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Advance Praise

 

“Dance Me to the End of Time is a brilliantly conceived finale to the wonderful Vincent Calvino series of novels set in one of the world's most important cities—Bangkok. Christopher Moore transforms his classic noir sensibility with a thrilling warp drive vision of our tomorrow with the timelessness of today. What a great creative work of fiction.”

—James Grady, creator of the Condor character, winner of Italy's Raymond Chandler medal and France's Grand Prix du Roman Noir

 

“Christopher [Moore] writes as an insider—that is to say not someone on a visit to this strange place who leaves shaking his head in dismay, or with tight lipped judgments—but as an aficionado with the genuine  love/hate relationship with the metropolis that all real dwellers of Bangkok have. To me the whole series has been more than the journeys of the good detective ... but an important chronicle of the changes that have taken place in the urban landscape…. In this latest offering that Christopher says is his last in the series, the city has morphed into future time but it should be fairly recognizable to its inhabitants. At least the vices haven’t changed.”

—Tew Bunnag, author of Curtain of Rain

 

“The Vincent Calvino series is both a wonderful feat of storytelling and a window into ‘Thainess’ and ‘Otherness’. In Vincent Calvino, Christopher G. Moore has created a sympathetic detective as memorable as Philip Marlowe … a subtle reflection on our difficult times…. I will miss Vincent Calvino!”

—Narisa Chakrabongse, publisher/editor at River Books, founder of BangkokEdge Festival 
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“A hyperreal henceforth sheltered from the imaginary, and from any distinction between the real and the imaginary, leaving room only for the orbital recurrence of models and for the simulated generation of differences.” —Jean Baudrillard, Simulacra and Simulation

 

“The only important elements in any society are the artistic and the criminal, because they alone, by questioning the society’s values, can force it to change.” —Samuel R. Delany, Empire Star



ONE

 

AFTER I RETURNED to Bangkok, decades had passed. On arrival, I promised myself no more complicated investigations, messy missing-persons cases or cases that probed extra layers of fat, fueled by corruption. I’d finished with dead-end people snagged in mortal conflict with themselves, their spouses and powerful people. I no longer believed in best-case scenario or that I would emerge from any dangerous situation without a scratch, that I would expose and defeat those who were quick to use violence, lies and revenge. Like Don Quixote, I’d seen enemies around every corner. 

I’d finished with the drama of tilting at windmills. I stopped living in my dreams of the world uncluttered by the realities in front of my nose. When you believe you can no longer change the world, you stop believing love and honor are sufficient weapons to push back against greed, power and wealth. Like all promises we make to ourselves after waking from the dream the world can be changed, these are easy to make and hard to keep. 

Bangkok was the place of windmills, a place of the dark arts making enemies out of barbers and wine sacks. Like an alcoholic who believes he can handle a drink, I found myself slipping under the waves of a new Bangkok dream. I had my old armor and lance and set out as a cultural detective who translated smiles and silences for a living, thinking this would prepare me to slay the digital dragons. Thai culture had changed. The environment, the relationships—and so had I. When had a challenge stopped the Man of La Mancha? 

I returned to Bangkok hoping for one more chance to change the world. And there was my conflict—seeing the world as it was and seeing it as I thought it ought to be. I turned down a dozen cases while making up my mind to ride again. I’m good at ducking the sucker punch. But not as good as I thought. I’m vulnerable to a range of weak spots. All it takes is the right person at the right time to push that button.

When Ratana asked me to help someone from the old days, I knew this was going to be a promise breaker. She looked at me with those large, sad, knowing eyes. “Please Khun Vinny, Metta needs some help with Mike Hanover, her ex-husband. You know him from Washington Square days.”

“Tell her to get a lawyer,” I said.

“Khun Metta specifically asked for you, Vinny.” Ratana looked me straight in the eye with that combination of disabling honesty and innocence, testing whether my time back in New York had hardened me, equipped me with the decency-destroying weapon a detective needed in his arsenal if he was to say no, turn and walk away from a helpless woman in distress.

Ratana saw in my eyes that I led Rocinante out of the stables, his ribs showing, aged and slow. She witnessed me put on the saddle, mount my trusty steed and raise my lance. 

My dreamer self broke the promise to my knowing self, the one that knew I’d regret it. That was the terrible part. To feel your dreams are larger than your knowing of the world. You know you are being asked to travel a road of hurt, and some force inside you—an angel or a devil—fights this battle, and after a deep breath you take that first step. I was on my way to the start of a complicated case. I should’ve paid more attention to the first clue: Metta’s name translated into English as “unconditional love for all beings.” Her name had been taken from Buddhist scriptures and given to her by a monk. It was a Thai aspiration name, which reminded her that she lived in a world where love was conditional. Miss Unconditional Love shacked up with Mike Hanover, got pregnant and got dumped—the usual cycle for a Thai woman looking for a sheltering sky, who learns too late that the modern sky, like love, had gone into what people called the Great Upheaval, a time of turbulence, chaos, unstable cycles of dense radiation, extreme heat and rising sea levels.

I never understood how men like Mike Hanover outlived just about everyone, managed against all odds to outlive an entire era. Mike had survived after Washington Square was long gone. He’d eaten a cargo ship’s hold of Old George’s Texas Lone Star Saloon sixty-baht lunches. Those meals had been eaten a lifetime ago. The Texas Lone Star had since been bulldozed, taking a slew of the other bars too, the collective debris carted away. Built like tombstones on the mass grave of Washington Square, a host of shiny shopping malls and offices, swank restaurants and a luxury hotel fell on hard times as the Great Upheaval flattened the old economies worldwide. Old George, who had disappeared as smoke up the chimney of Wat That Thong, would have had his last smoker’s cough coating his laugh at the irony of how the destroyers had in turn been destroyed. 

Helping Metta find her son meant getting into a domestic tangle with Mike. There were pluses and minuses. Mike was a vault of the past carrying the stories of the old gang, knowing who had died and of what, who had a stroke or dementia, who’d left Thailand broken in mind and spirit. Mike did what he’d always done: He opened a restaurant, in a hole in the wall, hired girls to dance, cooked, and played soundtracks of music from the sixties of the last century. In my experience, if you have no place to go and are mean enough not to die young, you became a human museum, drawing a crowd that is happy to believe the old tales of heroics. 

