Chapter 20

Trung Quac 


At the time of these momentous events many other things were happening all around the City of Lights : a poet,  comatose on LSD, sat at his table in a crummy  fifth-story garret in the Place Contrescarpe  , sticking himself with pins in the hope of dredging up some immortal Alexandrines.  


A street jester performing in the Place Beaubourg   in front of  the Centre Pompidou   was hit in the face by a  burnt-out gauchiste   from the 70's  flailing Mao's little red book.  



A sky-diver dressed only  in red, white and blue bathing shorts jumped out of a helium balloon and landed on the roof of the Arche de Triomphe  .  He was given a ticket for parking in a no-fly zone, then released. 


Working in his back office at Le Mitzvah, Izzy the Litvak  brushed typewriter whiteout over certain  Arabic  letters on page 273 of a pocket-sized edition of the Koran. The remaining letters formed  a scrambled message in code. That evening it would be sent to a gang of hashish smugglers in Amman, Jordan.  


Aziz, the dissipated waiter of La Jambe Cassée  , was dead. 

He 'd  been stabbed in the back by an Islamic zealot who assassinated  drunk Arabs. 


 All through that afternoon the concierge of the showers of the Gare de Montparnasse sat at her desk, writing her tenth letter to the DST demanding compensation.


Sitting alone over lunch in the main dining room of La Belle Noisette  , Parisian  headquarters of the Eiffel Tower Gang, the silver-haired and aging  Vietnamese racketeer, Trung Quac, divided his time between  lapping up a plateful of Szechuan noodles, and talking over the telephone with Jan van Klamperen, now seated in the  bubble observatory atop the Blue Mill. Trung Quac's table was in a far corner of the large dining-room, away from the windows. He sat  with his back against the wall. Two Laotian guards seated across from  him, their hands on their automatics, concealed his body from public scrutiny. 


Not even an asylum-load  of paranoids would have suspected that  beneath Trung's blasé exterior, as nondescript in public as water in a  raindrop, festered the brain of  one of the planet's most ruthless and dangerous criminals.  


Trung Quac first saw the light of day  in a back alley in Saigon in 1912 . He was  a product of the raw life of the streets and of 60 years of  war. Sold into slavery by his mother at the age of 7, he grew up in a milieu of  prostitution, gang violence,  drug trafficking and smuggling. At the time of the  defeat of the French expeditionary forces at Dien Bien Phu in the 50's, Trung was universally  acknowledged as the kingpin of all organized vice in Saigon. The long tenure of the American military presence  magnified his empire a hundred-fold to cover all of Southeast Asia  with ties to organized crime in eighty countries. 


Since 1984  Trung had been  living in France in a kind of semi-retirement.  Given that virtually every major figure in French political life was in his pocket  he was never in any danger of arrest. His billions were secure. The  protection rackets he'd set up controlled   all  smuggling  from the Far East. For each item brought into Europe , Trung received  from one-tenth to one-third of a  centime. 


Trung's  skill at cementing alliances was exceeded only by his deftness at treachery . Sooner or later  anyone who worked for him was destined for life-imprisonment or a one-way ticket to the next world. 


He made millions from selling out his associates. Partnership with Trung was a kiss of death. Everyone knew this; yet even hardened professionals were readily duped into making deals.  There was too much to be gained from what  he had to offer while the going was good.  His career was evidence that the Underworld contained an unlimited number of suckers who felt that they, and they alone, knew how to outsmart him. They were always proven wrong.


This afternoon Trung Quac was engaged in the pleasant task of ridding himself of the Eiffel Tower Gang.  The conversation with  J.K. was carried on in a broken Dutch patois which he'd picked up through drug-trafficking in Indonesia. 


" Jan! Hello up there! Can you hear me. This is Trung!"


"Trung? Trung Quac? What a pleasant surprise! Have you persuaded the gang to give me more money? 


" No, Jan. But I may have better news for you. There's an old Oriental  saying, '  Never walk in the shadow of the panther .' " 


" ' The friend of the tiger learns what a fool he's been only after he is eaten.  '  "


"' Never bet with dice made from the skull of a snake  '. "


" 'How can the scorpion withhold his sting, when Nature gave it to him  ? ' "


"' The cat does not negotiate with the dog to eat the mouse   '   ! So, Trung , what have you got to tell me?"


" I'll tell you in a moment, but first I have to  fill you in on the details of the murder of the Russian diplomat, Sergei. It was my operation; the Eiffel Tower Gang did the dirty work. Now the  DST, the KGB , and  the CIA are hot on their trail. Wisely used, this information should be worth a fortune to you!"


" Trung, I am indeed very interested. Let me call you back in 10 minutes."


J.K. hung up the receiver, Walking over to his computer, he sent a scrambled message in code to the Russian Embassy in Paris via closed circuit E-mail. His contact there over many years was a KGB  agent who had once been a nuclear physicist with the Soviet weapons program. J.K, relayed Trung's information to him, In less than 5 minutes he was informed that the Soviets were prepared to  offer him $500,000 if Trung's  information  was reliable. 


J.K. then re-connected with Trung in Paris and told him to go ahead. By pressing a button , J.K. signaled to his secretary in his office at the Eindhoven Technical University to pick up her phone and begin recording their  conversation. As Trung Quac 's story unfolded, the digitized sound track was transmitted, in code,  directly to the Russian Embassy over short-wave radio. The KGB hit team sent to take Trung into custody were already walking through the doors of La Belle Noisette before his conversation with  J.K. was terminated.


Trung Quac had at last been had. And by a rank amateur in crime!


Most of the facts about the abduction and murder  of Sergei were already known to the KGB. Yet his information helped to fill in the missing parts of the picture. Among other things, they  learned Trung's motive in murdering him.  He'd gotten wind of Sergei's mission to blow up the  Eiffel Tower on the bi-centennial anniversary of the storming of the Bastille. If successful, it would have put an end to  the primary source of revenue for the Eiffel Tower Gang.


 Sergei had been poisoned on the premises of La Belle Noisette  by a large concentration  of  ersatz monosodium glutamate  dumped into his Egg Foo Young. There being no convenient way of disposing of his corpse ,  it had been boiled  in vegetable stock for several hours  until all the meat was peeled away from the bones. Diced and mixed into a  vat of pork fried rice, it was  served up to the public as the next  day's 52-franc special. 


The bones were then taken to the MSG manufacturing factory on the Paris Canal   operating inside the  former Hotel du Nord  .   It was through sheer oversight that Sergei's skull and fingerbones had fallen off a ledge and into the Canal. The rest of his skeleton was ground to a fine powder that was deposited in  the barrels of MSG  destined for Taiwan and China.

