’s gate swung open. Ava drew a deep breath. The Mercedes backed out onto the road and then crept towards them. Ava saw that the driver was a young East Indian woman, heavily made up, with lots of jewellery on both wrists and at least three gold chains around her neck.
“That’s a disappointment,” she said.
The gate remained open. Somebody else is going to leave, she thought. After a couple of minutes a wiry Asian man in jeans and a black T-shirt ambled out onto the road. He took a quick look around and then motioned towards the house. He looks Vietnamese, she thought.
“Get out of the car,” she said to Jeff. “Go around back and pretend you’re still peeing.”
He went without question.
The Land Rover emerged from the driveway. It stopped and the Vietnamese man climbed in. As it turned the corner both passengers took a hard look at Jeff. Ava was slumped down in her seat but was able to get a clear view of them. Jackson Seto was driving.
Jeff waited until the Rover was well down the road before getting back in the Jeep.
“Now what? Do you want to follow them?” he asked.
“I’m not sure. Where do you think they’re going?”
“A hundred to one they’re headed for the city.”
“It’s just about dinner time. Is there a restaurant district?”
“Nearly all the decent places are in a four-square-block area.”
“Any of them Chinese?”
“A couple.”
“Let’s give it fifteen minutes and then we’ll head into town. We’ll cover that area and see if we can find their cars.”
“And if we can’t?”
“That’s my problem for tomorrow.”
The sun was setting as they were driving back to Georgetown. Jeff hit a couple of potholes, and Ava was sure they were going to lose a tire.
Georgetown had taken on a different look. It took Ava a minute to realize that it was because only part of the city was lit while the rest was blanketed in almost total darkness. “Is there a power outage?” she asked.
“I guess you could call it that, except it happens every night. They only have enough power for half the city. So they alternate between east and west on a nightly basis. Tonight the east end gets electricity and the west end has to make do with candles. Most of the businesses have their own backup generators.”
“What a place.”
“Yep.”
“The area we’re going to, will it have power tonight?”
“Yeah, we’re lucky,” he said, and then turned towards her. “I hope you don’t mind me asking, but I’ve been curious all afternoon. Just what is it we’re doing, following this guy?”
“It’s just business.”
“What kind of business?”
Ava stared at the road. “I think it’s better if I don’t share that with you.”
“Better for who?”
“Me.”
Jeff shrugged. “We’re getting close to the restaurant district. I’ll circle.”
It took less than five minutes to find both cars, which were parked outside a restaurant called China World. “The Chinese are so predictable,” she said. “You could drop them in Paris on a street lined with three-star French restaurants and they’d still go looking for something Chinese, even if it was a hole in the wall.”
“Are you going in?”
“No, we’ll wait for them to come out.”
They waited for an hour. The girl exited first. She was big, about five ten, and was wearing jeans that showed off muscular thighs and a high, firm ass. A tank top accentuated her large, round breasts, and Ava could see that she didn’t need a bra. She blew a kiss towards the restaurant door, got into her car, and drove off. “That’s a body,” Jeff said.
The Vietnamese man came out next, with Seto a few steps behind. He’s Seto’s bodyguard, she thought, or some kind of bumboy who doubles as a bodyguard. He was small, but she knew that didn’t mean anything. His type could be tough, vicious, and fearless to the point of stupidity. He was a complication she didn’t need.
Seto too was a thin, reedy shadow. He was maybe six feet tall, but he slouched when he walked, making him look shorter than he was. He was wearing a pair of high-waisted black slacks secured by a belt that was on its last notch. Ava thought he looked almost emaciated; she could see that his chest was concave beneath his white dress shirt. His face was alive, though, his dark brown eyes darting here and there like a rat’s, his mouth drawing hard on a cigarette.
They climbed into the Land Rover and drove away. “Let’s follow them for a bit,” she said.
They had barely gotten the Jeep in motion when she saw the Land Rover pull into a parking spot no more than two blocks away. The neon sign over the door read ECKIE ' S ONE AND ONLY CLUB. Seto got out by himself, walked past the bouncer, and disappeared through the door.
“You know this place?” she asked Jeff.
“Everyone knows Eckie’s. It’s the best club in Georgetown, one of the few places that doesn’t need cheap beer and sluts. They import some good DJs, and it’s where the high-priced girls — amateurs and pros — go. Tourists and locals with money are the target.”
“Who owns it?”
“I have no idea.”
“Who is Eckie?”
“Don’t know. I’ve been there a few times and I never met anyone called Eckie.”
She sat quietly, weighing her options while watching the Vietnamese bodyguard smoke. The few approaches she could think of were flawed. Confronting him in the bar wasn’t much of an option. No one knew her, and if there a fuss they would likely support the local — and that was without his bodyguard jumping in. If she tried to talk to Seto outside, Vietnamese involvement was a certainty, and it was too soon for her to trigger that kind of response without knowing more about to whom and how Seto was connected. Antonelli had said that Seto had strong ties with the police in Georgetown; she needed to find out how far up the chain those ties went. Still, doing nothing wasn’t an option.
“Could you get me a local SIM card?”
“Yeah. Tomorrow morning okay?”
“That’s fine.”
“You’re not going into Eckie’s?”
“No, there’s nothing for me to do tonight.”
“So now what?”
“I’m going back to the hotel.”
When they got to the Phoenix, Ava climbed out of the Jeep and turned to Jeff. “Call me when you have the SIM card. I assume you’re free tomorrow if I need you.”
“The day is clear so far.”
She passed seventy dollars through the window.
“Thanks.”
“Jeff, I don’t want you to discuss any of this with anyone. Not a word. The name Jackson Seto doesn’t exist for you.”
“You didn’t have to say that.”
“It’s always better to make things clear,” she said, and threw another twenty-dollar bill onto the passenger seat.



(19)


Ava woke up early and was downstairs by six. The coffee shop wasn’t open, so she drifted over to the business centre. It wasn’t open either. She went to the front desk. “Can you open the business centre for me?” she said.
“It don’t open till seven.” A young man in a sports jacket two sizes too large was manning the desk.
“Do you have a key?”
“Yeah.”
She put ten dollars on the counter. “Open it for me now, please.”
There were forty emails in her main account. She worked her way through them in ascending order. Tam had sent her his bank information and overly enthusiastic good wishes. Her mother wanted her to know that she had had a big night at mah-jong. Uncle hoped she was safe. Her best friend, Mimi, was going to break up with the guy she’d been seeing for the past few weeks.
She logged onto Yahoo and, using her mother’s home address, opened an email account under the name Eatfish12. She then sent an email to Jackson Seto. It said that she worked for a trading company in Toronto that was interested in importing cheap fish, and that she had been told Guyana was a good source. She was currently in Trinidad doing some sourcing but could get over to Georgetown on short notice if he thought there was an opportunity. She added that she had been referred to him by a friend of a friend who knew George Antonelli. She didn’t think there was much chance he would answer. Still, it was worth a shot.
She wandered back into the deserted lobby. The coffee shop was still shuttered. The desk clerk held up ten fingers, so Ava flopped into one of chairs and turned on her cellphone. Uncle had called. She hit the redial button.
“I’m just making sure you are okay,” he said. She knew he was with other people; he never used her name when he was.
“I’ve found him. I mean, I’ve seen him. Now I just have to figure out how to get to him.”
“Difficult?”
“I don’t know yet. I don’t know enough about him or his habits. He has a Vietnamese bodyguard, which is not good. His house is like a mini fortress. And if he is as connected here as Antonelli claims, I can’t count on the authorities — whoever they are — staying out of our business if it gets aggressive.”
“Do you want me to send help?”
“No, let me find out more.”
“Call me every day, then. I’ll worry otherwise.”
When Ava hung up, she noticed that an overweight middle-aged man had joined her. His large gut was accentuated by the tight T-shirt tucked into his jeans. The shirt read, guyana sucks. He had tattoos on both arms: RED DEVILS down one and MANCHESTER U down the other. He walked over to the coffee shop and rattled the closed grate. A young East Indian woman stuck her head out, saw him, and swung it open. Ava followed him in.
The coffee shop was small, but she tried to find a table as far away from him as possible. It didn’t do much good.
“So what in hell are you doing here?” he called over to her.
She wasn’t adept at identifying English accents, but even without the tattoos she could have figured out that he was from northern England and definitely working class. “I’m here on business,” she said, wishing she had a book or a newspaper to hide behind.
To her surprise he got up, walked over to her table, and sat down. “I’m Tom Benson,” he said.
“Ava Lee.”
“So what are you doing in this hellhole?”
“Some business — financial. In and out.”
“I should be so fucking lucky,” he said, pronouncing it more like fooking.
“Really.”
“Been here six fucking months and probably good for another six.”
“And how is that?”
“The power. I’m here to fix it, if it can be fixed.”
“You don’t seem to be having much success, if last night is any indication.”
The waitress came to the table. “Coffee and toast,” he said, “and make sure you use bottled water for the coffee.” He looked at Ava. “Don’t order the eggs or any of the meat. It’s given me at least two bouts of food poisoning. And you have to insist on bottled water or they use that shite from the river. They tried to sneak it by me once, but I went to the fucking kitchen and caught them. Now I pop in and out of the kitchen every so often to keep them honest.”
“I’ll have what he’s having,” Ava said to the waitress.
“I work for Rolls-Royce. They used to be in the diesel generator business, like about a hundred fucking years ago. This city has the last of those generators that are still working. They should have been replaced years ago but no one gives a shite, and even if they did they probably don’t have the money. So the Guyana government went to the U.K. government and said, ‘We have this problem. Could you arrange to send someone over to fix it?’ The U.K. guys went to Rolls-Royce and said, ‘Send someone over. We’ll pay for him.’ So here I am.”
“Six months?”
“Right. The second week I was here, I figured out one of the major problems and told the Power Authority — what a joke they are — they needed to order some parts. They have to be custom made, see. They told me they ordered them from an outfit in the U.S., some high-end tool-and-die operation. I’m still waiting for those fucking parts.”
“So what do you do? I mean, how do you fill your days?”
“At eight thirty they’ll send a car and driver for me. I’ll go to the office, make my long-distance calls back home, fuck around on the Internet, and then around eleven drag my arse into the boss’s office and ask him if the parts have arrived. He’ll say no and I’ll have the driver bring me back to the hotel. I usually sit by the pool drinking beer all afternoon, and then I head into town for dinner. I didn’t have this belly when I got here. I also had a girlfriend back home, and she’s packed me in.”
“So why do you stay?”
“The money mainly. I’m living here for virtually fucking free. All I have to pay for is my beer. Then, of course, there are the girls,” he said, looking to gauge her reaction. When she registered none, he went on. “I mean, for a bloke like me this is heaven when it comes to the girls. At home you practically have to beg before you can get laid. Here I flash a few dollars and, voila, I have my pick of the lot — every night if I want.”
“Sounds like fun.”
“Not always. Sometimes it can get dicey.”
“Meaning?”
“This is a rough place, even for someone like me. Have to be careful. I was robbed twice before I figured out it was smart to leave my watch, wallet, room key, and everything but the money I needed for the night here in the hotel. If you’re going out anywhere, you should do the same thing. They’ll fucking come at you for a plastic Timex, never mind a Cartier,” he said, pointing at hers.
“Thanks.”
“No bother.”
Breakfast arrived. He didn’t let the waitress leave until he had sniffed and tasted the coffee.
Ava took a sip of hers. It was instant coffee, Nescafe, she thought. She wondered whether, if she brought her VIA instant in, they’d make that for her.
“Tom, do you know a club called Eckie’s?”
“Sure, it’s my favourite. Better class of girls. Imported beer.”
“Who owns it?”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“Have you ever seen a Chinese man hanging around the club?”
“A few.”
“This one is tall and skinny, really skinny. His hair is streaked with grey and he’s got a moustache that’s a bit off balance and a pointy, thin face like a rat.”
“Oh fuck, he’s a madman, that one. Drinks like a fucking fish and treats the girls like shite. He tosses money around like crazy too, which gets the girls all excited, but I’ve never seen him actually leave with one or nip into one of Eckie’s back rooms.”
“I thought you said it’s dangerous to have too much money on you.”
“For me, for you, for any other fucking tourist. He’s a local, that lad. I’ve seen the cops come into the club and give us all the fucking evil eye except for him. He has connections, he does.”
“The police are, what, corrupt?”
Benson started laughing, slivers of wet toast spilling from his mouth. “Jesus, what do you think?”
“That’s why I asked.”
“Look, the army, the police, the security people — it’s all one big happy gang here. You can’t tell one from the other.”
“So the Chinese guy is paying them off?”
“One way or another, but that’s true for anyone in this country who has money. You don’t get money and you sure as fuck don’t keep money unless you’re looking after the powers that be.”
“And who are they, the powers that be?”
“I don’t fucking know and I don’t fucking care. As long as I’m left alone, the cops and the army and the rest of them can fiddle away.”
“That seems sensible,” she said.
They walked to the elevator together. She sensed that he was going to come on to her and wasn’t surprised when he said, “Would you like to go out tonight? You know, hit some clubs?”
“Tom, I’m not really your type,” Ava said gently. “Believe me, I’m not.”
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At ten o’clock Ava slipped her notebook and her Canadian passport into the Chanel bag and went downstairs. Dressed in a black knee-length skirt, black pumps, and a white Brooks Brothers shirt, she looked every inch a conservative, serious businesswoman.
She went straight out of the hotel up to Young Street, turned right, and walked two and a half blocks to a white wooden house the size of a small apartment building that flew the Canadian flag. She assumed that the embassy offices were on the ground floor and the residences above. She had expected to meet security at the double doors, but there was none. In the small air-conditioned vestibule, a young black woman sat at a reception desk behind a plastic shield that was perforated at mouth level.
Ava walked towards her, the woman eyeing her as if she were a thief. “Hello, my name is Ava Lee. I’m Canadian and I’m here on business. I’ve run into a bit of trouble and I need to speak to the ambassador,” she said, flashing her passport.
“There is no ambassador. We have a high commissioner, and he sees no one without an appointment.”
“This is an emergency. If he isn’t available, is there anyone else who can help me?”
“I’m not sure — ” she began, and then was interrupted by the appearance of a man who didn’t look to Ava much like a diplomat.
He stared at her from behind the shield, his hand resting on the woman’s shoulder. Ava smiled and held up her passport. “I’m having some problems and I hope you can help.”
There was a slit at the bottom of the shield. He pointed to it. “Slide your passport through there, please.” She did. He took it and examined her picture and all her visas and entry stamps; then he spread it apart to check the binding.
“What’s the problem?” he said.
“Do I have to stand out here?”
He thought about it. “No, I guess not.” He reached down and hit a button. The door to the offices buzzed and swung open.
She walked through and held out her hand. “I’m Ava Lee.”
“Marc Lafontaine.”
He was a hulk of a man, layered with muscle. “You’re not the high commissioner, are you?” she said.
“I’m with the RCMP.”
“Ah.”
“I’m the security around here.”
“You may be exactly the person I need to talk to.”
“No one ever wants to talk to me.”
“Don’t be so sure.”
“What is it you want to discuss?”
“Out here? You don’t have an office?”
“Pushy, aren’t you?”
“Desperate is more like it.”
That caught his attention. “Follow me,” he said. “We normally don’t let people back here, but you don’t look like a threat.”
His office was modest, containing a metal desk, a wooden swivel chair, and two four-drawer metal filing cabinets. On a coat rack in one corner, his uniform hung inside a plastic dry-cleaning bag. She noticed there were three stripes on the sleeve. Two photographs of three young girls sat on top of one of the filing cabinets. “Are those your daughters, Sergeant?”
“Yes, and call me Marc.”
“Are they here with you?”
“They’re in Ottawa with their mother.”
“I see.” She looked at the pictures and then at him. He had short auburn hair cropped close to his scalp, thin eyebrows, a long nose, and a chin that was distinctively pointed. All the girls shared that chin. “They look like you,” she said.
“We don’t get many Canadians walking in off the street the way you just did. Tell me why you’re so desperate. That is the word you used, right?”
“That may have been a bit of an exaggeration. It’s a bit too soon to tell.”
“Are you going to make me guess what this is about?”
She had dealt with Mounties several times before. They had not been very imaginative but they had been rigorously honest, and she knew they valued the same in return. She had no intention of lying to him; she just needed to gauge how much she could tell him. “As security, I imagine you have to deal with the local police and the like.”
He nodded.
“Well, I need to know how the system works here.”
“You are going to tell me why, aren’t you?”
“I represent a Canadian company that was bilked out of a substantial amount of money by someone currently residing in Guyana,” she said carefully. “I’m here to try to collect some or all of that money.”
His face didn’t register any emotion; he had probably heard this story before. “That’s why there are lawyers. I can recommend a couple if you want,” he said.
“This has gone beyond lawyers,” she said. “Besides, the scam took place in the U.S., the money is probably in an offshore account, and the culprit is here. You can imagine how complicated any legal action would be, involving four separate jurisdictions.”
“I can. Now you haven’t told me just what you do. Are you a lawyer?”
“I’m an accountant, a forensic accountant.”
“So you tracked the money.”
“I did.”
“And you know who took it and where he or she is?”
“His name is Jackson Seto. He has a house in Malvern Gardens, on the outskirts of Georgetown, and he’s there right now.”
“I know Malvern Gardens. Him I’ve never heard of.”
“Why would you?”
He shrugged. “You’d be surprised.”
“Anyway, I need to tackle Seto head-on.”
“What’s stopping you?”
“I’ve been told by several sources that he’s connected to the people who run things in Guyana, that he probably has some measure of protection.”
“If he lives in Malvern Gardens it wouldn’t surprise me to know he’s connected.”
“To whom?”
“What do you mean?”
“How do things work here? You just can’t land at the airport, pay off a few cops, and all is well. There has to be some kind of established system, yes?”
“Very established.”
She waited. “Is it my turn to guess?” she finally said.
He looked troubled.
“You know, if we need to be off the record, that works for me. Both ways, of course,” she said.
“Do you want to start?”
“Are you serious?”
“Yes, I am.”
With anyone else she might have asked for more assurance of discretion, but she knew from experience that he would take offence. Mountie honour is a prickly thing.
“As I said,” she began, “I’m here to try to collect money that was stolen from a client. To do that, I need to meet with Seto to try to persuade him that it would be in everyone’s best interest if the money were returned.”
“And how exactly would you do that?”
“Well, I would try to reason with him initially, and if that failed…” Time to take a little leap of faith. “Then I would pressure him in any way I could, and that might include some physical interaction.”
“Physical interaction?”
“I’m not as gentle as I look,” she said.
“How extreme might this physical interaction get?”
“He’s no use to me dead, crippled, maimed, or otherwise unable to function.”
“You’re serious?”
“Absolutely.”
He shook his head, a tiny smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I am so glad I came to work today.”
“I don’t actually find this amusing.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, still shaking his head. “It’s just that I’m sitting across from a young, beautiful woman who can’t weigh much more than a hundred and ten pounds, who tells me she’s an accountant and then tells me she’s here to rip this Seto guy a new asshole.”
“That’s the way it is,” she said. “My problem — my potential problem — is that if I have to go beyond reasoning with him I’m going to run into his friends, and my experience in the developing world is that I won’t stand a chance. They’ll run me right out of the country, or worse.”
“Here it would probably be or worse.”
“So I need to know who they are.”
“Why?”
“So I can make them my friends, or at least disentangle them from Seto.”
“Just how much money does this guy owe?”
“About five million.”
“Wow.”
“So who do I need to talk to?”
He pushed himself to his feet, walked to the door, and closed it. “This is off the record — we are agreed on that?”
“I wouldn’t have told you what I just did if that wasn’t the case.”
He sat down, leaned back, and looked at the ceiling. “It’s called the Guyana Defence League. During the 1960s the communists were active here and Cheddi Jagan was prime minister for a while. At the time that made Guyana only the second communist government in the Americas, after Cuba, and the U.S. sort of went ballistic. They pushed — and financed — Jagan’s former political partner, Forbes Burnham, into going up against his old colleague; they had been allies in forcing the U.K. to surrender their colonial power. There were strikes, riots, boycotts, and a lot of random violence against Jagan and his people. The fact that he was East Indian and Burnham was black only made it worse.
“Anyway, Jagan ended up in jail and Burnham became prime minister, supported by the Americans. At the time there was only a small police force in Guyana. The Americans needed assurance that the communists wouldn’t be coming back, so they invested heavily in building an army and creating a clandestine special forces unit. Because the country is so small, they came up with the idea of grouping all these security forces together, creating the Guyana Defence League.
“The communists came and went. Burnham was in and out of office. Even Jagan — who was now a social democrat — got a chance to be the leader again. Through it all, the Guyana Defence League remained intact and developed methods of operation that are still in play today. Basically, the person who heads up the special forces is the top man. The military report to him, the police report to him. He moves officers back and forth at will among the various services. So when you’re dealing with the police, you aren’t really. Everything flows upstream.”
“Including money?”
“Especially money.”
“I’ve just left Thailand, but it feels like I haven’t.”
“I’m sure the scale is different,” Lafontaine said. “This is a small, poor country. There’s only so much graft to go around, and the politicians feed at the same trough.”
“Who heads up the Defence League?”
“Commissioner Thomas for the police, and General Choudray heads up the military. One’s black, the other East Indian, and that’s the way it always is: one of each. The strange thing is, they report to a white guy, the infamous Captain Robbins.”
“A white guy — that’s curious.”
“Isn’t it. When I arrived here, I met him at a High Commission function. He has two daughters at school in Toronto — Havergal College — and Canada is his country of choice in terms of making investments. I thought he was just a fat, jolly businessman until the High Commissioner pulled me aside and told me to be careful, very careful.
“He’s had the same job for twenty years. There isn’t a man in any of the forces who is not beholden to him for his job, and in this country, with unemployment at around thirty percent, that’s no small thing. He also knows where all the bodies are buried, and he’s probably responsible for a number of them himself. There isn’t a politician whom he doesn’t know inside out, and I can’t imagine there’s one who would defy him. It has been tried, though. Last year there was an East Indian minister of mines who decided the royalties that were going to the Defence League should end. His house was broken into and he, his wife, and his mother-in-law were shot dead. They never found the perpetrators.
“So, Ms. Lee, if Seto has protection, it emanates from Captain Robbins, directly or indirectly.”
“How do I meet Captain Robbins?” she asked.
Lafontaine smiled again. “You’re serious, aren’t you? I mean, really serious. I keep looking at you and thinking you’re pulling a practical joke on me.”
“Do you have a phone number for him?”
He opened a Day-Timer that sat on his desk. “Write this down, though I don’t think it will do you any good. He doesn’t take calls and he never returns calls unless he wants to talk to you, not vice versa.”
“Thanks for all this,” she said after writing down the number in her notebook.
“We’re here to serve.”
“That’s always been my experience with the Mounties. You’re a very professional group.”
He nodded in acknowledgement. “Where are you staying?”
“The Phoenix Hotel.”
“Neighbours.”
“Sort of.”
“Tell me, would you like to have dinner with me while you’re here? You could keep me up to date on your progress.”
She looked over at the pictures of his children.
“I’m divorced,” he said.
Two propositions in one day, Ava thought, and unless she was wrong, Jeff was a potential third. For reasons she didn’t understand, gweilos found her attractive. In Hong Kong she could stand on a street corner holding a sign reading PLEASE TAKE ME OUT TO DINNER and not get this much action.
“I wouldn’t mind having dinner with you, but in keeping with our honesty policy I have to tell you I’m gay.”
“I did say dinner; I wasn’t assuming anything else,” he said, but the flush that crept up his cheeks told her differently.
“How about I keep in touch with you? Can I get your cell number?”
He handed her a business card. His title read ASSISTANT TRADE COMMISSIONER.
“I’ll let you know how it goes with Captain Robbins.”
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Jeff was standing at the entrance of the PHoenix wearing slacks and a Polo golf shirt. He looked happy to see her, and she knew she was going to end up saying no to him as well.
“I have your SIM card,” he said.
“How much do I owe you?” she said as she took it.
“Twenty.”
She gave him thirty.
“Will you need me today? I have to make a run to the airport around one. After that I’m free.”
“I’m not sure. Call me when you get back.”
The room was way hotter than when she had left. The maid had turned off the air conditioning. She turned it back on and for good measure jacked it way down.
She undressed; her clothes were damp even though it was no more than a three-minute walk from the High Commission. She put on her running gear. It was really too hot to run but she needed to think, and running freed her mind. Before leaving the hotel she checked her emails at the business centre. Nothing from Seto. That was no surprise.
From the literature in the room she knew there was a walkway along the seawall. The path was grass, and running on grass was easy on her legs. Add the sea breeze to that and she thought maybe it wouldn’t be too tough, despite the heat.
The Georgetown seawall had been built during the nineteenth century by the Dutch, the original colonists, before the British ousted them. Georgetown, and in fact most of the northern coastline, was below sea level. The Dutch were experts at keeping the sea at bay, and they had constructed an impressive bulwark of stone about two metres wide and a metre high.
Ava began jogging towards the Atlantic. It was close to low tide, and between the wall and the ocean was a large expanse of sandy beach. On her right was Seawall Road, which was lined with embassies and consulates. There was hardly any traffic on the road and virtually no one on the path. Ava could see maybe two or three kilometres ahead. A woman was on the beach tossing sticks to a dog, and farther down she could see two figures sitting on the seawall.
She had run about a kilometre before the seated figures became distinct. They were two East Indian men, sitting maybe twenty metres apart. As she drew near she noticed she had attracted their attention. She thought about stopping and turning back, then told herself she was being silly. It was the middle of the day, and they were in a wide open area.
When she was five metres from the first man she saw him stiffen, and her senses prickled. She sped up to get past him. Just as she did, the second man jumped off the wall onto the path. She was trapped between them.
One of the men was about five foot ten and had to weigh at least two hundred pounds. He wore ragged blue shorts and a T-shirt that read DRINK COORS. The other, who was a bit taller and not much thinner, was wearing soiled jeans and a singlet that exposed his chest and armpits. Ava noticed he had only one eye. It was fixed on her, and it wasn’t conveying kind intent.
She stopped and turned so that she was facing the wall and had a clear view of the two of them.
“This can be easy or hard — your choice,” the one to her left said, a knife now visible in his right hand.
Ava saw no reason to respond; the outcome would be the same. The other man didn’t seem to be armed, so she decided to take on the one with the knife first.
They inched towards her, trying to maintain equal distance. Ava moved left to bring her closer to the one with the knife. He waved it in the air until he was about half a metre from her. Then he reached down to grab her hair with his left hand, the knife held back, poised to strike.
She retreated backwards about half a step. When he tried to close the distance, she stepped forward. Her right arm rocketed towards him with the force of a piston. The extended knuckle of her index finger crashed into the bridge of his nose. She wasn’t sure which she noticed first, the crack of cartilage or the gush of blood. He sagged to the ground, dropping the knife as both hands moved to cradle his nose. She picked up the weapon and threw it over the wall.
The other man hadn’t moved as she put his friend out of action. Now he edged towards her, his fists balled. He didn’t move very well; his hips seemed to propel his legs. She knew she could avoid his swings but she wasn’t about to give him the chance. When he was within striking range, her right arm shot out again. This time she used the base of her palm to strike at the centre of his forehead. He reeled back and she leapt after him, her left fist driving into his Adam’s apple. He collapsed, his eyes rolled back, and his hands clutched his throat as he gasped for air. She had known people to die from that blow.
The whole incident had taken no more than thirty seconds. She looked around. There was no one in view, no cars on the road. She turned and began to jog back to the hotel, past the woman throwing sticks to her dog.



(22)


“How was your run?” the doorman asked when Ava arrived back at the Phoenix.
“Okay,” she said.
She had bought two bottles of water to take to her room. She didn’t recognize the brand and then saw it had been bottled in Georgetown. She added a water purification pill to each of them. When the pills had done their work, she sat in the rattan chair and looked out at the ocean. She was ready to phone Captain Robbins. She didn’t expect him to take her call, but she did expect him to return it. That was when she would be challenged to capture his interest and get him to meet with her, or at the very least to send someone who had his trust.
She punched in the number and waited. Just when she thought it was going to flip into voicemail, a woman’s rich, cultured voice said, “The office.”
“I would like to speak to Captain Robbins, please,” she said.
There was a long pause, and Ava wondered if Lafontaine had given her the correct number.
“I’m afraid that Captain Robbins is not available.”
“Well, could you have him return my call, please? My name is Ava Lee and I’m affiliated with Havergal College. Do you need me to spell Havergal?”
“No, I know Havergal,” she said. “Is there anything I can help you with, or is there a specific message you would like me to pass to the Captain?”
“No, I need to speak to him directly.”
“He has the number for the college. He can call you there.”
“No, I’m at a conference and I’m using my mobile. Let me give you my contact information,” Ava said, and gave her Toronto cellphone number.
“Is this about either of his daughters?”
“I’m not at liberty to say. Please have him call me when he can.”
“I will pass on the message.”
Then Ava phoned downstairs to ask about laundry service. The front desk told her it could be back in her room by that evening. She left the bag outside the door for pickup and climbed into the shower. The water seemed less thick, less brown, and she stayed in longer than usual.
Her cellphone beeped when she emerged from the bathroom — a message. Already, she thought.
It was Captain Robbins’s receptionist, asking her to call back.
She dried her hair and dressed while reviewing her pitch in her head, deciding just how much she should or shouldn’t say. That was always difficult to determine when you were dealing with someone you didn’t know, and in this case, knew nothing about except that he just might be the most powerful man in Guyana.
“The office.”
“This is Ava Lee.”
“Just one second, Ms. Lee.”
Robbins was on the line almost instantly. “This is Robbins. What can I do for you?” He had an accent that sounded familiar but wasn’t like anything she had heard in Guyana.
“My name is Ava Lee and I’m afraid I’ve called you under some mildly misleading pretences. But I really need to speak to you and I was told that you’re a difficult man to get hold of.”
There was silence from his end.
“I am a Havergal graduate, by the way, and I’m in Georgetown on business, not Toronto, though that is my home. I apologize for taking this approach.” She waited for the sound of the phone being disconnected.
“Ms. Lee, who gave you this number?”
“The Canadian High Commission. I went to them for help and they said you were the man I should speak to.”
“That’s highly unusual. What kind of problem can you have that the Commission can’t help with?”
His voice was plummy, even richer than his secretary’s. His speech was slow, even, and full of confidence, in control.
“It’s a business problem with a considerable amount of money involved,” she said, invoking the magic word.
“And you think I can help?”
“I’ve been told that if anyone can, it’s you.”
“Someone thinks too highly of me. Still, it would be churlish not to try to assist a Canadian visitor recommended to me by the High Commission, and a visitor who happens to be a Havergal graduate at that. Where are you staying in Georgetown?”
“At the Phoenix.”
“This is obviously a discussion that we shouldn’t continue over the telephone. Are you going to be at the hotel this evening?”
“Certainly.”
“I’ll send someone there to meet with you. His name is Patrick West. I’m not sure when exactly he will be free, so try to leave the entire evening open if you can. I’ll give him your mobile number, and I know he has the Phoenix’s number, so if there’s any change in plans he can contact you.”
“Thank you so much.”
“No promises, mind you, but Patrick is a good man and quite resourceful. He has my confidence, so make sure you’re completely open with him.”
You clever girl, she thought as the line went dead.
The afternoon was going to drag, so Ava set out to fill it with as much activity as she could. She took a taxi back to Stabroek and wandered aimlessly for an hour. In an area close to the market she found a bookstore. Most of the offerings were second-hand but she found a copy of Tai-Pan, James Clavell’s historical novel about the early days of Hong Kong.
She was hungry but reluctant to experiment again with the local cuisine. The bookseller recommended the Kentucky Fried Chicken outlet just around the corner. She couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten fried chicken of any kind. Still, there weren’t many funny things they could do to it, so she decided to eat there.
Jeff was sitting in the lobby when she got back to the hotel. He waved to her. He was on the verge of becoming a nuisance.
“Are we in business today?” he asked.
“I have some things I need to do here,” she said. “You can help out, though.”
“How is that?”
“Go back to Malvern Gardens and keep tabs on Jackson Seto. You’ll have to park somewhere else this time or they’ll get suspicious. I think you should drive past the entrance and then turn the car around and park it in the direction of Georgetown. Stay about a hundred metres away. They shouldn’t notice you if they leave.”
“If they leave, I follow?”
“Only if you’re sure it’s okay. Keep well back. There aren’t that many places he can go anyway.”
“You want me to call you if anything happens?”
“Sure. Use the Guyana number you have for me.”
She checked her emails again before going upstairs. Still nothing from Seto.
Her backup cellphone was fully charged. She slipped the Guyanese SIM card into it and turned on the phone. She placed it and her regular mobile on the small table next to the rattan chair. She still had some hours to kill. Hopefully James Clavell would help.
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It was dark when Ava was woken by a ringing phone. The Clavell book was open on her lap to page thirty. She looked at both her mobiles before she realized it was the hotel phone.
“Yes?” she said.
“Ava, this is Marc Lafontaine. I’m just finishing work and I’m still wondering if you would like to have dinner with me.”
She was still groggy from her nap and his name didn’t register at first. Then it clicked and she almost groaned. Half of her wanted to hang up and the other half realized she might need him again before this project was finished. “I can’t leave the hotel,” she said. “I have a meeting here tonight and I’m not sure of the time.”
“We can eat at the hotel. It’s not that bad.”
“All right, but if my appointment arrives while we’re eating I’ll have to leave.”
“I understand. I’ll see you in the lobby in, say, fifteen minutes?”
“Okay.”
She brushed her teeth using bottled water and then splashed some on her face. Her linen slacks were still presentable and she had a white cotton shirt she hadn’t worn yet. She thought about putting on makeup for her meeting with Patrick West, and then decided against it. The more innocent she looked, the better.
There was a bar and lounge beside the lobby. Marc Lafontaine was sitting at a table with a Carib beer and a bowl of peanuts in front of him. “Glad you could join me,” he said. “We don’t get many Canadians coming through here, and truthfully it gets pretty lonely. I’m grateful for the company.”
She knew he meant it, and she felt a twinge of guilt for having thought about blowing him off.
He looked at the two cellphones as she placed them on the table. “Busy girl, eh?”
“I’m trying to be. I managed to get in touch with Captain Robbins and I’m scheduled to meet one of his people here tonight at some time or another.”
“You’ve got to be kidding! You actually got through to Robbins?”
“I did.”
“That’s amazing.”
She smiled. “Well, that’s the easy part.”
“Do you want a drink?”
“White wine would be fine.”
“I’ll have to go to the bar to get it. There’s no table service here.”
He returned with her wine and another beer for himself. “They have a restaurant on the second floor. It’s Georgetown’s version of fine dining. I’ve eaten there three or four times and not gotten ill. The only thing is, they normally have only a quarter of the menu available, so I ask them what they do have rather than wait to be told they don’t have something.”
“Sounds good. I just want to tell the front desk where I am before we go upstairs, in case the Captain’s man comes asking for me.”
The restaurant was empty except for them. A sign by the entrance said PLEASE WAIT TO BE SEATED. Ava wondered who had thought that was necessary.
They were taken to a seat by a window. The lights from the part of Georgetown that had electricity sparkled in the night. “It looks almost attractive,” he said.
She told him about meeting the Englishman Tom Benson that morning, and about his daily trek to the power company. Lafontaine laughed and told her that Benson’s attitude was the only way to deal with Guyana and still stay sane. If you expected things to change, you were a fool.
She talked about Asia and about how North Americans in particular often went with preconceived notions of how hard life must be there, only to find themselves in Hong Kong or Singapore or Bangkok or Shanghai. The lifestyle in those places was more refined and luxurious than what they would find in just about any city in North America.
The waiter appeared with menus. “Just tell us what you have,” Lafontaine said.
