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CHAPTER ONE

THE FOOD LOOKED APPETIZING enough. It was the Styrofoam and the plastic wrap that spoiled the visual impact.

I opened the little package containing a knife, fork and spoon, a paper napkin, salt and pepper. It wasn’t easy to open—why do they make the plastic so strong? Pulling out the fork, I broke one of the tines—why do they make the plastic so weak? But I wasn’t here to make a critical survey of the plastics industry so I turned my attention back to the food.

The small salad wasn’t too bad. The tomato slices were surprisingly tasty and the lettuce was reasonably crisp—not an easy achievement when it has been tightly wrapped for hours. The mustard greens and the endives were acceptable and the tiny croutons were crunchy. The dressing was too thick and too sweet for my preference but there was no pleasing every salad eater among the tens of thousands of airline passengers being served this same meal.

There was sufficient vinegar in the dressing—despite its sweetness—that I waited to finish before pouring the red Bordeaux into the plastic cup. Plastic is a terrible surrounding for any wine, especially a wine which is already struggling vainly against the disadvantaged background of being without a vintage—the vinous equivalent of being illegitimate.



CHAPTER TWO

I HAD FIRST MET Don Renshaw some years ago. I was living and working in London and he was visiting from his native Cornwall where he had a small boat-building business. His customers were mostly fishermen, who had been coming to him with increasing frequency asking how to get rid of their extra catches of lobster, crab, mussels and fish. A mutual acquaintance put us in touch with each other and I suggested that he start a soup cannery. I helped him do this and as the business prospered, Don sold the boat business and concentrated on canning.

My own business had been in existence for only a short period then. I sought out rare food ingredients, advised on the use of little-known food specialties, recommended new possibilities and marketing opportunities and put sellers in touch with buyers of exotic food products.

I had called myself a food-finder at first; then someone had dubbed me the “Gourmet Detective” and the name had stuck. I thought the title more suited to the flamboyancy of the advertising world than my humble enterprise but it was an aid in bringing in customers. The only disadvantage was that I had to keep explaining that I wasn’t a detective at all in the usual sense of the word.

Some time passed before our paths crossed again. Don was in London and looked me up, enlisting my help in locating new markets for hawthorn, which was widely used in the Middle Ages for heart and blood problems. He told me that he had added an herb and spice operation and was planning on specializing in this area as the business was really thriving. When we had our concluding conversation, he told me that his wife, Peggy, had a brother who had emigrated to the States at an early age and done very well with a trucking business. At his instigation, Don had been persuaded to consider opening an American outlet.

Don called me once after that. He was back in England briefly after deciding to move permanently to the States. In New York, his Spice Warehouse, catering to a rapidly expanding demand for herbs and spices, was doing phenomenally well. I had not heard from him then for some years. Then came the phone call …

After we had exchanged greetings, statements of health, interchanges of how long it had been and so on, Don asked, “How busy are you?”

“Things are ticking over,” I told him.

“Quiet, huh?”

“I have been busier,” I admitted. “You know how it is—up and down.”

“How about helping me out with a small job?”

“I probably could,” I said, not wanting to sound too anxious.

“You’d have to come over here.”

“For how long? I have to give evidence in Scotland next week. Some poaching is going on in the trout streams—”

“I prefer them grilled myself.”

“This is the other kind. I have to give evidence on whether I consider that the trout that were caught are the property of a certain laird or whether they are free souls, blithely independent, owing allegiance to no one.”

“Like the poacher.”

“He’s innocent until caught with a rod in his hand and a trout on the line.”

“Well,” Don said, “this job won’t interfere with that. It’ll only take a couple of days, three at the most. Besides, it’s one you won’t be able to resist.”

I knew Don well enough to know that if he said that, it must be something out of the ordinary.

“How long since you were over here last?” he went on.

“Some years,” I admitted.

“And I recall you saying that New York was one of your favorite cities?”

“Don—your sales pitch has worked. What’s the job?”

He chuckled. “I managed to get a contract to authenticate a shipment coming into New York from Asia. I did a job for this outfit once before and he threw this one my way. The thing is—” He hesitated.

“Go on,” I urged. “What is the thing?”

“Because of the importance of this shipment, the buyer insists on having two referees. He’s prepared to accept my recommendation on the second referee and I thought of you.”

“Authenticate a shipment, you say?”

“Right.”

“Like in examine it, smell it, test it, taste it, whatever else?”

“You’ve got it.”

“Our choice on methods?”

“Yes.”

“Then declare that to the best of our knowledge, et cetera, et cetera …”

“Right.”

“Or not—as the case may be.”

“Absolutely.”

“Well,” I said, “sounds straightforward enough to me. And—Don, you’re right, I would like to see the Big Apple again.”

“It has been some years since you were here, hasn’t it? We call it the Big Bagel now. I can count you in, then?”

“What’s the fee?”

“Five hundred a day—dollars, that is. First-class travel and accommodation. Two days, maybe three. You’ll be back in time for your fish.”

“Sounds good. What’s the shipment?”

There was a couple of seconds hesitation, which should have given me some kind of a clue …

“You know about my Spice Warehouse, don’t you?” he asked.

“You mentioned that’s what you were going into when I talked to you last.”

“Yes, well, I’ve disposed of all the other activities and am really building this business up.”

“Fine. How’s it going?”

“Tremendous. Planning on expanding again. In fact”—he paused and there was a flatness in his tone that sounded peculiar—“after this job, I’ll be able to really expand.”

“And this is a spice shipment that’s coming in? They’re usually pretty easy, emphasis on aroma and taste, difficult to substitute—”

“This one won’t be that easy.”

He paused.

“Go on,” I urged. “What’s the problem? Which spice?”

“It’s Ko Feng,” he said and I almost dropped the phone.



CHAPTER THREE

THAT CONVERSATION HAD TAKEN place thirty-six hours earlier. I finished the salad and cut into the steak, which was reasonably succulent, and poured some more Bordeaux. The pepper on the steak activated the tannin in the wine and gave its powers of self-assertion a much-needed boost.