I made an appointment to meet Metta at Silk & Belt Park, where she worked and had one day a month off. As the road curved to the left, a giant Ferris wheel loomed against a gray washed-out skyline. Shanties and abandoned cars lined the road. Not long afterward, my taxi passed a sign in English and Thai: You’ve Entered the Silk & Belt Park. What the sign left out was that you needed an official visitor pass, or you would be turned back, and the process of applying for a pass required about a week. An agency had taken my fingerprints, eye scan, facial scan, passport scan. A hospital had to certify my DNA sample. I asked, “Why no stool sample?” and was told that it was required as of next month. In Bangkok, reality always outstripped humor. I gathered all the documents and presented them in person to the agency. I had a one-hour interview. A week later, I had a message to pick up my visitor pass. If Metta had been in prison, it would have been easier to visit her.

So what was this place that discouraged farang? Silk & Belt Park was a semi-autonomous zone between the Chao Phraya River and the port, a Chinese joint venture with EarthCraft—the digital playground, portal and alt-reality landscape that had expanded into the analog world. The Chinese had signed a 99-year lease on a 199-rai apartment in the heart of Khlong Toey—I ’d read a translation of the Chinese-Thai lease and it was word-for-word plagiarism of the 1842 British Hong Kong Treaty. And I’ve heard it said the Chinese don’t have a sense of humor—but that’s not true. They created an amusement facility with reconstructed historical artifacts, a research center, shopping malls, condos and offices. And they called it a park. That’s funny. I’d start with the Ferris wheel, which had become an iconic symbol in Bangkok, like the Eiffel Tower or Statue of Liberty. Like a magnet, it pulled in Asian tourists, especially the mainland Chinese on a package.

From the back of the pedicab, as we approached the park, I saw Big Ben in the distance and heard the distinctive chime announcing 8:00 p.m. I don’t mean a replica of Big Ben. I mean the real McCoy. While I was away from Thailand, the British, facing hard times, had sold Big Ben to the Chinese. Years earlier, the Thais bought the British Embassy grounds in Bangkok. It takes a lot of EarthCraft credits to keep up the appearance of power long after it is gone. If you’re going down for the count, landmarks don’t much matter; they’re more like flotation devices on aircraft that promise what everyone knows won’t be delivered.

My Thai partner, Pratt, a retired police general and my own cultural guide, fixer and loyal friend, ran in the circles where the elites exchanged the latest gossip on how the Silk & Belt Park had emerged out of the cracked shell of the old Chinese Belt & Road project. Over drinks he confided that the Chinese had been taken to the Thais to the cleaners. “They learned their lesson from Belt & Road. The park’s their new model. I heard it was a good deal for the Thais.” He shook his head. “Not so good for us.” Then he told me the story of how the deal came together.

“It was Henrietta,” Pratt told me. “She worked behind the scenes; a hidden partner in the deal for Silk & Belt. And she had chosen the name: silk for nice, and belt for when you get out of line.” Forget about the road, Henrietta had texted the lead Chinese negotiator. That’s a separate deal.

“What was Henrietta’s end of the deal?” I asked Pratt. Being an AI, Henrietta would want more than the usual swag or welcome-bag trinkets. Pratt nodded. It turns out, she got a huge amount of the latest quantum neural memory-circuit inserts, three hundred square kilometers of land in Xinjiang with five thousand solar-powered processing farms and the top five thousand scientists—she gave the Chinese a list of names, addresses, social rankings and emails. This was the crème de la crème of China’s scientific team. Sending them to Xinjiang to work for Henrietta would gut the Chinese, ripping their best and brightest from the national belly. 

When the Chinese balked, Henrietta showed them how hardball was played. She sent the Chinese negotiation team a short note: Nice little radar operation you’ve got. It would be a pity if something happened to it. The Chinese were no strangers to noir—Henrietta reminded them that things could get much darker.

I asked Pratt what the Thais had got out of the deal. 

“More Chinese.” He smiled to see my reaction. “And fifty-seven tanks and thirteen submarines. Sixty-day warranty on tanks and submarines.”

 

As if I’d never left, Ratana assumed her habitual role of filling me in on the details and made the arrangements to meet Metta at the northeast corner of Big Ben as the clock struck 9:00 p.m. Nine was a lucky number for the Chinese. And mingling in the crowd around Big Ben, Metta could speak to a foreigner without security immediately pouncing and yanking her out to ask what I wanted. But we’d be watched. Surveillance cameras would pick her up; they would pick me up. It wasn’t illegal to meet me. I was already in their surveillance system, along with my DNA. Besides, most of her workmates at the park were foreigners. She cooked hundreds of “the original, authentic pad Thai” alongside a dozen other Thais, in what was constructed to look like a street stall, working from 6:00 a.m. to 9:00 p.m. 

Last time I saw Metta, she was an awkward teenager, recently arrived in Bangkok from Roi Et. She’d found work in One Hand Clapping, a massage parlor next to my old office. I first met her after I’d busted down the door of a small room there, where a young massage girl named Jazz lay crumpled up dead on the bed. Metta rocked back and forth on a chair, spacey and pale, shivering until the mamas threw a bath towel around her shoulders. In the doorway, several other yings stared and pointed. Jazz had killed herself. They say after you die, your body no longer has an owner. Here’s the strange thing: I couldn’t remember her. I remembered the dead girl and the mamasan, but Metta? Her face was buried deep in some memory hole that my digging tools couldn’t reach.

At 8:30 p.m., the pedicab, having detoured around two sinkholes, pulled into the lane for foreigners. Only five cars ahead of us in the queue. In the next lane, buses with Asian tourists snaked back half a kilometer; and one lane over, in the fast-track lane for Chinese, solar-powered tour buses drove through at sixty kilometers an hour. The buses were noiseless double-deckers with huge batteries on the roof. I watched them shoot past. The passengers’ faces were a blur. 