They had a choice of grilled snapper, broiled chicken, baked pork chops, and roast beef. There was only the one fish, and Ava chose it. Lafontaine ordered the chicken.
She asked him about his children in Ottawa. As Lafontaine began to talk about them, he suddenly caught himself. “There’s something I really need to talk to you about,” he said. “I hope you won’t think I’m being rude.”
“What is it about?”
“This morning when you told me that you were gay, you were being serious, yes? Not just keeping me at arm’s length?”
“Marc, I could not have been more serious.”
“I believe you,” he said. “The thing is, homosexuality is illegal in Guyana. In fact, it’s punishable by life imprisonment. Now, I haven’t heard about anyone being prosecuted, but the law is on the books. And they really frown on any display of affection between two people of the same sex.” He stopped, clearly uncomfortable. “I’m not trying to pry into your life or anything, but you need to be careful here, circumspect.”
“I wasn’t planning on going to gay bars,” she said.
“That’s good, because there aren’t any.”
“Thanks. Enough said.”
Ava directed the conversation back towards his children. They were all teenagers and drifting away from him. She listened to him lament the fact and realized he knew absolutely nothing about girls. She was about to give him some suggestions when her Guyanese phone rang.
“Hi, Jeff,” she said.
“He left the house about an hour and a half ago and went out to eat — guess where — and then went to drink and party — guess where.”
“Same as last night.”
“He’s a creature of habit.”
“Good. Pack it in. There’s no reason to hang around there anymore tonight.”
“What are you up to?” he asked, his voice cracking ever so slightly.
“I’m having dinner with a friend from the Canadian High Commission, and then I have a meeting with a Guyanese government official. I’ll see you tomorrow and settle our accounts.”
Out of the corner of her eye she saw the restaurant host hovering. The moment she ended her phone call he walked to the table. “There are some people downstairs waiting to see you,” he said.
“Call downstairs and tell them I’ll be right there,” she said. “And bring me the bill.”
“I’m paying,” Lafontaine said.
“No, you’re not,” she said. “You’ve done quite enough for me today as it is.”
While they waited for the bill to arrive, Lafontaine said, “People? I thought you were meeting one person.”
“Me too.”
“Would you mind if I walk down with you?”
“Not at all.”
There were three people sitting in the lounge: two large black men who looked as if they had come directly from the gym to an Esquire photo shoot, and a very pale, rotund man with a sly smile and a glint in his deep blue eyes.
“Christ, that’s Robbins,” Lafontaine said.
The three stood as Ava and Lafontaine approached, and she was shocked by how physically imposing Robbins was. His men were both over six feet tall, but Robbins was a shaved head taller. His belly mounded under a black satin shirt draped over black jeans; his face was round and jowly. His heaviness made him look, if anything, more dangerous. And then there was his skin — it was the colour of paper. In a country where everyone was some variation of brown, he was a ghost.
His eyes found her and didn’t let go.
“Ah, Sergeant Lafontaine,” Robbins said, his eyes still on Ava. “So it was you who gave Ms. Lee my phone number.”
“Captain.”
“What shall I say to you for unleashing this young woman on us?”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
“And why would you? Look at her — a Havergal graduate, tiny, well-mannered, a Chinese doll. And then… Ah, I’m not being polite. This is Patrick and this is Robert,” he said, motioning to his men. “I thought you should meet them,” he said to Ava, “and truthfully, they wanted to meet you.
“My plan, Mr. Lafontaine, was to send Patrick to meet with Ms. Lee, but after what happened today I couldn’t resist the opportunity to meet her myself. Robert, why don’t you explain?”
“I was called by the police today after they picked up two men at the seawall,” Robert said.
Robbins interrupted. “It seems that a young Chinese woman was jogging there when she encountered these men. They are known to us, and not as particularly good citizens. Some minor theft charges, some more serious rape allegations, though never proven… Still, they told an interesting story. They claim they were sitting on the seawall, minding their own business, when this young woman ran by. They do admit they ogled her, and maybe made some inappropriate comments, but certainly did nothing to warrant the attack that ensued. One of them had his nose destroyed. The other had his windpipe crushed and is lucky to be alive. These are not small men, Mr. Lafontaine. I daresay even you or I would have found it a challenge to take on the two of them at the same time. You do jog, don’t you, Ms. Lee?”
“Once in a while.”
“The victims, or villains — call them what you will — said the woman in question came from this hotel. And as far as we can ascertain, Ms. Lee is the only Chinese woman in residence.” Robbins stared at her, his expression not the least unkind. “So tell me, how do you explain the damage you inflicted on these men?”
“I restrained myself,” Ava said.
Robbins exploded with laughter. Patrick and Robert followed suit. Marc Lafontaine looked as if he had wandered into the wrong wedding reception.
“Marc, I have business to discuss with Captain Robbins, and I don’t think you should be here,” she said softly.
“Ms. Lee is quite right. We do have business to discuss, Mr. Lafontaine,” Robbins said, wiping tears from eyes. “This is no place for you.”
Lafontaine started to say something but Ava cut him off. “I’ll call you if I need you.”
They watched him leave, the three men still chuckling. Robbins said, “When I heard this story, how could I send Patrick to meet you alone? What if he offended you?”
“Don’t make fun of me or the situation I was in. They were going to rape me. I dealt with them, that’s all.”
“Apologies,” Robbins said. “Sit, please.” Robbins sat down as well; his two men stood on either side of his chair. “I have daughters, as you know, and I am sensitive to the situation you found yourself in this afternoon. I’d like to think that anyone who tried that with my girls would be equally indisposed. Except I can’t imagine my girls inflicting that kind of damage. You are an amazing young woman, Ms. Lee. That’s why I wanted to meet you in person. I thought you would be built like a shot putter, yet here you are, not much more than a hundred pounds soaking wet.”
“I appreciate that you came,” she said.
“I’m drinking beer. What can I get you?”
“Nothing, thank you. I’m quite sated.”
“You speak like a Havergal graduate.”
“I am one.”
“I believe you. So what is this business you’re involved in? It doesn’t sound like something a Havergal grad would pursue.”
“I’m a forensic accountant. I find money that has been misappropriated and try to return it to its rightful owner.”
“And there’s misappropriated money in Guyana?”
“No, the money is in the British Virgin Islands, but the thief is here.”
“Name?”
“Jackson Seto.”
Robbins’s eyes showed no sign of recognition, and she felt a surge of optimism. If he didn’t know the name, Seto couldn’t be all that high in the food chain.
“Boys, do you have any information for me?” Robbins asked.
Patrick leaned forward and whispered in Robbins’s ear.
The Captain looked at her and said, “Could you excuse us for a moment, Ms. Lee? We need to chat amongst ourselves.”
She left the lounge and sat in the lobby, her back deliberately turned to them. In what seemed like less than a minute there was a gentle tap on her shoulder. Patrick was looking down at her. “The Captain will talk to you now.”
Now it was just the two of them; the men had moved to the lobby.
“Seto is a friend of a friend,” Robbins said.
“I want to be a better friend.”
The Captain put his fingertips together, placing them against his nose. “To whom?”
“That’s your decision.”
“Tell me what your plans are for this Seto.”
“I have to convince him to give the money back.”
“Using logic?”
“Yes.”
“And if that fails?”
She shrugged.
“And what would we be expected to do?”
“Stay out of it. Keep everyone out of it.”
“That sounds simple enough.”
“That isn’t to say that I might not need active assistance at some point.”
His eyes glittered, and she wondered why he seemed so amused.
“There is a substantial difference between turning a blind eye and becoming actively involved in whatever it is you have in mind,” Robbins said.
“Everything has a price.”
“You are a mercenary, Ms. Lee.”
“I am an accountant,” she said.
“Exactly.”
“Obviously I can’t be sure what kind of help I might need until I can actually get to Seto and spend some time alone with him.”
“Give me an idea, though, will you?”
“I’d like all the information you have on him. You must have a dossier somewhere.”
“That’s not difficult.”
“He has a Vietnamese bodyguard. I would like to have him put out of circulation for forty-eight to seventy-two hours.”
“Go on.”
“Seto seems to go to Eckie’s Club every night. I’ll try to talk to him there. If he isn’t cooperative I’ll need a place to take him. I can’t very well bring him back to the hotel. His house would be ideal but I’m not sure that will be doable, so I want to have a backup plan.”
“This is getting more expensive. You know that, yes?”
“If I do need to start moving him around I’ll need some physical assistance, so you might have to assign someone to me.”
“Is there more?”
“Not for now.”
“Those are a lot of ifs.”
“I always think it’s better to plan for the worst.”
“You do know that he pays a fee to some friends to look out for his interests?”
“I’ll pay more.”
“But you’ll only pay once. He pays annually. Then there are all those ifs. How do we factor those into the equation?”
“I want you to assume that I’ll need all the help I’ve outlined here and to give me a figure that accommodates them and makes everyone happy about upgrading friends.”
He put the beer bottle to his lips and drank delicately. “I’m not good at numbers,” he said.
Ava was not going to be the one to put the first offer on the table. It was Uncle’s primary rule of negotiation: let the other party start. Not that she needed that advice. Her mother had practised that her entire life, in every transaction, big or small, that she had ever made. Even at the Chanel store in Toronto, her mother regarded the sticker price as merely an opening bid in the negotiation process. Ava had absorbed that life lesson. She turned her palms upward, as if helpless to know where to start, caught his eye, and let him know she was waiting for him.
He breathed deeply, a sigh of exasperation. She could almost see him calculating. How much money was she here to get? How much could Seto have gotten away with? He was in Guyana, after all, not the Cayman Islands, so it couldn’t be a fortune. What percentage of it could he claim?
“Two hundred thousand will get you all the assistance you need,” he said.
She had expected a larger sum. “That’s too much, Captain. My clients would never agree to pay that amount.”
“Then…?”
She couldn’t insult him. They had paid for help before, sometimes up to ten percent of the amount owed. But that had been based on a successful recovery. This was a payment with no guarantees attached. All she knew was that without the Captain she probably had zero chance of success.
“One hundred thousand — U.S. dollars of course,” she said.
“Cash?”
“We prefer wire transfers.”
“Upfront.”
Uncle hated paying upfront. The most he had ever agreed to was half upfront and half at the conclusion. But the Captain hadn’t been making a request — those were his terms. She sensed that trying to negotiate those terms would put a crimp in what had so far been a relatively painless exercise. Uncle was going to have to put up with it.
“Yes, upfront.”
The Captain’s face broke into a smile. “Okay, let me speak with my friends. If they’re happy with the arrangement I’ll let you know and give you the details of how the money should be transferred.” He nodded in the direction of Robert and Patrick. “You’ve met the boys. If we go ahead I’ll lend one of them to you as a… liaison. Do you have a preference?”
“Who is senior?”
“Patrick.”
“He’s the one I’ll take.”
“Assuming we do business,” the Captain said.
“Assuming.”
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Ava called the number Lafontaine had given her and got his voicemail. She left a message apologizing for the way their dinner had ended. Nothing else. If things went as planned, she wouldn’t have to speak to him again.
Uncle answered her call on the first ring. “Ava, when will you be finished with this project?”
Ava was caught off guard. Uncle never rushed a job. “I’m not sure. Two days, maybe three. I made progress today… Has something happened?”
“We have landed a huge client. Have you heard of Tommy Ordonez?”
“The Filipino billionaire?”
“That’s him. He is ethnic Chinese; the family name is actually Chew but he changed it to fit in with the Filipinos. He has a brother here in Hong Kong, David Chew, and another in Vancouver, Philip Chew. Tommy is the eldest, so all of the family money flows through and around him. He called me today through a friend.”
“Tommy Ordonez got screwed in a deal and needs us to chase money for him?” she asked.
“Don’t be foolish — he never gets screwed,” Uncle said. “The brother in Vancouver is the one who was unwise. Someone, who obviously doesn’t know he is Tommy’s brother, took the family for more than fifty million in a land swindle. If it were the Philippines or China or anywhere else in Asia, Tommy would look after it himself. Canada is another world. So a friend referred him to me. We have the contract. I had to cut our rate, but not that much.”
“I need at least three days, and that’s not a promise,” she said.
“If Tam weren’t the nephew of my friend… You think three days?”
“Minimum.”
“Where are we?”
“I’ve found him. I think I’ve bought off the local muscle. Now I need to get my hands on Seto and get the money back to Tam.”
“How much to buy off the locals?”
“One hundred thousand, upfront, all of it by wire.”
“You know — ”
“I know,” Ava said, louder than she intended. “It can’t be done any other way, and without them I’m nowhere. This is like a Chinese provincial backwater where one guy controls everything and nothing happens unless he says so. In this case, the main guy won’t give the green light unless the money is sent to him upfront.”
“He is that powerful? He is that insistent?”
“Yes and yes.”
“Okay, Ava, I understand. Where do I send it?”
“I won’t know until tomorrow.”
“As soon as you know — ”
“Uncle, I want to get out of here more than you want to make Tommy Ordonez the happiest man in the Philippines.”
“Sorry,” he said.
She wasn’t used to getting apologies from Uncle. Normally if he made an error — and that was seldom enough — he’d correct it and tell her about the change in the situation without acknowledging a mistake had been made in the first place. And she, of course, would accept the change as a given and never mention the events that had preceded it. It was enough that they both knew; there was no reason for her to be disrespectful by remarking on it and no reason for him to explain himself. She guessed that he was feeling guilty about pushing Tommy Ordonez at her when the Tam job was still on the boil.
“Let me finish here,” she said, “and then we’ll make the Chews one big happy family.”
Ava crawled into bed with the James Clavell novel. She slept amazingly well and didn’t wake till just past eight. Skipping breakfast and Tom Benson, she went for a completely uneventful run. When she got back to the hotel, Patrick was asleep in the lobby, his head on the back of the chair, his mouth half open.
She tapped his arm. He snorted and his eyes flicked open, immediately alert.
“I was on a run,” she said.
“Yeah, they told me,” he said. “Here, the Captain wanted me to give this to you. It’s what we could come up with on Seto last night.” He handed her an envelope. “He’s been coming here on and off for years, mainly to do fish business, but recently just to hang. He’s never been a problem.”
“Is that because someone decided to leave him alone or because he was saintly?”
“Who knows, but if he was left alone it was because he never went over the line.”
“Who’s the woman?”
“Anna Choudray. They’ve been together for about six years. She was a bar girl when they met. They aren’t married but he must like her a lot ’cause she’s the legal owner of the house in Malvern Gardens, lucky her. The Vietnamese is Joey Ng. He travels under an American passport, the same as Seto. He isn’t new; he’s been here with Seto quite a few times.”
“I was told this is where Seto comes when things get too hot elsewhere.”
“Could be. Like I said, he’s trouble-free here.”
She wiped sweat from her brow. “I need to shower and change. It will take me about half an hour. Will you stay and have breakfast with me?”
“Of course.”
“This means that the Captain has accepted our arrangement?”
“I wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
“And you are my… liaison?”
“That isn’t the word he used but the meaning is the same, I guess.”
“Banking information?”
“In the envelope.”
The shower could wait. Ava went directly to the business centre, opened the envelope, and sent an email with Robbins’s bank particulars to Uncle and the Hong Kong accountant who handled their wire transfers. It was mid-evening there and nothing would move until the next morning, which meant that, given a twenty-four-hour transit time, the wire wouldn’t get to Robbins until two full days from now. She didn’t fancy spending two days doing nothing, so she asked the accountant to scan and email her a copy of the wire transmittal. It was being sent from the Kowloon Light and Power Bank, which was owned by some friends of Uncle, to the Cayman Islands branch of a Canadian chartered bank. Kowloon Light and Power was substantial enough that she was sure the Canadian bank wouldn’t have any issues with the amount. In that case, maybe Robbins would accept the copy of the transmittal as confirmation and let her get started before he actually had the money.
It took her close to an hour to get things sorted out. That didn’t seem to bother Patrick, who had fallen asleep again. A slight nudge wakened him. “Do you want some coffee?” she said.
“Sure, but not here. The coffee here is horrible.”
They climbed into a Toyota truck sitting in the no-parking zone in front of the hotel. He weaved through the now all-too-familiar downtown terrain.
“I’ve already sent the bank directions. The wire should be done within the next twelve hours. I’ll get you a copy of the confirmation once it’s gone,” she said.
“I don’t need to know any of this, so it’s best not to talk to me about it anymore. Just put the information in a sealed envelope. The Captain likes to keep details like that between himself and people like you. My directions are more basic.”
“Such as?”
“Take Ng out and do what I can to help you with Seto.” He looked hard at her. “The Captain says you’re a debt collector. He says you must be a very special kind to come here by yourself and be able to wire $100,000 as if it were nothing.”
“That’s what I do for a living,” she said. “Now, taking Ng out — how hard will that be?”
“Not a problem for us. How about Seto for you?”
She liked Patrick already. He was direct without being rude or aggressive, and he was confident and assertive.
“I’ll meet him at Eckie’s and try to convince him that it’s in his best interests to cooperate with me,” she said.
“What will you say? ‘Pretty please, give me back whatever gazillions of dollars you scammed’?”
“Something like that,” she laughed.
“Does it ever work?”
“You’d be surprised. Once they know I’ve found them and once they know I’ve located the money, most of them understand that I’m the best chance they have to give it back and maintain — how shall I say it? — their physical well-being. Mind you, this is me dealing with the Chinese — and all our clients are Chinese — in Hong Kong or New York or Toronto or Vancouver. They always assume that I’ve been sent by the triads, and that if they don’t cut a deal with me they’ll have four guys with machetes sitting beside their beds.”
“The Captain thinks you are triad.”
“I have no guys with machetes sitting back at the hotel,” she said, smiling. “And I have no tattoos. Everyone knows that triads have tattoos.”
“Do you think Seto will be as cooperative as your Chinese in Hong Kong?”
“Actually no, I don’t. He thinks he’s protected here. So I think I’m at Plan B already.”
“So not much chit-chat?”
“No.”
“What will you do?”
“Tell me first, how will you handle Ng?”
“Under our national security law we can detain anyone we suspect of anti-government activity for up to a week without laying charges and without providing a lawyer. They don’t even get to make a phone call. We’ll use that law to put Ng on ice for as long as you need. Now tell me about Seto.”
“He seems to go to Eckie’s every night. We’ll confront him there. He’s a scrawny little piece of shit — you shouldn’t have any problem putting handcuffs on him and getting him out the door. We’ll take him to his house. If the woman is in the club, she’ll go with us. If she isn’t, we’ll deal with her at the house.”
He didn’t speak again until he stopped the truck at Donald’s Doughnut Shop. She looked around; the neighbourhood was even more rundown than central Georgetown.
“I live over there,” he said, pointing to a small red bungalow at the end of the street. “It’s my mother’s house.”
They got out of the truck and entered the shop, sitting in the booth farthest from the door. The coffee wasn’t instant but she didn’t complain. Her doughnut was virtually oozing fat. She ate it silently.
“Seto owns a piece of Eckie’s,” Patrick said between bites. “That’s how our people got to know him at first. Eckie’s is not completely legal. By that I mean clubs in general aren’t exactly legal, so if you want to operate one you have to make arrangements with the right people.”
“Are there bouncers at the club, or might any of his partners choose to interfere with us?”
“If they know we’re involved, everyone will stay out of the way. No see, no hear, no nothing.”
“Then let’s hope he goes to Eckie’s.”
“If we weren’t involved, how would you — I mean, what do you do in other cases when people aren’t co-operating?”
“There are always options,” she said. “The most important thing is figuring out ahead of time what will work. If I think a direct approach will succeed, then I become direct. If I think there’s going to be resistance, then I’m more discreet, less visible. In a case like Seto’s, if I were acting alone I would use something like chloral hydrate to strengthen my position.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Jesus, I haven’t heard that mentioned in a while.”
“I know, it’s a little old-fashioned. But it’s effective. There’s something about waking up with your hands and feet bound, your eyes masked and mouth covered, that makes people want to be cooperative. It brings an unknown quality; it lets me create a bit of fantasy. Since I have you, that won’t be necessary, but I’ll still tape his eyes and mouth until we get to the house.”
“No problem,” he said.
“Where are you from?” she asked suddenly. “You and the Captain have a similar accent. I can’t place it but I know it isn’t from here.”
“Barbados — we’re both Bajans. My grandmother was his nanny, if you can believe that. He moved here more than thirty years ago and made his name, made his fortune. I was a boy in trouble back home when Gran called the Captain and asked him to take me on. So I came with my mother and my sister. It isn’t Barbados, but we’re doing okay.”
“The Captain is an impressive man,” she said.
“The Captain runs this poor excuse for a country,” he said. “He keeps the animals in check.”
She fought back an urge to comment on the potholes, brown water, and irregular power. “Thank goodness,” she said.
“What are you going to do today?” he asked.
“I have a little shopping to do. Other than that I can’t do very much until the Captain gives me the green light.”
“I know.” Patrick yawned. “I had a late night. I think I’ll go to the gym and get myself revved. You want to come?”
“No, I ran this morning. I’m good.”
“We were talking last night, Bobby and me, about the way you handled those two creeps. They’re handy, both of them, so we couldn’t figure out how you did it. I thought maybe you could show me at the gym.”
“I practise bak mei,” she said. “It isn’t something you teach someone at a gym.”
“Never heard of it.”
“It’s a Chinese martial art.”
“Like karate, kung fu?“
“Like kung fu but not kung fu. No one makes movies about bak mei.”
“What is it, then?”
“It’s very old, very Chinese — Taoist in fact. It has never caught on in the Western world because it isn’t pretty and it can’t be made into a sport. It’s purely functional, designed to inflict damage. And it can be lethal when applied to the extreme. I went relatively easy on those two.”
“Do you use kicks?”
“Only below the waist.”
“Nice,” he said. “How did you learn this stuff?”
“I was already into martial arts and I was good, good enough that one of the teachers pulled me aside and asked if I had heard of bak mei. I hadn’t. He explained that it was a secret art — in the old days, a forbidden art — and that it was only taught one-on-one: father to son, teacher to student. He asked me if I wanted to learn. When I said I did, he sent me to see Grandmaster Tang. I haven’t stopped learning since.”
“Show me some moves.”
“It isn’t something to be demonstrated.”
“No juking and jiving?”
“Afraid not.”
Patrick, thinking Ava was joking, waited, expecting her to get up and move into a fighting position. When she didn’t, he said, “You aren’t any fun.”
“That’s true enough.”
“What do you want me to do?” he asked.
“I think I’d just like to go back to the hotel.”
“You aren’t any fun at all.”
“That’s still true.”
An hour later, Ava was in her rattan chair with the James Clavell on her lap. Time would not move fast enough. She read for two hours and then was so restless she couldn’t stay put anymore. She went down to the business centre, signed on, and then thought about Tommy Ordonez. It was one of her rules never to start thinking about the next case before the one she was working on was completed. She had done it twice and both times it had brought bad luck. She hesitated and then thought, What the hell. She was at least as curious as she was superstitious.
She googled Tommy Ordonez. He seemed to own half the Philippines. This job was enticing both in size and in terms of the participants. But why had Ordonez gone to Uncle? On any number of levels it didn’t make any sense. Ava wondered what kind of deal Uncle had cut with him, or rather them. The older she got, the more inflexible she found herself becoming. If their rate was thirty percent, what did it matter if they were collecting ten million or a hundred million? The client was out the larger amount, and if she was their last hope, thirty percent was nothing. She loved Uncle and had enormous respect for him, but there were times when he was too accommodating with people who were above him in the power scheme. At some point she would have to talk to him about that. Not now, though.
For maybe the tenth time since she had been given Seto’s account number at Barrett’s Bank, she logged onto the Barrett’s website. She hit the access your account button and punched in the S amp;A account number. The program asked for the password. As before, she didn’t even attempt to guess at one. She was leery of bank websites. They were sensitive in the extreme; if she entered the wrong password she was afraid it would trigger a reaction, and any reaction would not be to her benefit. She just wanted to confirm that the account was still active, and it was.
She figured the wire would be sent that evening and she would be able to get confirmation to the Captain the next morning. The money might even land in his account that day if she was lucky. If not, she would try to sweet-talk him into letting Patrick and her and whomever else they wanted to involve go after Seto tomorrow night.
Things had gone very well with this project. The money had been almost ridiculously easy to find, and Seto had become a sitting duck once she had located him. The only wrinkle had been the Captain and his crew. But if everything went according to plan, Tam would have most of his money back within twenty-four hours, and she would be on a plane back to Toronto the morning after.
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The wire had been sent the night before, and Ava had printed two copies of the confirmation. She called the Captain’s office and was put directly through to Robbins.
“Ava, do you have some good news for me?”
“The wire went through last night. I have a copy of the confirmation. Can I bring it to you?”
“Is Patrick there?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t been downstairs yet.”
“He should be there. Give it to him and ask him to bring it over to the office.”
“I can bring it there myself.”
“No, my dear, please just give it to Patrick.”
“The money might be deposited into the account today,” she said.
“That would be nice.”
“If it isn’t, I’m hoping you might take the copy of the confirmation at face value and let us deal with Seto tonight.”
“That’s possible,” he said. “I don’t like dragging things out unnecessarily. Let me see the wire and I’ll tell Patrick how we are to proceed.”
“Thank you.”
Patrick was in the lobby reading a newspaper. He smiled when he saw her and held the paper out for her to see. There was a picture of the man whose nose she had crushed. “He claims he was walking along the seawall when he was viciously attacked by a woman with a cricket bat. The paper is urging people to be cautious until the police find the suspect.”
“How stupid is that, to draw attention to himself that way?”
“He has a little life. For this morning at least he is in the spotlight. It happens all the time here. Something atrocious happens and instead of keeping quiet, the victims feel compelled to tell the world, or at least to tell Georgetown.”
“Here,” she said, handing him a hotel envelope. “Could you take this over to the Captain? He’s waiting for it.”
Ava was in the coffee shop working on her second cup of Starbucks instant, which the waitress had agreed to make, when Patrick returned. The office, she figured, had to be in the neighbourhood.
He sat down, a contented look on his face. “The Captain sends his regards. We have the go-ahead for tonight.”
She beamed. Good dim sum wasn’t much more than a day away.
“How about Seto’s friends? What have they been told?”
“The Captain has already had a chat with the one who counts. He’ll make another courtesy call today to let him know it’s going down tonight. The word will get out.”
“Not prematurely?”
“You don’t know the Captain,” said Patrick. “Things get done the way he wants, when he wants — always. You have his word, and I’m here as proof of that. No one is going to warn Seto. No one would dare. The wrath of Captain Robbins is a terrible thing to experience.”
“So how do we proceed?” she asked.
“My people are keeping an eye on Seto. The moment he leaves Malvern Gardens we’ll know.”
“If he doesn’t follow the usual routine?”
“We’ll work something out.”
His casual manner took her aback. She was accustomed to working alone, to sweating every detail, to being thorough to the point of obsessive. Now she had to work with a team over which she had no control, and she had to accept that her plan was subject to the whims of not just Seto.
Patrick sensed her discomfort. “Ava, this is Guyana. At the end of the day, one way or another, you’ll get Seto, because the Captain has said that’s what will happen. If it’s at Eckie’s, great. If it’s somewhere else, what does it matter?”
“What do you want me to do this afternoon?”
“Whatever you want. Go for a swim, go for a run, beat up some locals. I’ll pick you up here at six and we’ll go downtown, park near the restaurant, and wait for Seto.”
Ava decided to go for another run. When she got back to the hotel, she showered and then went downstairs. She had toast and jam in the restaurant and killed some time on the computer, but it was still only four o’clock when she got back to her room. She turned on the television for the first time and watched old reruns of M*A*S*H and the Bob Newhart Show.
Six o’clock came and went without a word from Patrick. She checked and double-checked the kitbag she had packed with the odds and ends she would need for Seto. She also started getting her luggage organized for the trip home.
At six thirty she thought about calling Patrick and then held off, fearful of looking too anxious, like an amateur.
It was almost seven when her cellphone buzzed.
“Yes?”
“He’s on the move, headed for downtown. I’ll pick you up in five minutes. Be outside.”
Patrick was at the entrance by the time she had worked her way downstairs. He looked at the kitbag in her hand and said nothing.
“Ng is with him, and the woman,” he said as they left the hotel.
“The woman is good,” Ava said.
They parked half a block from the restaurant and slumped down in the red Toyota truck. They didn’t have to wait long. The Land Rover rumbled into the street and Ng parked it directly in front of the restaurant and jumped out. Seto took a bit longer and then stood by the back door, holding his hand out for the woman as she descended.
“How can they eat here every night?” Patrick asked.
“It’s a Hong Kong thing,” she said. “People there have incredibly small apartments, and getting outside is part of daily life. The fact that they also love to eat gives them the perfect excuse. There must be more restaurants per capita in Hong Kong than any other place on earth. And when they find a restaurant they like, they keep going to it.”
“I should try this place sometime,” he said.
“There will be two menus: one for Chinese, the other for… well, for non-Chinese.”
“In that case I’ll pass.” Patrick looked around. “We can get out of the truck now if you want; they can’t see us from inside. There’s a roti shop over there that isn’t bad. From the window we have a good view of the restaurant.”
As they were about to get out of the truck a black Nissan sedan pulled alongside. The tinted window on the passenger’s side slid down slowly and a black man with grey hair eased his head out towards them.
“Park near Eckie’s,” Patrick said to him. “They should be about an hour in the restaurant. Wait until Seto goes into the club before making a move on Ng. There’s a woman with them. If she goes into the club we’ll look after her. If she doesn’t, you’ll have to get her. Separate her from Ng. We’ll need her with us.”
The man nodded and rolled the window back up.
“They’re a good team — experienced,” he said to her as the Nissan left to position itself near Eckie’s. “The Captain has given you some quality.”
For what I’m paying, I should hope so, she thought.
The roti shack had three tables, all of them empty. They sat by the window, keeping the China World entrance in their line of sight. He ordered chicken curry and roti. She asked for plain fried rice and a ginger beer.
“Tell me,” Ava said, “how does a man like Captain Robbins get into a position of such power in a country like this?”
“Do you mean how does a white man get into a position of such power in a country where ninety-five percent of the population is either black or Indian?”
“Yes, that’s precisely what I mean.”
Patrick bit his lower lip. It was question he could answer if he chose; he just had to decide whether he wanted to or not.
“The Captain was a policeman in Barbados. He came here as part of a Caribbean exchange program. That’s one thing people don’t understand about Guyana. Geographically it’s in South America and we’ve got Vene-zuela and Brazil as neighbours, but culturally, socially, linguistically, we’re part of the Caribbean. I mean, there are always Guyanese on the West Indies cricket team.
“At that time the Brits had already left, the blacks and East Indians were jockeying for power, transferring their hatred for the Brits to one another, and the Americans were sticking their noses — and putting their money — into the politics here. It was quite a mess. The Americans were looking for someone neutral, someone they could trust to be a pipeline for straight information, someone who could act as an honest broker between the blacks and Indians. There weren’t many candidates. According to the Captain, he was about it. That’s how it started.”
“But to make it last as long as he has…”
“He did that himself. He didn’t need the Americans to support him. You have to understand, he’s about the only person in Guyana whom all the groups can support — because he’s neutral, because colour doesn’t matter to him. They trust him.”
“And fear him?”
He ignored her question. “Those politicians — black and brown — they like to hear themselves talk. The Captain is always the quietest person in the room. He tells me, ‘Patrick, listen, just listen. You’ll be surprised how much you can learn.’ Then there are the generals in our so-called army and the inspector general of the police, all of them with titles and uniforms and medals. You saw how the Captain dresses: blue jeans and plain shirts. That’s his way. He doesn’t need to play dress-up, he doesn’t need to impress anyone. He’s been in charge for more than twenty years; he doesn’t need a fancy title. But you know, when he walks into a room with all those generals wearing all their medals, they’re the ones who stand at attention. And they stay that way until he sits. I’m biased, I know that. He’s like family to me. But I’m man enough to recognize a bigger man.”
“I was told that he knows everyone’s secrets, that he knows where all the bodies are buried, that the politicians are completely beholden to him,” said Ava.
“Would you expect anything less?” Patrick said. “The politicians are window dressing, no more than that. The Captain keeps them on a leash. I don’t ask how he does it; no one in Guyana does. We’re just happy that he’s here, keeping them under control. If it means he has to put a bit of fear into them, we’re the better off for it.”
“I wasn’t being critical, just curious,” she said.
Their food arrived. She picked at the rice. Patrick ate his chicken, dabbing the roti into the curry. When it was gone, he ordered another. “One more thing about the Captain,” he said between bites, “is that he is really smart. I don’t mean book-smart — though he is that too — I mean people-smart. He can figure out anyone in ten minutes.”
“What did he say about me?” she prodded.
“That you aren’t what you appear to be, but by the time most people figure that out it’s too late for them.”
She shifted her attention from the plate to look at Patrick. His eyes were locked on the front entrance of China World. She didn’t ask any more questions.
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It had been dark when they’d arrived, their side of the town being designated powerless for the evening. However, most of the stores and restaurants on the block were lit up. She could only imagine what it would be like walking the side streets on a moonless night. No wonder the crime rate was through the roof.
The name CHINA WORLD flickered in the window of the restaurant. The Chinese characters below the English lettering translated as “heavenly food.” She couldn’t remember ever seeing a Chinese restaurant whose English and Chinese names meant the same thing. Before she could file that thought away, Seto stood framed in the window. He was talking to a short Chinese man in an apron.
“I think he’s about to leave,” she said.
Patrick called a number from his cellphone. “Wake up, boys,” he said.
“See the small guy in the apron?” he said to Ava. “He’s one of our leading drug dealers; does most of the imports. He’s also a friend of a friend. Until now it didn’t occur to me that he might be involved with Seto and Ng. After all this is over I’ll have to ask.”
The trio exited the restaurant and climbed back into the Land Rover. Ava held her breath.
They followed the car as it lumbered two blocks and parked at Eckie’s. Seto and the woman climbed down. Ava saw him say something to Ng, who was still in the Land Rover. The black Nissan was four spots farther along.
Patrick used his cellphone again. “Give them about ten minutes inside and then get Ng,” he said. He reached over and opened the glove compartment. Ava saw a semi-automatic in an shoulder holster and several pairs of handcuffs. “We’ll need two sets, I imagine,” he said as he put on the holster.
“I want to tape their eyes and his mouth before we get them in the truck,” she said.
“Just his?”
“Someone has to tell us the entry codes for the gate, and I’m sure the house is protected as well.”
He nodded. “There’s an alleyway behind the club with an exit leading to it. I’ll park the truck there. There’s no point in drawing more attention to ourselves than necessary.”
They sat with their eyes fixed on the Nissan. At exactly the ten-minute mark the doors opened and two very large men, one the man with grey hair, emerged. They wore black jeans and black T-shirts. Ava glanced sideways at Patrick — he was dressed the same way. Two nights before, both he and Robert had been in black. They’re cops, she thought.
She watched as the one with grey hair tapped on the driver’s-side window of the Land Rover. It rolled down. The cop flashed some ID and motioned for Ng to step out.
Ng didn’t move. She saw the cop’s neck muscles stiffen as he stepped back. He screamed, “Fuck you, you Asian piece of shit,” as he raised a boot and kicked the car door.
Ng stuck his head out the window and said something. The cop pulled his gun and aimed at him. The door swung open and Ng jumped to the ground. Again she could see him talking, and she could imagine what he was saying. She was sure the word friend was being dropped.
The Captain’s men outweighed Ng by at least a hundred pounds each, and when one of them grabbed him by the collar and ran him towards the club’s wall, he hit it with a thud. In the light cast by the flashing Eckie’s sign, she could see blood on Ng’s forehead and under his nose. She tried to muster some sympathy for him but came up short.
The cop yanked Ng’s arms behind his back, handcuffed him, then jerked him backwards, making him fall onto the sidewalk. Then he grabbed him by the hair and hauled him to his feet. Ng’s head was turned towards the Toyota. All Ava could see in his face was confusion and fear.