The rest of our telephone conversation had been taken up with a discussion of Ko Feng, which was something like playing a game of tennis without a ball. In my business, I often handle spices so I know something of them and am aware of their long history and the vital part they have played in the annals of food.

The ancient world had many famous spices. The earliest of these was what today we refer to as “ordinary” black pepper but two to three thousand years ago, it was anything but ordinary. In fact, it was so valuable that it was sold by the individual peppercorn. All the early trading caravans carried huge quantities of it as they tracked across the deserts of the Middle East, and fortunes were made from a string of camels and a great deal of risk and hardship.

The reason for pepper’s value was simple. The diet of those days was coarse, monotonous and unpalatable by modern standards. Food spoiled quickly. Pepper—and later other spices—served two purposes. Not only did they add flavor but their antioxidant qualities retarded spoilage, particularly of meat.

Other spices included ginger, nutmeg, cloves, cinnamon and many others which are lost to us today. These others were used for drug and medicinal purposes and extraordinary claims were made for them. The Code of Hammurabi stipulated that a surgeon was to have his hands cut off if a patient died under his care so it is understandable that the use of drugs was extensive.

One papyrus found in China listed eight hundred herbs and spices with medicinal value and when the Magi brought their gifts to Bethlehem, myrrh was rated next in value to gold. Myrrh was also the biggest selling commodity in the little spice shop in Mecca run by Mohammed before he became the prophet of Islam.

All these thoughts were tumbling through my mind as Don and I exchanged information. He reminded me that silphium was a much sought-after drug in the ancient world and was exchanged on a weight-for-weight basis with silver. It was already extinct by the end of the first century.

But the most famous of all was Ko Feng, known as the Celestial Spice.

“It’s been unknown now for—how long? Four hundred years? Five hundred?” I asked Don.

“Something like that. Maybe more.”

“And now somebody’s found some?”

“Right.”

“Or say they have.”

“That’s where you and I come in,” he said cheerfully but I was feeling a slight chill.

“This is some authentication job,” I said grimly.

“Want to back out?”

“How could I? This may be one of the most exciting moments in the history of food since Nicolas Appert discovered how to preserve it in cans.”

“Okay, then you and I are going to have some Ko Feng in our hands next Tuesday.”

“Or not—as the case may be.”

“Pessimist.”

“Maybe, but it’s hard to believe.”

“True. I guess I’ve had a little longer to adjust to it,” Don had said.

I finished the steak and unwrapped the cheese. It needed to sit exposed to the air for a short time so that it could recover some taste after its incarceration in aluminum foil and plastic.

Don and I had concluded our conversation with details on how, where and when. I had called him back with flight information and he had given me hotel reservation numbers. He would like to meet me at JFK, he said, but the buyer of the Ko Feng wanted a last-minute meeting with him. Don’s wife, Peggy, would be taking care of the Spice Warehouse so she couldn’t come either. I assured him that I could easily find my own way to the hotel in Manhattan.

Sunlight glinted off the silver wing outside my window. This time tomorrow I would be looking at some Ko Feng, the miraculous spice from thousands of years ago. I tingled with impatience. It was like anticipating a date with Cleopatra.



CHAPTER FOUR

“REEGER,” SAID THE CAB driver, jerking a thumb toward his chest. He had a slight stubble and tired eyes, and he wore a cap that was more nautical than automotive. He didn’t handle the cab like a true professional and I presumed he was new at it, perhaps forced to switch jobs by the recession. Evidently he wanted me to know that his name was Reeger but I was looking at the identification tag fastened to the dashboard. It said that his name was Janis Rezekne and his photo looked worse than he did.

He told me a lot about himself with the plexiglass slide between us pulled open—another sign that his cab-driving experience was not only recent but downright contemporary. At least, I supposed he was telling me about himself. I could only understand about one word in ten and wondered if I had been away from New York too long. But no, that couldn’t be the reason because just last week I had watched an Al Pacino movie on television and understood every other word.

I didn’t want to uphold my end of the conversation with too much conviction as I was afraid I might distract him from his driving, which needed a lot more practice. So I managed an occasional nod or look of comprehension. By concentrating on his words, I learned that he was a Latvian and from Riga, which was what he had been proudly trying to tell me. He had only been here six months. I would have believed six days but didn’t press the point as he used fingers to illustrate the number and that didn’t leave any hands for the wheel. America was a wonderful country, he told me, and we embroidered on that theme all the way in to Manhattan, making full use of our joint vocabulary, which eventually stretched to about two dozen words.

New York hadn’t changed that much, I noted. Traffic was just as thick and the cars seemed so much bigger as they always do. The streets were a little dirtier and more untidy but then, on returning to London after a spell away, that was noticeable there too. People looked more polyglot as they now look in all big cities.

When the cabby dropped me at the Courtney Park Hotel, it was like the parting of two old friends. He clapped me on the back and let me lift my own bags out of the cab.

The lobby was stunning with a tinkling fountain in the center and a chandelier above it that would have had the Phantom gnashing his teeth in envy. Shops and boutiques ran off along small streets in all directions from the fountain and the sign said that the display of life-size sculpture was changed every week. Don Renshaw had meant it when he said that accommodation would be first class.

There were lines waiting at each of the four check-in desks and though I switched a couple of times, I was still in the longest when I signed in. I was handed a note from Don saying that he and his wife, Peggy, would pick me up at 7:30 for dinner.

This was my home away from home, the brochure in the room assured me, but they obviously didn’t know that my apartment in Hammersmith in West London could fit into the bathroom here. From the window I could see a corner of Central Park. I had a long and leisurely shower, then watched some television.

This was something that had changed in the country since I was here last. Television’s emphasis was no longer on entertainment but on exploitation. I watched in near disbelief as first a black woman was encouraging a studio audience to applaud couples consisting of men and women who had stolen their best friend’s spouse; then a Puerto Rican gentleman was investigating homosexuality in mental institutions; and then an Asian interviewer was telling how she used promises of confidentiality to persuade guests on her show to divulge scurrilous opinions of famous people, then blabbed them on the air. I skimmed through the channels but Bugs Bunny seemed to be the nearest I could get to entertainment.