Armed security guards walked along the queue of cars, inspecting the occupants, asking for papers. At the entrance gate, a guard stopped my pedicab. I rolled down the window. It wasn’t the usual Thai private security guard with a whistle pressed between his lips. Instead, it was a Chinese solider who asked for my papers and official pass. He put a facial scanner in the window telling me to look into it without moving my head. After the scanning, I handed my pass to him and he turned and swiped it against a computer pad. He wrinkled his nose as he stared at the screen and facial scan. They matched. The security guard glanced at the pedicab driver’s sweat-covered face. He clutched an amulet hanging from a rearview mirror, which had been looted from an old taxi. The pedicab driver also got the facial-scan treatment. He’d been driving for twenty-four hours without sleep, but the scanner could match his death-mask face with the one in the data file. I was impressed. He’d passed the scan and let go of the amulet. Buddha had once again saved him.

“You are authorized for six hours. No overstaying is permitted. Do you understand?” The security guard mechanically mouthed his memorized English script. “Sign this,” he said, handing me a piece of paper through the window. It read like a contract agreeing to hand over my body for medical research and body parts. I signed it and handed it back. 

“Silk & Belt Park. It’s like a short-time hotel only a bit longer,” I said. Neither irony nor humor was ever a good idea with police, military or guards who were drilled never to crack a smile and who might strip search anyone who cracked a joke. 

He handed back my pass. “If you overstay, you are subject to a fine and imprisonment.” 

I noticed a small digital clock in the right-hand corner counting down. It read five hours and fifty-three minutes. The Chinese on the tour buses roaring through the fast lane had a full-day pass. Thais, depending on their social-credit ranking, were given a maximum of twelve hours per day for one week a year. If you were of European ancestry, you got six hours on a special pass, renewal every two years. Only fifty farang passes were allowed each month. In reality only half a dozen were given out, and half of these were approved only after paying a bribe. 

The pedicab driver stood on his pedals and we slowly passed through the entrance, both eyeing the ten-meter security wall that ringed the 199-rai complex, separating the park from Khlong Toey, the dense, hot, packed and miserable slum, which rivaled the favela in Rio de Janeiro. Khlong Toey squatters boiled like frogs in a pot under the extreme heat. The official population was one hundred thousand people, but no one believed that number. With the failure of rice crops for the five years running, farmers in the northeast gave up and headed to Bangkok, ballooning the Khlong Toey numbers to somewhere between five hundred thousand and a million unemployed, hungry and thirsty ex-farmers who queued for water and food in the shadow of the Ferris wheel. None of them happy to be on the other side of the wall.

The Chinese developers named the Ferris wheel The Golden Angel, which was rich as they tossed religious and ethnic groups like the Falun Gong and Uyghurs into detention camps. But test marketing proved itself within a year, and the heavenly representative of Silk & Belt Park rained down large profits. 

The pedicab slowed to a stop as the driver jumped down and hand-guided it behind a row of water tankers. As I got out, I could hear singing, laughing and shouting as a dozen trucks with crews on top sprayed water over to the slum side of the wall. 

“They do that twice a day. On the other side, people line up with buckets to catch a few drops,” said the pedicab driver, who had got out and also watched the Silk & Belt Park spray brigade do their job. 

I looked back at him leaning against the pedicab with the awning pushed back. “That’s unlawful under the water shortage rules,” I said.

The pedicab driver nodded, feeling some of the mist from the spray blow back on his face. He smiled. “Rationing rules are bent in the zone.”

Overhead a fleet of drones with the wingspan of an Andean Condor patrolled the wall perimeter, red lights flashing at the wingtips. Under their wings, each drone carried a payload of laser-guided rounds that could zero in on a head one kilometer away. As I followed the path to the Ferris wheel, I saw an unmarked service road running parallel to the road. Water trucks were lined up bumper to bumper. They’d been fitted with spray nozzles and were set in a rotating turret. An operator sat behind the nozzle adjusting the volume and direction of the water. A couple of minutes later, the trucks and drones behind me, I was swept up in a crowd of people moving like a column of ants drawn to the Golden Angel. 

Three Chinese women came up to me and asked if they could take a group picture with the Golden Angel in the background. I was a rare foreign bird not often spotted in this forest. After the group shot, each woman took a turn standing beside me, her finger pointed at my head, I thought. It was actually pointed at the plastic ID card with my photograph and my remaining countdown time ticking away. Soon a queue of Chinese men and women, young and old, waited to have their picture taken with me. Nothing can prepare you for the sheer number of Chinese who want to show their friends their new best farang friend. I was a strange white ant marching toward the Ferris wheel—the largest in the world according to Chinese propaganda—enormous enough for NASA satellites circling the globe to pick it out. As our picture was taken, one of the Chinese told me that the president of China had a framed photograph of himself next to the Ferris wheel and a satellite photo of the wheel enlarged, hanging side-by-side on his office wall. The Chinese seemed disappointed when I turned on a path leading away from the Ferris wheel. 

“I’m going to Big Ben,” I said.

“No, Golden Angel is much nicer,” one of the women said.

“Much higher,” said another.

“Our Chairman loves the Golden Angel,” said yet someone else.

I smiled and waved and carried on walking. They lost interest in me. I had ended up a disappointment. 

Big Ben loomed ahead. The Chinese had erected it on the riverside south of the Ferris wheel, close to the Cotswold village where Metta worked as a food vendor. She must have heard that loud bong every hour, fifteen times a day. 

I had mixed emotions looking up at an iconic part of London set against Khlong Toey port. We have a sense of where things belong. When they are out of place, there is a quietly disturbing unease. I looked back at the wall. Those living in the slum on the other side would have been able to read the time of day on Big Ben. I poised for a new crop of Chinese tourists’ photo sessions—smiling Chinese, smiling detective. Maybe they’d heard a famous detective was standing in front of Big Ben. 

“Khun Vinny?”

I turned when I heard my name, and Metta was standing next to me, a small women dressed in a white cook’s uniform wearing a black hair net. She’d been waiting near the northeast corner, watching as the Chinese lined up to take their picture with me.

“It’s okay to tell them no,” she said, gesturing toward the Chinese tourists. “They ask any farang.” 

“Right,” I said. “I knew that.”