“Are you ready to go?” Patrick said.
“Drive.”
He cut down a side street and into the alley. On what looked like a fire door someone had crudely painted ECKIE ' S. “Our exit,” Patrick said.
They got out of the truck and walked back to the front door. Ava felt a rush of adrenalin.
The club was badly lit, but she could make out a circular dance floor surrounded by booths. There was also a bar, two sets of curtains, and an exit. What little light there was, was trained on the dance floor. At best the booths were in semi-darkness.
“I can’t see a thing,” Ava said.
“There they are,” Patrick said, heading towards the booth closest to the bar. She trailed behind him, almost unconsciously trying to stay invisible.
Seto didn’t notice them. He was kissing Anna Choudray, his hand stuck down her blouse, fondling her right breast; the nipple was half exposed. Patrick paused and Ava wondered if he was enjoying the sex.
“Seto,” Patrick shouted, holding a badge in midair. “I need you and the woman to come with me.”
“What the fuck?”
Ava noted that this was voiced as a demand, not a question, and she knew that her hundred-thousand-dollar investment had been well spent.
“Just get up,” Patrick said.
“Or what?”
She could see Seto clearly now. He wore a black suit with a crisp white shirt. She figured he couldn’t weigh more than a hundred and thirty pounds. His eyes skittered left and right as if he was trying to figure out if this was a joke. “Don’t you know who I am?” he yelled.
“I know exactly who you are,” Patrick said. “Now you and the woman get up or I’ll come in there and help you.”
“Fuck you,” Seto said.
Patrick reared back and punched Anna on the side of the head, catching her on the ear and driving her into the back of the booth with an audible thump.
“ Fucccckkkk! ” Seto screamed. “Don’t you know who I am? Talk to General Swandas, for fuck’s sake. I’m with him. Call him. Call him.”
“This has gone several levels above the general,” Patrick said. “Now for the last time, get your skinny ass out of there and bring the woman with you.”
Seto looked at the gun Patrick was now holding in his girlfriend’s face. “You wouldn’t — ”
“You have five seconds.”
Seto slid sideways, bringing her with him.
“Turn around,” Patrick said.
Seto pulled the woman to her feet. She held her hand over her ear, tears flowing down her cheeks. Patrick handcuffed him first. When he put the cuffs on Anna, he had to wrench her hand away from her head. “Sorry to do this, but if your asshole boyfriend was more cooperative this would not have been necessary.”
“This is a mistake,” Seto insisted. “Call the general.”
“Here, you call him,” Patrick said, holding out his phone to Seto. “If he answers and agrees to help you, I’ll shoot both you and the woman right here.”
Seto’s face collapsed, his confidence gone, the fear visible in eyes that darted around the club looking for help — which wasn’t coming. “What do you want?” he said.
“In time, in good time,” Patrick said. “First we have to get you out of here.”
He led them to the fire door. Ava couldn’t help noticing that every eye in the club was focused somewhere else. It was as if they didn’t exist.
She had her kitbag in her hand. “Put them against the wall,” she said to Patrick when they were outside. She took out a roll of duct tape and wrapped it around their eyes. “Turn him around now,” she said. She tore off a small strip and sealed his mouth. “Okay, let’s go.”
Ava and Patrick helped them get into the back seat. Anna pressed herself against the window as if she were trying to get as far away from Seto as possible. She was sobbing so hard she was having difficulty catching her breath.
Ava reached back, grabbed the woman’s knee, and squeezed until she had her attention. “Listen to me. When we get to the house, you’re going to tell us the entry code and whatever information we need to get in the front door. I’m telling you this now so you have time to think about it and be prepared when I ask. I don’t want to ask twice.”
Anna didn’t reply.
Ava squeezed harder. “I need you to say yes.”
“Y-yes.”
To Ava the drive to the house seemed to take forever; she could only imagine how long it felt for Seto and the woman. Neither she nor Patrick spoke. They both knew how intimidating silence could be.
When they pulled up to the gate, Ava asked, “Anna, is there anyone in the house?”
“No.”
“Good. Now tell me the code.”
“Eighty-eight, eighty-eight, eight.”
“How Chinese,” Ava said.
“What do you mean?” Patrick asked.
“Superstition. The number eight in Chinese is pronounced ba, and that sounds like the word for wealth. Two figure eights resemble the way “double joy” is written. Having an eight in your address, on your licence plate, or in your phone number is thought to bring good luck, and the more eights the better. Except, of course, for Seto in this instance,” Ava said as she punched in the numbers.
The gate swung open. Patrick parked the Toyota next to the Mercedes. “The house code?” Ava asked.
“The same as the gate,” Anna said.
They walked to the front door. Ava held the woman by the elbow and Patrick had a firm grip on the back of Seto’s suit jacket. The walkway was uneven, making the blindfolded pair stumble; Ava held her charge steady and Patrick yanked Seto straight.
The house was remarkable in at least one way: when they entered, Ava saw a staircase directly in front of her, running straight from the door to the second floor. For anyone Chinese it was an unthinkable design. It would take only a minimal understanding of feng shui to know that it would bring the worst possible luck to the owners of the house. She figured that Seto, or most probably the woman, had bought the house as is.
To the left of the unlucky staircase was a dining room furnished with six chairs and a naked table. No sideboard, no plants, no pictures. It looked as if the room had never been used. The rectangular room on the right was about forty square metres in area, and all it contained was a cheap-looking leather couch, two beanbag chairs, and a large LCD television.
Ava walked towards the kitchen at the back of the house, pushing Anna in front of her. The room held a glass table with three napkins on it and a bowl of fruit, plus a counter large enough for a double sink and a prep area on either side. There was a cutting board and a set of knives in one prep area and the other had a substantial spice rack and jars of flour, sugar, and cereal.
“Bring Seto back here,” she shouted to Patrick.
Seto scuffled into the kitchen. The house was air-conditioned but there were beads of sweat on his forehead. “Take off his jacket,” she said.
Patrick undid the handcuffs, removed the jacket, and then put the cuffs back on, adding a hard tug on Seto’s arms for good measure.
Ava set Seto on a chair, lifted his hands over the chair back, and pulled them down behind. She then knelt down and grabbed his ankles. She spread them until they were aligned with the chair legs and taped his ankles to them.
“Pass me the jacket,” she said to Patrick. She quickly went through the pockets, extracting a wallet.
“Now, where is his computer?”
“Upstairs,” the woman said.
“Let’s go,” Ava said. “Patrick, stay with Seto.”
There were four rooms on the second floor. Two were being used as bedrooms, one was empty, and the fourth was a makeshift office. Ava took Anna into the master bedroom, which was furnished with a king-size four-poster bed made of heavy mahogany and matching massive wooden dressers; one wall was entirely mirrored.
The bed was littered with decorative pillows. Ava pushed them onto the floor and then told Anna to climb onto the bed. Then Ava taped her ankles together and taped her mouth. “Now stay here. Don’t move,” she said.
Ava walked into the office and sat at Seto’s desk. It had two drawers on each side and a laptop computer on top. Ava turned on the computer, and while it was booting up she went through the drawers. They were mostly empty, except for one, in which there was a copy of a plane ticket and two cancelled boarding passes. Seto had come to Georgetown from Port of Spain via Miami. There were also two passports. One was American, in the name of Jackson Seto, and the other Chinese, in the name of Seto Sun Kai.
She opened his wallet. There were four credit cards, all in the name of Jackson Seto, and a Washington state driver’s licence in the same name with the address she had visited in Seattle. He also had a Hong Kong ID card under the name Seto Sun Kai.
The computer flickered to life and asked her for a password. That could wait; she turned her attention to the rest of the room. The only things that interested her were six cardboard filing boxes pushed up against a wall.
When she opened the first box, she could see that Seto was neat and organized Everything was filed alphabetically, and when she looked in the Barrett’s Bank folder, the paperwork was ordered by date. She took the folder over to the desk and quickly scanned the documents from the oldest — a copy of the signature card from when he had opened his account — to the newest, which included a recent online bank statement. She had her notebook in her kitbag, and the account number on the statement matched the one she had written down.
The account was in the name of S amp;A Investments. There was only one authorized signature: Seto’s. She checked the dates. The account had been open for more than ten years but had been almost inactive until three years ago, when deposit activity picked up. The wire transfers of Tam’s money were the largest deposits by far, but Seto had been squirreling other funds away all along, mainly in the range of ten to twenty thousand dollars. Some much larger deposits had been made over the past year; she assumed that was the money Seafood Partners had been scamming from the Indian and Indonesian fish guys.
The two Tam wire transfers brought the account total to more than seven million American dollars. It was the kind of surprise Ava enjoyed.
She went downstairs to join the boys. Patrick sat quietly on the kitchen counter, jiggling his legs to some music in his head. “Did you find what you were looking for?” he asked.
She put Seto’s passports, his Hong Kong ID card, and the Barrett’s file on the kitchen table. “I didn’t do badly.” She moved closer to Patrick. “I’m going to speak to him in Cantonese,” she said.
Seto was slumped in the chair, his chin almost on his chest. She reached for the tape on his mouth and ripped it off. He yelled in pain.
“Seto Sun Kai, what made you think we would not come after you? And what made you think we would not find you?”
He shook his head as if he was confused, then licked his lower lip. She wondered if it had sunk in that she had used his Chinese name.
“Why would you or anyone else come after me? I haven’t done anything.” His voice was hoarse, his mouth dry from stress.
Ava took a glass from the cupboard and filled it from the tap. The water was a lighter colour than the hotel’s. Must be the neighbourhood, she thought.
“Here, drink,” she said, holding the glass to his lips.
He hesitated.
“It’s your own fucking tap water,” she snapped.
He took a careful sip. “Where is Ng?” he asked.
“Gone and not coming back.”
“I don’t believe you.”
“Believe this: You don’t have friends here anymore. No one is going to come to your aid. This is strictly between us now, and how it goes and how it ends is your choice.”
“Who sent you?”
“I work for people who are friends of Andrew Tam. You remember Andrew Tam?”
“Where are you from?”
“Hong Kong.”
He became still. She knew he was now fully aware of his situation. She knew he would be thinking about how to extract himself from it. She knew that when he finished examining his options, he would be left with the one she wanted him to choose. But she also knew it wouldn’t stop him from trying other ways out.
“We did business, just business, Andrew and me. There were some problems with customers and I had to step in and salvage what I could, for all our sakes.”
“So you’re telling me you were looking after Andrew’s best interests.”
“We had inventory that was shit. I had it reworked and repacked, that’s all. It couldn’t have been sold any other way.”
“And you discussed this with Andrew?”
“There wasn’t time. And besides, he was just the money man. What did he know about the actual business?”
“Not enough, I guess,” she said. “This product, did you sell it all?”
“I did.”
“Did you get paid?”
He paused. She could almost see his mind whirring away, calculating just how big a lie he could safely tell. “For most of it,” he said.
“How much did you get paid?”
His head rolled back as if she were holding a knife to his throat. “About three million,” he said, squeezing the words out.
“When did you plan to send it back to Andrew Tam?”
“When things settled. I haven’t had time; we just got paid.”
“But you do plan to send it back to Andrew?”
“Of course, of course.”
“Seto Sun Kai,” Ava said gently, “you are a thief and a liar.”
She reached into her kitbag and removed the stiletto, flicked it open, and pressed its point into his thigh. It pierced his pants and then his skin. It was a prick, not much more. Still, he jumped, startled. His leg twitched. “Don’t,” he said.
She moved the knife up his leg and stuck the point into his genitals. He flinched and strained to move back.
The knife tracked up his chest and onto his face. Ava rested the tip in the soft flesh just above his eye. Sweat from his brow trickled down his nose and both sides of his face. She was about to say something about the knife but realized it wasn’t necessary. Seto understood well enough without the theatrics.
“Seto Sun Kai,” she said calmly, “let me tell you what I know and then let me tell you what I need to know. I know why you had a problem with the shrimp. I know the games you and George Antonelli played with it. I know how the shrimp were moved, who repackaged them, and where they were sold. I know how much you got for them. I know about the little bank in Texas where the money was sent. I know that the little bank wired the money to an account in the British Virgin Islands. I have copies of the transfers, so I know to which bank they were sent and I know the account in which they were deposited. I know you are the sole signing authority on that account. Now, there are two things I don’t know. Do you want to guess?”
He shook his head, sweat dripping onto her hand and the knife.
“I don’t know the password to your computer upstairs, and I don’t know the password for your BVI bank account.”
Seto grimaced and said nothing.
She waited. A minute passed, maybe more.
“Seto Sun Kai, I’m waiting.”
“It isn’t that easy,” he said.
She felt her first flush of irritation. “I really don’t want to hurt you, or the woman upstairs,” she said, increasing the pressure on the knife tip.
“The password for the computer is ‘waterrat,’” he said in a rush.
“Your zodiac sign?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“And for the bank account?”
“Eighty-eight, sixty-six, eighty-eight, sixty-six.”
“Thank you.”
“It won’t do you any good,” he said.
She noticed that he was beginning to sweat again and his voice had tightened. This wasn’t where she had thought they were going. “And why not?”
“There’s a limit to the amount of money I can take out of the account electronically.”
“You can access the account through the Internet, yes?”
“Yes.”
“You can transfer money out of the account, yes?”
“Yes, but like I said, it’s restricted.”
“What do you mean?”
“I can only withdraw up to $25,000 per day.”
She saw his left foot begin to shake. He was scared, and she began to think he might be telling her the truth. “I don’t believe you.”
“That’s how we set it up. We never had that much in the account until last year, so it was never a problem.”
Ava picked up the Barrett’s file from the kitchen table. She leafed through it, taking out the monthly statements and the attachments, and read them more closely than she had upstairs. Patrick watched her, confused about what had just transpired.
After ten minutes she said, “There was a withdrawal eighteen months ago of $335,000, and then another ten months ago of $200,000, and then a third just three months ago of another $400,000.”
“How many are there for $25,000 or less?” he said.
“Admittedly, a hell of a lot more.”
“Anything under $25,000 I did electronically. I was sending money to George’s accounts in Atlanta and Bangkok and to my account in Seattle. Those other three withdrawals I did in person.”
“What do you mean?”
“I went to the BVI. I went to the bank. I presented a written request for a certified cheque along with my American passport and one other form of photo ID, usually my driver’s licence. They drew up a release form and I signed it. They photocopied my passport and driver’s licence and dated the copies, and I signed those too. Then they gave me the cheque.”
“Who does that anymore?” she said.
“The account was opened before Internet banking took off,” he said. “And Barrett’s is a conservative bank. They’re paranoid about money laundering and gave me a hard enough time just opening an account.”
“What if you dropped dead?”
“George has the power of attorney, and that is recorded at the bank. He would need to show up and go through the same shit I did.”
“Can’t you request a change in the amounts?”
“Only by doing it in person.”
Seto was telling her the truth. She knew he was — there was no reason for him to lie. But that didn’t help quell her anger: anger about making too many assumptions, about thinking the deal was closed, about having dared google Tommy Ordonez. She had jinxed herself. She had broken one of her own rules and now she was paying for it. The only mistake she hadn’t made was to tell Andrew Tam his money was on the way.
“Patrick, look after him for me,” she said abruptly. “I have to go upstairs for a minute.”
He looked at her questioningly but she was already halfway out of the kitchen.
She went upstairs and checked in on Anna on her way to Seto’s office. She was curled on the bed, crying softly to herself. Ava closed the bedroom door so she wouldn’t have to listen.
The computer was still on. Ava typed WATERRAT and the screen opened up. Then she tried to access the Internet and was told it wasn’t currently available. She waited. On the fourth attempt she finally got online.
She went to the Barrett’s Bank’s home page and clicked on ACCOUNTS. She input the account number and then the password. The S amp;A bank account came to life. She checked the balance: $7,237,188.22. There was a list of options for her to pursue, and one of them was WIRE TRANSFER. She clicked on RECIPIENT DETAILS. She was going to type in Andrew Tam’s bank information until she realized she had left her notebook downstairs, so she typed in her own bank data. Under amount to be sent she requested $50,000. Then she hit the send button. The request was immediately flagged.
Ava appeared calm and focused when she walked back into the kitchen.
“What the hell happened to you?” Patrick asked.
“I have a problem,” she said.
“I guessed.”
“I need to think about it for a while.”
“I have good ears if you want to talk it through.”
She was about to dismiss the idea when she realized that she was going to need help no matter what she decided to do, so she might as well bring him on side sooner rather than later. “Let’s go into the living room,” she said.
They sat side by side on the leather couch, which smelled of cigarette smoke, and she told Patrick about her problem. The only thing she didn’t — and wouldn’t — tell him was the total amount of money involved.
“It sounds to me like you’re going to have to take him to the BVI if you want to get that money back,” he said. “Or spend the next few months transferring $25,000 a day, though I can’t even begin to imagine the things that could go wrong with that idea.”
“It has to be done quickly or chances are it won’t get done. Is there any other choice?”
“What do you think?”
“I think I’m screwed,” she said.
“How’s that?”
“As I said, the quicker you move, the better your chances are to succeed. In my business you strike when guys like Seto are vulnerable, scared, and within your control. The longer the process takes, the more they begin to think they can find a way out. But how do I get him to the BVI without getting their Customs or police involved? All he has to do is open his mouth and scream bloody murder. And believe me, it will occur to him — if I can get him there. He’ll talk himself into thinking he can get away with this. He’ll figure if he can lose me, he has enough money to hide somewhere we can’t find him. We always do find them in the end, but the problem is that the money is often gone by then.”
“And if you can get him there, how do you deal with the bank?”
“There’s no point worrying about the bank unless I can get him to the BVI.”
“You need to talk to the Captain,” Patrick said.
“What can the Captain do?”
“I’m going to call him,” he said. “Don’t go anywhere.”
She sat in the kitchen while she waited for Patrick to return. Seto kept rotating his head as if he had a stiff neck. She felt like snapping the fucking thing.
The front door opened and Patrick stepped back inside. “I have to go meet with the Captain. I’ll be back in a while.”
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Patrick didn’t come back until after ten o’clock. Ava hated the thought of the two men discussing her business without her. The longer he was gone the more irritated she became, and by the time the door opened again she was really angry. Patrick walked in with the two men from outside Eckie’s, the cops who had taken Ng.
“You and I are going to see the Captain,” he said. “The boys will look after things here until we get back.” He saw the look on her face and said, “I tried to call. Your cellphone was off.”
She realized he was right about the phone, and bit back an irritable remark. Then she picked up the Barrett’s file and forced it into her kitbag. She wasn’t leaving anything behind for them to look through.
“What did he say?” she asked as she climbed into the Toyota truck.
“Who?”
“For God’s sake, Patrick, you know who.”
“He said he wanted to see you, that’s all. I explained the difficulty and he said he wanted to see you. Nothing more than that.”
“So this could be for nothing?”
“I can’t say for sure, but normally the Captain doesn’t waste his time on nothing.”
She felt a twinge of hope. “Where are we going?”
“The doughnut shop. It’s close by.”
The entire area was in utter darkness except for the odd flicker of a candle or flare from a flashlight. The shop, though, was lit up like Times Square. The massive figure of the Captain filled its window, a plate of doughnuts in front of him.
“I’ll wait here,” Patrick said as he parked the truck.
The Captain gave her a little wave when she walked in. “I ordered you coffee,” he said, pointing to a cup. “Patrick said you liked it.”
In the bright light he looked even whiter than she remembered. And in the small confines of the shop he looked even larger, a mountain of a man, and she was again taken aback by how startlingly blue his eyes were. If she had been meeting him for the first time, the impression would have been overwhelming.
She steadied herself and sat down. “We have to stop meeting like this,” she said.
His eyes twinkled, amused maybe, curious certainly, involved most definitely. “We have a problem, I hear.”
She noticed his use of we. This was, at the very least, going to cost her money. “We do,” she said.
“Unfortunate.”
“For no one more than me.”
“Seto was either rather clever or rather stupid. Patrick wasn’t sure which because he said you spoke to him in Chinese.”
“It was necessary for him to understand that I had been sent from Hong Kong.”
“And all that entails, implied or otherwise.”
“Implied.”
“But still effective.”
“Normally.”
“So you got what you wanted except for a minor twist?”
“If you want to call it minor.”
The Captain bit into a chocolate-coated doughnut. “I eat these every day and then rush home to take my cholesterol medication,” he said.
“Do you have a way to resolve this minor twist?”
“Yes, I probably do. But as I said to Patrick, what’s the point of exerting all that effort — and spending all that money — getting you and Seto there if the bank won’t cooperate?”
“I’ll handle the bank.”
“You sound so confident.”
“Just get me and Seto there and I’ll find a way to handle the bank.”
“You will find a way or you have a way? The difference is not inconsequential. I mean, you’re asking to us spend a considerable amount of capital — both financial and personal — assisting you to get to the British Virgin Islands. What if you fail? How do we get compensated?”
“How much do you want?” she asked.
“No, no, no,” he said, looking offended by the question. “You’re going about this in entirely the wrong way. This is not just about money. This is about making use of friends and contacts whom I don’t want to embarrass if things go awry. Friends and contacts whom I don’t want subjected to questions from their lords and masters. Friends and contacts I still want to have five years from now.”
“So this isn’t about money?”
“I said this is not just about money.”
“What do you want from me?” she asked.
“A plan. I want you to give me a plan for extracting the money from the bank. If I think the plan can work, then we can move on to the other details.”
It was, she thought, not an unreasonable request. It was even, she thought, a perfectly sensible request. He could have demanded more money, found a way to shuffle her and Seto to the BVI or somewhere close by, and then washed his hands of them both as he pocketed the funds. The only problem was that he was now becoming a partner, and the cost of business had just skyrocketed. It was a good thing Seto had that extra two million in his account.
“I’ll have something by tomorrow,” she said, having no idea how.
“Good. Tell Patrick when you’re ready to chat and I’ll make myself available.” He waved his arm at the shop. “We meet here more often than not — we own it. There’s a camera overhead and microphones dotted about here and there. I like to bring my political friends here. They think I’m slumming,” he said smoothly.
Ava wasn’t sure she believed him. If it was true and he thought sharing that confidence with her would earn trust, he was going to be disappointed. In her eyes the Captain was now more dangerous.
“I’d like to go back to the hotel; I don’t need the distractions at the house. Can you leave your men there overnight?”
“Consider it done.”
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Ava bought a bottle of white wine at the hotel bar and carried it in an ice bucket to her room. The air conditioning had been turned off again. She swore as she restarted it. Then she poured herself a glass and settled into the rattan chair. “Time to think,” she said to herself.
It took her an hour to create a scenario that just might work. She called Patrick. “Where are you?”
“At Seto’s house.”
“Could you come and get me?”
Ava was quiet in the truck. She could tell that Patrick was anxious to ask her questions. But there was nothing to be said until she had a firmer grasp on the plan, and when she did it would be the Captain she would speak to first.
Seto was sitting in the kitchen, still handcuffed and taped to the chair. She thought he was sleeping until he raised his head at the sound of feet crossing the tiled floor. She touched him on the arm and said in Cantonese, “I need your email password.”
“Waterrat.”
The man has no imagination, she thought. She had the Barrett’s Bank file in her hand. She opened it and looked at some of the most recent correspondence. Several names and email addresses were involved.
“Who is your primary contact at Barrett’s?”
“Jeremy Bates.”
“Is he the manager?”
“Yeah. It’s a small staff. Jeremy handles most of the clients.”
She climbed the stairs to his office. One of the cops sat on the floor outside the master bedroom. “Everything okay?” she asked.
“The woman started wailing a while ago. I had to shut her up.”
Ava didn’t ask how.
The computer was still online. She accessed Seto’s email account and brought up his address book. There was a Jeremy Bates listed. She checked it against the email address she had in the Barrett’s file. They matched. She then hit messages sent, typed in bates, and requested a search. There were close to twenty emails that had gone back and forth. She took notice of Seto’s style. His tone was more formal than she had thought it would be. Also more candid — Seto hadn’t been reluctant to discuss his financial affairs.
She began composing an email to Jeremy Bates. Hi, Mr. Bates, I’m coming to Road Town on February 26 or 27. I will be making a wire transfer to Hong Kong in the amount of $7,000,000. I would appreciate it if you could have the paperwork organized for me. I will be bringing a Ms. Ava Lee with me to the office. She is the accountant for the firm in Hong Kong that we are doing business with. Ms. Lee is there to confirm the wire transfer in the amount specified. You have my permission to share any and all information regarding the S amp;A account with her. Once our travel arrangements have been confirmed I will contact you to set a date and time for us to meet at your office. Yours sincerely,
Jackson Seto.
She clicked the save draft icon.
It was lunchtime in Hong Kong. She phoned Uncle. “I’m still in Guyana and I’m still working on getting this project finished,” she said quickly. “It’s going to be two days more, maybe three, maybe four. I’m getting there, but progress is slower than expected.”
“Any specific reason for the delay?”
“I have to go to the BVI.”
She could almost feel his grip tightening on the phone. “That wasn’t the plan,” he said.
“The plan had to be changed. The outcome will be the same.”
“Are you going alone?”
“No,” she said. “Seto is coming with me, and I’m going to bring Derek down to help.”
“Is it that complicated?”
“I just need an extra pair of capable hands,” she said. Uncle would be even more nervous now, knowing she had to bring Derek Liang into the picture. He had worked with her on five other occasions, and every one of them had been problematic or worse.
“If you think it is necessary,” he said quietly, after a pause.
At the very outset of their relationship, Ava had been present at a meeting between Uncle and a Macau businessman who wanted to hire them. Despite his need for their assistance, he played his cards close to his chest, giving them the absolute minimum amount of information. Uncle had grown impatient with the man’s vagueness and began asking questions that became more and more pointed. Finally the man threw up his hands and said, “Believe me, you have enough information. Trust me, trust me — you have everything you need.”
Uncle had refused the assignment. As they rode the hydrofoil back to Hong Kong he said to Ava, “Whenever someone says, ‘Believe me,’ or ‘Trust me,’ and can’t give you a reason to do so that you can wrap your arms around, run the other way. For me they are the most dangerous words anyone can utter; they are the refuge of the weak.”
In all the years since, those words had never crossed her lips. The day she had to ask for his trust would be the day she was no longer working with him. And she liked to believe that the same was true in reverse. Even if Uncle was full of reservations, he would never express them. His confidence in her was complete, and even if things went horribly bad — which they sometimes did — he never second-guessed her.
“Yes, I do think it is necessary.”
“Is there anything else?
“Do you remember the time I used Fong Accounting as a cover?”
“Yes.”
“I need to do it again.”
“Do you still have the business card?”
“I do.”
“What are the circumstances?”
“When I get to the BVI, I’ll be calling on Seto’s bank, Barrett’s, and I’m going as an accountant. The bank may call Fong to confirm my identity. It’s a long shot that they will, but it’s better to play it safe.”
“What name is on the card?”
“Ava Lee.”
“Okay, I’ll talk to Mr. Fong and we’ll set it up. Is there anything you’d like the office to tell any callers?”
“I’m travelling in the Caribbean — on business, mind you. And you could tell them to offer to provide my cellphone number if the caller wants to reach me.”
“Is that all?”
“No. We’ll need to send more money to our friends in Guyana.”
He didn’t react right away. She could only imagine the questions that were raging through his head. They were already out of pocket more than $100,000 and now she was asking him to send more. Bringing Derek in would cost at least $10,000. If she didn’t collect from Seto, how big a loss would they be looking at?
She cut him off before he could speak. “Uncle, I’ve found more money than Tam is owed — a lot more. We’ll get our full commission plus a bonus on top of that.”
“What is the amount we need to send?”
“I don’t know; I’m still negotiating,” she said. “All I know is that Tam’s money isn’t going to be recovered anytime soon unless we make the investment.”
“When will you know?”
“Tomorrow. No later than tomorrow.”
“I’ll expect your call,” he said.
“Uncle, I’m sorry about this. I know you’re anxious to get started with Tommy Ordonez.”
“He’ll have to wait. You look after yourself. You be careful.”
Ava next dialled Derek Liang’s cellphone number. She didn’t reach him until the third attempt. When she did, she could hardly hear him speak over the music that was booming in the background. He was a karaoke junkie and fancied himself as Jackie Cheung, Hong Kong’s biggest Cantonese pop star. She yelled at him to go outside.
She had known Derek for six years. They had been introduced by their bak mei instructor, who thought that his only two students should get acquainted. Derek joked that their teacher had visions of them mating and producing the ultimate fighting machine. Even if her sexuality wouldn’t get in the way of that happening, Derek would be close to her last choice as a partner. He was the only son of a wealthy Shanghai trader and had been sent to Toronto to get a university education. He had dropped out during his second year and devoted himself to martial arts, customized sports cars, karaoke, and women. She didn’t think she had seen him twice with either the same woman or the same car.
But Derek was smart and he was tough — very tough. Over six feet tall, lean and chiselled, well-spoken in English and three Chinese dialects, and a tasteful, conservative dresser when he chose, he made a hell of an impression. He and Ava had posed as a couple several times. Hand in hand, they drew stares everywhere they went. Now they were about to do it again.
“I need you to go to the British Virgin Islands,” she said.
“When?”
“Tomorrow, if possible.”
“I’ll be meeting you there?”
“Yes, but I’m not sure when I’ll arrive. Could be a day or two later.”
“I’m sure I can find something to amuse me.”
“We’ll need a suite — a big one, as big as you can get. Someone else will be travelling with us. Can you look after getting the suite?”
“Of course.”
“Email me when you’ve made the arrangements.”
Ava paid Derek two thousand dollars a day plus expenses. The first time they worked together he had tried to refuse the money. He said he didn’t need it, which was true enough. Ava had ranted at him in Cantonese, which is close to the perfect language for hurling abuse, with its harsh consonants and piercing tone. He took the money and never questioned the arrangement again. For her it was strictly business. If he worked for no money, she would be indebted to him. If she paid, he was indebted to her.
She opened the email she had drafted to Jeremy Bates and read it over. Ava decided it didn’t sound authentic and tried again. Dear Mr. Bates, I am arriving in the BVI in the next day or two. I am bringing with me a Ms. Ava Lee, who I am introducing to you via this email. She is the accountant for a firm in Hong Kong that we are going to partner with. I am going to be doing a wire transfer in the amount of $7,000,000 to the firm. Ms. Lee will be with me to confirm the transaction, and I would appreciate it if the bank would treat her as my associate. She has complete access to all of our banking records, and by way of this correspondence I am authorizing the bank to provide her with any and all additional information she needs. As soon as our travel arrangements are finalized, I will contact you to set up a time for us to come to your offices. Sincerely, Jackson Seto
That’s better, she thought, and hit send.
It was almost midnight. Ava wasn’t tired, so she headed downstairs to find Patrick. He was on the couch, watching television.
“Could you call the Captain for me, please?” she asked.
“Now?” he said, looking at his watch, a Panerai that would have cost about five thousand dollars if it were real.
“Yes, tell him I’m ready to chat. I don’t want to wait until morning.”
“I’m not sure this is a good idea.”
“Give me his number and I’ll call him myself.”
Patrick lifted himself off the couch with a grunt. “Wait here,” he said.
He went outside to phone the Captain. She wondered what they could be discussing that they didn’t want her to hear. He was back inside in less than a minute, holding out the phone to her. “He wants to talk to you.”
She took the phone. “Hello.”
“Go somewhere we can speak in private,” the Captain said.
Ava climbed the stairs to Seto’s office, closing the door behind her. “I’m alone,” she said.
“I didn’t expect to hear from you quite so quickly.”
“It’s mid-morning in Hong Kong. If we’re going to wire more money it could be done in the next few hours. Why waste an entire day?”
“So you have concocted a plan?”
“I know how to get back what is owed.”
“You are a clever girl.”
She assumed he was being sarcastic. “It can be done, and with no fuss.”
“Would you like to share it?”
“I have to manage Seto; I have to keep him on ice,” she began, and then outlined her plan. “If this works — and I don’t know why it wouldn’t — it will come down to my ability to convince the bank manager to release the funds. And I think I’ve already created the framework for that to succeed.” When she finished detailing what she had done, she added, “I need you to understand that I’m not about to do anything that will put you at risk with any BVI officials or with Barrett’s Bank. It will be my name and my reputation on the line.”
“It sounds reasonable,” he said, “but it still requires a leap of faith.”
“Yes, I know, but I have thought this through. It is entirely doable.”
“Ms. Lee, I am inclined to believe you,” he said quiet-ly. “Maybe because it’s so late and my mind is not fully functional.”
Maybe because you stand to make at least another $100,000, she thought. Maybe because all this stuff about making sure I had a workable plan was just so you could strengthen your bargaining position. “Thank you, Captain, I really appreciate your support,” she said.
He ignored her posturing. “So now we need to talk about the details.”
“How do you propose getting us there?” she asked.
She had expected him to sidestep her question but he didn’t. “By private plane. Actually a government plane. Nothing fancy — a turboprop — but the airstrip on Beef Island can’t handle much more than that. It’s about two and a half hours from here. The best time to land would be evening. It’ll be quieter, and the fewer people who see you the better. Customs and Immigration will have to be notified of your arrival. We’ll look after that, of course. You’ll be waved through,” he said.
“Sounds good.”
“This doesn’t mean that anything goes, though. You do understand that?”
“Explain.”
“Well, we can’t have Seto taped up like a mummy. No handcuffs either. Our friends there expect us to be discreet… Can you keep Seto under control without those inhibitors? We can’t have him causing a ruckus.”
“Seto will be sleeping by the time we land,” she said. “A friend of mine will meet us at the airport. His name is Derek Liang. I need you to tell the BVI officials who he is and arrange permission for him to meet me at the plane when we land.”
The Captain laughed, a laugh that turned into a cough. “I really must give up these cigars,” he said.
“Bless you.”
“No, bless you, Ava Lee. You are indeed a clever girl. Does the presence of this Mr. Liang mean you won’t need our physical assistance on that end?”
“Not after I get Seto on the plane.”
“Can I ask just how you intend to get him to sleep?”
“I had coffee with Patrick at the doughnut shop a few days ago. Check the tape,” she said.
“I have,” he said.
“So you know.”
“I know.”
“Then why ask?”
“I wasn’t sure I believed it.”
“You can.”
“Evidently. Well, now that we have landed you safely and you have taken a very passive Seto past Immigration without any fuss or bother, that leaves us with the small matter of money. You can understand that the plane is expensive. And our friends in the Virgin Islands have a grossly superior standard of living. They won’t be satisfied with just a few dollars for turning a blind eye to what is essentially a kidnapping.”
She had thought of taking a different approach, of giving him a choice between a set fee and a percentage of what she would recover. If she was unsuccessful collecting the money, then giving a percentage would lower the hit she and Uncle would have to take. But that would make it necessary for her to tell him how much money was involved. And if she did, she would tell him the truth; she didn’t discount the idea that his BVI contacts were good enough to enable him to find out. And of course, if she was successful he would make even more than he could with a set fee. It would be found money, of course, but it was still coming out of their pockets. It all boiled down to how confident she felt about her chances at Barrett’s.
When she was leafing through Seto’s records, she had noted that Jeremy Bates seemed to be a recent arrival at the bank. His name didn’t crop up until the past year. Before that Seto had dealt with a Mark Jones. This meant that Bates hadn’t been involved in establishing the withdrawal procedures. He would know about them, for certain, but maybe he would find them as cumbersome and old-fashioned as she did. Maybe he’d take a more flexible attitude if she could establish the right framework. It felt right, she decided. It would work.
“Name your fee,” she said.
“We’ll need $200,000,” he said.
“Captain, you’re killing me,” she said.
“Ms. Lee, this time we are not negotiating with you. That’s the sum. Pay it or enjoy your vacation in Guyana with Mr. Seto, because I assure you he is not leaving this country under any other circumstances.”