I dressed and went downstairs. The shops and boutiques were full of fabulous merchandise at what, by London standards, were extremely low prices. I made a second tour and then sat by the fountain until Don and Peggy arrived.

They didn’t look a lot different, possibly a little fatter and more affluent. Don was stocky, of medium height with fair, thinning hair and a ruddy complexion. He greeted me effusively, then Peggy and I exchanged hugs. She was light blond with a smooth English complexion and eyes that always looked happy.

The short taxi ride to the restaurant was taken up with exchanges of information on mutual acquaintances, their progress and problems. It was not until we were seated that I was able to get to the questions that had been burning in my brain ever since Don’s phone call.

“Sorry to talk business so soon, Peggy,” I said, “but this is the most exciting thing that’s happened in the food business since an innovative caveman found that meat tasted better cooked than raw. Finding a crop of Ko Feng—it’s amazing!”

Don smiled. “I know. I felt the same way at first. I’ve had some time to get used to the idea so I’m finally beginning to accept it. It certainly sounded incredible when I first heard about it.”

“I take care of the Spice Warehouse when Don’s away, buying or whatever,” Peggy said, “so I’m just as enthusiastic as you. I must admit I hadn’t heard of Ko Feng before this, though.”

“It’s been extinct for centuries, so not many people know it,” Don said. “Folks in the trade have heard of it, of course, just as many have heard of Melegueta peppers.”

“Known as the Grains of Paradise,” I contributed. “Nobody expects to hear of either of them cropping up today, though.”

“Nice choice of a verb,” commented Don.

“Sorry—it was accidental. But how did somebody find it? And who was it? Was he looking for it? How did he know it was there?”

The wine waiter arrived and introduced himself. This is a practice which is creeping into the London restaurant scene but hasn’t made significant headway yet. Under some circumstances, I respond with “I’m the Gourmet Detective and I’ll be your customer tonight” but my head was spinning with questions and anyway Don was the host.

If America is a melting pot, then New York is a cooking pot. Surely no city in the world has so many eating places and such an enormous variety of ethnic cultures on which they are based. There cannot be any cuisine in the world which is not represented in New York.

We were in the Mondragon, one of Manhattan’s newer eating establishments. The canopied entrance was in soft French blue with gold lettering. Inside, the stained-glass ceiling panels, the elegant mahogany-railed curving staircase leading to the upper dining level and the luxurious leaf-patterned carpet made a sumptuous background. Don caught me looking around.

“Don’t worry—the food’s as good as the decor.”

He ordered a bottle of champagne by way of celebration—it was the Dom Ruinart Brut Blanc de Blancs.

“Well, that tells me one thing about the buyer of the Ko Feng—he’s paying well for this job,” I said, knowing that the price tag would be close to $100 for the bottle.

Don nodded. “You were asking about him. Name’s Alexander Marvell. He was in the restaurant business for many years, then went into the food importing field here in New York. When I first opened the Spice Warehouse, he bought some turmeric from me. It was from Alleppey in India—the very best kind as you know. I’ve sold him a couple of other shipments since then but that’s all. I was surprised when he picked me for this assignment.”

“Willard recommended you, that’s why Marvell picked you,” said Peggy.

“Willard Cartwright is Marvell’s right-hand man,” Don explained.

“Nobody better qualified than you, surely,” I said. “The Spice Warehouse must have put you in the forefront of spice experts.”

“It’ll work the other way too,” Peggy added. “There’s a lot of prestige involved here—should boost business in the warehouse by a few percent.”

The wine waiter brought the champagne and opened it expertly, enough of a pop to satisfy but not enough to make heads turn. It bubbled perfectly into the glasses and we drank and studied the menus.

Don and I both decided on the Oysters Rockefeller while Peggy chose the crab meat with avocado and lemon grass with a red pepper coulis. For the main course, Peggy and Don had the rack of lamb while I ordered the Jarret de Veau à l’Italienne—a refined French version of osso buco, one of my favorite dishes.

We finished the champagne and Don ordered a Diamond Creek Cabernet Sauvignon. The appetizers were excellent and so were the main courses. Don and Peggy’s rack of lamb was rosy red and oozing with taste, they told me. My slowly cooked veal shank had been sprinkled with gremolata, that wonderful blend of garlic, parsley and lemon zest, and it was slightly dry rather than being drenched in braising juices, a common fault with this dish. The imaginative accompaniment was a purée of white beans.

The waiters were prompt and attentive, and Don and I compared service in New York restaurants with their counterparts in London.

“Many’s the time I’ve had to wait thirty minutes for a check in London,” Don said, “even in the West End. Some restaurants seem to have a positive aversion to bringing it.”

“English middle-class disdain for any dealings with money,” said Peggy. “Anyway, waiting for the check never bothered you—you’d just order another bottle of wine.”

“Isn’t that out of character for a nation of shopkeepers?” I asked.

“We never were,” Peggy said. “That was just Napoleon’s way of showing his contempt.”

“Or his ignorance,” added Don.

We sipped the wine. “Meanwhile,” I said, “back at the Spice Ranch with the Ko Feng …”

Don laughed. “The way it was found, you mean? Alexander Marvell was in Saigon negotiating a contract for rice—that’s one of his biggest commodities. One of the men he was talking to mentioned a cinnamon plantation that he thought Marvell ought to take a look at. Marvell doesn’t handle that many spices so he was reluctant, but he couldn’t get a flight out right away so he went.

Well, the way Marvell tells it, they were driving along and from the jeep, Marvell looked down into a valley where he saw a strange-looking crop. He said it glowed in the setting sun and he asked what it was. The answer was ‘Just weeds.’”

The waiter brought dessert menus and I reluctantly tore myself away from Don’s fascinating story. The specialty was a mascarpone sorbet with wild strawberries and all three of us ordered it. Don continued.

“Marvell said he couldn’t get the image of that peculiar crop out of his mind. He felt there was something about it that was far out of the ordinary. He went back again the next day and took a sample and went into Saigon to the university.”

“I have to chip in here,” Peggy said. “If Alexander Marvell didn’t have an import business, he might be running a religion. He’s an extraordinary man—I can just picture him standing there, looking down into that purple valley and having an unshakable conviction that there was something magical about it.”