Her timing was not Thai time. She’d showed up just as the huge expat clock boomed out nine times. Hundreds of Chinese broke out into applause and smiles. Nine gongs from Big Ben was supposed to bring good fortune and health. The Chinese audience was large enough for a Hong Kong street demonstration. Close up, Big Ben was ear shattering. The rumor was, the Chinese had amplified the sound. Fireworks burst above the clock. The crowd roared. It was time to have a talk with Metta. If nine were a lucky number, I hoped some of that luck would rub off on both of us.



TWO

 

“FOLLOW ME,” METTA said in a weary, dreamy voice. She’d been on her feet for a straight fifteen hours. Asking for details or why we couldn’t talk where we met was not an option. Like the rabbit in Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Metta occupied a space apart from questions and words. 

I followed behind her, nearly getting lost in the large crowds—a melting of multiple groups, each headed by an official holding a flag at the end of a thin aluminum pole raised above their head. Each flag was decorated with either a mythical or extinct animal: dragons, tigers, lions, unicorns and swans. The theory was, once you knew your animal you wouldn’t get lost. 

I lost sight of her. She didn’t have a flag. Or an animal. I found her waiting for me. She nodded and walked ahead, this time glancing over her shoulder like a worried mother. We walked some distance, leaving behind most of the flag crowd behind us. In the distance, the Ferris wheel slowly turned like a celestial object, with its shafts of lights cutting through the nightscape. You could see the forms of people inside the capsules high above the city. But I was too far away to make out the expressions on their faces—terror, happiness, nausea? 

We arrived at our destination—a completely recon-structed Cotswold village with limestone houses with cross gables, bay windows and gardens. Metta said it had been bought in England where the whole village, including the gardens, were uprooted, taken apart, packed into containers and shipped to Thailand where a team of Chinese engineers and landscape artists reassembled it down to the name on the last tombstone in the church graveyard. As she explained how much work was involved, we walked past a thatched-roof house with oil lanterns in the windows. No life stirred inside, giving the interior a ghostlike appearance. Then everything changed, as first one and then many doors opened as farangs dressed as sixteenth-century nobles in silk and sheepskin carrying mugs of beer spilled into the road singing old English drinking songs. 

The men dressed in stockings, breeches, starched lace collars, satin sleeves and broad brimmed hats cocked to the side; the women were in low-cut bodices, satin smocks, black robes and lace-up boots. They locked arms and greeted the tourists. Elizabethan music floated through the night. Using my thumbnail, I tapped the bronze ribbed band on my left hand ring finger. This activiated the neural device—a voice message whispered the music was William Byrd’s Fantasia a6. Hundreds of others were checking their apps too, feeling smugly knowledgeable. Metta must’ve heard the piped recording a thousand times. She moved faster, looking both ways, working her way through the crowds that gathered to take turns posing with one of the actors as friends videoed and photographed the moment. The Chinese were no longer interested in having their photo taken with me. The distraction made it easy for me to slip unseen into a small subsois behind a reconstructed pub with a sign suspended over the entrance: The CockInn. Oil lanterns flickered along the street, lighting our path between long shadows. The Cotswold village abruptly ended as we entered a staff area. We were back in Thailand.

On our right were a drab series of Quonset huts running diagonal from the village to the black featureless wall with the Khlong Toey slum on the other side. The wall would have Kipling spinning in his grave: “East is East, and West is West and never the twain shall meet,” hadn’t imagination large enough to visualize the junction I found myself in as I crossed the line between the Cotswold village and the Quonset huts. I followed Metta into one fitted out as a staff canteen, a large room with twenty tables and benches. Three single bulbs hung from the ceiling creating a twilight effect. The room smelled damp, and of burnt oil, overcooked food and sweaty bodies. 

The park entertainers seated at the tables were dressed in their uniforms or costumes. No longer performing for tourists, their exhausted shoulders hunched forward over their bowls. Half-dead faces slurping noodles. The format no different from any employee canteen—a sparse feeding joint with none of the frills or decorations a restaurant used to entice and retain customers. An overhead fan blade looked like it hadn’t completed a rotation in years. The heat of the night hung heavy over the diners—sweaty-faced actors hoping to finish their soup before their makeup dripped into their bowl.

From the look of the place, the canteen had no competition. Eat there or go hungry. Metta handed me a tray and I ordered two cold beers and two glasses with ice. In a staff canteen, such a request raised suspicion. Only rich people had spare credits to buy cold. The poor only knew hot; and room temperature was the new hot. If a regular employee made such an order, the whole place would believe the employee had tapped into a honey pot and wanted to show off. 

The cashier eyed me. “You want cold beer and separate ice?” Before I responded, she turned to Metta with a knowing smile. “Got yourself a big spender.” Her attitude indicated they knew one another. It also suggested I was the first outsider Metta had brought to the canteen.

I nodded at the cashier, swiping neural device on the ring finger of my left hand against the screen on the counter. “That’s me. Mr. Big Spender.” 

“You can speak Thai?” Her eyebrow over the right eye raised like a caterpillar caught mid-stroke climbing a tree.

“Years ago I held my own against an average two-year-old,” I said in English. 

“You don’t look like the breastfeeding type,” she said with a wink.

Metta slid herself along a bench, squeezing beside an actor in a black cape and cocked hat. The actor ate rice with his fingers. As I slipped into the opposite bench, he looked up chewing with his mouth open. Black gums, yellow teeth, likely more authentically sixteenth century than the reassembled Cotswold village. 

“I remember a slightly younger man,” she said. I took that as a confirmation that detectives don’t age. In our line of work, by tradition, we don’t get on that treadmill of time. She leaned forward, looked up and down the table, then tossed a handful of pills into her mouth. Drinking beer from a tin mug, she swallowed them in one gulp. Like everyone working at Silk & Belt Park, she received a daily ration of what she referred to as “energy” pills. 