She knew he meant it and she knew she was going to wire the money, but it wasn’t in her nature to capitulate so readily. She sighed. “I’ll have to talk to my people. I can’t agree to this without their permission. Can you give me ten minutes?”
“Take twenty if you need it.”
She switched to her own phone, but not before checking the previous calls made on Patrick’s. She wrote down in her notebook the number she presumed was the Captain’s direct line.
Uncle took her call on the first ring.
“We’ll need to send $200,000.”
“Same banking information?”
“Exactly.”
“It will get done in the next half-hour,” he said without hesitation.
“Have the wire confirmation scanned and emailed to me, please.”
“It will be done at the same time.”
She knew how hard this was for him. “Uncle, this will work,” she said.
“How much extra money do you think there will be?” he asked, simultaneously confirming his trust in her and letting her know that his decision to wire the $200,000 wasn’t based on a potential windfall profit.
“About two million.”
“Do you have any sense of the timing?”
“It will take Derek at least twenty-four hours to get to the Virgin Islands. I can’t do this without him, so there’s no point in my leaving here until the day after tomorrow. They want us to arrive in the evening, so the soonest I can get to the bank is probably three days from now.”
“Keep in touch.”
“Every day,” she said.
Ava checked her emails for the next half-hour, catching up with her family and friends. The weather was brutal in Toronto, and her mother was making her usual winter threat to move back to Hong Kong. As she was reading her sister’s plea for Mummy to stay put — why Marian took these threats seriously amazed Ava, as her mother had no friends there anymore, and besides, if she did show up their father would cut her off financially — an email arrived from Derek. He had booked a flight through San Juan that would get him into Tortola at six o’clock the next day, sooner than she had thought possible. He had struck out with hotel suites but had found a three-bedroom serviced apartment with a one-week minimum stay and had booked it.
An apartment is perfect, she thought. Maybe Derek was going to be her good luck charm. She figured he must have gone straight home from karaoke after her call. She seemed to be the only thing in his life he took seriously. Ava phoned him at home. He didn’t seem surprised to hear from her so quickly.
“The place sounds great,” she said.
“It wasn’t easy to find.”
“Derek, I may try to fly into the BVI tomorrow night as well. I would try to structure it so I’d land around ten. That would give you time to get organized.”
“What do you want done?”
“I’m coming in on a private plane. I’d like you to meet me on the tarmac with a wheelchair.”
“I’m sure I can find a wheelchair somewhere,” he said.
“They’ll have them at the airport.”
“But how do I get to the plane? You know what security is like these days.”
“That’s being arranged. BVI Customs and Immigration will have your name. They’ll let you come and meet me. I don’t have all the details yet, but I’ll get them and a contact name for you in case you have any problems.”
“Sounds simple.”
“Doesn’t it always — just before things get screwed up.”
“Ava, can we trust these people?”
“I’m paying them enough.”
“Still…”
“They also think I’m triad.”
“You mean you’re not?” he said jokingly. Even if she wasn’t, the idea that she might be connected to the triads was enough to give most people second thoughts about screwing around with her. More than once she and Derek had been faced with the threat of violence, only to have Ava short-circuit it with, “We’re the nice ones. You really don’t want to meet our friends.”
“Not that I know of,” she said. Then she asked him about his departure the next day and said she’d call him before he left to confirm her schedule and to give him the other information he needed.
Now it was time to call the Captain. She punched his number into her phone. No harm in letting him know she could contact him directly.
He didn’t answer until the fifth ring, and Ava wondered if he was playing with her. “Ms. Lee, I see you have my number. I’m assuming you also have some heart-warming information for me.”
“The money is in the process of being wired. I’ll have a copy of the transfer in a few hours. With any luck the money will be in your account tomorrow,” she said.
“Do you mean today? It’s already well past midnight.”
“Today. And I’d like to get out of here today as well. Do you think that’s possible?”
“I hadn’t counted on your being quite so efficient,” he said. “The plane is scheduled to be used by our minister of agriculture today for a quick trip to Port of Spain.”
“He can fly commercial. I can’t.”
“You know, I don’t have a reputation for being accommodating,” he said, “but for some reason I can’t seem to say no to you.”
Three hundred thousand dollars so far is a pretty good reason, she thought. “My people in Hong Kong appreciate your help. If you ever need their assistance, all you have to do is ask,” she said.
“I can’t think why I would ever need them,” he said.
“You never know.”
The line went quiet. In the background she heard the clink of ice hitting glass. He had been a bit friendlier than usual, jovial almost, and she figured it was the booze. “Captain, can I get out of here tonight?” she said.
“Why not?”
“Thank you.”
“Let’s talk in the morning, shall we? Call my office around ten and we’ll work out the details.”
She thought of Derek. “I would like to know the name of our contact in the British Virgin Islands, right now, if possible. My associate will be in transit by ten and we’ll be out of touch until I land. I don’t want to arrive at the airport and find myself alone with Seto.”
“There are two, actually. A chap called Morris Thomas will be at the airport. He is the senior Customs and Immigration officer. We will notify Morris of your schedule the moment it’s absolutely firm, and he will make himself available for you and your Mr. Liang. There shouldn’t be any difficulties, but if there are, phone Jack Robbins.”
She wrote down the number.
“And in case you’re wondering, Jack’s my younger brother. So you’re going to be in very good hands,” he said.
After hanging up, Ava sat quietly in Seto’s office staring at his screensaver: a photo of a busy seaport. Derek’s question about trusting these people resonated in her mind. The problem was that she was in too deep to extract herself without making things worse. There came a time in every case when she had to have faith in her own judgement. This was the time. It was all too easy to imagine everything that could go wrong — she simply wouldn’t let herself go there. Instead she said aloud, “The $300,000 is secure. The plane will be there. Seto and I will get to the British Virgin Islands. There will be no issues at the airport. Jeremy Bates will be cooperative. Andrew Tam will be a happy man.”
Then she called Derek and told him about Morris Thomas and Jack Robbins.
“See you tomorrow night,” he said brightly.
“Tomorrow,” she said.
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“You pig, you fucking pig!”
Ava walked into the kitchen to find one of the Captain’s men throwing paper towels at Seto’s feet, where an impressive pool of urine had gathered.
“Couldn’t you just take him to the bathroom?” she said.
“He didn’t ask.”
Patrick wandered in from the den, wiping sleep from his eyes. “We can’t leave him like this. He’ll stink up the place.”
“I’ll get the woman,” Ava said. “Give me the keys for her handcuffs.”
When she entered the bedroom, Anna was asleep. There was dried blood on the side of her head from the blow Patrick had administered. Beneath it Ava could see the beginning of a hell of a bruise. She touched Anna’s arm, not wanting to alarm her. The woman woke with a start anyway, fear leaping into her eyes.
“Anna, I’m not going to hurt you. I need your help downstairs with Jackson. Just wait here a minute.”
Ava went into the bathroom and wet a facecloth. The woman was struggling to sit upright but was having some difficulty because of the tape that bound her legs together. Ava peeled it off Anna’s ankles and told her to turn around. “Now please, don’t do anything stupid,” she said as she unlocked the cuffs. She handed her the cloth. “Here, wash your face. There’s some dried blood on your right cheek and ear.”
Anna winced as she dabbed her face.
“Do you need to pee?” Ava asked.
“Badly.”
“Go and use the bathroom. Just leave the door open.”
Anna staggered slightly when she stood up. Ava could see that she was completely deflated and wasn’t going to cause trouble. “Wash your face a bit more as well, if you want,” she said to her.
It took about five minutes for Anna to sort herself out in the bathroom, and by then Ava had made a mental list of everything she wanted her to do. “Let’s go downstairs,” she said. “Your boyfriend peed himself. I want you to bring him up here and wash and change him. One of the boys downstairs can supervise.”
Patrick and the cops were sitting at the kitchen table with disgusted looks on their faces. “Take the tape off his ankles,” Ava told the woman. She could have taken the handcuffs off too, but she didn’t want to lessen his feeling of helplessness. She didn’t want him to think for even a second that there was any chance of a reprieve.
“Patrick, the woman is going to take him upstairs to wash and change. Go with them, will you?”
He looked as if he wanted to argue with her. She turned her back on him and spoke to Anna again. “Do you have a passport?”
“Yes.”
“Where is it?”
“Upstairs in my dresser.”
“Where is Ng’s passport?”
“He keeps it in his room. I don’t know where.”
“Now listen to me. When you finish with your boyfriend, I want you to pack a small suitcase for him. His toilet kit, change of underwear, shirt, and whatever he sleeps in.”
“You don’t have to go into the bathroom,” she said to Patrick as they started up the stairs.
“Thank you, boss,” he said.
She found Anna’s passport in the top drawer of the dresser. It took her a bit longer to find Ng’s, which was hidden under his mattress. She tore all the pages from both of them, ripped them to shreds, and threw the scraps into a garbage can in Seto’s office. Those two wouldn’t be leaving Guyana for a while.
She checked her emails. Derek had sent his itinerary. She then signed on as Seto on the off chance that Bates had responded. Nothing. Seto did have about thirty unread emails. She saw the one she had sent from the Phoenix. There were also two from George Antonelli. She opened them; they contained details about a tilapia deal they had been offered.
Seto was standing in the middle of the bedroom. Patrick had removed one of the cuffs and Seto was holding his hands up so Anna could slip a clean shirt on him. He was incredibly skinny, bones protruding through skin. When he was dressed again, Patrick re-cuffed him.
“Do I have to tie you up again?” she asked Anna.
“No… please don’t.”
“We’ll leave him here with you. You can take the tape off his eyes when we’re gone. There will be someone outside the door and someone else downstairs, so don’t get creative. I don’t want to see you hurt anymore, and there is nothing, absolutely nothing, you can do to help him. Is that understood?”
“Yes.”
“They should be okay till morning,” she said to Patrick. “Can you drive me back to the hotel?”
While Patrick told his men what was going on, she gathered up her notebook and kitbag. A quick check showed that Seto’s passports, driver’s licence, and Hong Kong ID card were still in the bag.
“I assume from the conversation in the house that you’ll be leaving us tomorrow?” he said as they began the drive back to the Phoenix.
“That’s the plan.”
“And you’re taking him with you?”
“I am.”
“Do you need any help when you’re there?”
“The Captain asked me already, and the answer is no.”
“Too bad. Not much travelling in my job.”
“Travelling is overrated. After a while the planes, hotels, and restaurants all become interchangeable.”
“This must have been different,” he said.
She smiled. “Different is a good way to describe it.”
Patrick’s phone rang. He looked at the incoming number. “It’s a call from the house,” he said.
“I hope nothing’s happened,” she said, slamming herself for having let the woman stay with Seto.
She could hear the cop’s voice but not what he was saying. Thoughts of disaster began to creep into her head.
“No, leave them alone. What’s done is done,” Patrick said finally, and ended the call.
“Is everything all right?” she asked.
“My guy heard noises from the bedroom, so he opened the door. The woman was giving Seto a blowjob. I guess the handcuffs were a turn-on.”
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Ava finished the bottle of wine when she got back to her room. Then she waded into Tai-Pan, hoping the turgid writing would quickly put her to sleep. No such luck. She didn’t nod off until past 4 a.m., and she was awakened at seven thirty by the clatter of machinery outside. From her window she could see a crew of men fixing potholes in front of the hotel. If they want to take on the rest of Georgetown too, it could be a lifelong occupation, she thought.
Tom Benson was in the coffee shop, and this time she didn’t avoid him. An entire day stretched in front of her, and it was going to drag. She could use every diversion she could find.
“I’m leaving tonight,” she said as she sat down.
“Lucky you. Successful trip, was it?”
“So far.”
“I may be leaving soon myself. They told me yesterday that my parts may actually be in transit. Assuming the boat don’t sink and the silly buggers at Customs let them into the country, I may have my hands on them in about two weeks. Then it’s a matter of a week for installation, and presto, this fucking hellhole has seventy percent of the energy it needs instead of fifty.”
“Amazing.”
“Isn’t it, in this day and age.”
“Now if you could only do something about the water.”
“I know. Even after all this bloody time I still can’t get used to it.”
“The only place I can think of that is almost as bad is a town in the Philippines, on Negros Island. I was staying in a hotel where the water had so much sulphur that the entire place smelled perpetually like rotten eggs.”
“It wasn’t as dangerous as this place, was it?”
“They closed the front desk at ten o’clock at night and turned off most of the lights. They had a soft-drink dispenser in the lobby, and I remember going down one night to get a Coke and being confronted by a guy with a shotgun. His backup was another guy patrolling the entrance with an Uzi. They were the hotel’s security system. Now, remembering that this hotel was a dump, what does that tell you about how safe the town was?”
“Did you knock around any of the locals there?”
“I beg your pardon?”
“There’s a story all over the hotel about how you beat up two hoodlums who came at you. You’re quite the heroine. I’m kind of glad I didn’t come on too strong to you.” He stood up and held out his hand. “Safe journeys.”
“Same to you, Tom.”
“You’re one I’m going to remember. Can’t say that about many I didn’t shag.”
“I’ll remember you too.”
Ava sat by herself for the next half-hour reading the local newspapers. The East Indian politicians were calling the black politicians crooks and the blacks were calling the East Indians thieves. And somewhere, she thought, Captain Robbins is pulling everyone’s strings. There had been four muggings, seven break-and-enters, and two attempted homicides the night before. When she left, they could add one kidnapping to the crime statistics.
Jeff was in the lobby chatting up the front desk clerk when Ava left the coffee shop. She waved at him. “Going to be here for a while?” she asked.
“I have a pickup at noon.”
“I’ll catch up with you before you leave,” she said.
Ava changed into her running gear for one more jog along the seawall. That was something about Georgetown she might actually remember fondly. The air was heavy for sure, but it was clear, and the smell of sea salt was almost cleansing. There is something to be said, she thought, for a non-industrial society.
Her normal run was about five kilometres. She decided to go farther and bought some bottled water in the lobby to take with her.
The doorman nodded to her as she left. “I’ll put the word out that you’re going for a run — give the baddies a chance to get out of your way,” he said.
Ava ran sixteen kilometres, which turned her into a sweaty mess. The air conditioning in her room, for once, was on when she got back. So was the message light on her phone. She threw a towel around her neck and checked the calls. Uncle, Captain, and Marc Lafontaine: a trifecta.
The Captain was at his office and she was put directly through. The money’s arrived already, she thought. “The payment is in our account,” he confirmed. “I admire your efficiency. Patrick will come by the hotel at six. You’ll pick up your baggage on the way to Cheddi Jagan. I’ve scheduled your departure for eight. Good luck to you.”
“I’ll say hello to your brother,” she said, but the line was already dead.
It was late in Hong Kong. Uncle would have already had his massage and dinner and would be settling in to watch replays of the horse races from Happy Valley Racetrack. The phone rang four times and she was ready to give up when he answered with his familiar, comforting “ Wei.”
“It’s Ava. The money has reached them already, thank you. I leave tonight and I’ll be at the bank tomorrow morning.”
“I’m glad. Let’s end this project one way or another as soon as we can. My friend has called me twice tonight, but I’ve avoided his calls. Tommy Ordonez has called as well. I told him it will be a few days before we can do anything. It is easier when we are dealing with strangers.”
“You know Ordonez from before?” she asked.
He realized he had misspoken. “He is a friend of a good friend. They come from the same village. I met him in Jakarta at a conference about ten years ago. Nothing more than that.”
I bet, she thought. “I want to end it tomorrow,” she said.
“If you can’t, talk to me before getting into this any deeper.”
“Uncle, how much deeper can I get?”
“No more money.”
“I understand.”
“And don’t put yourself at risk.”
She could think of two or three replies, all of them disrespectful. “I won’t,” she said.
The shower wasn’t only brown, it was cold, and after waiting five minutes for it to warm up she gave up and towelled herself off. It was too early to get dressed for the trip so she put on her Adidas track pants and a Giordano T-shirt. She’d save her business suit for the journey.
She sat on the bed and dialled Marc Lafontaine’s number.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
“I’m getting ready to leave. I’m flying out tonight.”
“Did you get what you wanted?”
“Some of it. I’ll know better tomorrow.”
“The odds?”
“Fifty-fifty. But the Chinese always say fifty-fifty.”
“What do you mean?”
“When my mother buys a lottery ticket, I ask her what she thinks her chances are. She always says the same thing: fifty-fifty — I either win or I lose.”
“True enough.”
“Only if you have no faith in mathematics.”
“So what are your true odds?”
“Ninety to ten, in my favour.”
“Good. I’m glad I was able to help.”
“Without you I wouldn’t have gotten close. Thank you.”
“How did you find the Captain?”
She became cautious. “This is off the record?”
“It isn’t going anywhere.”
“He’s a very complicated man, but at the root he is probably completely corrupt and amoral. His only concern is for himself, and that, I think, is the beginning and end of his story.”
“Could you be less subtle?”
“If he ever invites you for coffee and doughnuts at Donald’s, don’t go. And if you do go, keep your mouth shut. They record every meeting there.”
“I’ve been to Donald’s. So has the High Commissioner. He thought it was quaint.”
“They record every meeting,” she repeated.
“Jesus,” he said.
“And there you are,” she said. “The last thing he is, is quaint. He’s a dangerous man.”
“So how did you manage — ”
“I paid him a lot of money for something he didn’t care about in the first place.”
“Jesus.”
“He does have some weaknesses. You could exploit them if you decide you ever need to.”
“Meaning?”
“He banks with Royal York and has an offshore account in the Cayman Islands. Lean on the bank and they’ll lean on him. If you need an account number, I have it.”
“Why are you telling me this?”
“I appreciate the assistance I received from the head of security at the Canadian High Commission in Georgetown. In fact, when I get home, I’m going to write to Foreign Affairs in Ottawa to tell them just how good he was.”
“You don’t have to do that.”
“You didn’t have to help me the way you did.”
“It’s my job.”
“I haven’t met many Canadian diplomats who think that way. Most of them treat you as a nuisance, someone who’s trying to disrupt their day.”
It was nearly lunchtime and she thought about inviting him to join her. Then she thought better of it; using him just to kill time wasn’t polite, and Ava had been raised to be polite. “I have to go now, Marc. I have some work to do in the business centre. Great meeting you.”
Ava hung up, grabbed her notebook, and went downstairs. As usual, the business centre was empty. And also as usual, it took her four attempts to get online.
She accessed Seto’s email account. Jeremy Bates had replied to the message she had sent the night before. He said he would be quite happy to meet with Mr. Seto and Ms. Lee in the bank’s offices. Bless you, she thought, and replied that they would be there tomorrow morning around ten.
Next Ava checked her own email account. She had twenty-five new messages, most of which were unimportant. Mimi was wondering when she would be back in the city. There was one from Marian complaining about their mother; she read half before deleting it. She started writing an email to Mimi, Marian, and her mother saying she would see them in a few days, and then she stopped and hit the delete button. She wasn’t going to jinx herself again by anticipating. One thing at a time.
She checked Seto’s inbox again. Bates had responded to her message, confirming the 10 a.m. meeting. He doesn’t get many people dropping in, she thought.
Ava knew little about the British Virgin Islands, only that the territory was a haven for offshore accounts. She did a quick Web search. A group of small islands close to Puerto Rico, the largest of which was Tortola, and it was only twenty kilometres long and five kilometres wide. The capital, Road Town, had a total population of twenty thousand, and it seemed that at any given time there were as many tourists as residents there. It didn’t sound to her like a place where someone could stay inconspicuous for very long. She could meld into most backgrounds, almost disappearing into herself, but Derek was another matter. He walked, talked, and looked like someone who just had to be someone.
It was almost noon and she realized she hadn’t heard from Patrick. She called his cellphone.
“Hey, I’m at the house,” he said.
“Is everything okay?”
“Fine. We changed shifts this morning and I wanted to make sure the new guys knew the rules.”
“Seto?”
“Quiet.”
“The woman?”
“She’s standing next to me, making us lunch.”
“Let me talk to her.”
“Hello.”
“Are you all right, Anna?”
“Better, anyway.”
“Things will be back to normal soon. Now, did you pack Seto’s suitcase?”
“I did.”
“Good. Let me talk to Patrick again.”
“Hi,” said Patrick.
“When are you leaving there?” she asked.
“After lunch. I have things to do at the office.”
“You’re getting me at six?”
“Those are the orders.”
“I’ll be at the front entrance.”
“See you then.”
She had one last thing to do online. She went to the American Airlines website. Derek’s flight had left Toronto on schedule. So far, so good.
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At a quarter to six Ava was in the lobby with her bags. Patrick had arrived early; he was sitting in the lounge with a bottle of Carib and a bowl of peanuts.
She wanted to leave Jeff an extra tip but there was no sign of him. The doorman was still on duty, and she debated leaving it with him. She decided not to and instead asked the desk clerk for an envelope and discreetly put a hundred-dollar bill into it. She sealed it, wrote Jeff’s name on the front, and passed it back.
It was just getting dark when she and Patrick left the Phoenix. “Pothole time,” she said.
“It gives the city some character, don’t you think?” Patrick said. “Rome has the Vatican, London has Buckingham Palace, New York has the Statue of Liberty, and we have the world’s largest and most vicious potholes.”
“They are memorable.”
“You see what I mean.”
The Captain’s men, Anna, and Seto were sitting at the kitchen table when they got to the house.
“Where’s the suitcase?” Ava asked.
The woman pointed to a corner of the kitchen.
Ava collected the bag and put it on the table. She opened it and went through the contents. It contained everything she had requested, and nothing more.
“I assume you know where we’re going,” she said to Seto. “You can say goodbye to your girlfriend now.”
Anna gave Seto a passionate hug. He received it without much enthusiasm. She is the last thing on his mind, Ava thought. But what comes first, money or survival?
“I need the men to stay with her for another twenty-four hours,” Ava said to Patrick. “No phone calls, no Internet. Nothing.”
“You heard her,” he said.
They bundled Seto into the back of the truck. “I haven’t taped your mouth or eyes this time, but one wrong word out of you and I will,” she said to him.
For the first time since they had picked him out of Eckie’s, she saw something other than fear and compliance in his eyes. He was getting over the shock. He was beginning to think maybe there was a way out for him. She would have to fix that.
It took them more than an hour to get to Cheddi Jagan Airport. The only light was from a crescent moon and the roadway was almost pitch black, forcing Patrick to creep along at thirty kilometres an hour.
She kept looking at her watch. Derek should have landed at six. She called every fifteen minutes until, at seven thirty, he finally answered.
“You good?” she asked.
“Not a problem. The plane was a bit late, but I’m already in a taxi and headed for the apartment. I’ll be back at the airport by ten.”
“I’m on schedule.”
“See you there.”
Just before they reached the terminal, Patrick turned away from it. Ava shot a quick glance at him; he looked calm. She waited. He took the road marked FREIGHT, and she relaxed a touch. On the tarmac, under floodlights, she saw a turboprop with GOVERNMENT OF GUYANA stencilled on the side. Parked next to it was a white Cadillac Eldorado that was at least ten years old. She could think of only one person who would drive a car like that.
Patrick stopped his truck directly in front of the plane. As he did so, the driver’s door of the Cadillac opened and Captain Robbins got out. Ava could see inside the car — the Captain was alone. She quickly scanned the area around the plane. No one else was visible.
“Let’s get out,” Patrick said.
She jumped down from the cab and took a few steps in the Captain’s direction while Patrick emptied the truck of Seto and their bags.
Robbins lumbered towards them, his size even more imposing in motion than it was sitting or standing. He didn’t look flexible or fast, but the power he emanated was overwhelming. Patrick, tall and muscular as he was, looked like a boy by comparison.
“I came to say goodbye,” Robbins said.
“Thanks.”
The Captain gazed upwards towards the plane’s windscreen. The pilot looked down at them and Robbins motioned to him. The pilot joined them on the tarmac.
“This is Ms. Lee,” Robbins said to him. “You are taking her and this piece of shit to the British Virgin Islands. She is the boss when it comes to anything to do with him. Stay out of her business. Just land them there safely, drop them off, and get back here tonight.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Who is your co-pilot?”
“Hughes.”
“Make sure he understands as well.”
Robbins looked at Seto. “As for you, I think you’d be wise to cooperate.”
He turned back to Ava. “Do whatever you want with him when you’re finished. I can’t imagine we’d miss him,” he said with a smile.
She glanced at Seto. His eyes were locked on the Captain. She saw a touch of anger in them and wished Robbins hadn’t taunted him.
“Thanks again for all your help,” she said.
He shrugged. “Patrick, take him on board. I want to speak to Ms. Lee privately.”
Now what? she thought. This could not be good.
Robbins waited until the tarmac was clear before he handed her a slip of paper. “These are the names and cellphone numbers of my daughters in Toronto. Their names are Ellie and Lizzie. I would appreciate it if you could contact them when you get back. I’ve already told them you’re a friend and that if they ever get into any trouble they can call on you for help. I think they would like to hear that from you in person. We do worry about them.”
She was surprised by his assumption, and by the level of trust he was displaying. “I would be happy to. We Havergal girls have to stick together.”
“Glad to hear it. Now off with you. Good hunting, and say hello to my brother for me.”
The plane had been built as part of a commuter fleet; it was designed to seat thirty-six people in twelve rows of three. It had been converted into an eight-seater, with two rows of four seats facing each other across a table. Patrick had put Seto in a window seat. Ava sat on the aisle, kitty-corner from him.
“Good luck,” Patrick said as he left.
“See you around,” she said.
The pilot stuck his head into the passenger cabin. “The flight is about two and a half hours long. I’ll turn off the seatbelt sign ten minutes after takeoff. There’s a galley up front with drinks and snacks. Help yourself.”
She had put two bottles of water and two Cokes in her bag just in case. “Any liquor?” she asked.
“A variety.”
“That will be just fine,” she said.
Seto leaned against the window, his eyes closed. The plane revved its engines and moved onto the runway. Ava braced herself as they taxied, then drew an extra breath when they left the ground, the soft lights of Georgetown twinkling in the distance. After all the crap she had gone through, the departure seemed anticlimactic.
She waited until they had been in the air about an hour before disturbing Seto. He was still slumped against the window with his eyes closed. She didn’t know if he was sleeping and didn’t care. She stretched a leg towards him and gave him a kick.
His eyes crawled open. It looked forced — he had been awake.
“I need you to listen to me,” she said. “Sit up and pay attention.”
“Jesus,” he said, twisting his neck and shaking the leg she had kicked.
“When we land, I’m going to take off the handcuffs before we leave the plane. We’ll be met on the tarmac by a friend of mine. He’s tough, mean, and completely loyal to me. One word out of line from you, any bad body language, and he’ll lay you out. Our intention is to walk calmly through Customs and Immigration. I’d like you to walk with us, but if we have to carry you, we will. Do you understand?”
“I get it.”
“Now, tomorrow will be more of the same. You and I have an appointment with Jeremy Bates at the bank. We’re going to wire Andrew Tam the money you stole from him. I’ll go over the details with you in the morning. All you have to do is cooperate, and by tomorrow night you’ll be on a plane back to Guyana or wherever else you choose to go.”
“I get that too. I already told you I was going to give it back anyway,” he said.
“Yes, I heard you, and maybe I believe you.”
“These cuffs, can you take them off now? What the hell can I do up here?”
“Don’t rush,” she said. “Tell you what, though, how about I buy you a drink? You want a drink?”
“Sure.”
“What do you want?”
“See if they have any Scotch.”
Ava walked into the galley. The bar was better stocked than the lounge at the Phoenix. There were three Scotches: Johnnie Walker Red, Black, and Blue — the premium one. “They have Johnnie Walker Blue,” she told him.
“I’ll take it neat,” he said.
She came back into the cabin. “I’ll get it in a minute. I have to go to the bathroom first.” She took her kitbag from under her seat and went to the washroom. On the way back she stopped in the galley, leaving on the counter two hundred-millilitre shampoo bottles filled with chloral hydrate.
Ava poured herself a modest shot of cognac, a Remy Martin VSOP, and then filled a quarter of a glass with Blue Label for Seto.
She walked back with the drinks and held the whisky to his lips. He slurped rather than sipped. “Give me a break with these cuffs,” he said.
“Too soon.”
“C’mon.”
“Look, I’m sorry it has to be this way. I can’t take any chances.”
She put the glass to his mouth again. The Scotch disappeared. “You want another?” she asked.
“Why not?”
In the galley she tipped half the contents of one shampoo bottle into the glass and then added the Scotch. The colour was all Scotch. She sniffed. The smell was all Scotch.
Seto was sitting up straight now. The liquor seemed to have revitalized him.
“Slow down,” she said. “I don’t want you falling-down drunk.”
“I can handle my booze,” he said.
He followed her advice anyway, and it took him about ten minutes to finish his drink.
She went into the galley and refilled his glass with more chloral hydrate and Scotch. When she brought the refill back into the cabin, he looked up at her a with stupid grin. His eyes were beginning to glaze over, and she realized that the second dose might not be necessary. What the hell, she thought. Why waste it? To her shock he managed to finish the entire glass before collapsing forward. Ava pushed him back against the seat. She figured he’d be out for at least five or six hours.
So far, so good, Ava thought, looking down at the comatose Seto. Another hour and a half and they’d be on the ground, and she’d have Derek to help. Any worries about getting Seto through Customs and keeping him under control were starting to ebb, only to be replaced by anxiety about the next day and the bank. Regardless of how docile Seto was, she knew it was going to come down to Barrett’s and her ability to handle Jeremy Bates. She opened her notebook and took the bank files from her bag. The email she had sent in Seto’s name had established the framework for the meeting; now she just had to be calm, controlled, and credible. The problem was, she knew that wasn’t going to be enough. Somehow, some way, she had to convince Bates to take a leap of faith. Not a blind one entirely, but for a serious banker a leap with a risk, however you cut it.
Ava reviewed the story she intended to spin, making notes as she did. Where were the holes? What questions would Bates ask? The basic premise seems plausible enough, she thought, and she had no trouble answering the questions she imagined Bates would ask. Then Seto snorted, and for an instant Ava thought he was having trouble breathing. She watched him until his body eased and he was quiet. She looked at her notebook again, but her concentration had been broken. She was tired, she knew, and the next hour might best be spent giving her mind a break rather than playing out endless scenarios with Jeremy Bates.
She closed her eyes and leaned back against the seat. One more day, she thought, that’s all I have to get through.



(32)


The plane’s descent towards Beef Island airport was rough, and Ava woke with a start, unaware that she had nodded off. She took a hurried glance at Seto. He was dead to the world.
The landing was smooth, the taxi longer than she would have thought necessary for a plane that size. When the engines were turned off, she looked out the window and saw that the terminal was still a hundred metres away. She reached over and unlocked Seto’s handcuffs.
The pilot opened the door to the cockpit and came into the cabin. “I called in and they were expecting us. But you can’t leave the plane until they get here and give you clearance.” He looked at Seto. “Is he okay?”
“He slept most of the way. I think he’s worn out.”
The pilot went to the exit door and pulled the security handle, then swung the door open and lowered the steps onto the tarmac. Ava felt the warm air rush in, the smell a curious mixture of oils and gases rising from the runway. She put her notebook in her bag, straightened her shirt, pulled back her hair, and reset the ivory chignon pin.
The pilot peered out into the darkness. Ava didn’t know what to expect from Customs; she just hoped Derek had acquired a wheelchair and that they’d let him bring it to the plane. She didn’t fancy carrying Seto to the terminal. She checked her watch. They had been on the ground for five minutes. What was causing the delay? The pilot must have been thinking the same thing, because he turned to look at her and gave a shrug.
Another couple of minutes passed, and Ava was about to join the pilot at the door when he said, “I see them. They’re coming.”
She stood and stretched. “Is there a wheelchair?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
They were still going to have to carry Seto to the stairs and down onto the tarmac. Ava said to the pilot, “My friend may need help to get him into it.” She reached into her bag, looked for her money stash, and counted out four hundred-dollar bills. “Here, this is for you and your co-pilot. Split it any way you think is fair,” she said, handing him the cash.
The pilot moved back into the doorway. Ava stood behind, looking around him into the darkness.
Three men were walking towards them. None of them was Derek.
Two of the men were in uniform, one of them pushing the wheelchair. The third man trailed behind, lumbering, the walk an effort. He was massive, a head taller than the others and twice as broad. Ava turned away from the door and leaned against the wall. Where the hell was Derek? Probably inside the terminal, she thought, fighting to suppress far more negative thoughts.
“Hello,” she heard a voice call. It had a distinct Bajan accent.
“We need some help with one of the passengers,” the pilot said. “You’ll have to carry him from the plane.”
“Not a problem,” the same voice boomed.
The pilot moved back and Ava found herself looking into a huge face that was all too familiar. The man had Captain Robbins’s bright blue eyes and large, fleshy lips. He lacked the Captain’s near-translucent skin, but his dark tan was accentuated by deep furrows that looked like white trenches etched into his brown scalp. The blue eyes flickered around the cabin before they rested on Ava. “You must be Ava Lee,” he said. “I’m Jack Robbins.”
“Hello,” she said.
“You’re right on time,” said Robbins, pulling himself up the stairs. His head just cleared the doorway, and when he stood inside, it skimmed the ceiling. His frame seemed to fill the front end of the plane. Maybe it was his proximity to her or the close quarters, but to Ava he seemed even more physically imposing than his brother. Maybe not quite as fit, not quite as agile, but certainly just as impressive. His plain white short-sleeved cotton shirt draped like a tent over his gargantuan belly and baggy blue jeans, and his feet were spilling out of unbuckled leather sandals. He glanced at Seto. “Is that the cargo?”
“Yes,” Ava said, her eyes now drawn to Robbins’s hands, which were covered by clear latex gloves drawn tight around his wrists.
Robbins had to turn sideways to get down the aisle. Ava stepped back, keeping out of his way. He reached down, grabbed Seto under the armpits, and lifted him in the air as if he were a small child. Ava half expected him to carry the man on his hip or over his shoulder. Instead he held him out at arm’s length, Seto’s head level with Robbins’s chest and his feet dangling just above the ground. “Let’s get him out of here,” he said, turning and walking towards the door.
Ava reached for her bags and for Seto’s. She didn’t know what else to do. She had no idea what to think. Her confusion was so obvious that the pilot said, “Is everything okay, Ms. Lee? Because if it isn’t …”
If it isn’t, then what? she thought. You’ll take me back to Guyana? “Just fine,” she said.
As she started down the stairs, Robbins was putting Seto none too gently into the wheelchair. The other two men, who were wearing uniforms with the insignia of Customs and Immigration, looked up at her without much interest. “I’m Ava Lee,” she said to them. “Is one of you Morris Thomas?”
“Thomas sent them to help. He’s in his office. That’s where we’re heading,” Robbins said.
They walked across the tarmac. One of the men pushed the wheelchair while the other chatted to him quietly. Ava was next to Robbins. His face was passive and he was completely silent.
When they neared the terminal, the wheelchair was swung to the left, away from the main entrance. About twenty metres along they came to double glass doors that read CUSTOMS AND IMMIGRATION. EMPLOYEES ONLY. Ava felt her spirits lift slightly.
They walked into a large open office that was deserted and then past a row of desks to the back. MORRIS THOMAS was stencilled on a grey steel door. “Leave the wheelchair outside. One of you stay with it,” Robbins said to the men. He reached for the handle, twisted, and swung the door open. “After you,” he said to Ava.
A thin black man in a blue shirt sat behind a desk that further diminished his size. He has to be sixty, Ava thought, taking in his wiry grey hair, a face lined with worry, and red-tinged eyes with pouches the size of tea bags. “This is Ava Lee,” Robbins said to him.
Thomas glanced up at her, his eyes filled with pity, or at best some form of weary resignation. Ava knew immediately that things would not go as planned. “A pleasure,” she said.
“Can I have your passport, please?” Thomas said.