Don nodded in agreement. “It’s true, that’s how he is. Anyway, the people at Saigon University were puzzled. It was no weed they recognized—or plant, for that matter. So Marvell changed his flight plan back to New York. Instead of going via Bombay and London, he booked in the opposite direction so as to stop off in San Francisco”—he broke off and looked at me—“I’m sure you can guess why San Francisco …”

“Probably because that’s where the Mecklenburg Botanical Institute is. They’re number one in that kind of study.”

“Right. He even stayed in a nearby hotel and pressured them into going to work on the investigation right away. Once they had started, they got really interested and—to cut a long story short—they eventually concluded that it must be Ko Feng.”

“Which presumably didn’t mean much to Marvell at that point. I mean, not being a spice specialist, there would be no reason for him to even know the name—”

“He didn’t. Once he read up on it, though, he became really excited.”

“I hate to ask such a crass commercial question,” I said, “but how much do you suppose Ko Feng is worth on today’s market?”

Don grinned. “It’s okay to ask the question. You’re in the U.S. of A. now—commercialism comes with the territory. This wouldn’t be the country it is without commerce. Money lubricates the wheels of progress.”

“We still want to know how much,” Peggy said, tapping a spoon on the table for emphasis. “I was asking you this question the other day and I never did get an answer.”

Don spread his hands. “It’s so hard to say. How can you value something like this? It’s worth whatever someone wants to pay.”

“Sort of like the Mona Lisa?” Peggy asked.

“In a way, yes.”

“Or that Van Gogh that a Japanese bought for thirty million dollars?”

“They’ll do as examples. What’s the Van Gogh worth? Wood, paint and canvas—total twenty dollars. The Mona Lisa? Maybe less, the materials are older.”

“There is a difference, though,” I pointed out. “When a million visitors to the Louvre have looked at the Mona Lisa, another million can come and look at it. When this spice has all been eaten up—then what?”

“The scarcity makes it all the more valuable,” Don said.

Peggy looked at Don. “Hasn’t Marvell said anything about value?”

“I haven’t been able to get any clue from him as to what he’s going to sell it for.”

“Will we get some?” Peggy wanted to know.

“Doubt it. I told him I’d like some, though.”

“What does saffron sell for now?” I asked. “It’s the most valuable spice there is today.”

“At the point of retail sale—about $200 an ounce,” Don replied.

“Ko Feng must be worth far more than that. Like ten times more?” I pressed.

“More, probably.”

“And the shipment is—what did you say, Don—about forty kilograms?”

“About that.”

Peggy was doing quick sums on the tablecloth with a fork.

“That’s two to three million dollars,” she said softly.

We sat silent for a moment, all of us awestruck at the thought of such wealth in such a simple form. The dessert arrived to end our reverie.

It was superb. The piquancy of the wild strawberries contrasted perfectly with the smoothness of the mascarpone, which is one of the newer arrivals on the dessert scene though long a popular cheese in Italy.

Peggy ordered tea, Don and I coffee. Before it came, I had already asked the big question.

“About tomorrow. How do we go about authenticating a spice that has been unknown for centuries?”

We sat over coffee discussing it until the waiter came by for the second time to ask if we wanted more coffee or anything further.

“Big day tomorrow,” Don said, examining the check. “Pick you up about eight o’clock. There’ll be some formalities to go through before the flight gets in at ten forty-five.”

“I can hardly wait,” I said, and I really meant it.



CHAPTER FIVE

IT WAS COLD WITH a blustery wind and there was the threat of rain from a gray sky. The yawning expanse of the cargo area at JFK added to the bleak aspect of the morning but I was tingling with anticipation. It was a rare occasion and I was going to enjoy every minute of it.

At the entrance, we had shown our identification and signed in. The security man assigned to the hangar we were heading for was waiting and he joined us. He was a rugged-looking young man with a determined no-nonsense air about him. His name was Karl Eberhard and he had a slight but unmistakable German accent.

Don followed his directions and we pulled up in front of a large hangar with BLS 12 painted on the side in red letters. A cargo tow truck stood near it with a flatbed trailer. We walked into the hangar. It was cold and the bare concrete floor made it even colder. Voices echoed several times before becoming lost in the cavernous ceiling.

Along the length of one wall of the hangar, several bays were separated by partitions. Each bay had desks, chairs, benches, tables. In the first one, half a dozen men sat playing cards. The second had several men and benches and tables that were littered with equipment. Karl Eberhard led us toward this second bay and I noticed that the third bay was empty except for a big black car. Three or four men were talking in the fourth bay and two more bays were empty. A closed pickup truck sat in front of the first bay, a gray van was at the entrance to our bay, and there was a shiny new rental van by the fourth bay.

Don held out his hand toward one of the men in the bay we entered.

“Hello, Willard, didn’t expect to see you here. Where’s the boss?”

“Something vital came up. He can’t make it. He asked me to take care of it. It’s just formalities here anyway.”

Don took my arm and introduced me. Then to me, he said, “This is Willard Cartwright, Alexander Marvell’s assistant.”

We shook hands. He was lean and spare, light on his feet and lively in his movements. His face was older than his body, creased and worn, but the faded blue eyes were quick and intelligent. He introduced Don and me to the others.

Arthur Appleton of FarEast Air Freightlines was balding and shivering in a lightweight suit. “Coldest building in the airport,” he said. “Good for your spice, I guess, but it’s not very friendly to humans.”

Sam Rong was a Cambodian representing the sellers, who had a series of Asian names which I promptly forgot. He was short and had one of those smooth and unlined faces which was probably twenty years younger than his birth certificate.

Coming from the first bay was Michael Simpson, who introduced himself as Customs and Excise. He was heavily built, getting close to retirement age. He wheezed as he spoke. “Hear you’re from London. Spent three weeks over there last year—loved it—hope we can go back next year.”

Cartwright explained that two other high security shipments were coming in on the same flight as the Ko Feng and all would be processed in this hangar. The men playing cards in the first bay were bringing in some experimental computer circuit boards from their parent, Sushimoto Electronics. The fourth bay was handling a crate of ivory carvings destined for the Chicago Museum of Oriental Art.