The lights suddenly died. Metta reached across the table and took my hands in hers. She explained that it would be no more than ten or fifteen minutes before the park generators kicked in. Along the table, staff lit candles from oil lamps and passed them down where they were stuck in the neck of an empty Singha bottle. Illuminated in the flickering candlelight, the workers began singing and laughing. Soon they were on their feet. Actors from the Cotswold village in full costume danced on the tables, throwing food and aiming handheld lasers to blind the surveillance cameras. A couple at the next table fornicated on the tabletop as others shouted them on. They cursed the gods and their masters. They chanted for the sky gods to return to earth and destroy the Golden Angel. While she was at it, they called for her to burn down Big Ben and firebomb the Cotswold village. The drugs came out of medieval pockets and were passed down the tables. The workers swallowed pills by the handful. It was their happy medicine. Everyone swallowed something—red, blue, green, yellow—a rainbow of substances. It wasn’t difficult to spot the infrared surveillance cameras and the lasers hitting them from multiple angles. As if there were a silent whistle only they could hear, the lasers stopped. They wanted the bosses to see them. They’d heard the rich bought the show reels, the footage on a constant updating loop feeding into a vast data bank. 

I was more interested in Metta. She saw me watching her from the corner of her eye. What I saw wasn’t pretty. Wrinkles and sagging skin assembled the webbed face of an older woman who had done a lot of hard labor. Her eyes blinked as she looked at me over dark puffy patches under both eyes. Her jowls swallowed her jawline like the California coastline. The erosion had turned her skin sallow, like paper dipped in forest honey. She could have passed for a beat-up fifty-five-year-old career lifeguard.

She turned and faced me. “I know I don’t look the same. That you don’t remember me. Why should you? You saw me once. I was a teenager. Jazz had killed herself. But I didn’t ask you to come here to talk about lost looks.” In the candlelight, she drank straight from the beer bottle, rotated her head from side to side. She complained of headaches. Chills and sweats at night. Nausea. Then a shiver overtook her, both shoulders twitching. She took another drink and shivered again. It was that dim light, that gesture which unsealed my memory of that night at One Hand Clapping massage parlor. She had sat on the other side of the forced-open door, staring down the void which had taken Jazz, who was on the bed next to her. Dead. It all came back. She had that unforgettable look of dread and sadness. The face stranded in a moment of despair, an image your memory works hard to bury in its deepest vault.

She held my hand in the candlelight, with the singing and howling falling and rising around us. “The blackouts are planned,” she said. “We know. They know we know. But we don’t care.” Then she whispered, “They know we don’t care. For a few minutes we are free. We aren’t afraid.” She elbowed an elderly farang dressed like a medieval monk, whose hand was creeping up her thigh. He fell to the floor, taking plates, cups, spoons, knives and forks with him, to the amusement of those around us.

Women walk around with a full tank of fear. Half of the population is taller, stronger, bigger fisted, violent and unpredictable. Metta had been another upcountry girl seeking sanctuary in Bangkok. She found herself in a hole in the wall. It wasn’t much, but One Hand Clapping massage parlor promised to keep her safe. No place in Bangkok was safe then. Now no one would think of making such a promise. Or if it were made, no one would take it seriously. Those days of safe passage had gone. And Metta had come to terms with her place in the world. She’d pretty much given up on being afraid.

“My ex, Mike, kicked out Joshua,” she said.

“Joshua is your son?”

“Yes. Mike threw him out of his house three days ago.”

“Did he give a reason?” 

She shrugged, tilting her head, the candlelight catching the side of her face, softening it into a mother’s mirror of worry. “He said Joshua was useless. Stupid. Selfish. Causing a problem for the third-floor tenant and getting violations, issued by a water-station enforcement official. Imagine that. He works for them. They give him a ticket. It isn’t fair. He didn’t do anything. It was Mike who got him into trouble.”

My role in this little domestic disturbance was becoming clear. I was the guy who had to defuse Mike and arrange a reconciliation. That’s not private-eye work. That’s social work. I felt a mixture of relief and horror in finding myself in an awkward situation. I’d gone to the trouble to get the visitor pass. I’d promised Ratana to help if I could. And now the memory of a much younger Metta had come back to me.

“Where is Joshua now?”

“In Lumpini Park,” she said in a deadpan voice.

She didn’t need to add anything more. Everyone knew Lumpini Park was a graveyard for the poor, powerless, discarded migrants who came down from the north and northeast on foot, bicycles or oxen-pulled wagons.

Since I was new to Bangkok after years away, I didn’t appreciate the full extent to which Lumpini Park had deteriorated. The dark opposite of the Silk & Belt Park, Lumpini was a symbol of failure, a holding place for people who had fled droughts, floods and heat. It was occupied by thousands of homeless, crammed together like prisoners. No place to drink, no place to shit. No safe place to sleep. If you lasted out the week, you had an immune system worthy of scientific study. Screams and murders happened throughout the night as migrants came in and fights broke out over scraps of food and drops of water. Around 6:00 a.m. the city maintenance trucks loaded the previous night’s bounty of a couple hundred bodies or so like a chord of wood.

“Joshua has a neural device,” Metta said. “But unless he pays this week, it will be cut off. I won’t be able to speak with my son.”

“I can pay for his device, if that’s what you want.”

A smile flickered across her face. “What I want is for his father to take him back. No one survives very long at Lumpini. Please help my Joshua, Mr. Calvino.”

By the way she looked at me, she thought I could wave a magic wand and banish her fear, her hopelessness, her regrets. I have a law about such a situation: Never overpromise a woman about how much control you have over what happens next.

I recognized the moment—she was asking me to write a rescue-in-the-nick-of-time script with a happy ending. No one wrote that kind of script any longer. “This isn’t really my line of work. I solve crimes and mysteries. I look for missing persons.”

“Joshua is missing.”

I’d opened myself up for that one. “Okay, I’ll have a talk with Mike. I can’t promise anything. You understand that?”

“I’m not asking you to promise, Khun Vinny. I only have one wish. Save my son.”

I saw how Metta’s innate honesty and decency had hooked Ratana, who in turn released me into the net of lives, where the fish struggled against their fate—but fish had no inkling their fate was to land on someone’s dinner plate.

The canteen lights flashed on, and they were no longer dim; the twilight of our entrance was replaced with hot torchlights in the ceiling, as bold as the noon sun. The fornications on several of the tables and against the walls stopped, as did the dancing, singing, hugging and shouting. The message sent by power to the powerless was unmistakable. It always was so: Power humbled and humiliated those in its presence.