There were two chairs in front of the desk. Robbins lowered himself slowly into one as Ava rooted through her bag. “Here you go,” she said.
She put her bags on the floor, took the chair next to Robbins, and watched Thomas make a show of turning the pages of her passport. It held forty pages, the largest the Canadian government issued; she’d already filled thirty-two pages and was going to need a new one before the expiry date. “A world traveller,” he said, closing it.
“It’s the nature of my business,” Ava said.
Thomas looked at Robbins, pursed his lips, and reached down to open a desk drawer. Ava watched him slip the passport into the drawer and close it. “You have a friend who arrived here earlier this evening, a Derek Liang,” he said.
“Yes,” Ava said, struggling to maintain her composure. “Captain Robbins told me he had made arrangements with you for Derek to land. I had expected to see him here.”
“There were some problems with his paperwork,” said Thomas slowly. His eyes avoided hers and Robbins’s.
“What kind of problems?” she asked.
Thomas rolled his head from side to side. “His papers weren’t in order. We couldn’t let him stay. We picked him up at the apartment he had rented and put him on a plane headed back to Puerto Rico.” He looked at his watch. “He left about fifteen minutes ago. And just so we’re clear, we notified the Puerto Rican authorities that he shouldn’t be allowed to stay there either. I believe they intend to put him on the first flight back to Canada, which should leave around midnight tonight. To Montreal, I think.”
Ava glanced at Robbins. His eyes were half closed, a slight grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “This wasn’t what was agreed upon,” she said.
Thomas raised his right hand and motioned to Robbins, his part in the proceedings done.
The big man checked his watch, a Patek Philippe that was lost in the folds of flesh around his wrist. Ava wondered if it was real. Then she saw the back of his hands for the first time: red splotches of skin interspersed with black and green scabs. She turned her head away quickly.
“There’s been a change in plans, Ms. Lee. My brother is scheduled to call here any minute now, so if you will be patient I’d appreciate it.”
“Do I have another option?” she asked.
“No.”
“Jack, you don’t need me anymore, do you? Because if you don’t mind I’ll take myself home,” Thomas said.
“Say hello to Betty for me.”
“I will,” Thomas said, rising from his chair.
“Leave one of the men, will you?”
“I’ll leave both.”
“Only need the one.”
“Okay. Just close the door when you go. It locks itself.”
When Thomas left, the room seemed suddenly empty. Ava shifted in her chair, and then to her shock Robbins’s gloved right hand shot out and grabbed her upper arm. He squeezed, his fingers digging through her flesh until they reached bone. She flinched, more from surprise than pain. “My brother warned me about you,” he said. “I’m just telling you it would be stupid to try anything with me.”
“I had no intention-” she began, only to be cut off by the sound of a cellphone ringing to the tune of the William Tell overture.
“It’s me,” Robbins said. He listened for a few seconds. “No, it went well. She’s sitting next to me.” He paused and then passed the phone to Ava.
Ava wiped the mouthpiece against her shirt. “This is Ava Lee.”
“Before anything else is said, let me immediately apologize for this untimely departure from our plans.”
She heard the clink of ice against glass. He was at home. Drinking. “Captain, what exactly is going on?”
He laughed, or coughed; she wasn’t sure which. “I felt it necessary to make some changes to our arrangement.”
“So your brother told me, though he was somewhat lacking in detail.”
“The thing is, Ms. Lee, you didn’t play fair with me.”
She sensed at once where this was headed, but she wasn’t going to go there first. “As I remember, Captain, I paid you $100,000 for services rendered, and then another $200,000 for services that so far have been unfulfilled. So in terms of being fair, I think I’m the one who should have be complaining.”
“You aren’t the least bit curious as to why I feel aggrieved?”
“We have an agreement, one that I’ve completely honoured. I don’t need to know any more than that.”
“The thing is,” he said again, slurring the s, “I’ve found out that you’ve been less than forthcoming with me.”
Ava closed her eyes. Had this been his plan all along? Had he arranged to get her and Seto to the British Virgin Islands just so he could squeeze her? Had the note with his daughters’ names and phone numbers just been theatre? “Captain, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Ice clinked. “I stopped by Seto’s house on the way back from the airport tonight and had a chat with his woman,” he said slowly. “Don’t know why I did it, actually; it just came to me that it was the thing to do. Anyway, she was quite open with me after a little persuasion. It seems that our friend Seto had made quite a score for himself. According to her, he’s managed to turn a recent profit in the amount of about five million United States dollars.”
She didn’t know if she believed a word of it, but her position wasn’t going to change. “There was no profit. There was just theft,” she said.
“So you concede the amount?”
“Captain, I never misled you about how much money I was chasing. I don’t remember ever mentioning an amount.”
“And you know, I don’t think you did either, so that’s true enough. The fault is mine, of course. I couldn’t imagine Seto being that successful. But now, belatedly I admit, I find out that he is evidently more clever than I thought. And so here we are, Ms. Lee… Let me ask you, given this new information, do you really think it’s fair that I should have to settle for just $300,000?”
“Yes, I do,” Ava said.
“You disappoint me, Ms. Lee. I mean, really, without our very active and unique support, where would you be? I’ll tell you: you’d be sitting at the Phoenix Hotel with no hope of getting at Seto or his money. Yes, I think that’s exactly where you would be.”
“Possibly,” she said.
“And even if you had contrived to get your hands on him, where were you going to go with him? Nowhere, I tell you, although you might have ended up in Camp Street Prison for kidnapping, or worse.”
Robbins’s voice had risen an octave, his words coming faster. Ava waited for a few seconds, not jumping to respond. When she did, she said as softly and deliberately as she could, “I assume you want to make a proposition.”
“Of course I do. I think that we have to revisit our agreement, that we need to make it less one-sided.”
“You’re looking for more money?”
“It’s only fair.”
“It isn’t my money to give. It belongs to my client,” she said.
“That’s a quibble. All I know for certain is that the money is in a bank account belonging to Seto. How it got there is your word against his. In fact, the case could be made that you tried to bribe a Guyanese government official to help you fraudulently deprive a Guyanese resident of his hard-earned assets.”
Ava bit back the anger that was swelling up from her stomach. Seto had been an idiot to tell the woman. She had probably confessed everything the moment the Captain asked his first question. As for him, well, he was turning out to be exactly what she had feared he was. She just wished he could have been contained for another day or two. But there was nothing positive to be gained in getting angry about any of it. She tried to shift the conversation. “You know, Captain, all this talk about money is still completely hypothetical. There is no guarantee that the bank will release any funds at all to me.”
He laughed, phlegm catching in his throat and causing him to cough. “I have absolute confidence in the approach you described to me,” he said, catching his breath. “I found it entirely sensible, and when I factor in your persuasiveness and your appeal, well, I think the approach goes well past sensible all the way to irresistible. So humour me, please, and let’s talk about money, hypothetical or otherwise.”
“What do you have in mind?”
“Half,” he said bluntly.
The figure took her aback. He was even greedier, even more aggressive than she’d imagined. “Captain — ”
“I want $2,500,000.”
Ava held the phone against her neck as she did two quick calculations. The first was how much negotiating leverage she had. The answer was short and brutal: absolutely none that she could think of at the moment, and the moment was all that mattered now. They had her passport and, more important, she was in a place where she had no connections, no support, no backup. All it would take was one quick phone call to the bank from some BVI crony of Robbins and the entire deal would be blown apart.
The second calculation was how much money she would have left if she drained Seto’s bank account and paid Robbins what he wanted. Not enough to make Tam whole, but he would get bandaged up. “Captain, that amount is way too high,” she said.
“Don’t be stupid. I think half is fair for all the trouble I’ve gone to. In fact, when I really think about it, half is generous on my part.”
He’d been under control until then, not pleasant but not harsh either, just confident and insistent. Now she detected the first real threat in his tone. He was drinking, and dollar signs were dancing in his head. This isn’t the time to aggravate him, Ava thought. It’s time to pull back. “I’ve already given you $300,000.”
“What?”
“I’ve paid you $300,000, and I think that needs to be factored into any agreement.”
He laughed again, and when he spoke he was back in control. “Always negotiating, aren’t you? But you are correct, of course. So where does that leave us?”
Both of them went quiet. Ava had no idea what he was thinking. All she knew was that she had to negotiate some kind of deal or she wasn’t going to leave the airport. And there was only one deal on the table. She needed to get into Road Town; she needed to get to the bank; she needed to buy time. “Discounting the $300,000 would mean we pay you $2,200,000,” said Ava.
“Are you saying you will pay or you might pay that amount?”
“Will.”
“Ah, I knew you were too clever to do anything else.”
“I still need to call Hong Kong — ”
“No,” he said. “No Hong Kong. No calls. You and I have made the deal and we’ll leave it that.”
“I’m not sure — ”
“I’m sure,” he snapped. “No Hong Kong. No calls. You go to the bank tomorrow and work your charm. Have them send the $2,200,000 to my account and then you can send whatever you want overseas and explain everything later to your people there. I’m sure they’ll understand why it was necessary to do things this way. I mean, a bird in the hand — ”
“You know, it isn’t going to be as simple as you think,” she said as calmly and softly as she could, and then waited for another eruption.
She heard him breathing, and then another clink of ice. “I think you need to explain exactly what you mean by that,” he said, the edge creeping back into his voice.
“Transferring the money directly from Seto’s account to your account could cause a problem,” Ava said.
“Why?”
“Well, I’ve already established the parameters for my meeting. The banker has been told — by Seto, he believes — that the money is being placed in an investment in China. He thinks Seto and I are going to show up at his office tomorrow morning to execute the paperwork. Instead, I’m the only one who’s going to be there. I think I can talk my way around Seto’s absence, but even if he thinks I’m credible, he still needs to see Seto’s identification and he still needs Seto’s signature on a whole bunch of documents. Will he accept the signatures without actually seeing Seto? That’s my hope, Captain, but it is by no means certain. He’s going to be suspicious enough when I show up without Seto, and even more suspicious when I deliver him signed documents but still without Seto. Now, by sending money to the Cayman Islands, what you want me to do is compound all that uncertainty by changing the terms of the arrangement Seto emailed to him.” Ava stopped to let the Captain absorb the information.
She felt Jack Robbins looking at her. He was obviously listening. “Given those circumstances, I can guarantee, Captain, that the moment I tell him we now want only half of the money to go to Asia, and the other half to be sent to a bank account in the Cayman Islands, alarm bells are going to ring in his head. And, Captain, we don’t want any alarm bells, because no capable banker can ignore them, and a bank as good as Barrett’s will have someone very capable running a branch as sensitive as this one. It’s all in the optics, Captain. Change the optics and you change the reaction. Change the reaction and you put the outcome at risk. The optics now are okay — not great, just okay. If we alter the plan now, it would only hurt us both.”
She knew none of that would have occurred to him. Now she hoped he wasn’t too drunk to think things through.
“If what you say is true…” he finally said.
“It is true.”
“Okay, assuming it is, and assuming you follow your plan, how do I get my money?”
“We’ll wire it to you from Hong Kong,” Ava said. “If tomorrow I can get the bank to send us the money, we’ll have it the day after. We’ll send you your share right away. So we’re talking, what with the time change, three days?”
“Three days,” he repeated.
“And I’ll be here, of course. I’m not going anywhere. My passport is in Morris Thomas’s drawer.”
“I know where your passport is.”
Now is the time, she thought. “So, Captain, as much as I hate to ask, do we have a deal?”
The Captain fell silent. He was making her wait. She knew he was going to say yes, but he had to remind her who was dominant. “I’d like you to give your cellphone to my brother,” he said.
“Why?”
“Just do it.”
She opened her bag, took out her phone, and handed it to Jack Robbins. “Done,” she said.
“What do you think of my brother?”
“You can certainly tell you had the same mother.”
“Actually, his personality is closer to hers than mine,” the Captain said. “In any event, you’ll get to know him better, because he’s going to be staying with you for the next three days, or for however long it takes us to conclude our business.”
“That’s completely unnecessary,” she said.
“It’s what I want.”
“Captain, you have my passport and you have my cellphone. Where exactly do you think I’ll go? What do you think I’ll do?”
“I don’t know what you could get up to. All I know is that you’re resourceful, and I don’t want to have to worry about you.”
“If it has to be — ” she began.
He cut her off. “Good. Now put the phone on speaker mode.”
She pressed the speaker button and then held the phone out to his brother. It seemed to get swallowed up by the gloved hand. “Go ahead,” he said.
“Jack, Ms. Lee and I have reached an agreement that I think is fair. In fact, you could consider us business partners. Now, she has to run to the bank at least once tomorrow. You’re the chauffeur and the bodyguard. Make sure no harm comes to her. Make sure that she is well looked after otherwise.”
“She’ll be fine.”
“As we talked about earlier, you’ll stay at the apartment they rented. No phone calls. No computer. Nothing. She doesn’t communicate with anyone but you, me, and the bank… Now, Ms. Lee, please put the phone back on regular mode.”
“Okay, it’s just me,” she said, holding the phone away from her face and wondering what skin ailment forced Jack Robbins to wear latex gloves.
“It’s very simple: we have your passport and you’re not leaving the islands without it. And to be completely honest, you’re not leaving the islands even if you do have it, because Thomas has put your name on a watch list. If you try to leave you will be stopped and detained. I didn’t need to say that, but I thought you should know that we’re being careful.”
“I understand,” she said, not pleased to hear how thorough he had been. “What you said to your brother about the computer, though — that could be a problem. How do you expect me to send instructions about a wire transfer to your account?”
“Did you send instructions by computer for my $300,000?”
“I did.”
“Are they still in your system?”
“They are.”
“Well, when you’re ready to send new instructions, show the old ones to Jack and then follow the exact same routine. He’ll be watching, of course.”
“Of course. One other thing, Captain — something I do have to ask. What happens if, even with my best efforts, I can’t convince the bank manager to release Seto’s money?”
“That’s not the outcome I expect.”
“You have too much faith in me.”
“You’ll get it done.”
“But if I can’t?” she persisted.
“That’s a conversation for another day,” he said. Then he went quiet.
Has he gone? Ava wondered. “Captain?”
“I want you to behave for my brother,” he said, as if he were talking to a child.
“Of course.”
“And Ms. Lee — Ava, I want you to know that I have the greatest respect for you. This isn’t personal; this is just business. We — me and you — are professionals, so I know you’ll see the fairness in it.”
“I understand,” she said.
“As for my daughters,” he went on, “I meant what I said when you were leaving Guyana. When this is over and we each have our money and you’re back safely in Toronto, I’d like you to call them, I really would.”
“Captain, don’t worry about your daughters,” Ava said.
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The Customs officer pushed Seto through the terminal, with Robbins tailing and Ava alongside him, carrying her own bags. A black Crown Victoria idled outside. The window was open and Ava saw a middle-aged man with a tattooed arm dangling out the driver’s-side window.
“Davey, help me with this guy and then put the wheelchair in the trunk,” Robbins said.
Davey leapt from the car, all five foot six of him. He was scrawny and had a patchy beard. He wore stovepipe jeans, high-top running shoes, and two earrings. The only thing he lacked was a mullet. He opened the back door and watched Robbins shove Seto across the seat. “Put your bags in the trunk and then get in the front with Davey,” Robbins said to Ava.
They crossed the Queen Elizabeth II Bridge, which separated Beef Island from Tortola, and wound their way to Road Town. It was a slow trek. The roads were narrow, the car was big, and the route was mountainous. The car was American-made but the steering wheel was on the left-hand side and the road rules were British. It made for awkward turning, especially on the tight corners that came at them every hundred metres. The first time Davey honked his horn as they approached a curve, Ava jumped, anticipating a collision, but he did that before every curve as a precaution.
The car was otherwise quiet. Davey concentrated on his driving. Robbins sat like a lump behind her. Ava glanced into the rear-view mirror and saw him staring at the back of her head; then she imagined his breath on her neck. She tried to clear her mind, tried to start thinking through the mess emanating from Guyana, but Davey’s driving was so herky-jerky and the road so potentially lethal she couldn’t sustain any level of concentration.
It took twenty minutes to meander their way to the city. Road Town is built at the base of a mountain, and as they drove down towards it Ava saw that the lights were arranged in what looked like a circle. “That’s pretty,” she said, breaking the silence.
“That’s Road Harbour. The town is built around it, like a horseshoe,” Davey said.
Ava was surprised by the thoughtfulness of his description. “How many people live there?”
“About ten thousand.”
“Looks bigger, but then most cities do at night.”
“This place looks okay in the day too. They’ve done a good job developing it. Your boyfriend picked a nice place for you. It’s right over there, next to Wickham’s Cay,” he said, pointing.
He must have picked up Derek at the apartment, Ava thought, rerunning the timeline since her departure from Guyana. Customs officials must have gone along too, because she couldn’t imagine Derek letting just Davey and Robbins kick him off the island. She looked in the direction Davey had indicated but all she saw was a wall of lights. “Any good restaurants near the apartment?” she asked, thinking it wouldn’t hurt to make a friend.
“Enough with the chatter, Davey. You aren’t being paid to be a tour guide,” Robbins said.
They approached Road Town from the east, taking a route that traced the harbour to the west. She saw signs for Wickham’s Cay II and the inner harbour as they passed through a combination of residential, commercial, and government buildings. The architecture was Caribbean generic, mainly low-rise white stucco housing with the odd dash of coral pink or powder blue. The homes were to the north, set back from the harbour, while the restaurants, markets, government buildings, and commercial offices, with long lists of tenants posted on their exterior walls, crowded near and around the water. Davey turned left off Main Street, following the arrow to Wickham’s Cay I.
Guildford Apartments, a white stucco three-storey building, was right on the cay. To Ava’s eye it looked as if it had been built in a week.
Davey stopped right in front of the building. It had a double glass door that looked into the lobby and a reception desk that was unmanned. “How is security?” Ava asked.
“What do you mean?” said Robbins.
“I mean, is there any? Do we really want to be answering questions about Seto’s current state? I don’t know about you, but I don’t want to be drawing unnecessary attention to myself.”
Robbins shrugged. “There aren’t any guards. They have a small front desk that’s open from nine in the morning to nine at night. They lock the doors the rest of the time and you let yourself in with your room key.”
“Cameras?”
“What does it matter?”
“How often do they service the apartments?”
“Again, what the fuck does it matter?” Robbins snapped.
“Seto is going to be handcuffed and taped around the ankles and mouth for at least part of the time. We don’t want staff wandering in and out.”
“We’ll ask them in the morning,” he said.
Davey opened his door and went to the trunk. Ava followed. She took out her and Seto’s bags while Davey hauled out the wheelchair and unfolded it. “That’s a creepy-looking guy you’ve got in the back seat there. Looks like he should be peddling drugs to kids or selling porn,” he said.
“He’s in the fish business, so you aren’t far off,” Ava said, thinking that Davey might be trying to make a friend as well.
Robbins got out of the back seat feet first, his arms on either side of the door straining to pull out the rest of his body. He joined them by the trunk and reached inside for a briefcase. “I’m staying the night with the girl,” he said to Davey. “Be here in the morning to pick us up.” Then he turned to Ava. “What time is your meeting?”
“Ten,” Ava said.
“Barrett’s, right?”
“Yes, Barrett’s.”
“Quarter to ten should be fine,” he instructed Davey. “Now help us get this guy upstairs before you bugger off.”
Davey pushed the wheelchair to the door. Robbins inserted the plastic room key and then stepped back as he pulled the door open. As they walked into the lobby, a side door opened and a young black woman with a name tag that said DOREEN, RECEPTION almost ran right into them. She looked at Robbins, staring at his gloves, then at Ava, at Davey, and then Seto, whose head was hanging down, his chin on his chest, drool coming from his mouth. “My friend has a terrible case of food poisoning. We need to get him to the room and into bed,” Ava said.
“What room?”
“Three-twelve,” Robbins said, holding up the key for her to see. “Liang.”
The girl hesitated, then said, “Have a nice evening,” as she walked out the front door.
As they rode the elevator to the third floor, Robbins asked, “What did you knock him out with?”
“Something that should last another eight hours or so. We’ll tape and handcuff him anyway to be safe. I wouldn’t want him roaming around or running off in the middle of the night. I’ll give him another dose in the morning.”
“Do you really need him?”
And if I didn’t, Ava thought, what would you do with him? “Did your brother tell you what I have to do at the bank tomorrow?”
“I have a rough idea.”
“Well, until then I don’t know if I need him. If things go perfectly, I don’t. In the meantime, we have to keep him on ice just in case he has to make some kind of appearance.”
The apartment door opened into a white-tiled living room with a couch, two pine chairs, and the room’s main feature, a forty-eight-inch Panasonic Viera television. On the right was the kitchen, with a wooden table, four flimsy-looking folding chairs, and a sliding door that led out to a balcony. There was one bathroom to the left, the sink visible through the open door. There were three bedrooms between the bathroom and kitchen. “Let’s put him in the middle room. If there’s a fuss we’ll be sure to hear it,” Ava said to Robbins.
He looked at her as if she were trying to trick him. “Stick him the middle,” he said to Davey.
Davey wheeled Seto into the bedroom and Ava followed with her Shanghai Tang bag. “Throw him on the bed and take off his pants and shirt,” she said. As Davey undressed Seto, she went into her bag and took out a roll of duct tape. She wrapped his ankles together and then put a strip across his mouth. The handcuffs went back on. “Could you tuck him in now, please?” she asked.
Robbins watched them from the doorway. When they were done, he motioned to Davey. “A quarter to ten. We’ll meet you outside.”
Ava stood in the living room and watched the small man leave. Robbins walked into the kitchen and opened the fridge. “Your boyfriend bought some stuff on his way here. Too bad he didn’t have time to try it.” He took out a Stella Artois and brushed past her on his way to the couch. He spread himself across it and turned on the television.
From where she stood Ava could see bags of chips and nuts on the counter. She hadn’t had any dinner and wasn’t about to ask Robbins if she could go out. She went into the kitchen and picked out a bag of smoked almonds. She didn’t drink beer, so she hoped Derek had bought some soft drinks. To her surprise there was a bottle of Pinot Grigio. She gave silent thanks.
“I want the bedroom with the king-size bed,” Robbins shouted from the couch.
Ava turned. He was staring at her from across the room, looking at every part of her except her eyes. Almost absently, his hand reached for his head and he stuck his fingers into the furrows in his scalp and slid them back and forth, the latex gloves easing the path. Ava turned away, repulsed. She put the wine back in the fridge and left the kitchen with her bag of nuts. She picked up her other suitcase and went into the bedroom closest to the bathroom. Two twin beds. She was about to close the door when he yelled, “Leave it open. I need to be able to see you.”
She dropped the bag on the floor and went back into the living room. Enough of this crap, she thought. “Listen, you fucking jerk. If you heard your brother properly, we’re supposed to be partners. I have a big day ahead of me tomorrow and I need to get organized, I need to get my head in the right space. So I’m going to close my bedroom door until I decide I want to open it again. If you have a problem with that, call the Captain and explain to him just exactly why you need to have it open, and then the Captain can explain to me how that is going to contribute to our getting our hands on some money tomorrow.”
He barely looked at her. “Whatever,” he said.
Ava turned away. She knew she would have to put up with him until the money had found its way to Hong Kong. After that… well, she’d play it by ear.
With the door closed, Ava opened her Louis Vuitton suitcase. She took off her watch, undid her cufflinks, detached the ivory chignon pin, and put them neatly inside their pouch. She stripped down to her bra and panties, carefully folding her slacks and shirt and putting them back in her bag with the jewellery. Then she put on her Adidas training pants and a black T-shirt. She looked in her Shanghai Tang bag and found her notebook and a pen, then saw her computer back staring at her. She did a quick visual search of the room for a computer link and saw none. Even if one was available it wasn’t worth the risk, at least not yet. On the side and near the bottom of the Tang bag was a zipper. She opened it and reached inside. It was still there: a Hong Kong passport in her name. If the Captain was right about Thomas it wasn’t going to do her much good if she wanted to leave the island by air. Not that she was ready to leave anyway. Do the banking; just get the banking done, she told herself.
She picked up the notebook and pen and opened the door. Robbins hadn’t moved from the couch. Ava went to Seto’s bedroom and poked her head in. He was still tucked in bed, his head visible above the covers, looking almost happy.
She closed Seto’s door and turned. “There’s a balcony just outside the kitchen,” she said to Robbins. “I’m going to take a bottle of wine, my notebook, and my pen, and I’m going to sit out there and get ready for tomorrow.”
Robbins pulled himself semi-erect, his belly hanging over his knees. His face was pinched; he started to say something and then stopped.
Ava took that as “I don’t care” and walked to the fridge. She took out the wine, found a glass in the cupboard above the sink, and slid open the balcony door.
It wasn’t a large space: there was room enough for two canvas chairs and a small plastic table between them. She plopped into a chair and stretched her legs towards the railing. It was a beautiful evening. A light breeze was blowing in from the harbour, carrying a mixture of sea air and flowers. The balcony overlooked the water, and there was enough light from the boats and the surrounding buildings for her to see that the harbour was packed with sea craft of every size. Ava knew nothing nautical, couldn’t tell a catamaran from a yacht or a skiff from a sailboat, and was equally lost in terms of the lengths and values of boats. But she was impressed with Road Harbour anyway, because it seemed to have something of everything bobbing on the water. It was soothing, watching the boats, and as she became calmer the reality of her situation began to settle in, moving past shock towards acceptance and from there to dealing with circumstances by priority. The number one priority was Jeremy Bates and Barrett’s Bank. Without success there, Robbins’s threats were irrelevant and Andrew Tam was toast. She needed to focus on the bank.
Ava poured herself a glass of wine and opened her notebook. For ten minutes she reviewed the strategy she intended to use, again looking for weaknesses and antici-pating questions. It wasn’t perfect and couldn’t be, given Seto’s state, but the basic approach she had outlined did make sense, regardless of Robbins’s intrusion. She needed to get the bank to transfer the money, and that was all in her hands, under her control. What would happened afterwards, where and how the money would change hands… well, that was open for evaluation, and that was what she began to think about.
Since landing at Beef Island she’d been in a state of suspended disbelief, going through the motions, trying to keep the surprise of it all at bay. Robbins had done a good job springing it on her, and she had to acknowledge that she was in a bit of a jam. No Derek. No passport. No phone. Jack Robbins parked on the sofa. But how much danger was she really in? Nothing had changed in terms of Seto and the bank except that Robbins wanted a cut of the money. If that was all he wanted, then it was manageable. And she had to assume that was all he wanted. The only question was how to handle it.
She could, of course, do exactly what she had told Robbins she would do. But there were certain problems attached to that, not least of which was whether she could trust Robbins to be satisfied with $2.2 million. What if, once he knew she had moved the money to Hong Kong, he got even greedier? What if he continued to hold her passport over her head and demanded even more money?
And then there was the ethical issue surrounding Andrew Tam. It was his money. He was entitled to all of it. From a practical viewpoint, she and Uncle had never guaranteed any return, let alone full return, but Ava couldn’t lie to herself about the fact that the money was intact and within reach, and that with a little ingenuity she might be able to get it all. Why give Robbins anything if she could find a way around it?
How cooperative, how gullible would Robbins be once he knew she had successfully engineered the wire transfer to Hong Kong? Assuming he was going to be satisfied with the $2.2 million, was he prepared to instruct Thomas to give back her passport and let her leave the country once he had proof that the wire had been sent to his Cayman account, rather than wait until the money actually reached it? He had been willing enough to do that in Guyana. But that was there, and those were much smaller stakes. How much did he actually trust her?
So there would be a Plan A and a Plan B, she decided, and then caught herself before going too far down that road. Let’s focus on tomorrow, she thought, reopening her notebook. In the back she had taped Seto’s Washington state driver’s licence. She took it out and placed it at the bottom of an empty page; then, starting at the top, she filled the rest of the page with Seto’s signature. By the bottom of the page it was beginning to look authentic.
Ava finished her glass of wine and poured another. Below she saw a knot of ten people on the dock walking towards a boat that looked like a small floating hotel. They looked like couples, old friends, arms entwined or thrown loosely around necks. They weaved as they walked, their voices rising towards her, the happy voices of happy people who had probably just finished a gourmet meal and six bottles of wine. Well, I have my wine, she thought, and a nice evening and a great view. Things could always be worse. If only she hadn’t googled Tommy Ordonez.
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Ava crawled into bed fully dressed, her mind jumping back and forth between Jeremy Bates and Robbins. She began taking long, slow breaths and tried to focus on her bak mei exercises. It was difficult to maintain that kind of concentration; it took her half an hour, maybe longer, to finally fall asleep. When she did, her father came to her in a dream. They were in a hotel, ready to leave for an airport. He said he was going to check out and asked her to collect their bags from their room. Except she couldn’t find the room. She wandered from floor to floor, her frustration and panic increasing. She was ready to run to the lobby to get his help when someone else entered her dream.
Ava didn’t dream that often, and when she did, her father was always in it. The locations, the situations, the other people changed from dream to dream. None of that mattered. It always came down to her and her father and one of countless variations of him leaving and her trying to catch him or imploring him to stay. She never caught him. He never stayed.
Ava sensed a presence, a subtle change in the light triggering her response. She was on her back, arms by her sides, head resting on two pillows. She opened her eyes and saw him standing in the doorway, the light from the living room glowing around him like an aura. She thought she could hear him breathing. Her own breathing had stopped. She lay perfectly still, her eyes unblinking, locked on the doorway. Ava’s arms were outside the covers but her legs weren’t. She calculated the distance between the door and her bed, and knew that she had the time she needed to react if he decided to come into the room, even if he came charging into the room.
She thought about saying something, and then thought, No, let him think I’m still asleep. Let him try to do whatever it is he has chosen to do, and then I’ll do what I choose to do. How badly would she hurt him? There was no limit in her mind. Money or no money, she wouldn’t let him get close enough to even think he had a chance. Then the Captain could decide which he valued more, his brother or a payday.
Minutes passed, or maybe it was just a few seconds — Ava had no real sense of time. Robbins stood immobile in the doorway, his massive backlit head stretched towards the bed. She couldn’t see his eyes and wondered if he could see hers, wondered if he knew she was awake.
Then he moved, turning, one hand reaching for the doorknob. Ava’s legs twitched; her body coiled, her mind cleared. He took a step back. Then she heard a deep breath and was plunged back into darkness as the door closed.
Now she could not sleep. She had no idea what time it was and didn’t care. She forced herself to think of something other than the man in the next room. Jeremy Bates and Barrett’s Bank were her choices. She conjured question after question and threw back answer after answer until the sun slipped between the slats of the blinds that covered her window. The room gradually filled with sunlight and just as gradually dulled her nighttime fears. Ava looked towards the door. That hadn’t been a dream.
She slid out of bed, the tiles cold on her feet, increasing her urge to pee. She took out her toiletry bag, walked to the bedroom door, and opened it with purpose. Six empty bottles of Stella sat on the coffee table. Robbins had left the sofa but he hadn’t left the room. He was in one of the pine chairs, which he’d pushed against the apartment door. His head was back, mouth open, as he breathed and snored in spurts.
Ava went into the bathroom and locked the door. It took her half an hour to pee, brush her teeth, shower, wash and dry her hair, and put on the lightest touch of makeup. She couldn’t remember ever enjoying bathroom time quite so much. As she was finishing up, she heard shuffling in the apartment and knew that Robbins had left his chair. She listened, trying to figure out where he was. She had no intention of opening the bathroom door and walking into him. Then the noises he was making became indistinct and she had two thoughts: he was in his bedroom or he was standing outside waiting for her.
She opened the door carefully and saw him almost at once. He was standing at the entrance to Seto’s room. “You need to look after this guy,” Robbins said.
Ava had almost forgotten about Seto. She went to his door. He was flailing on the bed, kicking the covers free, revealing a pair of jockey shorts that didn’t flatter his stick-like legs. When he saw her, he motioned with his head for her to come close. She pulled the tape from his mouth. “I need to pee,” he gasped. His eyes were still glazed from the drug, but she could see that the flash of anger, the hint of growing confidence that had begun to emerge in them the night before had completely disappeared. He was a whipped puppy again, just the way she liked them to be.
“Take him,” she said to Robbins, who had come into the room and was standing only a few feet behind her. “Behave,” she said to Seto.
“I want nothing to do with him,” said Robbins.
“I can’t do it, and we can’t have him here all covered in piss if I have to bring the banker back.”
She watched as Robbins thought it out through his beery haze. “Fuck,” he finally said, brushing past her and reaching down for Seto. He picked him up by the armpits again and, holding him at arm’s length, carried him from the room. Seto looked back at Ava, his eyes rolling in panic.
While they were in the bathroom she prepared another dose of chloral hydrate in a glass of water. She had only a bottle and a half left. She hoped she wouldn’t have to use it all.
Robbins carried Seto back the same way he had taken him and threw him onto the bed from a metre away. Seto bounced and then lay sideways across the bed. Ava helped him sit up and held the glass to his mouth. “Drink,” she said.
He shook his head.
“Drink it or I’ll get Mr. Clean here to hold your mouth open and I’ll pour it down your throat. Look at it this way: you’ll be sleeping through a whole bunch of unpleasantness. This is a kindness, not a punishment.”
Seto looked up at Robbins, then at the glass Ava held. His lips parted and he drank. The roll of duct tape was on the bedside table. She tore off a strip and re-taped his mouth. “This will be over soon enough,” she said to him.
Robbins followed her from the room, breathing heavily, the stench of beer and body odour wafting from him.
Ava said, “I need to get organized for the meeting this morning. I’m going to get my paperwork and sit in the kitchen. I would appreciate it if you stayed away from there until I’m finished.”
“Do I bother you that much?”
“Your smell does.”
He raised an armpit, sniffed, and then smiled. “I’m not leaving you alone.”
She went into her bedroom, closing the door behind her. She knelt by the bed and said a little prayer invoking St. Jude, the patron saint of lost causes. Given the Roman Catholic Church’s stance on homosexuality, Ava had quietly cut her ties with the institution. But she couldn’t entirely revoke her childhood. She saw no relationship between prayer and the Church, or between St. Jude and the Church. She prayed to him often when she was working, not because she was involved in that many lost causes, but more because he was also the patron saint of desperate situations, and those were something with which she was more familiar.
Her prayer finished, she laid out her clothes and accessories for the day. She decided on the pencil skirt, thinking that a show of lightly tanned, nicely shaped legs wouldn’t hurt. The white Brooks Brothers shirt fit a little tighter than the other two, and her black bra would be vaguely visible through it. The green jade cufflinks and the ivory chignon pin were musts, as were the Cartier watch and the gold crucifix. They completed the image she wanted to project: professional, successful, and attractive in an understated, conservative way.
She opened the Chanel bag she took to meetings and put the business cards from Fong Accounting and all of Seto’s ID into it. Grabbing two sachets of VIA instant, her notebook, and the Barrett’s Bank file she had taken from Seto’s office, she left the bedroom and went to the kitchen. Robbins was back in the chair at the door. She thought he was sleeping until his eyes flickered open.
Ava put on the kettle, and while she waited for the water to boil she slipped onto the balcony, leaving the door open behind her. The sun was well above the horizon, beaming down on Road Harbour, the Caribbean a shimmering sky blue with streaks of green and the boat hulls gleaming. It was already warm, at least in the mid-twenties, but a light trade wind ruffled the morning air. Ava decided the balcony was for her. She left the notebook and files on the table and returned to the kitchen to make her coffee.
She drank half a cup standing by the stove, added a bit more coffee, topped up the water, and went back outside. She went through the bank file first, reacquainting herself with the account history. Thank God Jeremy Bates wasn’t entirely new. If she’d drawn a manager who hadn’t dealt with Seto before, her job would have been that much more difficult, if not impossible. At least Bates knew what Seto looked like.