“I hear the other people canceled out,” said Eberhard, nodding toward the empty third bay.

“Yes,” said Appleton. “We didn’t know until the aircraft had taken off from Bangkok.”

All of them were to handle the formalities for all three shipments but there would be no delays, Appleton assured us. He excused himself to answer a call on his belt phone, which seemed to concern a flight arriving in the afternoon from Taiwan.

Karl Eberhard went for a stroll and seemed to be surveying the bare walls. I couldn’t see anything to look at but maybe that was the way security people did it. Simpson wandered off to talk to the Chicago Museum people and I took the opportunity to study the bay we were in.

Briefcases, papers, folders, a metal file box and a phone were on the desks, but it was the benches on either side of the stainless steel sink and drainboard that caught my attention. All kinds of laboratory equipment were on them and I looked at Don.

“Did you arrange for all this?”

“Yes. I told Cartwright what we wanted and he rented it for a couple of days. We checked it all out yesterday.”

Appleton’s phone buzzed again.

“That’s flight 227,” he said, snapping the instrument back into place. “Airport radar has picked it up. It’s being cleared for landing.”

“Flight 227 is ours,” Willard Cartwright said. He looked tense enough to start chewing his fingernails.

Appleton walked to the next bay to give them the news and it effectively broke up the card game. Voices were raised over who owed how much. Eberhard came back, then walked off again. I moved to Sam Rong’s side. It was a good chance to find out more about the Celestial Spice.

“I’m curious about the Ko Feng crop,” I said.

He smiled, apparently pleased at my curiosity. “Ah, yes.”

“I wondered how much of the crop you harvested?”

“Almost all,” said Rong, still smiling.

“Will there be another crop next year?” His smile broadened. “Must wait and see next year.”

“You mean there may not be another crop?” I said, surprised.

“Don’t think so. Must remember we know nothing of this crop. We think it is weeds.”

“How long has it been growing? After all, it was supposed to be extinct centuries ago.”

“Maybe grow a long time. We think it is weeds, pay no attention.”

“Hadn’t you noticed the haze?”

For the first time, his smile ebbed. “Please?”

“Marvell saw a glow over the field …”

“Ah, yes—glow. No one else sees this.”

“But you did when Marvell pointed it out.”

Sam Rong shook his head firmly. “No. No one else sees it.”

“What processing have you carried out so far?”

“We follow Mr. Marvell’s instructions. Pull stamens out of flowers.” He paused and repeated the word, proud of knowing it. “Stamen—is like a stalk. End produces pollen. This work can be done only in early morning when flower opens to greet new day.” His wide grin came back.

“Very poetic,” I complimented, then wondered if he understood me.

“Poetic,” he said. “Poetic, yes.” I still wasn’t sure.

“Need thirty thousand stamens—make one ounce Ko Feng,” Sam Rong went on. “Foundation in San Francisco say so.”

Don came back from talking to Arthur Appleton, and Willard Cartwright asked Sam Rong something about documents.

“Learning all about Ko Feng?” Don asked me.

“I learned that it takes thirty thousand stamens to yield an ounce of it,” I said. “I hate to ask how long it takes to collect them.”

“Now you know why it’s already the most expensive spice in the world,” Don said. “How about a cup of coffee?”

Two large vacuum jugs stood on the table and as we sipped, I noticed that Karl Eberhard was still patrolling. Michael Simpson returned from the Chicago Museum bay and went to talk briefly with the Sushimoto Electronics people. All was in order apparently and he came back to us and struck up a conversation with Don and me about London.

A phone buzzed again. Arthur Appleton unhooked his and answered. When he put it back, he came over to us.

“Two-twenty-seven’s been cleared for landing. Want to watch her come in? She’ll be on runway 31.”

He walked off to give the same information to the men in the other two bays. We all went outside. An Air India freighter was just lifting off the ground and the shattering noise drowned any conversation. The sky was still gray but cloud cover was high enough that we could see the lights twinkling on a distant aircraft. On an adjacent runway, a four-engine plane with a high tail was taxiing for takeoff. I couldn’t make out what it was but Arthur Appleton waited until the Air India freighter was dwindling out of sight and said, “Tupolev—Russian—we call it the Vodka Express.”

A breeze blew across the field, augmented by jet engine slipstreams and dust and papers billowed. The lights on the incoming aircraft grew stronger and we stood in scattered groups, watching.

The 747 came in trailing streamers of vapor. The motors thumped rhythmically in the humid air. The plane loomed larger, then it was touching down with spurts of burning rubber. The thrust reversers cut in and the motors snarled mutinously. The plane came rolling down the runway, slower and slower until it turned off and came toward us, stopping about fifty yards away.

Our eager clusters of onlookers stood there as the underbelly of the huge craft hinged down and a slide emerged. The motors were down to an idling whisper. I heard Karl Eberhard behind me saying, “Our three shipments will be unloaded here. The aircraft will go on then for normal unloading.”

He went over to the tow truck and started it up. Arthur Appleton was on the phone again, this time to the crew chief in the aircraft. Someone from the Chicago Museum asked him a question and he nodded. “We do it this way with high-security shipments. Minimize the number of persons involved.”

Two crewmen emerged from the aircraft and the slide was positioned. Down it came a wooden case, a teak chest and an aluminum case bound with reinforcing strips. Eberhard revved up the tow truck and came slowly back toward us. Over a dozen pairs of anxious eyes watched as the truck came nearer.

Michael Simpson pushed a button to open the vertical sliding door and Eberhard drove in. We all followed. Eberhard went first to the Sushimoto bay where two of their people lifted down their wooden crate. Simpson and Appleton joined them. Eberhard drove on to ours where Cartwright and Sam Rong took off the teak chest and then he went on to deliver the Chicago Museum’s aluminum case full of ivory carvings.

But those of us in our small group had already lost interest in the vehicle for our attention was fully on the chest before us. The teak seemed strangely out-of-date compared with the smart wooden crate and the aluminum case carrying the other two shipments. Cartwright and Rong set the chest by the back of the gray truck. Sam Rong came forward, smiling still. He had a small briefcase and took from it a bunch of keys. He selected one and unlocked the padlock. Cartwright lifted the lid and we crowded closer.