I didn’t promise her I could help Joshua. But I may have been the last reed she held onto. “I’ll see what I can do.” 

That proved to be good enough. She squeezed my hand before letting go. “Thank you for coming. After all of these years, it was good to see you,” she said.

The strange thing is I think she meant what she said. The first time she saw me was after Jazz’s suicide; the second time, as her son faced a grim, uncertain future. For it to be good to see me told me all I needed to know about her life.



THREE

 

MIKE HANOVER LIVED in a building hidden away in the wild yellow bamboo and high elephant grass on the edge of the city. Mike called it the warehouse and the name fit the idiosyncratic structure designed to meet the polygamous nature of the families. Entering the grounds was like passing through a time warp into a family compound constructed during a historical era of Bangkok before the massive development and long before the Great Upheaval and the new order razed the neighboring compounds. 

My pedicab driver found the warehouse half a kilometer inside a subsoi with weeds growing ankle high. I stood outside an unlocked gate, balancing two six-packs of Singha beer. The air was thick and the sun burning holes through a dull sky. I pushed my hip against one side of the gate and it swung open on rusty hinges, letting me into a large open courtyard with piles of rubble and stacked red bricks. Someone had gone to the effort to make a barrier to the warehouse entrance. It would have been difficult pulling a truck through it.

Beyond the parking lot, with its ghostly stripes for trucks and cars, was stinging nettles overgrown with weeds. I wasn’t much of a weed man, but I recognized yaa kok, “spike-rush,” and saw grass growing wild, rising through the cracks in the old tarmac. The building had a colorful history—constructed as a house, it was later renovated for warehouse and factory use and changed back for multiple living quarters. Those alterations left a heavy toil, not unlike a drunk who goes sober then back to the bottle, only to revert to being sober again. Only to end up a sad derelict. Everything about the structure and environment screamed ruin and decay. Under Mike’s watch, the house occupied an uneasy middle, serving both residential and commercial purposes. 

I walked around the building. Back at the front, I thought about Metta so desperately wanting her son to return to this place of ruin and neglect, which was being reclaimed by nature. A detective doesn’t judge his client’s options too harshly, especially when they are in dire circumstances. Armed freight trains filled with food and water ran hundreds of miles past the tents and shacks of the uprooted, on the way to Bangkok. The squatters would have seen the warehouse as a palace.

I threaded my way through a used-car lot worth of wrecked cars, passed the bashed-in shells of a couple of discarded tuk-tuks and ancient motorcycles and worn out pedicabs without tires or wheels, the solar panels broken, the seats stripped off, then circled around a corridor of old fridges stinking of rot and mildew. The rats didn’t bother to run, staring with their don’t-fuck-with-me beady eyes. Monitor lizards had set up nests in a warren of gutted air-con compressors. 

Mike Hanover had a simple formula for renting a place in Bangkok: Location, condition and neighborhood were irrelevant so long as the rent was cheap. Properties like the warehouse were no longer abandoned. The uprooted flocked to them. Mike had spared the warehouse that fate, but he couldn’t stop a random stranger from using the compound as dumping grounds. Severe penalties were imposed on anyone dumping debris or caught painting graffiti on sinkhole walls, but private property was a risky game with dumpers rountinely killed. 

Wild cats jumped on the hood of a wrecked Honda City, arched their backs and hissed as I passed. I never liked feral cats. I approached the door. This wasn’t the kind of building where you were expected to knock. I opened the door and stepped inside to find two green snakes coiled with tongues flicking the air. Thailand had about two hundred snakes and the badass ones had multiplied in the altered ecology of the Great Upheaval—that period that started some years ago as everything from extreme heat, drought, sea levels, ice-cap melting, flooding, water shortages and contagious diseases changed life. These two snakes fit the description of the particularly nasty green pit vipers. Thailand didn’t have a lot of poisonous snakes, but these two were highly toxic. Assassins used them to settle scores. Drop a bag of them into your enemy’s bed while he was sleeping and your problem would be solved by morning.

“Hanover, it’s me, Calvino,” I shouted through cupped hands. “We have an appointment.” Silence. I tried again. “I’m surrounded by a couple of snakes living in your lobby.” This time I shouted in the direction of the stairwell at the end of the hallway.

I heard movement from above. Bare feet on the upstairs floorboards. A door opened and slammed. Another door on another floor shut with the force of a shotgun blast.

“That’s not a lobby. And this ain’t no hotel, goddammit.”

Mike Hanover appeared at the top of the stairs dressed in a white collarless shirt and white loose-fitting pants. He slowly came down the staircase, his face gaunt, his body undernourished. A cigarette dangled from the right corner of his mouth and he held a Singha beer can in one hand. At first glance, he might have been an aged fitness instructor gone to seed or the ascetic leader of a cult. His long hair curled over the shoulders of his wrinkled shirt. With his free hand, he rubbed the sleep from his right eye.

“Mike, you’ve got a couple of deadly snakes guarding the doorway.”

“Don’t get all dramatic on me, Calvino. Molly and Lolita keep out the riffraff or riff-rats as I like to call them. Don’t fuck with those cats. They are easily irritated.” Halfway down the stairs, he pointed his beer bottle at the snakes. “Ease off, girls.”

This was the environment that Joshua wanted to return to. Maybe Metta didn’t have any idea how Mike Hanover lived. But, of course, she did. She’d lived with Hanover in places not much different from the warehouse. Rats and cats. Snakes. Monitor lizards. Wild animals thrived in the Hanover ecology. At the bottom of the stairs, he rested his beer and cigarette on the flat top of the Newel post.

“I’ll be right with you, Calvino.” Hanover disappeared into a crawl space underneath the stairs. He emerged opening the neck of a gunny sack while balancing a steel snake-catching tong, which looked to be about a meter long, over his left shoulder. “Let me show you how it’s done.” He walked over and picked up one snake, dropped it in the bag, and repeated the action with the second snake. “It was either that or laying down landmines. The rail-track squatters only steal the landmines for resale. Clever bastards. But snakes? The old primordial fear stops most of them.” He smiled at the six-pack I was carrying and reached for the beers. “You shouldn’t have.” His speech was muffled, the words coming out of his mouth over vocal cords lathed on a machine dialed to the incorrect settings. “These two babies must have cost you a bundle. I’ve heard that you’ve managed to stash away a shitload of EC credits.” He grinned. “Your timing is perfect. I’m down to my last beer.”