Then she opened her Moleskine notebook and reviewed the notes she’d made after Seto had described the procedures for withdrawing more than $25,000 at a time. She wasn’t worried about being able to cover the transaction with a plausible paper trail. It seemed to her that Seto’s signature on a wire application, along with presentation of the appropriate identification — with copies signed and dated if necessary — would give the bank everything it needed. The important, overriding question was, would the bank insist on seeing Seto actually sign the documents? But why would they? she thought. They had his signature on record for comparison. She would be able to present his genuine ID in a couple of forms, with copies signed and dated. Not right away though, not at the first meeting. The worst thing she could do would be to overwhelm Bates with documentation.
The most important thing was for her not to rush, not to appear the least bit anxious. Slow and steady, slow and steady. Spin Bates the story. Establish her credibility. Show him Seto’s ID. Establish the relationship. Get Bates primed to organize a wire but don’t try to close at that first meeting. It would take two meetings, maybe even three. As long as she could keep nudging him along… tiny steps, tiny steps. Let him tell her what they needed and how they needed it. Let him think he was in control of sending the seven million dollars to Hong Kong.
The only problem was that Robbins thought five million was in play. She knew — at least, if he was smart — that he’d want to confirm the wire that Barrett’s sent to Hong Kong. If he knew it was seven million his price would go up. She needed to convince the bank to send two wires, and that was doable. The way she figured it, if Plan A worked she’d be able to look after Tam and pocket an extra commission for herself. If things moved on to Plan B, Tam would still recover most of his loss.
She closed her eyes and rested her head against the back of the chair. The sun was naked in the sky, the heat building. She loved the sun on her skin, but it dulled her senses, lulled her to sleep. Time to go in, time to go to work, she thought, pulling herself up from the chair.
The apartment’s living room was empty. Robbins’s bedroom door was open but she could see no sign of him inside. Then she saw him standing in the bathroom at the sink. He was naked to the waist, rolls of fat rippling like ruffles on a splotchy white dress. He had a cloth in his gloved hand and was rubbing his left armpit. Robbins’s eyes flickered in the mirror, staring back at her. Ava avoided his glance and went on into her room. Maybe he wasn’t a complete animal after all. Or maybe he just couldn’t bear his own stench.
She took her time brushing her hair, fixing the chignon, applying a hint of lipstick, and slipping into the clothes she had laid out on the bed. It was almost a ritual. When she was done, she stood back and looked at herself in the mirror on the dresser. She had left the top three buttons of her shirt undone. She turned sideways and then bent over to see how much breast showed. Too much, way too much for an accountant and too much for the banker. She buttoned one of them. The Cartier watch went on last, and she saw that it was already nine thirty. She did one last check of her Chanel bag to make sure she had everything she needed and then she was ready to go.
Jack Robbins sat on the sofa, his bare feet up on the coffee table. He had shaved as well as washed and had exchanged the baggy white tent shirt for a baggy black tent shirt. He stared at Ava, making no pretence that her breasts weren’t his main interest.
“It’s time,” she said.
Robbins stopped at the door to shove his feet into his sandals, his hands pressed against his belly so he could see them.
“We need to talk to Reception before we leave,” Ava said.
“About what?”
“Maid service. We don’t want it.”
“I called downstairs already. It’s cancelled until further notice.”
Ava was surprised he’d remembered.
Davey was waiting for them, the Crown Victoria the largest car in sight. He smiled at Ava as he opened the back door for Robbins.
They left Wickham’s Cay and drove into town. In daylight it was at least as pretty as it had been at night, clean and compact, with well-paved narrow streets with actual sidewalks and sections of picket fencing. The town was a mix of British colonial and Caribbean architecture, all on a scale that suited a territory of about fifty small islands and cays with a population of around twenty thousand. Davey kept up a laconic running commentary as they went. He pointed out the two-storey Legislative Council building, with its ground floor fronted by five arches and the second by a balcony that ran its length. “The court is on top,” he said.
Ava listened, none of it really registering. It was nice not to be in Georgetown, but that wasn’t going to help her with the bank.
Fyfe Street was in the middle of town, the bank housed in Simon House, a four-storey powder blue stucco commercial building. The street was predictably narrow, the sidewalk meagre. Davey drove the car onto the sidewalk and parked it so close to a wall that Ava doubted he could open his door. But then, he didn’t have to leave the car. She looked at her watch. It was five minutes to ten. “I have no idea how long this is going to take,” she said to Robbins.
“We’re not going anywhere,” he said.
The bank was only one of a large number of tenants in the building. On the outside wall, on both sides of a white double door with elaborate brass handles, were lists of the occupants. There were two signs in brass, Barrett’s and an insurance company. The insurer had the third floor to itself and Barrett’s had the fourth. The other businesses, about twenty of them, each had a white-painted wooden sign about the width of a sheet of paper. They all seemed to be involved in offshore registration, providing a legal address and a cubbyhole for mail for God knows how many firms.
Ava stepped through the door into a small lobby with corridors running off on either side. There was an open elevator that looked as if it had been built in the 1950s. She got in, hit the button for the fourth floor, and then waited for the door to close. As the elevator creaked its way upward she realized it wasn’t air-conditioned; she felt sweat beading on her forehead. She swore as she wiped at it, not wanting to look nervous.
The door opened onto a reception area that had two red leather couches along the wall to the left and a coffee table stacked with magazines. The wall on the right had pictures of London: Big Ben, Westminster Abbey, the Tower of London. Between the walls there had to be ten metres of Persian carpet. Straight ahead, also about ten metres away, a young woman sat behind a massive mahogany desk that was bare except for a phone and a magazine she was leafing through. Behind her, a wood-panelled wall ran from floor to ceiling. The Barrett’s logo — cast in bronze — occupied its centre; it was at least a metre across and two metres high. Behind and to either side of the desk, two steel-plated doors, painted beige to blend with the walls, barred any further entrance into the bank’s premises.
There was no one else in the room. There wasn’t a sound save for the woman turning the page of her magazine.
It gives the right impression for a private bank, Ava thought. Spacious, unpretentious, elegant in a subtle and solid kind of way, certainly quiet, and no hurly-burly, nothing screaming at you to take out a car loan or refinance your mortgage. It looked like the kind of place where you’d have to know someone before becoming a customer, the kind of place that knew how to keep secrets.
The woman looked up from her magazine and Ava saw that it was People. The Economist would have been more appropriate, she thought. “Hello, my name is Ava Lee. I have an appointment with Mr. Bates.”
The woman smiled. “Mr. Bates is expecting you. Actually, you and a Mr. Seto.”
Not many drop-ins here, Ava guessed. “Mr. Seto is indisposed. I’m here by myself.”
“I’ll let Mr. Bates know. I’ll be back in a minute.”
The woman left the desk and walked to the door on the left. She punched in a six-digit security code, turned, and disappeared.
Ava looked through the magazines on the coffee table and found an Economist as well as a week-old copy of the Financial Times. She was debating which one to read when the beige door opened and the woman reappeared. “Could you follow me, please,” she said.
Ava trailed her down a hallway lined with closed doors. At the end, standing in an open doorway, was a tall, slim young man who bore a remarkable resemblance to the actor Jude Law. That can’t be Bates, Ava thought. The man managing the bank’s interests in the world’s largest offshore tax haven had to be more senior, tried, tested. Ava had the feeling she was being sloughed off. A ripple of panic danced in her stomach.
“Hello, I’m Jeremy Bates. So pleased to meet you,” he said.
Ava took his extended hand, assessing his off-white monogrammed shirt, blue and yellow Ferragamo silk tie, slate grey light wool tailored slacks with their sharp, straight crease, and glistening black lace-up shoes. Those shoes are handmade, Ava thought, and Bates is no working-class boy.
He was just over six feet, and as he looked down Ava saw that he was eyeing her just as closely. She gave him her shyest smile and said, “Thank you so much for seeing me.”
“I was expecting Mr. Seto as well,” he said, stepping aside and motioning for her to come into his office.
“He is terribly ill,” she said.
“We’ll sit at my conference table,” said Bates. “Nothing serious with him, I trust?”
“Food poisoning. We ate a hurried meal before getting on the plane yesterday and something did not sit right with him. He’s been either in his bed or in the bathroom since we arrived, and either running a fever or experiencing chills.”
“So he’s here in Road Town?”
“Oh, yes, just not mobile.”
She sat, her eyes wandering around the office. It was massive, as large as the reception area, designed to impress. More mahogany in the desk and credenza, another Persian rug spread over wooden floors. A high-backed, heavily padded green leather chair sat behind the desk, with two smaller ones in front of it. There were three picture windows on the back wall and the side walls were lined with bookcases filled with what looked like company minute books. Then her eye caught something a bit more modern. In the upper right-hand corner, where ceiling met wall, she saw a tiny camera. She had no doubt that every meeting in this room was recorded.
“My business card,” he said, passing it to her.
“Thank you,” she said, noting his title: DIRECTOR, PRIVATE BANKING, BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS.
“Now, I have tea, coffee, and water. Do you have a preference?”
“Oh, nothing, thank you,” she said, finding herself still taken aback by his youth and good looks. His hair was dark blond, short, receding at the temples. He had brilliant blue eyes set a bit far apart, and his nose was long and slender.
“Fine,” he said, pouring himself a glass of water. “Now tell me, Ms. Lee, in what capacity are you affiliated with Mr. Seto?”
She took her business card from the Chanel bag and held it at two corners as she presented it to Bates. “Our firm is the accountant of record for Dynamic Financial Services. Dynamic finances purchase orders and letters of credit and generally facilitates trade among Southeast Asia, Europe, and North America. One of Mr. Seto’s companies, Seafood Partners, has used Dynamic’s services extensively over the past six months and the principals have developed a close working relationship. About two months ago, Mr. Seto decided to take an equity position in a scallop and shrimp plant in Yantai, on the northern coast of the Yellow Sea. He used Dynamic to broker the deal, and now we’re getting ready to close.”
Bates looked at her business card and then back at Ava. She sat tall, Havergal style, her breasts thrust ever so slightly forward. “That all seems very interesting,” he said, words she knew meant nothing.
“Well, it’s never easy dealing with the Chinese,” she said. “Dynamic, though, has extensive experience in that area. They always try, for example, to negotiate terms that leave the investors with exit options in case of problems. Quite obviously, they have contacts inside China that make this possible, contacts they have nurtured over a great many years. The fees they charge for brokering contracts like this, for being the stable bridge between the two parties, are exceedingly reasonable given the level of protection they offer.”
He had a pen, a notepad, and a closed file in front of him. He didn’t write a single word as she spoke. “Our bank has a presence in Asia, of course, and I have heard how difficult it is to do business there,” he said.
“It can be incredibly frustrating,” Ava said. “We represented an American firm one time that was negotiating a contract in Shanghai. It dragged on and on for months, and every time they thought the deal was done, some new issue would emerge. Finally they thought everything had been put to bed and were told by the Chinese to bring their senior people to Shanghai for a signing ceremony. A week later their CEO flew into Hong Kong from New York to catch a flight to Shanghai. When he got to Hong Kong, he was met at the airport by his local staff. They had just received a fax from the Chinese company signed by someone none of them had met or even heard of. The fax advised them not to bother coming to Shanghai — the deal was dead. The Americans tried phoning, faxing, and emailing everyone they had met during the course of the previous months. No one would take their calls or respond to any of their communications.
“Dynamic made some phone calls for me and found out that the nephew of the Shanghai mayor had brought a German firm to the table the week before. All those months of work, all the complicated negotiations, all the money expended — it all went down the drain on the strength of a handshake between the nephew and the Germans.”
“What a story,” Bates said. “You know, if you don’t mind me saying, you seem very young to have this level of experience and responsibility.”
“I was thinking exactly the same thing about you,” she said. “I was expecting to meet some old banker in a tweed suit.”
“A tweed suit wouldn’t do in this climate, and actually I rarely wear a jacket of any kind,” he said, smiling. “As for my age… well, Barrett’s is very aggressive when it comes to recruiting and very progressive in putting younger staff in positions that place demands on their learning curve. I’ve just turned thirty-eight and this is my second foreign posting. I was second-in-command of our Paris office before this.”
“I had put you as even younger.”
“Thank you, I guess, though that’s not always good in this business. I get clients coming in here who keep insisting that they want to talk to my boss.”
“I get the same thing,” Ava said, shaking her head. “I’m in my early thirties and still get treated as if I graduated from university last year.”
“I can’t say I’m completely surprised. I mean, you do look younger than thirty.”
“Chinese genes.”
“For someone who is Chinese, your English is remarkably good,” he said, and then caught himself. “I didn’t mean that to sound condescending.”
“I was raised and educated in Canada.”
“I love Canada,” he said, leaning towards her. “I have a brother living in Montreal and a sister in Vancouver.”
“I love it too, but for work purposes I didn’t have much choice but to go back to Hong Kong.”
“Now, Mr. Seto… He lives where exactly?”
“He has a residence in Seattle and another in Hong Kong, and of course he has a home in Guyana.”
“Yes, we’ve most often dealt with him from Guyana.”
Ava didn’t want to go much further down that path. She opened her Chanel purse. It was time to raise the ante. “Here is the banking information for Dynamic,” she said, sliding a sheet of paper to Bates. “You already have their name and address. These are the bank’s particulars, including the branch address and the IBN and SWIFT numbers. The account number is at the bottom.”
“Mr. Seto wrote that he wanted to send a wire.”
“Yes.”
“For how much?”
“One for five million, and a second wire for two million.”
“Two wires?”
“Yes, the two million is to be sent to the holding company of the scallop plant as a deposit. Here is their data,” Ava said, passing over Uncle’s banking information. “The five goes to Dynamic. They’ll hold it in escrow until the deal closes, and that hopefully will be within the next twenty-four hours.”
“Seven million total, then?”
Could that be his only question? He had no concerns about the separate wires? “Yes, seven million.”
He opened his file. She saw copies of the emails she had sent from Seto’s address on top. They looked bona fide, even to her. “There is sufficient money in the account,” he said.
“I assume you’ll prepare two wire transfer drafts for Jackson’s signature?”
He picked up the two pieces of paper she had given him and put them in his file folder. “Give me a few minutes. I’ll get them started right away.”
Ava hesitated. He hadn’t mentioned the passport requirement or the need to present other ID. She thought about letting it pass and then just as quickly decided not to. Bates might not be entirely up to date with the account safeguards, but someone would be sure to flag them. It was better for her to be proactive, to appear as transparent as possible. She needed all the trust she could generate.
“Excuse me, Mr. Bates, I don’t mean to slow things down, but Jackson did mention that the bank normally requires him to present his passport and other forms of ID, and to sign and date copies of them. I brought the originals with me just in case you needed them.” She reached into her purse and removed Seto’s American passport, Hong Kong ID card, driver’s licence, and credit cards. She spread them in front of Bates. “Take whatever you need.”
He nodded. “Yes, thanks for reminding me. Marilyn usually handles this kind of detail. I’ll take everything to her and she can copy whatever she wants. She’ll be preparing the wire transfer drafts as well.”
“How long do you think it will take?” she asked.
“You’re in a rush?”
“No, no, it’s just that I really need to make a couple of phone calls and I left my cellphone at the apartment.”
“You can use the phone here if you wish,” he said, pointing to the one on the conference table.
“They’re long-distance calls.”
“Ms. Lee, I think the bank can afford to pay for a few long-distance calls. Any line will do. Dial nine for an outside line, and then 011 and the country code.”
“Thank you, I really appreciate it.”
“And I’ll close my office door. When you’re finished, just open it to let me know you’re free.”
Bates put Seto’s passport and other ID into his file. Then he stood up and looked down at Ava. “I must say, this is a nice break from my usual routine,” he said.
She watched him leave the room, grateful that he hadn’t made her ask to use the phone. Conscious more than ever of the camera at work in the corner of the ceiling, she tried to look as natural and composed as she could. Just pretend you’re calling Mimi, she thought, as she punched in Uncle’s Hong Kong cellphone number, fervently hoping he’d pick up.
“ Wei?” he answered.
“Uncle, it’s Ava,” she said.
“I don’t recognize this line. Where are you?”
“I made it. I’m in the British Virgin Islands,” she said, switching to Cantonese.
“Ava, I’ve been calling your cell. Why haven’t you been answering?” he said, matching her language choice.
“I’ve made it but I’m having a bit of trouble.”
“I thought Derek was there,” he said.
“He isn’t, and that’s part of the problem. But I don’t have time to get into all of it, so please listen very carefully to me.”
“I don’t like this.”
“Just listen, please.”
“Are you in any danger?”
“Nothing I can’t handle, so don’t get anxious, please.”
“All right, I’m listening,” he said slowly.
“I’m at the bank and I’m close to getting Tam his money back, and a sweetener for us. If all goes well today, I’ll be able to wire five million to him and two million to your account in Kowloon. Once the wires have left here, and that should be sometime in the next twenty-four hours, I’m going to send you an email asking you to send another $2.2 million by wire to the account in the Cayman Islands we’ve already sent $300,000 to — except I don’t want you to send the wire. What I want you to do is get your friends at the bank to dummy one up. When our accountant gets it, I want him to scan it and send it to me and to another email address I’ll provide.”
“Ava, this is all a bit more complicated than you expected, no?”
“Uncle, will you have any problem getting your bank to dummy the wire?”
“No, it is owned by friends of mine. But why are we sending more money to the Caymans, or pretending to, at any rate?”
“It’s a shakedown. I don’t want to get into the details right now. Just believe that it is something I need done.”
“I can get the bank to do it. That won’t be a problem,” he said.
“Great. When I send you the email requesting the wire, I’ll include the guy’s email address and fax number so you can copy him when it’s issued.”
“What makes you think he will accept the wire at face value?”
“Well, he has before. And he’s not Chinese, so I’m assuming he has some faith in banks.”
“That sounds thin to me.”
“Uncle, I don’t have time to explain everything. I’m using someone else’s phone because I don’t have mine, so let me finish what I have to say.”
“I’m listening, I’m listening,” he said.
“All I’m hoping the dummy wire will do is buy me the time I need to get out of here. As I said, I’m not going to ask you to send the dummy until I know for sure our money is secure. So if for some reason this guy doesn’t bite, we just might have to send him his share. The extra two million I got covers most of it, and Tam can eat the rest.”
“How will I know what is what if I can’t reach you?”
“When I send the first request — the one I want you to dummy up — I’ll sign off simply as Ava. If I really need you to send the money, I’ll send a follow-up email asking for confirmation that the money has been sent and sign off as Ava Lee. If you don’t see my full name, don’t send anything.”
“I don’t like this,” he said.
“Uncle,” she said quietly, still conscious of the recording device, “this guy is trying to take us for a ride. I don’t like it, and I’m not about to roll over and play dead. I want Tam to get his money, all of his money. And I want us to get our share and then some. I know you’re not taking a cut from Tam’s end, but there’s no reason you shouldn’t have half of anything extra we collect. I mean, you did front $300,000.”
“What if the guy there catches on?”
“I’ll tell him there was a glitch in the system and send you the second email. All it should mean is that I’ll be stuck here for a few extra days.”
“You’re confident about this?”
“Enough to try it.”
“And I still won’t be able to reach you?”
“No, and don’t bother. I can’t use my cellphone or my computer on my own. Right now I’m in the banker’s office. I should be able to email you the wire request soon. If you don’t get it within the twenty-four hours and you don’t hear from me, send in some troops. I’m staying at the Guildford Apartments in Road Town. The room is booked in Derek’s name.”
“You know,” he said softly, “I wish I hadn’t talked to Tam’s uncle about taking this job.”
It’s a bit late for that, she thought. “ Momentai — no problem, Uncle. Now I have to go. I’ll email you when I can, and hopefully I’ll be talking to you sometime tomorrow.”
As she hung up she felt suddenly quite isolated. When was the last time she and Uncle had been out of touch through any reason not of their own choosing? What other option did she have, she wondered as she phoned Derek.
His cellphone rang four times, and she was preparing to leave a voicemail when he answered, his voice defensive, as Uncle’s had been. “Who is this?”
“Derek, it’s me, Ava. I’m in the British Virgin Islands. Where are you?” she said, again in Cantonese.
“I’m in Montreal. I’m catching a plane back to Toronto in a few minutes. Do you know what happened?”
“They told me your papers weren’t in order.”
“Bullshit,” he shouted.
“I know.”
“I walked through Customs with absolutely no problem, caught a cab, and stopped at a market near the apartment to load up on some food and drinks. I was in the room for barely ten minutes before they came knocking — two customs officers and a guy who looked like a walking mountain. I tried to argue with them but they wouldn’t listen. If they hadn’t been customs officers I would have resisted. Sorry, Ava, but I just didn’t see the sense in doing that.”
“No, Derek, you did the right thing, absolutely the right thing. No point in making things worse. They told me they shipped you back to Puerto Rico and then put you on a plane to Montreal. I’m glad you made it.”
“Hey, how about you? You okay?”
“Not so bad.”
“You need help?”
“That’s why I’m calling.”
She heard voices in the background noise behind him. “They’re boarding my flight,” he said.
“This won’t take long. Do you have a pen and paper?”
“No. Let me see if I can find something.”
“Wait, don’t bother,” Ava said quickly. “Turn off your cellphone when we hang up. I’ll call back and leave a voicemail with some names and phone numbers. Derek, listen to me — I need you to be completely available over the next twenty-four hours. I may need you to pick up something for me, so keep your cellphone charged and on. If I have to call in the middle of the night, I want to know I can reach you. Right now you’re my lifeline.”
“I don’t like that word,” he said.
“I’m just being dramatic,” Ava said with a light laugh.
“But you’re not joking about my being available.”
“No, I’m not,” she said.
“Shit, Ava — ”
“Okay, Derek, enough. Go catch your plane and turn off your phone, and if you don’t hear from me, don’t worry and don’t be disappointed.”
She hung up and waited, giving him two full minutes. When she connected with his phone again, she was put right into voicemail. Ava explained, slowly and carefully, what she wanted him to do.
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Ava sat quietly for a moment, trying to compose herself, conscious of the camera tracking her every move. It was time to focus her attention back onto Jeremy Bates. The meeting had gone well, but she knew that was the easy part. There were still so many things that could go wrong. All it would take was one small doubt on his part and the words “I really do need to talk to Mr. Seto” and all the scheming in the world wouldn’t do her much good. Why did I think this was going to work? she thought. She shook her head, caught herself, and rubbed her eyes. It was becoming a struggle to stay in the moment. There were all the things that could go wrong with Bates, and then of course there was Robbins. Had she overplayed her hand by calling Uncle? No, she told herself, she at least had a backup plan now, and Uncle never failed her. The thought of Uncle reminded her of Tommy Ordonez. Uncle hadn’t had a chance to mention him during their talk, thank God, but now he intruded into her mind — the jinx that lingered. She pushed him away.
One thing at a time, she thought. Get off the chair. Walk to the door. Open it.
There was no one in the hallway, but she could see an open door halfway down the hall and hear Bates’s voice saying, “That looks just fine.” She turned and went back to her seat, her spirits improved already.
Bates wasn’t far behind her, the file folder in one hand, a clutch of papers in the other. “Here we go,” he said, putting the papers on the table in front of her. “I had everything done in triplicate. One set for Mr. Seto and you and two sets for me.”
Ava leafed through the documents. The two draft wire transfer requests looked perfect. All they needed was Seto’s signature. They had copied his passport, Hong Kong ID card, and Washington state driver’s licence. That meant fifteen signatures. She tried not to think about how difficult that would be.
“I’m hopeful I’ll be able to get these back to you within the next few hours,” she said.
“Ms. Lee — ”
“Please call me Ava.”
“And I’m Jeremy,” he said with a slight smile. “What I was about to say, Ava, is that it would be ideal if Mr. Seto could accompany the documents in person.”
The fact that she was prepared for the request didn’t make it any easier to hear. “Jeremy, I’ll obviously do everything I can to make that happen. I just can’t predict what kind of shape he’s going to be in.”
“Well, we can wait, you know,” he said. “This doesn’t have to be done today.”
“Yes, it does,” Ava said matter-of-factly. “We can’t miss the closing. If we miss the deadline, the Chinese will see it as a sign of weakness. We’ll be forced into yet another round of negotiations and will probably face a higher cost.”
“This is quite difficult. From my end, I mean,” he said.
There was no threat in his tone, just a kind of sad resignation, but to Ava the message was clear enough. Jeremy Bates had drawn his banker’s line in the sand. No Seto, no money. She knew from Bates’s side that it was the right thing to do, and the only thing that gave her any comfort was the subtle way in which he had chosen to tell her. She respected him for his tact, and at heart she respected the fact that he wasn’t willing to discard his sense of duty — even for her. “I’ll get Jackson out of bed and over here if I have to carry him myself,” she said.
“That would be best, Ava,” he said.
She gathered the papers together and put them in her Chanel bag. “Well, I guess I should get going.”
“I’ll walk you to the elevator,” he said, standing up.
“That’s not necessary.”
“I insist,” Bates said.
They walked side by side, Bates more awkward than she. “Where are you staying, by the way?” he asked.
“The Guildford Apartments.”
“Nice.”
“Yes, nice enough.”
“When do you leave?”
“If we wrap up today, then tomorrow.”
He pushed the elevator button for her. “Now, would you let the bank buy you and Mr. Seto dinner tonight?”
“I can’t imagine he’ll be up to it.”
“Then how about just you and me?” he said, not missing a beat.
“I would like that very much.”
He paused, his eyes wandering away from her. “You’ll call me, I trust, when Mr. Seto has signed the documents. We can arrange another appointment then. My afternoon is quite open, so there won’t be any delay on my end.”
“I’ll call,” she said.
“Excellent, and when you do, we can confirm a place and time for dinner.”
“Of course,” Ava said, with more enthusiasm than she felt.
The elevator was still hot and still slow, but her mind was preoccupied with signatures and the very unconscious Jackson Seto.
The Crown Victoria was where she had left it, with Davey in the front seat, window open, bobbing his head to the sound of Neil Diamond’s “Cracklin’ Rosie.” It made Ava think of Bangkok and Arthon. How long ago was that? And what was up with all the Neil Diamond? Robbins was sleeping, his head flung back, his mouth wide open. As she stood on the sidewalk she could smell the aroma of fresh bread coming from a bakery across the street. She suddenly felt hungry and realized she had eaten only a bag of almonds since noon the day before. She looked up and down the street and spotted a fish-and-chip restaurant a few doors down from the bakery.
She walked to the front passenger side of the car and stuck her head in the window. “I’m going to eat at that fish-and-chip place. If he wakes up, tell him where I am,” she said to Davey, and then turned and left before he had a chance to say a word.
The restaurant was plainness itself — linoleum floor, plastic chairs and tables — but it was clean, and the smell of cooking oil was muted. “I’m surprised you’re open,” Ava said to a tall, skinny man dressed entirely in white.
“Cruise ship docks in about half an hour. We’ll get swamped.”
She scanned the menu, her fish-and-chip experience limited to the occasional after-club foray with Mimi and Good Fridays with her mother and Marian when the girls were small. She couldn’t remember whether haddock or halibut was the premium choice, so she asked.
“Take the halibut,” he said.
“With chips and gravy,” Ava said.
“Mushy peas?”
“Why not?”
She felt a touch guilty when the plate was put in front of her. Loading up on grease was something — Guyana and KFC aside — she rarely did voluntarily. Now she put malt vinegar and salt and pepper on the fish and chips. A dollop of tartar sauce went on one side of the plate and ketchup on the other. She cut into the fish, the batter golden brown and surprisingly light, slathered a piece in tartar sauce, and ate it. The fish melted in her mouth.
Ava ate quickly, but she was still only halfway through the meal when the front door opened and Robbins lurched in. His eyes danced around the restaurant as if he were expecting to see something other than her sitting at a table. “What are you doing?” he demanded, his voice husky with sleep.
“What does it look like?”
“You should have asked.”
“You were sleeping.”
His hand went to his head. Ava turned her attention back to her food, not wanting a glimpse of his fingers sliding in the furrows. But the vision was already in her head. She ate a few more chips, a sliver of fish, and a forkful of bright green mushy peas, then put her utensils down. “That really was excellent,” she said to the man behind the counter.
He nodded as if he was used to hearing such compliments.
As she left the restaurant she said to Robbins, “I need to find a place where I can make some copies of documents.”
Davey had moved the car to in front of the fish-and-chip shop. Ava climbed in. “I need to make some photocopies,” she repeated.
Davey looked back at Robbins. “Go to Quickie Copy,” Robbins said.
They drove back through town, past the turnoff for Wickham’s Cay II, and continued around the southwest corner of the harbour. The copy shop was on Main Street, in the end unit of a small strip mall. Ava went inside with Robbins tagging along. She made an additional two copies of each of the papers Bates had given her. Her Jackson Seto signature was passable, she thought, but the extra copies gave her some insurance.
Back in the car she said, “And I wouldn’t mind stopping at a grocery store on the way back to the apartment.”
“Jesus Christ, this is getting stupid,” Robbins said.
“I can’t exist on nuts and potato chips.”
“There’s a market just around the corner from the apartment. I saw it as we were leaving this morning. It’s right on the way,” Davey said.
“Okay, okay, but that’s it,” said Robbins.
As Davey pulled up in front of the store, Robbins’s cellphone rang. “Wait,” he said to Ava. He listened for no more than a few seconds. “Here, it’s my brother for you,” he said, passing her the phone.
She held it away from her mouth. “I left the bank about half an hour ago,” she said, knowing that was why he had called. “Nothing is finalized, nothing is agreed. It was step one, that’s all.”
“I was going to ask if you slept well,” the Captain said.
“And then you were going to ask me about the bank.”
“That is incorrect. I was also going to ask if my brother was good company.”
“And then you were going to ask about the bank.”
“True enough.” He laughed. “So if it is just business you want to discuss, tell me how it went.”
“I didn’t get thrown of their offices, if that’s what you mean.”
“That’s the last thing I would have imagined.”
“You may be expecting too much of me, and it’s way too soon to know how this will end. The banker, Bates, is very sharp and very conscientious. He’s insisting on talking to Seto,” Ava said.
“And you’re trying to tell me that could be a problem?”
“What do you think?”
“I see the potential risk.”
“That’s an understatement.”
“Oh, I’m sure you’ll be able to handle it, Ms. Lee. I have nothing but confidence in you.”
Ava saw no reason to pursue such a pointless conversation. “Look, I have to go. I have papers to sign and things to organize.”
“What is your schedule?”
“I’m going to talk to Bates again this afternoon. If he’ll accept at face value the documents with my version of Seto’s signature, I’ll attempt to get the money wired to Hong Kong today. If that happens, and after I have confirmation, I need to email my end to initiate a wire back to you. Obviously I need to use my computer to do that, so you’ll have to instruct your brother accordingly.”
“That won’t be a problem.”
“Landing here wasn’t supposed to be a problem.”
“Ms. Lee, don’t be churlish,” he said.
“Assuming we get to the point of sending a wire from Hong Kong — and I’m not guaranteeing we will — I’ll ask my people to email you a scanned copy of the wire as I did before. And to be doubly safe, I would like to send you a fax copy. Do you have a fax number that’s secure?”
“My brother has that number.”
“I don’t want to ask him for even that much,” said Ava.
“Ah. He does lack charm, I admit. All right, I’ll email it to you.”
Ava saw Jack Robbins stiffen and realized that he could hear what his brother was saying. That gave her pause. She had been about to nudge the Captain about returning her Canadian passport and calling off Morris Thomas after he received the wire transfer notification. Suddenly and completely, that felt like one of the worst ideas she’d had since leaving Toronto. God, don’t appear the least bit anxious, she thought. And don’t give him time to think about doing it. Try to catch him when he’s just been told he’s about to pocket two million dollars. “Thank you,” she said. “You understand this means I have to get into my computer?”
“As long as it’s related to our business and Jack is watching you, I have no objections.”
“Aren’t you generous.”
“Ms. Lee, you honour your commitments and I’ll honour mine.”
She handed the phone back to Jack Robbins. “I’m going to buy some food. Here, you talk to your brother.”
Robbins caught up with her as she was putting two bottles of sparkling water into her basket. “Stop running out on me,” he said.
“Just trying to save time.”
“My brother wasn’t finished with you.”
“Tough,” Ava said, and held out the basket. “If you’re going to follow me around you might as well carry this.”
Robbins stared, his eyes for the first time really looking into hers. They weren’t entirely lifeless, she saw, more like disinterested, as if she was completely insignificant to him. She knew that goading him wasn’t the best approach, but she couldn’t bring herself to make nice. “Let’s go,” he said, ignoring the basket.
Ava walked down two more aisles, adding rice crackers, cheese, a jar of olives, and a small plastic container of hummus. Robbins stayed close behind her, his gloved hands jammed into his jeans pockets, saying nothing.
Outside the store she could see that the apartment building was no more than a couple of minutes away; she asked Robbins if they could walk. He opened the car door and said, “Get in.”
Davey dropped them in front of the building. “Do you need me later?” he asked.
“If I do, I’ll call,” said Robbins.
Doreen, the young woman they had met in the lobby the night before, was behind the reception desk. She stared, rather rudely, Ava thought, as she and Robbins entered and walked to the elevator. What lurid thoughts were running through her mind?
The apartment was as they had left it. Ava went to look in on Seto. He had rolled over onto his side, kicking the bedcovers clear. His hair was dishevelled and starting to look greasy. Drool had dried on one side of his mouth. She covered him, hoping it wasn’t going to be necessary to clean him up.
Ava heard a clatter from the living room and looked out to see Robbins clearing the Stella empties. She walked towards him as he deposited the bottles in the kitchen trash bin. “I need this space,” she said. “I have a lot of papers to sign and I need to concentrate, so I’d appreciate it if you could leave me alone. I don’t want the television on. In fact, I don’t want any distractions at all, so it would be ideal if you could hang out in your room until I’m done.”
She saw his body tense; this time he wanted to argue. Before he could react she brushed past him and sat at the kitchen table. He stood near the sink, staring down at her. She tried to ignore him, extracting from her purse the documents Bates had given her, setting out the extra copies she’d made, and laying out Seto’s passport, Hong Kong ID card, and driver’s licence in a row. “I need to work,” she said, not looking up.
“Cunt,” he muttered.
Ava heard it clearly enough but pretended she hadn’t. She searched in her purse for one more document, a copy of Seto’s last withdrawal request from the bank, and then put it next to his other identification. She opened her notebook. “I need to work,” she said.
He took two steps towards the living room, stopped to look back at her, and then shuffled across the floor to his room.
Ava sat quietly at the kitchen table for a few minutes, collecting herself. Robbins was becoming a distraction, and she blamed herself for letting him annoy her. She opened her notebook and looked at the signatures she’d penned the night before. Not bad, she thought, not bad at all.
There were a lot of things for her to like about Seto’s signature. It was short, for one thing, simply JSeto. It also wasn’t identical from document to document. Similar, of course, and recognizable obviously, but with minor variations. It gave her a little wiggle room. Despite those positives, she sat quietly at the table for a few minutes, gathering her nerve. She had done this often enough in the past and never failed, but her perfectionist streak could always find flaws. The truth was, any reasonable facsimile normally worked. She was just afraid of running into someone as anal as she was.
She started with a blank page in her notebook and began to practise. The signature was basically a big looping J, the bottom loop curling into the upper, and a relatively straightforward S, followed by a straight line that tailed off to a dot. The J was dominant. If she got that right, imperfections in the rest would pass. The proportions were tricky, though, between the top and bottom loops, and when they were out of sync the signature looked contrived.
Ava began to write J’s — just J’s. She had filled almost the entire page before she managed to get three in a row that looked similar to the ones in front of her. She closed her eyes, envisioning it. I have it, she thought.
She started with the copies of his ID. With one eye fixed on the bank document he’d signed and the other on the paper in front of her, she wrote JSeto nine times in rapid succession. When she had finished, she discarded only the last two — the J was out of whack. Take a break, step away, she thought. She got up and turned on the kettle. While the water boiled she looked out onto the harbour, amazed by the level of activity.