Cartwright pulled out a sack of gray coarsely woven canvas and Don brought a two-wheeled trolley from inside our bay. The sack didn’t look heavy but Cartwright put it on the trolley and brought it in to stand it by a bench.

“Go ahead,” Don told him.

Cartwright opened the sack, which was tied at the neck with thin rope. Inside was another sack of the same material. He opened that too.

The fabled Ko Feng didn’t look like much. Stringy pieces of blackish gray stuff with a dull texture that wouldn’t merit a second glance ordinarily. The aroma though—ah, that was a different matter entirely. It came as a fragrance like cloves at first, then it seemed to be more like cinnamon but no, more like cardamom. A mustard odor lurked behind it but that was too harsh a judgment—it was closer to the licorice component of fennel.

“Anise,” said Don huskily. “Chervil too but then there are hints of orange and a fragrant tobacco—but then …”

We became aware that Cartwright and Rong had stepped back. Don and I probably sounded to them as if we were running through the gamut of smells and would soon be arriving at kerosene and week-old tennis socks.

Sam Rong smiled, noting our return to reality after moments of rapture—but maybe that was just another version of his perpetual smile. I thought not though—I believed he genuinely understood how we had been temporarily carried away.

“Is wonderful aroma. Not like any other.”

We agreed with him. Willard Cartwright pushed forward.

“Aroma,” he said. “You’re satisfied, then?”

“I know I’ve said this before” said Don, “but if this is Ko Feng, it has been lost for centuries. We have no standards to judge it by. We don’t know what it did smell like and we can’t—”

“I know,” Cartwright said brusquely. “I know all that. But you’re happy with the aroma?”

Don looked at me. I nodded.

“We see no reason to doubt but we’ve only just—”

“Okay,” said Cartwright. “What next?”

Don went to one of the benches and brought back a pair of tweezers and a glass flask. He took a few stamens and carefully dropped them into the flask. He took the flask over to the bench and poured in some alcohol. He shook it and held it up to one of the fluorescent lights.

From the next bay came the sounds of splintering wood—presumably they were removing the lid of the wooden crate to examine the circuit boards. Don shook the flask and held it up again. Cartwright started to say something but Don shushed him with an angry wave of his hand. He turned to get a better light behind it and motioned for me to take a look.

Arthur Appleton walked in. “All clear with Sushimoto,” he announced breezily. “The merchandise is as advertised and conforms to the documentation. How are you doing in here?”

Cartwright glowered at him, and Don gave a look of annoyance at being interrupted. Sam Rong’s smile had been reduced to its minimum dimension. I tried to look neutral.

“We’re doing some sensitive testing,” I told Appleton, hoping he’d read me. He didn’t.

“Looks a lot more fascinating than those dreary circuit boards,” he said. He peered into the open sack. “So that’s the fabled lost spice, is it? Paperwork okay?”

We had all been so excited that we hadn’t given it a thought. Sam Rong walked out of the bay and pulled away the plastic folder fastened to the outside of the crate. He brought it back in and Appleton gave us an amused smile but said nothing. He took the papers and spread them out on the bench. Don shook the flask and stared intently at it again.

“Well?” asked Cartwright impatiently.

“We could probably do this better if you didn’t keep interrupting,” said Don in what I thought was a tolerant tone of voice.

“I want to know what’s happening,” Cartwright said, and his voice grated.

“Every minute?”

“Yes,” said Cartwright, “every minute.”

“Tempers become warm when big decisions hang in balance,” Sam Rong said. It sounded like a line from a Charlie Chan B movie. He went on, sensibly enough, “Perhaps Mr. Renshaw could tell us briefly what is purpose of each test and what is result. This way, not necessary to ask questions.”

He smiled urbanely at Cartwright, who glared back. Arthur Appleton had momentarily shifted his interest from the papers before him to the minicrisis here and he tried his hand at smoothing the waters.

“I’m only a bystander at this stage, I know, but I’d be interested too in knowing—in layman’s terms—what you’re doing. After all, each of us is involved in this to some degree.”

“I think we can do that, can’t we, Don.” I put it as a statement rather than a question.

He shrugged. “Sure. Want to tell them what we just did?” He sounded slightly irritated but the unique nature of the moment was bound to be raising tensions and his irritation was exceeded only by Cartwright’s impatience.

“Don put the Ko Feng into alcohol because it will dissolve any adulterants or coloring agents that might have been added,” I explained. “No color is visible in the alcohol.”

Don was already busy with the next test.

“He’s now soaking a stamen in distilled water—” I caught a puzzled look from Appleton. “Stamen is a common term with botanists—it’s the male reproductive organ of a plant where pollination takes place. Now he’s rolling it between two sheets of absorbent paper. Any water-soluble contaminants will show up at this stage … No, there aren’t any.”

The commentary seemed to be working. Cartwright looked marginally more composed but I realized how great a strain he must be under. Simpson was walking by. He called in cheerily, “Making progress with the ivory. Be with you in a while.” He went on to the Sushimoto bay.

Don was now switching on the microscope. He gave me a nod to say he would take over. I nodded back, glad his humor was restored.

“I’m looking at the stamen at a hundred magnifications…” He waved to us to approach and we crowded round to look at the screen. “Now I’m zooming to five hundred … looks normal … this is a thousand.”

There was a silence while the watchers wondered exactly what they were looking at. Don went on, “It looks just like a plant stamen. Of course, we have no way of knowing what a Ko Feng stamen looks like. All I can say is there is no reason to suppose that this is not Ko Feng.”

He looked at me. The others followed suit. “I agree,” I said.

Don took one more of the stamens with tweezers and laid it on a plastic board.

“He’s cutting a cross-section so as to look at the internal structure of the stem. It might be possible to breed a hybrid which would look different from any plant we know and thus it might be passed off as Ko Feng …” The significance of what I was saying suddenly occurred to me and I turned to give Sam Rong an apologetic grin. He interpreted it with impeccable intuition and widened his smile in understanding.

“… but a cross-section reveals the botanical structure and would be almost impossible to change.”