Close up, I saw Hanover’s mouth was red, fleshy and puffed up, like Botox that had gone wrong. 

“You didn’t say on the phone what you wanted to discuss. I guessed it wasn’t to reminisce about the old times in Washington Square. God rest Old George’s soul.”

It was time to switch to the professional track. “It’s about Joshua,” I said.

“Water Boy,” Mike said. “I should have known.”

“Your son. The one you threatened to sell to an organ-transplant syndicate.” 

“That boy doesn’t own a single organ that anyone would pay a thimble of water for.”

A raw, open wound in his mouth distracted me. All that came to mind was he’d been in a fight or had a botched mouth transplant. I leaned closer to inspect his face. “What happened your mouth?”

 “Ants,” he said.

“Ants did that?”

That question was enough to get the juices flowing in Mike. “Fucking Joshua hid a Snickers in the back of the freezer. I don’t know how long it was there. He never paid any rent. I thought, here’s a chance for a little payback. I ate about half of it, fucking around on my computer. I was in a Zen state when I felt something wasn’t right inside my mouth. You know your spit rises up? Well, maybe you don’t know. But when it does, it’s like a red tide. This tide brought a fucking tsunami of red ants. That Snickers bar was crawling with them. Red army fuckers that can gnaw through a wall of lead. Biting the shit out of everything in my mouth that wasn’t enamel. I looked like I’d gone nine rounds with Mike Tyson. I figured the little bastard ambushed me because I asked him to clean up his room. Not even the snakes would go inside it. There he was, sitting in a corner, stoned, broadcasting bullshit about water over his shortwave radio. I said, ‘Joshua, look at my face.’ He just put a finger to his lips. ‘I’m broadcasting live.’ That set me off. The kid is telling me to shut the fuck up and I’ve got ants coming out of my mouth, from his fucking Snickers bar.”

“So you threw him out?”

“I should’ve done it months ago. He wouldn’t change his sheets for months. You could smell them as far as Sukhumvit Road. He never cleaned up. Doing dishes or laundry was beneath him. He stayed in his room after work messing around with that radio. I wasn’t a hardass. I let him put an antenna on the roof. Plus, plus, and here’s the thing. He’s got the water-station assholes writing citations for his crazy broadcasting act. It doesn’t matter that he works for the bastards. Someone there wants to bust his balls. And, I’m not finished, my third-floor tenants, some very respectable Chinese, need his space. They offered some big EC-credit transfers for the fourth floor. So you asked why I kicked him out? That’s a pretty good list of reasons. Next you’ll be saying, “Why can’t he live here with me?’ Well, let me tell you why. The little bastard was fucking one of my women. What do you expect? His mother was a whore. He’s got the whore gene.”

 “What if he promises to keep away from your girls?”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Calvino you have been out of the country a long time. The problem is the girls can’t keep away from him. I’m old and fat. What girl would want this on top of them, when they’ve got a young, lean stud upstairs? He’s a honey trap. Put him in the bedroom and the girls sniff him out like a drug dog trained to find a package of cocaine hidden in a coffee tin. It doesn’t matter he doesn’t have a pot to piss in or his chosen career is filling up jugs for peasants. My son, the water boy.”

“What’s this water boy thing?”

“I call him Water Boy because that’s what he is. He tags himself AquaBoy009 on the shortwave radio. Did his mother tell you he flunked his exams for battery-storage operator, and another test to become a solar-panel engineer? He takes after his mother. Massage parlor water hog spawns a water-bottle filler. That’s what they call upward mobility. Not.”

“You’re disappointed. Let’s fix the girlfriend problem and he can return,” I said.

“Here’s the thing, Calvino.” Mike opened a beer and took a long pull from the tin. “No one knows when they’re gonna die. Not you. Not me. But we do know when the dying period starts.”

The beer loosened his already flexible, ant-bitten tongue. “I’m listening. Tell me how this works? When do I know I’ve entered the dying period?”

“When you stop fucking. Or when your kid starts to fuck your whores. And they no longer want to fuck you. The dying period dates from that moment. You’re a walking dead man.”

“You know the situation Joshua’s in? He’s living rough at Lumpini.”

“That’s his problem.”

“No one can last long sleeping rough at the park.”

“He should have thought of that before he stuck it in Guitar. By the way that’s a Thai nickname, not a musical instrument.”

“How many floors you got?”

“Four.”

“Mike’s living on the fourth?”

“Was. As I told you the Chinese on the third floor want it.”

“Does it have its own entrance?”

Mike looked at Calvino, narrowing his eyes. “What if it does?”

“I’ll rent the fourth floor. What are the Chinese offering?”

Mike scratched his chin. It was a tell that he was about to lie. “One hundred thousand EC credits a year. But they’re willing to come up with more.”

“I’ll transfer you one hundred fifty thousand. The whole year, upfront.”

“I told you the Chinese want it badly. I’ve kind of promised it to them. Fucking with the Chinese is never a good thing, Calvino.”

“Two Hundred Thousand plus a six-pack of Singha each week during the term of the lease.” When a detective had assumed responsibility for people like Metta and Ratana, a shortcut or workaround was always possible, if he were willing to pay the price. 

He puffed up his cheeks, took a swig of beer. “I think we are getting somewhere.  I want you to know that I’m a man of my word.”

“I know that, Mike.” I said. The hook was set deep. It was time to pull him in. “What if I were to pay the rent one year in advance and Joshua’s name isn’t on the records. It’ll be like he doesn’t live there, got it? No drawdowns on his EC-credit account. No receipt. You never see him, he’s nowhere near your women. You tell the water-station officials you don’t know where he lives.”

“The rent’s at least twenty-five thousand EC credits a month,” Hanover said, thinking that would scotch the deal.

“Done. Three hundred grand. I’ll transfer the EC credits tomorrow.”

“You did that sum in your head?”

“I didn’t use someone else’s head.”

“I should have asked for more.”

“It’s your son.”

“He’s a water boy and a little son of a bitch.”