Ava drank half her coffee on the balcony, clearing her head, and then went back to the table. She had written two more lines of J’s in her notebook before she recaptured the balance she wanted. Then quickly she redid the two signatures that looked suspect and moved on to the wire transfer requests. Those went smoothly, the signatures indistinguishable, even to her paranoid eye, from what the bank had on record. There, the easy part is done, she thought, as she organized the paperwork into matching sets.
It was too soon to call Bates. There was no value in letting him think Seto had been well enough to affix the signatures so promptly. She’d wait. It was almost eleven thirty. One o’clock — no, one thirty worked better. Give him time to have some lunch.
She gathered the documents and slid them into their folder. Out of nowhere came a yawn, and Ava realized she was tired. She’d been awake since God knows when, and the morning had been draining. She had time to kill, and a rest couldn’t hurt.
Ava didn’t say anything or look into Robbins’s room as she walked past to hers. If he couldn’t figure out that she had finished working, that was his problem. She closed the door behind her and lay on the bed fully clothed. Her mind was more of a jumble than she would have liked. Bates was more than enough to occupy her, but Robbins — both Robbinses — kept intruding. She tried to shut everyone out, thinking bak mei, crane position: her foot poised to strike, her hands moving faster than light.
When she woke, it was with a start, her eyes darting to the doorway. It was closed. She was on her bed, still dressed, nothing out of place. She lifted her left hand and looked at her watch. Two forty-five. She sat on the edge of the bed, composing herself.
She opened her bedroom door and saw Robbins back on the couch, watching television. She went to the bathroom, locking the door behind her, and washed her face with cold water, slapping at her cheeks. Then she undid her hair, brushed and coiled it again, and put the ivory chignon pin back in place. She reapplied her makeup. Her eyes looked a bit puffy from sleep, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that.
Robbins turned towards her as she re-entered the living room. “I need to call the bank,” she said.
“Use that phone,” he said, pointing to the only one in the apartment, which was on the wall near the kitchen.
She called the number on Bates’s business card, assuming it was his private line. Instead, the receptionist she had met earlier answered with a rolling “Barrrrrett’s.”
“Mr. Bates, please. Ms. Lee calling.”
He came on the line quickly, and she guessed he had been waiting for her call. As he’d said, she was a diversion from his usual routine. “Ava, how are things progressing?”
“Hello, Jeremy. Well, not bad at all. Jackson has signed the draft requests and all the other documents that are needed.”
“Wonderful. So when will I see the two of you?”
She heard the emphasis, however slight and subtle, on the word two. Ava drew a small breath. She knew for certain, knew totally and completely, that no matter how she spun things, Jeremy Bates wouldn’t be sending any wires until he actually saw Jackson Seto. Suggesting anything else, no matter how creative she could be, wasn’t going to fly. She could try to charm him, of course, but she knew there were limits to charm, and when charm had to compete against money, it lost its lustre pretty quickly.
“Unfortunately, Jeremy, there is that continuing problem with Jackson. Frankly, I’m having a tough time getting him from the bedroom to the bathroom, let alone dressed and out the door to visit the bank. In fact, I may need to ask you for the name of a doctor.”
“Ah,” he said.
To Ava’s ear, that simple interjection was filled with hesitation, questions, doubt. She felt a slight touch of panic, and spoke before he could shut any doors on her. “There is another way, though,” she said, in as low-key a manner as she could manage. “Why don’t you come here to collect the documents? I know Jackson would like to see you to say hello.”
He didn’t respond immediately, and for a second she thought she had misjudged the situation. “You know, that’s not a bad idea,” he finally said.
“The sooner, the better,” she said. “He’s exhausted and keeps nodding off.”
“About an hour?” he asked.
“Perfect. We’re in apartment 312.”
“See you both then.”
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Ava tried to put herself in Bates’s position. Every transaction he conducted was a candidate for scrutiny, a potential target for the only person who might scare him: the bank’s auditor. All the good bankers she had known made it a religion to cover their tracks, regardless of the size or nature of the transaction. Following banking regulations had become second nature to them. So to her mind, dinner invitation or not, Bates wasn’t going to treat her differently from any other customer. It was her job to make sure he had everything he thought he would need if an auditor came calling. And she thought she had done that adequately.
He had the email from Seto saying that he wanted to send a wire and bringing Ava into the picture as a trusted associate. He had met Ava, and she seemed to be the person Seto had described. She knew, given the time difference, that he hadn’t had a chance to call the accounting firm in Hong Kong to confirm her position, and from the way he had looked at her card and at her, she knew he wouldn’t. He had seen all the originals of Seto’s identification, and they matched everything they currently had on file. Now he was going to get the signed original copies of the wire transfer requests and signed and dated copies of the same ID. It was, all in all, Ava thought, a paper trail that would satisfy any auditor.
But there was still the important matter of Bates actually meeting Seto, actually witnessing him signing the necessary documentation. It was a chink in the due diligence process, she knew, that might cause Bates problems if he had to explain the situation later. But that would be later, when hindsight would make it easy to adapt what had actually occurred into what was supposed to have transpired. And even then, he could say with all honesty that he had seen Seto. The fact that he was comatose could be explained. Seto was ill, after all, and Bates had made the point of physically going to his apartment to meet with him. He couldn’t be blamed for the fact that Seto was sleeping at the time. Due diligence had been done. The bank couldn’t reasonably expect more of him.
It’s going to hold, Ava thought as she stood up, feeling satisfied.
“We’re going to have a visitor, and I need your help,” she said to Robbins.
“Huh?”
“The banker is coming to meet me and Seto. We need to get organized.”
“Like how?”
“Come with me,” she said, heading for Seto’s bedroom.
He was still out cold, but it had been more than six hours since she’d given him the previous dose of chloral hydrate. She wasn’t about to take the slightest chance that he’d wake up when Bates was there. “Sit him up and see if you can revive him enough to drink,” she said.
While Robbins grabbed Seto under the arms and hoisted him up, Ava rooted through the toilet kit Anna Choudray had packed for him. She found a toothbrush and a hairbrush. She threw the hairbrush on the bed and left the room with the toothbrush.
In the bathroom she mixed another dose of chloral hydrate and set it aside. She soaked a facecloth, put toothpaste on his brush, and with a towel under her arm went back to join the two men.
Robbins was shaking Seto as if he were a rag doll. Seto’s eyes rolled open, but for only a few seconds at a time before closing. They were blank, uncomprehending. Ava wondered if the dose would be necessary, a thought that was banished when he slurred, “What the fuck …”
“Hold his mouth open,” she told Robbins.
Brushing Seto’s teeth was nearly impossible because his head kept moving around, but at least when his mouth was open there was now a faint smell of toothpaste. When she was done, she took the facecloth, wiped away the remnants of paste, scrubbed the dried drool from around his mouth, and then for good measure opened the cloth and rubbed his entire face. “I’ll be back,” she said.
Seto seemed to have nodded off again when she returned. “He needs to drink this,” she told Robbins.
Robbins pried open Seto’s mouth again. She poured. He gagged, and she slowed down the process until he was taking little sips. He got halfway through the glass before he couldn’t swallow anymore. She stopped; a drowned Seto wouldn’t do her any good. “Hold him upright for just another second,” she said.
Ava went to work with the hairbrush. When Seto finally looked decent, she reached behind him to undo the cuffs. “Lay him down.”
She unwrapped the tape from his ankles. Fortunately neither they nor his wrists were marked to any degree. She pulled the bedcovers halfway up his chest, leaving both arms out, resting comfortably along his sides. She stepped back. He was thin, wan, pallid — like someone who was very ill but was being well looked after.
His suitcase was still on the floor where she had dropped it the night before. She put it in the closet. “That should just about do it,” she said to herself.
Ava went into the living room, closing Seto’s door. “I can’t have you here when the banker comes,” she said to Robbins.
“I’m not leaving,” he said.
“Then we have a problem. Do we need to call your brother?”
“I’ll go to my room. The door will be closed. But I’m not leaving the apartment.”
Ava tried to think of a convincing argument that he was being unreasonable and failed. “Just be quiet, then.”
“I didn’t bring my drums,” he muttered.
She carried her file folder to the kitchen, opened it, and placed Bates’s two sets of documents on the table. She checked the signatures against the passport and the Hong Kong ID card. The only way they wouldn’t pass, she thought, was if the person looking at them had predetermined they weren’t genuine. They weren’t perfect, she knew; they were just good enough. And if Bates, God forbid, questioned any of them, she could always use Seto’s illness as an excuse.
“Hello, hello,” a voice said from the intercom by the door. “There’s someone here to see a Ms. Lee.”
Ava looked at her watch. Bates was early. She walked to the intercom. “Send him up, please.”
Robbins rose from the sofa and walked silently to his room.
Bates looked slightly uncomfortable when Ava opened the door. She hoped the idea of being in the apartment alone with her — well, almost alone — was behind it.
“I’ve never been in one of these apartments before,” he said. “I’ve heard good things.”
“Well, they give you value,” she said, directing him towards the kitchen. “Can I get you anything? Bottled water, coffee?”
“I’m fine.”
“Let’s sit then.”
He looked at the documents on the table.
“They’re all signed. Two sets for you, one for us.”
Bates sat at the table and began to peruse them. He went through both sets, which surprised her. Then he took a copy of one of the wire transfer requests and placed it alongside the copy of Seto’s passport, checking the signatures. He did it far more intensely than Ava would prefer, and she felt a quiver of doubt.
“It all seems to be in order,” he finally said.
“Are you ready to meet with Jackson?” Ava asked.
“That would be excellent.”
She led him to the bedroom door, gave it a light tap, and listened. “He may be sleeping,” she said, rapping harder. She counted to ten. “I think he’s sleeping. We’ll go in anyway.”
Seto’s covers had slipped a touch. She tiptoed towards the bed. Bates followed behind her, looking uncomfortable again and doing his best to be quiet. Ava leaned down. “Jackson,” she whispered. “Jeremy Bates is here. Do you want to say hello?”
“He looks very pale,” Bates said.
Ava nodded as she gently shook Seto’s shoulder. “He’s terribly dehydrated. I’ve been making him drink as much water as he can handle.”
“Food poisoning can be debilitating,” said Bates.
“Jackson, Jeremy Bates is here. He wants to say hello,” Ava said more loudly.
“Oh, leave him, please. Leave him,” Bates said. “I have everything I need.”
Ava backed away from the bed, bumping into Bates and stumbling. He reached out to steady her, his right arm slipping under her breasts. That’s when she heard a thud. To her it sounded as loud as a bag of bricks being dropped three metres onto a tile floor. She flushed.
“Sorry about that,” Bates said. “I thought you were going to fall.”
“I might have,” she said, scarcely believing he hadn’t heard the noise.
She led him out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her. “You mentioned earlier you might need a doctor?” he said.
“I don’t think that’s necessary now. He’s slowly coming around. I’ve had food poisoning myself, and it’s usually twenty-four hours of misery and then another twenty-four to forty-eight hours of recovery. I just hope he’ll be okay to fly. We’re supposed to leave tomorrow night. I may have to postpone if he isn’t feeling up to it.”
“There are worst places to be stuck,” Bates said.
“Admittedly,” she said with a little smile.
They walked back to the kitchen table and the documents. Bates gathered up his sets. “Do you think it will be possible to send the wires today?” she asked.
“I don’t see why not,” he said casually.
“Wonderful. We would really appreciate it.”
“You will want copies of the actual transfer, I presume, and confirmation that they’ve been sent?”
“Yes, I would. We need to let Hong Kong know as soon as possible that it’s a go from this end.”
“Why don’t I bring them with me tonight when we meet for dinner?” he asked.
That was smooth, she thought. “Jackson won’t be up to it.”
“Well, we’ll have to manage without him, won’t we?”
“Yes, we will. I’m looking forward to it,” Ava said, not missing a beat.
“There’s a French bistro called Les Deux Garcons on the first street before the bank. Are you comfortable with French food?”
“I eat everything.”
“Fantastic. Do you need me to pick you up?”
“No, please don’t. I’m going to spend the rest of the day sightseeing. I’ll find my own way.”
“Seven o’clock, then?”
“Yes, perfect. I’ll see you at seven.”
She waited by the door until she heard the elevator close. She was walking towards Robbins’s room when he emerged.
“Dinner?” he said.
“What the hell was that noise?” she said, cutting him off.
“You handled it, right?”
“If he had had any suspicions at all — ”
“But he didn’t, or it sure didn’t sound like he did. Dinner at seven, huh?”
“I had no choice.”
“We’ll drive you and we’ll wait outside. And don’t give me any story about having to go back to his place for a drink.”
“There’s no chance of that,” Ava said. “It’s dinner and out. I just want to get this thing finished and get myself on a plane back home.”
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They left the apartment at quarter to seven. Ava had spent the rest of the afternoon and early evening going back and forth between the balcony, bedroom, and kitchen, her restlessness even getting on her own nerves.
Davey knew the restaurant and drove her to within a hundred metres of it. Ava looked up and down the street, not wanting Bates to see her getting out of the car. When there was no sign of him, she got out and moved away from the door. Robbins rolled down his backseat window. “We’ll be right here,” he said.
She got to the restaurant door at seven on the dot. There was no sign of Bates at the entrance. She stuck her head inside. It was a small place, only about fifteen tables, and unless he was in the washroom he hadn’t shown up yet. A short, round, cheery-looking woman with a menu cradled in one arm glanced at Ava, waved, and then walked towards her. “Ms. Lee?”
“Yes.”
“Mr. Bates called for you. He wants you to phone him at this number.”
Ava’s paranoia kicked in. This can’t be good.
“I’ll have to use your phone. I left mine at the apartment.”
“Certainly,” the woman said, pointing to a phone on the hostess stand.
Bates’s phone rang six times, and Ava was ready to give up when he answered.
“It’s Ava,” she said.
“Sorry, I didn’t recognize the number. I should have known you’d call from the restaurant.”
“Is there some kind of problem?”
“Ava, apologies. Actually there is.”
There was only one obvious question, and she wasn’t going to ask it because she didn’t want to hear the answer.
“A very important customer from New York dropped in unexpectedly with a long list of things he wants done, right away, of course,” he said. “He’s insisted I join him for dinner at his hotel at eight. And I’m not in a position to refuse.”
Ava could feel her tension melting. “That really is too bad.”
“You know, you can join us if you wish. I’m sure he won’t mind, since we’ve concluded most of our business already.”
“I can’t leave Jackson alone that long.”
“I understand,” he said slowly.
She paused. “Jeremy, did my wires get transmitted in the midst of this other activity?”
“Of course. They went out late this afternoon.”
“Wonderful. Thank you.”
“My pleasure.”
“And the copies for our records?”
“They’re right here in front of me. You’re only a couple of minutes from the bank. Would you care to walk over?”
“Sure.”
“There’s a night bell in the lobby. Ring it when you get here. I’ll have to come down and let you in.”
She left the restaurant and retraced her steps to the Crown Victoria. Robbins stood outside, leaning against the car. “What’s going on? You get stood up?”
“He can’t make it — some other business — but the wire has been sent and I’m going over to the bank to get a copy of the confirmation.”
“We’ll drive you.”
“I’ll walk. You know where I’m going. Follow me if you want.”
She took her time, enjoying the fresh evening air, the breeze from the Caribbean drifting inland. In a different time, under different circumstances, I might actually enjoy this place, she thought.
The Crown Victoria passed her on Fyfe Street, drove past the bank, and parked about twenty metres past the double doors to Simon House. Robbins stared at her through the rear window.
Ava walked into the lobby; the corridors to the left and right were closed off, sealed by what looked like fire doors. She pressed the night bell next to the elevator, stood back, and waited. It took Bates a couple of minutes to reach her. She had half expected him to bring the documents with him, but he was empty-handed except for the plastic card that activated the elevator during off-hours. “Let’s go upstairs and we’ll get things sorted,” he said.
Sorted? She wasn’t crazy about his word choice. Neither was she comforted by his body language, which seemed stiffer, more awkward. Something’s happened, she thought. She just couldn’t think what.
Bates led her past the Barrett's reception desk and into his office. The bank was deserted.
They sat in the same chairs they had occupied that morning. It seemed to her like a very long time ago. There was a brown envelope on the table. Bates placed a hand on it.
“Ava, there is something I need to discuss with you,” he said, his eyes averted. “I wouldn’t do this normally, but I think we have struck up a good enough relationship that I feel I can share some information that has come to my attention.”
She saw that he was tense, his lips tightly drawn. She fought back a sense of foreboding, flashing an encouraging smile in his direction. “Please, Jeremy, feel free.”
“I received a phone call from a bank in Dallas late this afternoon, just after we sent your wires. It’s the bank that recently sent us electronically two very large transfers from Jackson Seto. The call was in confidence — a courtesy, one bank colleague to another — and I have to ask you to honour the spirit in which it was made.”
“Of course. You can be assured of my discretion,” Ava said.
“The bank… the banker advised me that they were contacted by an investigator from the U.S. Treasury Department about a week ago with regard to Mr. Seto. The Treasury official said that Mr. Seto was being investigated on suspicion of money laundering.”
“Good God, I can’t imagine — ” she began.
“Ava, how long have you known Jackson Seto?” Bates asked. His eyes were full of concern.
“A few months, no more than that, and only because Dynamic introduced us and wanted us to help with the financial side of this transaction.”
“I think it’s only fair to tell you that I ran some checks on Dynamic and your accounting firm after that phone call.”
“That’s understandable.”
“Both companies, of course, reported well — long-standing, excellent reputations — so I’m not suggesting even for a second that either would be involved in some illegal operation.”
“I should think not,” Ava said.
“Seto is another matter,” Bates said. She noted that the honorific had disappeared. “His account has been a minor concern for some time, and I say minor because until recently there wasn’t that much money going through it. I went through some of the bank’s files. We’ve had calls from lawyers and the like before, asking questions about him and his account. There were claims that he misappropriated funds. There was no proof, of course, and the chap who was here before me let the matter slide. Even if he hadn’t, of course, the bank would hardly be able to just give the money back.”
Ava sighed. “I had no knowledge of any of this, and I’m sure Dynamic doesn’t either. As far as I can tell, Seto was referred to them, and vouched for, by a cousin of the CEO.”
“Well, now you’ve been warned.”
“Has the Treasury Department taken any action?”
“No, not according to the Dallas banker, and he should be in a position to know.”
“So it’s supposition at this point?”
“Precisely.”
“Still, I’m going to speak to my boss and make sure he talks to Dynamic. Knowing him and them as well as I do, I imagine they will distance themselves from Seto as quickly as they can. We are committed to concluding this transaction, but after that I can’t see them conducting any more business with him.”
“I’m of the same mind,” Bates said, a trace of anger in his voice. “My bank has an operating code of ethics that is the very first thing new recruits have drummed into them. We have survived and thrived for more than two hundred years by doing business completely within the letter of the law. If the U.S. government ever charged Seto with money laundering and our bank was somehow implicated, I can tell you it would end the career of everyone who had put a finger to it.”
He’s worried, genuinely worried, Ava realized. “Jeremy, I’m absolutely sure nothing will come of this,” she said softly. “Money laundering is easy to say and hard to prove. Has the Treasury Department contacted you yet?”
“No.”
“There you go. If they were really bearing down on Seto I’m sure they would have contacted you by now. The Dallas bank told them where they sent his money, yes?”
Bates nodded.
“So the fact that a week has passed and they haven’t followed up with even a phone call does tell you something. You won’t hear from them. I’m sure of it.”
“I thought that as well.”
“Anyway, Treasury Department or not, we will cut ourselves free of him after this.”
“As will the bank. I’m going to close his account as soon as your wires clear. When you see him, tell him I need to talk to him privately. He can come here or I will come to the apartment.”
Ava sat back. “Jeremy, do you think you could delay doing anything until I leave? This is quite uncomfortable for me. I was going to stay with him until he was well enough to travel, but now I have to call Hong Kong and probably adjust my plans. I would appreciate it if you could hold off until I have some direction.”
“Of course,” Bates said, his hand reaching across the table as he passed over the envelope.
Ava touched his fingers and then pulled back. She looked at the brown envelope. “Are those my copies?” she asked.
“Yes, of course. Forgive me for getting distracted,” he said.
She opened it and took out the confirmations. Both had been registered at 4:15 p.m. “Thank you so much.”
“It was my pleasure. I’m just sorry about dinner. Maybe tomorrow night?”
“If I’m here — and I think I will be — I’d love it.”
He walked her to the elevator, his hand lightly touching her elbow, a display of interest that confirmed what she had already decided: it was time to leave Tortola.
As the elevator door closed, Jeremy Bates left her life as completely as if he’d never been in it. During the ride down and halfway across the lobby, the Robbins brothers consumed all her attention. But it wasn’t until she was nearly out the door that it dawned on her she was taking some things about them for granted. She stopped, opened the envelope, and took out the wire confirmation for the two million that had gone to Uncle. She folded it into a small square and tucked it inside her underwear.
The car was where she had last seen it. Davey saw her first and said something to Robbins. The big man whipped his head in her direction, his eyes drawn to the envelope. Ava gave thanks to whatever impulse had made her remember the second wire.
She climbed into the front seat and said, “I’m starving. I need to eat.”
“Was the money sent?” said Robbins.
“Yes, I told you it was.”
“Is that the confirmation?”
“Yes.”
“I want to see it. Pass me the envelope.”
“Do you have your brother’s permission?”
His voice rose. “You need to stop fucking around with me.”
Ava turned around to face him. “I’m not fucking with you. I’m doing business with your brother. I’m not showing this to anyone unless he tells me to.”
Robbins stared at her. Ava could see that he was trying to make up his mind whether she was being respectful towards the Captain or pissy towards him. “I’ll call him,” he said.
“That’s the wise thing to do,” she said.
He climbed out of the car and crossed the sidewalk to a white stucco wall. He leaned against it, the phone appearing in his gloved hand. Davey looked sideways at her as if to say Be careful. Ava realized it was the first time she’d actually been alone with the driver. “Why does Robbins wear those gloves?” she asked him.
“Ugly, huh?”
“Certainly not pleasant.”
“Nothing freaky, if that’s what you’re worried about. He got what he thought was eczema a few weeks ago. It comes and goes, except this time it didn’t go. The doctor told him he’s got some kind of ringworm. He got some medication but he has to wear the gloves for a few days.”
“It hasn’t done anything for his disposition.”
“Hey, with or without the gloves, Robbins is a piece of work.”
“How long have you worked for him?”
Davey laughed. “What makes you think I work for him?”
“I assumed.”
“He’s got his own day job and I got mine. This is just a short-term gig for me. I crew for a living. This is the busiest charter port in the Caribbean. I’m off again in two or three days. We got some honeymooners going island-hopping for a week.”
“What does he do?” Ava asked.
“He’s a cop.”
“I should have guessed.”
“Why? He sure as shit doesn’t look like one.”
“And what does your typical cop look like?” Ava asked.
“Not like the Michelin man.”
Robbins lumbered towards the car. Davey said, “Best for us not to talk so much. He’s a suspicious son of a bitch.”
“My brother wants to speak to you,” Robbins said from the door, holding his phone over the back of the front seat.
“Captain,” Ava said.
“I understand congratulations are in order, Ms. Lee.”
“The money has been sent.”
“Well done, very well done. Now do me a favour and pass the confirmation to my brother. He’ll need the phone back as well.”
Ava handed them both over. The big man retreated to the wall again. She started to speak to Davey, but he turned his head away.
She watched as Robbins read the wire details to his brother. When he was done, he climbed into the car, a fat, sloppy grin spreading across his face. He handed her the phone.
“Yes, Captain,” she said.
“I imagine you’re eager to inform Hong Kong of your success?”
“You know I am.”
“I’ve told my brother that you’re free to use your computer. Please show him the transfer requests you did before and then follow the same model.”
“The only difference, obviously, is that I’m going to ask our accountant to fax and email you directly a copy of our bank’s wire transfer to your Cayman account.”
“That’s understood. I must say, Ms. Lee, it’s a pleasure doing business with someone who values efficiency as much as I do.”
“Well, speaking of efficiency,” Ava said, “while I’m on the computer I wouldn’t mind booking a flight out of here for sometime late tomorrow.”
“I guess that won’t do any harm,” Robbins said slowly. “But until things are concluded, you understand, our current working arrangement will remain intact.”
“I didn’t expect anything different.”
“Good. Now let me speak to my brother again.”
Jack Robbins listened for a minute, closed his phone, and said to Davey, “Take us back to the apartment.”
“Hey, I need to eat,” Ava protested.
“We’ll have something delivered.”
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Ava really did have to eat. the memory of the fish and chips was long gone, and the rice crackers and hummus she’d snacked on during the afternoon hadn’t done much to fill the void in her stomach, a void that had expanded as the tension of doing business with Jeremy Bates and the bank subsided.
She wanted Chinese. Robbins told her there wasn’t any in Road Town, and when she said that was impossible he turned to Davey. “Tell her, will you?”
“There ain’t none.”
“How about Italian?” she asked.
“You like pizza?” Davey asked. “The Capriccio is good,” he said to Robbins.
“Drop us off at the apartment and then head over there. Better get three large, with sausage, mushrooms, and olives. That okay with you?” Robbins said to Ava.
“Thin crust?”
“Two regular, one thin crust. Call when you get to the building. We’ll come down and get the food.”
As Ava and Robbins walked back to the Guildford she could feel that he was less tense now as well. She wondered if his brother had said anything in particular to him. When they got into the apartment, he said, “Where do you want to set up the computer?”
The cable connection was in the kitchen, next to the phone. While Ava got her computer and notebook from her bedroom, Robbins went into the fridge for a Stella. He was sitting at the kitchen table, the bottle already half empty, when she came back and started to get set up.
The connection was good and Ava quickly got online. “I’m going to sign into my email account now,” she said.
He came over to her side, his head almost touching her shoulder. “Don’t crowd me, please,” she said. He pulled back about six inches.
Her inbox had more than thirty messages. “I have to open that one from your brother. It has his fax number in it,” she said, ignoring the others. She opened her notebook to the Guyana page where she’d recorded the Captain’s bank account information, and wrote the fax number underneath. Then she hit the messages sent tab, scanned down, and found her first email to Uncle with Robbins’s bank information.
“There, that’s what I sent before,” she said to Robbins, not remembering exactly what she had written in addition to the bank details. Not much, it turned out. At least no editorializing, nothing negative about the Captain.
“Okay,” Robbins said.
Ava clicked on the compose button, typed in Uncle’s email address, and then copied the email she had shown Robbins, changing only the amount of money to be wired and adding a request that a copy of the confirmation be emailed and faxed to Captain Robbins at the address and number provided. When she had finished, she said, “Here, read this and make sure it’s all right. In fact, why don’t you call your brother and read it to him? That way neither of us has to worry about being accused of screwing up.”
“That’s not a bad idea,” he said.
“Good. While you do that, I’m going to the bathroom,” she said, standing up. He pulled back to let her pass. She didn’t know which she needed more, to pee or to get out from under the hovering Robbins. Even in mute mode he was still oppressive.
Ava was about to sit on the toilet, skirt pulled up and panties around her knees, when the copy of the second wire transfer fell to the floor. God help her if she hadn’t remembered it back at the bank. She would have been hard-pressed to talk her way around that problem. It would have cost her more money at the very least, and more important, it would have destroyed any trust the Captain had in her. She picked it up and tucked it back into her underwear.
When she came out of the washroom, Robbins was at the table again, a second beer freshly opened. “Did you reach your brother?” she asked.
He nodded. “You can send the email.”
“I want to change first. I don’t feel like eating pizza in these clothes.”
“Whatever.”
She took off her jewellery first, putting everything neatly away. Then she slid off her skirt and reached into her panties for the folded piece of paper, which she put in the pocket of the Shanghai Tang bag that held her Hong Kong passport. She unbuttoned her shirt, thinking that with any luck she was done with dress shirts for a while, and reached for her last clean T-shirt.
“Your brother did tell you that I can stay online and book a flight after I send this email?” Ava asked as she re-entered the living room and walked towards the kitchen.
Robbins nodded and then got to his feet to stand behind the chair where she’d been sitting. Ava resumed her place. The email was still exactly as she had drafted it. She hit the send button. “There we go — the easiest two million dollars Captain Robbins ever made,” she said.
The apartment intercom sounded. Davey’s familiar voice said, “Pizza man.”
Robbins went to the door and pressed the button. “Can you get in?”
“Not without a key.”
“Okay, I’m coming downstairs,” he said and then looked at Ava.
“I’m looking for flights. I’m not going anywhere,” she said.
He hesitated.
“What am I going to do, for God’s sake, jump off the balcony?”
“Be back in two,” he said.
Ava found an American Airlines flight to San Juan. From there she could catch the midnight flight to Montreal or any one of a number of connections to Toronto through Miami, Chicago, or Newark. She did a rough calculation. If they moved fast in Hong Kong, Robbins would have his copy of the wire by morning — the middle of the night, actually. That might allow her to get a morning flight to San Juan, an early afternoon flight to the U.S., and a connection that would get her into Toronto in the evening. Why not? she thought, as she signed off on that itinerary.
Just as she finished, Robbins was back with three large pizza boxes in hand. He put them on the counter, the aroma filling the small kitchen. He opened the top one and put it aside. “That’s yours,” he said.
Ava salivated as she took a plate from the cupboard. As she did, Robbins took her place at the computer. He hit the messages sent tab. The email to Uncle was top of the list. He switched to deleted messages. Nothing. Ava forgot about any growing notion that Robbins trusted her, even in the slightest.
She watched until he was finished. When he stood up, she leaned down and turned off the computer. It’s almost over, she thought, as she put three slices of pizza on her plate, poured a glass of sparkling water, tucked her notebook under her arm, and headed for the balcony.
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Ava didn’t sleep well. She had gone to bed early, way too early. She hadn’t been tired, just bored. With Jeremy Bates out of the way, the money sent to Hong Kong, and the Captain at least half managed, her mind was now purring along in low gear. Robbins had parked himself in front of the television and she wasn’t about to join him. She had no phone and didn’t want to have to ask permission to turn on the computer again. That left the view of the harbour from the balcony, but bobbing boats have their limitations, especially in the dark. Around nine she went to check on Seto. He was still sleeping, but she figured the chloral hydrate would wear off soon, so she taped his ankles and mouth again and reapplied the handcuffs. Then she went into her bedroom and opened the James Clavell novel.
She had been reading for no more than ten or fifteen minutes when her eyes began to close. The first time she woke it was just past midnight, and she was on top of the bed with the lights on. She opened the bedroom door and saw that Robbins had fallen asleep on the couch, the television still running, four empty beer bottles on the coffee table. She made a quick bathroom run, turned off the lights, and crawled under the top cover.
Sleep was now more difficult; thoughts about the day ahead kept intruding. She pushed them aside, only to have Tommy Ordonez slip in through the gaps. She hoped she wouldn’t have to spend any time in the Philippines. Guyana had offered enough hardship to last her for a while. And then Captain Robbins intruded on her consciousness. Had she overplayed her hand with him? No, she thought, his greed aside, they had connected at some level. He was a man who understood how things really worked, what motivated people to do things they wouldn’t normally consider voluntarily — the right things for the wrong reason, although his definition of what was right might differ sharply from hers. Still, they had connected. They had some measure of mutual respect, respect that had nothing to do with approving what the other actually did. It was more for the manner in which each operated. Style points, Ava thought — they gave each other credit for style points.
The next time she woke it was two thirty. For ten minutes she fought to get back to sleep and then gave up. She turned her light on and picked up James Clavell again. She read for more than an hour before sleep encroached enough for her to turn off the light and give it another try.
It was dawn when she opened her eyes. She looked at her watch: ten minutes past six. She closed her eyes and began to pray to St. Jude. She had barely started when the tones of the William Tell overture interrupted. It went on and on and then cut out. She went to her door and opened it a crack. Robbins was still asleep. The volume on his cellphone was louder than she remembered, but not loud enough to wake him.
She started her prayer from the beginning, only to have William Tell start up again. “Answer the phone,” she said under her breath. As if on cue, the tune ended and she heard him say, “What is it?”
She was almost finished when he knocked on her door.
“Yes?” she said.
“My brother needs to speak to you,” said Robbins.
Ava thought about the time, and an immediate feeling of disquiet crept through her. Why would he call so early? Had something gone wrong on the Hong Kong side? No, she thought. Uncle never failed her. “I’m coming,” she said.
A few last words to St. Jude, the name Robbins in her prayers for the first time, and then she went to the door.
“Here,” Robbins said, handing her the phone, and then turned and walked to his bedroom.
Ava went to the kitchen and sat facing the balcony, the harbour glittering in the morning sun. “Good morning, Captain.”
“Good morning, Ms. Lee.”
“It’s rather early for a phone call.”
“Well, I’m too perturbed to sleep.”
Ava felt a surge of worry. “How so?”
“The Hong Kong wire.”
“You didn’t get it?” she asked, her disquiet expanding.
He paused. “I got a copy of a copy. I got it by email and fax.”
“Was the amount wrong? The date? Did they make a mistake with the bank information?”
He said, slowly and carefully, “You know, Ms. Lee, I don’t know which annoys me more, the fact that you tried to play me for a fool or the fact that, even though you’ve been caught, you keep trying to play me for one. At this very moment I think it’s the latter, and I warn you not to persist along those lines.”
Ava closed her eyes. Why did I try it? How the hell did he catch on so soon? She wished him away, wished away her attempt to keep the money, but she was not yet ready to concede a single thing. “I can’t even begin to respond to that until you tell me what the problem is.”
“There is no money.”
“I beg your pardon?”
“And there you go again with your bullshit,” he said, his voice harshening.
“I don’t understand,” she persisted, glad he couldn’t see her, the sweat beading her upper lip.
“You didn’t send the money.”
“Captain — ”
“My relationship with my bank is as strong as the one I imagine you have with your bank in Hong Kong. They give me twenty-four-hour service, something I never thought I needed — until I started doing business with you. Well, when I couldn’t sleep this morning, I called them, gave them the wire transfer number, and asked them to check its progress. Ms. Lee, they had no record of the wire, nothing anywhere in their system. Nothing, absolutely nothing.”
Ava drew a deep breath, struggling to keep her voice even. “I can’t understand how that’s possible unless there was a glitch during the transmission process. Let me contact Hong Kong and check it from that end,” Ava said. “I assure you — ”
“- that it is shit. The only thing you can assure me of is that every word you’ve said to me is shit.”
“Captain — ”
“My bank called your bank,” he said with finality.
God, she thought, surely no one actually told them about the dummy wire?
“A very friendly young woman on the international desk at your bank told the friendly young woman from my bank that there was no record of the wire on file. No record, no wire. Simple enough, I think.”
That wasn’t the worst thing he could have been told, she thought, her mind spinning, searching for an explanation, any explanation, that would at least buy her a little time. “Given the nature of the transfer, my people may not have used standard procedures,” she said. “You need to let me call or email Hong Kong.”
Robbins went quiet. He’s thinking, she thought, with a glimmer of hope. “Yes, I think we both know that you need to contact Hong Kong, and this time to tell them to actually send the money,” he said slowly. “The one thing I grant is that you know how to stick to a story. The thing is, the more I listen to it, the angrier I get.”
“Captain, please — ”
“What? You thought this would actually work? You thought so little of me as to try something this stupid?”
Oh God, Ava thought. When was the last time she had misjudged a situation quite so badly? When was the last time she had misjudged a man so badly? “I can fix this,” she said, still not wanting to admit culpability, not wanting to bring up Plan B.
He ignored her, and Ava felt him slipping away. “You know, you shouldn’t have tried this. We had an arrangement and I was fully prepared to honour my end. Now you’ve changed all that, and I have to decide what I’m going to do.”
“I can fix this,” she said.