Don was unrolling a chart showing graphic illustrations of sections of various plants. He ran through them, frequently stopping to compare with the image on the screen. Finally, he nodded.

“Looks good.”

A few exhalations of breath might have been sighs of relief all around. Arthur Appleton excused himself. “Better go check on the ivory carvings. More exciting here, though.” He walked off and his voice could be heard echoing as he hailed the museum people.

Karl Eberhard came in. I had forgotten him. He looked curiously at the microscope screen but said nothing. He seemed to have temporarily concluded his security patrols and he stood and waited to see what was happening next.

Don now took a ceramic crucible and dropped a couple of stamens into it. He placed the crucible into an infrared heating coil and turned the switch. The digital readout flickered, numbers climbing. Don adjusted the switch to slow the heating rate and we both sniffed, then sniffed again.

“No obvious aromas that shouldn’t be present,” I reported.

Don pulled over another piece of equipment. A hood mounted on a pedestal fitted over the crucible and a duct led to a square black box. Several dials on the front of the box showed zero. Don turned switches and a red light glowed.

“This is a smoke-analyzing probe,” I explained. “It’s being used here first, to look for constituents that shouldn’t be here, and second, to see what constituents are present that would indicate a specific botanical family or group.”

“Looks good,” Don said again. He activated an adjoining device which clattered and then spat out a sheet of paper. “A readout for the records.”

Even Cartwright looked more relaxed now and Don continued with the testing. Occasionally, he explained what he was doing and when he didn’t, I took over. Eberhard walked off briskly, as if he were going somewhere vital but it was probably another of his patrols. Simpson came back and stood watching. At a lull in the proceedings, he said apologetically, “None of my business but some of the special goods that come through customs have to be accompanied by an analysis. They use a piece of equipment called a quantometer which does it real fast. I was wondering—”

“No,” Don said. “You can’t analyze plants that way. They contain mostly the same elements and in the same approximate percentages. An analysis would tell us nothing.”

“Sorry,” murmured Simpson. “Just a thought …”

“What we do have, though, is this,” Don went on, patting an instrument that looked like a small hi-fi unit. It bristled with gauges, needles, knobs and digital readout displays, and was connected to a computer next to it.

“It’s called an HPLC. That’s high pressure liquid chromatograph. It can separate the components of the plant, some of which fluoresce. It exposes this fluorescence to a light beam which … well, you’ll see in a minute.”

Don took the sample in the alcohol flask and carefully set it in an opening in the machine. He pushed a button and a shutter snapped closed as the sample disappeared. He twisted a couple of knobs, pushed some buttons and a pattern flickered into view on the computer screen. It looked like a seismograph—all peaks and valleys.

“There,” Don said. “That’s the pattern which represents this sample. Now, we superimpose”—he pushed more buttons—“the pattern of the plant that the Mecklenburg Institute examined.”

Everyone crowded closer for a better look.

“As you can see, they’re almost identical.”

One or two sighs sounded, a blend of relief and approval.

Arthur Appleton rejoined us with a Did-I-miss-anything? look but no one moved to enlighten him.

Don had recovered his usual good spirits and he went through the remaining tests with just enough comments. At last, looking around like a lecturer, he said, “Now, Ko Feng could easily become the most valuable food flavoring ever used by man. So it’s important that we establish now”—he spread his hands—“how does it taste?”

He brought over a sealed container and set it on the infrared heater, adjusting the temperature. He removed the lid and looked at us with a half smile.

“Looks like spaghetti,” muttered Arthur Appleton.

Karl Eberhard came into the bay, sniffing. “Something burning,” he said. “Hasn’t triggered the smoke alarms, though …” A couple of grins must have informed him because he looked at the crucible and the heater and nodded acceptance.

Don was chopping a few of the stamens in a portable blender. He squeezed the button and the machine whirred. Over the gentle noise, Don said, “The trick is to use only a very tiny quantity. Many of the spices we use today are like this—you need to use only a minimal amount to generate the maximum taste, use more and it will taste bitter. Saffron, cardamom, ginger, cayenne and the chile spices are all examples.”

He shook out a little finely ground powder, separated a microscopic quantity and sprinkled it carefully into the now steaming spaghetti.

“Pasta is a suitable medium as it’s bland and acts only as a means for carrying the taste,” he explained. He stirred a few times.

“Most spices and flavorings need to be cooked for some time to generate their taste,” I added. “We can investigate that later—right now, we just want to confirm the identity of the Ko Feng.”

“True,” Don agreed. “If this is really Ko Feng and if it is the wondrous spice that myth, legend and history say—then tasting will put the crowning seal of verification on it.”

I added a comment. “Testing equipment keeps getting more and more sophisticated but human taste is still amazingly sensitive. The tongue can detect a flavor in a solution of more than a million times its volume.”

With all three of the JFK officials back with us now, we must have been a strange sight—seven men all eagerly dipping plastic forks into a bowl of pasta. Some went back for another forkful but Don and I were still moving that first one around in our mouths.

Arthur Appleton was the first to comment.

“Beats anything I’ve ever tasted,” he said, adding hastily, “not that I’m a connoisseur.”

Sam Rong and Karl Eberhard looked at each other and nodded enthusiastically. Willard Cartwright was savoring a mouthful. He raised his eyebrows to me questioningly.

“Magnificent,” I said. “Not like anything I’ve ever tasted before. Don, don’t you agree?”

“Wonderful,” he nodded, his eyes bright. He looked at Cartwright. “I believe we can say that as far as we can determine—this is truly Ko Feng.”

Something like a subdued cheer arose. It was also a vast sigh of relief, and the tension that had existed before went down like the temperature when going from a hot kitchen into a walk-in deep-freeze.

Sam Rong clapped Michael Simpson on the back and his smile reached record dimensions. Arthur Appleton pumped Cartwright’s hand and told him he was delighted. Cartwright still looked tight-lipped but a hint of a smile was there. Don beamed at Karl Eberhard, who simply nodded his satisfaction and hitched up his military belt as if to say he was glad that job was out of the way and what was the next one.

Cartwright retied the inner sack and then the outer one.