“The thing with a son of a bitch is not to let him turn you into a son of a bitch.”

“Not much of a chance of that happening. I’m already a son of a bitch.”



FOUR

 

IT WAS FORTY-ONE degrees Celsius in the shade. People moved slowly. Phantoms seeking refuge from the sunlight. Trees had become as scarce as water; they were luxury items, like many other things that at one time, were thought of as free. I made an appointment with my old friend Pratt. Without Sancho Panza, Don Quixote’s delusions would have undone him. Pratt cleared my pathway through Thai windmills.

 We’d worked closely together before the Great Upheaval. Coming back to Thailand, I found the old paths no longer led anywhere. In the six months since I’d returned, we’d had lunch once a week. I was learning the new path. Pratt, like the city, had changed. He seemed lonely.

“I go to a funeral every week,” he’d said. “All my friends are dead or dying.”

We had a history of meeting at Lumpini Park when it was a quiet sanctuary, an idyllic place with a few joggers, walkers, bicyclists and lovers working the pedals on a paddleboat. In the past, surveillance technology wasn’t good enough to capture our private conversations. We’d worked on the case of a murdered American, whose body had been pulled from the lake. I knew the dead man and wanted to find his killers. In the end, we got the murderer. I was thinking of that happy ending as I strolled to the Silom Road entrance of the park where Pratt agreed to meet me. The other gates had been sealed off for security reasons.

A military-like presence of armed ZOOM security ringed the gate perimeter around the clock. ZOOM acted as Henrietta’s storm troopers. The crowd forces used data gathered from her massive surveillance capability to track, monitor, reward and punish. Behind us were the ugly shells of buildings—the old complex of hotels, shopping malls and offices, interiors gutted by looters. Like Stonehenge relics they were a reminder of how people’s lives had changed. Silom Road wasn’t so much a ghost town but a vast area with the vitality sucked out, the air con silenced, the electricity rationed, the pavement lined, not with protestors but with people who no longer had the energy to protest.

I found Pratt talking to a couple of soldiers in the shade beside a Chinese-made ZOOM tank, asking about its fuel capacity and nodding when they told him it was empty. Pratt was always asking for specific practical information. He wore a short-sleeved shirt with nanobiotech for body cooling. Military clothing was made at great expense from the same material. Soldiers had been killed for their clothes while their guns had been left at the scene. Guns didn’t drop body temperature unless they were put to the head and the triggered pulled. When he saw me, he waved. “Vincent, did you hear it was going to hit forty-four degrees again today?” The old greeting, “Have you eaten rice?” was rarely used. Instead the Thais acknowledged your arrival with the latest weather report followed by the question, “Have you drunk water?”

I offered him my water canteen. He took a long drink and screwed the lid back on, then moved out from the tiny spot of shade. Sweat stained his shirt under his armpits.

“Same as yesterday,” I said. “Tomorrow there’s a chance it might drop below forty.” What little hope anyone offered translated as a dip in the rolling wave of heat that never seemed to hit a shore.

At the entry gate, we had our faces scanned. Pratt went through the ritual of showing his old police badge—a little hologram displayed his rank as a general—but all of that information and much more showed up as his face appeared on the handheld third-generation electronic device. Next, my mug was scanned. The soldier looked at me and back at his screen without any expression. He scrolled through a wealth of information about me. All in Thai. The soldier made no attempt to hide the screen from my glance. It was a taunt. The information would have informed him I couldn’t read Thai. I saw him examine online my Silk & Belt Park visitor pass. He seemed satisfied I must be relatively harmless.

I looked up at the cameras fine-tuned to read motives and intentions, attached to buildings near and far. Nothing that moved escaped recording and storage.

Pratt asked one of the officers if they had any reports of any new luk khrueng arrivals, knowing the half-Thai and half-farang stuck out of the crowd, usually taller than Thais and with their best features. I showed the captain a photo of Joshua on my projected as a hologram from neural device. He stared at it for a minute, copied it into his scanner and handed back my phone. He ran a check on their facial-scan database, but nothing came up. 

“You can find him here,” said the captain, showing us Mike Hanover’s address.

“We think he’s inside the park,” said Pratt.

The captain shrugged. “Suit yourself, General.” That was part of the military training. Nothing was personalized; no one had an opinion beyond what the screen told them.

“It’s not impossible he’s inside,” said Pratt. 

It was an open secret that park security had continued to deteriorate, and this hint of ways in and out of the park registered with the captain. It was an unconventional, potentially dangerous challenge to the data. But Pratt was a retired police general, and this allowed the captain to relax the strict protocol. He told Pratt that our man—in theory—might have slipped through a tunnel or temporary hole in the wall on Rama IV Road before it had been found and closed. People who were cornered were far more inventive and determined than the authorities had anticipated. Migrants were easy enough to trap in large numbers but almost impossible to manage in individual cases.

The best minds used computer simulation to probe vulnerabilities and weaknesses in security installations, including walls. Every week the ZOOM security inspection units fanned out over the city and discovered a new series of tunnels, ladders and holes. There was an underground of people sharing breach data. It was cat and mouse. The captain surmised we were looking for one of the cats among the mice. Eventually, a work crew would show up and seal the hole. The site of a backhoe or a cement truck made people run. The slow movers or the unlucky were picked off and put into the work gang that would patch up the breaches.

“You can take a look, inside,” the captain said. “I can spare two men as an escort.”

Pratt shook his head. “That won’t be necessary. My friend and me can look after ourselves. We don’t want to trouble you.” 

Pratt had brought along two industrial-grade surgical masks. They were reserved for category one visitors, the same people who received invitations to be a guest on the VIP capsule at Silk & Belt Park. Masks in place, the captain waved us through the gate. One step in and my eyes began to water as we hit a wall of stench that even the masks couldn’t stop—the perfume worn by bacteria, viruses and parasites. No one knew much about this cocktail of human waste in densely packed areas until the Great Upheaval. The sinkholes had destroyed much of the underground sewer system, polluted the groundwater with sewage and seawater. Inside the subterranean world, the Resistance was organized and plans plotted. The same problem existed along coastal areas all around the globe. We were glad for the face masks.
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