“Yes, I have no doubt you can fix it, but the details may change. I’m not going to rush into anything with you, so have no fears about my being rash. I’m going to take some time to think this over. In the meantime, you need to do some thinking about what you’ve done. I think you need to make penance. You need to be punished, Ms. Lee. You need to be taught a lesson.”
“Captain, I can’t even begin to tell you how bad I feel about the way this process has been mangled. Just give me the chance to get it fixed.”
“That half-hearted apology doesn’t quite make up for the transgression,” he said.
She knew what he wanted, but she just couldn’t give it to him. It was one thing for him to be ninety-five percent sure of what had happened and another for him to be one hundred percent certain. She had to leave a shred of doubt. She couldn’t prostrate herself. “I’m sure that as we talk this through — ”
“No, we’re finished talking for now. I need to think and you need to reconsider your position and your attitude towards me. I have spoken to my brother and asked him to help you rethink everything. His ways may be a little rough but I expect you to take it like a big girl, and when he’s finished we can look at this again through fresh eyes.”
“That is — ” she began, but he was gone, the phone line dead. She put Robbins’s mobile on table, her mind in a muddle. What the hell is he talking about? she thought. Then she screamed as the back of her neck and her right shoulder exploded. The pain brought her to her feet, but before she could turn her left leg collapsed and she fell forward against the kitchen wall.
He was behind her, a thick leather belt in one hand, a baton in the other. How had he managed to move so quietly? she thought. She twisted to press her back against the wall. She knew it was the belt that had hit her shoulder and the baton that had jabbed into the soft flesh behind her knee. For some reason the details became important. He held the belt by the buckle so that he could hurt her without scarring her flesh. The baton was close to a metre long, longer than any she’d ever seen, and it was made of fibreglass, a high-tech innovation hardly necessary for the purpose it was meant to serve.
“It’s never a good idea to screw around with my brother. He isn’t a turn-the-other-cheek kind of man,” Robbins said.
“No one screwed your brother.”
“That isn’t what he thinks, and that’s all that matters to me. He told me to strap you, and that’s what I’m going to do,” he said. “If you’re cooperative it’ll be over before you know it.”
She shook her head.
He held up the baton. “I know how to use this but I’d rather not. The belt won’t break anything, but this might, so I advise you to lie still for the belt. It’s your choice, though.”
She flexed her leg. It ached, but she could move it.
He was at least two metres away, the distance giving him time to react to anything she might try. The baton was poised and the belt hung by his side, waving back and forth. “You need to think about the big picture,” he said, enjoying the sound of his voice. “I give you a bit of a beating and my brother plays nice with you again. Not such a bad deal, the way I look at it.”
She shook her head again.
The belt lashed out, catching her across the top of her thigh. Ava shifted her feet.
Robbins took a step back, cautious. “Don’t let my size fool you. I can still move quickly,” he said.
She slid slowly to the ground. He stared down at her, his eyes now tightly focused on her for the first time since she’d met him. Ava lowered her head. Her arms fell to her sides. Slowly she pressed the small of her back firmly against the wall, tightened her glutes, and pushed her hands into the floor. “This isn’t necessary,” she whispered.
“My brother thinks it is, and I agree with him. You are a sneaky little cunt, a cunt who got caught,” he said, raising the belt.
“Don’t,” she said.
“I’m losing my patience,” he said, the belt drawn completely back.
She sensed rather than saw the motion, and when he took the necessary step forward to hit her, she uncoiled. The belt went flying past Ava’s face as she left the wall, her right heel driving into his groin. He groaned and staggered but didn’t fall, the baton flailing in her direction.
The kitchen was cramped and Ava was still hemmed in against the wall, vulnerable to even the wildest of swings. She jumped to the right, the baton grazing her left arm. His head was turned and all she could see was his right eye. She thrust. He moved at the last second, too late, and her fingernail pierced it, drawing blood almost instantly. He screamed, his belt hand going to his eye, finally giving her room and time to manoeuvre.
She moved farther right, away from the still-thrashing baton. Her right hand formed a fist, the middle knuckle of her index finger extended like the end of a pile driver, and then she leapt, the knuckle driving into his ear. He rocked on his heels, backing up some more.
Ava couldn’t believe that he hadn’t collapsed, though he was staggering now and looked disoriented. The last blow had moved him completely out of the kitchen and into the living room. She circled wider, to the side where his vision was impaired. He hadn’t dropped either the baton or the belt, but the belt hand was still held to the eye she had damaged, blood trickling through his fingers. She moved in on him from behind and jumped onto his back, her fingers digging into his neck, searching for a carotid artery.
He yelled and shook his upper body. She could not believe how big and strong he was; she was hard-pressed to hang on. Robbins swung the baton over his shoulder, trying to catch her head, but she had it pressed against the side of his neck. Then he swung it around behind his back and found her, the stick catching her repeatedly on the calf. Ava tried to move her leg out of the way but started to slide down his back. She had no choice but to recover her grip, ignore the pain, and hold on even harder. “Where is that fucking artery?” she shouted, her fingers lost in the mounds of flesh that protected his neck.
Robbins turned sideways and started to back up. Ava saw he was going to try to drive her into the wall. Her fingers pressed deeper, harder. She hit the wall and felt it give, but the momentum wasn’t strong enough to dislodge her. He lurched forward. Ava could finally feel his legs starting to buckle. She clenched her fingers with every ounce of strength she could concentrate in them.
When they hit the floor, Robbins’s head bounced with the impact. Ava slid off to the side and did a complete roll, coming to rest on her back about a metre away from him. Her leg was sore where he had beaten her with the baton. Her neck and shoulders ached from the belt strike; she knew there would be a welt. Her fingers felt stiff.
She turned to look at him. She’d never taken on anyone bigger or stronger. He twitched. No, she thought, lie still. He twitched again. His eyes opened, the bloody one nearest her, staring blindly. What does it take? she thought. He raised his head, shook his shoulders, and started to get up.
Ava scrambled to her feet and grabbed the baton, which had been jarred free when he fell.
Robbins was halfway up, his attention moving back and forth between her and the baton. “Don’t make me use it,” she said.
“Cunt,” he said, forcing himself to his feet.
She took out his left leg, the baton smashing into the kneecap with a sickening crack. He fell to the ground as if he’d been shot, letting loose a screech that tore through her head.
Ava’s duct tape was in Seto’s room. When she went in, he was awake and sitting up. His eyes bulged like a raccoon’s caught in a flashlight, sweat pouring down his face. “Lie down and don’t move,” she said.
Robbins was still on the floor when she came back, but he was moving, trying to crawl towards his room. Ava got behind him and, avoiding the kicks from his good leg, grabbed his ankles and taped them together. That at least slowed him down. She thought about taping his wrists but wasn’t sure she was strong enough to hold them together long enough to do it. She also wasn’t sure that, even if she did manage it, he wouldn’t eventually force the tape apart.
She went back to check on Seto. He looked even more panicked. “You can sit up now, and turn around,” she told him.
He struggled to a sitting position, mumbling beneath his tape. She thought she could hear him saying, “Don’t hurt me, don’t hurt me.” She undid his handcuffs and quickly taped his wrists together. Then she pushed him back onto the bed. “Stay there and you’ll be fine.”
Robbins wasn’t moving as much. Maybe the effort to crawl had exhausted him, Ava thought. Still, she approached him cautiously, looking to see where his hands were. She slid one of the cuffs over his right wrist. It barely fit. Then she lifted his left arm and moved it across his back. He flinched and she felt the arm begin to resist. Quickly she yanked it towards the other, slipped the second handcuff on, and closed it. Then she reached again for his neck. He tried to twist away but she persisted, and finally she managed to put him completely out.
On her knees, Ava pushed herself back towards the bedroom. Easing into a sitting position, she leaned her back against the wall. She took deep, slow breaths, trying to calm herself down. But even as her body’s tension eased, her mind raced with an anger that was directed mainly at herself — for having taken the Robbins brothers too lightly, for letting herself be blindsided. Calm yourself, she thought. The worst is over.
Then the doorbell rang.
Ava struggled to her feet. She had no idea who was there, but she wasn’t going to open the door for anyone. She looked through the peephole. A young man in powder blue pyjamas was standing at the door looking concerned.
“Hello,” Ava said through the door, her voice hoarse with emotion that hadn’t completely dissipated.
“I’m from the apartment next door. Is everything okay in there? I heard a horrible racket. I was just about to go downstairs to get someone,” he said, his face clouded with confusion.
“Please don’t,” Ava said. “My husband, he’s epileptic. He had a fit, that’s all. It was a bad one, even for him, but he’s all right now. He would be mortified if he thought strangers were looking in on him.”
“It was a hell of a noise.”
“He’s a big man and he hit the wall. It’s passed. Please believe me, there will be no more trouble.”
She watched him through the peephole. He looked at least partially convinced. “Thank you for your concern, though. It’s really appreciated,” she said.
He took two steps back and looked around as if waiting for someone else to voice a complaint. “Okay, no worries then. Like I said, I’m next door, in 310. If you need anything, let me know.”
“Thanks again,” Ava said, watching as he moved away, glancing back at the door.
She took a deep breath and turned. The apartment was a disaster. There was blood in several places on the floor and a cracked crater in the drywall she’d been backed into, and sometime during their struggle the coffee table had collapsed, two of its legs broken. There was no point in trying to clean it up. Robbins was on the floor and Seto was in the bed, and they weren’t going anywhere. Ava knew she had better things to do and not that much time in which to get them done.
She had to step over Robbins to get into his room. A gun and a police badge were on top of his dresser. He was a sergeant, and still active. She figured he’d been crawling towards the gun. Her cellphone was in the bottom drawer, resting on some very large men’s underwear. She took it out, turned it on, and walked into her own bedroom. Then she picked up her notebook and pen and took three sachets of VIA instant from her bag. The clock said six forty. She needed her morning coffee. She needed to think. The morning had barely begun, and Ava didn’t need the day to get any more dramatic.
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Ava stood by the stove watching the water boil, the mindlessness of it comfortably distracting. She made her coffee and went out onto the balcony. The sun was creeping up the side of the building and soon she’d be engulfed in it. She was thinking how pleasant it was outside when the William Tell overture called from the kitchen. She stuck her head through the door and looked at Robbins’s phone until it went quiet. It was only a short reprieve, she knew. The Captain would call back soon, and she’d better be prepared to talk to him.
She sat on a chair and hoisted her legs onto the railing. She knew if she rolled up her pants the bruising would already be visible. What a mess, she thought. What a fucking awful mess. When was the last time, she thought again, she had misjudged a situation so badly? When was the last time she had misjudged a man so badly? Why hadn’t she simply sent him the money in the first place and avoided all this chaos? Because it wasn’t her nature to give in so easily, and besides, she hadn’t trusted him to honour his commitments. And why hadn’t he given her a chance to resend the money without all that unnecessary violence? Because that wasn’t his nature, she answered herself again. He needed to hurt her. He needed to be dominant.
Ava finished her coffee and went back to the kitchen for another. She put two sachets into her second cup to really get a jolt. Then she picked up Robbins’s phone and her own and returned to the balcony. She placed his on the table and pressed her voicemail key. There were more than twenty messages, most of them old. Uncle. Uncle. Uncle. Derek. Derek. Her mother. Mimi. Her mother. Uncle. Uncle. He’s worried, she thought.
And then Andrew Tam. “I need to hear from you,” he said, his voice a mixture of fear and anticipation. “I have a meeting with my bank tomorrow morning, and I don’t know what to tell them. You need to give me something, anything, that can help me hold them off. Please, Ava, call me. Call me.” Ava checked the time of his message. It had come in the middle of a Hong Kong night, right around when she was showing Seto to Bates, a few hours before Bates had sent the wire.
She scanned the other messages quickly. More of the same, until she got to Tam again. He sounded as if he was bouncing up and down. The five million had reached his account two hours before his meeting with the bank. As he was speaking, his emotions overcame him and he began to cry. Well, at least some good has come of this, Ava thought, listening to him say “thank you” over and over again. As Uncle always said, they didn’t just get people’s money back, they got them their lives back. Now all she had to do was take care of her own.
The last voicemail was from Derek. “I don’t know if you have access to your phone yet. Just a heads-up — I have the information you wanted. Call whenever.” You darling, she thought, reaching for her notebook before calling him back. Then Robbins’s phone jumped to life again.
The William Tell overture was rapidly becoming the most annoying piece of music she’d ever heard. She thought about not answering, even turning off the phone, and then instinctively knew that either of those choices would be wrong. Nothing good could come from putting him off. The last thing she needed was for him to go crazy on her, to do something unpredictable like calling in the cops or Morris Thomas and his boys. She needed to slow things down, not force his hand and have him speed them up. So she had to deal with him. She left the balcony, went into the kitchen, and sat down, her eyes looking out towards the harbour.
“This is Ava Lee,” she answered.
“Ms. Lee?” he said.
“Yes, it’s me.”
“I would like to speak to my brother,” he said.
He was cool, she gave him that. “Your brother is indisposed.”
“I’ll wait. Ask him to come to the phone.”
“Not that kind of indisposed.”
“I would still like to speak to him. Ask him to come to the phone.”
“He isn’t in a position to walk.”
He paused. “Then take the phone to him.”
“There isn’t much point in that either, because I don’t think he can talk.”
A longer pause. “You’re a nasty little thing, aren’t you?”
Ava said, “There is a French saying that applies to my situation: ‘Be careful of that animal — it is very vicious. When you attack it, it defends itself.’”
“We could have a debate about who attacked whom, but I don’t think that would help this situation,” Robbins said. Then he added, “Is he alive?” as casually as if he were asking whether she had eaten breakfast.
“I think so. I haven’t checked in the past ten minutes.”
She could hear him breathing through the phone but he didn’t sound particularly stressed, and again she had to give him credit. “Ms. Lee, I hope you don’t think this mistreatment of my brother changes your position in any material way,” he said.
“I wasn’t thinking that far ahead when he was swinging a belt at me and threatening to break my bones with a baton.”
“Maybe that was ill-advised on his part.”
“He was simply doing what he was told.”
The Captain drew a deeper breath. “You shouldn’t have lied to me.”
There goes any concern for his brother, Ava thought. “I accept that as a fair criticism, and I apologize for it. I also, if you remember, offered to fix the problem,” she said, offering her first peace token.
“It was perhaps silly of me not to accept, but I do have my pride and you did breach my trust.”
“And it was silly of me to have done that.”
“Is this the start of renewed negotiations?” he asked carefully.
“That’s up to you.”
“Well, I think it could be. Forgive and forget, Ms. Lee. Let’s both of us forgive and forget.”
“I think that’s best.”
He paused and then said slowly, “Excellent. Now, of course, I still want my money.”
“That’s a given, and I’m prepared to make that happen. I just need time to get hold of my people in Hong Kong and set things in motion… in proper motion.”
“The full amount we agreed?”
“Of course.”
“Plus I’m going to have to look after my brother — ”
“Nothing extra,” she said curtly, knowing she had to maintain some pretence of control on her end.
He didn’t argue, but Ava knew she might not have heard the last about that. “By my reckoning, it is sometime in the evening in Hong Kong. When exactly do you think you can execute the transfer?”
“You aren’t the only one with a bank that provides out-of-hours service. The straight answer to your question is that I don’t know until I talk to my people there. I have to reach them and they have to get to the bank.”
“Give me some rough idea of a time frame.”
“It may be a couple of hours before I know.”
“I’ll give you an hour to reach them and get back to me with a schedule. When we have that, then we reassess our position.”
“I’m not sure what I can accomplish in an hour, but I’ll go along with you as long as the door doesn’t slam shut when the time is up.”
“I said we could reassess.”
Ava knew she wasn’t going to do any better. “That will do, thank you.”
“It’s a good start anyway. Puts us back on the rails, so to speak,” Robbins said. “But now, Ms. Lee, I do have to say that we can’t have a repeat of last night’s document farce.”
“I understand that only too well.”
“I also don’t mean to be overbearing or repetitive or unnecessarily threatening, but you have no passport and you aren’t leaving the BVI without one. In fact, you aren’t leaving until Morris Thomas says you can leave, and you can be certain that direction will come from me. You also have two men in your apartment, one who has been kidnapped and the other one — a local policeman at that — in what I presume is a deprived physical condition brought on by you. On top of those abuses, you have engaged in a fraudulent scheme with one of the leading banks on the island. Road Town is a small place. One phone call and you’re minutes away from quite a pile of unpleasantness.”
“I do understand my situation,” Ava said.
“Still, there’s no harm in my making it clear. I trust there’s no offence taken on your part?”
“None.”
“So where does that leave us?”
“With me calling Hong Kong to urge them to get that wire out to you as fast as they can.”
“Exactly. And of course you’ll call me the moment you have the details, and by the end of an hour even if you don’t.”
“You’ll hear from me either way.”
“Ms. Lee, I await your call.”
Not a word of concern about his brother after the topic changed to money, Ava thought as she hung up. Blood ties must run pretty thin in Barbados.
She sat quietly for a minute. It had gone about as well as could be expected. He still had dollar signs dancing in his eyes, and he wasn’t going to ease up on her until he had his money. He thought he had serious leverage, and in some respects he did, but only if she let time work for him. And when he got the money, was he capable of reneging on her? She had no doubt that it was, at the minimum, in the back of his mind. The thing was, she had no intention of hanging around to find out if she was right or not.
She went into her bedroom to fetch her toilet kit. She needed to get clean, take a quick shower, brush her teeth and hair. Dealing with the Robbins brothers made her feel dirty.
When she stripped, she saw that the red welt on her shoulder and neck was longer and wider than she’d thought. It would turn black and blue eventually. The side of her lower leg was throbbing and already dis-coloured. Thank God, she thought, he didn’t catch bone, or she would be trying to deal with a break. She stepped into the shower, turned her face into the stream of water, and tried to think more pleasant thoughts.
Ten minutes later she was in the bedroom. She put her toilet kit into her bag, checked her cash stash, grabbed two more sachets of VIA, and headed for the kitchen. She made a coffee and then sat at the computer and began to search the British Virgin Islands and its Caribbean neighbours. She didn’t have to look far.
It wasn’t quite seven thirty when she sat on the balcony to call Derek, her notebook open to a clean page.
“Hi, Ava,” he said, his voice sleepy.
“I got your voicemail, thanks.”
“You’re using your own phone again. Everything okay?”
“Looking up, anyway.”
“I was worried. Uncle too. He called to find out what happened to me. He said he had some guys in New York on standby but was waiting to hear from you before doing anything.”
“I’ll call him after we’re finished.”
“I located the girls.”
“I figured as much. Tell me what you found out.”
Derek had been thorough. As Ava reviewed her notes after they were finished, she began to feel that an element of control was finally back in her hands.
The cay below her window was beginning to come to life. Small offices were strung around the piers, most of them advertising charters and cruises. They were just starting to open up. Hong Kong first, Ava thought.
“ Wei, Ava,” Uncle said breathlessly. “Where are you?”
“Still in the BVI.”
“You are using your own phone.”
“Our situation has improved.”
“I was worried,” he sighed.
“I know you were. Sorry for that, Uncle. Now, did you get the two million I sent?”
“Yes, it came in yesterday morning, and Tam got his money too. My friend is grateful, although not as grateful as Tam… But what about you? Did the phony wire work?”
“No.”
“Ava, I told you it was risky… So now what, your Plan B?
“There’s a Plan C now.”
“Do we still send money to the Caymans?”
“No. Money isn’t going anywhere.”
“Do you need my help in any other way?”
“No, I think I can manage.”
“Be careful.”
“As always.”
“I have men in New York, no more than eight hours away.”
She could imagine them. Two or three small Chinese men, tattoos peeking out from under their shirt collars, broken English, and U.S. passports that might or might not pass rigorous examination. “I don’t need them, but thank you anyway.”
“Need them or not, you have to keep in touch with me, because if you go missing again for more than twenty-four hours I’m sending them in.”
“No worries, Uncle. I’ll stay in touch.”
“When do you expect to leave that place?”
“Today, soon. I’ll call you once I’m organized.”
“Any time. I’ll leave my mobile on.”
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The charter offices all looked about the same, and all of them seemed to offer identical services. So Ava chose the largest one, figuring that had to increase her chances of getting a boat.
“I’m spending the next week of my holiday on St. Thomas, and I thought I’d like to get there by sea,” she said to the weather-beaten little man behind the counter.
“There are cruises you can join,” he said.
“I’d rather go alone.”
“More expensive.”
“I don’t mind.”
“You want a bareboat?”
“A what?”
“You going to sail it? Skipper it yourself?”
“Of course not.”
“So you need a crew?”
“I need someone to sail the boat.”
“One way?”
“Yes.”
“We’d have to charge a two-way fee.”
“That’s okay.”
“You care what kind of boat?”
“What do you mean?”
“You want a sailboat, a motorized boat?”
“I want to get there quickly.”
“A motorboat then.”
“If you say so,” Ava said.
“When do you want to leave?”
“Well, how long is the trip?”
“We’re only going about fifty kilometres, so around two hours.”
“Then I’d like to leave this morning.”
“You need to be more specific.”
“Ten o’clock?”
He opened a ledger that was on the counter. “Sure, but the only thing I’ve got available then is a Bavaria 35. It’s expensive.”
“How much?”
“Round trip, figure six hundred dollars plus a tip for the skipper.”
“Cash okay?”
“Cash works.”
“Perfect. I’ll be back here at ten.”
“I need a name.”
“Lee.”
“And contact information.”
She gave him her cellphone number.
“You’ll need your passport to land on the U.S. side.”
“Not a problem,” she said, reaching into her Chanel bag. “Here’s two hundred dollars as a deposit.”
The hour she had bargained with Robbins was almost up and she didn’t want to call him from outside the apartment. She hustled back, taking a minute near the front door to see if there were any occupied cars lingering nearby, any people idling about. The area seemed clear.
The hour wasn’t quite over when she settled into the kitchen. She used Robbins’s phone to make the call. The Captain answered on the second ring. “I can’t tell you how pleased I am that you are prompt,” he said.
“I’ve been back and forth with Hong Kong, and the money is being organized as we speak. They tell me they’re expediting it on an urgent basis.”
“What does ‘urgent’ mean?”
“They’re saying it should be in your account by five o’clock this evening. Not in transit, mind you, but physically in your Cayman Islands account. But Captain, you can’t hold me to that; I’m just repeating what I was told. I can tell you, though, that I stressed and re-stressed the importance of its actually happening.”
“All very businesslike.”
“I insisted on having a timeline. I didn’t want to have to give you generalities.”
“I think, Ms. Lee, we are back on common ground.”
“I certainly hope so.”
She waited for him to ask for a copy of the new wire, her reply ready. Instead he moved on. “How is my brother?”
Ava looked at the large, still body lying prone on the floor. He hadn’t moved since she’d cuffed him. “Resting.”
“Will he need medical care?”
“Perhaps, but not until the money is in your account and you’ve given me the green light to leave Road Town.”
“You have things in proper order, I’m glad to hear.”
So much for Jack Robbins, Ava thought again. “I still need to make some plans,” she said. “The flights out of here seem quite busy. There’s one leaving for San Juan tonight at nine o’clock with some seats available. If you don’t mind, on a contingency basis I’d like to reserve a seat on it.”
“I don’t see any harm in that. What’s the flight number?”
“American Airlines 4866, departing at eight fifty-five.”
“Fine.”
“And I’d appreciate it if you could let Mr. Thomas know that those are my plans and arrange for him to have my passport dropped off later today at the apartment.”
“Once the money is in my account, I’ll talk to Thomas.”
“I understand.”
“And you should probably assume you’ll have to pick up your passport at the airport. He isn’t a courier service, you know.”
“No problem.”
“Well, this has been a much better conversation, I must say.”
“For me too.”
“So now you have the rest of the day to kill. Do you have any plans?”
“I have to get out of this apartment for a while. I find that looking at your brother and Seto for hours on end is more than I can handle. I’ll go for a walk, get some lunch. I’ll keep your brother’s phone with me in case you want to contact me.”
“Don’t stray too far.”
“Have no worries,” Ava said.
When she hung up, she went online and booked the American Airlines flight to San Juan. Then, using a different credit card and a different address, she bought a seat on American Airlines flight 672, leaving St. Thomas at two thirty and arriving in Miami at five twenty, connecting with American Airlines flight 646 from Miami to Toronto at five past eight. She figured she’d be home just after midnight.
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Ava decided to travel comfortably, in her running shoes, track pants, and the black T-shirt she’d slept in. She packed carefully, putting her jewellery and cash in the Chanel bag and then the bag into the bottom of the Louis Vuitton suitcase, surrounded by dirty clothes she’d neatly bundled up. The only expensive accessory she wore was the ivory chignon pin.
When she packed the Shanghai Tang bag, she remembered that she still had some chloral hydrate and the switchblade. She emptied the shampoo bottles into the sink. The chances were slim that anyone would have examined them, but it was foolish to take chances. She slipped the blade under the mattress of her bed.
Her Hong Kong passport and other loose ID went into the back pocket of her Adidas pants, which she sealed with the Velcro tab. The cash she needed for the boat, taxis, and meals en route was stuffed into her front pants pocket.
By nine thirty she was ready to go and saw no point in hanging around the apartment any longer. She left her bags by the door and paid a visit to Seto.
He was awake, his eyes opening and closing sporadically from the lingering effects of the drug. She sat him up. He motioned for her to remove the tape from his mouth. “No, it has to stay on,” she said. He looked panicky again.
“Now listen to me carefully,” Ava said. “I have to go out for a little while. The big guy you saw — Mr. Clean — he’s in the next room, so if I were you I wouldn’t make too much noise. Nod if you understand me.”
He nodded.
“This is going to be over by tomorrow. I’m leaving then, and so is Mr. Clean. We’ll call the staff after we’re gone and tell them where to find you. So until then, you behave yourself.”
He nodded.
“The last thing, and maybe the most important, is that you have to forget about me, about Andrew Tam, and about this entire affair. It never happened. You say one word and we’ll find you and we’ll hurt you. Do you believe me?”
He nodded.
Ava patted him on the cheek. “And if I were you, I’d find another business. There are enough creeps peddling fish without you and that fat pervert of a friend of yours in the mix.”
As she left the apartment Ava took one last look back at Robbins. He still wasn’t moving. Ava thought about dragging him into his bedroom but wasn’t sure she was strong enough, and besides, what difference did it make where they found him? From the doorway she couldn’t tell if he was actually breathing. Was he alive? She tiptoed close and reached down to feel the pulse in his wrist. It was racing along, maybe too fast. Well, it wasn’t her problem anymore.
Downstairs, Doreen was in the lobby behind the desk. “I’m leaving today, heading for San Juan,” Ava said. “My friends are still in the apartment but they don’t need any maid service until tomorrow. Could you make a note of that, please?”
“That will be three days.”
“Just doing what they can for the environment,” Ava said.
She walked to the charter office and paid the man in cash, showed him her passport, and at five minutes to ten was aboard a Bavaria 35 heading out to sea. Ava looked back at the Guildford Apartments as the boat powered its way out of the harbour. She felt bad for the room maid who would stumble across Robbins and Seto next morning. Hopefully it wouldn’t alarm her too much.
Road Town began to shrink into the distance. It was a pretty city, the white stucco buildings nestled against the greenery of the mountains encircling the deep blue harbour. She doubted she’d see it again. Revisiting old job locations was never a good idea.
She went below into the cabin when Road Town had become just a dot. About an hour and a half later the boat engines eased and Ava climbed back on deck to watch as they pulled into St. Thomas.
The U.S. Customs officer in St. Thomas hardly glanced at her passport. She took a cab from the pier to Charlotte Amalie and boarded American Airlines flight 672 at two fifteen. At six o’clock she was eating a bowl of gumbo in the TGIF restaurant at Miami International.
She waited until seven to call Uncle. He was up already. Ave could hear Lourdes, his Filipina housekeeper of more than thirty years, asking if he wanted another cup of tea. “I’m in Miami,” she said. “I’ll be in Toronto by midnight.”
“Thank goodness you are out that place. I didn’t sleep well.”
“I told you, no worries.”
“Between you and Tommy Ordonez it has been a hard two days.”
“Don’t mention Tommy Ordonez,” Ava said. “I’m not home yet. I need to get home and I need to rest for a few days. So please, Uncle, not another word about Tommy Ordonez until I feel I’m ready.”
“All right,” he said, his reluctance obvious, but he knew how superstitious she could be.
“I just want to finish the Tam job, and it won’t be finished until I’m in my own bed again.”
“Speaking of Tam, call him, will you? He wants to thank you personally.”
“He left me a voicemail already.”
“Ava, please. The man just wants to say thank you. You saved his business, his family’s capital. Let him be appreciative.”
She reached Tam at his apartment. “It’s Ava. I got your voicemail. I’m just calling to tell you that I’m pleased things worked out.”
There was a long silence from the Hong Kong end. “Andrew, are you there?” she asked.
“Sorry, Ava, I’m still in a bit of shock from yesterday. I was only a couple of hours from total disaster when the money came through. I had no idea it had been sent. I mean, you didn’t communicate with me.”
Was that a complaint? she thought. “I wasn’t in a position to communicate directly. The best I could do was give Uncle at least an indication that the money was on its way.”
“He didn’t pass that on.”
“What do you want me to say?” Ava asked. “You got your money — what else matters?”
“Nothing. I’m sorry if I sound unappreciative.”
“In a day or two I’ll send you our bank information. You can remit our commission then.”
“Yes, yes,” he muttered.
She felt another flash of irritation. They were always eager to agree to pay the fee when they thought it was their only chance to recover their money. Then when they had the money back, they tried to cling to every dollar of it. “The fee is only half what we normally charge. Uncle waived his portion out of respect for your uncle.”
“We’ll pay the fee, and Uncle’s part as well, if you want,” Tam said quickly.
Ava knew she’d overreacted. Her nerves were still on edge; she needed to get home. “No, just pay my part, but you should understand that Uncle did more than just waive his fee for a friend. At one point he advanced $300,000 U.S. without any guarantee he would ever see it again,” she said, knowing that Tam would tell his uncle, knowing that the uncle would be forever indebted.
“They swam from China together,” Andrew Tam said, as if that explained everything.
Maybe it does, she thought.
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It was a miserable night in Toronto. As the plane approached Pearson Airport from the west, Ava looked out and saw a sea of white slashed here and there with ribbons of highway that were struggling to stay black. As they started the final descent, the plane’s windows became wet with sleet; the lights lining Highway 401 illuminated falling snow.
She coasted through Customs and Immigration, flashing her Hong Kong passport, and grabbed a limousine. The highways were slushy and the driver was being careful, not talking, focused on the road. The only time he spoke was when they hit a pothole pulling onto the Don Valley Parkway. “Sorry about that,” he said.
She thought about Guyana and smiled. “No problem,” she said.
Jack Robbins’s phone had been turned off since she left Road Town that morning. She had thought about calling the Captain from Miami and quickly dismissed the idea as foolhardy. She needed to be on home ground, as far from him and his influence as she could get. She turned it on as the limo headed south on the Parkway, and was greeted by a barrage of messages. Ava checked the incoming numbers. All except one were from the Captain.
She opened the Shanghai Tang Double Happiness bag and took out her notebook, then hit CALL RETURN on Robbins’s phone. “Where are you?” he screamed.
“I’m riding in a car… in a snowstorm actually.”
He paused. “I don’t believe that.”
“I’m in Toronto, in a limo, trying to get home from the airport. I figure I’m about ten kilometres almost directly east of Olive Street.”
Ava could hear ice clinking on glass. He was drinking, his nighttime ritual. She waited for him to speak, waited for him to acknowledge the Olive Street reference. When he didn’t respond, she began to read from her notebook.
“Ellie and Lizzie live in apartment 816 at 1415 Olive Street, about two blocks from Havergal. Ellie is in grade twelve, Lizzie in grade eleven. Ellie drives a blue Honda Accord, licence plate number BDAC 685. They leave for school at eight in the morning and are normally home by four thirty. My friend Derek, who, you might remember, did not meet me in Road Town, has been keeping an eye on them. If you need to know about their social lives, boyfriends and the like, sexual experiences even, he can find out. They seem like nice girls, Captain. It would be a tragedy if anything unfortunate were to happen to them. There isn’t any reason for that to occur that I can think of, unless of course I find my life disrupted in any way…”
She could hear him breathing as he absorbed this new reality. “Where are you?” he said deliberately, the rage tempered.
“As I said, I’m in Toronto, and I really am only about ten kilometres east of Olive Street.”
“How did you get out of Road Town, and — ”
“What does it matter?” she said.
She could hear liquid pouring, the clang of ice swirling around his glass. Then he sighed as if he was giving in to something inevitable. “There’s no reason to involve my girls in any of this,” he said.
Ava said, “That’s my preference and, in my absence, Derek’s. We don’t want any reason to act otherwise. Although we would if the need arose, and you need to believe me when I say we would.”
“Leave my girls alone and you will never have to fear any action on my part.”
“You’ll need to pass that message along to your brother too.”
“When he’s functioning again, I will.”
“They found him?”
“Oh yes, they have him. When I didn’t hear from you by nine, I sent in some of his men.”
“Is he okay?”
There was a long silence. “He may be blind in one eye.”
“Yes, perhaps,” Ava said.
“He can’t hear out of one ear.”
“That may pass.”
“And he’s not going to be walking for a while.”
Ava thought about Jack Robbins standing over her with the belt and the baton, and moved on. “How was Seto?”
“Groggy, confused. He says he can’t remember how he got there or who brought him.”
“What do the police think happened?”
“They can’t get anything out of him that makes sense.”
“Captain, I think it’s best that your brother be equally confused. I don’t want to have to deal with long-distance police enquiries.”
“My brother won’t talk to anyone unless I tell him to, and then he’ll be following my advice.”
“And what kind of advice do you think you’ll give him?”
“Seto has set an example that I think he should emulate.”
Ava looked out the limousine window as they exited the Parkway onto Bloor Street. The snow was falling harder now, the wind picking up. “It seems we have an understanding, Captain.”
“Yes, I think we do, Ms. Lee… But tell me — humour me, please — where is the money that was supposed to have been sent?”
“There is no more money, you know that. You were paid $300,000 for services rendered. Be content with that.”
“Did you ever intend to send it?”
“You know, there was a chance that it would have been sent,” Ava said slowly. “I honestly hadn’t decided what to do until your brother tipped the scales. In effect, he — in reality, you — made that decision for me.”
“You were never going to send it. It was always a game with you,” he said.
“I don’t see any value in second-guessing each other, Captain. You are $300,000 richer and I have a happy client. Let’s leave it at that.”
“Yes, Ms. Lee, maybe we should.”
“There is one last thing, Captain. I would very much like to have my Canadian passport back. I hate the idea that it’s in someone else’s possession and could be used for mischief.”
“Give me your address and I’ll — ”
Ava laughed. “Yeah, sure. Look, have it sent to the bank in Kowloon to be held for pickup. And considering that I’ve already paid you $300,000, don’t send it COD.”
Robbins hesitated and then said slowly, “Ms. Lee, I have to tell you that I wish our business relationship had ended on a more congenial note.”
“The only way that would have been possible from your end is if you had gotten your two million dollars. Me, I’m happy enough with the result as it is,” Ava said.
“You aren’t entirely wrong about the money — ” he began.
“Goodbye, Captain.”
“Ms. Lee, if you’re ever back in my neck of the woods — ”
“Not a chance, Captain. Not a chance,” she said, closing the phone.
Ava saw the limo driver looking her in his rear-view mirror, and she realized that her end of the conversation must have sounded strange. “What’s the weather forecast?” she asked him.
“More of this,” he said.
She opened the window far enough to be able to stick her hand out. It was turning colder, the snow sticking to the ground. She tossed the phone out onto Bloor Street. It bounced twice before the back flew off. Traffic would take care of the rest.
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