“Our property now,” he said to Sam Rong, who beamed and handed him the keys. Cartwright put the sack on to the two-wheeled trolley and took it to the van. He unlocked the back door, rolled it up, carefully set the sack inside the chest and we watched him lock it and then the van.

“We complete documents now?” Sam Rong asked.

“Sure,” said Appleton. He spread out what looked like the air waybill, the bill of sale and a couple of other documents. Simpson took out his customs documents and contributed to the paper chase.

“Certificate of authentication,” said Appleton and held out a pen for Don and me to sign.

A squawk sounded from the bench. We all looked for the source. It was a timer that Don had been using during the testing. He pushed a button to silence it. “Sorry. Must have forgotten to shut it off.”

Printed forms moved to and fro, some blue, some yellow, some white. Duplicates and triplicates were torn off and distributed. Papers begat more papers. Signatures were applied and dates added. Appleton and Simpson worked smoothly, making it clear that they did this kind of thing every day.

All went well until—

“Hold everything!” said Michael Simpson. He was staring at the form in front of him. “This is wrong!”



CHAPTER SIX

EVERYONE FROZE. THEN WE crowded around the desk where Simpson was tapping his finger on the thick Customs and Excise manual, which listed every conceivable product and gave its commodity code. Alongside the manual, the receiving documents were opened at a page where the code number was ringed in red.

“They’re different,” Simpson said. “See, we’re classifying Ko Feng as ‘Spice, Oriental, Code 174.67,’ but on your receiving document, you’ve got the code as 176.47.”

“Clerical error,” said Arthur Appleton dismissively. A voice shouted his name from the Chicago Museum bay and he excused himself and walked off. Simpson went into a discussion with Cartwright and Sam Rong. They found another minor discrepancy which prompted further debate but the points were finally resolved to everyone’s relief.

Papers packed, hands shaken, farewells said, we prepared to leave. Don had told me that we had to go to the New York and Asian Bank in Manhattan, which had provided the financing and was handling the escrow. Cartwright climbed into the driver’s seat of the van, telling us he didn’t trust anyone else to drive, not even a professional. The vehicle had been modified so that it had an extra row of seats. Sam Rong sat with Cartwright, and Don and I sat behind.

Love it or hate it, people say about New York. Its detractors say that Peter Minuit was robbed when he paid $24 for it but that’s unfair. Most—and especially European visitors—think it’s a fabulous city and so do I. But one facet of it appeals to nobody, and that’s the traffic. We crawled along the Long Island Expressway through the Queens Midtown Tunnel, then out into the creeping mass of cars, buses and trucks that edged through green lights and stood at red lights, fuming with impatience and the occasional faulty exhaust.

Noise always seems louder in New York but there is that indefinable crackle of excitement that is almost tangible. Cartwright’s driving was expert and we made reasonable time down toward the financial district. Cartwright glanced anxiously in his rearview mirror every time we stopped at a light or signal but finally we turned into a ramp on the Avenue of the Americas. We went down a darkened tunnel where a guard stopped us. He had been alerted by phone that we were approaching and he promptly raised the barrier and directed us ahead.

We went down another ramp and emerged into an area that was little more than a concrete box, not a lot larger than the van. Two bank guards appeared and stood guard by the van while we went inside.

The conference room was lined with mahogany panels and portraits of former bank presidents, all Asians. Amber ceiling lights cast a mellow glow, which was reflected in the shiny top of the large table. Five of the bank staff were present, but the one who did all the talking was Ben Thuy, a wiry little man with a commanding presence.

“We have everything prepared for you,” he said. He didn’t even have to snap his fingers before an aide came forward with a folder. Cartwright and Sam Rong produced their documents and they had a great time, shuffling and signing.

Ben Thuy looked at Don and me. “You gentlemen have examined this Ko Feng,” he said, eyeing us intently. “You are satisfied that it is genuine.”

“We have no way of establishing with utter certainty that this is Ko Feng,” said Don. He had told me how he had rehearsed various ways of saying this. “No one has seen or smelled or tasted any for at least five hundred years. But we have conducted as many meaningful tests as we can conceive and to the best of our expertise and experience, we can say that it has passed all of these.”

Ben Thuy picked up a sheet of paper and studied it. “You are both considered as experts, I see. You have wide knowledge in this field.”

I wondered what the paper said and who had written it but Don nodded, so I did too. I put on what I supposed was an expert look.

“So to the best of your professional ability, you verify that the spice is truly Ko Feng.” He eyed us sharply as he said it.

“I do,” Don said.

“I do,” I said.

One of Ben Thuy’s staff murmured something in an Asian language and slid a sheet of paper across the smooth desktop. It was a statement of authenticity. Don and I read it a couple of times, then signed it.

Ben Thuy beamed. Cartwright produced his check and Sam Rong brought out the bill of sale. A few more signatures and it was all over. Ben Thuy leaned forward.

“This must be very exciting for you,” he said to Cartwright.

“Very” he agreed. Weariness showed in his face. Now that it was all over, he was probably feeling down after the tension.

“It is exciting for me too,” said Ben Thuy. “You see, I was born not too far from the region where the Ko Feng was found.”

Sam Rong arched his sparse eyebrows. “I did not know this.”

“Oh, yes. And so—it is from a personal viewpoint that I ask this—can I see this Celestial Spice?”

Sam Rong looked at Cartwright. “Is now property of Mr. Cartwright. I do not object.”

Cartwright hesitated but the five eager faces across the table were hard to resist. Ben Thuy faced him, eye to eye. Cartwright grimaced but managed to turn it into a smile.

“Of course.”

Papers were loaded into briefcases and we went back to the underground parking area. The two guards stiffened—Ben Thuy was evidently a martinet for discipline and efficiency.

Cartwright unlocked the back door of the van and slid it open. There was a low gasp of awe from a couple of Ben Thuy’s aides at the impressive sight of the teak case. Cartwright unfastened the padlock and lifted the lid with a proud flourish. Ben Thuy craned his neck to stare inside and his aides squeezed closer. Ben Thuy turned to look at Cartwright, who had a frozen expression on his face.

Don and I took a step forward.

The case was empty. The Ko Feng was gone.
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